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    CHAPTER 1


    


    It seemed to take Vinter longer than usual to wake up, so that he only gradually became aware of his surroundings; perhaps it was because he was reluctant to tear himself away from the half-remembered impression of a naked woman with blonde hair lying next to him in the bed. She had her back to him, the duvet down around her slim waist, and he very much wanted her to turn over so he could see her face, but the image faded as his eyes finally opened and he began to look around.


    Hospital ward… bright light above, drip feed, pricking sensation in my wrist – what do they call it? Canal? Cannula – that’s it… What am I doing here? Can’t remember being in an accident… Concussion?


    Why couldn’t he remember? Come to that, what could he remember?


    OK, my name is Chris Vinter and I’m an UNSEC Inspector and…


    What the hell am I doing here?


    Good question… A very good question, actually… Take a look around and sort out exactly where you are.


    OK, so it wasn’t a ward, after all. He was in a windowless room, lying on his back in a hospital bed that was surrounded by electronic screens showing various readouts – pulse, respiration, blood pressure, the lot, the kind of state of the art equipment you’d normally only get privately. There were no other beds in the room, so he was getting pretty privileged treatment by the looks of it. None of which helps me figure out where the hell I am, or what’s happened to me…


    Abruptly, a door over to his left opened and a dark haired woman in a medic’s outfit came in – no, not the woman in the dream, although I wouldn’t have minded if she had been… Mid twenties, with blue eyes in an attractive face, slim figure and a welcoming smile. ‘So you’re awake, Inspector – about time, if I may say so.’ She ran a quick eye over the monitor screens and nodded approvingly. ‘Physical signs optimal,’ she said, holding up a comp pad; presumably, she was keeping an audio record. ‘Testing recall responses.’


    She turned to face Vinter. ‘So, Inspector – do you know where you are?’


    He hesitated momentarily, then nodded slowly. ‘I’m having a few problems there, I must admit.’


    ‘Don’t worry about it – that’s nothing unusual following revival.’


    ‘Revival?’ Then realisation struck him. ‘I’m on the Terra Nova, right? Have we arrived, then?’ A child asking ‘Are we there yet?’ and adults laughing…


    ‘Actually no, we haven’t, Inspector.’ A new voice, coming from the doorway; Vinter found himself fighting down an impulse to spring up from the bed – Shit, you startled me… The newcomer was also in medic’s garb, but older than the woman, in his mid forties, probably, Middle Eastern origins, medium height, slightly running to fat – sounds like I’m describing a suspect. ‘Doctor Al-Nashrawi at your service, Inspector.’


    ‘Delighted to meet you… any chance of something to drink? My throat feels…’ He broke off suddenly, realising what he was about to say.


    ‘Like a camel-driver’s jockstrap?’ Al-Nashrawi chuckled. ‘I’m not surprised. Ms Novaska–?’


    But the medic was already pouring a glass of water from a pitcher; carefully, she held it to Vinter’s lips, pressing down gently on his chest as he tried to sit up. ‘Don’t try moving just yet, Inspector.’


    ‘I won’t,’ he promised hoarsely. Too right I won’t – I’m as weak as a kitten…


    ‘Anyway, to continue,’ Al-Nashrawi said briskly. ‘No, we haven’t arrived yet – you’ve been revived early, Inspector.’


    ‘Right… There’s been some kind of emergency?’


    The doctor seemed momentarily surprised, then nodded; perhaps he had not been expecting Vinter to make such a rapid deduction. ‘Apparently there is, but there is no need to worry about that just yet – and, for a second time, stay where you are.’


    Vinter realised that, again, he had tried to rise from the bed almost without conscious volition – Conditioned reflex?


    ‘They told me you would probably react like this, Inspector, but you’re going to have to wait. You haven’t actually eaten anything substantial for eighty-two years, after all.’


    ‘Eighty-two years? Is that all? We’re not even a quarter of the way there yet and I’m not supposed to be revived until PlanetFall. So – again, what’s going on?’ He noticed Novaska making a rapid note on her comp pad while nodding again, as if in approval.


    As before, Al-Nashrawi looked momentarily startled, then inclined his head briefly. ‘I’m afraid that I cannot answer that, because, to be perfectly frank, I don’t actually know. Clearly, there is some sort of emergency, otherwise I myself would not have been awoken at this stage, but my instructions are that, now that you are awake, the first priority is for you to build up your strength before anything else happens.’ He paused as if to let that sink in, then continued, ‘The cannula in your wrist is feeding you right now, giving you all the nutritional requirements you need to even start to walk properly – or don’t you remember the briefings you were given before Departure?’


    Vinter nodded doubtfully. Revival was a lengthy process – it would be at least twenty-four hours, probably nearer thirty-six, before he would be able to walk any distance unaided. In the meantime, he would need physiotherapy to stimulate muscles that would have atrophied during cryosleep. But more memories were beginning to surface: he was on a starship, heading out to Delta Pavonis, almost twenty light years from Earth, journey time of three hundred and thirty years, more or less – and there was an emergency just eighty years in? What the hell was going on?


    As if answering his unspoken question, Al-Nashrawi said, ‘As I said, someone will brief you on the situation, but not until you are passed as medically fit. Is that clear?’


    Vinter nodded slowly, forcing himself to accept the situation. ‘As crystal.’


    ‘Good. Ms Novaska here will be supervising your rehabilitation and you had better do as she says.’ He smiled briefly. ‘She is not just a pretty face – for this stage of the process, she knows what she is doing far better than I do. I’ll leave you in her very capable hands.’


    


    *****


    


    He was on a starship… Now, he could finally believe it. He was in the observation gallery, staring out at the stars trying not to gawp like some rubber-necking tourist, sitting on a foam-backed bench facing the huge wall screen that showed the star field rotating slowly around them. In reality, it was only a video projection – installing what would have been a very thick reinforced plexiglass screen to provide the actual view would have been horrendously expensive. There was also the consideration that it would have involved standing on the damn thing and looking downwards, because, given the simulation of gravity provided by the rotating Habitat Section, down was actually towards the hull and up involved facing the hub of the ship. Those kind of thoughts did rather spoil the magic of the moment, he reflected… And, as for being a tourist, well, he was, really; they all were, just passing through on their way to somewhere else. The thing was, he could still see recognisable constellations and stars – Orion’s belt, Sirius, the Plough… But then they hadn’t yet travelled anything like far enough for there to be any perceptible change in the pattern of the stars. True, they were about five light years away from Earth – say about fifty trillion kilometres (or thirty trillion miles as some parts of EarthCorp would put it) – but that was virtually next door in a galaxy that was a hundred thousand light years across. Even so, it was unsettling to realise that, despite the distance they had travelled, the stars still looked pretty much the same. So much for engaging warp drive…


    He frowned; where had that flash of memory come from? Warp drive? OK, the notion of faster than light travel had been around since the Twentieth Century, but that particular jolt of memory had been far more specific than that – he had actually heard someone using that phrase somewhere, presumably in a vidscreen entertainment, but when – and where?


    ‘Impressed?’ Ilona – Ms Novaska – asked him, holding out a bulb of a liquid that was described as coffee; as far as he was concerned, any resemblance was purely coincidental.


    ‘Thanks,’ he said, taking it from her. ‘And yes, I am.’


    ‘Me too,’ she said, sitting down next to him and sipping from her own bulb. She had brought him here, to what was known as the Star Lounge, ten minutes earlier; he had managed about half of the journey from the Med Lab under his own steam before he had been obliged to let her support him. She stared at the display for almost half a minute, then shook her head slowly. ‘To think that I’d have missed this if they hadn’t woken me up,’ she said softly. ‘Can we see The Sun from here?’


    ‘I doubt it. We’re a long way out, after all.’


    ‘So how far out are we?’


    Vinter grinned sideways at her. ‘Is this a genuine question, or are you still checking my recall capabilities?’


    ‘Both, actually.’ She took out her comp pad and held it in front of her, poised to make an entry, but with a wry grin on her face that provoked an answering smile from him.


    ‘OK. We are about five light years from Earth, or around twenty five per cent of the distance to Delta Pavonis.’


    ‘Very good,’ she said brightly, touching the comp pad’s screen. ‘And the starship we’re on?’


    Vinter sighed. ‘Why all this obsession with my memory?’


    ‘It’s part of the re-orientation process, along with the physical rehab. We’ve never dealt with people who have been in the cryosleep chambers for this length of time, so we’re carrying out research into all elements of it – physical, mental and emotional. This is simply covering information you were given during pre-launch briefing – how well do you remember it?’


    He shrugged. ‘OK. This starship – the Terra Nova – is about six hundred metres long, more or less cylinder shaped, with a huge ablation shield of frozen deuterium in the bows to absorb cosmic debris – at the kind of speed we’re doing, even a relatively small object could do us a lot of damage. The deuterium also doubles as propellant for the engines. The Habitat Section is a torus shaped section positioned just behind the ice shield that rotates around the ship’s central axis, supplying a simulated gravity equal to about seventy per cent of Earth’s. The rest of the ship doesn’t rotate in relation to the external universe and is thus under weightless conditions. This section, which is about five hundred metres in length, includes the engineering sections and the cryosleep chambers. We’ve accelerated up to our maximum speed, which is about point zero six of lightspeed, so the engine’s been shut down and we will be cruising for most of the rest of the journey. The ship will be rotated at the end of the voyage for deceleration, but that won’t be for a while yet–’


    ‘Cryosleep chambers?’


    ‘They house about two thousand people who are, basically, deep frozen. Do not ask me to explain the science behind that, because I haven’t a clue, but, basically, the idea is that most of them will stay in their chambers all the way to Delta Pavonis where they will then be revived at PlanetFall. Long range telescopes and spectroscopic analyis indicate that there is a planet there that will be at least borderline habitable – these sleepers are colonists.’ His voice took on a sing-song quality. ‘Of these, a couple of hundred are designated ship’s crew and will be awoken on a rotational basis to man the Terra Nova for two year shifts. In reality, these will only be needed for routine maintenance work – most of the ship’s operations will be carried out by automatic machines run by computers. There are various specialist teams in the chambers who will be revived if there are any in-flight emergencies. Well, minor ones, anyway – if anything major happens, we probably won’t know anything about it anyway. Now there’s a cheery thought…’ He looked across at Ilona and shrugged. ‘Do I pass?’


    ‘Very good,’ she said, smiling. ‘You really are recovering exceptionally well – memory-wise, anyway.’


    ‘But not physically?’


    She pursed her lips for a moment, considering, then nodded. ‘Ahead of schedule, I’d say – but we need more physiotherapy.’


    ‘Oh, great… I can hardly wait.’ He held up his hand as she rose to her feet. ‘Just a minute.’ His eyes were fixed on the view outside, of the star field sliding slowly ever downwards as the Habitat Section rotated. I’ve always wanted to go into space… now I have.


    She followed his gaze. ‘Yes, I know,’ she murmured. ‘Beautiful, isn’t it?’


    I’ve seen things you people wouldn’t believe… An image of a man’s face with very blond or almost white hair, rain streaming down his features… Tears in rain…


    A clip from an old movie – but what the bloody hell was it called?


    And just what was the matter with his memory?


    


    *****


    


    He winced as she dug her knuckles into his shoulder blade, then gasped involuntarily as she began pummelling his back. ‘Are you enjoying this?’ he asked, his voice muffled by the fact that he was lying face down, staring down at the floor through the gap in the massage table.


    ‘Actually, I am,’ Ilona replied lightly. ‘Are you?’


    ‘No.’


    ‘Relax – this is good for you.’


    ‘I’ll take your word for that.’


    They were back in the Med Lab and, again, they were alone. It had dawned on Vinter that, apart from Ilona and Dr. Al-Nashrawi, he had spoken to virtually no one since his revival. Yes, they had passed people in corridors and there had been three others in the Star Lounge, but nobody had so much as acknowledged their presence. He’d asked Ilona about that; her explanation had been that there were never that many people awake at any given moment – each shift only had about forty crew members – and he was obviously a new revival. ‘And?’ he’d asked.


    ‘Everybody is under instructions to leave new revivals alone, if they’re being supervised by a medic. It’s so that the newly awoken can deal with any feelings of disorientation – the medics can help them through that.’


    ‘Are these disoriented feelings common?’


    ‘Apparently, yes. It’s a pattern that’s emerged already. To be honest–’ She’d broken off abruptly.


    ‘To be honest?’


    ‘OK,’ she said reluctantly. ‘I think the specialists are becoming worried that if there’s this level of confusion or disorientation after being in cryosleep for eighty odd years, what might it be like for those who aren’t revived until PlanetFall?’


    ‘I see what you mean. Is that why you’re so interested in my memory?’


    ‘Yes. It’s becoming standard procedure.’


    ‘Becoming?’


    ‘Yes. Look, it’s a new technology – we’re almost making it up as we go along. In an ideal world, there’d have been years of research put into this before we’d even have thought about trying it out on human volunteers.’


    ‘But it wasn’t exactly an ideal world, was it?’


    ‘No… it wasn’t.’ They’d reached the Med Lab at that point, effectively ending the conversation, but now, Vinter decided to resume it, if only to take his mind off the very intense massage she was giving him. Yes, it would help restore his muscles, but wasn’t there a less painful method?


    ‘Ilona?’ he asked, trying not to let out a grunt of pain as her knuckles dug deep into his gluteal muscles.


    ‘Yes?’


    ‘How long does this disorientation you mentioned last for, generally?’


    ‘It varies. On average, about three to four days. After that, they’re generally passed as fit for duty and off they go. They still have to come back for another four or five physiotherapy sessions before they’re passed as fully fit, though – only having a maximum of less than three quarter gravity doesn’t help with that, to be honest.’


    ‘And you had to go through it?’


    ‘Yes. I was signed off after three days.’ There was a hint of pride in her voice.


    ‘Including the final physios?’


    ‘Yes – but they were fast-tracking me.’


    ‘Why?’


    ‘So that I could supervise you. You’re being fast-tracked as well, which is why this is all being done on a one-to-one basis – you must be pretty important.’


    ‘Ow…’ he gasped as she did something to the back of his right knee. ‘I could probably do with just a little less fast-tracking at the moment, thank you.’


    ‘Orders, I’m afraid. Whatever they want you for, it’s urgent.’


    ‘You don’t know why?’


    ‘I was hoping you might tell me – it’s all very hush-hush. In fact…’ Her voice trailed off suddenly.


    ‘In fact?’


    ‘Nothing,’ she said dismissively. ‘Forget I said anything.’


    ‘Ilona, I’m a police officer, when all’s said and done – I’m not allowed to forget things. So… you were saying?’


    ‘OK, I don’t suppose it matters, really. They’ve only revived me specifically for this – for you, that is. Once you’re passed fit, I go back into the Zombie Pits – sorry, I mean the Cryosleep Chambers.’


    Vinter chuckled. ‘Is that what you call them?’


    ‘We all do – the Cryosleep Team, that is. I’m actually a Senior Specialist – not quite a doctor, but with more practical knowledge of revival techniques and cryosleep rehabilitation than most of those who are.’ There was an undertone of bitterness in her voice. ‘And I’m under strict instructions not to talk to anyone about you being revived – that’s what I meant about hush-hush. In fact, I’m not supposed to be asking you any questions at all, apart from the memory related ones.’


    ‘Don’t worry – I won’t tell anyone if you won’t. How do you feel about going straight back into the Pits?’


    ‘I don’t know, really. I wasn’t supposed to be revived at all until PlanetFall, but a few days here and now won’t make much difference. Except…’


    ‘Yes?’


    ‘I could have done without knowing about the disorientation issues. Now, I’m starting to worry about waking up with my brain completely scrambled.’ He heard her giggle momentarily. ‘Mind you, some would wonder how you’d notice.’ She leaned over him, placed her forearm at the base of his spine and ran it upwards towards his neck, pressing down hard and forcing an involuntary grunt out of him; she repeated this twice more, then stepped back. ‘That’s you done, Mister VIP,’ she said.


    ‘Until when?’ he asked, moving himself around so that he was sitting on the table; all he was wearing was a pair of boxer shorts.


    ‘For good – you’re officially passed fit for duty.’


    ‘What – completely? No more physios?’


    ‘At least try and look disappointed… No, that’s the lot.’


    ‘I thought you said three days minimum.’


    ‘That’s what it’s supposed to be, but you are fully rehabilitated now. In just twenty four hours – well done.’ Her expression changed from light-hearted, almost flirtatious, to a more pensive look. ‘Seriously, Inspector, you are in A1 physical condition. I didn’t believe them when they told me that it would only take twenty-four hours, but they were right.’


    ‘I suspect that was more a tribute to your skills than anything else.’


    ‘Maybe…’ She seemed about to say something more, then shrugged. ‘Anyway, get dressed and I’ll take you to your quarters.’


    


    *****


    


    Spartan would be a generous way to describe this, Vinter thought as he looked around the unit that he would be calling home for the foreseeable future. There was a large bed in an alcove off to the left of the door, a small kitchen dead ahead that would, he knew, contain little more than a microwave and a sink and a bathroom next to it that would contain a toilet, sink and shower. The main living area had a two-seat sofa facing a large wall-screen to the right, that, at the moment, showed a still image of an old painting, The Fighting Temeraire; Vinter knew that the screen also doubled as a TV. Next to the door was a desktop computer set-up with a single swivel chair in front of it – and that, apart from the walls that were pastel blue, was about it. Even so, he knew that this level of accommodation was higher than most – this was a two-person unit, as shown by the wider bed, which meant that he had marginally more space to swing the metaphorical cat; presumably, he had been allocated this unit because of his UNSEC rank.


    ‘Here you are, home sweet home,’ Ilona said, following him in. ‘Damn sight bigger than mine. Do you want me to show you where everything is, or can you remember the briefings?’ There was a slight emphasis on ‘remember’, accompanied by an ironic smile.


    ‘Yes, I do remember,’ he said gravely.


    ‘There is one thing, though – you’ll find some microwave meals in the fridge. You’ll have to stick to those for the next week or so – they’ll fit in with your dietary needs.’


    ‘So I’m still under your supervision?’


    ‘Officially you are, yes, at least until oh eight hundred tomorrow – that’s when I sign you off.’


    ‘Oh eight hundred? So we’re still sticking to terrestrial times of day, then?’ He saw her quizzical look, and added, ‘I know that was what was intended – my memory isn’t playing me up there, in case you were wondering – but I thought maybe they’d have changed it by now.’


    She shook her head. ‘Apparently not – I think it’s been suggested but the decision was that they would keep shipboard life as much like on Earth as possible.’


    ‘So today is?’


    ‘Thursday.’


    ‘Well, at least it isn’t a Monday – never could stand them. OK, so what happens once you’ve signed me off? Do you go back to the Zombie Pits?’


    ‘Don’t remind me. I think that’s what pisses me off, actually – pardon my French. You’re obviously important and so I suppose it’s a compliment to me that they chose me to supervise you, but I don’t suppose I’ll ever know what this was all about. Well, not for another two hundred and fifty years, anyway, when it’ll all be ancient history.’


    ‘Sorry about that, but I honestly don’t know what this is all about either.’ Although reviving the Head of the UN Security Unit under conditions of strict secrecy doesn’t sound too promising – something’s gone drastically wrong, by the looks of it…


    She was staring at him now with that considering look that he had come to associate with her wanting to ask him an awkward question that he might not want to answer and the thought occurred to him that they had spent virtually all of the last twenty-four hours together – she had not slept, either, although this was usual during the early days of revival, apparently. In that time, he had learned to read her expressions pretty well, but, despite this, he realised he knew almost nothing about her – Call yourself a policeman? ‘Go on, Ilona – ask your question,’ he said, gently.


    A momentary expression of surprise crossed her face, then she nodded. ‘Some day, will you tell me what this was all about?’


    ‘If I can, yes.’


    ‘Thanks… Another question – is it OK if I grab a meal for myself as well? It’s either that or go and eat alone. This’ll be the last meal I have for another two hundred and fifty years, so – well – I’d rather eat it in company. If that’s OK.’


    ‘Of course you can. I’d hate to eat alone as well.’


    Again, she gave him that look, then said, softly, ‘And would you seriously object if I spent the night here as well?’ She shrugged, a teasing smile on her face. ‘The same reason – this’ll be my last chance for two and a half centuries, after all.’


    He stared at her, not so much for her directness – let’s face it, women have had equality in that respect for decades now – but for the realisation that, somehow, he had known that she was going to make the offer – had known ever since they had arrived in his quarters, in fact.


    How?


    And this was hardly the time to be looking gift horses in the mouth… ‘Well, as I’m still under your supervision, I suppose you’ll have to…’


    


    *****


    


    ‘Oh God, yes…’ she whispered, hoarsely, her hips moving rapidly to and fro now in an uncontrollable rhythm, ‘Yes... just like that, yes...’ She was straddling him, staring intently down at him until, suddenly, she gave a strangled cry and fell forward onto him, clutching frantically at his shoulders as he thrust urgently up into her, her climax triggering his and – Anji…


    Anji?


    Who the… Don’t say it!


    He only just managed not to gasp out the name as he emptied himself into the woman above him – Ilona, her name’s Ilona, for Christ’s sake – and simply held her close, nuzzling her ear and stroking her hair as their movements gradually subsided… Anji? Who the hell was Anji?


    ‘Chris…’ she breathed into his shoulder, still holding on tightly to him, but then she lifted her head and smiled into his eyes. ‘Wow…’ she said, dreamily. ‘I think I can safely say that you are fully recovered, Inspector. I can personally vouch for that.’


    ‘Takes two to tango,’ he said, still slightly breathless, touching her gently on the cheek. ‘You were terrific, Ilona. Many thanks.’


    ‘The best in eighty-odd years, you mean?’ she asked, grinning.


    ‘Oh, yes, definitely,’ he chuckled. But that hadn’t been with anyone called Anji, had it? It was Livvy – Olivia – wasn’t it?


    Wasn’t it?


    ‘And for me.’ She kissed him briefly on the lips, then lifted herself away from him and off the bed. ‘Won’t be a minute,’ she said, over her shoulder and headed for the bathroom.


    Vinter watched her slim figure until she slid the door closed behind her, then lay back, smiling to himself, but the grin faded as he recalled the name that had come into his head: Anji.


    He didn’t know any Anjis – or Angelas, for that matter – well, OK, there’d been an Angela in the same class at school, but he’d barely even spoken to her. Livvy had been his most recent partner – she’d had dark hair, same as Ilona… Was Anji the blonde woman he’d seen in his dream when he was being revived?


    Ilona came out of the bathroom, but then paused halfway across the small room; she had that look again.


    ‘What’s up?’ he asked; she was staring very intently at him.


    ‘Forgive me asking this, but – how old are you?’


    ‘Forty-two when we left Earth – I suppose, technically, I’m a hundred and twenty-four now.’


    ‘Forty-two,’ she echoed, a note of disbelief in her voice. ‘I thought you were, but…’


    ‘But what?’


    ‘You’re in remarkably good physical condition for a forty-two year old – good muscle tone, flat stomach and so on. I’d have said more like twenty-five, thirty at the most. You must work out an awful lot.’


    He shook his head. ‘Not especially – enough so I don’t fail the six-monthly physical, but no more than that. Too much like hard work. Boring as hell, too.’


    ‘OK – whatever – you’re still in A1 condition, for any age.’


    ‘Abnormally so for forty-two, you mean?’


    ‘I’d say so, yes – not that I’m complaining…’


    He rose to his feet, vaguely surprising himself at the fluidity of his movements, went into the bathroom and stared at his reflection in the mirror. Bloody hell – she’s telling the truth. Far fewer lines around the eyes, smoother complexion altogether… I haven’t had this much hair for years – and the flecks of grey have disappeared… It was the first time he’d really looked at himself in the mirror since revival – Ilona had used the depilatory cream on him that morning and… he just hadn’t looked, that was all there was to it, not for any length of time.


    Why not?


    ‘You’re right,’ he said, coming back into the living area. ‘I do look fifteen years younger. And fitter,’ he added, looking down at himself. ‘What took me so long to notice?’


    There was a look of professional interest on her face. ‘I don’t think you’re the sort of guy who spends a lot of time looking at himself in the mirror. And the fitness is a by-product of the cryosleep process – your body has had virtually all of its toxins drained away while it’s been in the chamber. We’re all coming out of the chambers fitter… if a little confused.’


    ‘And fifteen years younger?’


    She shook her head slowly. ‘No… we’ve had not reports of anything remotely like that. Fitter, yes, a better sense of well-being, of being more healthy, but that’s about all. It certainly didn’t take fifteen years off my age, which is just as well, as I’d only be ten… It’s something I’ll need to put in my report, though.’


    ‘Your report?’


    ‘I’m afraid so.’


    ‘How much of this will you be reporting?’ He gestured at the bed.


    She smiled impishly. ‘Well…’ she said teasingly, then shook her head. ‘I do have some discretion… unless you want me to use it as some sort of reference?’ She tilted her head to one side, her eyes flirting with him again.


    ‘Depend on what sort of rating I get.’


    ‘A proper evaluation would need a little more research, I think…’ She moved towards him, then reached her hand down into his groin, gently stroking him; his response was immediate. ‘It rather looks as if you’re ready for some more field work, doesn’t it?’


    ‘It would appear so, yes.’ Shit, it’s been years since I’ve been ready for it again so rapidly… Twenty-five? Bring it on… ‘I could get to like this,’ he said, chuckling, as he raised his hands to her breasts, feeling her nipples hardening against his fingertips.


    She looked down at his hands, smiling. ‘Me too…’ She murmured, huskily.


    And this time, try to remember she’s called Ilona, right?


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 2


    


    ‘OK, so this is the bridge, Inspector Vinter,’ said Ilona, her voice exaggeratedly formal, even though her eyes were twinkling at him. ‘Oh eight hundred – dead on schedule.’


    ‘Thank you, Specialist Novaska,’ Vinter said, equally politely; last night, it had been Chris and Ilona – and, again, this morning, barely an hour earlier… He winked surreptitiously at her. ‘I just wanted you to know how much I enjoyed the supervision.’


    ‘The pleasure was definitely mutual.’


    He stepped closer to her, ignoring the guards on duty at the hatchway leading to the bridge. ‘Seriously, Ilona – thank you.’


    ‘Any time, Chris.’ She shrugged. ‘See you in two hundred and fifty years?’


    ‘Looking forward to it.’


    There was a moment’s hesitation, then she held out her hand; he shook it, remembering how it had felt on his skin. ‘Good luck, sir.’


    ‘And to you, Ilona.’


    Her eyes held his for a moment, then she released his hand, smiled her goodbye, then turned and walked briskly away. Vinter watched her until she turned a corner and moved out of sight, then sighed and strode up to the guards, producing his ID.


    ‘I’ve to report to Captain Lahtinen.’


    ‘Yes, sir,’ said the taller one, a corporal. ‘He’s expecting you.’ He typed in a series of numbers on the key pad next to him on the wall – or should I call it a bulkhead? – then motioned Vinter through onto the bridge itself.


    Although he had never been there before, Vinter knew its exact layout from the briefing sessions he had attended before Departure – a video ‘walk through’ that had been as impressive for its 3D interactivity as for providing concrete information; at the time, it had almost felt like an advertising promo, with its images of generic humans all calmly at work on their assigned duties. Now, however, it did not look anything like as orderly and untroubled – most of the bridge personnel were calling out figures from monitor screens relating to distance and speed, or demanding updates now, dammit...


    And looking anything but calm… Well, they had said it was an emergency.


    Captain Jukka Lahtinen was a tall, balding individual in his late forties at a guess and he was leaning over the shoulder of a lieutenant who was peering intently at a comp screen as Vinter approached him. Lahtinen was one of twenty ‘captains’ who would take command of Terra Nova at some stage during the journey; unlike most other crew members who would only serve a single two year shift, he and his fellow COs would have to put in two five year tours of duty en route. Was he cursing the luck of the draw that had landed him with this emergency on his watch? I certainly would…


    ‘Very well, Khumalo – let me know when you have the results collated.’


    ‘Aye aye, sir.’


    Do they still talk like that? Apparently so…


    Lahtinen turned and nodded at Vinter. ‘Inspector – good of you to be so punctual. I appreciate that you have been rushed through the Revival process, but this matter is rather urgent. Can we talk in my office?’ He gestured at a door about ten feet away, then, without waiting for an answer, led the way towards it; Vinter followed.


    ‘Close the door, please, Inspector,’ Lahtinen said, going round the desk that faced the door and sitting down behind it. Vinter did so and, at a gesture from the captain, took the seat in front of the desk. A quick look round; there was nothing else of note in the room apart from the desk, with its comp off to one side, and a display screen currently showing an image of some ancient aircraft carrier at full speed by the looks of the bow wave, behind Lahtinen. This was a work place, pure and simple, but Vinter sensed that Lahtinen rarely used it; he did not look the type of CO that left the bridge when he was on duty.


    ‘Right, Inspector, first I need to know how much you remember about Terra Nova and its mission. I’m asking you this because, as I’m sure you’ve had explained, newly awakened individuals are experiencing memory gaps, at least on a short term basis, so bear with me on this – I need to know how much more briefing you require, because we need to have you up to speed on this as soon as possible.’ He leaned back in his seat and waited expectantly.


    ‘OK, sir. Terra Nova is basically a refugee ship, built by the United Nations to enable some people to survive any future war between EarthCorp and New Dawn–’


    ‘And they are?’


    Bloody hell, do I really have to spell it all out? ‘Two multinational power blocs, roughly corresponding to North and South America and Europe for EarthCorp and Asia and most of Africa for New Dawn. They were originally conglomerations of megacorporations that effectively took over political control in what used to be separate nations and–’ He broke off again at an impatient gesture from Lahtinen.


    ‘We’ll take that part as read, Inspector. What caused this ship to be built?’


    Make up your bloody mind, will you? Vinter swallowed the impatient retort and continued, ‘There were several armed conflicts in Central and South America and South-East Asia that almost escalated into nuclear war, so the UN had this ship built in order to rescue at least some survivors in the event that, next time, the two blocs would not pull back from the brink.’ Vinter was aware that his voice had taken on a sing-song quality again, as if he were reciting by rote, but he probably was, actually; it had only been yesterday that he had been given an orientation update via subliminal input.


    ‘And how were these survivors chosen?’


    ‘Selection – the brightest and the best.’ He hesitated, then continued, ‘Although there were some exceptions, the candidates for selection were single, or couples without children, if both were suitable candidates. Parents and siblings were excluded unless they were also suitable, otherwise they had to qualify independently. It meant the break up of a lot of families.’ But not yours, Captain, if I remember rightly – your wife, children and grandchildren are all in the cryosleep chambers, aren’t they? Others were not so fortunate, but then they didn’t know the right people, did they?


    Lahtinen seemed to be watching him intently, but now he nodded heavily. ‘Regrettably, it did – but it was necessary… Very well, there’s obviously a lot more that we haven’t covered, but you clearly know the main points.’


    A lot more… you could say that. Seems a bit sparse and simplistic so far…


    ‘The reason that you have been revived, Inspector, is this. We have detected what appears to be a large spacecraft following us and which is steadily overtaking us. At the moment, it is too far away to make out any details, but it has to come from Earth – its course exactly matches our own, so it couldn’t have come from anywhere else, really.’ He smiled briefly. ‘I’m afraid this is unlikely to be a First Contact situation.’


    Pity… ‘Another UN ship?’ Vinter asked, but he had already guessed the answer.


    ‘Unlikely. Building this ship more or less drained the UN of its resources. In addition, it has made no attempt to contact us so far, which rather implies that it has come from either EarthCorp or New Dawn. And that its motives are hostile.’


    ‘Have we tried contacting them?’


    ‘Yes. With no result.’


    ‘Do we know its speed?’


    ‘The best guess is zero point oh seven cee.’


    ‘About point zero one cee faster than us?’


    ‘Exactly.’


    ‘So either it wants to rendezvous with us, or it’s on its way to Delta Pavonis as well. And if it’s the latter, they’ll get there well ahead of us.’


    ‘Indeed – by about thirty eight years.’


    ‘More than enough time to be well established by the time we arrive, in other words.’


    ‘Exactly – and there is no way that we can take them on in a race. We have only enough fuel aboard for the turnover manoeuvre and subsequent deceleration at Delta Pavonis. If we accelerate now and use up literally any of that fuel, then we will simply overshoot at PlanetFall and just carry straight on through the Delta Pavonis system with insufficient fuel to slow us down.’


    Vinter stared thoughtfully at the picture of the old warship, wondering vaguely why it was there; as far as he knew, Lahtinen originally hailed from Finland and he was pretty sure they had never had any aircraft carriers. None of which is exactly relevant, of course… ‘We don’t know for certain they’re hostile,’ he pointed out, conscious he was playing for time; he still couldn’t see why he had been revived yet.


    ‘We can’t afford to assume otherwise – neither power bloc is exactly friendly to the UN, after all. It may be that all they intend to do is overtake us and get to Delta Pavonis first, but they may have more drastic plans in mind.’


    ‘They could be armed, you mean.’


    ‘Exactly.’


    Vinter stared at Lahtinen. ‘Look, sir, I still don’t see where I come into this. I’m a security officer, not a soldier.’


    ‘Indeed. I’ve been told you were the best officer in UNSEC, Inspector – as you said, only the brightest and best were chosen. It appears that we have traitors aboard the Terra Nova. When I said there had been no contact with the following ship, I was not being entirely accurate. We have detected messages from our pursuer that are beamed directly at us, but are not hailing us. They’re in a heavily encrypted code that we have yet to decipher, but–’


    ‘They’re intended for someone aboard here.’ Vinter interrupted flatly. ‘And you want me to find them.’


    ‘Exactly. Find them and question them so that we know what we’re up against.’


    ‘And then? I know we’re not supposed to have any soldiers aboard but – do we?’


    Lahtinen fidgeted in his seat for a moment, then said, ‘Actually, yes we do. Just in case. They are in the process of being revived. We hoped we would never need them, but…’


    ‘Looks as if you’re going to, though, doesn’t it?’ Why did I just say ‘you’?


    Lahtinen stared intently at him, evidently picking up the undertones in Vinter’s voice. ‘Inspector, surely you were not so naïve as to believe that we would not take military units with us?’


    ‘No, I suppose I wasn’t, really, but it was what everyone else was told, wasn’t it? How many do we have?’


    ‘One hundred in the cryosleep chambers.’


    ‘A hundred?’ Vinter stared disbelievingly at the other man. ‘OK, let me get this straight. We’re talking about a lifeboat ark escaping from the horrors of modern war carrying a hundred people trained in those same horrors instead of a hundred doctors, nurses, teachers or scientists, right? Five per cent of those aboard? Who were they intended to fight – green bug-eyed monsters or something?’


    Lahtinen seemed about to unleash an angry retort, but then he shook his head in irritation. ‘They said you might be like this…’ he muttered, almost to himself, then stared down at his comp screen for several seconds as if coming to some sort of decision. He typed in a series of instructions on the comp’s keyboard and the aircraft carrier disappeared in a shimmer of pixels to be replaced by an image of Earth from orbit. ‘Inspector, what I am about to show you has only been seen by half a dozen individuals before today. Whatever security classification you regard as being the highest, this is above even that, do I make myself clear?’


    Vinter nodded, his throat suddenly dry. ‘Absolutely.’ His eyes were fixed on the frozen image of the Earth; somehow, he knew, beyond all doubt, what he was going to be shown.


    ‘We received this signal seventy four years ago,’ Lahtinen said gravely. ‘It was broadcast on an open channel, so we cannot absolutely verify it as being genuine.’


    ‘But you think it is.’


    ‘Yes.’


    Vinter let out his breath in a long sigh. ‘OK,’ he said quietly.


    Lahtinen touched another key and the image on the screen began to move. It showed an Earth in full daylight, probably from a geostationary satellite, with North America visible; within moments, he saw a sudden bright glow where New York was, followed moments later by Washington DC, Toronto, Chicago… and then the flashes were appearing too rapidly to keep track. The image cut to one of Eastern Asia, with a smouldering red glare where Beijing had once been… Hong Kong, Tokyo… Cut to Rio de Janeiro, Sao Paolo, Buenos Aires… Cut… New Delhi, Mumbai, Kalkuta… Cut… London, Paris, Rome, Berlin… Cut… Mexico City, Los Angeles… The images were from different sources and distances, some from satellites, others from the Moon, but it was all there.


    Armageddon.


    The end of the world. The end of thousands of years of history, of the hopes and dreams of the billions of people who must have died in those deceptively innocent looking flashes of light that had been entire cities being obliterated. Had there been any warning for any of those billions, or had it just been an instant of indescribable agony and then nothing? Infinitely preferable, perhaps, to the slow lingering death by radiation for those further away from the epicentres, coughing up their lungs while the burns festered away on their skin…


    The bastards… Those arrogant fucking bastards… They’d fucking well gone and done it after all… Who had started it? Did it even matter any more? It was all over, finished in a blink of an eye. Now there’s no more morning dew…


    Morning dew? What was that all about...?


    He pushed the stray thought away – it wasn’t exactly relevant, after all. Except that it did seem to keep on happening – random flashes of thought that seemed to come out of nowhere. A by-product of cryosleep?


    Concentrate, dammit!


    Abruptly, with one final bright flash followed by static, presumably as the satellite was vapourised, the signal was over; it had lasted less than three minutes, but there was no need to see any more. He wished to Christ that he hadn’t seen even that much…


    Vinter realised that he was staring unseeingly at the aircraft carrier, with just a single thought in his mind: How could they have been so stupid? ‘You said–’ he had to clear his throat to carry on. ‘You said it was seventy four years ago?’


    ‘Yes.’


    ‘So we were only a fraction of a light year out then? Close enough for long range spectroscopic analysis? Radiation levels, or signs of nuclear winter, that sort of thing?’


    A momentary flash of surprise crossed Lahtinen’s face, possibly at the extent of Vinter’s knowledge, before he nodded. ‘Yes, we were.’


    ‘And?’


    Another nod, more reluctant this time. ‘High radiation levels. Too high.’


    Vinter raised a hand towards the screen. ‘So that wasn’t a fake?’


    ‘No, it wasn’t.’


    Vinter leaned forward, placing his elbows on the desk and rubbed his face wearily with both hands. ‘Jesus fucking wept,’ he muttered. ‘The fucking idiots…’


    ‘Indeed,’ Lahtinen replied, to Vinter’s surprise; the other man had struck him as being completely strait-laced so far. ‘However, the point is that whoever is in that ship behind us belongs to a power bloc that, even if it didn’t start that conflagration, didn’t do anything to prevent it either. And if they can do that, what are they likely to do to us once they catch up?’


    Vinter stared at Lahtinen, wondering how he could appear so unmoved by what had happened before it dawned on him that the other man had already seen the footage and had thus had longer to come to terms with it. ‘OK,’ he said, tiredly. ‘This ship behind us – presumably, they left Earth orbit before this happened?’


    ‘Yes – about a year before. Why?’


    ‘So they’re just as much on their own as we are now. Whatever their mission might have been before they left Earth, it could well have changed by now.’


    ‘You mean they might not have hostile intentions now, even if they did before?’


    ‘Possibly.’ He sighed. ‘Unfortunately, it works both ways. If they didn’t have hostile intentions before they left, they might have now.’ He paused for several seconds, collecting his thoughts. ‘The bottom line is that, if they’re refusing to talk to us but are instead trying to contact agents aboard here, they don’t seem to want to reach out to us across the interstellar gulfs, do they?’ He shook his head as another thought struck him. ‘Not only that, but has anyone analysed their actual course since leaving Earth? Have they deliberately set up a rendezvous with us?’


    ‘You mean, are they on their optimum course for Delta Pavonis? No, they’re not. Given their later departure and the relative movement of the Solar System in the meantime, they would not be passing this close to us if they were. They’ve deliberately made a detour – only a slight one, but enough.’


    ‘OK, so that doesn’t look very promising either, does it?’ He looked up at the now blank screen again, then, trying to make his voice sound brisk, said, ‘I take it that this broadcast remains secret?’


    ‘Would it particularly benefit anyone aboard here to know what has happened? None of us could ever have gone back again anyway, could we?’


    ‘No… OK, Captain, I’ll try and find your agents. I’ll need to have a Security Team revived as soon as possible.’


    ‘Already in hand – they’re being revived as we speak. Six officers – I’ll have their details sent to your comp.’


    ‘Right – but I might want more put on standby.’


    ‘Very well.’


    ‘I’ll get started on it – unless you have any more orders?’


    ‘No. The very best of luck to you, Inspector.’


    Vinter was completely unaware of the speculative looks he was given as he crossed the bridge on his way back to his quarters because all he could see in his mind’s eye were the bright glows that had once been cities containing millions of people, gone in a flash – literally. Shit… in all probability, then this ship and the one following us could be all that’s left of Mankind and we’re going on a war footing in case we have to wipe those other guys out…


    Haven’t we learned anything?


    


    


    *****


    


    Vinter looked around the other people in the briefing room, reflecting irrelevantly that it was a pretty representative cross section of UN personnel in terms of ethnicity, but not of age; at forty-two, he was the oldest there by fifteen years or so. Hardly surprising – he was (or had been) a fairly senior officer in UNSEC, but… He recalled a joke that was probably as old as police forces – One sign of age is when policemen start looking young – and stifled a smile as he realised that it certainly applied to him at the moment…


    However, the fact that they were all still reading the files he had placed on their data comps enabled him to take the opportunity of adding his visual impressions to the ones he had already formed from reading their personnel dossiers over the past few days as they had been taken through the revival and rehabilitation process, gaining a perverse pride in the fact that, although he was, indeed, fifteen years older than any of them, none of them had come close to recovering from the cryosleep effects as rapidly as he had.


    OK… Sitting to his right was Kari Sondgren: age twenty-seven, the next oldest, a lieutenant who had been based in New York, still the most important UN posting outside Canberra – before it was vapourised, of course… Tall, with short light brown hair, she pretty much gave away her Swedish ancestry, but she had, in fact, been born in the USA – Bruce Springsteen…


    He almost shook his head in irritation – he was going to have to do something about these random flashes of memory, only they weren’t memories, because he didn’t have a clue who Bruce Springsteen was… Kari Sondgren: excellent record, played a significant part in uncovering an EarthCorp cell that had penetrated the New York office – she would be his second in command.


    Next to her was the only other woman in the group – were they sitting together as some sort of female solidarity? – Becky Adebayo, whose skin was as dark as Sondgren’s was pale; she was petite and, even sitting down, was noticeably shorter than the other woman. Her speciality was data analysis and she had worked out of Cape Town, whose status had been upgraded following the transfer of UN headquarters to Canberra twenty years earlier; her record was as impressive as Sondgren’s.


    As were all of them, actually – ‘the brightest and the best’; they would not have been aboard at all otherwise. Anand Mendis: his speciality was as a covert communications specialist, with a detailed knowledge of how terrorist or undercover cells passed information or instructions between each other – cut out procedures, fallback options, use of ‘mules’, one time pads, even hacking into comsats to pass ELINT messages … Luis Moreira, interrogation specialist, infinitely patient and persistent, expert at catching out suspects in minor slips in their stories, with the looks of an old-style gigolo, but with an incisive brain… Doctor Takeo Naragama, an authority in the field of forensics in his own right, an affable façade disguising the fact that he would spend days at a time tracking down the microscopic item of evidence that would prove to be crucial… And, on Vinter’s left, Goran Simunic, the cryptographic expert; anyone could feed encrypted material into a computer and tell it to decode it, but only someone like Simunic could get the computer to come up with a solution within a reasonable time frame, say less than six weeks in some cases…


    A good team – but then it damn well should be…


    But, were they a far more high-powered counter-intelligence team than was absolutely necessary? The only reason they were aboard at all was as a result of unconfirmed reports that the starship project had been infiltrated by either EarthCorp or New Dawn agents or both, so did they really need this much specialist firepower? Not that he was complaining, but it did seem like a case of using the proverbial sledge hammer to crack a walnut. Unless, of course, they’d known that someone was going to send a starship after them – which would explain the hundred Peacekeeper troops currently being revived.


    There again, if they had known that something like this might happen, they might have bloody well warned us…


    Realising that all but Mendis had finished reading their briefing material, Vinter cleared his throat for attention. ‘OK, does anybody have any questions on what you’ve seen so far?’


    As he had expected, Simunic spoke up first. ‘These signals – has there been any attempt to decrypt them so far?’


    ‘Some, yes, but only enough for them to realise that it needed an expert to get anywhere with them.’


    Simunic smiled briefly, acknowledging the compliment. ‘At first blush, it looks as if they’re going to take a while.’


    ‘Which is how long?’


    ‘At least a week, but probably longer. Possibly a lot longer. These signals have all the signs of very heavy encryption – we could be reduced to straight number crunching.’ Simunic shrugged. ‘Or we could get lucky and find it next week.’


    ‘But you don’t think so.’


    ‘No, I don’t.’


    ‘Fair enough – just do what you can. You’ll have access to all the comp resources you need.’ He looked around at the others, but there were no more questions, which didn’t surprise him – Simunic was the only one who had anything substantial to get his teeth into. ‘OK – this is what we’re going to do. We need a detailed breakdown of where in the ship anyone can receive signals from outside and, once we’ve got that, a log of who’s got access to those places, especially those who can be there without attracting attention. Mendis and Adebayo, you’re the experts here – you’ll need to run all that through the comps, but we’ll all need to get involved at gathering the data. I know it’s not what your specialities are, but we don’t have anything for the rest of you yet. I’m requesting more revivals for people to do the legwork, so they should come on stream fairly quickly.’


    ‘It doesn’t look as if there’s any need for Naragama or me at all yet,’ Moreira pointed out, with a hint of peevishness.


    ‘I know,’ Vinter acknowledged. ‘It wasn’t me who drew up the list in the first place – you were already being revived before I was even briefed.’ He put an edge into his voice. ‘But you’re awake and the others aren’t, yet, so you’ll just have to get on with it, won’t you?’


    Moreira’s eyes held his for a moment, then the other man nodded. ‘True… and this does seem rather urgent, I must admit.’


    ‘Indeed,’ Vinter said curtly; he did not have time for any prima donna moments. He addressed the others at the table, although Simunic already seemed oblivious to his surroundings; he was already typing in queries and instructions on his comp pad. ‘The other line of enquiry involves even more legwork, I’m afraid.’


    ‘That’ll be me, then,’ said Sondgren, brightly – and there was a series of smiles in response to her comment around the table. Within seconds, she had defused what had become a tense atmosphere and Vinter looked at her with increased respect; he had no doubt that had been her intention. ‘I suppose it means going through the files of everyone currently awake?’


    ‘Got it in one. But we’ll both be doing that.’


    She shrugged. ‘OK.’


    ‘Right, unless anyone has any further questions, that’s the end of the briefing as far as I’m concerned. I’ll be assigning more officers to each of you once they’re revived, but, for the moment, Mendis, Moreira and Naragama – you’ll be assisting Adebayo. It shouldn’t be for long. Lieutenant, you’re with me.’


    Vinter and Sondgren watched as the others filed out, then Vinter turned to her once the door had closed. ‘Well?’


    ‘Simunic is perfectly happy – you’ve given him a bone to chew on and he’ll worry away at it until he gets there. Same with Mendis and Adebayo – once they the data, they’ll get going on it. The other two are definitely feeling hard done by.’


    ‘I can’t honestly blame them,’ said Vinter. ‘There was no way either of them needed to be revived yet. Moreira doesn’t have anyone to interrogate and there’s no forensic evidence for Naragama to put under the microscope. Lahtinen, or whoever it was, didn’t really think ahead, just simply chose five section heads to cover a wide range of expertise – too many chiefs and not enough Indians.’


    ‘OK, so we go through the files,’ she said. ‘I suppose it’s occurred to you that everyone on the Terra Nova will have been rigorously checked and evaluated during the selection process, so there’s probably not much chance of us turning up anything the original screening might have missed?’


    ‘Yes, it has occurred to me,’ Vinter replied, sighing. ‘It’s also occurred to me that our agents might not even be awake at the moment – how would anyone in that ship behind us know who would be on what shift? They’ve been sending the signals for weeks now, the same ones over and over, so they’re hoping that someone will be around to pick them up and act on them, but we can’t afford to assume that our agents are actually on this present shift. The next batch will be revived in two months’ time – they could be amongst that lot – or they could have gone back into the chambers four months ago.’


    ‘Oh, terrific… But, unless they’re banking on a very lucky break in terms of their agents being amongst only forty people awake at any given moment out of two thousand, then they must be banking on there being at least some awake in every shift.’


    Vinter nodded. ‘Exactly. If that’s the case, then there could be a hell of a lot of these agents in the chambers, which would mean that the screening process is a load of manure. Or… someone here has sent a signal to the ship behind us that they’re awake and ready for orders.’


    ‘Which they could act on at any time… We’d better get moving, sir.’


    


    *****


    


    ‘You’re looking a little confused, sir,’ Sondgren said a little hesitantly. She and Vinter were sitting facing each other on opposite sides of a comp unit; both were reading data off screens in front of them.


    ‘I am, a bit, to be honest. I’m trying to draw up a priority list of UNSEC personnel to be revived and I’ve just found out that I don’t actually know any of those in the chambers. Not one of them.’


    ‘Is that surprising? I don’t know any of them either, but we’re talking about only thirty five UNSEC personnel making the cut out of over twelve thousand, so the odds are that we’ll all be strangers.’


    ‘OK, but, apart from me, not one from Canberra Office, supposedly an elite posting? The best of the best?’


    ‘Maybe they wanted to spread the selection over as wide a geographical area as possible – more experience that way.’


    ‘True,’ Vinter conceded reluctantly. He saw her glancing at her watch surreptitiously, then abruptly remembered: ‘Shit – I forgot. It’s your birthday, isn’t it? You wanted to get away early, right? And you’re almost an hour over time.’


    ‘If that’s OK.’


    ‘Course it is. Get moving.’


    ‘Thanks, sir.’ She stood up and headed for the door, then paused, looking back at him. ‘You’re very welcome to come along, sir. We’re just meeting for a few drinks in Harry’s Bar.’


    Vinter grinned – the main social area had acquired that name somewhere along the way – but then shook his head. ‘No, you go on. You’ll all be better off without me – it’s never a good idea to have the boss along when you want to let your hair down.’


    ‘You sure?’


    ‘Yeah, I’m fine. It’s not my sort of thing anyway, to be honest – getting too old.’ Oh yeah? Drinking competitions, trying to drain steins of beer in one go while lying flat on your back – that was you, wasn’t it? And not that long ago, either, not in subjective time, anyway…


    ‘OK, but if you change your mind, you know where to find us.’


    ‘Go on, enjoy yourself.’


    ‘Thanks, sir.’ She flashed him a dazzling smile, then was gone, leaving him staring at the doorway. Not for the first time, he thought how attractive she was, but there was no way that he would have an affaire with a colleague – it was totally unprofessional. He had seen far too many cases – and careers – ruined because officers couldn’t or wouldn’t keep their hands off each other and he was not going to make the same mistake. Somewhere in the back of his mind, however, was the suspicion that he would get precisely nowhere if he did try anything on with Kari Sondgren, because she was just as professional as he was – she wouldn’t have reached her present rank at a prime posting if she wasn’t. Was that the real reason for his principled stand – the feeling that she’d tell him where to get off anyway?


    It hadn’t stopped him with Livvy, after all. She’d been a colleague at UNHQ in Canberra, albeit only a liaison officer at Economic Aid and Development; the point was that she hadn’t been a full-fledged UNSEC officer and it hadn’t caused any conflicts of interest or problems for anyone else. Both single, unattached and with no intention on either side of making it any more serious than it needed to be… they’d both had a good time and when it ended, it did so amicably, with no ill feelings. It was just the sort of relationship he’d needed after that bitch Naomi at University – sensational in bed, but not just with him, as he’d found out eventually – a complete slag…


    Here, hold on… Slag? A bit strong, isn’t it? Just because she dumped you for someone else…


    Yeah, after she’d been around most of my mates as well – the things I heard about her afterwards…


    Oh, right, she was sensational in bed and you thought she hadn’t ever been with anyone else, is that it? Why did you let it get to you? Admit it, the main reason you shacked up with Livvy was because it was never going to get serious and you were scared of getting involved… You damn near let Naomi put you off women for good.


    OK, I take your point. And yes, I certainly didn’t have any complaints about her at the time…


    Vinter was vaguely aware that he had leaned back in his chair, his hands behind his head, allowing the erotic images running through his head full play. That’s another problem with having a rejuvenated body… you start thinking about sex a lot more often… There was Cheryl, the first – although it sure as well wasn’t for her… That girl at the party – Lauren, wasn’t it? – just a month later… you were on a roll there, weren’t you? And Jessica, with legs that seemed to go on forever. Then there was the married one, the boss’s wife at that summer job – what was her name?


    Anji.


    No, it wasn’t Anji…


    Abruptly, he sat up, frowning. Who the hell is – was – Anji? I keep thinking of that name and I’ve never met an Anji, ever, let alone slept with one… but was she the woman in my dream, the one with long blonde hair in the same bed as me?


    At that moment, a vivid image of a laughing face seemed to explode into his mind – just the face with long blonde hair cascading down each side, gone almost before he realised it was there… Shit, she was bloody gorgeous, stunning – I’d never have forgotten that face, would I?


    But, apparently, he had… It was as if he could remember every detail of that face, the laughter lines on each side of her blue eyes, the long, smooth neck and flawless complexion… but nothing else. No memory of ever having met her, or who she was – was she Anji? Or a figment of his imagination?


    Another image, of a film star from way back when against a shadowy background – Memories… you’re talking about memories – then that was gone as well.


    Vinter leaned forward, the frown deepening. Dr Al-Nashrawi had mentioned people experiencing disorientation and lapses in memory when they came out of the chambers. Does something happen in cryosleep that affects our memories? He knew that everyone emerging from the chambers was given subliminal hypnosis sessions during the wake-up period, supposedly to update them on the current situation aboard ship – But what if they’re editing our memories? Only giving us back the ones they think we’ll need? Maybe they’re holding back the more distressing ones that will only distract or upset us – if they’re about people we’ll never see again, for example, the ones left behind on Earth… It could be a way to keep people sane, by not tormenting them with memories of people and places they would never see again and things that were gone forever.


    For their own good…


    Vinter wasn’t sure he liked that.


    It’s all right, we’ve told you what to dream… Another snatch of music, old rock, but with a synthesiser dominating – and where did that come from, for crying out loud? Snatches of film or music that didn’t mean anything to him, but seemed to tie in with what he was thinking, some sort of associative recall – except that he had no idea where they were coming from.


    Had they done it? Had they altered his memories?


    Not that he would ever really know, he realised bitterly – and even if they had, what the hell could he do about it anyway?


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 3


    


    ‘Hallo, Inspector,’ said Ferreira, coming around the desk to greet him; his handshake was firm, businesslike. ‘Good of you to be so prompt.’


    Didn’t know I had any choice in the matter… Vinter sat down in the chair in front of the desk and watched Ferreira as he resumed his own seat. The other man was in full Colonel’s uniform, but, even without it, there was no mistaking the military bearing. This was a professional soldier to his fingertips, one who had risen rapidly in the UN Peacekeeping Force following his transfer from the Brazilian Army fifteen years earlier. He also showed no sign of any after-effects of being rushed through the revival process; his eyes were clear, alert – and shrewd.


    ‘I’ve been reading through your reports on the investigation into the suspected agents,’ Ferreira began without preamble. ‘To be blunt, there doesn’t seem to be any indication of much progress.’


    Vinter looked thoughtfully at the other man. Strictly speaking, the investigation was none of Ferreira’s business; he was Military, not Security, when all was said and done. But, since his revival, it had become obvious that Ferreira, not Lahtinen, was now the de facto Commanding Officer of the Terra Nova, even if he had not yet invoked the Emergency Powers that would make it official. ‘No, there isn’t,’ he admitted. ‘The problem is that we’re looking for a passive agent – or agents – who doesn’t actually have to do anything but receive signals. There have been no acknowledgements of them, or any indication of any covert action so far – it’s a situation where if he, she or they do nothing but simply lie low, it will be virtually impossible to find them. Short of hooking everyone currently awake up to lie detectors and interrogating them, of course.’


    ‘It may come to that, Inspector,’ Ferreira said gravely; Vinter stared at him in near disbelief. Admittedly, he had thrown out the suggestion to see how the other man would react – Ferreira had revealed far more than he probably intended in that respect – but, in practice, it would be a violation of standard UN policy. But Ferreira had not discounted it as an option…


    ‘However, that would only be a last resort, of course,’ Ferreira continued smoothly, as if belatedly realising how much he had given away. ‘I take it you’re proceeding on the assumption that they are probably EarthCorp agents and checking all backgrounds with that in mind?’


    ‘We’re not making any assumptions at all, Colonel – after all, both sides were building starships after we left. I’m inclined to agree with you that we are more likely to be dealing with EarthCorp than New Dawn, but we’re keeping all options in mind.’ Now why did I say that? Why do I instinctively feel that it’s more like the sort of thing EarthCorp would do?


    ‘Well, I suppose you know your own area best, but…’ Ferreira shrugged, leaving Vinter in no doubt that he felt the UNSEC team was wasting its time tracking down any links with New Dawn. ‘However, I would be interested in any thoughts you might have about this spacecraft behind us – we’ve given it the codename “Stalker” by the way. Hardly original, but appropriate, one feels. Apparently, it will overtake us in twelve weeks or so if it continues at its present speed, but I want to make sure that there is no possibility of any useful information being transmitted to Stalker in the meantime.’


    ‘We’re keeping all possible communications channels under twenty four seven monitoring, but…’


    ‘But what?’


    ‘It actually would be very useful to us if our agent did try to contact Stalker.’


    ‘Meaning you could then trace the signal?’ Ferreira nodded approvingly.


    ‘The thing is that whoever it is – or they are – I don’t think they’ll show their hand unless it’s worth the risk. It would need to be something pretty significant that they would feel they have to pass on straight away, regardless of the risk of discovery.’


    ‘Well, we’re reviving the Peacekeepers – won’t that be enough?’


    Vinter shook his head. ‘If Stalker is hostile, they’d probably predict that we’d do that anyway as soon as we detected them.’


    ‘Except that their presence on board is secret.’


    ‘It’s supposed to be, yes, but, according to our calculations, Stalker left Earth about seven years after we did. Do you honestly think what was left of the UN managed to keep its secrets? I think they’ll know pretty much everything there is to know about who we’ve got on board – and their signals to their agents on board will probably tell them quite specifically not to bother with the Peacekeeping Force. They won’t want them putting themselves at risk unnecessarily.’


    Ferreira gave him a considering look. ‘You seem very certain of all this.’


    Vinter shrugged. ‘It’s what I’d do in their situation. They’ve gone to a lot of trouble to plant their source on board – they’re not going to risk losing it.’


    Ferreira nodded. ‘Makes sense – they said you were good, and I’m beginning to see why. So we need something they won’t have predicted?’


    ‘They’? Who are these people that seem to be talking to everyone about me? ‘We need a downright lie – but a plausible one. However, we need to think how it’s disseminated – if we claim to have nuclear weapons on board, for example, we can’t just announce it on the TV channel.’


    ‘Hardly.’


    ‘We need a series of revelations, leaked through relevant departments one after the other, so that it’s reasonable that it’s being disseminated that way.’ Now it was Vinter’s turn to shrug. ‘A problem with a batch of food tablets goes through Hydroponics, something wrong with the manoeuvring jets goes through Engineering, a fault in the chambers is dealt with by Cryonics and so on. What we do is to tell the personnel that, naturally, they are to say nothing to anybody – we don’t want people worrying unduly and so on, then wait for the source to send a signal. If nothing happens with the first rumour, we move on to the next one. Even if we don’t actually catch the source at that point, we’ll have narrowed it down to a specific department.’


    ‘Except that we’ll have a number of key personnel worrying about non-existent problems.’


    ‘I had the impression that uncovering this source had absolute priority.’


    Ferreira nodded slightly, conceding the point. ‘Yes, you’re right, Inspector.’


    ‘In any case, we can always play it down later on – somebody over-reacted to a computer glitch, whatever. The alternative is to sit around twiddling our thumbs, waiting for the source to make a signal, because, believe me, Colonel, trawling through the records isn’t going to get us anywhere. Whoever this is, EarthCorp or New Dawn, has gone to a whole lot of trouble to get this source on board – there’s not going to be anything in their file to give them away.’ He paused, then said, shrugging slightly, ‘Of course, there might not be a source at all.’


    ‘Explain.’


    ‘Just because they’re sending what appears to be highly encrypted signals doesn’t mean that there’s anyone here to receive them. The fact that we can’t decode the signals might be because they are utter gibberish and therefore indecipherable. The whole point might be to have us running around in ever-decreasing circles hunting for non-existent spies and trying to decipher messages that don’t mean anything anyway. And no, it isn’t a case of going to a lot of effort – all they have to do is send us nonsense messages and we have little alternative but to react in exactly the way they want.’


    Ferreira looked as if he had just swallowed something inedible. ‘Is this the sort of thing you do every day, Inspector?’ he asked with a hint of disbelief. ‘Play mind games?’


    ‘Pretty much, yes. It’s what the intelligence world is all about, mostly.’ He shrugged. ‘The point is that I can’t afford to take that last possibility as the truth. We’ve got to see about identifying this source.’


    ‘Whether it exists or not.’


    ‘Exactly.’


    ‘Inspector, I’ve decided I do not envy you your job at all… Very well, we’ll do as you suggest.’


    ‘Thank you. We’ll need to consult with Department Heads to find out what specific problem would cause them the most concern – self-contained, so that they wouldn’t liaise with other departments over it, but serious enough to warrant rapid action.’


    ‘And if the source is one of the Department Heads?’


    ‘Then we have a problem, to put it bluntly.’ Vinter shrugged. ‘However, the source is more likely to be a lower level individual – fewer security checks and evaluations to get through back on Earth.’


    Ferreira nodded. ‘So who do you suggest we start with?’


    Vinter thought for a moment. ‘Probably something to do with our manoeuvring capabilities – or maybe we’ve sustained some damage from cosmic debris – something that will affect whatever fighting capability we’ve got.’


    ‘Astronautics, then?’ Ferreira nodded agreement. ‘I’ll tell Li Sung to report to me as soon as possible. Say fourteen hundred here?’


    ‘Fourteen hundred it is.’


    As he made his way back to the UNSEC office, Vinter found himself wondering about his willingness to believe that it was EarthCorp, not New Dawn, aboard Stalker. There was absolutely no indication either way, so far – the long-range images that they had obtained of Stalker were of little use in that respect. They were head-on and if the spacecraft had any insignia on its hull, they were not visible from that angle; all that could be seen was a grainy, computer generated image of a disc – the ice shield, hiding the main body of Stalker behind it. OK, so, of the two, EarthCorp probably had the edge in technological capabilities, but New Dawn had more than enough population and raw materials for a starship project – in all honesty, it was just as likely to be one as the other. Was it that he had always seen EarthCorp as the aggressors, with New Dawn forced into retaliation to protect itself? I mean, everyone knew that had happened to Hong Kong five years ago (well, closer to ninety now), with that nerve gas attack that had killed over a hundred thousand – and that tactical nuke detonated in Kalkuta a year later, both of them EarthCorp atrocities.


    He came to a halt so abruptly that someone walked into him from behind; Vinter muttered an apology, but barely noticed the other man. Memories – you’re talking about memories… Had they been fed into him as part of the subliminal briefing sessions during his revival? Was this another instance of his memory being unreliable?


    But why would the UN do that – try to make him favour New Dawn over EarthCorp? What the hell difference could it make now?


    All I seem to do these days is ask questions with no answers… but they all seem to have a common factor.


    Memories.


    And whether he could trust them.


    


    *****


    


    ‘Chris – er – Inspector! Over here!’


    Vinter, who had just turned away from the self-service area in the Savoy Grill, as the cafeteria was laughingly called, looked over at the waving figure at the table next to the wall and grinned in surprise – it was Ilona Novaska. She was smiling broadly and indicated the vacant chair opposite her; Vinter nodded and made his way over there. ‘Hi, Ilona – I thought you’d been put back into deep freeze.’


    ‘I was,’ she said brightly. ‘Then they revived me again.’


    ‘Anything to do with the Peacekeepers, by any chance?’


    ‘You got it. They’re rushing them all through the revival process as fast as they can, so all of my team has been revived to help.’ She gave him a shrewd look. ‘Something to do with a spaceship following us, so the rumour goes.’


    Breach of security – Ferreira will hate that. Vinter hesitated, then nodded. ‘It’s something like that.’


    ‘Shit, no kidding? From Earth?’


    ‘I damn well hope so – the last thing we need are monsters from interstellar space right now.’


    ‘And that was why you were revived?’


    ‘Well, yes.’


    ‘So are we intending to fight this ship or something?’


    ‘Looks like it, to be honest. We don’t even know what they want, but… the new CO says it’s better to be safe than sorry, but I get the feeling that he’s already made up his mind.’


    ‘Ferreira? Yes, I’ve met him. Gave us all a pep talk about how vital our input is – and that we weren’t to tell anyone about what we were doing.’ She shrugged. ‘Still, I suppose as you’re the Security Chief, you’re not just anyone.’


    ‘Don’t bet on it… But Ferreira wants all this kept quiet?’


    ‘And how. All the troops are confined to Section One Delta and everyone else has been moved out.’ She saw the look on his face, and asked, ‘Didn’t you know?’


    ‘No, I didn’t,’ he replied grimly. Ferreira had some explaining to do…


    ‘Well, it is being kept bloody quiet,’ she continued. ‘None of the troops are allowed out and nobody’s allowed in.’ She seemed suddenly uneasy. ‘Actually, I’m not even sure I’m allowed to be here, to be honest. Nobody’s said I can’t, but…’ Ilona leaned forward, her voice lowered. ‘Chris, there’s something not quite right about all this. I don’t know what it is, but… We’re not allowed to talk to the Peacekeepers at all – my team, that is. All the orientation processing is being done by other Peacekeeper officers – we’re limited to the purely physical rehab. We’re not allowed to ask even standard questions – there’s always a Peacekeeper medic present. I mean, isn’t that taking security to ridiculous lengths?’


    Actually, no, it isn’t, considering we’re looking for infiltration agents, but…


    ‘Specialist Novaska?’ A peremptory voice said suddenly at his elbow. Vinter turned his head, the sudden movement making the newcomer, a Peacekeeper lieutenant, take an involuntary step backwards. ‘My apologies, Inspector, I did not realise it was you. However, I must ask Specialist Novaska to accompany me back to Section One Delta immediately. Her presence is urgently required.’


    ‘Why?’ Vinter asked bluntly.


    ‘That information is classified, sir.’


    ‘Even from me? What level are we talking about?’


    ‘Even from you, sir. I’m sorry, sir, but I have my orders.’


    ‘It’s OK, Inspector,’ Ilona said, rising to her feet, but Vinter caught her momentary anxious expression.


    ‘You’re sure?’


    She nodded. ‘Really it is, sir.’


    Making one last attempt, Vinter nodded at her plate. ‘You haven’t finished your meal.’


    ‘The matter is extremely urgent, Inspector,’ the lieutenant interrupted.


    ‘Yes, I’m sure it is,’ Vinter said thoughtfully, rising to his feet in turn as Ilona left, giving him a half-hearted smile. As they moved away from him, the officer said something to her that Vinter could not catch; she seemed startled, then nodded slowly, as if in resignation. As they went out of the door leading to Section One, she glanced back at him momentarily, but, before he could make out her expression, she had gone.


    


    *****


    


    ‘Ferreira, what the hell is going on in Section One Delta that is so secret that not even I can get in there?’


    Ferreira glared up at him from his seated position behind his desk, then sighed exaggeratedly. ‘It’s normal courtesy to knock first, Inspector.’


    ‘It’s normal courtesy to let a Security Head know what the hell’s going on in a section that is actually part of his area of responsibility. Your men won’t even let me enter the bloody place. Said they were your orders.’


    Ferreira nodded. ‘They were,’ he said bluntly. ‘If you want to make it official, then I can sign orders relieving you of your security duties for Section One Delta and re-assigning them to the Peacekeeping Unit. Would you rather I did that – did it by the rules? I get the impression that it would not exactly fit in with your past record – going by the rules, that is, but we can do it that way, if you wish. The problem with that is that it would draw attention to Section One Delta and that is the last thing I want.’


    ‘OK, so why all the secrecy about reviving the Peacekeepers?’


    ‘Isn’t that obvious? If we have a source aboard reporting to Stalker, then I do not want them telling Stalker that we do indeed have a Peacekeeping Unit that we are reviving. I’m afraid that I don’t share your belief that Stalker will necessarily be aware that we have those troops on board and, although I know that you want the source to break cover, I do not want them passing on any genuine information before we catch them – certainly not of this significance. Of course, if you were to do your job properly, then all this secrecy would indeed be unnecessary, but, as it is, please allow me to carry out my job as I see fit.


    ‘Now, unless you have anything else to say, I am actually very busy – I’m sure you are as well.’


    


    *****


    


    Bastard… ‘If you were to do your job properly’ – what the hell did he think they were doing, making paper aeroplanes or something? And why hadn’t Ferreira simply passed on the information that they were taking over the security duties for Section One Delta? Bastard…


    Vinter stormed into his quarters, still in a towering rage, and tried to slam the door behind him… It hissed gently closed, its momentum deadened by the hydraulic hinge mechanism; he found himself smiling reluctantly at the anti-climax. Not how it would have happened in a vid…


    Oh, what the hell… let it go. He was only irritated because Ferreira had cut him out of the loop – and it was hardly a big deal, when all was said and done. OK, with an infiltration agent potentially on the loose, it made sense from Ferreira’s point of view to keep the Peacekeepers secret for as long as possible, even if Vinter still felt that Stalker would either know all about them, or would draw up plans on the assumption of their being aboard anyway.


    No, what had angered Vinter had been the jibe about doing his job properly. They’d fed a false story about problems with the manoeuvring jets into Astronautics and now all they could do was sit back and see if anyone rose to the bait – and if that didn’t work, they’d have to try another department; Vinter’s own estimate was that they might well have to work their way through several departments before they provoked a reaction – on the other hand, they might already have struck gold. The point was that Ferreira didn’t realise that most counter-intelligence was an exercise in patience, always prolonged by the need to accumulate information – and, so far, there wasn’t any. And, yes, part of Vinter’s own reaction was frustration – he knew damn well it could take weeks, if not months – and they just did not have that time.


    Vinter poured himself a drink, then found himself staring down at his glass as a sudden conviction came into his head.


    Ferreira’s hiding something.


    The conviction struck him almost forcibly; he had no evidence for it, but he was convinced that this was the truth. Something that he knew about Stalker, perhaps – was that why he was so convinced it was EarthCorp? Because if he did know something, he damn well ought to be sharing it with his Security Chief, even if they didn’t exactly hit it off… The methods used by the security services of EarthCorp and New Dawn were subtly different and if he knew who he was dealing with, it would help him focus on specific lines of enquiry.


    Oh yeah… like what? All you’ve got is the disinformation ploy and you know it – it won’t matter a damn which one you’re dealing with for that.


    OK, so it was just sour grapes… but Ferreira was hiding something. How did he know? Was it simply that he did not like the other man, or was it just a hunch – some sort of intuition?


    Don’t knock intuition – any police or security officer will tell you not to ignore it. It won’t ever provide evidence that will stand up in court, not by itself, but it often puts you on the right path to securing that cast-iron case in the end…


    Very true, he acknowledged, raising the glass to his lips, but then hesitated again.


    Because he had the strangest feeling that somewhere, some time, someone had said those exact same words about intuition to him.


    And, not for the first time, he couldn’t for the life of him remember who it had been…


    


    *****


    


    Vinter looked up at the knock on the door, welcoming the break from ploughing through yet more files – the ‘legwork’ he had blithely said he would take on. ‘Come in.’


    To his surprise, it was Adebayo and Mendis; he motioned them to sit down. Adebayo took the chair in front of the desk, while Mendis pulled one over from the corner. Vinter eyed both of them speculatively, then said, ‘What did you want to tell me that you didn’t want to go through comms?’


    Adabayo nodded gravely. ‘That’s exactly it, sir. It looks as if the main comms system has been compromised. Someone’s hacked into it.’


    ‘Bloody hell… You’re sure? No, cancel that – of course you are.’


    It was Mendis who spoke next. ‘Someone’s got a firewalled line into the system – it may have been there all the time, or it may have been set up recently, but it’s there, covered by fake IDs and domains. It enables whoever has access to it to eavesdrop on all communications – internal and external.’


    ‘That’s all we damn well need… So it could be picking up these signals from Stalker?’


    ‘Undoubtedly. As far as we can tell, it hasn’t been used yet for any replies, but it could be with no trouble at all – and there would be no trace of it going through the system. We could pick up any signal once it was broadcast, but, until we detected this channel, there would have been no way of tracing the signal back to its source.’


    ‘But now there is.’


    ‘Yes.’ Adebayo again. ‘We know who the mole is.’ The statement was made without any inflexion at all; it was this lack of emotion that made Vinter sit up in his own seat, suddenly uneasy.


    ‘And?’


    ‘It’s one of ours – an UNSEC officer.’


    ‘Oh, terrific…’ Vinter said slowly. This time, he bit back the inevitable question: You’re sure? ‘Who?’


    ‘Fernando Teixeira.’ Mendis said quietly. ‘One of my team.’


    ‘Which is why you wanted to report in person, rather than use Comms,’ Vinter said heavily, nodding.


    ‘Exactly, sir.’


    ‘Right. I take it nobody else knows apart from we three?’ When shall we three meet again? Another memory flash out of nowhere; this was getting to be irritating…


    ‘Just the three of us, yes, sir.’


    ‘Hold on just a minute… Teixeira has only just been revived, right?’


    ‘Well, he reported for duty ten days ago, but…’ Mendis’ voice tailed off as he saw where Vinter was going.


    ‘So has he had time to set all this up?’


    The other two exchanged glances, then Mendis shrugged. ‘It’s possible – he’s a top-grade computer tech – but… I doubt it, to be honest.’


    ‘So it could have been set up already, then?’


    ‘It could have been, yes.’


    ‘Great… In that case, we’re not just talking about a single agent then, are we?’ Vinter mused, staring down at his desk before he shook his head impatiently. ‘OK, we’ll have to come back to that – for the moment, he’s the only lead we’ve got. So… what do we do with him?’ The normal approach would be to place first him, then his contacts under surveillance, so that you could then round up the entire cell, but the problem here was that Ferreira wanted results now and while, normally, that would not influence Vinter’s decision one jot, he had to say that, on this occasion at least, he was inclined to agree with Ferreira. At the moment, they had no information at all about Teixeira or his mission – for all they knew, he might be a suicide bomber, primed to blow himself up and take the Terra Nova with him. There was also the consideration that there was no way of knowing how much information Teixeira had collected that could be sent on to Stalker – he was in Mendis’ team, which meant that he had been given total access to the ship’s security system for the last ten days. Total access… the biggest risk now was that he would pass all that on to Stalker… ‘We pick him up,’ he said bluntly, answering his own question.


    The other two nodded agreement; they could see the danger as well as he could.


    Vinter sighed. ‘OK. Can we disconnect Teixeira from Comms without his noticing?’


    ‘How long for?’ Mendis asked.


    ‘Ten seconds?’


    The other man nodded. ‘Should be able to. I take it you don’t want him listening in to the arrest squad comms net?’


    ‘Exactly.’


    ‘No problem,’ Mendis said confidently, then spoilt the effect by asking Adebayo, ‘You agree, Becky?’


    ‘No problem,’ she echoed, but with more than a hint of irony.


    ‘Right. Let’s get moving.’


    


    *****


    


    Vinter checked his watch, then nodded to the two uniformed officers next to him; they had their backs to a corridor wall just short of a corner, but Vinter was standing in the centre of the passageway. ‘Ready?’ he asked Lawson, the corporal.


    ‘Ready.’


    ‘Sondgren?’


    Her voice came through his in-ear comms device. ‘Ready.’


    Vinter looked up at the internal cam above them in the corridor and held up his thumb; the light just above the lens winked out.


    ‘Go!’ Vinter ordered Lawson. The corporal pivoted round, then sprinted along the corridor, followed by the second officer; the two men came to a halt on each side of a door with the number 17 stencilled on it. Lawson was holding a tazer in the ready position; he exchanged a glance with the other man, who nodded as Lawson typed in a rapid series of digits on the combination dial set in the wall. The green light above the dial flicked on then the second officer – Strand? – spun round, slamming his shoulder into the door, sending it crashing back on its hinges as Lawson leaped through the gap, followed instantly by Strand.


    And that was when it all started to go wrong.


    Vinter, following the two men, had still not reached the door when he heard a gunshot – gunshot? – and leaped forward, stifling a curse, although he already knew what he would find as he entered Teixeira’s quarters.


    ‘Sir – he moved so fast. He’d already got the gun in his hand… I didn’t have time…’


    ‘All right, Lawson. That’s enough.’ Vinter said curtly, then stepped slowly forward to look down at the body on the floor, a growing pool of blood around its head. Teixeira was lying on his back, but his head had turned to the left when it had hit the ground, so that Vinter could see that most of the back of his skull had been blown away, presumably by the gun that was still clutched in his right hand… ‘Sondgren?’


    ‘Here, sir – medics are on the way.’


    Vinter sighed. ‘It’s too late for that, by the looks of it. Better get Forensics prepped.’


    Staring down at what was left of Teixeira, Vinter felt the tension beginning to drain out of him, to be replaced by a smouldering anger. Lawson: He’d already got the gun in his hand… Less than two seconds had passed between the door being slammed open and Lawson taking up a firing position for a tazer shot, yet, in that time, Teixeira had managed to grab a gun from somewhere and shoot himself?


    Yeah, right…


    Somebody – or something – had tipped him off, had told him he was about to be arrested.


    Great. We’ve got more than one traitor in UNSEC…


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 4


    


    ‘OK, Naragama, what have you come up with?’ Vinter asked, taking a seat next to the Japanese at the monitor console.


    ‘Evidence that Teixeira was indeed tipped off about the arrest – but not necessarily by any of us.’


    ‘Go on.’


    ‘This is the footage from Lawson’s helmet cam,’ Naragama said briskly, and pressed a key on the pad. It showed the door being slammed open, then a wild jumble of movement as Lawson leaped through the gap, swivelling round until he focused on Teixeira, standing in front of his computer unit, facing Lawson. Naragama froze the image: it showed Teixeira with his gun already in his mouth, held in both hands, his shoulders hunched slightly forward as if bracing himself against the impact of the bullet. ‘He knew who was coming through the door even before it was opened – this confirms it.’


    Vinter nodded. ‘OK – but we guessed that from the speed of his reaction – he couldn’t have reached a gun in that time.’


    ‘Agreed. But I know now how he was tipped off – it was us disabling the door cam several seconds earlier.’


    ‘Explain.’


    Naragama touched another set of keys. ‘We retrieved these images from the web cam on his comp.’ This time, a frozen image of Teixeira appeared on the screen, directly facing the camera, evidently seated at his computer typing at the keyboard.


    ‘I didn’t know you could do that,’ Vinter commented.


    ‘We activated it several seconds before we disabled the corridor and door cams – we used the firewalled channel in reverse. It didn’t connect the web cam to the network, but it stored the images onto Teixeira’s comp. We couldn’t watch them in real time, otherwise we might have been able to warn you, but we’ve studied the footage in detail since then, of course.’


    ‘And?’


    Naragama touched a key and the image sprang into motion. After a second or so, Teixeira reached over to his right, standing up as he did so and turning to face the door, again to his right – only now he had the gun in his hand. In one movement, he brought it up to his mouth – and waited. The sound of the door being opened was suddenly audible – and, barely a second later, he squeezed the trigger, the sound of the gunshot all but overloading the comp’s built in microphones as the back of Teixeira’s head exploded in a red mist of blood, brains and bone. He reeled back, disappearing from the camera’s view – but they could still hear the thud as his body hit the floor.


    ‘OK, what did I just see?’ Vinter asked.


    Naragama replayed the sequence in slow motion, but froze the image barely a second into the scene. ‘The comp warned him,’ Naragama said succinctly. He gestured to a second screen, which showed a representation of an electronic spike. ‘That signal was transmitted by the computer just a tenth of a second after we disabled the corridor and door cams. It was subsonic in nature, but it would have been picked up by Teixeira’s comms implant, which converted it into an audible signal – this, in fact.’ He pressed another key and a momentary blast of what sounded like electronic white noise screamed out from the monitor’s speakers. ‘And, no, it isn’t white noise – it’s a very rapid microburst digital signal, which was also broadcast on Teixeira’s personal comm frequency, which is why it wasn’t picked up by anyone else. It was meant just for him.’


    ‘And that was what warned him?’


    ‘Evidently.’


    ‘In a signal lasting less than a tenth of a second? How the hell would he understand that?’


    ‘He didn’t. My guess is that it triggered a post-hypnotic suggestion.’


    ‘What, to blow his brains out?’


    Naragama shook his head. ‘No – otherwise he’d have shot himself as soon as there was an ordinary power failure or glitch in the cam system. What it did, I suspect, was to prime him for the final stimulus – the UNSEC uniform, or a weapon being pointed at him.’


    ‘So he gets this subliminal warning from the comp, gets the gun ready and, as soon as he sees Lawson, pulls the trigger in order to avoid capture?’


    ‘That’s about it, yes.’


    ‘What if he’d been further away from the gun when the initial alarm was sounded? In the shower, say?’


    Naragama shrugged. ‘Maybe he always had it within reach, no matter where he was. He was an UNSEC officer, after all, so he would be entitled to have his weapon with him at all times – even in his quarters.’


    ‘He still reacted bloody quickly – there was no hesitation at all there.’


    ‘There wouldn’t have to be if we’re talking about post-hypnotic instructions. He wouldn’t have any conscious choice in the matter – he would be programmed to do exactly what he did, whether he wanted to or not.’


    Vinter stared thoughtfully at the screen that still showed Teixeira seated at the computer, in what was probably the last moment he ever had of being an independent individual, in control of his own destiny. ‘We’re not talking about simple post-hypnotism here, are we? We’re talking about military grade combat conditioning, by the sound of it. The kind that would have had him leaping out of bed within half a second even if he’d been fast asleep.’


    Naragama nodded. ‘I would say so, yes.’


    ‘So… could he have done it to himself? He was a computer systems expert, after all. Or was it done to him before he even left Earth to ensure that if he was caught, he couldn’t betray anyone?’


    This time, Naragama shook his head. ‘I don’t know. If it was combat conditioning, you’d need to talk to someone who knows a lot more about it than I do. Moreira, perhaps – he’s the interrogation specialist. He might know how such matters work – it would be something that would be very useful in his line of work – deprogramming anyone who’s been given it, for example.’


    Vinter shook his head. ‘He’d probably know something about it, yes – but I’m pretty sure I can think of someone who’d know even more.’


    


    *****


    


    ‘You wanted to see me, Vinter?’ Ferreira said, his entire body language indicating that, whatever Vinter wanted, he’d better make it damn quick, because he, Ferreira, had far more important fish to fry.


    ‘Yes, I did, sir.’ Vinter sat down in front of Ferreira’s desk, even though Ferreira had made no sign of inviting him to do so. ‘I need some information about combat conditioning.’


    Now, Ferreira’s look was more thoughtful. ‘Go on.’


    Briefly, Vinter took Ferreira through Naragama’s conclusions; so far, Ferreira had shown little interest in Teixeira’s death once he had realised that there would be no interrogations to work with. If anything, he had implied that it had all been UNSEC’s fault that the spy had evaded capture, as he saw it, but he seemed to grasp the implications immediately now.


    ‘So… you think Teixeira had been given combat conditioning?’ he asked, once Vinter had finished.


    ‘It was more than simple post-hypnotic suggestion, sir – his reflexes were as fast as any Marine.’


    ‘With combat conditioning, you mean.’


    ‘From what I understand about it, yes.’


    Ferreira thought for several seconds, as if wondering how much he could tell Vinter, before asking, ‘Does it make much difference whether he had been given it or not?’


    ‘It does, really. If it’s post-hypnotic suggestion, then he could have been given it by a fairly wide range of individuals and techniques. If it’s combat conditioning, that narrows down the field quite considerably. Maybe he was given it before he even left Earth, with just this situation in mind – suicide before capture. If that was the case, then he could be working completely alone. But if someone on Terra Nova carried it out, then we’ve got problems.’


    ‘I see what you mean. Very well. You understand that what I am about to tell you is Absolutely Restricted?’


    ‘I never assumed anything else.’


    Ferreira paused for a moment, as if collecting his thoughts, then said, ‘Combat conditioning is not a straightforward process, by any means, nor is it used lightly. Yes, we can effectively condition military personnel into obeying orders instantly without hesitation or question, if they are given a specific trigger phrase. Even if obeying the order will inevitably mean their own death. They become physically incapable of disobeying that order, or even of hesitating for an instant. Give them a trigger phrase and they will attack even the strongest military position until either it is taken or they are all dead – retreat or withdrawal will not be an option.’


    ‘Even if it’s the best military option in the circumstances?’


    ‘Even if it is the best option, yes. Unless they are given a countermanding trigger phrase releasing them from the original, they will actively disobey any order to retreat, no matter how senior the officer issuing it.’


    ‘Suicide squads, in other words – kamikazes.’


    ‘Yes. Naturally, this would only be used in specific situations – whatever you may think, even the military does not throw lives away willy-nilly – but it is an option that might be used, for example, if we needed a rearguard action or a diversionary attack. Situations where the troops are expendable, in other words. There are other scenarios, however, less drastic than that – like issuing orders that no prisoners are to be taken, for example, which would be implemented in, say, a commando raid, where taking prisoners would not be a realistic option, so any attempt to surrender would simply be ignored. Basically, we can order our troops to be as ruthless or as self-sacrificing as we require, depending on the tactical situation.’


    ‘Only they’re not being self-sacrificing, are they? They don’t have any choice in the matter – they’re being sacrificed – by someone else… Do they even know they’ve had these orders pretty much hard-wired into them?’


    ‘It would make no difference whether they knew or not – they would still have to obey the orders.’ Ferreira shrugged, almost apologetically. ‘But, no, it isn’t exactly something we include in our recruiting campaigns, to be honest.’


    ‘I’m not surprised… Does the conditioning include orders to commit suicide to avoid capture?’


    Ferreira nodded heavily. ‘Yes, it does – although, again, it would only be included if the soldier, or officer, had vital information to protect.’ He nodded again. ‘So, yes – it appears more than likely that your agent did have Combat Conditioning.’


    ‘Not my agent. So – this trigger phrase. Presumably, it would be transmitted verbally?’


    ‘Yes. Either directly by a senior officer, or through their comm sets. It would normally take the form of a phrase consisting of random words grouped together.’


    ‘So they’re not likely to be set off by accident?’


    ‘Exactly.’


    ‘And different ones for each scenario? One for no retreat, another for no prisoners?’


    ‘Yes. And different release trigger phrases, of course.’


    ‘Does it have to be verbal? Could it be in the form of an electronic signal?’


    ‘Yes. A specific sequence of digital pulses, for example.’ Ferreira sighed. ‘As would appear to be the case in this instance.’


    ‘So… how does this conditioning work? How are these troops brainwashed?’


    Ferreira’s face showed irritation at the expression, but all he said was, ‘That is also classified, Vinter. I don’t think you need to know that.’


    ‘I don’t need the technical details, for God’s sake. I just need to know the kind of resources you’d need. Could Teixeira have programmed himself? Or would it have needed someone else?’


    ‘It needs quite sophisticated equipment, so I don’t think he could have done it alone, no.’


    ‘Could it be done aboard Terra Nova?’


    Again, Ferreira seemed about to refuse to answer, but then realised the relevance of the question. ‘I don’t know,’ he admitted. ‘I would have to consult the experts on that – and I am not fobbing you off here. I can see that being able to carry out such conditioning aboard this ship would have significant security problems. My best guess is that it would not be feasible, but I will have to get back to you on that. However, if I am right and he could only have been conditioned on Earth, then that’s a plus point from our point of view, isn’t it? It means that it’s less likely that we’re talking about an undercover network and more about a lone agent, surely?’


    ‘It isn’t that simple, Colonel, I’m afraid. Teixeira killed himself – or was made to kill himself – in order to protect something – or someone. Which implies that it or they are aboard this ship, otherwise there wouldn’t be any point in doing that, would there? If all that he could betray was that he had to report back to Stalker by using this comms link that was set up by persons unknown possibly before we even left Earth, then their best bet would be to let him live and let us waste our time interrogating him because he wouldn’t tell us anything useful. But he knew something they didn’t want us to discover – so what was it? What was so important that he had to die to protect it?’


    Ferreira stared levelly at Vinter, then his lips turned down at the edges in a gesture of distaste. ‘I see what you’re driving at, Inspector, but, to put it bluntly, that is your problem, not mine. It will be your job to find that out, won’t it?’


    


    *****


    


    ‘Come in, Lieutenant – sit down,’ said Vinter, suppressing the thought – again – that Kari Sondgren was a very attractive woman indeed. It wasn’t the first time he’d had to do that and he suspected it wouldn’t be the last…


    She sat down on the other side of the desk, facing him. ‘You wanted to see me, sir?’


    ‘Yes, I did.’ He reached forward and turned his comp pad around so that she could see its screen. ‘I’m not recording this conversation, Lieutenant.’ He pressed a key and the words RECORDING MODE DISABLED appeared on the screen. Smiling faintly, he continued, ‘OK, so that doesn’t prove anything, but I really do want this to be between the two of us.’


    She nodded. ‘Understood, sir.’


    ‘And I suspect you can guess why I want this off the record?’


    ‘We might have another mole in UNSEC?’


    ‘Exactly. They – whoever they are – did it once, so they can do it again. Where better to do it, in fact?’


    ‘Agreed – but we don’t actually know that there is another mole, do we, sir? We know how Teixeira was tipped off – and it wasn’t one of us, was it?’


    ‘Not that we know. Who rigged that alarm system in Teixeira’s comp? Maybe he did it himself – he was apparently good enough with a computer to set it up, even inside ten days – but we’ve got at least half a dozen others in the Team who are as good as he was, if not better. And what worries me is that we’re looking at a classic intelligence cut-out – we’ve found absolutely nothing in Teixeira’s quarters or belongings to give us any indication what his mission even was, or any contacts he might have. We don’t even know who he was working for. Ferreira assumes it’s EarthCorp, but he seems to think they’re Evil Incarnate anyway – there’s nothing to say Teixeira wasn’t working for New Dawn. There’s stuff on his comp that Simunic is still trying to decode and apparently, he’s worried that it contains a self-destruct element – you know, type in the wrong password and the data erases itself permanently. Someone has gone to a lot of trouble to stop us finding out anything at all about what Teixeira was up to – a thoroughly professional set-up, in other words. I’m even wondering if we were supposed to find Teixeira in order to distract attention from the real agent – did we find him suspiciously easily?’


    ‘So who’s behind it, you mean, sir? Is he really a lone penetration agent, or is someone running him locally?’


    ‘Which would make more sense?’


    She nodded reluctantly. ‘Locally – just in case something went wrong, or they needed to change plans.’ She stared glumly across at him. ‘And we – UNSEC, that is, we’re the professionals, aren’t we? So we’re all under suspicion.’


    ‘We have to be. I don’t like it any more than you do, Lieutenant, but, yes, we are – and don’t think for a moment that Ferreira hasn’t had the same idea, either. He’ll be expecting us to investigate ourselves after this.’


    She glanced meaningfully at the message on the comp screen. ‘So… why the secret conclave? How do you know I’m not the evil genius behind it all?’


    ‘I don’t,’ Vinter said bluntly. ‘But then, I’m not convinced anyone in UNSEC is necessarily our hypothetical spy master. I said this was a professional set-up, but are we the only professionals on board?’


    Sondgren’s face took on a startled expression, then she glanced again at the comp screen in sudden realisation. ‘Are you talking about Ferreira?’


    ‘Not him specifically, he’s solidly Military, not Intelligence – but how much do we actually know about the people he’s reviving over in One Delta?’


    ‘Sweet FA. They do seem to be very secretive about it all…’


    Vinter shrugged. ‘Maybe I’m wrong. Maybe there’s no mole at all. Or maybe it is one of us.’


    ‘But you’re telling me anyway.’


    ‘I don’t actually think you are the mole – call it a hunch, whatever. And I know I’m not, but you’ll have to take my word for that, but, between us, we’ve got to go through the UNSEC Team with a fine tooth-comb. It isn’t going to be pretty – I’m pretty sure we’ve got to do the whole psych probe thing, like it or not.’


    ‘Oh, great… You mean sodium pentathol, digital polygraph mapping, EEC readings?’


    ‘The lot.’


    ‘They’re going to love this, sir.’


    ‘I know. Which is why the first ones to be probed has to be first me, then you.’


    She looked sharply at him, then nodded in resignation. ‘I suppose so… It’s occurred to you that this might be exactly what they want? For us to waste time investigating ourselves when there’s nothing to be found?’


    He sighed heavily. ‘Yes, it has… I told you it has all the hallmarks of a classic disinformation operation. Transmit some meaningless signals to alert us, let us find a victim they planted back on Earth who actually knows nothing at all, he’s programmed to kill himself, so he does, and we’re left chasing our own tails looking for something that isn’t there, all to distract us while the real intelligence operation is carried out. Only we can’t do anything else but what we are doing, because we can’t take the risk that there is another mole. They’ve got us by the gonads.’ He grinned suddenly, ‘Well, me, anyway.’


    She smiled in response, then nodded. ‘OK – so when do we start?’


    ‘It’ll have to be tomorrow – we’ll get Moreira to supervise the sessions, which means he’ll have to be third in line, whether he likes it or not.’ And while we’re at it, I’ll get him to ask me who the hell Anji is…


    


    *****


    


    Vinter only realised he had dozed off when his phone rang, but he was instantly awake, snatching up the device from the table in front of him. The screen was blank – unknown caller – but he said ‘Hallo?’ at the same moment as he pressed the key for ‘Record’.


    ‘Chris? It’s Ilona. I don’t have much time–’


    ‘What’s the matter?’ He rolled to his feet in one movement.


    ‘Listen – there’s something going on over here and–’


    Abruptly, the line went dead; Vinter stared at it for an instant, then pressed ‘Call back’.


    It rang, just once, then went dead again, but this time with the ‘Unobtainable’ tone. Almost before he realised it, Vinter was heading for the door, but some instinct made him scoop up his shoulder holster from the comp unit on the way past; he was checking the gun as he left his quarters, wondering at his own actions – he almost never carried a gun on duty…


    It took him less than three minutes to reach Level One Delta, but it was more than enough time for him to think about the implications of what Ilona had said in her brief call – and why had it been cut off so suddenly?


    Actually, that last part was easy to answer – someone had been monitoring the comms and had cut her off as soon as they realised what was happening. So what was happening in One Delta? What the hell was Ferreira up to over there? Maybe I should have been asking a few questions about that before now, instead of chasing Teixeira…


    Shit… Had Teixeira been a decoy? Had he been found too easily after all?


    And should I have called for back-up? Bloody fine time to think of that…


    There were four soldiers on guard at the entrance to One Delta and they politely but firmly blocked his path as he tried to push past them.


    ‘I’m sorry, Inspector – you can’t go any further.’


    ‘Listen, sergeant, I need to talk to Specialist Novaska as soon as possible. It has Alpha One priority.’


    ‘Again, I’m sorry, Inspector. Nobody is to enter or leave this section without signed orders from Colonel Ferreira.’


    Out of the corner of his eye, Vinter saw the other three soldiers bringing up their weapons; they weren’t quite aimed at him yet, but they could be within half a second. The thought crossed his mind that they used to be terrified of guns going off in aircraft, but that problem didn’t apply in spaceships; the outside of the habitat cylinder consisted of at least a foot of armour plating, designed for dealing with cosmic debris, but equally effective at stopping bullets…


    Suddenly, the sergeant put a hand to his earpiece, evidently picking up a message; he nodded. ‘Yes, sir, he’s here… Roger that, sir.’ He stepped back a pace, and nodded to his men, who instantly brought their semi-automatics up to firing position. ‘Would you please give me your weapon, sir,’ said the sergeant, holding out his left hand; his right hand was already curled round the butt of his own weapon.


    Spring forward, knock aside his gun hand with my left, right hand around his neck, spin him round to use as cover, grab his gun while the others are hesitating and cut them down in a straight burst of fire, right to left…


    What the hell was he thinking of, for Christ’s sake? But he had been tensed, ready to launch the attack before he had damped down the impulse – it would have been suicidal… Carefully, Vinter removed his own gun from its holster and held it out to the sergeant, butt first; the sergeant nodded briefly and took it from him. He spoke to the two soldiers behind him. ‘Ramirez, da Costa, you stay here. Shafran, you’re with me.’ He turned back to Vinter. ‘Inspector, you’re to accompany us to the bridge. Consider yourself under arrest.’


    ‘On what grounds?’


    ‘I’m not at liberty to say,’ the sergeant said, gesturing with his own weapon. ‘The bridge, please, Inspector.’


    Bit of a waste of time asking, Vinter realised as he turned and led the way to the bridge – the sergeant probably did not know the answer. He was simply obeying orders – Ferreira’s.


    Ferreira was staging a coup, that’s what he was doing – but on whose behalf? His own? What the hell was he thinking of?


    Come to that, Vinter thought, what had he been thinking of, a few seconds later, with that impulse to attack four armed men? Fucking idiotic, that’s what it had been…


    But the sequence had been so crystal clear in his mind, as if it had happened in slow-motion – and, for those few split seconds, he had been utterly convinced of his ability to carry it off…


    Me? With my record in unarmed combat? ‘Satisfactory’, wasn’t it, the last time I was assessed – which meant ‘barely adequate’ in reality – that was one of the reasons I got into the Investigation Arm as soon as possible…


    Later on, what struck Vinter was the fact that the scene on the bridge when he arrived was almost exactly as he had predicted; the normal command personnel were in a group over to one side, with four armed guards watching them carefully. The bridge security team had been disarmed, but there were three uniformed officers on the deck, two of them motionless, the third with two medics crouched over her, rigging up a resuscitation unit with seemingly unhurried movements that belied their urgency; the medics were working as fast as they could. Ferreira was standing in front of Lahtinen’s chair, eyes scanning the monitors on the Command Console; it was only when the sergeant prodded him forward that Vinter saw the third body at his feet.


    Lahtinen.


    Sprawled awkwardly at the foot of his chair, on his back, one knee raised, eyes staring sightlessly upwards, a mass of blood on his chest. Shot resisting arrest – that would be the official statement on this… The fact that he never wore a sidearm and so was completely unarmed would be completely ignored.


    The bastards had murdered him – they’d never meant to capture him alive, that was all there was to it…


    Ferreira seemed to become aware of his presence and turned to face him. ‘Vinter,’ he said, no expression at all in his voice. ‘So there you are.’


    ‘What’s going on?’


    ‘Isn’t it obvious? This is a coup, Inspector. We’re taking over.’


    ‘Who’s we? New Dawn?’


    For a moment, a flicker of surprise crossed Ferreira’s face before he nodded. ‘Indeed.’


    ‘So that was why there was all the secrecy in One Delta – they were all New Dawn troops being revived – right? They’d been smuggled aboard before launch instead of our own.’


    ‘Very astute, Vinter.’ Now, Ferreira’s expression was more thoughtful as he stared at Vinter. ‘I’m beginning to wonder how much more you know. Not that it matters, not now.’ His focus shifted to the sergeant. ‘Take him to the cells, Mardukian. If he makes any untoward move, shoot him dead – is that clear, sergeant?’


    ‘Yes, sir.’


    ‘And is it also clear to you, Vinter? I’d rather keep you alive, as there are things I need to discuss with you once I have a little more time – and once you’ve cooled down somewhat. However, you are not essential to my plans, so please believe me when I tell you that Mardukian will indeed kill you if you cause him any problems. Is that clear to you as well?’


    Vinter nodded. ‘I think I get the gist of it, yes.’


    ‘Good. Take him away, sergeant.’


    Now why did Ferreira go out of his way to emphasise the fact that Mardukian will shoot to kill if I don’t behave myself? Does he honestly think I’m going to try anything, least of all some death or glory heroics, until I’ve had a chance to evaluate the situation? Do I really strike him as being that stupid?


    The holding cells were situated in Level Seven, only one level above the nil grav section in the centre of the ship; here, gravity was less than a quarter normal. It was entirely intentional – any attempt at escape would be hampered by the low gravity in that few people were used to moving around in a quarter gee, while the guards regularly trained under such conditions for exactly that reason. The moment Vinter saw the troops who had taken over the guard duties, he realised that Ferreira had foreseen this problem – they moved with a sure confidence, much more so than Vinter himself.


    That’ll teach me to stint on low-grav training…


    Sondgren and Moreira were amongst those being processed in the Reception Area; for a moment, Sondgren’s eyes met his as if waiting for an order, but he shook his head almost imperceptibly – they wouldn’t stand a chance if they tried anything here and now. Moments later, the desk sergeant nodded to her guard and she was taken away; Moreira soon followed, his face angry, frustrated.


    The sergeant glanced up at him and he made an entry on his comp pad. ‘Number Five,’ he said succinctly to Mardukian.


    ‘This way,’ said the sergeant.


    ‘Er… yes, I do know the way,’ Vinter said, sarcastically, trying not to let his steps take him bouncing into the air. Have to preserve some dignity, after all…


    A bit less ironic detachment and a lot more focus, please… This all looked ominously efficient – less than fifteen minutes into the coup and they were processing prisoners already. Someone knew what they were doing. These orders must have been drawn up before they even left Earth.


    He took that thought with him as the cell door swung shut behind him: New Dawn had been planning this for years. But why?


    Vinter sat down on the bunk bed that, apart from a small sink and a water closet, was the only furniture in the cell, then, deliberately, swung his legs up onto the bed and lay back, forcing himself to carry out yoga relaxation techniques; there was no rush, after all. Not now.


    Could I have foreseen it? Was there something I missed? It was only when Ilona had made that call that he had seriously began to wonder what Ferreira was up to in One Delta – OK, the reason for what was effectively a quarantine was now blindingly obvious, but at the time, it had seemed simply part of a normal military obsession with secrecy for its own sake. Anyway, the simple fact was that he hadn’t seen it coming and there was damn all he could do about it now.


    So, again – why?


    Because New Dawn wants to control the colony, that’s why. They planted a hundred troops in the chambers earmarked for UN Peacekeepers – and that’s the real reason why we had the Peacekeepers, of course…


    Vinter recalled his ironic question when Lahtinen had revealed their existence – Who were they intended to fight – green bug-eyed monsters or something? No, they were there because New Dawn wanted them there – it simply hadn’t made sense to have that many Peacekeepers on board, simply to keep order in a colony that had been carefully selected. But essential if you wanted to stage a coup, of course…


    How deeply had the colony project been infiltrated?


    They’d smuggled the troops on board, and, in all probability, at least some of their leaders as well – how many others in the Zombie Pits belonged to New Dawn? How many would you need to control a colony two thousand strong?


    Actually, not that many, if you had the political leadership organised and with a hundred troops to back you up, the only military resistance would come from the UNSEC personnel – and they would be hopelessly outclassed and outnumbered; the most they could do would be to set up a resistance movement. In reality, most people’s main pre-occupation on a new planet, stripped of most of the benefits of civilisation, would be simple survival, not fighting over politics.


    And if they’d been brainwashed along the way to support New Dawn… Not even UNSEC would be a problem. If they could turn soldiers into ruthless killers with Combat Conditioning, why not turn the colonists into New Dawn supporters? All they’d need to do would be to have simple propaganda messages drip fed into the colonists’ heads for over three hundred years during cryosleep and you’d have two thousand converts at the other end… Even if only half of them were actually converted, you’d still hold the balance of power.


    Was that why I felt this vague feeling of support for New Dawn when I was revived? Nothing too strong, but… Had I only had part of the brainwashing programme, so it hadn’t taken full effect?


    Could be… Could well be, actually.


    But why now? Why not wait until PlanetFall?


    Actually, that was obvious, he realised suddenly; that had been the original plan, but Stalker had changed everything. In the same way that the mysterious signals had meant reviving himself and the UNSEC team, so the mere presence of Stalker and its possible hostile intent had made reviving the troops necessary. Ferreira was probably having to improvise now – taking on a pursuing spaceship had not been part of the plan at all and nor was having an UNSEC unit that had not been properly brainwashed.


    Which means that his next move might well be to get rid of us… I would, in his situation.


    Shit.


    So what were the ‘things I need to discuss with you’ that Ferreira had mentioned on the bridge? What did Ferreira want of him?


    Almost as if on cue, the cell door opened and Mardukian stood in the doorway. ‘On your feet – the Colonel wants you on the bridge.’


    


    *****


    


    It was as if Ferreira had not moved while Vinter had been taken to the cells; he was still standing in front of the Command Console where Vinter had last seen him – but at least Lahtinen’s body had been removed, Vinter was glad to see. Why hadn’t Ferreira taken the captain’s chair? Vinter wondered idly, then the thought was pushed aside as Ferreira spoke.


    ‘I need you to deal with some UNSEC personnel who are holding out in Three Gamma,’ Ferreira said without preamble.


    ‘I beg your pardon?’


    ‘Six of your UNSEC officers are resisting arrest. They’re armed and have already killed three of my men. I want you to go and negotiate their surrender.’


    ‘Me?’


    ‘Yes, Vinter, you. With the death of Captain Lahtinen and his Executive Officer, you are now the senior ranking officer amongst the UN personnel – I understand you technically hold the rank of Major in the Peacekeeping Force.’


    ‘Yes, but it is only technical – I’m not in the military hierarchy at all.’


    ‘Vinter, we are wasting time. You are their commanding officer and I am instructing you to order them to surrender.’


    ‘What makes you think they’re going to obey any orders I give them?’


    ‘Let me put it this way, Vinter. If you do not persuade them to surrender, then I will tell my men to go in there and wipe them out.’ He fixed Vinter with a glare. ‘And they will be under Combat Conditioning not to take any prisoners.’


    Bastard… the UNSECs wouldn’t stand a chance. They might take one or two of Ferreira’s men with them, but none of them would survive.


    ‘You’re the ship’s Security Officer, is that correct? Your job is to preserve security and to protect UN personnel, is it not? So do your job, Vinter. You’re their only chance of survival, it’s as simple as that.’


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 5


    


    ‘They were supposed to be picked up on a sweep through the barracks section,’ the young lieutenant explained. ‘Someone must have tipped them off, because by the time we got there, they were armed and ready. They fell back to here, but they can’t go any further. On the other hand, if we move beyond that corner there–’ he nodded towards a side intersection to the left five metres ahead, ‘–we’ll be picked off like flies.’


    Vinter nodded. The side corridor led to Number Three Airlock, used to gain access to the outside hull for emergency repair work; it had probably never been used since they had passed a measurable fraction of lightspeed because of the risks involved of even a tiny speck of dust hitting a spacesuit at that kind of velocity. The six men had nowhere to go, but they could hold out for as long as they had ammunition if they chose. The problem was that all Ferreira needed to do was send in half a dozen men conditioned to ignore any risk to themselves and to take no prisoners and it would all be over in less than a minute…


    ‘Do you have any realtime image of them?’


    The officer shook his head. ‘They shot out the corridor cam – and they do the same to any cam we poke around the corner.’


    ‘OK,’ Vinter said quietly. ‘I’ll see what I can do.’ He moved forward to the corner of the intersection, nodding absently at the trooper who sidled back to let him in; he was still trying to figure out how the hell he was going to deal with this. But he had to try…


    ‘Listen up in there!’ he called out. ‘This is Inspector Vinter, UNSEC senior officer. Who’s in charge there?’


    No answer; he didn’t expect there would be – they probably wouldn’t know his voice anyway, so he could be anyone as far as they were concerned.


    Try again. ‘Look, you’re outnumbered and you’ve got nowhere to go. You haven’t a hope in hell – just throw out your weapons and surrender.’


    ‘And then? What’s to stop you simply killing us anyway?’


    ‘You have my word they won’t.’


    ‘Oh yeah? And whose side are you on, Inspector? If that’s who you are, of course.’


    Vinter sighed. ‘Look, the bastards have won – you’re not going to find any reinforcements appearing out of nowhere to rescue you, if that’s what you’re holding out for.’


    There was a pause, then the voice called out, ‘How do we know you’re who you say you are?’


    So at least they’re thinking about it now – I might be able to get them out of this, after all. ‘Code seven nine four six hash five.’


    Another, longer, pause, then: ‘We need visual ID confirmation, sir.’


    In other words, they want to see my face... Fair enough. ‘OK. I’m coming out in three seconds.’


    ‘Understood.’


    ‘OK. Three–’


    ‘Vinter,’ Ferreira’s voice spoke in his earpiece and then said something else, but everything seemed to go out of focus – hearing, vision, even any sense of where he was, just a grey haze with muffled sounds and half glimpsed movements… What the fuck?


    ‘Say again?’ he asked, his voice sounding as though it came from a great distance.


    Abruptly, his vision came back, razor sharp in its clarity, with numbers across its upper field – a fucking Heads Up Display on my retinas – what the hell’s going on? – and suddenly he could read them, as if they had always been there; the figures related to heat sources and their distances. There was a sudden overwhelming surge of elation, as if until now he had only been sleeping and now he was fully awake, aware of his full potential. Not just awake – there was heightened awareness and utter confidence in his own ability…


    In his ability to kill the six troopers. There was a momentary sense of reluctance, instantly brushed aside by a heady sense of anticipation; now he could finally use his skills to the utmost, the skills that had lain dormant until now… Yes!


    ‘Give me your weapon and a grenade,’ he said to the man beside him.


    ‘What?’


    ‘Give him what he wants.’ Ferreira’s voice over the comm system. ‘Leave it to him now.’


    The soldier hesitated, then with a visible shrug, he handed over the semi-automatic and a single grenade from his belt.


    Distance to rear wall of corridor: ten point five seven metres, nearest target at eight point two seven… Go!


    Vinter pivoted round, already throwing the grenade as he came into view of the UN troopers and firing from the hip as he sprinted forward in super-fast motion; for him, everything else seemed to slow down so that he could hear individual shots from the weapon, slamming into the first target as the grenade arced over the other man’s head, bouncing off the bulkhead beyond as the second man went down, not a single shot fired back at him yet, swivelling the gun round to target three, seeing his gun almost in firing position, take a sideways step at the same moment as the soldier fired, feeling the wind of its passing as target three went down, his face a mass of blood as the grenade detonated, killing target six instantly and throwing target four forward as Vinter dived forward at the same instant as target five fired, the shells passing over Vinter, who squeezed the trigger while he was still going down, his shots ripping into target five’s chest and shoulders, hurling him backwards as Vinter rolled to his feet and placed a final shot into target four who was still moving, feebly. Vinter swung slowly round, covering each motionless figure as their heat signatures began to decrease fractionally.


    Yes! Got the fuckers, all of them! One hundred per cent fatalities…


    Then Ferreira’s voice said something over the comms and it all went away, the HUD, the elation, everything… Just the grey haze and muffled sounds… And a sense of something precious lost, of feeling stunted… reduced.


    Merely human.


    Vinter stared around, disbelievingly, at the bodies surrounding him… What happened? Nobody could have moved as fast as that – nobody. Least of all me…


    But he had…


    Shit… What the hell have I done?


    But he knew only too well – he could remember every second vividly… He had killed six armed men, single-handedly, in less than three seconds.


    Just like that.


    He turned around, slowly, to see the lieutenant and two of his men standing at the intersection – and with their weapons trained on him. They had fear in their eyes…


    Can’t say I blame them… Carefully, he lowered his weapon to the floor, and backed slowly away from it, raising his hands.


    ‘Bring Vinter to the bridge,’ said Ferreira over the comm. ‘He’s no danger now. There’s something I want to show him.’


    *****


    


    ‘What the fuck did you do to me?’ Vinter demanded, pushing aside one of the bridge officers and striding angrily towards Ferreira. ‘What happened back there? They were about to surrender for Christ’s sake–’


    He was within six feet of Ferreira when the other man held up what looked like a remote control device and pressed a button on it; instantly, Vinter’s body froze, went into a spasm of utter immobility. Because of his forwards momentum, he toppled to the ground, face first, unable even to put out his arms to break his fall – I can’t fucking move! Desperately, he tried to move well, anything, his legs, a fingertip, anything…But nothing happened. That fucking device – that bastard controls me!


    As if reading his thoughts, Ferreira said, ‘Not me, Vinter – that was your precious United Nations, with all their high and mighty morals and ethics – they’ve turned you into a killing machine. All I needed to do was give the trigger command – but they provided the hard-wiring. And, as you’ve probably guessed, I can still control you with this device. Your motor functions have been switched off, but I imagine you’re aware of that. It’s strictly temporary, though.’


    Ferreira must have deactivated the device at that moment, because, suddenly, he could move. And with no pins and needles, either… It must just be the motor muscles themselves that are affected, not the bloodstream…


    And since when was I a biology expert?


    Slowly, Vinter clambered to his feet, looking carefully around him, realising that the guards behind Ferreira still had their guns aimed at him. Still scared of me? He faced Ferreira, then said quietly, ‘What exactly have I had done to me?’


    Ferreira hesitated for a moment, then said, ‘Come with me to my cabin.’ He turned away, then paused as he saw Mardukian step forward. ‘It’s all right, sergeant. He won’t cause me any problems – not with this.’ He held up the control device, then his eyes flickered back to Vinter. ‘That’s right, isn’t it, Inspector?’


    Vinter grimaced, then nodded; he followed Ferreira off the bridge to what had once been Lahtinen’s day cabin, noticing with a vague surprise that the image of the aircraft carrier was still there. Not that Ferreira had exactly had much time to change it, of course…


    Ferreira nodded to Vinter to close the door, then sat down behind the desk, motioning Vinter into the seat in front. He placed the device ostentatiously on the desk, within easy reach of his right hand, then, to Vinter’s surprise, rubbed his face tiredly with his left. ‘Right, Vinter. Let’s move on – I really don’t have a lot of time to spare on you at the moment, so… To answer your question, what has been done to you? A lot, believe me. For one thing, you really had no say in what happened back there. Once the trigger command is given, your augmentation hardwiring takes over.’


    Vinter stared at Ferreira, aware that he had no idea why the conversation had started like this – or even why it was taking place at all. What did he want? ‘Augmentation?’


    ‘Yes. You are, in effect, a super-warrior once that kicks in – stronger, faster, more rapid reflexes and reactions, implanted knowledge of armed and unarmed combat techniques, along with built in nano-technology that gives you that HUD and speeds up your consciousness to deal with your extra speed of thought and action. Everyone else appeared to be moving in slow motion, did they not? They were, compared to you.’


    ‘But – but they were about to surrender. There was no need…’ His voice tailed off, then he nodded slowly in realisation. ‘You needed a demonstration, didn’t you? I was going to be switched on, no matter what they did, wasn’t I? Those poor sods were doomed, right from the start.’


    ‘Indeed. If it’s any consolation, you had no choice in the matter, once I gave you the trigger phrase.’


    Which I can’t remember – for obvious reasons, I suppose…


    ‘So I’m just a killing machine once I receive that trigger signal?’


    ‘Yes. That is exactly what you are.’


    ‘So that’s why you didn’t want to kill me. I assume I can be killed?’


    ‘When you’re not in Augmented Mode, you are just as vulnerable as any normal human being – rather fitter and with more physical strength and stamina than most, but still within normal human parameters. But in Augmented Mode – yes, you are nearly invulnerable.’ He shrugged. ‘Of course, there are limits – the longer you are in Augmented Mode, the more you will feel the effects afterwards.’


    ‘Effects?’


    ‘Tiredness, then exhaustion. Your body is using far more energy than it is used to, even for someone who has had the necessary modifications. After thirty minutes at that level, you will be close to physical collapse once the Mode is switched off. After forty-five, you will probably be dead – completely burned out.’


    ‘Terrific…’ Vinter said sourly. ‘And you control that Mode. You can switch it on and off at will.’


    ‘Yes, I can,’ Ferreira said slowly. ‘You had better not forget that.’


    ‘I’m not likely to,’ Vinter said, bitterly. ‘So what exactly do you have in mind for your new toy?’


    ‘You’re anything but a toy, Vinter. You’re our ace in the hole if it does indeed come to an armed confrontation with Stalker.’


    Despite himself, Vinter burst out laughing. ‘Me? Are you serious?’


    ‘I am rarely anything else.’


    Vinter shook his head, still chuckling. ‘Look, you know the military capabilities of this ship and its crew, don’t you?’ Actually, so do I now, he realised suddenly. They’ve given me a more or less complete military training along with that Augmented Mode. ‘Basically, all we’ve got are infantry weapons, right? No artillery, no missiles, lasers or rail guns, nothing that will kill anybody at a distance, let alone destroy a starship. Do you honestly think that if Stalker has been sent out here to fight us that they won’t know exactly what our capabilities are and will have made damn sure that they can outmatch us? They’ll come armed to the teeth – and if they do have missiles or nukes, then do you really think I’m going to make any difference whatsoever? I’m not that good, am I? Ace in the hole? I don’t think so.’


    ‘I think you might be surprised at your capabilities. As I said, even when you’re not in Augmented Mode, you will still have reactions and strength above that of normal humans – you’d be a black belt in several different martial arts, for example.’


    So that’s why I thought I could take on four armed men – I probably could have done, as it turned out… ‘Very reassuring, but I still don’t think that’s going to be enough to stop a nuke, Colonel – do you? Honestly?’ Vinter glared at Ferreira for several seconds, suddenly aware that Ferreira had already made these points to himself, that the other man knew damn well he was in a tight situation and was having to deal with it as best he could.


    Tough shit, Colonel… It’s your problem, not mine.


    Only… it was his problem as well, whether he liked it or not… ‘This isn’t getting us anywhere, is it, Colonel?’


    There was a flash of surprise on Ferreira’s face, but he recovered quickly. ‘No, it isn’t. As I suspect you have just realised, if Stalker is hostile, then there are two thousand UN colonists aboard this ship who are in danger – and, as I pointed out before sending you after those troopers, your job is to protect them, isn’t it?’


    Vinter nodded reluctantly.


    ‘So our best bet is to work together, at least for now. You agree?’


    ‘Depends on what you want from me. If all you want is to roll me out as a killing machine every so often, you can do that whenever you like – I won’t have a say in it, will I?’


    ‘I still need you as Security Officer. You said you were doubtful that Teixeira was the only EarthCorp agent aboard – do you still believe that?’


    ‘I’d be surprised if they’d only put the one agent on board,’ Vinter said cautiously. ‘And, given the – ah – changed situation here, you can’t afford to assume he was the only one, can you?’ He shrugged suddenly. ‘By the looks of it, the security set-up before the launch was pretty seriously compromised. New Dawn managed to get you and your soldiers aboard, past our security checks – how did you do that, by the way? Who did you bribe? Who sold us out?’


    ‘Does it really matter now, Vinter?’


    ‘Yes, it does. I’d guess some of those bastards bought a passage on board by selling out to you, didn’t they?’


    ‘And you still think you’ll be able to do something about them if I did give you their names? I admire your optimism, I’ll say that for you.’


    ‘It isn’t just a desire for justice, Colonel. If they sold us out to you, they could just as easily have sold out to EarthCorp as well.’ He stifled a smile at Ferreira’s startled expression. ‘That’s the problem when you buy people – some of them don’t stay bought.’


    Ferreira stared thoughtfully back at Vinter for several seconds, then inclined his head in acknowledgement. ‘You may well have a point, Vinter. I’ll have to think about that. However, to get back to our immediate problem. No matter how much we might not like the situation, we’re on the same side here as far as Stalker is concerned. Would you agree on that?’


    ‘If Stalker’s intentions are hostile, then yes,’ Vinter said carefully. ‘We don’t know that they are, yet.’


    ‘But you agree that we need to take all suitable precautions in the meantime?’


    Vinter nodded slowly; he could see Ferreira’s strategy now. He wanted Vinter to declare at least a temporary alliance, rather than use threats or coercion. There was a lot more to Ferreira than met the eye – he didn’t always go for the brute force approach.


    Except when he’s putting his killing machine into action…


    ‘I need you to find out whether there are any more EarthCorp agents on the Terra Nova and to track them down if there are. As you said, we could well be at a bad enough tactical disadvantage without Stalker being given information that will shift the balance still further in their direction. In any case, if we are to go onto a wartime footing, we need all the Intelligence expertise we can get.’


    Seeing the opening, Vinter forced it open. ‘In that case, I’ll need all UNSEC personnel released,’ he said rapidly.


    Ferreira nodded immediately; he had obviously been expecting the suggestion. ‘I’ll give the orders at once. They’ll be under supervision and monitoring, of course.’


    ‘Of course,’ Vinter echoed ironically.


    ‘And if there is any hint that any of them are working against New Dawn, then it will be treated as treason and punished by summary execution – do I make myself clear?’


    ‘Perfectly. I expected no less.’


    Ferreira glanced sharply at him, presumably picking up the bitter undertones in Vinter’s voice, but all he said was, ‘Just as long as we understand each other.’ He seemed to hesitate for a moment, then continued, ‘There’s another thing I need to talk to you about, Vinter.’ Again, he paused, then suddenly said, ‘What the hell… You’ve probably realised that none of this is exactly going according to plan – none of us, you included, were meant to be revived until PlanetFall, but it was always built into the schedule for us to be revived in the event of any inflight emergency. I don’t think anybody seriously thought that it would ever be necessary – the feeling was that any emergency once we reached maximum speed would probably be over very quickly and almost certainly terminal. However… here we are. Your own particular role at PlanetFall, as far as we were concerned, would be to work for the New Dawn government. By that time, you would have been much more sympathetic to our cause than you are at the moment.’


    ‘I’d have been brainwashed in the Zombie Pits, is that it?’


    Ferreira even had the grace to look embarrassed. ‘Unfortunate turn of phrase, but it more or less sums it up. And before you say that it wouldn’t have worked, can you deny that your first take on events tended to favour us rather than EarthCorp?’


    Vinter reluctantly nodded. ‘OK, I’ll give you that.’


    ‘And that was at less than a quarter of the way into the overall programme, so how much more effective would the indoctrination have been after three hundred and thirty years?’


    ‘OK, so you’d have had a brainwashed Security Officer at your disposal, two hundred and fifty years from now. How does that affect the present situation?’


    ‘We don’t just have a security officer, Vinter – we have probably the most formidable fighting man in history, once you’re in Augmented Mode. You can outfight any soldier, no matter how well trained, with or without weapons, but you have also been given military tactical and strategic training, up to command level, all absorbed during cryosleep and ready to be released as soon as I gave you the trigger phrase. To be honest, you’re probably a better military commander than I am now and if I didn’t have that–’ he gestured at the device on the desk, ‘– I would be reluctant to have you around at all, especially as you have not been conditioned in the way that was intended. To put it bluntly, I do not trust you as far as I can throw you but I have no choice but to try and persuade you to join forces with me on the military front as well.’


    Very neat, Colonel… get me to agree on the smaller issue, then stitch me up on the bigger one… ‘You want me to help fight Stalker?’


    ‘Exactly.’


    ‘As I’ve said, we don’t know if their intentions are hostile or not.’


    ‘It is an EarthCorp ship – it has to be. And I’m sure that if you access your military mindset, you’ll agree that we have to work on a worst case scenario – that they will attack us at the first opportunity. You know what EarthCorp is like, the atrocities they’ve committed.’


    ‘Colonel, you’re forgetting that my brainwashing hasn’t really kicked in yet – either that, or you genuinely believe your own propaganda. Yes, the only incidents that I can recall involve EarthCorp as the aggressors and New Dawn as the side defending freedom and democracy, but I also know that my memories have been interfered with – presumably as part of that brainwashing. And the records we have on board all seem to favour New Dawn – funny, isn’t it? We only know what you’ve told us – New Dawn, that is, forever reluctantly being forced into fighting the Evil Empire, but the only source of information for all this is in the computer records – those same records that kind of forgot to mention that we were carrying a cadre of New Dawn VIPs and soldiers… We only remember what you want us to remember, don’t we?’ Memories, you’re talking about memories… ‘Staging a coup and ordering me to go into a berserker rage doesn’t quite chime in with the official Zen Buddhism ideals of New Dawn, does it? Not only that, but I seem to recall from the broadcast we received that New York was nuked before Beijing, which rather implies that it was New Dawn who launched the first strike, not EarthCorp. All I know is that you both look as bad as each other from where I’m standing, so don’t give me all that bullshit, right?’


    ‘Vinter, remember I still have this device!’ Ferreira’s hand snaked out and snatched it up.


    ‘And what good will that do you?’ Vinter glared at Ferreira, then shook his head slowly. ‘Look, Colonel, I hear what you’re saying. There is a very real chance that Stalker is out to destroy us and, as you’ve said, my main priority is to protect the UN people aboard Terra Nova. Like it or not, that’s also become part of your job as well, Colonel. So, yes, I will work with you – under protest – but don’t ever think that it’s because I support New Dawn, understand?’


    Ferreira stared at him for several seconds, his expression completely opaque, before he nodded slowly. ‘I understand perfectly, Vinter, and this is something that, perhaps, one day, we will need to sort out between us, but, for the meantime, your acceptance of the situation will have to suffice. We have a deal?’


    Vinter sighed and nodded in return. ‘We have a deal.’


    


    *****


    


    ‘Come in, lieutenant. Sit down.’


    Sondgren did so, her eyes fixed warily on his across the table. ‘You asked to see me, sir?’


    ‘Yes, I did,’ Vinter said slowly, realising that this interview was going to be just as difficult as he anticipated. Sondgren’s body language said it all; she simply was not comfortable with him any more. Can’t say I blame her, in all honesty… ‘Have you and the others been allowed back to your quarters now?’


    She nodded, briefly. ‘Yes, we have, sir.’


    ‘With what sort of restrictions?’


    Now, she shrugged. ‘None – so far. I haven’t found any signs that they’ve installed any monitoring devices, but…’ Again, she shrugged: You know as well as I do that we wouldn’t necessarily spot them in a preliminary search if they knew what they were doing. ‘Do they intend to put any in?’


    ‘Not as far as I know, but that doesn’t really mean much now, does it?’ He offered her a faint smile, mostly to see how she reacted.


    ‘No, sir.’ Cold, abrupt – there was no attempt to respond at all.


    Right, so I know where I stand now, don’t I? ‘OK, lieutenant, we need to sort out UNSEC’s position, given the changed situation. What have you been told so far about what’s going on?’


    ‘Nothing, really, beyond the fact that New Dawn is now in charge and that Stalker is an EarthCorp ship that is likely to prove hostile. They – New Dawn, that is – want us to look for any more EarthCorp agents that might be on board.’ And that was it; she had delivered her statement in a flat monotone, her gaze fixed a point on the wall behind Vinter throughout.


    ‘Right. Lieutenant, I need to make some points clear here, so please pay attention.’


    ‘Yes, sir.’ With evident reluctance, she brought her focus back to his face.


    She really is not making this very easy, is she? ‘Look, like it or not, we have to work with Ferreira at least for the time being. If Stalker is hostile, then our duty is to protect UN personnel on board, is it not?’


    ‘Yes, sir.’


    ‘Our argument may well be with Ferreira, but we’re going to be caught in the crossfire if it comes to any shooting – and we have to protect the Terra Nova before we think about anything else.’


    ‘I’m aware of that, sir, and I accept it.’


    ‘But?’


    Now, something showed in her eyes, some hint of emotion. ‘May I speak frankly, sir?’


    ‘Please do.’


    ‘I accept the fact that I have to work for New Dawn during the coming crisis, but… not with you as my Commanding Officer.’


    Vinter nodded. ‘Is that just you, or are you speaking on behalf of the UNSEC Unit as a whole?’


    ‘I’m speaking on their behalf – we all feel the same way. We feel that we can’t trust you.’


    ‘Explain.’


    ‘Isn’t it obvious? You killed six soldiers from our own side, for God’s sake!’ She paused, taking a deep breath, as if surprised by the sudden show of vehemence; Vinter had been expecting it from the moment she had come into his office. ‘I know that you were under Ferreira’s control when that happened, but that’s precisely the point – if he can turn you into a killing machine with just a single phrase, he’s got you where he wants you, hasn’t he? To put it bluntly, he owns you – but he doesn’t have the same hold over me or the rest of the UNSEC team. How can we trust you when, for all we know, he could send you that trigger phrase during a team meeting if he decides we’re no use to him any more? You wouldn’t have any choice but to kill us all, would you?’


    Vinter nodded slowly. ‘Probably not, no.’


    She hesitated, then said, ‘It’s not just that. We don’t really know who you are, anyway. None of us knew you back on Earth – OK, none of us knew each other either, but none of us have turned out to be latent super-warriors either. Some of us knew you by reputation, but that was all – you could be anybody, planted on us by New Dawn right from the start, and working for them all along. You were the first of us to be revived, for example, and Ferreira seemed to have your trigger phrase instantly available… Be honest, if you were in my position, what would you be thinking?’


    ‘I see your point – but whether any of us are who we’re supposed to be could apply to any of the UNSEC team – any of us could be plants.’


    ‘You think I don’t know that? But, in your case, there’s something else.’


    ‘And what’s that?’


    ‘As I said, none of us actually knew you on Earth, but Adebayo remembers seeing your file back on Earth – and she says the file we’ve got on board here isn’t the same.’


    Vinter stared at her, suddenly tense: Adebayo had an eidetic memory, which was why she was so effective at data analysis. ‘In what way?’


    ‘The record we’ve got here, on board, says you’re not married. Adebayo says that the file back on Earth mentioned a wife and daughter. Angela, or Anji, and Emma.’


    Jesus Christ… Vinter stared at her disbelievingly, as if he had misheard her somehow, even though he knew damn well he had not… Jesus fucking Christ.


    Married? What the hell? Anji… she was his wife? And Emma – his daughter?


    But there was nothing there for either of them, the names still meant nothing to him, not in terms of any real memories…


    Married – and he couldn’t even remember his wife and daughter? Or even his wedding day?


    Sondgren’s voice seemed to come from a huge distance. ‘So, to put it simply, which one is the real Vinter? You, or the one in the file back on Earth?’


    She leaned forward in her chair, her eyes boring into his. ‘Who are you?’


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 6


    


    Vinter stared almost disbelievingly at the comp screen, wondering how the details of his life could be condensed down to just a few pages of text. It was all there – his years at Edinburgh University, the five year relationship with Naomi, being head hunted by UNSEC on his graduation following the informal vetting and evaluation procedure that he hadn’t even realised had been happening at the time, the end of the relationship (Naomi meeting someone else and dumping him without ceremony) and the note that he had never been in a serious relationship since (flagged up as a potential weakness), then working in London and New York before being transferred to Canberra and UNSEC HQ. A whole page of text and images devoted to Livvy – dark hair, laughing eyes and a wicked sense of humour who felt the same way as he did about the relationship – no strings, no commitments, let’s just have fun, OK? They had split up perfectly amicably a couple of years before he was selected for Terra Nova and, if truth be told, that had turned out to be the best thing in the end, because he would have had to leave her behind anyway.


    The memories came flooding back… Livvy smiling up at him from the pillow, her hair tousled from their love-making, or straddling him as she rode him, his hands caressing her breasts… Splashing water at him in the sea, then running away through the shallows, laughing delightedly… Scuba diving on the Great Barrier Reef… The first meeting at the dinner party when they were the only two unattached guests and the hostess had decided to pair them off…


    


    ‘There you are, Livvy! What time do you call this?’ The broad smile on the hostess’ face robbed the words of any offence; the two women exchanged air kisses, evidently old acquaintances.


    ‘Well, one has to arrive fashionably late, doesn’t one?’ the woman called Livvy chuckled.


    ‘Indeed, darling, one does.’ Both women were using exaggeratedly upper-class British accents. ‘Do let me introduce you to your beau for the night.’ She turned towards Vinter, holding out a hand in a kind of beckoning gesture. ‘Livvy, this is Chris Vinter – sorry, I should say Inspector Christopher Vinter, shouldn’t I, Inspector?’


    ‘No, Chris is fine.’


    ‘Chris, this is Olivia – aka Livvy – Mottram.’


    ‘Delighted to meet you, Livvy.’


    ‘The pleasure’s mutual, Chris.’ She had dropped her cut-glass accent for her native Australian; it was still refined, well-educated, however.


    The hostess muttered something about checking on the hors d’oeuvres and disappeared in the general direction of the kitchen, leaving the two of them alone.


    ‘I think we’ve rather been shoe-horned together,’ Livvy said apologetically. ‘Apparently we’re the only unattached pair here – Rhona is playing Cupid, I fear.’


    Vinter gave her an appraising glance. ‘I’m not complaining.’ She was tall, slim, brown-eyed with dark hair cut fashionably short, wearing an old style cocktail dress with a neckline that plunged between her breasts, almost to her waist, and which was slit up the side of the thigh to reveal a long, tanned leg. Her voice was a husky contralto and she was, to put it bluntly, sexy as hell.


    ‘If that is a compliment, then thank you.’ She smiled impishly at him. ‘And, actually, neither am I. So… are you going to get me a drink?’


    ‘Coming right up.’


    During the course of the dinner, she found out that he had only recently arrived in Canberra after being transferred from New York – ‘Yes, Rhona said you’d been promoted here, but I’m afraid I assumed you were American.’


    ‘No, I’m a Brit, for my sins.’


    ‘I’ll forgive you – just don’t ever mention the Ashes, or any cricket, for that matter.’


    ‘Fair enough. Silly game, anyway.’


    She worked for UNHQ in Canberra in the Diplomatic Service, lived alone, enjoyed swimming, surfing and vids, worked out three times a week in the gym and had always wanted to visit London. What did he think of Australia?


    ‘I’ve only been here a month or so.’


    ‘You must let me show you around – not just Canberra, but the whole country. Ever been scuba diving?’


    ‘Once – a while ago. A week in Florida.’


    ‘Excellent! A friend of mine owns a beach villa in Queensland, just north of Cairns. Fancy scuba diving on the Great Barrier Reef? I’ll take you up there, if you like.’


    ‘I’d love to.’


    By now, they were in the electric driverless taxicab, on the way to her apartment; he had insisted on seeing her home – or had it pretty much been taken for granted that he would? It didn’t really seem to matter now.


    ‘Excellent,’ she said – he’d already discovered that it was one of her favourite words.


    The taxi pulled up outside a tall apartment block; she looked across at him and said calmly, ‘You are coming up with me, aren’t you?’


    ‘I was hoping to, yes.’


    ‘I’m glad about that.’


    Once they were in her apartment, she simply unfastened the dress at her neck and let it fall to the floor; underneath, all she wore was a tiny black G-string. ‘Like me?’ she asked, pirouetting slowly around.


    ‘You could say that, yes.’ Understatement of the year – she looked sensational…


    ‘Well, I did say I’d show you around, didn’t I? The first place I want to show you is my bedroom – and my king size bed.’


    ‘Sounds good to me.’


    ‘That’s what I was hoping you’d say.’ She smiled slowly, seductively. ‘So follow me, big boy.’


    That had been the beginning of one of the nights of his life. Perhaps half an hour later, they had pounded their way to shattering climaxes, only seconds apart, her legs coiled tightly around him, digging her nails into his shoulders as her body arched convulsively under his… And then again, Livvy straddling him, her head thrown back in orgasm as he thrust up into her, frantically… The following morning, taking her from behind, her fingers like claws as they clutched the pillow, her body slamming back against his. ‘Yes, Chris… Oh yes, yes… harder… Harder!’ And the rest… the feel of her hands caressing him, exciting him, the soft pressure of her lips around his cock, the low moans of pleasure and gasps of encouragement once he was inside her…


    She’d been incredible…


    And then, maybe a fortnight later…


    ‘Chris?’


    ‘Umm?’


    ‘Can I ask you something?’


    ‘After what we’ve just been doing, you can ask me pretty much anything you like.’


    ‘Was it that good?’ A husky, sexy chuckle.


    ‘Definitely that good, yes.’


    ‘Glad to hear it.’ She was lying next to him, the whole length of her naked body pressed against his, her head resting on his chest as his arm gently stroked her shoulder. Now, she moved her upper body over on top of his, so that she could look into his face. ‘Have you ever been really serious about anyone? I know it’s none of my business, of course – but I’m interested in how someone as… well… as good at fucking as you are is still unattached.’


    He smiled at her intentional coarseness; she liked to do that, to use earthy comments as if to counterpoint her privileged upbringing. She might be Australian, but she’d also been to Roedean and a Swiss finishing school (where, according to her, she had lost her virginity to a ski instructor, having decided that this should be part of her education as well). ‘Well… there was someone, back at Uni, I suppose. Girl called Naomi – I thought it was the real thing, but then she ran off with someone she’d been screwing behind my back for six months. Along with several others, as I found out later on.’


    ‘I see… So she put you off women, did she?’


    ‘Well, not women, no, as you can probably tell… Just put me off getting involved, I suppose.’


    ‘In case it happened again?’


    ‘What, getting hurt? Pretty much, yes.’


    She nodded. ‘That’s OK – it’s not a problem for me. My own story is pretty much the same – some guy called Jason, rich and good looking. Only he wanted a little wife at home and I wanted a career, so it all went pear-shaped and more than a little bit nasty as well. I’ve never trusted anyone called Jason since and if he owns a Ferrari, forget it… Well, no, I take that back about the Ferrari, thinking about it.’


    ‘But not the Jason bit?’


    ‘Never.’


    ‘Just as well my parents changed their mind about calling me Jason then, wasn’t it?’


    She stared suspiciously at him. ‘You know, I never know when you’re joking, you’re so deadpan at times.’


    ‘Just joking – I’d never have forgiven them if they’d even been thinking about it.’


    She chuckled again, then moved up the bed so that she could kiss him, her lips soft and willing against his. ‘The reason I’m asking is because I’d like to get… us… sorted out.’


    ‘Us?’


    ‘You and me, dummy… Where do you want this relationship to go? We’re two weeks down the line, we’re pretty good in bed together…’


    ‘It sounds as if there’s a “but” in there somewhere.’


    ‘You leave my butt out of this – well, for the moment, anyway… No, seriously, I’d just like to get a few ground rules laid down, because I don’t want either of us to be hoping for something that isn’t going to happen, OK?’


    ‘OK. What ground rules?’


    She seemed to hesitate, but Vinter was pretty certain she knew exactly what she was going to say next. ‘I don’t want a heavy involvement. What I’d like is regular sex with you, the same as so far, but with no strings or commitments, just sex that is fun for both of us. I don’t want – or expect – anything else. Now… are you OK with that?’


    ‘I’m up for that, yes. What red-blooded straight male wouldn’t be?’


    ‘That’s what I was hoping you’d say.’ She reached down for his penis and began stroking it gently, smiling as it began to respond. ‘So, if we’re talking about regular sex, it’s been almost an hour since the last time…’


    Her mouth pressed down hard on his and she brought up her knees so that she was kneeling astride him. He grinned and reached up to caress her breasts, feeling her nipples harden.


    ‘Actually,’ he said, a mischievous glint in his eyes, ‘have you ever thought about irregular sex?’


    ‘As in kinky?’ she asked eagerly. ‘Oh, yes… Definitely. How irregular do you want to be?’


    ‘How does utterly perverted grab you?’


    ‘Sounds like fighting talk… All right,’ she said softly, then chuckled. ‘Show me what you can do, big boy.’


    ‘Umm, OK… You wouldn’t happen to have any handcuffs around, would you?’


    ‘Funny you should say that… Try the bedside table, top drawer.’


    Altogether, the relationship lasted almost eight years, until Livvy was promoted to a post in UN New York; there had been an idyllic fortnight scuba diving on the Great Barrier Reef followed by an epic final night together in Livvy’s wide bed, where they had seemed determined to repeat every experience they had shared during their time together, then she had boarded the orbital jetliner to New York and that had been the last he saw of her. There had been vidcalls and mails, often pornographic in content, but they had gradually tailed off, as both had expected; he had not heard from her for over a year before Terra Nova had left Earth. It had been one of the reasons he had been chosen for the project – there were no ties or commitments on his part to complicate the issue.


    Or regrets…


    


    *****


    


    But now, thinking about it, wasn’t it all just a little too nice and convenient? A relationship with no strings, ending amicably and with enough time passing for it to be no more than a pleasant memory, one that would only occasionally impinge on his thoughts? How much could he actually remember of her, bearing in mind that they had been together for eight years?


    Not very much, he realised slowly. She had promised to show him around Australia, but he could only remember vacations with her in Queensland and a long weekend in Sydney. How many times had they been to Queensland? Damned if he could remember – more than once, but how many more? OK, so they’d had sex an awful lot – but where? There seemed to be very little context there – for example, that threesome they’d tried had been on holiday in Cairns–


    Hold on a minute – a threesome? Really? Are you sure about that?


    OK… They’d been in Cairns – in a hotel? Beach apartment? – and the other girl had been a petite redhead, but what had her name been? And how had they actually met her and persuaded her to take part? On the beach, perhaps – but had she been alone?


    He couldn’t damn well remember – his recollections only started in the bedroom, with Livvy and the girl taking off each other’s bikinis while he watched on the bed. A girl they had apparently only just met, but who had just happened to be bisexual and remarkably eager to take part in a three in a bed session with a pair of strangers… More like a porn vid than anything that would happen in real life, come to think about it… I mean, how likely was that, in all honesty? And, given that it was the kind of event that doesn’t exactly happen that often, why can’t I remember more about it?


    And what about the other memories?


    Reluctantly, he had to admit that the same thing applied, at least for a large proportion of them. There seemed to be a lot of amazing sex, with Livvy in the role of an uninhibited sexual partner, game for anything, sometimes submissive, sometimes an out and out dominatrix, but who was always satisfied by her constantly enthusiastic lover – himself. Always… Now that he thought about it, really thought about it, he couldn’t recall a single time when sex hadn’t worked for them. Not once. And was that the intention? Provide powerfully erotic memories for him to savour – the kind that he would never even think about questioning, or even want to, simply because they were so pleasurable – and ego-boosting? They seemed real – he could even recall the tactile sensations, especially when Livvy performed fellatio – but how could he know for certain?


    He couldn’t… That was the answer, pure and simple. Had they given him the ultimate male fantasy? And had he fallen for it, hook, line and sinker?


    OK, perhaps it was understandable that his main memories of her would be from the bedroom, bearing in mind that sex was all either of them had wanted from the relationship, but – what else had they done together? There were vague memories of meals in restaurants – but which ones? Or where? Did they even buy each other presents? Go to the theatre? Watch vids or share VRs in a multiplex? Did they ever have arguments – eight years with never a cross word spoken?


    Apparently not… All he had was an eminently satisfying – and, yes, convenient – relationship that would cause him no guilt or regrets – at most, a gentle longing, perhaps. And was that the idea? Probably – these memories wouldn’t prey on his mind as much as if they had been a bad experience for him; they wouldn’t be so distracting. If so, it had worked – since his revival, he hadn’t really thought much about her at all. Not until now, anyway.


    Shit… they fucking well had been edited. How much of it had ever happened?


    More than that – had Livvy even existed? Was someone who had been part of his life for eight years simply a computer construct? A fantasy made real?


    And why am I even thinking this, when the file corresponds exactly to what I remember?


    Because of what Becky Adebayo had said, how she had named Anji and Emma – why would she lie? If she wasn’t, and there really was an Anji in his past, then that would explain why the name kept on coming into his head, especially in connection with sex or intimacy. And Emma, his daughter?


    Nothing. No memories of her – or of Anji, supposedly his wife, for God’s sake, beyond the momentary images of someone who might not actually have been her – how the hell could he have forgotten them if they had ever existed?


    Because they’d interfered with his memory, that was why… Not only had they turned him into a killing machine, they had taken away his memories, his past and substituted their own version… It’s all right, we’ve told you what to dream…


    That bloody snatch of song again – where the hell was it coming from? It wasn’t as if he was particularly interested in music anyway, so…


    Hold on a minute – not interested in music? What do you mean? With the music collection I had back on Earth…


    Music collection? What the fuck?


    Vinter leaned back in his seat, rubbing his eyes – the thought had gone, tantalisingly out of reach again, but for a second or so, it had been there, a clear recollection of a shelf full of old style vinyl LP records – but now he could not recall any of their titles.


    OK… think back to that line about telling me what to dream… And there it was in his head again, an old rock song, with the synthesisers producing an effect of a huge machine pounding away in the background…


    Welcome To The Machine… That was it, that was the title of the song. But who had recorded it?


    Dammit, once I was pretty much word perfect on it – it was on one of my favourite albums…


    No. Gone again.


    At least that was easy enough to solve… He typed in Welcome To The Machine on his comp and selected ‘Search’; the information came back in seconds.


    Pink Floyd: album ‘Wish You Were Here’, released September 1975.


    Of course it bloody was… He could even recall the album cover now, the images symbolising Earth, Air, Fire and Water – but why couldn’t he remember it before? And why would a song from the Twentieth Century keep coming into his head?


    Oh, come on, use your brains – think about the significance of the lyrics… Welcome to the machine, we’ve told you what to dream – it’s your bloody subconscious trying to tell you something, isn’t it?


    OK, I’ll buy that. But what?


    The alert on his wrist comp buzzed insistently; he gave a moue of irritation, then lifted it to his mouth. ‘Vinter here.’


    ‘Ferreira here. Meeting in five minutes in the Briefing Room.’ The mini speaker went dead.


    Vinter glared at it, then logged off from his comp and stood up, before a further thought occurred to him on his way out of the door.


    Wish You Were Here… was that a message as well?


    


    *****


    


    Vinter stared at the image of Stalker that was being displayed on the large monitor screen in Ferreira’s day cabin, wondering whether there was any real point in having it up there at all; the only images they had managed to obtain had been slightly larger versions of the fuzzy disc that Lahtinen had shown him during that first meeting in his cabin. The best guess was that the design would probably be very similar to their own, possibly smaller, given that Stalker’s speed was in excess of their own; that implied less mass to accelerate – or more powerful ion engines. Vinter was well aware that Ferreira and his astrogation team had tended to dismiss the second option on the grounds that Stalker had only been launched seven years after Terra Nova and so would not have been able to develop the technology to generate significantly more power in that time, but that could also be wishful thinking…


    The thing is, we just don’t bloody know, do we?


    Ferreira cleared his throat, bringing the meeting to order; he was seated behind his desk, with the other six individuals sitting facing him in a half-circle. ‘If we can proceed. As this is the first time we’ve met as the Command Team, can we each introduce ourselves and our specialities? I’m Colonel Ferreira, Senior Military Officer aboard the Terra Nova.’ He nodded to the man on the right of the semi-circle, who inclined his head briefly and said:


    ‘Major Yung-Sien. Second in command.’


    ‘Major Watanabe. Ballistic weaponry.’


    ‘Captain Sharma. Strategic analysis.’


    ‘Captain Teymourian. Astrogation.’


    The next officer, sitting next to Vinter, was the only woman present. ‘Major Varaphan. Communications.’


    Everyone’s eyes swivelled to Vinter, who shrugged and said, ‘Inspector Vinter. Security, intelligence and, apparently, military genius. Oh, and part-time killing machine.’


    Ferreira glared at him, then said, ‘The inspector has been co-opted and, regrettably, has not been an entirely willing recruit. However, he has realised that he best serves the interests of his people by co-operating with us. Is that correct, Inspector?’


    ‘I’m afraid it is, yes.’


    ‘Good… The reason for this meeting is to discuss what options we have regarding Stalker.’ He gestured vaguely at the image behind him. ‘One, which is undoubtedly the option favoured by the Inspector here, is that we continue to try and establish contact with Stalker in order to ascertain its intentions. Is that so, Inspector?’


    Vinter nodded. ‘Look, we don’t even know for certain whether it’s EarthCorp or New Dawn in that ship. The last we heard, both of them were building starships, so which side is Stalker on? You’d look pretty damn silly opening hostilities with your own side, wouldn’t you?’


    ‘If that is the case, then why haven’t they responded to the coded passwords we have included in our transmissions?’ Ferreira asked, mildly. ‘Thus far, however, there has been no response from Stalker whatsoever. Major Varaphan, is there any reason why they might be unable to respond?’


    Varaphan shook her head. ‘Not unless they have suffered serious damage to their antenna array. If that is the case, then the whole ship would probably now be severely incapacitated. In any case, they’ve been sending encrypted signals directed at us for some time now, haven’t they?’


    ‘Exactly. So… the most likely reason for the fact that Stalker is not responding to our signals is that they are choosing not to, which would imply a hostile approach, would it not? Are we agreed on that? Except for Inspector Vinter, of course – but then he is here in a purely advisory capacity.’


    ‘Actually, I do agree about the likely hostile intentions,’ said Vinter. ‘I just don’t want to be the first to fire a shot.’


    ‘A typical weakness of the United Nations throughout its history, regrettably. However, as I have said, it doesn’t honestly matter what you think at the moment. I certainly have no compunction about opening fire on them without warning.’


    ‘We don’t even know what their mission is,’ Vinter protested. ‘Look, we’ve seen the images from Earth, or at least I assume we all have?’ Seeing the brief nods around the table, he continued, ‘So whatever the situation was when they left Earth, it’s changed completely now. It’s almost certain that our two ships contain the last survivors of human civilisation, so maybe we need to think carefully about shooting first and asking questions later. They might want to join forces for all we know.’


    ‘Peace terms? EarthCorp? Do you really believe that, Vinter? They’re only interested in destroying us.’


    Vinter shook his head. ‘How can you know that? I’ve told you not to believe your own propaganda – has it occurred to you that they might not actually be Evil Incarnate?’


    ‘Actually, yes, it has.’ The reply took Vinter by surprise – not for the first time, he realised that Ferreira was anything but simple and straightforward… ‘It may be that we are conditioned by our own propaganda, but so are the officers on Stalker. Their first impulse will be to attack us and they will find it just as difficult as we do to think in terms of compromise or peace, especially after what happened on Earth. We – New Dawn, that is – are in a state of war with EarthCorp, and will remain so until any cessation of hostilities is negotiated. At the moment, Stalker is refusing even to talk to us, so what conclusions are we to draw from that? We have no alternative but to assume that they will attack us in some way once they are close enough to do so. Any other course of action would be irresponsible in the extreme, wouldn’t you say, Inspector?’ He held Vinter’s gaze for several seconds, almost as if he wanted to persuade him to his cause, then he leaned back and looked along the row of officers. ‘Very well. I take it we are agreed that we take offensive action against Stalker?’


    There was a silent chorus of nods.


    ‘Excellent.’ Ferreira made a note on his pad. ‘Sharma – strategic analysis?’


    ‘While Stalker is behind us, we hold a tactical advantage, but that will be cancelled out once it overtakes and moves ahead of us. From then on, Stalker will hold the advantage.’


    Ferreira turned to Watanabe. ‘Explain, major.’


    Watanabe inclined his head. ‘The only weapons we have available are kinetic, to be honest.’ He shrugged apologetically. ‘We do not have the technology for a Star Wars space battle. Lasers are ineffective at any kind of range – their power decreases with distance and have little effect in any case against a reflective surface. Obviously, we have no missiles or battlefield nukes aboard – there is no way that we could have smuggled those past UNSEC checks–’


    Vinter let out a harsh laugh, shaking his head. ‘Bloody typical – the one time when they might come in handy and we don’t have any. Still, I suppose there wouldn’t have been any need for them at PlanetFall if everything had gone according to plan, would there? Two thousand colonists, all nicely conditioned into thinking New Dawn was the greatest thing since sliced bread – you probably wouldn’t even have needed the troops to maintain control, let alone nukes.’


    ‘Indeed,’ Ferreira said, evidently irritated at Vinter’s interruption. To Watanabe: ‘Continue, Major. What do we have?’


    ‘We could use rail guns, I suppose – magnetic accelerators. If we can build any in time, that is.’


    ‘Or we could throw rocks at them,’ said Vinter, receiving a glare from Ferreira before he continued, ‘Or ice. Anything, really – even getting hit by a ball bearing at the kind of velocities we’re talking about is going to have an effect because you would be talking about a terminal deceleration of several thousand gees. That’s what you mean by a tactical advantage, isn’t it? They’re travelling at about three thousand kilometres a second faster than us, so if we simply leave a projectile behind at even the same speed as we’re doing, in about six weeks’ time, they could, if we’re lucky, run into it at three K a second. If that happens, there won’t be much left of Stalker. If they want to throw stuff back at us, they’ve got to catch us up, so they’ll have a much slower relative velocity, no more than four or five thousand metres a second, even with the most powerful accelerators – a tiny fraction of what we could manage.’ He noticed the others staring at him, then shrugged. ‘Well, you did say I’d had an extensive military training, Colonel.’


    ‘I did indeed.’


    ‘The point is that Terra Nova is not a warship – it’s a colony starship, no more and no less than that. Forget about rail guns for the moment – the only weapons it carries at present are the automatic lasers mounted around the edge of the ice shield to destroy any larger chunks of cosmic debris coming our way before they hit us. They’re all pointing forwards, of course, so are not going to be much use against a ship coming up from behind, unless we remount them, which leaves us vulnerable to the aforementioned cosmic debris.’ He held up his hand to forestall Ferreira’s interruption. ‘Hear me out – I probably know more about Terra Nova’s capabilities than any of you, so you really do need to listen. Apart from those lasers – and they are essentially close range weapons – we have absolutely nothing we can use against Stalker. As Major Watanabe said, we can perhaps manufacture rail guns, although I’d have to check to see whether we can generate the sort of electromagnetic power we’d need to give us any real velocity on the projectiles, especially if we want to build a number of launchers.


    ‘The problem, of course, is that Stalker will also have a similar automatic laser system to ours, so they’ll be able to deal with anything we do throw at them without too much difficulty – in fact, the larger the projectile, the easier it will be to destroy. The only other option would be to wait until they match velocities with us – assuming they are going to do that – then put as many troops as possible into the shuttles and try to board Stalker. Yes, board – we really are going to have to be that primitive. Maybe you could mount a laser or two in each shuttle, but I wouldn’t offer very good odds on any of them even reaching their objective without being destroyed by their laser defences or whatever missile system they’ve got.’ He shrugged. ‘Even if we somehow get past those defences, any successful assault would depend on us having more troops on board than they have – and we have no way of knowing if that is the case at the moment.’


    Vinter drew in a deep breath, aware that he had their undivided attention now, then continued, ‘If they’ve got missiles with nuclear warheads, there is no way that we have any advantage in any tactical situation. A single hit from one of those and we are finished, whether we’re ahead, behind, above, or sitting up their arse. And, unless we remount the lasers, we’ll have no defence against them at all, nor can we manoeuvre out of the way, because we just don’t have the fuel reserves.’ He shook his head slowly. ‘If we have to fight them, Colonel, we’re going to lose.’


    ‘If they have nukes,’ Ferreira pointed out.


    ‘Look, if they were sent after us with quote hostile intent unquote, do you really think they wouldn’t?’ Vinter asked tiredly. ‘Would you leave nukes behind, in that scenario?’


    Ferreira stared at him, then nodded reluctantly. ‘I take your point.’ Suddenly, he looked ten years older; he rubbed his face tiredly. For a moment, Vinter almost felt sorry for him, but pushed the thought away. ‘So what do you suggest?’


    ‘Me? I thought I didn’t have a vote.’


    ‘You don’t, but as I am forced to agree with your tactical assessment, what do you suggest?’


    Vinter said quickly, ‘Surrender.’


    ‘I beg your pardon?’


    ‘You heard me. Offer to turn the ship over to them. Propose a combined mission to Delta Pavonis, whatever. Broadcast that to them and see what they say – make them an offer they’ll at least have to consider.’


    ‘And if they don’t?’


    ‘Then we’re no worse off than we are at the moment, are we? Look, Colonel, if Stalker is hostile, it’s going to be at least as well armed as we are, probably more so – they’re going to win any space battle, but it could be that we’ll both end up fatally damaged if not totally destroyed. Do you really want that? Or are you determined to die a hero’s death – one that nobody will ever know about? Do you consider what would be at least two thousand deaths a justifiable price to pay simply to thwart EarthCorp – and all, probably, for nothing, because they’ll win anyway?’


    Ferreira looked down at the desk top, apparently at a loss for words and, this time, Vinter could feel a pang of sympathy for him. For all his faults, Ferreira was a capable military officer, not overly blinded by prejudice or a desire for glory; he knew they were in a very poor position, no matter how hard one tried to deny it. A quick glance along the New Dawn officers to his right showed a similar hopelessness; they knew there was very little they could do if Stalker attacked.


    This wasn’t what you were expecting when you were revived, was it? Well, too bad…


    Unless they decided on a glorious death for the Cause – it was what Hitler and his henchmen had done back in 1945 after all… They’d almost destroyed Berlin in the process…


    Ferreira’s voice cut across his thoughts. ‘Nevertheless, I think we should at least try and inflict some damage by throwing rocks at them, as you put it, Vinter. It will cost us very little and we might have a lucky hit.’ He shrugged. ‘If we do, then our worries are over, aren’t they?’


    Shit… I was afraid you’d say that.


    ‘So, Major Watanabe – how long will it take to build a rail gun?’


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 7


    


    


    Vinter stifled a yawn as he returned to his quarters; the discussion had dragged on for another hour or more once the decision had been made to start manufacturing weapons; he had debated whether to tell them that it would be far simpler just to eject whatever projectiles they were going to use from the waste disposal chutes or the airlocks, because they would still be waiting in the path of Stalker at a relative velocity of point zero one lightspeed – the rail gun would only add an infinitesmal fraction of speed to that at the kind of velocities they were talking about, when all was said and done – but he had said nothing. They’d probably prefer to use a rail gun anyway, just as a matter of form – waste disposal chutes weren’t really military enough, were they…


    He took off his tunic, stretched and then went to the refrigerator to pour himself a beer, oddly aware of a need to switch off – Stalker wasn’t his problem, really, it was Ferreira’s. Except Vinter knew that it wasn’t – like it or not, he had to work with Ferreira and come up with some sort of plan to deal with the pursuing starship.


    And then there was the whole issue of his memories – Livvy, Anji, Emma, his entire past life, for crying out loud…


    But not just yet… he was going to chill out, walk away from it all for a while, listen to some music…


    You what? Listen to some music? Since when did you ever do that? You haven’t listened to a single note of music since being revived…


    But he used to, once, didn’t he? That was his favourite mode of relaxation, back on Earth – put the headphones on and listen to rock music from the late TwentyCee, bands like Led Zeppelin, The Who, Pink Floyd and…


    Pink Floyd. Wish You Were Here.


    Vinter crossed the room to the desktop comp, sat down and accessed the ship’s Library. He typed in Pink Floyd, then read off the album titles, each one oddly resonant, evoking a chord of response: Piper At The Gates Of Dawn – never really got into that one, even though it was supposedly a classic, A Saucerful Of Secrets – inconsistent, but showed them recovering from losing Syd Barrett to drug addiction, then–


    The thoughts running through his head brought him up short – how the hell did he know all this? A few hours earlier, he had never even heard of Pink Floyd, now he seemed to be a fucking expert on them, even down to knowing where the name came from.


    But he couldn’t recall a single note of their music…


    He drew in his breath slowly in a conscious attempt to relax, because he knew what was going on now; somehow, his memory was being gradually restored and it was something to do with the ninth title on the screen’s menu, sandwiched between Dark Side Of The Moon and Animals:


    Wish You Were Here.


    Vinter opened the desk drawer and took out a pair of in-ear headphones, attaching them to the output socket, but, before he put them in his ears, he looked at them quizzically, as a memory of a pair of expensive high-end headphones came into his mind. These are going to sound pretty crap… Pushing the thought aside, he inserted them, then hesitated.


    What was going to happen once he started listening to the music? He was assuming that doing so would bring back his memories, but what if it was the next stage in the New Dawn brainwashing? Or was it some sort of New Dawn failsafe that would erase his memories utterly so that he could be re-programmed, designed to kick in if he showed any signs of regaining them?


    Just because you’re paranoid, it doesn’t mean that the buggers aren’t out to get you…


    Taking a sip from his beer, he selected the title, hesitated a moment longer, realised that there was no way he was not going to listen to the music, and clicked on Play.


    For a few seconds, he thought that nothing was going to happen, then he heard the music gradually fading in, almost a drone effect on synthesisers, with some tinkling effects in the background; he closed his eyes, some part of him knowing that, not only was this now required, it was what he had always done when listening to music. An image of a study came into his mind, with the rows of retro (but bloody expensive) vinyl records on shelves above the stereo system, a memory of headphones that covered his ears, sounding far better than these tinny things…


    And now came a synthesiser melody over the top of the drone – and he had known that it would happen at that precise moment, because this was one of their classic tracks – Shine On You Crazy Diamond… He had listened to this music hundreds of times over the years, had seen vids of Pink Floyd in concert, Richard Wright on the keys, filling out the sound textures that were the band’s trademark. OK, any moment now and it’ll be David Gilmour’s guitar kicking in…


    And there it was, subdued, almost hesitant, dead on cue, playing over the keyboards, but Wright was about to change the chord he had been playing ever since the beginning, just–


    There.


    And now he could, at last, remember Anji.


    


    *****


    


    ‘Do you wanna dance?’


    She turned around and he realised that, close up, she was even better looking; slim, with long blonde hair tumbling over her shoulders and with very blue eyes that were joining the smile that had already crossed her lips.


    ‘I’d love to,’ she replied and said something to the girl she had been standing next to at the bar that Vinter couldn’t catch in the sheer volume of sound from the speakers. OK, so it was a TwentyCee Night, and tonight was Drum’n’Bass, but had they really listened to music at that kind of decibel level then? Difficult to believe…


    She was a bloody good dancer, though – evidently, she had been studying the vids the promoters had been distributing over the past week – and was also wearing the right sort of clothes, a black mini-dress that clung so tightly it looked as if it had been painted on and high heeled strapped shoes. In fact, she looked pretty sensational, and Vinter was aware of a slight feeling of disbelief that she was dancing with him at all… OK, so he’d made an effort, wearing a black sleeveless vest top and combat trousers with Nike Air Max trainers (guaranteed genuine replicas that had cost him more than he wanted to admit), but still…


    ‘Chris Vinter,’ he yelled into her ear, trying to compete with the deafening music.


    ‘I know,’ she shouted back. ‘Anji Maddison. It’s short for Angela.’


    ‘At the risk of sounding like an echo – I know.’


    She gave him a considering look, then pulled off a series of moves that any of the current ragga singers would have been proud of, almost defying gravity in those heels before coming back to where she had been, in front of him. ‘OK,’ she said, or tried to, then shook her head. ‘Do you want to dance? Or shall we find somewhere we can hold a conversation?’


    ‘Which would you prefer?’


    ‘The conversation – I don’t know how I’m still standing in these bloody shoes.’


    They went out onto the verandah; as soon as the sliding windows closed behind them, the sound dampeners kicked in and the music faded into no more than a background hum.


    ‘That’s better,’ he sighed. ‘Drink?’ He gestured at the bar over to the left.


    ‘I’d love one.’


    She ordered a complicated cocktail that was supposed to be a recreation of something called a Harvey Wallbanger, but he settled for a straightforward beer; they wandered over to a table overlooking the river and sat down facing each other.


    ‘So… how did you know my name?’ she asked, apparently casually.


    ‘I asked,’ he said succinctly.


    ‘OK… Any particular reason why you asked?’


    ‘You want the honest truth?’


    ‘Of course.’


    ‘To use a TwentyCee expression – I fancied you.’


    She laughed, a natural, unforced response. ‘Really?’


    ‘Really. It’s that simple.’


    ‘I’m flattered.’


    ‘So you should be.’


    ‘OK, so you know my name. What else did you find out about me?’


    ‘Not much else, except that you’re in the first year of the same course as me.’


    ‘English Lit?’


    ‘Yup.’


    ‘But you’re in the Third year, aren’t you?’ She smiled at his expression. ‘You see, I asked about you as well.’


    ‘Dare I ask why?’


    She gave him a smile that both teased and excited him. ‘Let’s just say I was interested.’


    ‘Was?’


    Her look was one he came to know well in the years to come; completely opaque, giving nothing away. She shrugged. ‘I might still be, I suppose.’ She left him in suspense a moment longer, then said, ‘But would I still be here if I wasn’t ?’


    ‘That’s what I was hoping.’


    ‘And was that all were you hoping for here?’


    ‘Not all, no.’


    She raised one eyebrow archly. ‘So what else is on your agenda?’


    ‘That we might go for a drink or a meal together some time.’


    She sipped her drink, considering this, then said neutrally, ‘OK. Why not?’ She maintained the pose of indifference for a moment longer, then laughed again, leaning across the table to put her hand on his. ‘Seriously, Chris – I’d love to.’


    *****


    


    ‘Wow… this is what I call accommodation,’ Anji said, looking around his apartment. ‘It makes mine look like something out of Charles Dickens. How the hell can you afford this?’ She turned and gave him an exaggeratedly considering look. ‘Have you been holding out on me? Are you really stinking rich?’


    ‘Not really.’ He gestured vaguely. ‘This is all paid for.’


    ‘Sponsors?’


    ‘Afraid so.’


    ‘Don’t apologise. Wish I could wangle one. Mind me asking who it is? One of the big concerns?’


    He grinned. ‘If I told you, I’d have to kill you.’


    ‘Really?’


    ‘Not really, although it is a bit hush-hush.’


    ‘Most of these bloody sponsorships are,’ she said, with a trace of bitterness, then held up her hands. ‘Don’t get me wrong – I’m not having a go at you. If anyone offered me a sponsorship, I’d take it like a shot.’


    ‘Well, if it makes you feel any better, I’ve only had it for a few months. They approached me after the Second Year results came in.’


    ‘They were that good?’


    Vinter shrugged. ‘I suppose they must have been, yes.’


    ‘I suppose they must have been,’ she mimicked, smiling. ‘You wouldn’t have got all this if they hadn’t been. Well done, you.’


    ‘Thanks… can I get you a drink?’


    ‘Of course you can.’


    He went into the kitchen, trying not to start grinning like the proverbial Cheshire Cat. This was their third date, if you counted the retro disco as the first, and coming back to his apartment had been her idea, so he was aware of a feeling of barely restrained anticipation – Don’t count your chickens… ‘What’ll it be?’ he called out.


    ‘White wine will be fine, if you’ve got it.’


    ‘Coming up.’ As he came back into the living room, he saw that she was over by the shelves that contained his collection of vinyl LPs; she was holding one of them in its sleeve, examining its cover.


    ‘So this is the collection you brought me here to see.’ she said, raising one eyebrow interrogatively.


    ‘Well, it was your idea…’


    ‘And you were only too keen to take me up on it, presumably for some less than altruistic motive.’


    ‘I don’t know what you mean.’


    ‘Yes, you do… These must have cost a small fortune.’ She nodded towards the row of LPs.


    ‘Again, thank the sponsors.’


    ‘What, the non-taxable signing up fee?’


    ‘Yes. They asked me what I wanted to spend it on and this was it.’


    ‘Are you really not going to tell me who they are?’


    He shrugged again. ‘No reason not to, actually. It’s the UN.’


    ‘Bloody hell…’ she murmured, impressed – as he had known she would be, of course – then nodded slowly. ‘Your results must have been good.’ She gently tapped the album she was holding; it was A Night At The Opera by Queen. ‘So you’re really into this retro stuff, then?’


    Vinter nodded. ‘Afraid so – the late TwentyCee, anyway. And even then, just rock music and films.’ He handed her the glass.


    ‘Why then in particular?’


    He shrugged. ‘I don’t know, really. I heard an album by Pink Floyd at a formative age, I suppose.’


    ‘Which one? Dark Side Of The Moon – that was their biggest one, wasn’t it?’


    He gave her a surprised look. ‘Yes, that was. How did you know that?’


    ‘Some day, I’ll tell you the answer to that.’


    ‘OK… No, it wasn’t that one, not then, anyway. I heard Wish You Were Here first. That was the one that got to me.’


    ‘That was the one after Dark Side, wasn’t it?’


    ‘Again, how did you know that? Or are you another secret Retro fan?’


    ‘Well, you did chat me up at a retro disco, didn’t you?’


    He nodded. ‘And you were wearing all the right clothes…’


    ‘Don’t remind me – I thought I was going to break my bloody ankles in those heels. Why did women ever wear them? They’re bloody uncomfortable, you know.’


    ‘I think it was called fashion. And, from a strictly male point of view, they did make your legs look pretty sensational.’


    ‘You pervert! Were you ogling my legs?’


    ‘In a word, yes. And very nice they are too.’


    ‘Thank you, but can we leave my legs out of this?’ She turned back to the shelves. ‘But it isn’t just TwentyCee music, is it?’ She reached up to the shelf above the LPs and took down an old style Blu-Ray, Blade Runner. ‘It’s vids, too, isn’t it?’


    He nodded. ‘They called them films or movies then. I blame my Dad for that, actually. He was always watching films from that era and I latched on to them.’


    ‘Again – why that particular era, though?’


    ‘I promise you, you do not want to go there.’


    ‘Why not?’


    ‘Once I get started about the late TwentyCee, I could bore the pants off you all night long.’


    She stared directly at him, barely smothering a broad smile, then said archly, ‘For all you know, I might actually quite like the notion of you removing my pants. Not to mention the all night long bit…’ Before he had a chance to say anything, she went on, ‘How about an edited version, then? Maybe, I don’t know…’ She shrugged. ‘A… trailer, perhaps?’


    He grinned at her. ‘Nice one – I think you know more about this whole subject than you’re letting on.’


    ‘You never know...’


    ‘OK. They were the last films to be made without using CGI all over the place. You know, real locations, real live action, real actors, come to that. They hadn’t just turned the whole film making process over to computers back then. Same with the music – they actually performed live then, rather than miming the whole thing.’ He grinned. ‘That’s the short answer.’


    ‘Fair enough. Are you going to play any of these for me?’


    ‘Of course. Which one would you like?’


    ‘Let’s see now…’ She turned back to the shelves, hunted along the row of LPs, then took one out. ‘This one?’


    ‘Dark Side Of The Moon?’


    ‘Their all time classic, surely? And anyway…’ Now, she gave him a frankly inviting stare, looking back at him over her shoulder in what was, to him, an incredibly sexy, provocative pose. ‘I read somewhere that Side One is ideal for making love to. Is that true?’


    Vinter almost choked on his drink, then realised that she had deliberately timed her comment to perfection, waiting for him to raise the glass to his mouth just so she could have that effect. He smiled at her, trying to give the impression of smooth, suave sophistication. ‘Well, it does end with something that sounds pretty much like a female orgasm, yes.’


    She grinned wickedly. ‘So how about we test that theory? How does that sound?’


    Inexplicably, his throat had suddenly gone dry; he took a sip from his drink. ‘Sounds good to me.’


    It was as if an unspoken message passed between them; they both put their glasses down on the desk in front of the shelves, then she simply came into his arms and they began to kiss, her tongue flickering and darting against his as she pressed close to him. By the time their lips reluctantly slid apart, they were both breathing more rapidly. ‘Of course,’ he said, dreamily, nuzzling into her neck, feeling her gently nibbling at his ear, ‘We could always try it without the music.’


    ‘That sounds even better.’


    


    *****


    


    And later: ‘So, did I?’


    ‘Did you what?’


    ‘Sound like the female orgasm on the LP?’


    ‘What LP?’


    A soft chuckle. ‘Right answer…’


    


    *****


    


    Another memory; after that first time sleeping together, she’d been worried that he would think her too easy and would simply dump her once he had got what he wanted… As if – I was too busy counting my blessings for that…


    The wedding – six years later, after they’d been living together for two years; she’d looked stunning in her wedding dress and he was convinced he’d spent the entire ceremony and reception with a huge grin stitched across his face. And, somehow, the wedding night had been special, even though they weren’t doing anything they hadn’t already done God knows how many times by then…


    Emma’s birth – Look, I am fucking pushing, dammit! I’ll tell you something, though, Vinter, I’m not letting you anywhere near me again, not after this, I promise you… The delight on her face as she held the baby… When did I say never again? Just shut up and get it in there – I’ve waited weeks for this… Emma coming into the bedroom just as they had been approaching orgasm, wondering what the noise was… She’d grown up so fast, one minute tottering around on unsteady legs, the next, or so it seemed, riding her bike over the rebuilt BMX track. And falling off it… She’d been a complete tomboy, but bright and intelligent at school, absolutely determined to become a surgeon when she grew up…


    *****


    


    He became aware that he had not been consciously listening to the music for minutes now, but that the vocals were about to kick in – only the Floyd would have an eight minute instrumental intro to a song – and there it was: Remember when you were young…


    And now the memories started to flood in, but now almost at random: Mum and Dad, Tess, the border collie he had grown up with and how much he’d missed her when she had to be put down, taking bloody exams at school, learning to drive, his first time for sex, going to see Spurs with Dad, the letter telling him he had been accepted at Oxford, waking up the morning after a party without a clue where he was or how he had got there… Gradually, the memories seemed to blend one into another in a kaleidoscope of sights, sounds, impressions and freeze-frame images, until he was left with what seemed almost like a synopsis of his life, a framework into which he could slot the memories once he had them sorted out…


    The life story that would have been in the file that Becky Adebayo saw…


    Born 2088, London, UK, went to Balliol College, Oxford 2106 – so it wasn’t Edinburgh, for Christ’s sake… graduated four years later with an MA in English Literature. Met Angela Maddison at University while in his Third Year, the two of them setting up home together on her graduation four years later. Recruited by UNSEC on his graduation, initially worked in London. Married Anji, 2114, both moved to New York on his transfer there, daughter Emma born 2116. Family moved to Australia 2118 when UN Headquarters moved to Canberra.


    But now the music began to impinge as it faded out at the end of the long final track; reluctantly, Vinter dragged himself back to reality, feeling a sense of numbness – it had been too much to take in, a whole lifetime’s worth of experiences shunted into his mind in just forty minutes. It would probably take him days to assimilate all of it; at the moment, it seemed almost like something that had happened to someone else – even Anji and Emma seemed remote, somehow. He removed the earphones, took another sip from his beer, noting that he had drunk most of it without even realising, then leaned back in his chair.


    So that’s who I really am. Someone’s buggered about with my memory big time – but why? And who?


    Well, the answer to the second question was pretty obvious – New Dawn, because they wanted him nice and obedient by PlanetFall, only it hadn’t worked out that way. They had excised the memories of Anji and Emma and the associations with Oxford because of all the discussions he had with Anji about New Dawn and EarthCorp being just as bad as each other, which would have made converting him to New Dawn more difficult, especially as they’d also deleted memories of New Dawn atrocities – the San Francisco nerve gas attack, the sterilisation of the Kansas wheatfields, and so on…


    But what had happened to Anji and Emma? He hadn’t just left them behind, had he?


    But there was nothing; there was a gap in his memory from about a year before the launch – he remembered absolutely nothing of that last year. Nothing. As far as he could tell, his last memory was of working in the Canberra Office and talking to a colleague about something called the Demeter Project – and that was it. A total blank after that, until he’d woken up in the Med Area four weeks ago. He didn’t remember boarding the ship, or even being selected for it – nothing.


    Why was that part of his memory still missing, even now? The most crucial part, as far as he was concerned…


    It was only then that he saw the flashing icon at the bottom of the screen – it sure as hell hadn’t been there when he’d accessed the album. He moved the cursor to click on it, then hesitated for a moment. Presumably, it had been downloaded from the ship’s network while he had been listening to the music and he hadn’t noticed it because of the torrent of memories, but it was obviously the result of some deeply embedded command in the system – was it for his eyes only?


    Better to play safe… He picked up his personal comp, disconnected it from the shipboard system, then copied the file to it. Of course, if Ferreira had taken the time to reconfigure the network, there was no way that he could be certain that the comp was now truly standalone, but Ferreira had been more than a little preoccupied with Stalker ever since taking over, so the chances were pretty good that he hadn’t even looked at the network properly yet. He took the comp over to the sofa and sat down.


    OK, let’s see what this is… He clicked on the icon and when Password? was displayed, he had typed in Crazy Diamond before it dawned on him that he hadn’t even had to think about it – he had known the password anyway.


    And then the screen was filled by an image that he recognised instantly.


    It was himself.


    No, not quite – it’s me, only older. He looks as though he’s in his early forties – the age I’m supposed to be. But it’s still me, for fuck’s sake…


    But where was this recorded? The other Vinter was sitting at a desk, with a window behind him that looked out over a scene of rolling hills, an almost idealised landscape that was probably digitised. The face was older, more lined, with hair that was beginning to grey at the temples – the face he’d seen in the mirror every morning on Earth.


    An older version of me, in other words. Or me before I went into cryosleep… so why don’t I remember recording this?


    Vinter sighed in realisation: He isn’t me… or not this version of me. Fuck…


    I’m a clone. The realisation came suddenly out of nowhere, but there was no other explanation for what was on the screen. A fucking clone.


    Something created in a laboratory, like Frankenstein’s Monster…


    Bastards.


    He stared at the image for several seconds, then shook his head slowly and clicked on Play.


    The Vinter on the screen began speaking straight away. ‘Hallo, Chris. It’s me – or it’s you. Sort of. It’s a long story, so you’ll have to bear with me. I’ll get the difficult bit out of the way first – you’re a clone, although if you’ve really got the IQ you’re supposed to have, you’ll have figured that out the moment you saw my face. The reason you’re getting this message is because, until now, you’ve had a false set of memories implanted by New Dawn, one that is intended to make you loyal to them and which overlays your original memories, which you’re now accessing, otherwise you wouldn’t be listening to this at all. And that sentence could have been better constructed, couldn’t it, especially for someone with an English degree from Oxford… Anyway.


    ‘I should imagine it feels a bit strange listening to me. It’s different for me because I’m not actually talking to you face to face, even though I know pretty much what you’re going to look like – me, about fifteen years ago.’ He hesitated, then continued, ‘Might as well cut to the chase. There’s something you need to know about me, so we’d better get it out of the way right now.’ He lifted up a remote device from the desk and operated it; the camera panned back until it became apparent that he was sitting in a wheelchair. ‘That’s it – I’m paralysed from the waist down and have been for the past two years. Terrorist bomb at UN Headquarters in Canberra – severed the spinal cord. Kind of cramps my style a bit, but, hey, I got lucky – there were seventeen people killed in that blast and we’re still looking for the bastards that did it, but that’s another story…’ He broke off suddenly, looking away and the image abruptly jumped; presumably, he had paused the camera, before resuming.


    ‘The point is that, apparently, they specifically wanted me on the Terra Nova – some crap about me being the best man for the job, which was why I’d been selected in the first place. So they had this clone thing going anyway and asked me if I minded being cloned, the idea being that the clone would have all my memories fed into it – well, him, really – so that he could take my place on Terra Nova. However, the new Me would come with various enhancements, the sort that could only be introduced during the cloning process – apparently they have to be there right from the start, so the body can adapt to them while it’s being grown. And “grown” is the right word – the body’s growth rate is boosted, so that it reaches its adult stage in about eighteen months. It’s like Brave New World and with the same dehumanising potential – they chose to make you superhuman, but they could use the technology to produce human beings with barely enough awareness to perform basic manual tasks if they wanted – the whole range from Alpha to Epsilon, in other words…’ The screen Vinter rubbed his face, tiredly. ‘And at the moment, you probably won’t have a clue what I’m talking about, will you, unless they’ve put in memories of every book I’ve ever read…


    ‘Anyway, you were grown in a lab just outside Canberra and then placed in your cryosleep chamber two days before Terra Nova’s launch. Your memories – the ones you’ve got now – are mine, or at least some of them, downloaded into a computer and digitised but don’t ask me to explain how because I haven’t a clue – my grasp of anything scientific or technological is limited, to say the least. Yours won’t be, apparently…


    ‘These memories won’t have all come back yet, but I’m told they will over a period of time. How long that will be is anyone’s guess, because this is the first time it’s been done, so we’re all in the dark about it. Only they haven’t included any memories after the incident that put me in this thing.’ He gestured downwards at the wheelchair and Vinter could sense the bitterness in the action. ‘I asked them not to. You really aren’t missing anything, take it from me.


    ‘Like I said, they added in some improvements to Vinter Mark One, which wouldn’t have been difficult.’ A wry grin on his face, instantly removed. ‘So you’re a more advanced version of me. Physically, you’re younger and stronger than I was when I was able bodied and the ageing process has been slowed down considerably – they’re talking about at least a two hundred year lifespan, probably a good deal more. Mentally, you’re a whole lot brighter – your IQ is probably going to be off the scale, apparently. God knows how they’ve managed that, given the raw material they’re working with, but there you go. I think the expression is making a silk purse out of a sow’s ear… Sorry, I’m wandering off the subject. Maybe it’s because it’s a bit strange talking to myself like this… I can always edit this out later, I suppose.


    ‘Anyway, if you’re getting this message, then you’ve got to what we’re calling Phase Two, “we” being the people who are setting all this up. Phase One was where you thought the Delta Pavonis colony was a UN project consisting solely of refugees fleeing from Earth and, in particular from the real bad guys, EarthCorp. You may even have been told that the good guys, New Dawn, helped in the construction and/or launch of Terra Nova because they were really saintly, altruistic people who were forced into conflict with the nasty people of EarthCorp because they were defending freedom and democracy against the Evil Empire. Sounds familiar? I suspect you know better now, because the colony will now be under the control of New Dawn troops and political leaders who were smuggled aboard Terra Nova before the launch.’


    Vinter clicked on Pause, grimacing. He’s speaking as if we’re already on Delta Pavonis. Shit… how much use is this going to be – it’s already outdated, for God’s sake. He drew in a deep breath, then clicked on Play again. OK, let’s see what he’s got to say, anyway…


    ‘The point is that you won’t go into Phase Two until your augmentation hardwiring is activated – which means that the colony has run into the sort of trouble where your augmentation is going to be needed. Possibly alien monsters, but, more likely, conflict arising over New Dawn seizing power at PlanetFall – am I right? Like I’m going to get an answer…


    ‘So now you’ve found out the truth – New Dawn is just as bad as EarthCorp and they want to run the colony their way. The problem is that their presence on the Terra Nova is down to corruption and greed on the part of certain UN officials. Oh, a lot of it is pragmatism – there is no way that the Terra Nova could have been built or launched without the help of New Dawn, so political deals were struck behind the scenes – and some were even more behind the scenes than that. We’ve uncovered a lot of them, but not all. There’s more detailed information in the enclosed documents that should be appearing on your comp any time now, but what you need to know is that New Dawn has managed to place troops and a political cadre aboard the Terra Nova. They’ll be revived along with all the others on arrival at PlanetFall and, once they’ve evaluated the situation, they’ll make their move – stage a coup.’


    OK, so he’s got the timing wrong, but he’s still on the button so far, apart from that.


    ‘We’ve found out they’re going to make it easier for themselves by feeding doctored memories to key personnel – like you – where New Dawn is shown as the good guys, so that they’ll be more inclined to accept the coup. We’re trying to counter-act that brainwashing in your case. Basically, listening to good old Pink Floyd should restore your original memories – or as many as the UN scientists are going to give you. We chose Wish You Were Here because the lyrics fit in with your situation and will give you subconscious nudges even before you play this vid. You also know the bloody thing backwards – or at least, I do. Makes it easier to trigger memories, because the music will be familiar, even at a subconscious level.


    ‘So where do you come in? Hopefully, you’ll oppose this coup, or do your best to subvert it – if you’ve really got my personality, then I don’t think you’ll dismiss this prospect out of hand, even if it’s only through sheer bloody-mindedness – I’m told that’s one of my traits, so maybe it will be one of yours as well. So your next question will be how can you do that when New Dawn knows the trigger phrase that will send you into super-warrior mode, so can control you whenever they want? So…’ He paused, then said, very precisely, ‘In Held ’Twas In I.’


    It was as if a window had been opened into his memory: Procol Harum – the long track on ‘Shine On Brightly’ with the nonsense title – what the hell?


    ‘Feel any different?’


    Bloody hell, I do – I know what the trigger phrase is now – Sycorax Pyramus Endymion. Another nonsensical grouping of words, that would never be uttered by accident – can’t have me going into killing mode at the wrong time, can we?


    After another pause, the screen Vinter continued, almost as if he knew how long he would take to absorb the information, ‘The trigger phrase won’t work any more – that Procol Harum title has over-ridden it. The thing is that you can now self-activate the mode whenever you want, simply by subvocalising this message–’


    Come on you Spurs appeared on the screen; Vinter grinned to himself as another tranche of memories, only vaguely recalled so far, began to come into focus. He had been a Tottenham Hotspur supporter for as long as he could remember – Jesus, it feels good to say that – like his father and grandfather before him; he pushed those related memories aside so that he could concentrate on the message.


    ‘– that’s me and my childish sense of humour, I’m afraid. The point is that it won’t work if anyone else says it – it only works with your voice, which is why I didn’t actually say it aloud, because my voice pattern should be identical to yours. To get out of the mode, you simply repeat the phrase – again, in the unlikely event of anyone else using the same phrase, it won’t work. Even the remote control paralysis thingy won’t work, either. You should now be in total control of that mode. I wish I could be more definite about that, but there hasn’t been an opportunity to field test it, unfortunately.


    ‘How you use it, or even if you do, is up to you. We’re asking a lot of you, setting up what might be a one man resistance movement and nobody would blame you if you decided not to, least of all me – I’m not the one who’s going to have to face all this, after all. I’ve no idea how much you will be able to achieve, but at least you’ll know the truth – and maybe you can score a few points, because New Dawn will be outnumbered amongst the colonists. It’s all we can do now, because Terra Nova left Earth a year ago – we’ve only just found out what’s going on with New Dawn and the infiltration. We’re sending this message, encrypted so that it will go directly into your space on Terra Nova’s computer network and will be sent to you when you access Wish You Were Here. But that’s about it, I’m afraid, mate. There’s not much more any of us can do on Earth, because you’re at about a hundred and fifty times the orbit of Neptune right now – and, by the time you read this, assuming you’ve reached Terra Nova, I’ll be long dead. Now there’s a cheerful thought to be going on with, but the sad fact is that I’ll never know how it works out for you. Hell, I’ll never even know whether you ever got this message.


    ‘There’s something else. You probably don’t know that, in addition to the colonists in cryosleep, Terra Nova is carrying DNA templates and digitised memory records of ten thousand individuals who didn’t make the cut, but whose skills would be useful to the colony further down the line. The idea is that, once the colony is sufficiently well established to develop the technology, the cloning procedure can be used with these individuals. OK, we’re probably talking about several generations down the line, but that’s the master plan – a colony of twelve thousand plus is going to be more viable than one with only two thousand as a starting point. That’s what Project Demeter – the cloning project that produced you – is really all about. To put it bluntly, you’re something of a prototype or test bed.


    ‘The thing that bothers me – and probably you, if you really are me – is how this technology will actually be used. That’s why, if you get the time, watch Blade Runner. It’s basically how artificial humans – replicants they’re called in the film, but androids will serve just as well – how they might be treated in the future. Will they be slaves, or treated as equals? Will the clones on Terra Nova simply end up as slaves, or, at best, second class citizens with very few rights? Or, given that you’ve been augmented to the extent that you can probably outfight any soldier who’s ever lived, will they simply breed a warrior class programmed to obey orders without question? Or is the technology going to be used to ensure much longer life-spans for a chosen few who simply download their memories into a younger body – and keep on doing it? I’m sorry, Chris, but you’re simply the beginning of a story that could get very ugly, but the genie’s out of the bottle now and there ain’t any putting it back.’


    Vinter paused and seemed to let out his breath in a sigh. ‘To be honest, I can see where the UN’s coming from – this way, they get the largest possible genetic diversity for their colony, make it more viable, that sort of thing – but will whoever’s running the show in the future be as idealistic, or will they simply exploit the clone technology? I wouldn’t even be too sure about the UN remaining true to their principles when it comes to it, but if New Dawn takes over… You can be sure that they’ll know the full potential of the Project – and how to use it for their own ends. Again, I don’t know what the hell you can do about it, but I just thought you ought to know what’s at stake.


    ‘Just one or two odds and ends left now. Like I said, watch Blade Runner, although you’ll probably remember it as well as I do now. You won’t find a copy of it in the ship’s library, funnily enough – they didn’t want you to find out what you are before they were ready, but it’s in the file marked PKD. It’s not essential now that you’ve listened to the Floyd, because it was the alternate route for this message, but it’ll let you know where the memory flashes were coming from. Basically, we’ve put them in to try to get you to question your memory, one way or another. And when I say “they”, I’m talking about the UN as well. I hate to say it, but they’re probably manipulating you as much as New Dawn. Unfortunately, there isn’t much I can do about it beyond reminding you of that fact. Which you’ve probably already realised, if you’re as intelligent as they say you’re going to be… Shit, should have written out a script for this first, the way I’m rambling…


    ‘So – that’s about it, really. On second thoughts, I’m not going to edit this – you’re going to get this, fluffs and all, because, that way, it’s more like a real conversation and – well, I’d rather listen to an unedited piece, so I’m assuming you will as well. Best of luck, mate – or should I call you son? Difficult, as we’re the same person, or at least we share the same genetic material, as well as whatever memories they’ve chosen to pass on to you. I’m hoping they’ll pass all of them on – well, except for the memories of the explosion and the subsequent treatment because I wouldn’t wish them on anyone – but I’ll never know how much of me they’ll actually programme into you, so I don’t know how much you’ll be like me in the end. But then, you’ll never know that either, will you?


    ‘However, if you are anything like me, I think you’ll be causing a few problems for those bastards, one way or another. I damn well hope so… And I wish I could be there to help you, but… well, I wouldn’t be much use to you, would I?’ He glanced downwards, towards the wheelchair, then gave a wry smile as he faced the camera again.


    ‘One last thing… Anji and Emma send their love. They opted to stay on Earth with me – sorry about that, because they’ll be in your memories, but they won’t be with you… I tried to get them to go, because I’m not at all optimistic about what is going to happen here on Earth, but they wouldn’t. Like I said, I’m sorry about that, because I know how I’d feel if they weren’t with me…’


    He looked away from the camera for a moment, then the image jumped again, probably for the same reason as before; he had needed time to compose himself. ‘As for me, I just wish we’d had a chance to meet face to face, just once. It would have been a strange experience, but… Never mind. Just give them hell, Chris, OK?’


    Vinter seemed to take a deep breath, then said quietly, ‘I think that’s about it. I doubt if I’m going to be able to send any more messages, so all the very best of luck, because you’re going to need it… Nil illegitimi carborundum, son.’


    Don’t let the bastards grind you down…


    The image faded and Vinter knew it would not return; there was something indefinably final about it.


    He had been listening to a dead man…


    And Anji and Emma were long gone as well, even if they’d somehow survived the nuclear war. OK, so Emma might just still be alive, in her nineties, but what difference did that make now? They were both lost forever to him, whatever had happened back on Earth. An hour ago, he hadn’t even known of their existence and now they were burned into his memory… why the hell had they made him remember? Better not to have known about them at all… Anji, with her laughing eyes – blue, not brown – her wicked sense of humour, the way she could cheer him up when he was feeling down, the only woman he had ever loved and now she was gone…


    The worst of it was that he’d never actually known her at all – not this version of Vinter. The memories were etched into his brain, but he had never spoken a single word to her, had never made love to her (laughing and giggling afterwards in sheer happiness because, once again, it had been terrific)… and none of it had ever happened, not to him, this… version… of Vinter he inhabited. Vinter 2.0? Was that all he was? He didn’t even have proper parents, for fuck’s sake, just the memory of them… A Frankenstein monster, pure and simple…


    And Emma? The image of her mother, she’d been fourteen when Terra Nova had left Earth, so would only have been twenty-two when the human race had committed mass suicide. She wouldn’t have lived long enough to become the surgeon she had always wanted to be… Had the three of them been together at the end? Jesus, I hope they were… He – I – wouldn’t have wanted it any other way…


    And there was this appalling, numbing sense of loss, of guilt, even – he was alive and they weren’t… He had left them behind to die. Shit, he hadn’t even said goodbye to them… Rationally, he knew that this was the original Vinter’s perspective, that there was no way that he could ever have said goodbye, but the memories were there and the overpowering one was that he had not been with them at the end – they had died while he was billions of kilometres away… It didn’t matter that he had never met them, had never known Anji and Emma, because they were still there in his memory and they had left a huge hole in his life, one that he had not even known existed before he had listened to the album.


    An hour ago, I didn’t even know who they were… and now they’re gone forever. Sixty bloody minutes – that’s all the time I had with them… or ever will have.


    Wish You Were Here… Jesus wept, I do! He’d give anything to have them with him right now and it was more than he could bear to realise that he never would, that they were dead and there was absolutely nothing he could do about it, nothing… He could feel the tears trickling down his face and then naked grief slammed into him and he broke down completely.


    Anji… Emma…


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 8


    


    


    Vinter rubbed his eyes tiredly, then looked around at the others seated around the table, wondering if they felt as weary as he did – he doubted if any of them had managed more than a couple of hours’ sleep in the last forty-eight. Serve them right – nobody said hi-jacking a starship would be easy…


    Watanabe and Sharma were engaged in a desultory conversation about the overall tactical situation, but none of the others seemed inclined to talk, least of all to Vinter. It left him free to try and sort out the chaotic memories that were still buzzing around in his head. He had the distinct impression that he was two different people, the Vinter who had materialised during the last couple of days and the Vinter who had been in his head from the moment he had been revived. In a peculiar way, it felt as if the two personalities were gradually merging into one, even when the memories were mutually exclusive – like Anji and Livvy.


    He could even remember Livvy from the new memories – she had indeed worked at UN Canberra in Economic Aid and Development and they had met, not at a dinner party but at a UN reception when Anji had been struck down by yet another variant of the flu and so hadn’t been able to go; however, that had been the only time Livvy and he had ever interacted socially. She had made a pretty explicit play for him on the balcony overlooking Sydney Harbour, even giving him her comm number and he was honest enough to admit he had been seriously tempted, more so than at any time in his marriage, in fact, but had not responded; apart from two or three frosty encounters at work afterwards, that had been that. However, he still had detailed memories of her in bed, or out sailing off Sydney, or on the beach at Cairns that were mostly altered versions of experiences with Anji, but not all; Anji had never been into bondage, for example, but Livvy had, apparently, loved it… Apparently… That was the problem; none of it had never happened and yet he remembered it all – and her – vividly.


    Just as vividly as Anji and Emma, in fact…


    That was how New Dawn had done it, of course. They had combed his stored memories and found Livvy, the one woman he had been significantly attracted to in Australia (she had been sexy as hell, after all, even if she hadn’t worn such a revealing outfit to the reception as she had in his fake memory) and had put her into his life instead of Anji. And somewhere, they had picked up on his own vague fantasies about bondage and threesomes and used them to heighten the erotic elements of his relationship with Livvy. But nobody had known about them – he’d never told anyone about them, still less had any intention of acting on them, but they’d invaded his mind, his most private thoughts…


    Bastards.


    And what had they done with Naomi? The bitch who had dumped him and put him off any serious involvement with women, just so they could set up the casual relationship with Livvy? In reality, the romance with Naomi had lasted less than a year, before Anji had even arrived at Balliol, in fact, and had ended perfectly amicably; she had even been at the wedding and they had exchanged Christmas and birthday ecards for years afterwards. Something else he couldn’t forgive them for – taking away the memory of a good friend.


    But part of him could still remember Naomi the Bitch and had never recovered from what she had done to him, and still had affectionate – OK, and erotic – memories of a Livvy who had never actually existed – and whose original would be long dead now.


    They really did fuck you up, didn’t they?


    And this wasn’t really getting him anywhere, because what he needed to be doing was trying to sort out how he was going to deal with this situation, rather than brooding on events that, to put it bluntly, had happened to someone else. It was all in the past, and there was damn all he could do about it, so it was time to start thinking about the future. Specifically, how he was going to use the information Vinter – the real Vinter – had sent him.


    The documents and files that he had mentioned had explained a lot about how New Dawn had managed to infiltrate the Delta Pavonis project to such an extent. The fact that New Dawn had been involved in supplying not only the necessary finance, but also a good deal of the equipment, particularly the computers and digital electronics that were essential to the entire Habitat section, meant that it was relatively easy for them to gain access to supposedly secure systems, thus enabling them to place their own sleeper cadre aboard Terra Nova. Given that the project had been ten years in the making, it was perhaps inevitable that it would be compromised to some extent, but there was no doubt that senior UN officials had been bribed or coerced into assisting New Dawn – payments into Swiss bank accounts, accelerated promotions, lucrative job offers in New Dawn’s secretly owned companies, or places aboard the Terra Nova itself – on a scale that resulted in anything up to five per cent of the allocation in the cryosleep chambers being given to high-ranking New Dawn executives and their families, taking both the places and the IDs of those originally selected. Another five per cent had gone to Ferreira’s troops, most of whom had been recruited by New Dawn during those ten years, either just before or after signing up for the UN Peacekeeping Force, with the sole intention of providing the necessary military force to stage the coup at PlanetFall; until then they had all been model UN soldiers, even to the extent of being involved in firefights with New Dawn forces on several occasions. Ferreira had apparently been suborned while still serving in the Brazilian Army, long before he had joined the UN – he had been the deepest embedded sleeper of them all. Over the years, following transfers in and out, the Peacekeeping Unit he commanded had been ‘assigned’ to Terra Nova, by the which time virtually all of its personnel were New Dawn sleepers; the others were almost certainly those who not been revived ‘due to malfunctions in the cryosleep equipment’, as Ferreira had put it.


    Back on Earth, Vinter had done a pretty good job of uncovering all this, but, by then, it was too late – Terra Nova was already on its way, the damage had been done and many of those who would have faced arrest for corruption were aboard the starship anyway… But at least it gave him an idea of what he was up against.


    And that’s supposed to help me deal with a hundred trained soldiers and who knows how many politicos?


    Although the political cadre didn’t seem to have been revived so far, probably because Ferreira regarded the situation as purely military at the moment. The original plan – that of staging the takeover after PlanetFall – would have involved them staying in cryosleep until Ferreira’s troops had taken control, before they emerged as the overall leaders of the colony and so, presumably, Ferreira would be sticking to that same approach.


    Of course, there might be another reason; according to the dossier that the real Vinter had prepared, Ferreira didn’t seem to have a lot of time for politicians, or for any kind of authority, come to that – he seemed to thrive in situations where he was given independent command and so might delay reviving the politicos until it became absolutely necessary. Certainly, he was the sort of officer who would relish sorting out this situation by himself, who would see it as a challenge…


    Sounds a bit like me, in fact.


    So, in a nutshell, what he had to do was neutralise Ferreira and his Command Team, then their troops – and, by neutralise, what we are probably talking about is killing all hundred of them – somehow deal with whatever threats Stalker might pose and hope that any collateral damage to the ship that might be involved wouldn’t be fatal to their chances of ever reaching Delta Pavonis… How hard could that be?


    Piece of cake, really.


    Abruptly, the door opened and Ferreira came in, muttering his apologies, and gesturing for them to remain in their chairs – one thing you could say for him, he wasn’t a stickler for military protocol – before taking his seat at the head of the table.


    ‘Right,’ he said, briskly. ‘Major Watanabe?’


    Watanabe nodded. ‘Colonel, gentlemen and lady – we have constructed an electromagnetic accelerator, or a rail gun as Major Vinter would call it, and it is now ready for testing.’


    ‘Excellent news, Major. Have you a ready supply of projectiles?


    ‘Yes, sir. We are manufacturing small ball bearings to load into the device.’


    ‘Cannonballs, you mean,’ Vinter interrupted.


    There was a flash of irritation on Watanabe’s face – well, you shouldn’t have put in that comment about me calling it a rail gun, should you – before he said, ‘Indeed. But still effective and easy to produce as we do not have to precision engineer them – any shape will suffice if truth be told.’


    ‘Very good. Let me know when you’re ready to begin the bombardment.’ He glanced at Vinter as if expecting some comment, but Vinter was staring down at the table, his face expressionless. ‘However, I wish to discuss another option. Major Vinter?’ He wasn’t using ‘Inspector’ any more, Vinter noted; slowly but surely, Vinter was being drawn into the military hierarchy, whether he liked it or not.


    ‘Colonel?’


    ‘Your opinion is that Stalker’s meteor defence lasers would be able to destroy these projectiles?’


    ‘It’s what it’s designed for – it’s what ours does and theirs is going to be at least as good as ours.’


    ‘Would these lasers be able to destroy something bigger – say one of our shuttles?’


    I was hoping he wouldn’t think of that… ‘Probably not, no. They could make a mess of it, but they couldn’t destroy it completely.’


    ‘And if they were to use a nuclear missile against it?’


    Vinter shrugged. ‘They’d have to get lucky to hit it, given the kind of relative velocities we’re talking about. Obviously, if they had a really sophisticated, accurate defensive setup, their chances would be improved, but… Odds of fifty-fifty perhaps?’


    ‘So if we were to send an unmanned shuttle back, along with your… cannonballs, there would be a good chance of hitting Stalker?’


    Vinter shook his head. ‘No, there wouldn’t.’


    ‘Explain, please.’ Ferreira’s annoyance was only too apparent.


    ‘Look, we’re using a scattergun approach with the projectiles – we launch hundreds of them in the hope that one will hit – the chances are that they will all miss or be destroyed. Launching one shuttle means that you only have to be a fraction out in the aiming – even only a few metres – and the shuttle will miss. It won’t have enough fuel to make a second run, even if you fit a guidance or homing system. Within thirty seconds, it will be a hundred thousand kilometres astern and only just beginning to decelerate. It will run out of fuel long before it even reaches zero velocity relative to Stalker, let alone start chasing after it. You’d get just one pass and the odds of hitting at that kind of range are infinitesimal. You’d just be throwing away a shuttle.’


    ‘What if the shuttle had a pilot with superhuman reflexes?’ Ferreira asked, an edge in his voice.


    ‘Are you asking me to volunteer?’ Vinter asked, an amused smile on his face.


    ‘I could order you.’


    ‘And I’d tell you where to shove it – sir. In any case, the simple answer is No. You need computer level processing power even to analyse the situation at that speed and I’m not that fast, even in Augmented Mode. And even if I were, as I said, the shuttle would not carry enough fuel for any significant manoeuvres, not if you’re trying to alter course at that speed.’ He could see the sceptical expressions on their faces, then rubbed his face tiredly. ‘OK, I’ll slow down a bit,’ he said quietly, realising that the problem was that they were, literally, trying to keep up with him. Not surprising – even I didn’t realise that I knew all this and even if I did, the old me couldn’t have worked it all out this fast. ‘OK,’ he said again. ‘Look, Stalker is moving at three thousand kilometres a second faster than we are, so that’s going to be the shuttle’s approach speed relative to Stalker. That’s the speed I’m talking about. So you make a decision to alter course and you take just one second to implement it and you’re already three thousand kilometres further on before you’ve even started to change direction. This isn’t a case of sticking a hotshot pilot in a high-tech warplane and expecting him to pull off multi-gee aerobatics in aerial combat – this is a shuttle, for God’s sake, a bloody workhorse, that’s all, which at that kind of relative velocity is going to have all the manoeuvrability of a supertanker at full speed trying to avoid a seagull that’s just landed in the sea right in front of it.’


    ‘How about packing the shuttle with explosives and detonating it at the closest approach?’ asked Ferreira.


    Vinter shook his head. ‘You really don’t get celestial mechanics, do you, Colonel?’ Come on, be fair: they didn’t do space battles in whatever military academy they went to – there’s never actually been one, has there? We’re making this up as we go along… These guys would be fine in a conventional ground battle, but they’re having to deal with a war where their weapons just aren’t any use… ‘I don’t think we have any kind of weapons control system that could operate within the kind of parameters we’re talking about. At three thousand kilometres per second, you’re only going to be at any kind of close range – say within a couple of hundred kilometres – for about one fortieth of a second at the most, for heaven’s sake. And that’s assuming you only miss the target by a matter of metres. In any case, there is no blast effect from an explosion in space – all you can hope for is that some of the debris strikes the target and if you’re more than, say, two kilometres away, not enough will hit to cause even minor damage. If you want to get the explosion to take place within those two kilometres, you’ve got to get the aim exactly right over a distance of billions of kilometres and then you’ve got a window of about one four thousandth of a second, after several weeks of travel. And even if you somehow get all that right, all it needs is for Stalker to be moving ever so slightly faster or slower than we’ve estimated, or be not quite on the course we think it’s on and we’ll be nowhere near the target.’ He saw the glum looks around the table and gave a mental shrug. Your problem, not mine…


    Ferreira looked at Teymourian. ‘Is he right, Captain?’


    Teymourian nodded reluctantly. ‘I’d have to check the maths, but, yes, I’d say he was right.’


    Ferreira turned back to Vinter. ‘Thank you, Major,’ he said quietly, a note of resignation in his voice. ‘I can see that we have a good deal to learn about war in space, unfortunately.’


    Perhaps you ought to have included more astrogation experts than just Teymourian in your takeover group, then… But none of this was supposed to happen, was it? I doubt if any of them even have any experience in aerial combat, let alone trying to knock out a starship at interstellar distances – they were looking forward to a routine occupation style operation, not the sort of encounter that has no precedent in military history. Congratulations, gentlemen and lady – you get to write the first textbook for space warfare…


    Assuming there’s anyone around to read it.


    


    *****


    


    Vinter saw Kari Sondgren heading towards him in the corridor and reached into his pocket for the data card, deliberately not looking at her; as far as any onlookers were concerned, he was more concerned with the hand comp he was studying intently. When she was a metre or so away, he suddenly changed direction and collided with her, deftly slipping the card into her tunic pocket. He caught a momentary flash of realisation on her face, instantly removed as she said:


    ‘My apologies, sir.’ There was no mistaking the icy formality in her voice.


    ‘No need, Lieutenant – I should have been looking where I was going.’


    That was it; the they nodded curtly at each other and headed off in opposite directions, two colleagues who were clearly not on good terms but who were trying to be professional about it.


    And she had been thoroughly professional; even though it had taken her by surprise, Vinter doubted that anyone watching would have had the least suspicion about the brush contact.


    But the message had been passed.


    


    *****


    


    ‘Sir, can I have a word?’


    Vinter looked up from his desk and saw Kari standing in the doorway. ‘Of course, Lieutenant. Come in.’ He gestured at the chair in front of the desk and she sat down, her face expressionless. ‘What can I do for you?’


    She hesitated, as if unsure how to begin, then took a deep breath and said, ‘Sir, I was thinking that, perhaps, we ought to have a talk about the present situation.’


    ‘Go on.’


    ‘I know that I’ve not exactly been all that co-operative since…’ Her voice tailed off and she shrugged helplessly.


    ‘I know what you mean. And yes, I agree that we should.’


    Now, she looked directly at him. ‘Only, I’d rather it was somewhere more – private – than here.’ She shrugged again. ‘Where we wouldn’t be disturbed.’


    Vinter nodded thoughtfully, deliberately looking directly at the TV cam in the corner, in the angle between the wall and the ceiling. ‘Yes, that might be a good idea, Lieutenant. Where do you suggest?’


    ‘My quarters?’


    He allowed himself a momentary expression of surprise, then nodded again. ‘You’d rather be on home ground, is that it?’


    ‘Something like that, yes, sir.’


    ‘Fair enough. Shall we say twenty hundred?’


    ‘Twenty hundred it is, sir.’


    *****


    


    Hiding in plain sight, Vinter thought as he emerged from the elevator onto the corridor leading to Kari Sondgren’s quarters. She’d realised that a covert rendezvous, with both of them having to make their way to it without passing any surveillance cams, not to mention possibly losing anyone following them, and then having to repeat the process on the way back would be nearly impossible, but a meeting arranged when they were almost certainly being monitored would attract far less suspicion.


    He resisted the temptation to look up at the surveillance cam in the ceiling about ten feet away as he pressed the buzzer on her door and clasped his hands behind his back as he waited for it to be opened, as if feeling apprehensive about the next few minutes. Which wasn’t so far from the truth, actually…


    The door slid open and she looked at him with a neutral expression. ‘Come on in, sir.’ The tone was polite, formal.


    Her quarters were smaller than his, and sparsely furnished; he had the impression that she did not spend much time there, because there was very little of her in the living room. On the other hand, she had only been revived a few weeks ago and virtually all of that time had been spent dealing with the threat posed by the pursuing starship and its agents, so transferring her belongings from storage had probably not been very high on her list of priorities.


    She motioned him to the sofa, then looked around her; she seemed just as much on edge as he was. ‘I’ve swept the place three times and I haven’t picked up any bugs, but–’ she shrugged. ‘Who knows for certain?’


    ‘We’re probably safe enough if you’ve checked. I think Ferreira has too much on his plate at the moment to start bugging our quarters – he’d have to circumvent our protocols to do that.’


    ‘True,’ she conceded. ‘Look, I don’t think this is going to be very easy for either of us, is it?’ She hesitated for a moment, then asked, ‘Would sharing a bottle of wine be totally unprofessional?’


    Vinter stared at her, taken by surprise, then nodded. ‘It would be – but it’s still an excellent idea.’


    She smiled briefly. ‘I’ve got some white wine in the fridge – will that be OK?’


    Anji and I shared a bottle of white wine that first night together… He pushed the memory aside. ‘That’ll be fine.’


    He could feel the tension between them gradually draining away as she went through the ritual of opening the bottle and pouring out two glasses, handing his to him as she took the single armchair facing him.


    ‘Cheers,’ he said, raising his glass to her.


    ‘Skoal.’ She took a token sip, then said, in a matter of fact voice, ‘I looked at the vid.’


    ‘And?’


    She shook her head slowly in disbelief. ‘It’s one hell of a story. Have you really got your memories back?’


    ‘I’ve certainly got a set of memories, yes. One that includes Anji and Emma.’


    ‘Which ties in with the file Becky saw…’ She shook her head again. ‘Can they really do all that – plant false memories in your head? Can they do that to anyone?’


    ‘Rather than a clone, you mean?’ He saw her about to apologise and held up his hand. ‘No, it’s OK – it’s a legitimate question. I don’t know, if you want the honest answer. I would guess that the kind of detailed memory I was given originally could only be done to a clone as part of his or her programming, along with the augmentation, but there might be nothing to stop them feeding in short term memories.’


    ‘So they might have tampered with mine as well?’


    Vinter sipped his drink, realising that this was what had concerned her the most – and it was a natural enough reaction. ‘Not so much with your memories as with your attitudes, I suspect. What they have been doing is brainwashing everyone in the cryo chambers into supporting New Dawn – so if you tend to favour them over EarthCorp, that’s probably why.’


    ‘Bastards…’ She raised her glass to her lips, then set it down on the table. ‘OK – that’s not why we’re here, though, is it? Like I said, I’ve seen the vid, so I’ve got more of an idea as to who you are – I think. But you wanted to talk to me after I’d seen the vid, right?’


    ‘Yes.’


    ‘About what?’


    Vinter paused for a moment, summoning his thoughts, then said, ‘I need to know whose side you’re on in all this.’


    ‘If you mean out of New Dawn and EarthCorp – I’m not on either side, not now.’ She seemed to sit up a little straighter in her seat. ‘I’m sworn to protect UN personnel. It might sound pompous, but that’s what I’m going to try and do.’


    ‘That’s what I was hoping you’d say. The thing is that there’s a very real risk that this present situation could end in New Dawn and EarthCorp shooting it out and that both ships will be destroyed as a result.’ He shrugged. ‘If I can, I want to try and prevent that happening.’


    ‘Because you believe you’re now in control of your actions – that you’re not under Ferreira’s control any more?’


    ‘I hope I’m not, put it that way.’


    Now, she was staring thoughtfully at him. Eventually, she said, ‘So it’s occurred to you that the memories you’ve got now might also have been tampered with? Or that Ferreira might have another trigger phrase he can use to get you back?’


    ‘It’s occurred to me all right.’


    ‘And?’


    ‘There’s damn all I can do about it except press on with the personality I’ve got – while I’ve still got it.’


    ‘Je-sus… I wouldn’t like to be in your shoes, superhuman powers or not.’ She looked away from him for several seconds, then said, ‘OK.’ She drew in her breath and turned back to him. ‘So… what is it you want me for? I’m not saying I’ll go along with it – you’re going to have to sell it to me, because I don’t know if I can trust you. Hell, I don’t suppose even you know that for sure.’


    ‘You could say that, yes.’ He paused for a moment, then said, ‘OK, here’s the deal. I don’t want New Dawn and EarthCorp deciding to go head to head in a combined death or glory stunt that could take us – and the two thousand others in the cryo chambers – with them. I want to find some way of intervening.’


    ‘Even if it means one of them winning out and ruling the rest of us?’


    ‘Ideally, no, but if that is all that’s on offer, I’ll take it. Maybe we can sort something out at PlanetFall if that happens, I don’t know, but we’ve got to make sure we damn well do get there in the first place.’


    She nodded. ‘Agreed. And you need to know if I’m going to be behind you if it comes to the crunch, is that it?’


    ‘Pretty much, yes.’


    ‘But you don’t know if you really have broken Ferreira’s hold over you, do you? Have you tested it out yet?’


    ‘No,’ he admitted.


    ‘Just because you know what the trigger phrase is doesn’t mean it’s not going to affect you next time he uses it, does it? For all we know, you could be just as much under his control as before.’


    ‘All I can say is that I feel different, which isn’t much use, really.’


    ‘No, it isn’t,’ she agreed bluntly. ‘And, if it’s all the same to you, I’m not about to try the phrase out on you to see if it really doesn’t work any more, because I could end up very dead long before I can countermand it. In any case, it could be geared to Ferreira’s voice anyway, so it wouldn’t prove anything – and you’ve thought of all this already, haven’t you? I imagine you want to know even more than I do…’ She stared down at the table, then said, very softly, so that he had to lean forward to hear her: ‘I need to know that if I’m going to go out on a limb for you, I won’t be left dangling because you’ve been taken over by Ferreira when I most need you.’ Her eyes came up and met his. ‘Believe me, sir, I would love to be able to trust you if you’re really who – or what – you say you are, but…’ She shrugged helplessly.


    ‘You’re looking for a reason to believe,’ he said gently.


    ‘I guess I am, yes.’


    ‘Me too…’ He sighed. ‘OK. I’ll see if I can come up with something that will give you that reason. And me, come to that.’ There was a pause that lasted for several seconds, then he said, his voice deliberately business-like, ‘Anyway, I have a present for you.’ He reached into his pocket and passed what appeared to be an in-ear comm device over to her.


    She stared at it, then said, in sudden realisation, ‘Is that what I think it is?’


    ‘Depends what you think it is, really.’


    ‘A Persephone link?’


    ‘Got it in one.’


    ‘Cool… I didn’t think it had got beyond the prototype stage.’


    ‘It didn’t,’ he admitted. ‘However, Vinter – the original Vinter, that is – must have realised we might need to use the system, so he included a pair in the equipment stores. They were simply included with the standard comm devices, but he told me what ID number to look for. And here they are – well, one of the pair anyway.’


    ‘And where’s the other?’


    He tapped his ear. ‘Already installed.’


    ‘OK… what exactly does it do? My security clearance wasn’t high enough to know any details. All I’d heard was that it was a virtually undetectable two-way comm system.’


    ‘Which is what it is. It simply replaces your existing in-ear device and, when the cloaking system isn’t activated, it works on a straightforward comms basis. However, simply subvocalise “Persephone” and it also acts as a direct shielded link to its other half.’ He tapped his ear again. ‘Here. It goes through the ship’s comms system, same as your usual UNSEC protocol, only anything you say doesn’t get logged or recorded – as far as the system is concerned, there is no signal. The only person who will ever hear what you’ve said will be whoever is at the other end – there’s no possibility of eavesdropping.’


    ‘How do I know when you’re trying to contact me?’


    ‘You’ll hear a chime – but not the standard one.’


    ‘And all I have to do to contact you is to use the magic word?’


    ‘Yup.’


    She nodded slowly. ‘Sounds good to me… but is it a hundred per cent safe?’


    ‘Now that’s the key question – I don’t know. There was some field testing, but only on a limited basis, and it held up OK with that, but it doesn’t come with a guarantee. On the other hand, New Dawn would have to work pretty hard to pierce the various protection routines this system has and that would take time.’


    ‘So, if we’re going to use it, we’ll have to keep it to a minimum?’


    ‘Exactly.’


    ‘There’s still a risk, though?’


    ‘I’d be lying if I said there wasn’t, but we’re probably not going to get another chance of talking face to face in private – Ferreira’s going to wonder about this meeting as it is, so we can’t make a habit of it – so, apart from that, it’s the only way we’ve got of communicating with each other without being monitored.’ He shrugged. ‘Assuming you want to communicate with me, that is.’


    ‘True. How do I switch the mode off?’


    ‘Subvocalise “Proserpina”.’ He gave a wry grimace. ‘Whoever thought these up wasn’t exactly using their imagination much.’


    ‘OK,’ she said, nodding slowly. ‘I’ll give it a go.’


    ‘Thanks.’ He stared distantly down at the table top, then said briskly, ‘OK, we’d better sort out what we’ve been talking about for when Ferreira asks us.’


    ‘OK,’ she said, absently, then seemed to hesitate, evidently about to say something but not quite sure how to phrase it – or even to say it at all.


    ‘Yes?’ he asked, gently, prompting her.


    She stared at him, then nodded slowly. ‘Can I ask you something?’


    ‘Of course you can. I don’t guarantee an answer, though.’


    ‘Fair enough. That message from your… I don’t know what to call him.’


    ‘The original Vinter, you mean? I kind of call him Vinter Prime, or V-One, in my head.’


    She leaned forward to put more wine into his almost empty glass. ‘Is he actually you?’


    He let out his breath in a long sigh. ‘Phew… starting with the easy ones, are you?’ He thought for a moment, staring down at his glass before sipping from it. ‘OK – purely pragmatic answer – no, he isn’t. He’s on Earth – or was – and I’m not. I’m a construct, really. I’ve been given a set of memories that have been edited to a greater or lesser extent, but he’s – he was – at least fifteen years older than I am, never mind the fact that I was never this physically fit when I was in my twenties anyway. According to the records, I’m five centimetres taller than him and I’ve been made more intelligent, apparently by a fairly significant factor – I know things that he never did. Shit, I even understand calculus now.’


    ‘And the non-pragmatic answer?’


    ‘You mean, the essential Vinter – the one in the vid? I don’t know. I’ve got no way of knowing if they’ve given me all his memories, or if they’ve changed anything to suit themselves. All I do know is that the memories aren’t real – they didn’t happen to me. I’ve only been alive for a few weeks, when it comes down to it – everything I remember happened to someone else, to… well, the real Chris Vinter. Not to me.’


    ‘But you still remember them.’


    ‘Vividly. Only now I’ve got two sets of memories in my head – the ones given me by New Dawn and the original ones that I should have had all along – and they’re just as real in that respect as each other. Well, actually, no they’re not, to be honest. The New Dawn memories are nowhere near as detailed as the originals. Now I’ve got them, I have difficulty understanding how I ever accepted the New Dawn ones as being real, but I suppose that’s because I now know how much was missed out. But if you don’t know you’ve got gaps in your memory, how do you question them? How do you realise that there ought to be more detail, more depth to them?’


    He paused, staring down at his drink, then continued, ‘In the New Dawn set of memories is a woman called Livvy – well, Olivia, really. I know I – well, Vinter – never knew a Livvy like the one in those memories, but I still remember her as someone who was part of my life for eight years. Only she wasn’t… Those memories never happened – but they keep getting in the way.’ Making love to Anji, but with Livvy’s face and body intruding because they’d often used the same memory for both sets… He shook his head, impatiently. ‘And it’s all bollocks, because none of it – Livvy, Anji, Emma – ever happened to me anyway. Before I woke up in the Med area, there was no me.’ He fell silent, staring down at his glass for almost half a minute before he looked up at her, a slow smile crossing his face. ‘Bloody hell… You really are a damn good interrogator, Lieutenant Sondgren.’


    She gave a small moue of chagrin, as if he had caught her out, then tilted her head forward, acknowledging the compliment. ‘They didn’t promote me this far for nothing, sir.’


    ‘So I see.’


    ‘I wanted to find out more about you if I’m going to risk my neck for you.’


    ‘That’s fair enough – and quite reassuring, actually.’


    ‘It’s just that… I need to be sure I can trust you.’


    ‘So you were trying to get beyond the façade?’


    ‘Something like that.’


    ‘Well, I think you managed that pretty well.’ He shook his head disbelievingly. Did I really say all that to her? ‘So can you? Trust me, that is.’


    She stared thoughtfully at him, then nodded. ‘I think I can, but…’ She broke off, waiting for him to pick up the thread.


    ‘But only if you know I’m not under Ferreira’s control, right?’


    ‘Right.’


    ‘So, if I can give you that reason to believe?’


    She hesitated a moment longer, then nodded. ‘I’ll be right behind you.’


    


    *****


    


    ‘A word with you, Major Vinter,’ said Ferreira curtly, the following morning. ‘In private, please.’


    That was quick, Vinter thought to himself, as he followed Ferreira into his office and was confronted with a still of him outside Kari’s quarters that the other man had waiting on his desk comp. ‘Explain.’


    Vinter gave him a quizzical look. ‘Explain what?’


    ‘What you were doing last night with Lieutenant Sondgren. And before you claim it is none of my business, I am going to say that when you and your assistant meet in private, with no record of your conversation, it becomes my business – is that clear?’


    ‘As crystal. So you want to know what we were talking about? I sent you an e-memo summarising the meeting fifteen minutes ago.’


    ‘I do have other things on my plate, Vinter.’


    ‘I can imagine… OK, this was very much a clear the air meeting. We have to work together, but, like you, she trusts me as far as she can throw me, so we had to negotiate some sort of working procedure, make the best of a bad job, that sort of thing.’


    ‘So why couldn’t it be discussed in your office?’


    ‘What, so that you could listen in? This was a cards on the table discussion –’ Seeing the blank expression on Ferreira’s face, he continued, ‘A full and frank discussion, OK?’ Nearly slipped up there – that was a TwentyCee expression, the sort that Vinter Prime would use; I’m not supposed to have access to them… ‘She had some pretty blunt statements to make about me – traitor, murderer, betrayer, that sort of thing, but also about you – the kind of things she wouldn’t have wanted you to hear.’


    ‘Like what?’


    ‘As I said, the kind of things she wouldn’t have wanted you to hear.’ Vinter stared levelly at Ferreira. ‘And you’re not going to – not from me, anyway. But I imagine you can probably guess the general drift of them.’ He shrugged. ‘Anyway, it was the kind of discussion you can’t have if anyone’s listening, especially when a lot of it was about the listener. It needed to be brought out into the open, so we did.’


    Ferreira stared levelly at him for several seconds, then said, ‘You were in there for over an hour. Is that all that happened, this “clear the air” discussion?’


    Vinter shook his head, chuckling. ‘You mean was I fucking her?’ He saw Ferreira visibly recoil at the obscenity; it wasn’t the first time that he had shown an unexpected degree of disapproval of coarse language. ‘You must be joking, Colonel. I can’t say I’d object, but she sure as hell would – I’m the last person she’d want. No, we were talking about the overall situation, how neither of us was happy with it, but the best way forward was to co-operate.’


    ‘And she accepted that?’


    ‘Not immediately, no, but she’s a pragmatist when all’s said and done and knows damn well that there’s nothing either of us can do to change the situation, so we decided to work something out.’


    ‘Which was?’


    Vinter gestured at Ferreira’s desktop. ‘It’s all in the memo.’ Stifling a smile at Ferreira’s evident impatience, he continued, ‘Basically, she takes over the day to day running of UNSEC, because none of the Team trust me at all, and reports to me on a daily basis or if anything important comes up. They’re keeping me at a distance and I can’t say I blame them one little bit.’


    ‘I’m not sure I like that arrangement.’


    Vinter shrugged. ‘It’s the best you’re going to get, I’m afraid. They really don’t want to work for me – actually they don’t want to work for you either, but I don’t suppose that comes as any surprise – but they’ll work for Lieutenant Sondgren. Take it or leave it – if you want any investigation into EarthCorp agents to continue, that’s the way it’ll have to be.’


    Ferreira sighed, then shook his head. ‘I’m still not convinced you’ve been entirely truthful with me.’


    Vinter sighed and shook his head. ‘Do you really think we were concocting some plot to overthrow you – just the two of us, when she wouldn’t even trust me with the time of day? What would be the point – all you have to do is use a trigger phrase for Conditioned Debriefing Mode or whatever it’s called and I’d have to reveal the plot immediately, wouldn’t I?’


    ‘I may yet decide to do that.’


    Vinter shrugged. ‘Go ahead, if it makes you feel better.’ And it would be one way of finding out if he really had escaped Ferreira’s control…


    Ferreira continued to stare at Vinter for almost half a minute, as if trying to read the truth in his face, before he sat back, shaking his head slowly. ‘This will not happen again, you will not meet in secret, understood?’


    ‘In private,’ Vinter corrected him. ‘It’s an inalienable right of the UN constitution, actually.’


    ‘Understood?’ There was an edge of barely controlled anger in Ferreira’s voice now.


    ‘Understood,’ Vinter echoed resignedly.


    ‘I hope so. Very well, Captain. Dismiss.’


    Vinter rose to his feet, then paused, as a further thought struck him. ‘Colonel?’


    ‘What is it?’


    ‘I’ve been meaning to ask you this for a while. What happened to Ilona Novaska?’


    Ferreira stared blankly at him, taken aback by the sudden change of subject. ‘Who?’


    ‘Ilona Novaska – the revival specialist that you had arrested during your coup.’


    ‘How the hell should I know? Why do you want to know?’


    ‘Because she tried to help me, that’s why.’


    Ferreira glared at him, then typed in a series of instructions on his deskcomp. He studied the display for several seconds, then said, ‘She went back into the cryosleep chambers a week ago – once we’d finished reviving our own personnel.’ He looked quizzically up at Vinter. ‘Did you think I’d had her killed?’


    ‘I wouldn’t put it past you.’


    Surprisingly, Ferreira seemed to be genuinely offended by this. ‘I’m not a barbarian, no matter what you think, Vinter. Why would we kill her – to cover up what she knows? Whatever information she had is out of date, now, isn’t it? And it will be even less relevant when she is revived at PlanetFall – when we will be needing her skills again, won’t we?’


    ‘And she’ll be brainwashed by then in any case, won’t she?’


    ‘I’d rather say re-educated.’


    ‘Yes, I suppose you would. However, I’d like to see her chamber.’


    ‘Don’t you trust me?’


    ‘In a word – no.’


    Ferreira let out an exasperated sigh. ‘Very well. Her chamber code is GX-13B-21RA.’


    


    *****


    


    GX-13B-21RA.


    Vinter stood beside the cryosleep chamber, trying not to compare it to a catafalque; it looked for all the world like a metal coffin, except that there was a transparent partition that gave him a head and shoulders view of the occupant. And, yes, it was Ilona Novaska, and according to the readout display, she was as healthy as could be expected from someone who had been frozen to within a few degrees of Absolute Zero and whose metabolism had been slowed right down to a single heartbeat every minute or so. Or, to put it another way, she was still alive and only ageing at about a sixtieth of normal rate; she would only be just over four years older, physically, at PlanetFall than she was now.


    Vinter felt himself beginning to relax and it was only then that he realised that, even though he had only mentioned Ilona as a means of distracting Ferreira from thinking too much about the meeting with Kari, he had been genuinely apprehensive about visiting her chamber; he had needed to see for himself that she was safe. He pushed himself away, drifting slowly in the weightless conditions, and looked around, taking in the row upon row of identical chambers that stretched off both before and behind him, as well as above and below. Here, two thousand colonists were in dreamless sleep, and, for most of them, that would last until PlanetFall – provided they arrived there at all.


    ‘See you in two hundred and fifty years?’


    ‘Looking forward to it.’


    If they were lucky.


    Very lucky, the way things are going…


    Vinter shook his head at the thought, then tugged gently on his tether to take him back to her chamber – although why they called it a chamber was beyond him – a chamber was a room of some sort, for Christ’s sake. Although if they’d called it a casket or coffin or whatever, it probably wouldn’t have helped… Perhaps ‘chamber’ was better – it implied some sort of accommodation, if nothing else.


    He looked down at Ilona; she was naked and that fact alone kicked off a series of memories, seeing that same face smiling up at him, or gasping in ecstasy. Shit, hadn’t he almost called her ‘Anji’ that first time? Anji…


    Guilt. That was what he felt now. Guilt for waiting this long to find out what had happened to Ilona, but also for betraying Anji. And it was no good claiming that he hadn’t known about Anji when he had been with Ilona, the fact was that he had slept with someone else at the first opportunity – how much had Anji really meant to him, in that case?


    For crying out loud, you didn’t know there was an Anji then, did you? You only remembered Livvy and that wasn’t anything like what you had with Anji. As far as you were concerned, you were a free agent, so why should you feel guilty? One of the advantages of having a split personality, I’d say.


    Bullshit. It might have been OK for Livvy’s Vinter, but it isn’t for me…


    OK, what about this then? You’re not Anji’s Vinter either, are you? You were never on Earth, you never knew Anji or Livvy, right? You might remember them, but that’s all. More to the point, the Vinter Anji knew isn’t you and never was. You’ve only actually existed for a matter of weeks – and, so far, this woman here, Ilona Novaska, is the only lover you’ve ever had. So why feel guilty over someone you’ve never met?


    Again, bullshit… I can remember Anji – she’s real to me. I miss her so much…


    But there, in the distance, the thought that made him turn away and head back towards the Habitat Section: You can’t miss what you never had…


    


    *****


    


    In the end, there was a curious lack of ceremony about the opening of hostilities; the technician on the control panel for the accelerator simply turned around, said, ‘Ready for launch, sir,’ to Ferreira, who nodded briefly in acknowledgment, the tech turned back, clicked on the mouse and that was it. ‘Projectile launched, sir.’


    ‘Very good. Set for continuous firing.’ Ferreira sighed, then turned to the group of officers standing behind him and said, ‘That’s it, gentlemen and lady. The First Space War has just begun.’


    Vinter, standing slightly behind the others, shook his head imperceptibly. They just have to have their moments of vainglory, don’t they? The First Space War… They couldn’t even wait to see if the other side had anything to say, could they? Aloud, he said, ‘So we fired the first shot after all, then?’


    Ferreira glared at him. ‘We don’t actually know that, Vinter. For all we know, they might have already launched their own attack several weeks ago.’


    ‘Yes, but we didn’t wait to find out, did we?’


    ‘You may wish to cling to the moral high ground, but I am more concerned with the survival of everyone on board, which should also be your priority. The fact that we did not wait to come under fire is only a technicality in any case.’


    Vinter compressed his lips; Ferreira was right about survival, dammit… They didn’t have time to consider legal hair-splitting, if only for the fact if they were ever to be held to account for firing the first shot, it would be because they had lost the resulting conflict – and the winners of any war were always the ones who decided issues of right and wrong.


    But there was something basically unsettling about this situation, he realised suddenly. Outside, on the hull, the rail gun was firing off roughly spherical metal pellets, no more than a couple of centimetres in diameter, at a rate of almost a hundred a minute, aimed astern, towards the onrushing Stalker at a speed of over four thousand metres a second, and would continue to do so for the next two hours – yet there was no indication that anything had happened at all, no flash of artillery, no deafening concussion of huge guns opening fire, no roar of jet aircraft, not even the crackle of small arms, or a bugle sounding the attack…


    Yet what might well be the last war in Mankind’s history had just started.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 9


    


    


    Vinter and Kari were shown into Ferreira’s office by an unsmiling corporal, who gestured at the two seats in front of the desk. ‘The Colonel says to take a seat and that he will be along as soon as possible.’ He closed the door behind him.


    Vinter exchanged glances with Kari, then shrugged. ‘Busy man,’ he commented.


    ‘Obviously,’ she replied. ‘Also letting us know our place in the scheme of things.’


    ‘You could say that, yes.’


    A somewhat awkward silence fell – it had been that way ever since that meeting in her quarters three weeks earlier. It was as if both of them had regretted letting their guard down, of admitting vulnerability to a relative stranger, but it also helped dispel any suspicion Ferreira might have that they were conspiring against them. The evident lack of cordiality reinforced the impression of two people being forced to work together despite their reservations – which was also the truth, of course, if he were to be totally honest about it, Vinter realised. She didn’t – couldn’t – trust him, that was all there was to it. Not yet, anyway.


    And maybe not ever.


    ‘You and the others have done a pretty good job on this,’ he told her, more to break the silence than anything else.


    ‘Thank you, sir.’ She flashed him a brief smile, reminding him again how attractive she was. And also bringing another stab of guilt at what had happened in her quarters.


    How much had he manipulated her? How much had opening up about his memories been calculated to win her sympathy and support? He hadn’t been aware of it at the time; as far as he could remember, there had been a need to talk about what had been done to his memories and he had given way to it, even though he knew it was a sign of weakness… But did part of him know, even then, that the display of vulnerability would bring the two of them closer together? Just how calculating had he been?


    Not much of a choice, is it? Either you’re a lot less self-sufficient than you think, or you’re cold blooded and calculating.


    Or both.


    On the other hand, she had been carrying out her own manipulation exercise in that she had persuaded him to open up to her by using the fact that he was attracted to her and had used that for her own ends. It was all there – the wine, the relaxed atmosphere, the feeling of shared confidences – and the galling thing was that he had fallen for it. He would never have opened himself up the way he had if he had been talking to a man, but with a woman who, more and more often, reminded him of Anji… Excellent interrogation technique, of course – identify the subject’s weakness, then go for the jugular.


    The door opened and Ferreira’s voice said, ‘It’s OK – don’t get up.’ He came around the desk and sat down opposite them; not for the first time, Vinter wondered if he really was not that concerned about military protocol or he wasn’t giving them the chance to snub him by staying in their seats anyway. Ferreira gave each of them one second’s look, then said, ‘Report.’


    Vinter leaned back in his seat, then said slowly, ‘If you want the full report, it’s been entered on the system under the relevant file. I take it you want a digest as the full version runs to over forty pages of text printout.’


    Ferreira glared at him. ‘Of course I want a digest.’


    ‘OK.’ I really must stop winding him up… but it’s so bloody easy to do it. ‘I’ll need to backtrack a bit, because Lieutenant Sondgren and her team have covered a good deal of ground since you set this in motion. Perhaps I should let her take over for now.’


    Picking up her cue, she said, ‘What we had to do was to sort out what sort of intelligence network EarthCorp would set up on Terra Nova – what would they want from it? There would not have been much point planting spies aboard a ship that was leaving Earth forever and would never be in contact with EarthCorp again, unless EarthCorp ultimately intended to claim Terra Nova for itself. We believe that this is exactly what they planned – that they would eventually send their own colony ship to Delta Pavonis and that their agents would form a Resistance cell that would be activated once EarthCorp’s ship arrived at Terra Nova.’


    Ferreira’s expression was one of surprise; clearly, this element had never occurred to him – he had simply assumed that EarthCorp had planted agents aboard Terra Nova because that was the kind of thing they always did, rather than that there might actually be a good reason for it. ‘You’re sure about this?’


    Kari glanced at Vinter, who said, ‘No, we’re not sure – how can we be? But it’s the explanation that makes most sense. You don’t plant agents just for the hell of it, especially when you’re talking about sleepers, which is what Teixeira was – you plant them because you anticipate using them further on down the line.’


    Ferreira considered this for a moment, then nodded. ‘Continue.’


    Kari took up the narrative again. ‘The signals from Stalker were probably to instruct whichever of their agents were awake to stand by for further orders, or whatever. But they may have been to activate the conduit we detected that led to Teixeira’s comp. Or both, of course.


    ‘The point is that, so far, any sleeper agents they have on board have not been required to do anything, because they’ve had nobody to report to – or, rather, they have, but only with a considerable delay given the distance involved to Earth. And what could they have reported that would be of any significance to EarthCorp on Earth? All that was intended to happen was that they would serve their six months’ shift, then go back into cryosleep for the remainder of the journey. Their real job would start at PlanetFall.’


    ‘Where they would basically be waiting for an EarthCorp ship to arrive before becoming active?’ interjected Ferreira. ‘The problem with that is that if the ship following us is EarthCorp, it’s going fast enough to reach Delta Pavonis the best part of forty years before we do.’


    Vinter nodded. ‘But they didn’t know that at the time, did they? They were taking the long view – they didn’t know how long it would be before they launched their own starship, so they were covering all the angles. As it is, if it comes to a shootout here, they’ve got their own agents in place, ready to act.’


    Ferreira nodded thoughtfully. ‘So it seems,’ he said slowly. ‘So, your summary of the present situation?’


    ‘Difficult to say,’ Kari replied, at a nod from Vinter. ‘We don’t have any way of knowing how many agents are awake at this moment, or how many have been in the past. This conduit into our system only leads to Teixeira – there are no other connections at all, apparently. It only became active a few hours after Teixeira moved into his quarters – we assume that’s when he gained access with, presumably, a password or phrase. There’s no way of knowing whether anyone previously used the conduit.’ She paused as Ferreira held up his hand.


    ‘These signals from Stalker – do we know what they contained?’


    She shook her head. ‘Not so far, no – Simunic is still working on them.’


    ‘Speculations?’


    Vinter stepped in again. ‘Could be anything. They’re probably asking what kind of information the agent had access to, what part of the ship he can get to without arousing suspicion. I doubt very much if they know what our shift rotation pattern is – and, anyway, Teixeira was awoken well ahead of schedule – in response to the emergency.’ He shrugged. ‘Maybe they knew he would be revived once Stalker appeared on our screens, so had something specific in mind, but we’ll probably never know.’


    ‘Because he’s dead?’


    ‘Because he’s dead.’


    ‘But you no longer think he was protecting someone?’


    ‘No. He wouldn’t have known any other members of his Resistance cell – he’d have no reason to, not until PlanetFall.’


    ‘So why did he kill himself?’


    ‘He didn’t actually have any choice in the matter, did he? It was a built in cut-out so that we couldn’t get at the passwords, codes and protocols that were in his head. He could have given us access to the conduit and then on to whatever network they have concealed somewhere in the main Comp system.’


    ‘There could be others, though?’


    ‘Unfortunately, yes.’


    ‘And, assuming that they can be conditioned to kill themselves rather than be captured, presumably they could be programmed to act as suicide bombers, for example?’


    Vinter nodded. ‘Almost certainly.’


    Ferreira shook his head. ‘That’s all we need.’ He thought for a moment, then said, ‘You say Teixeira had a password to gain access to the conduit?’


    ‘Probably.’ Vinter laid a heavy emphasis on the word. ‘It would make sense for that to be the case, but we don’t know for certain.’


    ‘So, assuming you’re right about this, take me through this logging in procedure. How you think it’s done.’


    Again, Vinter nodded at Kari. ‘Basically, when an agent is revived, he or she sends a unique password during their first log on to the Ship comp – that activates the conduit. Given that we can find no other similar conduit within the comp network, we’re working on the principle that, once the agent has finished their six month shift, they sign out of the system and all trace of their conduit is erased. Or they all use the same conduit, but with different passwords and perhaps only one at a time. The point is that Teixeira’s conduit into the network is the only one we’ve found – and it’s not for want of trying.’


    Ferreira rubbed his cheeks; suddenly he looked tired. ‘So he might have been the only one of theirs awake?’


    ‘Exactly.’


    ‘So… Can’t one of your computer experts hack into the conduit, even if it is heavily encrypted?’


    Now, it was Kari’s turn to look at Vinter, who shook his head emphatically. ‘Too dangerous,’ he said flatly.


    ‘Explain.’


    ‘That conduit goes right into the heart of the Ship Network. It’s probably booby-trapped, so typing in the wrong password could end up with a virus being released across the network, which could then lead to entire sections being shut down or malfunctioning. OK, I know we’ve got very high level anti-viral packages on board, but EarthCorp’s computer scientists are just as good as ours, so can we guarantee they’ll work against a sufficiently sophisticated virus? It probably won’t happen if we get the password wrong once – they’d have to legislate for human error, hitting the wrong key by mistake, for example – but if we keep on getting it wrong, how many attempts will we get before the booby trap is triggered?’ He shrugged again. ‘OK, maybe nothing will happen, maybe we’re worrying about nothing, but, according to Adebayo and Mendis, who are the experts, there’s the potential to do a lot of damage, given the cross-network nature of the conduit. So it’s a case of do we even want to run the slightest risk of, say, Life Support shutting down? It could be a viable tactic from Stalker’s point of view – kill us all off without a shot being fired, so they can just come aboard at their leisure.’


    Ferreira stared at him, then murmured something that sounded suspiciously like ‘Shit…’ under his breath. ‘Could they do that?’


    ‘I don’t know – neither does anyone else, but do we want to run that risk? Or of having all our airlocks opened simultaneously to Space?’


    ‘No… You’re right. We do not want to take that chance, at least not until we know more, or can take suitable precautions.’


    ‘Colonel, from what I can gather, the only foolproof precaution would be to shut down Ship Network completely and then reboot it after a complete rewrite of the entire system – which is hardly an option, is it?’


    ‘Hardly.’ Again, Ferreira rubbed his face wearily. ‘So – what are our options?’


    ‘Limited, to put it mildly. Basically, the best thing to do is nothing.’


    ‘Nothing.’ Ferreira’s tone was flat, dismissive.


    ‘At the moment, we can monitor the conduit for activity, even if we can’t tell what data is being transmitted through it. But if anyone else logs on to it, we’ll know immediately.’


    ‘Except that, if you’re right and every agent has their own password and conduit, nobody will – not for at least another six months, anyway.’


    Vinter smiled faintly. ‘Nobody ever said catching spies was easy, did they?’ Then, his expression changed. ‘There is one other thing, though.’


    Ferreira’s face was that of someone who really has heard enough, thank you very much, but he nodded resignedly. ‘Go on.’


    ‘We found Teixeira – who was one of us – UNSEC, that is. But has it occurred to you that there isn’t any particular reason why EarthCorp sleeper agents were only planted amongst UN personnel? Wouldn’t it have made more sense to have infiltrated New Dawn as well? After all, if they managed to get past UN security, can you be sure they haven’t done the same to yours?’


    ‘Oh, Dear God…’ Ferreira murmured in realisation. ‘Of course they could. And, if we’re talking about combat conditioning, they might not even realise they’re sleepers, might they? They’d just receive a trigger phrase that would turn them into suicide bombers or kamikaze warriors, taking out as many of New Dawn or UN personnel before they were taken down themselves.’


    ‘Exactly,’ Vinter said, mentally awarding Ferreira several plus points; he had cottoned on pretty damn quickly. ‘And there’s probably no way of detecting them – until they go into berserker or kamikaze mode, that is.’


    Ferreira stared at Vinter. ‘You think this is what they’ve done, don’t you?’


    ‘Yes, I do. You said yourself that Teixeira was almost certainly under combat conditioning when he blew his brains out, so they’ve managed to get their version of it aboard, one way or another. If that’s the case, I doubt very much if Teixeira is the only sleeper they have on Terra Nova.’


    Ferreira seemed to have his own version of the thousand yard stare now; he was clearly thinking through the implications. ‘And if they do have their berserker warriors primed to cut loose, they’ll use them during any attempt to board us, won’t they? We’ll be trying to deal with them at the same time as we’re fighting off an armed assault.’


    ‘It looks like it, yes.’


    ‘Wonderful…’ Ferreira said bitterly, then focused on Vinter. ‘Do you have any more good news for me, Major?’


    Vinter seemed to think about this, then said, ‘No… Well, not yet, anyway.’


    


    *****


    


    Vinter was aware of a heightening of tension in the Briefing Room, with everyone’s eyes constantly being drawn towards the wall viewscreen, then looking away again as the digital readout that was counting down, a slow second at a time, told them there were still two minutes and fifteen seconds to go… fourteen… thirteen…


    Stifling a grin at the realisation that he was just as bad as all the others, Vinter looked away, focusing instead on the empty chairs that belonged to Ferreira and Teymourian, wondering just how fine they would cut it. Would Ferreira even take his seat, as his back would be to the screen? Exactly how did a military commander behave when he was about to witness the effects of his declaration of war? And surely he wouldn’t be showing it in real time, when Stalker would only be in visual range for about one hundred thousandth of a second, if they were lucky?


    Anyway, they had to be watching a simulation; if he’d got his sums right, Terra Nova would have received the signals from their long distance scans and the drones they’d sent with the projectiles at least half an hour ago. They would need to process the data to slow it down to a speed that mere humans could handle, but that meant that Ferreira would know whether the initial attacks had been successful by now; it would be interesting to see the expression on his face when he arrived.


    In one minute and thirty-seven seconds… thirty-six… thirty-five…


    And that was quite enough of that… He leaned forward and began to doodle on a notepad in front of him, a random series of squares and rectangles that he was shading in before it dawned on him that he was drawing flawlessly straight lines and exact right angles. He tried a circle – and, again, it was as near perfect as dammit.


    Bloody hell… Never used to be able to do that. Couldn’t draw to save my life, in fact…


    The door opened and Ferreira came in by himself, gesturing to everyone to remain in their seats, but the only thing Vinter noticed was the expression on his face.


    It didn’t work.


    Ferreira sat down and looked slowly around the others. ‘We’re about to watch a simulation of our first attack on Stalker, compiled from data received by our monitoring devices and slowed down so that we can interpret it. However, I may as well tell you that our efforts were unsuccessful. Stalker appears to have suffered no damage.’


    There was a kind of collective sigh around the table and it was only then that Vinter realised just how much hope they had invested in this – surely they hadn’t expected it to succeed?


    No, they hadn’t expected it – they had hoped it would…


    ‘There is one other thing,’ Ferreira said, almost hesitantly. ‘Apparently, Stalker is decelerating.’


    ‘Do we know how much?’ Vinter said quickly.


    ‘It’s very gradual, but… according to Teymourian, it looks as if they will come to a halt relative to us at more or less the same time as they catch us up.’


    ‘They’re setting up a rendezvous, you mean.’


    ‘It would seem so.’


    ‘Which argues that they may well want to talk.’


    ‘Possibly. Alternatively, it might be that they will simply match velocities in order to facilitate an attack. In short, we still have no way of knowing for certain what their intentions are, do we? In the meantime…’ Ferreira swivelled his chair round so that he was facing the screen, then raised a remote device and activated the screen.


    Because it had been slowed down by such a huge factor, the display consisted of a series of still images that jumped from one frame to the next, with Stalker rapidly expanding from a tiny vague blur in the centre of the screen to a much larger circle in a series of staccato bursts as the camera drone approached it at just under three thousand kilometres a second, sending back images of the attack.


    An attack that had happened over three weeks ago now – they were, in effect, looking back into the past.


    Suddenly, there was a bright flash on the screen and the image switched to another viewpoint – presumably, the flash was the drone being destroyed by Stalker’s defences. Now, they could see tiny flickers of light as the projectiles suffered a similar fate and, just for two or three frames, the blurred image of a second disc – a shuttle? – was visible before a pinpoint of light appeared in its centre and there was another bright flash as the laser blew the drone to fragments. There was barely enough time for Stalker to be shown, a huge grey disk filling the screen – actually the ice heat shield shown from directly in front – before it disappeared from one frame to the next and all that could be seen was a starry backdrop.


    The viewpoint switched again, this time showing Stalker hurtling past from a distant side angle, from a drone that had specifically been aimed wide of the target – with Stalker evidently still intact, before a much smoother motion sequence appeared, showing the shuttle returning to its docking bay, clearly a mock-up of the aftermath provided by the computer. After several seconds of this, the screen went blank.


    So that was it, Vinter thought. The first space battle in human history – all over in a fraction of a second, faster than any human eye could possibly have seen…


    There was a long silence before Watanabe said quietly, ‘Did Stalker suffer any damage?’


    ‘Not that we can see, no,’ Ferreira answered soberly. ‘Only a small proportion of the projectiles were actually destroyed but, presumably, they were only targeting those that would have hit Stalker. They just left the others – most of them, to be honest – to miss. None of the projectiles got through.’


    ‘Something did, though,’ Vinter said. The others turned mystified looks on him. He sighed, suppressing his exasperation; it wasn’t their fault that they couldn’t process visual images as fast as he could, after all… ‘Just re-run that last sequence, please Colonel – the side-on viewpoint, and as slow as you can get it.’ Ferreira did so, waiting as Stalker seemed to move across the screen in a series of convulsive jerks until Vinter said, ‘Hold it there, please. Can you zoom in at all?’


    Ferreira nodded and touched a control key, enlarging the image of the starship.


    ‘Thank you, Colonel.’ Vinter waited a second longer, then said, ‘Now do you see what I mean?’


    The frozen image of Stalker made it only too obvious what Vinter had noticed that they hadn’t; something had carved a large crater out of Stalker’s ice shield. ‘Did we do that?’ asked Yung-Sien. ‘I didn’t see any impact flashes.’


    ‘That’s because there weren’t any,’ Vinter said succinctly. ‘I’d guess that was done a while ago, judging by the fact that the edges of the crater aren’t well defined. They’ve been smoothed away over time. However, Stalker has been given a hell of a whack by a chunk of space debris somewhere along the line. Not large enough for fatal damage, but enough to take out a significant fraction of the ice shield. Which means they’ve got a problem as well.’


    Teymourian nodded suddenly. ‘They’ve lost propellant. A lot of it, by the look of it.’


    ‘Exactly. Assuming they’re using the same design approach as we are, a substantial amount of their frozen deuterium has been lost. And, unless they took along a fair amount more than they needed, they’re not going to be able to decelerate sufficiently at Delta Pavonis to go into any kind of orbit.’


    ‘They won’t have done that,’ Teymourian said firmly. ‘They’d have had a small contingency amount in reserve, but not enough to cope with that level of loss.’


    ‘You sound very certain,’ Ferreira said sharply.


    ‘This is my field of expertise, sir,’ Teymourian said, huffily. ‘One of the main elements in spaceship design is balancing mass against acceleration – the more of one, the less of the other, to put it crudely. Believe me, sir, they couldn’t have been carrying enough deuterium to make up for that kind of loss.’


    ‘So they’re in trouble,’ Ferreira said, unable to keep the satisfaction out of his voice.


    ‘That might not be as good for us as you think, Colonel,’ said Vinter.


    ‘Explain.’


    ‘OK. I’ll need to back track a bit first, though.’ He paused, gathering his thoughts, then continued, ‘Let’s assume Stalker belongs to EarthCorp, which is the most likely scenario. What were its mission parameters when it left Earth? Obviously, they’re heading for Delta Pavonis, so they intend to start up their own colony. That ship looks to be pretty much the same size as us, so they could be carrying an equivalent number of colonists. Now, given that they’re travelling faster than we are, they’ll reach Delta Pavonis thirty-eight years before we do, but they’ll still have to deal with us when we get there, unless they do something about it first, which is to blow us out of the sky with nukes.’


    ‘We’ve been through this–’, Ferreira interjected, but Vinter cut him off.


    ‘I know we have, but I need to make sure that we’re all fully aware of the implications. Now, it’s remotely possible that they intend to share Terra Nova with us, so they might have simply overtaken us and then negotiated with us once we arrived. However, I know that none of you will believe that and I don’t either, because, unless they can really get themselves organised defensively, they are going to be at a tactical disadvantage when we arrive at Delta Pavonis.’


    ‘How?’ asked Ferreira, not bothering to hide his exasperation.


    ‘They’re on the ground, we’re in orbit. All we have to do is to use our shuttles to collect or re-direct a few asteroids or comets on the way in and we can bombard their settlements from space. They’d have to have a lot of very manoeuvrable spacecraft in orbit armed with much more powerful lasers than anything they’re likely to have on board to have any chance of preventing that happening, and they’ll have to build the spacecraft and the lasers from a non-existent industrial base in under four decades.’


    Ferreira stared at him. ‘You’ve obviously thought this all out, Vinter.’


    ‘I’m a military genius, remember? I’m supposed to be evaluating possible scenarios, aren’t I? The point is that they will think of that as well, so their best bet will be not to wait until then, but simply deal with us along the way.’


    ‘Which is what I’ve been saying,’ said Ferreira.


    ‘I know,’ Vinter retorted, but then gestured at Stalker’s image. ‘The thing is, this changes everything. They can’t actually slow down enough at PlanetFall – they’re marooned, effectively. They are all going to die in interstellar space somewhere beyond Delta Pavonis and their only chance to avoid that is to get aboard Terra Nova, one way or another.’


    Ferreira nodded slowly in realisation. ‘You’re right, Vinter. So they’ll try to capture us?’


    ‘They might want to negotiate. It depends on how much propellant they’ve lost. If they actually still have a reasonable amount left, we might be able to come up with an engineering solution that would enable at least some of their colonists to reach Delta Pavonis along with ours, one way or another.’


    ‘Negotiate? With EarthCorp? That is not an option, Vinter.’


    Vinter shook his head. ‘Colonel, there are almost certainly civilian colonists aboard that ship that will include women and possibly children, for God’s sake. Shouldn’t we be thinking of how at least some of them might be saved if it’s at all possible?’


    ‘But will it be possible? You seemed to think that they had lost a substantial amount of their deuterium, didn’t you? If they have, and the stark reality is that only one ship and its passengers can go on to PlanetFall, then our duty is to those aboard this ship, Vinter. In any case, negotiations require both parties to take part and we have yet to see any sign that Stalker is willing to talk to us at all. Instead, they choose to send signals to their agents aboard this ship, which indicates to me that they have already decided on their strategy, which will be to carry this ship by boarding – I believe that is the correct naval term, is it not?’ Abruptly, he turned towards Teymourian. ‘Captain, you’re the astrogation expert. You’ve seen the damage to their ice-shield. Is there any way that, even if we help them, Stalker will be able to decelerate to orbital velocity at Delta Pavonis, given that we have only the barest minimum of deuterium reserves ourselves to give them?’


    Teymourian steepled his fingers in front of his face, clearly unwilling to commit himself, but eventually said, ‘I would very much doubt it, Colonel.’


    ‘And do we have sufficient excess space aboard Terra Nova to take on extra cryochambers from Stalker?’


    This time, the response was more rapid. ‘Possibly a dozen. No more than that. It isn’t just the available space in the vaults, it’s the life support systems that each chamber would need.’


    ‘So any rescue operation would be extremely limited at best. Thank you, Captain.’ He turned back to Vinter. ‘I can see where you’re coming from, Major, believe me. But… isn’t there a parallel in World War Two when German U-boats in the Atlantic could not pick up survivors of ships they had sunk because there was nowhere to put them aboard the submarines?’


    Vinter nodded reluctantly. ‘It was still regarded as being pretty callous, though. Even a war crime, according to some.’


    ‘But unavoidable, as is the case here. Even more so if EarthCorp intends to fight, which is what I would do in their position, to be perfectly honest. We are faced with a grim reality, Vinter. Either they die or we do – it is as simple as that, I’m afraid, and I intend to make sure that it isn’t us.’


    Vinter shook his head slowly; further argument was pointless. The trouble was that, from a purely military standpoint, Ferreira was absolutely right. But then, so was bombing Hiroshima and Nagasaki… From a purely military viewpoint.


    Ferreira waited to see if Vinter was going to say any more, then turned to the others. ‘Does anyone else have any observations?’


    Yung-Sien sighed, as if releasing some inner tension, then said, ‘Is it worth continuing with the bombardment? Will it serve any useful purpose now?’ He seemed almost grateful to return to a straightforward tactical issue.


    ‘I doubt it,’ Ferreira conceded. ‘If that initial blitz bombardment didn’t succeed, or even cause any detectable damage, then any further attempts would be a waste of both time and resources. Major Watanabe, issue the order to stand the rail guns down.’


    Watanabe nodded and turned aside, subvocalising the order into his comm.


    Ferreira stared levelly at Vinter and said, ‘At least you haven’t said I told you so, Major.’


    Vinter shrugged. ‘This outcome doesn’t give me any pleasure, I assure you.’


    ‘Perhaps not, but it means that we are running out of options, aren’t we?’


    ‘I’m not sure we ever had any, Colonel.’ He sighed, sensing the other’s frustration. ‘Look, it’s like in the old days of naval warfare, where you’ve got an unarmed passenger ship being chased by a heavy cruiser – there’s damn all you can do except wait for the cruiser to catch up and hope that it doesn’t blow you out of the water in the meantime. There’s no point in wishing you had something up your sleeve, some secret weapon you can use, because you haven’t, and that’s all there is to it.’


    Ferreira glared at him, then nodded slowly. ‘So you’re saying that all we can do is wait for them to catch us up and, basically, hope for the best?’


    ‘Unless anyone has any better ideas, because I sure as hell don’t, then, yes, that is exactly what I am saying.’


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 10


    


    


    Varaphan was the last to arrive at the briefing, muttering an apology as she took her seat next to Vinter.


    ‘Very well, gentlemen and lady, if we can begin?’ Ferreira asked, with more than a trace of asperity; Vinter guessed that it was because this was a scheduled meeting and that Varaphan would be taken to task privately later on for her lateness, especially as it was not the first time it had happened. ‘Now that we have been forced to abandon our initial strategy, we need to decide what we do when Stalker catches up with us and, if Major Vinter is right, attempts to board us. For the record, I am inclined to agree with him on that being their most likely approach. Major Vinter, Captain Sharma and myself have been assessing our situation and we’ve come up with the following evaluation.’ He nodded at Vinter. ‘Major?’


    Vinter nodded. ‘If they’re not going to nuke us, then they’ve got two options, bearing in mind that they will almost certainly want the propellant mass contained in our deuterium ice shield. The first is, basically, to steal the ice shield by detaching it from the rest of Terra Nova, then transferring it to Stalker. The second is to capture Terra Nova by boarding, then take possession of the shield – which will be the ultimate objective, either way.


    ‘The first option, basically, is too risky from their point of view. For obvious reasons, the shield is not designed to be easily detached. EarthCorp would have to place a large amount of explosives, nuclear or otherwise, in carefully planned locations and then detonate them simultaneously in order to achieve any separation, virtually impossible to do in a combat situation and carrying a serious risk of shattering the ice shield into fragments if they don’t get it exactly right. Chasing after those fragments would almost certainly involve using up more propellant mass in their shuttles than they would actually retrieve anyway.’


    ‘You’ve done the maths on this?’ asked Teymourian.


    Vinter nodded. ‘I have, anyway. If you want to check the figures, go ahead.’


    ‘Later,’ Ferreira said firmly. ‘I think the point that Major Vinter is making is that this would be an unacceptably large gamble for EarthCorp.’


    ‘Exactly,’ Vinter said. ‘That doesn’t mean to say they won’t try it, but I think it’s their least likely approach.’


    ‘Because of the risks involved,’ said Sharma, evidently feeling that he needed to add something to the discussion.


    Vinter nodded again. ‘Indeed. So, if we assume that EarthCorp will go for the boarding approach, then we have two further options to consider if they want to get inside Terra Nova, bearing in mind we’ve got an armoured hull that is not going to be easily breached.’ He pressed a key on his comp pad and the screen behind Ferreira displayed a side and a head on outline of Terra Nova. ‘The main ways in through the hull are the external airlocks.’ Three lights glowed on the display screen, locating the airlocks at intervals of 120 degrees around the Habitat Section. ‘The doors there are not as thick as the hull, so could be drilled or blasted through relatively easily. There are a number of problems with this approach, however, not the least being the Habitat’s rotation. They’d have to match velocities and vectors while under fire from us, which won’t exactly be easy. In addition, the airlocks are intended mainly for external hull maintenance purposes and so they’re not designed to take any more than about half a dozen people at once. Similarly, the passageways linking them to the interior of the ship are also fairly narrow, and so each airlock and its approaches can be easily defended by a relatively small unit. Any attack on the airlocks would be extremely costly for EarthCorp and would probably be beaten off, unless they were prepared to inflict serious damage on Terra Nova’s interior with, say, battlefield nukes. If they have any, that is.’


    ‘And how do you know they don’t?’ Yung-Sien interjected.


    Vinter shrugged. ‘I don’t. However, if their original mission was to nuke us on the way past, then they’d be carrying large warheads for that – five megatons or more – which you couldn’t then re-distribute into battlefield nuclear weapons. And why would they have battlefield nukes aboard when there was no intention to board us originally? Who would they be intending to use them against?’


    Yung-Sien gave an amused snort. ‘You’ve forgotten one thing, Major – they’re soldiers. Any commanding officer given the chance to take along battlefield nukes on a mission will jump at the chance, even if he knows he almost certainly won’t need them. You may be a military genius, Major, but do you really understand the military mind?’


    Vinter nodded ruefully. ‘Fair point, Major, but if they do have these nukes, there’s bugger all we can do about it, is there? We’re screwed, to put it bluntly. In any case, nukes or not, I suspect they’ll go for the other option – the Shuttle Bay.’ He pressed a second key on his pad and a large section of Terra Nova was illuminated on the screen. ‘For starters, the Bay isn’t under rotation, which makes things easier for them. It’s got two large doors, one on each side, big enough to take shuttles, while the airlock into the Bay is far bigger than any of the external locks, because that’s where all the heavy duty equipment and vehicles will go through at PlanetFall, so if they can gain a foothold there, they can get large numbers of troops through it at once. Beyond that, they’re in the zero grav area, but inside the ship. Once they get that far, we won’t be able to stop them spreading out and taking over the key areas – Engineering, Life Support, the lot.’


    ‘So we have to make sure they don’t get in, in other words?’ Sharma again, determined not to be left out.


    ‘Exactly. Or if they do, we need enough firepower in the Bay to inflict maximum casualties on them once they’re in there.’


    ‘Deploying rail guns, you mean?’ asked Yung-Sien.


    Smothering a smile at how everyone seemed to use that expression now, Vinter shook his head. ‘Not unless we want large holes blown in the internal bulkheads, no. The projectiles contain far too much kinetic energy for the inner walls to deal with, so we’d have to restrict the weapons’ fields of fire to the extent that they’d become impractical. No, we need as many Gatlings as we can get in there, so that we can target the enemy when they exit from the shuttles. Even then, it’s a bit of a risk – they pack a huge punch if they’re aimed at a weaker section of the internal walls for too long. Our best bet is to keep any rail guns we’ve got on the external hull, so that they can target the shuttles on their way in.’ He smiled briefly. ‘That way, they’ll be pointing away from us, which, given the fact that they’ve been somewhat cobbled together, would make me feel just a little more comfortable, if nothing else.’


    ‘I take it that we won’t be putting all our eggs in one basket by committing all our forces to the Shuttle Bay?’ asked Yung-Sien. ‘We’ll still be guarding the external airlocks, won’t we?’


    ‘Naturally,’ Ferreira said smoothly, acknowledging the point. ‘It’s just that our main effort must be to defend the Shuttle Bay.’


    ‘How about rocket launchers?’ asked Varaphan, then shook her head in realisation. ‘No, forget that. It would be the same problem as the rail guns, wouldn’t it? If they’re designed to pierce the armour of a tank, our internal bulkheads wouldn’t stand much chance, would they?’


    ‘Believe me, I don’t like the idea of anything flying around inside the Shuttle Bay,’ said Vinter. ‘Ideally, we keep them out altogether, but if they do get in, the Gatlings and small arms fire is the most we can risk.’


    ‘Unless they use nukes to blow holes in the bulkheads themselves,’ Yung-Sien observed sourly. ‘But, as you say, there is little we can do about that. Sorry, bugger all we can do.’


    ‘That being the case, we had better start making provision for setting up the Gatlings in the Shuttle Bay,’ Ferreira said briskly, ignoring Yung-Sien’s comment. ‘I’m inclined to have some rocket launchers in there, but only in the hands of specialists who can be relied on to observe stipulated fields of fire.’


    Yung-Sien nodded and typed in a brief note on his pad.


    ‘Major Varaphan, would you please step up the monitoring programme for intercepting covert incoming and outgoing signals?’


    Varaphan nodded in turn. ‘Will do, sir.’


    ‘Very well. Unless there are any questions? In that case, the briefing is closed.’


    


    *****


    


    ‘Persephone.’


    ‘Here.’ Kari’s voice.


    ‘Where are you?’


    ‘In my office.’


    ‘Get to the bridge if you can. You might want to see this.’


    ‘On my way.’


    ‘Proserpina.’


    Vinter took a deep breath, then set off for the bridge, striding rapidly along the corridors, his face now set in a mask of fury: Better make this convincing, sunshine… Didn’t they use to call this method acting, back in the TwentyCee? They gave bloody awards for it, for crying out loud…


    He stalked up to the door onto the bridge, glaring at the guards as he approached; one of them even made a half movement towards his sidearm, reacting to the expression on his face, but then the doors slid smoothly open and he was on the bridge itself, looking rapidly around.


    There – at the main control console… ‘Ferreira!’ he yelled, coming to a halt.


    Ferreira looked quickly around, evidently startled. ‘Yes?’


    ‘What the fuck do you think you’re doing, breaking into my quarters?’


    ‘I beg your pardon?’


    ‘You heard me – someone’s broken into my quarters.’


    ‘Are you sure?’ The look of bewilderment on Ferreira’s face was almost comical.


    ‘Of course I’m fucking sure!’ Out of the corner of his eye, Vinter saw Kari slip unobtrusively onto the bridge. ‘Someone’s been in there and gone through all my belongings, so what the hell are you playing at, you bastard?’ He saw the other man take out the control device – Jesus, I thought he’d never get round to it – then launched himself forward, arm raised for a blow to the neck as Ferreira brought the device up, almost as if it were a weapon, and pressed the button.


    Vinter froze in mid-leap and fell to the deck, motionless, his head facing the bridge door, where Kari was standing, shock written all over her face.


    She stared down at him for perhaps a second, then darted forward, crouching over him.


    And then, when she was the only one who could see his face, he winked at her, slowly and deliberately, a very faint smile on his lips, instantly removed. Her eyes widened momentarily in realisation, then she looked away, yelling at Ferreira, ‘Turn that off. You’ve made your point, haven’t you?’


    ‘Not forcefully enough, apparently… But there is nothing to be gained by prolonging this, I agree.’ Her eyes came back to his and she inclined her head, almost imperceptibly, indicating that Ferreira had switched off the device; Vinter began to move slowly on the deck, swearing under his breath.


    ‘That was pretty bloody stupid,’ he said, rising to his feet, very aware that all of Ferreira’s Security Unit had their weapons trained on him. Bloody hell – it worked! I really am free! That bastard doesn’t have any hold on me…


    OK, calm down…


    Ferreira was staring intently at him. ‘Yes, it was, Vinter. You didn’t really think you could beat this device, did you?’


    ‘You never know, do you? Worth a try, I suppose.’ His eyes glittered. ‘Doesn’t change the fact that you shouldn’t have had someone turn my room over, Ferreira. I won’t forget that.’


    ‘No, I don’t suppose you will,’ Ferreira said, thoughtfully, and for a moment, Vinter wondered if the other man had seen through the charade, but then Ferreira continued, ‘But, just for the record, I did not order your quarters searched. What would be the point? I have enough respect for your capabilities to know that you would not leave anything incriminating lying around to be found, so searching your quarters would be a complete waste of time.’


    Vinter nodded slowly, as if reluctantly acknowledging the point. ‘In that case, Colonel, you’ve got an even bigger problem on your hands. Someone broke into my quarters and left no trace on the surveillance cams. Someone who can gain access to one of the most secure areas in the ship while evading all of our monitoring systems. If I were you, I’d be getting a little worried about that.’


    Ferreira’s eyes widened momentarily in realisation, then he nodded in turn. ‘I see what you mean. However, I suggest we continue this in private.’ He inclined his head towards the Briefing Room. ‘Shall we adjourn?’


    As he turned to follow Ferreira, Vinter’s eyes met Kari’s; again, she nodded, the faintest smile on her face.


    Message received.


    


    *****


    


    Vinter took a beer from the fridge and crossed to the sofa, opening the canister as he did so. He sat down, took a preliminary sip, mentally crossed his fingers, then said, under his breath, ‘Persephone.’


    There was a delay of several seconds before Kari replied. ‘Here.’


    ‘Awkward time?’


    ‘I was in the shower.’


    Vinter smothered a grin. ‘Sorry. Bad timing.’ Pity this system doesn’t have visuals… He pushed the thought aside.


    ‘No problem.’


    ‘Did I convince you?’


    Again, there was a delay, but Vinter sensed she was considering the implications of her answer, before she said, ‘Yes, you did. I expect you were pretty relieved as well, weren’t you?’


    ‘You could say that, yes… OK, I won’t beat about the bush – are you in?’


    Once more, there was a pause, before she said slowly, almost formally. ‘Yes, I am, sir. All the way.’


    ‘I’m glad you said that, more than I can say. OK… Preliminary instructions. I’ll get more detailed information to you one way or another over the next twenty four hours, but, basically, what I’d like you to do for the moment is to concentrate on what we’d need to do to regain control of the ship.’


    ‘Staging our own coup, you mean?’


    ‘Exactly.’


    ‘With respect, sir, how can we do that? He’s got a hundred troops under his command. Even if we can arm our UNSEC people, we’re going to be outnumbered three to one.’


    ‘Assume the troops have been neutralised.’


    ‘How?’


    ‘Leave that for the moment. Assume for the moment they’ve been taken out of the equation. We’re talking about taking over key positions and holding them, so we’ll need to have UNSEC personnel armed and ready to act. You’ll need to brief your officers beforehand – those you think you can trust, anyway. But it’ll have to be you doing the briefing, because it’ll look suspicious if I suddenly start consulting with them again, so you need to think about how you can keep them up to speed without Ferreira catching on. I’m afraid you’re going to be on your own in that respect – the further away I am from them, the better.’


    ‘Understood. I’ll work something out.’


    ‘Are you sure?’


    ‘Let’s face it, if I can’t set up a secure network, what am I doing in this job anyway?’


    Vinter grinned. ‘True.’


    ‘I’m assuming you’ve worked out how to get the info to me, one way or another, but the big question is how do we get our people armed? Ferreira won’t stand for that.’


    ‘If EarthCorp attacks, I’ll be able to talk him around. You’ll have at least an hour to issue the weapons.’


    ‘If EarthCorp…’ She broke off. ‘Right. So you’re assuming they will?’


    ‘I don’t think they have any choice.’


    ‘So you want us to move during the attack?’


    ‘Not during the attack, no. More a case of being ready to do so immediately afterwards. Assuming we beat off EarthCorp, that is. If we don’t, then all bets are off anyway.’


    ‘And if they don’t attack?’


    ‘Then we’re back to square one, but we won’t have done anything to show our hand. But they will attack.’


    ‘You’re certain about that?’


    ‘I can’t honestly see them doing anything else in the present circumstances.’


    ‘But if they do, we… OK, sir, I’m assuming you’ve taken that into account.’


    ‘I’m aware of the risks, put it that way. Anyway, that’s my side of the problem, the bit that I’ll have to deal with. I’ll have to leave the specifics of the UNSEC role to you, but, as I’ve said, only those you can trust.’


    ‘OK… do I involve any members of the Senior Team? None of them have a military background, so do they need to be in the loop?’


    Vinter nodded in approval; clearly, she was already thinking this through. ‘Adebayo and Mendis will have to be – we might need some computer wizardry to slow things up that won’t show up on the system. Unless we have anyone else who can do it?’


    ‘Not as good as them, no. So I leave the others out of it? Need to know, is that it?’


    ‘That’s exactly it.’ That, and the fact that I’m not entirely convinced about Simunic or Naragama – they’re good at what they do because they see them as intellectual challenges rather than as a result of any deep loyalty to the UN and I wonder if either of them would take much persuading to switch sides. Maybe I’m being unfair, but we’re not going to need them – or Moreira – for this and it’s just as well not to take chances.


    ‘OK, sir. I’ll keep them at a distance.’


    ‘Right – that’s all I’ve got for now. Any questions?’


    ‘Not at the moment, no. I’ll get back to you if I think of any.’


    ‘OK. Choose your subordinates and get them alerted. I’ll get back to you once I’ve passed on the more detailed stuff.’


    ‘I’ll be ready, sir.’ Still the formal tone – but understandable, in the circumstances.


    ‘Good. And thanks.’


    ‘Pleasure, sir.’


    ‘Out. Proserpina.’


    Vinter leaned back, taking a second, longer drink from the canister, smiling to himself in relief. OK, that’s Step One. Time for Step Two.


    Whatever the hell Step Two actually was…


    


    *****


    


    ‘Chris? Are you there?’


    The voice had Vinter instantly awake, leaping from his bunk and halfway across the room to his sidearm before he realised that there was nobody in his quarters with him – it had been in his head, that was all…


    ‘Chris? There’s not much point in expecting a reply at the moment, because you don’t have the protocols to do it, but this is your other self speaking.’


    Shit… It was his embedded comm speaking, for Christ’s sake – the network that only UNSEC personnel could access. And it was his own voice he could hear… What the hell?


    ‘I’m speaking to you from the good ship Atlantis, which is the name of the starship that has almost caught up with you. Like you, I’m a clone of the original Chris Vinter, the second successful outcome of the same project that produced you, but, by the time I came along, it had been taken over by EarthCorp. I’m your alter ego, I’m afraid. Now I’ll give you a few moments to digest all that before I continue.’


    Vinter found himself in front of the mirror, staring intently at it, only dimly aware of the significance of the reaction. Another Vinter… Shit. Unless he really was going round the bend, after all, some unpredictable side effect of the cloning process that had him hearing voices in his head… For a moment, he wondered if the Livvy Vinter were trying to resume control again, but then recalled the content of the message; the other Vinter was aboard Stalker.


    Terrific. That’s all we bloody need – another one of me.


    But it made sense, unfortunately – if they could do it once, they could do it again. And again… How many of me are there, for fuck’s sake? And how the hell was this other one talking to him through the most heavily protected comms system on Terra Nova?


    ‘To answer the question I know you’d ask if you could – yes, I’ve hacked into your comms systems and I’m speaking to you through it. Nobody else can hear us – it’s routed exclusively to you as sole recipient. Now, if you want to reply, you need to accept a burst message I’m going to send in a few seconds – your nano systems should be able to handle it and convert it into a format you can feed into your comp. Obviously, you’re going to be concerned that it’s simply a virus that will cripple your system, one way or another, but then you’re going to realise that if I’ve hacked into your comms sufficiently well to talk to you at all, then I’m already in a position to release a virus anyway by using the protocol – right? So… I’m sending the message now.’


    It was as if there was a brief explosion of white noise in his head, then, somehow, he knew exactly what instructions to type into his comp. He hesitated for a moment – he’s right; if he has got a virus ready to run, then he’d have implanted it by now – then typed in the sequence he had been given.


    ‘OK,’ he subvocalised. ‘I hear you, Chris.’


    There was a delay of about ten seconds before the voice in his head said, ‘That was quick. Are you on your own?’


    OK, so the time lag was about right for Stalker’s present distance; maybe he wasn’t going round the bend after all… Vinter waited a couple of seconds to see if there was anything else, then said ‘Yeah. You bloody well woke me up though. I take it you’re alone as well?’ He went over to the drinks dispenser and dialled a coffee; with a ten second delay for the message to reach the other ship and for a reply to come back, he might as well wake himself up during the gaps.


    ‘Yeah – although you’ll have to take my word for it. This is just between the two of us – we’ll just have to live with the time lag, I suppose.’


    ‘Yeah, I think I can cope with that. OK, What did you want to talk about that you don’t want our bosses to hear?’ Again, he waited for the response, but when it came, it took him by surprise.


    ‘Is that really what you want to talk about?’


    Vinter pursed his lips ruefully. ‘You know the answer to that, don’t you?’


    ‘I suspect the main problem we’re both having is that we already know what the other one’s going to say, isn’t it? What you really want to know is whether there are any differences between us, and if so, what are they? Right?’


    ‘Right. OK… which one do you remember – Anji or Livvy?’ He took a sip from his cup and grimaced; now that he had the Anji memories, the shipboard coffee seemed to taste even worse…


    ‘Livvy. I don’t know any Anji – or Angela. Well, there was a girl at school called… OK, so you’ve got two sets of memories, is that it?’


    ‘Right.’ Bloody hell – he’s quick. But then we both are…


    ‘And, at a guess, the Anji set is the original.’


    ‘I think it is, yes. They gave you the simpler version.’


    ‘Figures. They’ve given me just about enough to keep me sane – I’m only a fucking cyborg, after all, so who cares what effect it has on me?’ There was a pause, but before Vinter could reply, the other voice said, ‘You know your trigger phrase, don’t you.’ It was a statement, not a question.


    ‘Yes, I do.’


    ‘Shit… so you’re under your own control?’


    Vinter nodded, a split second before he realised the futility of the gesture. ‘The original trigger’s been disabled.’


    ‘So you’re not under New Dawn control?’


    ‘Not as far as I can tell.’


    ‘That’s something, anyway.’


    Vinter hesitated for a few seconds, then said quietly, ‘In held ‘twas in I.’


    This time, there was a longer delay than before. ‘That was the nonsense phrase used to release you?’


    ‘Yes. Did it have any effect on you?’


    ‘Nope. I certainly still don’t know what my trigger phrase is.’


    ‘Procol Harum? Pink Floyd?’


    ‘Haven’t a clue what you’re talking about. Looks like it doesn’t work for me.’


    ‘It was a bit of a long shot, to be honest.’


    ‘Thanks for trying… So you’re more like the real Vinter than I am, by the look of it.’


    ‘Who knows? I haven’t been given all his memories, after all – I know that. Does it bother you?’


    ‘What, that you’re more like the template than me? I suppose it does, in a purely intellectual sense, but not in any visceral way. The way I look at it is this – I’m lucky to be here at all and so are you, because the failure rate in the programme that produced us was catastrophic. We’re not exactly easy to create, apparently – it’s the augmentations that are the problem. You were Number One Eighty Seven, I was Two Ninety Three and we’re the only two successful augmented clones out of nearly four hundred attempts. The process needs a little working on, put it that way.’


    ‘Bloody hell… I never knew. What happened to the others? Never mind – I can guess.’


    ‘Most of them didn’t last beyond the embryo stage. Those that did mostly had genetic defects that would have led to mutations or the kind of disabilities that the researchers didn’t want, bearing in mind that the whole project was funded by the military, so they were only interested in super-warriors – us, in other words. Some had inadequate or non-existent immune systems, so they would have died of the common cold if they were ever exposed to it… and so on. There were simply too many things that could go wrong that normally would have been dealt with by Mother Nature, but not by Genetic Engineering. The last one in the sequence apparently did survive to maturity, but the minute he was awoken, he went berserk and killed everyone in the med lab. They had to take him out with automatic weapons and he still killed three armed soldiers… They cancelled the project after that.’


    ‘I’m not surprised… So there were nearly four hundred of us who were simply disposed of?’ Bastards…


    ‘Incinerated, apparently. But yes, round about that.’


    ‘There’s nothing at all about any of this in our data bank.’


    ‘Now why doesn’t that surprise me? Not many people did know about it, actually. It wasn’t exactly something that anyone on Earth was interested in making public, so I doubt that even the orginal Vinter ever found out, either. Once it was cancelled, the UN took the decision to bury the whole project, you know, destroy the equipment and the files, but before they could do a proper job, EarthCorp moved in and captured the facility. I was still in the tank then, put on indefinite hold, and so EarthCorp had me to work on right from the start. They found the Livvy memories that New Dawn had succeeded in giving to you in the databanks and adapted them to suit EarthCorp. So, as far as I’m concerned it was EarthCorp who sponsored me through University and then recruited me into their military wing.’


    ‘Why didn’t they simply use one of their own people? That would save having to rewrite any memories – again.’


    ‘Like I said, we’re difficult to create. They tried, but enough of the equipment had been destroyed to make it impossible without re-developing the entire technology, which, I gather, you have on board your ship. By the time we had to launch from Earth, they still hadn’t managed to grow a viable second clone, so they were stuck with me.’


    ‘And none of that bothers you? That you’ve been brainwashed and given a set of memories that are utter bullshit?’


    ‘It bothers me, but what the hell am I supposed to do about it? Whether I have the original memories or not doesn’t seem particularly important to me in comparison to simply being here, to be honest, given what happened to the other three hundred and ninety four Vinters who never made it. I am what I am, same as you, and there’s not much point in wishing things were different. Neither of us is the original Vinter and we never will be. More to the point, everything that’s been put into our heads is false anyway, because – well, you know why.’


    ‘Because it never actually happened – not to us, anyway.’


    ‘Exactly. There is one thing that I resent, I suppose.’


    ‘That I have both sets of memories and you don’t.’


    ‘Exactly. You know me better than I know you. Could put me at a disadvantage.’ Now, his voice sounded shrewder, more calculating. Vinter knew why; they both knew that were almost certainly going to have to fight each other at some point and that only one would survive – assuming either of them did…


    ‘OK. This is where we get to the matter at hand, is it?’


    ‘We’ll have to do it some time.’


    ‘OK. You’ve initiated all this, so presumably you’ve got something to say.’


    ‘Right. I think we both know that we’re all in a dead end scenario. Our original mission was to catch up with you, destroy you with nukes and then head on to Delta Pavonis to claim it for ourselves, but it didn’t exactly work out as planned. I don’t suppose I need to tell you that we had an argument with a larger than usual piece of cosmic debris about thirty years ago that cost us nearly a third of our deuterium mass, which means that we can’t slow down enough at PlanetFall. The bottom line is that we need your cryochambers, and Shadrin will be going all out to make that happen.’


    ‘Shadrin?’


    ‘He Who Must Be Obeyed. Our commanding officer. Colonel Yevgeny Ilyich Shadrin. He led the assault on Mumbai.’


    ‘Bloody hell… Not exactly an idiot, in other words. And pretty ruthless to boot.’


    ‘Indeed. He had no qualms whatsoever about nuking Terra Nova and everyone aboard, but now, of course, he can’t do that, so he’ll try and capture you instead. However, it’s going to be complicated by the fact that we can’t afford to use all our firepower, because we daren’t risk damaging Terra Nova, so all the nukes, railguns, missiles, lasers, armour plating to deal with kinetic missiles and so on that we’ve got are going to count for bugger all. Our firepower will give us some advantage when it comes to the crunch, but any attack is going to involve heavy casualties on both sides. Interrupt me, by the way, if I’m stating the bleeding obvious too much – I suspect you already know all this.


    ‘However, what you won’t know for certain is exactly how bad the propellant mass problem is. It’s bad enough. Like I said, we won’t be able to decelerate enough at Delta Pavonis to achieve any kind of orbit, not unless we ditch a substantial amount of mass along the way, which will include about half the cryochambers – along with their deep frozen colonists. So the reasoning is, why do that when we can grab yours and transfer all our colonists across? Why ditch half of our colonists when they’ll all survive if we can take over Terra Nova? OK, so it’ll mean spacing all of yours, but so what? You’re the enemy, after all.


    ‘The thing is that, if we combine our deuterium masses, we could probably get a significant proportion of the colonists, both lots that is, to Delta Pavonis. It’d need some pretty nifty engineering work, not to mention recalculating orbital vectors, using light sails or something similar, maybe taking longer over decelerating and doing it at a lower rate or using both ships in reverse slingshot manoeuvres to slow down, but we could come up with a solution that would bring in the largest number of survivors. How many, I don’t know, because I’m not an expert in orbital or celestial mechanics, not that good, anyway, but we could at least have a stab at it. I’ll pause here, because you might have spotted something I’ve missed.’


    ‘Unlikely. So Shadrin won’t go for a combined solution because he want to have all his colonists survive rather than simply some, right? But you’re talking about the greatest good for the greatest number.’


    ‘Exactly. But there’s no way I can get Shadrin to go for this and, believe me, I’ve tried. He couldn’t care less about your colonists, to be honest.’


    ‘Ferreira’s the same. You’re the enemy, so you don’t deserve any consideration at all as far as he’s concerned.’


    ‘Even though we’re probably all that’s left of Mankind? Did you realise that?’


    ‘Yeah – we received the broadcast. Fucking Armageddon.’


    ‘Exactly.’


    ‘What we don’t know is what happened to bring it about. The last we heard before that, things were getting worse. You and New Dawn were both building starships and rattling sabres at each other.’


    ‘OK. Things got a lot worse. The cover stories about Epsilon Eridani and Tau Ceti being the destinations were a load of bullshit. Both starships were intended for Delta Pavonis all along, simply because it had the most Earth-like planet. Both sides simply intended to kick out the UN once they got there, even if they couldn’t manage to intercept and destroy you on the way. We managed to get going first and, once EarthCorp realised what New Dawn were up to, they destroyed New Dawn’s ship while it was still in orbit. Things went downhill fast after that. New Dawn hit London with a chemical attack, we did the same thing to Tokyo, then they nuked New York, we nuked Beijing and so it went on. It’s like both sides had a fucking death wish all along.’


    ‘Jesus… The stupid bastards…’


    ‘Exactly. They threw it all away – everything. And all because both sides thought their way was right. Or they didn’t want to give up the power they held, more like.’


    ‘How bad was it?’


    ‘Pretty much total annihilation. There might be a few survivors in more remote areas or in underground bunkers, but the radiation will get them in a few years, because neither side bothered about using clean nukes – assuming any nuke can be called clean, that is… If any do manage to make it through somehow, they’ll have been blasted back to the Stone Age.’


    ‘There’s nothing left at all? Not even the Tycho Base?’


    ‘They only had supplies for six months, although they lasted for nearly a year in the end. Or some of them did… You don’t want to hear the last message they sent, believe me. So it’s Delta Pavonis or bust for both of us now, with the added consideration that whoever gets there will be on their own. If there are any survivors left on Earth, they won’t be sending out any starships for several thousand years yet, if ever. We are all there is, which makes getting as many of us to PlanetFall as possible even more vital.’


    ‘And how.’ He shook his head slowly. ‘So it looks as if we’re going to make the same mistakes here as happened back on Earth. Even when it’s in our own best interests to co-operate, we’re going to fight it out – for what? Terra Nova is big enough for both of us, for Christ’s sake. We could set up separate colonies on opposite sides of the planet if it came to it.’


    ‘Yes, but do they want to exist together, even if the other side are half a planet away? In any case, can you see either side trusting the other enough even to start negotiating?’


    ‘They might do, I suppose… but I’m not holding my breath on that one.’ He paused, then said, ‘You know, it would be very easy to become arrogant about how much brighter we are than them, wouldn’t it, when they behave like that?’


    ‘It would indeed. Even talking about “them” isn’t a good sign, really, is it?’


    ‘No, it isn’t…’ Vinter rubbed his face tiredly. ‘OK, let’s think this through. Basically, the problem is the fact that both ships are under military control at the moment. Presumably, you’ve got political leaders on board in the cryochambers? Any chance of reviving them and getting them around a table if I can do the same thing here?’


    ‘Not on my own, no. I’ve suggested that to Shadrin as well, but he insists there’s no need – there’s nothing to discuss, because he has his orders. They were to destroy Terra Nova and everyone on board anyway, so he’s simply modifying them to enable our sleepers to survive. The real reason, of course, is that he doesn’t want any interference from above. As far as he’s concerned, we’re at war, and that’s all there is to it.’


    ‘Ferreira feels the same way. That’s the crux of the matter, though, isn’t it? They’re both sides of the same coin. If we could take the military element out of the equation, we might be able to get somewhere.’


    ‘There’s really only one time where that could happen, isn’t there?’


    ‘In battle. Maximum casualties on both sides.’


    ‘And how do we do that, when we’re going to have to fight each other? What we want to happen is going to count for fuck all.’ There was a pause and Vinter was about to speak, but then the voice continued, ‘Just for the record, when it does happen – us having to fight each other, that is – it’s nothing personal. If it were up to me, I’d tell them to go fuck themselves, but – well, once we’re in Augmented Mode, we won’t have any choice in the matter, will we?’


    ‘Yeah, I know – I’ve been there.’ Six dead UN troopers…


    There was silence that stretched out for considerably longer than the signal delay, before Vinter Two said, ‘Actually, maybe the situation will resolve itself anyway. Assuming we go ahead with the attack, there are bound to be heavy casualties. Maybe there won’t be enough troops left on either side to be in control afterwards. It would all depend on how many UN people you’ve got available.’


    ‘With all due respect, I’m hardly going to comment on that, am I?’


    ‘No, I suppose not. When all’s said and done, I’m still the enemy, aren’t I?’


    ‘Afraid so. I have to assume that you could be made to repeat this entire conversation, if your bosses get to find out about it.’


    ‘Fair enough. And you’re quite right, of course. They can control me whenever they want. You know that as well as I do.’


    ‘Yeah… I know.’ He sighed. ‘This whole thing – the two of us having no choice but to fight each other – it’s shitty as hell.’


    ‘That’s probably the nicest thing anyone’s ever said to me… Bugger… It looks as if I’ll have to go – according to my comms display, Shadrin has been trying to call me for the last five minutes and His Lordship doesn’t like to be kept waiting.’


    ‘Sounds like Ferreira.’


    ‘Pardon my French, but they’re all the fucking same, aren’t they?’ There was a silence that lasted for several seconds; Vinter was just about to speak, when the voice continued, ‘Well, at least we got to talk to each other.’


    ‘True. I’m glad we had the chance.’


    ‘Me too. Shit… His Lordship has upped the priority status on his call to red, so I really will have to go. Listen… This might sound corny, but it’s been great talking to you.’


    ‘It sounds corny as hell, but, well… The feeling’s mutual.’ He hesitated, then said, ‘See you around.’


    The answer, when it came, was exactly as he had expected: ‘Not if I see you first.’


    


    *****


    


    Vinter did not move for almost half a minute after the voice in his head had gone; part of him realised that he would probably never hear it again and that it was as if he had lost part of himself, a part that he had not known existed until now. But shouldn’t the possibility of there being another Vinter out there have occurred to him before now? EarthCorp had obviously taken over the Demeter Project and carried on with it, so the logical outcome of that would be the production of more clones like himself. Had his ego been so taken by the idea that he was unique that he just hadn’t thought to question it? Had he done so, he might well have started worrying about the prospect of there being a whole unit of Vinter cloned super-warriors at EarthCorp’s disposal before now, because there was no way for him to know whether the other Vinter – call him Vinter Two, or something like that – was telling the truth about there only being two successful clones from the Project.


    But wouldn’t he know if Vinter Two were lying to him? They were both the same person, weren’t they?


    No, they weren’t, actually. Vinter Two was just another version of himself – or of the original Vinter, if truth be told, and he would do well to remember that. He had to bear in mind that EarthCorp might well have built in some advances with Vinter Two, whether in terms of physical or mental capabilities, which would give him an edge in any combat situation.


    The point is that they’ll have a much better idea of my capabilities than we’ll ever have of his. And he’ll be more loyal to EarthCorp than I am to New Dawn, because they wouldn’t have had to impose the attitudes onto an existing personality, the way New Dawn had to do with me – they would simply have downloaded the relevant memories and attitudes onto a blank slate. Vinter Two is probably far more thoroughly conditioned than I am, for better or worse. And he is going to be at least my equal at everything worth talking about, and very likely my superior in the really crucial elements…


    Or, to put it another way, once we’re both in Augmented Mode, he’s probably going to win.


    Terrific.


    And what if he had been lying about there being only the two of them?


    Then we’re well and truly fucked.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 11


    


    


    Once everyone had taken their usual places in the Briefing Room, Ferreira came straight to the point: ‘Major Vinter has effectively called this meeting, short notice or not. He did not see fit to explain why, unfortunately.’ He gave Vinter a withering glare, then nodded. ‘I trust this is not going to be a waste of everyone’s time. Proceed, Major.’


    ‘Thank you, Colonel. I simply didn’t want to waste my own time repeating all this after running it by you first. OK. Last night, I received a direct message from Stalker through our internal comms system.’


    ‘A direct message?’ interjected Varaphan, incredulously. ‘How was that possible? There is no record of any further signal from Stalker.’


    Vinter nodded. ‘You may well ask, Major. It seems as if they can penetrate our internal comms system at will – and without being detected. The message was routed directly to me and did not show up on our monitoring protocols at all.’ He shrugged. ‘Look, we knew they could do that, anyway, with Teixeira, so this shouldn’t come as any surprise. In any case, that is the least of our problems. It appears that Stalker, or, to put it more accurately, Atlantis, has a similar clone to me on board. It was this clone who contacted me.’


    ‘A clone?’ Ferreira asked, but almost as if he felt obliged to put the question.


    ‘You heard me, and don’t try and tell me you didn’t know I’m a clone.’


    Ferreira hesitated, then nodded reluctantly. ‘Yes, I knew that – but how long have you known?’


    ‘I’ve suspected it ever since you used that Augmented Mode crap on me. I looked it up. The–’


    ‘You looked it up? Where?’ Ferreira demanded. ‘That is Restricted Data.’


    Vinter smiled lazily. ‘Your security isn’t as total as you fondly imagine, Colonel. Perhaps you need a halfway decent Security Officer… The point is that the technology was specifically developed for use in a clone. It doesn’t work with an ordinary human, because you’ve got to build in additional modifications to deal with the augmentation demands – more lung capacity, greater physical strength and speed, lower heart rate, better hand/eye co-ordination, faster synapses and reflexes, the lot. The fact is that thirty seconds in Combat Mode would kill a normal human being – they’d literally die of heat exhaustion. Even half that time would leave them in need of hospitalisation. You can only build the modifications into a clone while it’s being grown – so I’m a clone. So is he.’


    ‘You seem very calm about it.’


    ‘Why not? I’m a fucking superman, after all, so what more could I ask for? In any case, we’re missing the point. EarthCorp – and, yes it is EarthCorp, after all – have their own Vinter, Mark Two, or maybe even Three, aboard, so if you were thinking that I was any sort of advantage over them, you need to think again.’


    ‘One moment,’ Yung-Sien interrupted. ‘You say you were talking to this other Vinter? He belongs to EarthCorp.’ He gave Vinter a look of naked suspicion. ‘So whose side are you on? What were you talking about?’


    ‘Oh, come on, he’s just another version of me, that’s all. He isn’t actually me, is he? They took over the research project that produced me – or got there before you lot did, anyway. They’d have all the facilities to grow another clone, with the same set of memories as me–’ Well, not quite, because they didn’t use the Anji and Emma version, but let’s not complicate the issue just yet… ‘– but suitably adapted to ensure his loyalty to EarthCorp. They’ll have at least the same measure of control over him as you have over me–’ use of irony here, well done… ‘– and quite possibly, more, because they’ll have taken over a project that was at least seven years further on than when they rolled me off the production line. They obviously know about me and have brought him along to even things up.’


    ‘How do you know they’ve got him under control?’ Ferreira asked.


    ‘They wouldn’t have brought him along if they didn’t, would they? If he’s not going to do what they tell him, he ain’t going to be much use to them, is he?’


    ‘Would he have similar capabilities – or will he be more advanced?’


    ‘At least equal – as to more advanced, they’ve had more time to develop the technology and hardwiring, but who knows how much of an advantage that gives them – you’d need to talk to a specialist for that, but we don’t seem to have any aboard, do we? Funny that… The point is that they’ll have a much better idea of my capabilities than we’ll ever have of his.’


    ‘I see,’ said Ferreira impatiently. ‘Let’s leave that for the moment, shall we? What we need to do is to consider is the content of the message. So, Major, to get back to the question Major Yung-Sien was asking and which you have, so far, avoided answering. What were you and the other clone discussing?’


    Vinter didn’t miss the reference to the other clone, but there was no expression on his face as he said, ‘Basically, whether either side is willing to surrender, or even to talk peace terms. I was right – we are their only chance of survival. The damage to their iceshield and the consequent loss of propellant will prove fatal to them. They won’t be able to slow down enough at PlanetFall, which means that they are going to try and capture us.’


    ‘He told you all this?’


    ‘Yes, he did.’


    ‘Why was he so forthcoming?’


    ‘Because he doesn’t agree with what’s going on any more than I do – but then he wouldn’t, would he? Because he’s me, as near as dammit, so he’s going to think the same way, isn’t he? Like me, he thinks we ought to pool our resources and work out some way of saving as many colonists as we can from both ships, but he’s faced with the same problem as I’ve got, which is a complete refusal on the part of the military authorities to even consider it.’


    ‘Vinter, I warn you–’


    ‘Oh, come on, my views on the situation are not exactly secret, are they? But, before you start thinking we’ve got a potential ally on Stalker, forget it – he’s just as much under control, in the final analysis, as I am. He can disagree with his bosses all he likes, but once he’s given the trigger phrase, he’ll be out to kill or destroy us in any way that he can. He’ll do what he’s bloody well told – the same as me,’ he added, bitterly.


    Captain Sharma – Strategic Analysis, Vinter reminded himself – raised his hand, almost self-consciously. ‘A question, please?’ he asked Ferreira, who nodded permission. Sharma turned to Vinter. ‘Did the two of you discuss anything else, Major?’


    ‘We talked about what had happened on Earth immediately after we left.’


    ‘Anything else?’


    Nothing I want to talk to you about… ‘Not really, no.’


    ‘So the only purpose to the message was to inform you – us – of his presence on board and to sound you out about a possible deal between the two ships. Is that an accurate assessment?’


    Vinter nodded, cautiously. ‘I’d say it was,’ he agreed.


    ‘But he must have known that neither side will trust the other sufficiently to come to such a deal?’


    ‘I would guess he knew there wasn’t a lot of chance of that, yes.’


    ‘So what was the real point of the message?’


    Good question… And not one I especially want to answer, in all honesty. But then again, why the hell not? ‘Because he wanted to talk – to me.’


    Ferreira seemed about to ask the obvious question – Why? – but then his expression changed and he nodded slowly. ‘Go on.’


    Vinter leaned forward and rubbed his face tiredly. ‘He knew that it was the only chance we were ever going to have to talk to each other. The next time we meet, we’ll be trying to kill each other. And neither of us really want to do that if we can possibly avoid it.’ He stifled a smile at their startled expressions. ‘Look, how much do you guys know about Civil Wars – American or English, whatever? Where you sometimes had families fighting on both sides? Imagine you find yourself confronted by your brother or a cousin in a combat situation – would you really want to kill him? Really? Only, this time, we’re talking about killing someone who isn’t just a brother – he’s me, for fuck’s sake.’


    Ferreira nodded thoughtfully. ‘I take your point, Captain – and I do not envy you, if truth be told.’


    Now, it was Vinter’s turn to be surprised; Dammit, every so often, he shows he’s human after all.


    ‘That’s as may be,’ said Sharma brusquely. ‘But what concerns me, to be frank, is that you and your clone could have been plotting together. You said it yourself – it would seem that neither you nor your double is totally committed to their causes, so what else were you talking about?’


    ‘You mean what scheme were we hatching to overthrow both New Dawn and EarthCorp with just the two of us? That scheme? Look, when it comes to the crunch and we face off against each other in Augmented Mode, we will have no choice in the matter, will we? More to the point, there is no way that we will both survive it, right? We could come up with all the schemes in the world and it won’t matter a damn once those trigger phrases kick in – you know that as well as I do.’ He realised he was on his feet, yelling down at Sharma, who had visibly recoiled in his seat; Ferreira already had the control device in his hand…


    He sighed, forcing himself to regain control, then sat slowly down again. ‘Look,’ he said softly. ‘May I remind you that I was the one that reported this to you, on the grounds that I had been given important tactical information that needed to be passed on. Which is what I have done. I didn’t have to do so, and if I hadn’t, none of you would even have known it had happened, so does that sound as if I’m in league with the enemy?’ He let out a bitter laugh. ‘I do not need all this shit…’


    Vinter looked steadily at each of the others in turn. ‘In league with the enemy? Is that really what you think? For fuck’s sake, one of us is going to have to kill the other one… isn’t that enough for you bastards?


    


    *****


    


    The sun had been shining brightly through the large window behind him; the day was going to be a scorcher…


    ‘You’re sure that your office is secure, Inspector?’


    Vinter smiled faintly. ‘If this office isn’t, Ms Guedioura, then nowhere is.’


    She returned the smile, briefly. ‘I’ll take your word for it. We’ll proceed then, shall we?’


    Vinter nodded assent, all the while watching her intently across the desk. He had never met Khalida Guedioura before, but was aware that she held a somewhat vague, albeit very prestigious, post in UNHQ. Her official title was Director of Research (although of exactly what had never really been made clear), but, as far as he knew, she did not come from any scientific background; with her stylish, but very definitely power dressing, outfit, she had to be Administration. North African background, probably Algerian or Tunisian, judging by the name, age mid-forties, shrewd eyes and not to be under-estimated; to get where she was, she either had friends in high places or was simply damn good at her job. Vinter suspected the latter to be the case.


    ‘Project Demeter,’ she said, bluntly. ‘How much do you know about it?’


    ‘Not that much,’ he admitted. ‘Something to do with cloning.’


    Her lips compressed momentarily. ‘Even that is more than we would like.’


    ‘I have to know something about all the projects that require UNSEC personnel, even if they’re only on guard at the gates. I do have an A1 security classification, after all.’


    ‘True,’ she agreed, grudgingly.


    ‘Not only that, it’s also part of the Terra Nova Project, isn’t it? And I’m in charge of overall pre-launch security for that as well.’


    She seemed to hesitate, then said, ‘Not just in charge of pre-launch security, either, Inspector. It’s unofficial at the moment, but I may as well tell you that you have been selected for the Project itself. Along with your wife and daughter, that is. So, strictly off the record, of course, may I be the first to congratulate you, Inspector?’


    ‘Thank you,’ Vinter said, momentarily at a loss for words, even though he could hardly claim it had come at a total surprise; he had been short-listed some months earlier.


    ‘And, therefore, you will also be UN’s Head of Security at PlanetFall.’


    Vinter stared directly at her. ‘So they’ve decided that they’re going to need one after all?’


    ‘Reluctantly, yes.’


    Vinter nodded. The planners had not been so naïve that they had not included a small police force in the Project’s organisation right from the start – two thousand colonists, even hand-picked ones, would have at least some individuals who would not always obey either the letter or the spirit of the law – but upgrading the requirement to a Security Section implied that they had finally taken some notice of his warnings after all. ‘So they realise the Project’s security has been compromised?’


    ‘Given its size and scope, it would have been remarkable if it hadn’t, wouldn’t you agree? But yes, the powers that be have taken note of your reports and have expanded your responsibilities accordingly. However, in addition, as from today, they will include Project Demeter to the same extent as for Terra Nova.’


    ‘They think Demeter’s been penetrated as well?’


    ‘They are seriously concerned that this is the case, yes.’ She seemed to hesitate, then asked, ‘How much do you actually know about Demeter, Inspector?’


    He shrugged. ‘Not much beyond the cloning angle. I assume they’re trying to clone a human being, but how close to success they are is anyone’s guess. Also that it’s linked to Terra Nova, in that they plan to deep freeze cloned embryos and take them along to PlanetFall as extra colonists further on down the line.’


    She seemed to sigh, as if in despair at the extent of his knowledge. ‘You are substantially correct, I’m afraid, at least in all the major elements. How much of that is deduction on your part and how much actual concrete data?’


    ‘Mostly drawing conclusions, to be honest. If you’re going to establish a colony on another planet, you’d want to take as many individuals as you could to ensure genetic diversity. OK, apparently, you could have a colony of only a couple of hundred people but still have enough for long term diversity if you’ve chosen a sufficiently wide range of genetic backgrounds, but the more you have, the better. The two thousand who are going to be frozen in the cryogenic chambers would be more than enough, but if you’ve got a way of taking more, all the better.’ He shrugged. ‘It makes sense, that’s all.’


    ‘Indeed. You’ve obviously gone into a good deal of research over this.’


    ‘Well, I do have something of a vested interest in it, don’t I?’


    ‘Especially now… Very well, Inspector, you are essentially correct, as I said. Your only major misconception is assuming we are taking embryos in cryogenic storage. Instead, we have stored DNA templates of approximately ten thousand individuals, ready for transporting to PlanetFall. They will have to wait until we have established the cloning technology sufficiently on Terra Nova for so that they can be thawed and quickened, I believe the term is, but, as with the colonists in the cryochambers, their human originals have also been selected on the basis of their own aptitudes and their usefulness to the colony.’


    Sounds suspiciously like genetic manipulation to me… ‘There’s no guarantee that they’ll turn out the same, though, is there? Isn’t this a Nature versus Nurture situation? Surely a lot will depend on their circumstances as they grow up, what sort of education they get, how healthy their surroundings are? Just because you’re genetically identical, doesn’t mean you’ll turn out to have the same skill set as each other if you’ve had different upbringings, does it?’


    Ms Guedioura gave him a long, intent look. ‘You really have been doing your research, haven’t you, Inspector?’


    ‘Not really. Going to Oxford tends to broaden your outlook on life, one way or another. And reading a lot of science fiction, come to that.’


    ‘Nevertheless, you are absolutely right about the potential problems of these cloned individuals – if that is not a contradiction in terms. Their upbringing will be completely different to that of their donors – the people who have allowed us to store their DNA templates. So, while the donor might have been a talented biologist, for example, there is no guarantee, as you say, that the clone will even be interested in biology when it grows up. Indeed, the chances are that very few of the clones will live up to the standards of their donors, even though the majority of them will at least have equivalent IQs. All that can be said about it is that it’s the best approach we’ve been able to come up with.


    ‘However, what we have been discussing is mostly out there in the public domain to a greater or lesser extent. What I am about to tell you is Absolutely Classified, do you understand?’


    ‘Understood.’


    Again, she hesitated, as if gathering her thoughts, then she said, ‘These clones – how much more might they offer to the colony if they were to be given the memories and knowledge of their donors?’


    ‘You mean copying the donor’s memories and then transferring them into the clone?’


    ‘Exactly.’


    It was his turn to stare now. ‘You mean, it can be done?’


    ‘We are very close to it, yes. It’s apparently a matter of storage memory at the moment, but I’m told that is a soluble situation. What remains problematic is transferring the memories into the clone.’


    ‘Because you haven’t created a viable clone yet.’


    ‘Exactly. And before you ask, there is no question of attempting to transfer these memories into a normal human being.’


    Normal human being… Clones. So, as far as you’re concerned, there’s a difference already, is that it? How will these clones be treated when they are finally ‘quickened’?


    Not my problem, thank goodness… Well, not yet, anyway.


    ‘When would these memories be transferred anyway? At what age? Would a newborn – or quickened – baby be able to process those memories?’


    Yet again, she hesitated, then said, ‘I am not at liberty to tell you that.’ Suddenly, unexpectedly, she smiled. ‘Mostly because I don’t know the answer myself. I’m not sure the scientists themselves know it either at the moment. However, I am sure you can see the implications of this memory storage technology falling into the wrong hands, in terms of genetic manipulation.’


    Was she reading my mind? ‘I think I can, yes. You could take a suitable clone and download the knowledge of a Nobel Prize winner into it. By the same token, it could be the memories and skills of a trained soldier – or simply give him enough intelligence to be a road sweeper. It could be Brave New World made real, with Alphas, Epsilons and everything in between.’


    ‘You see the problem? We have to ensure that this technology does not fall into the hands of either New Dawn or EarthCorp, both of whom would almost certainly misuse it.’


    And the UN won’t? OK, I work for them and they’re a damn sight better than New Dawn and EarthCorp, but I don’t have any illusions about them using whatever tools they think will get the job done – in a good cause, of course, or at least that will be their rationalisation. Maybe they’ll take more persuading to do it, but if it comes to the crunch, they’ll manipulate these clones to their own ends, the same as anyone else.


    ‘You realise that it will eventually do exactly that, Ms Guedioura?’ he said. ‘Once the genie’s out of the bottle, there’s no putting it back. We should have learned that with the atom bomb, shouldn’t we?’


    ‘I’m afraid I have to agree with you on that, Inspector. However, our brief is to protect both elements of Project Demeter – the clones and their digitised memories – at least until we leave Earth orbit.’


    ‘Which isn’t for another two years yet. Do you really think we can keep it hidden from them for that long?’


    ‘I do know we have to try, Inspector. We–’


    The sound of an explosion smashed into the room, the concussion shaking the building. Reacting instinctively, Vinter leaped out of his chair, and vaulted across his desk, pulling her out of her seat and onto the floor, flattening himself alongside her. ‘Stay down!’ he yelled, his ears still ringing.


    ‘What–’


    ‘I said, stay down!’ He looked quickly around, trying to think clearly. The blast had come from the ground floor, probably the reception area and now that his hearing was beginning to return, he could hear the crackle of gunfire.


    Jesus Christ… we’re under attack! And my gun’s in the fucking drawer! But to reach it would involve putting himself in full view through the large plate glass window and although nobody was shooting through it at the moment, he had no intention of giving them the opportunity.


    Hold on a minute… I don’t remember this bit at all…


    He shook his head to clear it, wondering where the random thought had come from, then looked up as his office door opened, sighing with relief as he saw it was Sergeant Vunipola, sidearm in hand, who was beckoning to them. ‘This way, sir and ma’am!’


    Guedioura looked at Vinter, her eyes wide; he nodded. ‘Do as he says, but keep your head down!’


    She nodded dumbly, then scrambled to her feet and ran towards the door in a low, shambling run, with Vinter just behind her, shielding her, half expecting to feel the impact of a bullet in his back all the way out into the corridor.


    ‘What’s going on, Sergeant?’


    ‘We’re under attack, sir. They smashed through the doors with an armoured car and then piled in.’


    ‘How many?’


    ‘At least a dozen.’


    ‘Any indication who the hell they are?’


    ‘Not so far – they’re not showing any insignia.’


    ‘OK. Is the Panic Room manned?’


    Vunipola gave Khalida Guedioura a meaningful glance, then said, ‘The Citadel is secured, sir.’


    ‘OK. Take Ms Guedioura there. I’m going to take a look from the gallery.’


    ‘Sir. This way, ma’am.’ Vunipola took her arm and led her away from the sound of shooting. Vinter moved towards the gallery overlooking the main Reception Area, ducking down alongside Lieutenant Munoz, who was using a small sniper periscope to peer over the retaining wall, with two UNSEC patrolmen next to her. The gunfire seemed to have slackened off, momentarily, but he resisted the impulse to look over the parapet himself.


    I don’t remember this either…


    What the hell was going on in his head? He forced himself to focus. ‘Situation?’ Vinter asked her.


    ‘I count fourteen attackers, sir, all armed with automatic weapons. They’ve used stun grenades and seem to be killing anyone they see.’


    ‘Tear gas?’


    ‘Not so far. They–’


    Vinter never heard what she was going to say, because the next moment, there was a shattering detonation behind him, much louder than any so far and something slammed into his back with hideous force. There was an instant of white-hot agony lancing through him before the blackness descended, but even then, he was aware of that disembodied voice in his head again…


    So that’s how it happened.


    


    *****


    


    He awoke instantly, sitting up straight in the bed, stifling a scream, and looked around, taking in the reassuring surroundings; he was back in his quarters on Terra Nova and it had simply been a dream. No, not a dream, he realised slowly – a memory. One that had left him still shaking.


    Bloody hell… no wonder Vinter didn’t want me to remember that. I can’t say I blame him…


    But what had happened next? That memory was still missing – and if it was anything like this, he was not sure he wanted to find out now. There were no reports of the incident in any of the files aboard, which implied that it was probably New Dawn that had staged the attack; all he knew was what Vinter had told him, that he had been paralysed from the waist down and confined to a wheelchair from that day on. Had Munoz and the two patrolmen survived? Or Guedioura? Vunipola?


    Actually, that last one was easy to check; he activated his comp and called up the database listing the colonists in the cryochambers. Guedioura – yes, she was there, so at least she got out alive. No sign of Munoz or Vunipola, but then there wouldn’t be, because they were nowhere near senior enough to make the cut…


    And, even if they had survived the attack, they were long dead anyway, by now.


    He sat back, staring sightlessly at the screen. He wasn’t supposed to have had that memory at all, but obviously it had been there anyway, ready to show itself in his dreams – how many more were lurking somewhere in his head, ready to spring out at him without warning?


    If this had been anything to go by, did he honestly want to remember any more?


    His in-ear comm sounded, bringing him abruptly back to the here and now. ‘Vinter here.’


    Ferreira’s voice spoke. ‘Get to Three Gamma immediately. There’s been a shooting incident.’


    Three Gamma – the cafeteria. Shit… ‘On my way.’


    


    *****


    


    It’s starting already, even sooner than I thought…


    ‘The area is secured, sir,’ the young lieutenant reported, with only the slightest tremor in his voice, but his pale, shocked eyes gave the lie to his attempt at professional detachment. Mind you, Vinter couldn’t blame him… He nodded briefly to the officer and pushed past him into the cafeteria, sizing up the situation in a series of long scans from left to right, only distantly noting the six New Dawn soldiers who had taken up position around the room. To his left, a young woman lay sprawled across a table, face down, a row of bloody wounds stitched across her back; as he took this in, he had to step carefully over the body of a soldier, lying spreadeagled on his back, his head and shoulders half blown away by the bullets that had cut him down, a single eye staring sightlessly upwards. All around him, bodies were strewn across the tables, chairs and floor of the cafeteria, civilians and soldiers alike. Jesus… I doubt if anyone will ever call this the Savoy Grill again.


    But this was the one he was looking for, a soldier in full New Dawn uniform, on his back, his body ripped apart by bullets from at least four automatic weapons, still screaming defiance as they had cut him down, ending his berserker spree… Even though he realised the futility of the action, Vinter crouched down and felt for a pulse.


    ‘Vinter here,’ he said.


    ‘Report,’ said Ferreira’s voice in his in-ear unit.


    ‘Target is confirmed dead.’


    ‘I’ll send in the med team.’


    Vinter sighed. ‘OK, but I think it’s a bit too late for that. He did a pretty thorough job.’


    ‘How many?’


    He rose to his feet and counted the bodies, although he had already done that on his first scan. ‘Fourteen.’ Fourteen people, most of whom had probably gone to the cafeteria for breakfast before going on their shift, the same as always, and now they were dead…


    ‘Shit…’ he heard the murmured obscenity, so unusual for Ferreira, and realised just how much this had affected the other man. ‘Confirm fourteen.’ The voice was back under control now.


    ‘Confirmed.’


    ‘Very well… Report to the bridge.’


    


    *****


    


    Vinter folded his arms impatiently as Ferreira watched the footage from the surveillance cam for the third time; the main door suddenly thrown open, Ramirez – the soldier who had gone berserker – striding purposefully into the cafeteria, sweeping his weapon from side to side in a continuous fire, his face completely contorted in a rictus of hate and incandescent rage. When the weapon’s magazine was exhausted, he had simply replaced the clip in a series of movements that were so precise, they might have been taken from a military text book, then had simply carried on firing, concentrating now on those nearest to the exit, still moving with that same purposeful tread and almost robotic concentration, only changing direction when the door behind him opened and three armed troops appeared, already opening fire. Ramirez had staggered drunkenly backwards, then there was more firing from the exit as other troops arrived, spinning Ramirez round, his gun still firing, before it was torn from his grasp as the fusillade of shells ripped into him and it was only then that he finally went down. He had made one last effort to reach the gun he had dropped, reaching out what still remained of his right arm before his head slumped to one side and, at last, he was dead.


    Ferreira seemed to let out a long sigh, then turned to face Vinter. ‘You were right,’ he said quietly. ‘They infiltrated my men as well.’


    ‘I told you – if they could get to one of us, they could get to as many as they liked.’


    ‘You were expecting this?’


    ‘Something like this, just not this soon. They probably sent the activation signals a while ago. I’ve got Mendis looking at whether we’ve received any anomalous signals in the last forty-eight hours, but, even if we can detect them, it doesn’t mean they have to send any more. One signal could have activated all the sleepers, but they don’t necessarily all have to react simultaneously – they could have staggered response times, so we might never receive another signal to warn us, if that’s what you’re thinking of. They might already been primed and ready to explode at varying intervals.’


    ‘So we can expect this sort of random attack from now on – until they’re close enough to stage a full-scale asssult?’


    ‘And beyond. I would guess that the volume of attacks will reach a peak during their final assault, assuming that’s what they’re going to do. That way, they get maximum disruption while we’re trying to beat them off. Until then, it’ll be more a case of psychological warfare, to keep us off-balance.’


    Ferreira nodded reluctantly. ‘And again, there’s nothing we can do about it except warn our troops to remain vigilant about any abnormal behaviour.’


    ‘I would think, after this lot, that there will be a lot of abnormal behaviour anyway… In any case, you saw what happened.’ He nodded at the frozen image on the wallscreen. ‘There was no warning. Ramirez was talking to his mate da Costa on guard duty, then he simply pulled out his side-arm and shot da Costa in the head before going off on his rampage.’


    ‘And he and da Costa had known each other for years – they’d both signed up together,’ Ferreira said, shaking his head. ‘But then, that’s what Combat Conditioning does, I suppose.’


    Vinter looked at him in surprise at the regret in Ferreira’s voice. However… ‘And one of Ramirez’s victims was an UNSEC corporal, Colonel, who, had he been armed, might just have been able to defend himself, maybe even stop Ramirez before he killed as many as he did.’


    Ferreira glanced sharply at him. ‘So we should arm your UNSEC people, is that what you’re saying?’


    ‘Colonel, when those shuttles arrive, we’re going to need everyone we can get with weapons training anyway – or were you seriously going to let thirty odd UNSEC officers go to waste?’


    There was a pause, then, ‘No, I wasn’t – but you’re saying we should arm them now?’


    ‘You said it yourself, Colonel – we can expect similar incidents from here on in. Anyone who’s weapons trained can help reduce casualties in this kind of thing. As it is, we’re going to have to turn two man patrols or details into at least three – that way, if one goes berserk, he’s got to kill two troops before he can really run riot, not one. It increases the chances of one of the others stopping him dead in his tracks before he can do more damage. And move away from ‘buddy’ groupings – we don’t want anyone hesitating because it’s one of his mates who’s run amok.’ He shrugged. ‘If having UNSEC personnel armed bothers you, disperse them around the assignments, so you can have a three-man detail of two of your troops who aren’t friends and someone from UNSEC who doesn’t know either of them from Adam. That way, there won’t be any freezing on the trigger from any of them if it all blows up.’


    Ferreira was nodding slowly in reluctant agreement. ‘It makes sense, I suppose.’ Then, he sighed and rubbed his face tiredly. ‘And the other thing, which you hadn’t mentioned yet, is that we’re all going to be looking at each other suspiciously, aren’t we? If what you are saying is true, any of us could be a sleeper, couldn’t we?’


    ‘Which is also what they want us to think,’ said Vinter. ‘The enemy within… If you ever get the chance, Colonel, look up the Un-American Activities Committee. It makes fascinating reading – and it’s exactly what EarthCorp wants us to be doing, distrusting each other and wasting time looking for enemies that aren’t there, or that we won’t know are enemies anyway until they run riot. If you can’t trust the man standing next to you in the line, what chance have you got of winning the battle?’


    Now, Ferreira’s look was one of distaste. ‘This is the kind of war you fight, Vinter – dirty and underhand. I prefer a war when you know your enemy and confront him face to face. A clean war.’


    ‘A clean war?’ Vinter’s laugh was harsh, mocking. ‘Don’t make me laugh. There’s no such thing, Colonel. Because, in any war, men die when they needn’t, because someone else who doesn’t ever have to risk his life decides that they’re going to. Die, that is. The bravery of being out of range, Colonel, that’s what your war is all about. Or are you going to be the first to go into battle, to confront the enemy face to face, as you put it? I don’t think so, somehow… So don’t give me all this crap about a clean war, Colonel, because all war is dirty – no, not just dirty – it’s fucking obscene.’ He held Ferreira’s furious glare for several seconds, knowing that the other man was only just restraining himself from attacking him – for all the good it would do him – then said, ‘And this is from someone who is the best fucking soldier you will ever command, Colonel. Just don’t ever for a moment believe that I agree with any of it, do you understand me?’


    Ferreira’s voice was cold with suppressed rage. ‘What I understand, Vinter, is that when I give the order, you will kill our enemies just as efficiently – and just as ruthlessly – as I, or any of my colleagues that you claim to despise, would. That is what I understand. Nothing else is of any relevance to you or to me. So, Major Vinter – do you understand me?


    ‘Perfectly, Colonel. I always have.’


    


    *****


    


    The Persephone chime interrupted him as he was shaving. ‘Here.’


    ‘Adebayo and Mendis have set up the access you asked for, sir. It involves quite a long protocol, though. OK to send it by encrypted email? Send and Delete?’


    ‘Hold on a minute.’ Vinter moved into the main area and over to the comp, accessing his mail. ‘Go ahead.’ He watched as Kari’s message arrived, then dragged the icon immediately into his personal hard drive. ‘OK, delete.’


    ‘Done.’ The original message disappeared from the log; unless anyone had been monitoring the message for those five seconds or so, there was no evidence that any message had ever been sent.


    ‘Acknowledged. And the other request?’


    ‘It’s in hand, sir.’


    ‘Well done, Kari.’


    ‘Thanks, sir. Proserpina.’


    It was only then that he realised he had used her first name; Shit, must be more tired than I thought…


    He pushed the thought aside, because now that the necessary protocol had been set up, it was time to send the message, but as he typed in the passwords that opened up his line of communications, he was very aware that, once he had sent the signal, there would be no going back. He would be committed.


    Along with who knew how many others, unfortunately…


    He did not have to do this, of course; there was still time to pull back from the edge. All he had to do was, literally, nothing. Just let events take their course – and run the risk of losing everything.


    Put that way, he had no choice, none at all. But did he have the right to do this? To play God?


    Vinter hesitated for a moment longer, then sent the password protocols that would enable Vinter Two to open the Shuttle Bay Doors.


    *****


    


    The next incident happened thirty hours later, when a maintenance worker in Nuclear Engineering used a heavy wrench to smash in the skull of his supervisor, sealed himself off from the rest of the ship, then started to key in the correct coded sequence of instructions to withdraw the cooling rods from Reactor Three that would have resulted in a full meltdown within two hours; he had only been prevented from completing the procedure by pumping water into the entire compartment and drowning him – and the supervisor. It was little consolation that the various safeguards would have prevented full meltdown because they entailed flooding the entire reactor space and shutting it down permanently.


    ‘In other words, it was intended to cause significant, but not fatal, damage,’ commented Ferreira.


    ‘It looks like it, yes, but it means we have to introduce the same procedures throughout the ship as we’re using for military details – always at least three people around,’ said Vinter.


    Ferreira glanced sharply at him, then shook his head in frustration, muttering something under his breath, before he nodded slowly. ‘Again, you’re right. And I suppose that includes all levels of authority – by your logic, there should be someone else with us at this moment.’ They were in his office, seated on each side of the desk, but there was nobody else present; for some time now, Ferreira had been by-passing his own Command Team and simply consulting Vinter on key issues, even though it was patently obvious that neither man could stand the other and did little to conceal it. Despite himself, Vinter had to concede – grudgingly – that Ferreira was a thorough professional; he had effectively appointed Vinter his Chief of Staff, despite his own personal feelings, simply because he felt that Vinter had more to offer than the rest of his Command Team.


    ‘True – although I think I could probably handle you if you ran amok, and you’ve got that remote to keep me in line. The point is that the engineer–’


    ‘Barzini.’


    ‘Barzini knew the correct password sequence for withdrawing the rods. But, apparently, there was no way he could have known it – he didn’t have the necessary security rating.’


    ‘Oh, dear God…’ Ferreira groaned as he realised the implications. ‘He must have been given the sequence as part of his activation signal.’


    ‘Or it was always there, buried deep in his memory and the signal simply released it.’ Vinter shrugged. ‘Either way, your security has been compromised big time, Colonel.’


    To Vinter’s surprise, Ferreira buried his head in his hands, rubbing his face in seeming exhaustion. He was silent for almost ten seconds, before he said quietly, ‘We’re going to lose this, aren’t we, Vinter? They have us beaten on all fronts, damn them.’


    ‘It’s because they planned for this – you didn’t. They’re bound to have the edge on you, Colonel, but they’ve still got to get aboard, haven’t they? That’s still the deciding factor – they can’t afford to damage Terra Nova too much, so they can’t just blast their way in, can they? If we can hold them off, we’re still in the game.’ And, dammit, you know all this – I shouldn’t have to be reminding you, should I?


    Ferreira raised his head and nodded slowly. ‘Of course you’re right, Vinter. Attacking a strongly defended position is always difficult, especially when you have to capture the objective intact. We still hold the strategic advantage.’


    Vinter noted how Ferreira had taken refuge in military jargon; he was back on balance now. He probably would have been anyway, but, just then, it had taken Vinter to restore his confidence. Had he been on the point of throwing in the towel and did I just talk him out of it?


    Not that he would have surrendered, of course, not this early in the game – it had just been despair, that was all and that would not have lasted long, but even so, there was more than a hint of irony about the situation…


    The thing is that, no matter what he thinks or decides, I can’t allow him to surrender – if what I’ve got in mind is going to work, this thing has to be fought out to the bitter end, no matter what it costs, no matter what price has to be paid.


    And it was going to be a very high price indeed…


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 12


    


    


    ‘Alpha Priority. Inspector Vinter to UNSEC Office.’ Kari’s voice through his in-ear device over the UNSEC band – not Persephone, so this is official, but, although the words were formal, there was an edge of tension behind them that had Vinter running for the door even before she had finished speaking.


    ‘Report, Lieutenant,’ he said, skidding round a corner.


    He could hear her draw in her breath before replying, her voice more under control, ‘Berserker incident in Corridor Twenty Seven. Fatalities.’


    Corridor Twenty Seven – right outside her office… ‘Do you need backup?’


    ‘Not… not now… too late.’ The last two words were almost in a murmur.


    ‘Do you need medical assistance?’


    ‘No, I’m OK… but I think it’s too late for… It’s on its way, anyway. Just get here.’ Her voice sounded taut, controlled, perhaps too much so?


    ‘OK, I’m nearly there. Just hold on, Kari.’ What the fuck had happened?


    Well, that was pretty bloody obvious, because her message had been explicit about that – another berserker attack – but was she OK?


    The corridor was in the process of being secured by UNSEC patrolmen as he arrived, less than thirty seconds after she had called him – at least they were on the ball – and they simply nodded him through the cordon that was already being slung across the entrance.


    He took in the situation in a single glance; Kari was over to the right, arms folded tightly over her chest, ashen-faced, while two UNSEC patrolmen were effectively standing guard over a New Dawn trooper lying sprawled motionless on the floor.


    Four other bodies, one in UNSEC uniform, the others all civilians: the UNSEC patrolwoman was half-sitting, half lying against the far wall, a smear of blood showing how she had been pinned back against the wall by the bullets that formed a red line across her head and shoulders. She was unarmed, off duty, probably just passing through, but the first one the gunman had taken out simply because she was in uniform… The wrong place at the wrong time.


    He could almost reconstruct the scene by the positions of the gunman and his victims – the patrolwoman had been the first to die, blasted at point blank range, before the gunman had pivoted to the the left, cutting down the next victim, lying spreadeagled on his back, half his chest and shoulders ripped away, then number three, lying on her side halfway back towards the entrance Vinter had just used, probably caught still turning to run for it, then number four, lying face down, shot in the back as she had tried to flee.


    Shit… three of them were women… Fuck! Vinter knew it shouldn’t make a difference, but it did, at least for him… Vinter Prime would have been seething.


    He turned towards Kari, noting that her weapon had been returned to its holster, as per Standing Orders; it was only now that he realised Ferreira and Yung-Sien had arrived and were standing in the doorway behind him. Neither had said anything – they were both watching him intently and Vinter realised that they were leaving this to him.


    ‘Lieutenant?’ he asked, his voice deliberately formal.


    Kari seemed startled for a moment, then nodded and came to attention. ‘Sir?’


    ‘Make your report.’


    She took a deep breath, then with an evident effort to keep her voice under control, said, ‘I was in my office when I heard gunfire outside. I drew my weapon and came out of the office. I saw this man –’ she pointed down at the dead trooper ‘–in the act of shooting that victim there.’ She indicated the woman lying face down. ‘He seemed to realise I was there and turned around, so I shot him twice in the chest. He still remained on his feet, so I shot him a third time, this time in the head, and he went down.’ She hesitated, then continued. ‘I then shot him twice more while he was on the ground…’ Again, she broke off, taking a long breath before she continued, her voice rigidly formal: ‘To be perfectly honest, sir, I wanted to make sure he was dead. I’m aware I could face disciplinary procedures for my actions.’


    ‘I don’t think so, Lieutenant. I don’t think you had any alternative in the circumstances.’


    She glanced briefly at him. ‘Thank you, sir.’


    He leaned forward so that nobody else would hear his next words. ‘You did well, Kari. Don’t ever think anything else, OK?’


    Her eyes met his again, and this time she did not look away. She nodded slowly. ‘OK, sir.’ She hesitated, then said softly, ‘And thanks again.’


    Vinter gave what he hoped was an encouraging smile, then stepped back and looked around. Somehow, the medical team had arrived and were examining the bodies; he hadn’t noticed them at all until now. Someone – probably Ferreira – had cleared away the watchers outside so that only Ferreira himself remained in the doorway; he nodded to Vinter, just once, before he turned and left.


    ‘OK, Lieutenant,’ Vinter said briskly, turning back to her. ‘Get to your quarters and rest. That’s an order. The report can wait for now – I think I have a pretty good idea what happened here anyway.’ She opened her mouth to speak but he shook his head. ‘As I said, Lieutenant, that’s an order.’


    ‘Yes, sir.’


    Vinter watched her leave, giving the dead berserker only a brief glance, then sighed and walked over to the medical team.


    


    *****


    


    ‘How is Lieutenant Sondgren?’ Ferreira asked, when Vinter reported to his office, thirty minutes later.


    ‘She’s dealing with it – she’s taken a sedative and Adebayo’s with her at the moment,’ said Vinter. ‘She’s not exactly over the moon about it, but…’ He shrugged. ‘She’s pretty resilient, though – she’ll be OK… eventually.’


    ‘Was it her first time in action? Had she ever used her weapon in anger before?’


    Vinter shook his head. ‘Not according to her record, no.’


    Ferreira seemed suddenly far away, in some other time and place. ‘They tell you that the first one is the worst, that after that, it gets easier.’ He sighed. ‘But it doesn’t, does it? And nor should it…’ He broke off abruptly, as if he had said too much, then continued. ‘Keep an eye on her, Vinter, will you? We can’t afford to lose her – not now.’


    Vinter stared at him, trying to keep his face totally impassive. Bloody hell – just when you think you’ve got him taped, he goes and surprises you… Is Ferreira a model commanding officer, showing concern about his subordinates, because it’s in the military text books – or does he really care? Either way, he doesn’t really deserve what’s going to happen to him…


    The comms set on Ferreira’s desk chimed; his hand snaked out to grab it, betraying his tension. ‘Ferreira here… What? Repeat…’ His shoulders slumped tiredly, then he said, ‘Very well – I’ll be there as soon as possible.’ He replaced the set, shaking his head, then stood up slowly.


    ‘Someone’s released raw sewage into the main water supply in Three Gamma,’ he said, resignedly.


    


    *****


    


    Incident Five, or maybe Six, if you count Teixeira… Ferreira looked up impatiently as Teymourian arrived, still buttoning his tunic, then said, ‘Very well, gentleman and lady, we have footage of the incident in the Social Area that occurred forty seven minutes ago. The reason I have summoned you here without an opportunity to study it in detail is because Major Vinter feels that this incident shows a significant development in the enemy’s disruption campaign and I must say that I am inclined to agree with him. Major?’


    Vinter nodded. ‘I’m not sure that watching the footage will be all that helpful at the moment – it still needs a good deal of cleaning up and editing to make sense – so I’ll simply run through what we’ve managed to piece together. As far as we can determine–’


    Yung-Sien raised his hand. ‘Who exactly is we?’ The resentment in his voice was only too evident.


    It was Ferreira who answered. ‘Major Vinter and myself. We’ve just spent over fifteen minutes running through the footage, and are thus able to give a full briefing, so can we get on with it?’


    Despite the circumstances, Vinter found himself having to stifle a smile at Yung-Sien’s discomfiture; he obviously had not expected to be put down so emphatically by his superior.


    ‘Continue, Major.’


    ‘Thank you, Colonel. The actual sleeper responsible for this incident was a Private Jens Matthias.’ Vinter pressed a key on his comp and an ID photo of a man in his mid twenties appeared on the wallscreen. ‘Let me run you through the sequence of events.


    ‘Private Matthias and his friends Privates Houseman and Salgado arrive in Harry’s Bar – sorry, the main Social Area – at 2046. They buy drinks at the bar, then take seats just here.’ He pressed another key and a floor plan of the Social Area appeared on the screen, showing the general lay out of the bar; one of the tables was highlighted in red. ‘You’ll notice that it’s situated pretty much in the exact centre of the bar area. It’s also perhaps relevant that the three of them apparently usually stayed at the bar when drinking together – but not this time.


    ‘Seventeen minutes later, at 2103, Matthias takes out two fragmentation grenades from his jacket pocket, throws one of them very precisely onto the bar and allows the other to detonate in the middle of his table. Matthias, Houseman and Salgado are killed instantly, but the shrapnel from that grenade rips through the bar in all directions. The one that has been lobbed onto the bar has a similar effect, killing, as it turned out, all the bar staff and everyone sitting on bar stools. One of the victims is almost cut in two by the blast and shrapnel, another is decapitated… and so on. A total of thirty-five dead, plus fifty-two suffering injuries ranging from superficial for those furthest away to life threatening or changing for those closer, but outside immediately lethal range. Or, to put it another way, approximately fifty per cent of those currently awake are now on the casualty list.’


    Vinter paused, to allow the others to absorb the information, then went on, ‘OK, those are the bare facts but this is what we need to think about. The attack took place at 2103 on a Saturday night. Statistically speaking, that’s during the hour when the bar is at its busiest throughout the week. Coincidence? I doubt it. The grenade that was lobbed onto the bar was almost perfectly placed, again, for maximum effect. While that could be explained by whatever triggered Matthias’s attack also instigating the kind of Combat Conditioning that would enable him to do so with such precision, that doesn’t explain where the grenades came from, does it? They didn’t just happen to be there, did they? These men were off duty, remember.’


    ‘Oh crap…’ murmured Sharma, seeing the implications.


    ‘Exactly. Matthias must have smuggled them into the bar. Which means he appropriated them, somehow, while he was on duty – at least five hours previously. He stole them, took them into the bar, waited until the bar was full, or as full as it was ever likely to be, then went into action. This wasn’t a random attack – this was carefully planned and executed.’


    Sharma was nodding slowly. ‘So Matthias was a sleeper who knew he was? He was given his orders and carried them out, even though he knew he would be committing suicide?’


    Vinter nodded. ‘Combat Conditioning would ensure that he would, but this was a more calculated approach than we’ve seen so far. It shows that we’ve got at least two types of sleeper to contend with, probably three. One: the kamikaze, who simply runs amok and kills as many people as he can before inevitably being killed and who, basically, doesn’t even know what he’s doing, or if he does, can’t do anything about it. Two: whoever polluted the water in Three Gamma. Simple enough to do, as it turns out – it might even have been done by simply pouring the sewage into the tank manually. The point is that whoever did it has not been caught and does not appear to have committed suicide afterwards – he or she could strike again. Three: Matthias. This involved careful planning and execution for maximum impact – from what we’ve seen on the footage, he was behaving perfectly normally right up to the moment he took out the grenades. Even after he’d thrown one, he just sat down again, waiting for the other to detonate less than a metre away. True, he ended up dead the same as the kamikazes, but had significantly more effect – he killed more people than all the previous incidents added together.’


    ‘So you’re saying that these incidents are not entirely random?’ asked Watanabe.


    ‘This one wasn’t. I suspect Matthias was given an order to kill as many people as possible in a single area – it was probably quite specific about that – and to use fragmentation grenades. Even if he hadn’t been activated until after PlanetFall, he would simply have selected a suitable area where a large number of people would gather and use the grenades there. A specific objective, but a non-specific context, in other words.’


    Yung-Sien spoke next, his voice heavy with suspicion. ‘You seem to know a good deal about how this disruption campaign is being organised.’


    Vinter smiled faintly. ‘That’s because I probably am organising it – in a way. It’s almost certainly their Vinter doing it. So, if I were in his shoes, that’s what I would be doing. He’ll have a list of their sleepers on board and what they might be able to achieve – that’s how he’s doing it. Matthias had access to fragmentation grenades, so he was chosen for this one.’


    ‘Yes, but what if their sleepers weren’t actually awake at the moment?’ asked Sharma.


    ‘Captain, I hate to break it to you, but, so far, all of the armed berserkers have belonged to New Dawn – so whoever is organising this on Stalker knows they’re going to be awake right now, because you’ve woken up all of your side, haven’t you?’


    ‘But what about the others?’ demanded Sharma. ‘Teixeira, Barzini and whoever polluted the water? They weren’t New Dawn.’


    ‘True – and they weren’t armed, either, but with Barzini and the sewage merchant, they were much more opportunistic – a case of using their own jobs to cause damage. They happened to be awake, so they reacted to the order. As for Teixeira, Vinter Two would also have known that most of UNSEC would be awoken once Stalker showed up on our screens, and Teixeira would be one of those.’ He shrugged. ‘It might not be a hundred per cent effective – there may be people who he assumed would be awake who aren’t – but he’s still producing a pretty respectable strike rate, I’d say.’ The boy’s done good…


    Sharma was leaning forward in his seat, following up the implications. ‘But for them to do all this, they must have set it all up before we even left Earth, correct?’


    Vinter nodded. ‘Absolutely correct, Captain. They were thinking long term. They knew New Dawn had infiltrated Terra Nova, but couldn’t prevent it happening, so they managed to gain access to some of the people on board here to – well, to put it crudely, to mess with their heads, so that they’ll react to specific coded instructions. You could do it by post-hypnotic suggestion or, apparently, by injecting nanobots that would have the same effect – either way, it wouldn’t take long. The injection could have taken place during a medical examination, for example, or the post-hypnotic suggestion could be implanted during a period of unconsciousness – falling asleep while with a sexual partner or a prostitute, perhaps.’


    ‘But this was eighty years ago!’ Teymourian protested.


    Yeah, and you’re trying to remember who you slept with after you were selected for this mission, aren’t you – same as everyone else in this room…


    ‘As I said, they were thinking long term. If EarthCorp couldn’t send Stalker straight after us and had to go for the later option – sending their own starship that would arrive after you and would then have to take the colony from you – then these sleepers would kick in then. As it is, they’re using them now, but they always intended to use them at some point. They weren’t going to let you have Terra Nova, or whatever you intend to call the planet, without a fight.’


    ‘And let us not under-estimate the effect they are already having,’ said Ferreira grimly. ‘Fifty percent casualties is not exactly an insignificant number, but that isn’t even the primary reason for these incidents. They are doing this in order to achieve the kind of disruption and panic that we are now seeing. We are having to change our procedures – for example, we will probably have to start searching everyone going into the Social Area from now on, or even declare it off-limits, and we are going to have to institute a three man unit system as opposed to two throughout the ship. Extra guards for the Engineering and Environmental Sections, extra precautions to be taken when logging into the Ship’s Network, along with limiting access to it in any case, because we still don’t know how these commands are reaching the sleepers, and so on. It is causing a good deal of disruption for little effort on their part – and I apologise to Major Vinter for stealing his thunder, because that was the very point he made to me when this all started.’


    Vinter shrugged. ‘OK by me. The thing is, Captain, that it almost doesn’t matter if it is unco-ordinated. It’s the simple fact that it’s happening at all that’s got us running around, expending energy and resources that could be better used to defend this ship.


    ‘But there’s worse to come, I’m afraid. We can be sure that they won’t have used up all their sleepers by the time they make their attack. That’s when they’ll really go for it. We can expect a full-scale outbreak of these berserker attacks while we’re trying to fight off their main assault. We’re going to have to deal with both at the same time.’


    Ferreira nodded emphatically. ‘And, in the meantime, we must remain vigilant. We now know that these sleepers can strike when and where they please.’


    ‘And we will not know who we can trust,’ said Sharma gloomily.


    ‘It’s worse than that,’ said Vinter. ‘We don’t even know if we can trust ourselves, when it comes right down to it. Any one of us could be a sleeper. And that is exactly what they want us to be thinking.’


    Ferreira nodded. ‘Exactly.’ He rubbed his eyes tiredly. ‘I think that is all for the moment, lady and gentlemen. In fact, I think it is more than enough. I’m afraid you will all need to draw up revised duty rosters asap. So, unless anyone has anything else to contribute…?’


    It was a thinly veiled dismissal, but as the Command Team to their feet, Ferreira said, ‘Not you, Vinter. There’s one more thing I need to discuss.’


    Vinter stared back at him, aware of the resentful looks from the others as they left, then shrugged. ‘OK.’ He waited until the door had closed behind them, then said, ‘One more thing?’


    ‘Lieutenant Sondgren. Is she ready to return to duty?’


    Vinter hesitated for a moment, taken aback by the abrupt change of subject. ‘I don’t know. I’d have to talk to her.’


    ‘She came to see me with a suggestion about dealing with any sleeper attacks that EarthCorp launch during their final assault. That was before she had to shoot the berserker, however.’


    ‘Indeed?’ Vinter hoped he wasn’t overdoing the surprised expression.


    ‘Indeed,’ Ferreira echoed. ‘I take it she hasn’t mentioned it to you?’


    Vinter shook his head. ‘Until the shooting incident, we hadn’t exactly spoken very much recently, to be honest.’


    ‘I see… Anyway, her suggestion was that UNSEC deals with any sleeper incidents, leaving my troops available for front line combat duties. After this latest development, I am inclined to agree to that.’


    Vinter nodded slowly. ‘Makes sense. Strictly speaking, such incidents are security matters, when all’s said and done. It’s exactly these scenarios – terrorist incidents, that sort of thing – that they’re trained to deal with, after all.’


    ‘They’re trained to deal with?’


    ‘I don’t think any of them regard me as part of their team any more.’


    ‘Probably not, I suppose… Sondgren suggested drawing up teams that can be rapidly deployed, with one New Dawn member in each, as part of our anti-berserker policy.’


    ‘Again, sounds good.’


    Ferreira stared directly at him. ‘She also suggested that she be put in overall command of these teams. In effect, she would be taking over as Senior UNSEC officer. How do you feel about that? Is she up to it?’


    ‘Have you seen her record? Of course she’s up to it.’


    ‘Even after the shooting incident?’


    ‘As I said then, she’s pretty resilient.’ She’ll damn well have to be, unfortunately… Vinter leaned forward in his chair. ‘Look, Colonel, thanks to you and your control device, they won’t take orders from me, but they will from her, so she’s pretty much the head of UNSEC anyway. I don’t see that you have any other choice. And this is the most sensible option for the berserker situation. When the attack happens, you don’t want your troops chasing off after them – that’ll be playing into EarthCorp’s hands.’


    Ferreira sighed. ‘True. Very well – I’ll put her in charge, but I’ll have one of my officers monitoring her.’


    ‘You mean you don’t trust her.’


    ‘I don’t trust any of you, to be perfectly frank, Vinter. But I also don’t see why I shouldn’t adopt this approach – and, as you say, she is the best choice for it.’


    Nicely done, Kari…


    


    *****


    


    ‘Who is it?’ said Kari’s voice from the speaker next to her door.


    ‘Inspector Vinter.’


    ‘Oh… Oh, OK. Come on in.’


    The door unlocked and slid open to let him in. Kari was rising to her feet from the sofa, but he motioned her to sit down again; there was a bottle of wine and a glass that was two-thirds full on the table in front of her. She noticed his look and smiled bleakly. ‘Don’t worry, sir – I’m not drunk and incapable. Honestly. Well – not yet, anyway.’


    ‘Wouldn’t blame you if you were.’ He gestured at the bottle. ‘Do you want a hand with that?’


    Again, a trace of a smile crossed her lips and she nodded. ‘There’s a glass next to the sink.’


    He found it and brought it over, sitting down opposite her in the armchair.


    She poured him a drink. ‘Skoal.’


    ‘Cheers.’


    ‘OK, have you come to check that I’m – what? – bearing up under the strain?’


    ‘Something like that, yes.’


    She nodded. ‘I think I’m over the worst of it. It was just the shock of it – it all happened so quickly.’ She drew in a long breath. ‘My first time, you see. I’ve never even had to draw my weapon on duty before, let alone use it. I guess I hoped I’d never have to.’


    ‘That’s because we generally don’t have to – we’re not soldiers, when all’s said and done. We’re there to try and defuse situations like that if we can.’


    ‘I know – but that was what upset me. I’m supposed to protect people, but I didn’t. I know you can’t always do that, but…’


    ‘Actually, you did protect people. If you hadn’t intervened, he’d just have gone on and killed others and it would have been someone else who stopped him. As it was, it was you – so you saved the lives of all those others. And there was really nothing else you could have done. If you’d gone through the proper warning procedures, telling him to put down his weapon and arresting him with minimum force, all that crap, you’d have ended up dead as well. You had to stop him then and there – and you did. You did your job, Kari – it’s as simple as that.’


    Her eyes had never left his face; now, she nodded slowly. ‘Thanks for that, sir. I really do appreciate it, but… But that wasn’t what I was thinking at the time – you know, doing my job. I just wanted to kill him before he killed me – and I wanted to make damn sure I did kill him. It was pure terror that drove me, to be honest.’


    ‘So? You don’t need to beat yourself up about it, Kari. You were confronted with someone who was effectively a killing machine with enough firepower to murder twenty people. So what if you were scared? You still did what you had to do – nothing else would have stopped him. And if you weren’t scared in that situation… well, there’d be something wrong with you, wouldn’t there? Even I would have been scared – and I’m supposed to be a super-warrior, remember?’


    Now, she smiled tiredly. ‘Again, thanks for that, sir – even if I didn’t believe that last bit at all.’


    ‘Just for the record, it’s true…’ Vinter hesitated, then said, ‘Look, I didn’t really want to ask you this so soon, but how do you feel about returning to duty? Ferreira’s gone for your suggestion about UNSEC being put in charge of sleeper incidents, so–’


    She glanced sharply at him. ‘He has?’


    ‘Yes. You’ll have someone monitoring you, but we were expecting that anyway. He’s going to put you in operational control.’


    She stared at him, then nodded. ‘OK… I’ll be back tomorrow, then.’


    ‘You’re sure?’


    ‘Absolutely.’ She saw his dubious expression and said, ‘Honestly, I’m up for this, especially now. You need me for this, don’t you?’


    ‘Yes, but–’


    ‘So we’ll do it. Look, sir, I can handle it, really.’ She shrugged. ‘I’d just as soon report back for duty, anyway, just to stop me brooding.’


    ‘You don’t need to brood about what you did. Like I said, you couldn’t have done anything else.’


    ‘I know… but it isn’t just about shooting that guy – well, some of it is, but not all. I’m not making much sense, am I?’


    ‘Not a lot, no.’


    She pulled her knees up in front of her and hugged them, pressing her chin against them. ‘It’s just that I can’t help feeling we’re so alone out here, on a journey that we won’t finish for another two hundred and fifty years and with no way of going back to where we came from. And then I start thinking about Earth and… Everyone I ever knew on Earth must be dead… And, OK, it’s the same for everyone else, but…’ She shrugged. ‘I suppose it’s because I don’t know how all this is going to turn out… I just seem a long way from home at the moment. Only there isn’t one any more, not for me, because…’ She broke off again and looked away from him.


    ‘Go on,’ he prompted gently.


    ‘It… it’s Mom and Dad, you see.’ Her eyes came back to his face. ‘I knew I’d never see them again once we left Earth, but they insisted I go – gave me their blessing, said it was the chance of a lifetime. And I suppose I thought that, by the time we reached Delta Pavonis, they’d be long gone anyway and I’d be able to live with that. They’d promised to send a message every year on my birthday, just filling me in on what was happening, how everyone was, that sort of thing, so that I’d still be in touch, in a way, and I’d know how things turned out for them – but now they’re gone… They only ever sent eight birthday messages before – well, you know… before we lost contact with Earth.’


    Vinter stared at her, realising that she had never seen the footage Lahtinen had shown him, seemingly ages ago now; she had no way of knowing what had happened on Earth, not for certain.


    ‘I don’t know if they ever grew old together, the way they wanted to,’ she continued. ‘Those messages are all I’ve got left of them now and they just stop…’ He could see tears glistening in her eyes. ‘I’ll never know what happened to them after that… I’ve got nobody now.’ She wiped her eyes with an impatient gesture, then forced an apologetic smile. ‘Sorry about this, sir.’


    ‘Don’t be, Kari.’ Jesus, here I am feeling sorry for myself, when I wasn’t even there on Earth, not really… At least Anji and Emma got to keep their Vinter – her folks lost their daughter for ever. And now she’s lost them… she’s just as alone as I am, as we all are, but it’s worse for her because nothing of what I remember is real, not to me. For her, it really happened… And do I tell her that the reason her parents had not sent any more messages was because they were dead, along with billions of others? Isn’t it better for her to believe that they might have lived out their full lives rather than take that away from her?


    He reached out and took her hands in his; she looked up at him with a startled expression that mirrored his own reaction, because he hadn’t consciously intended to do that… ‘Kari… listen to me. This probably isn’t going to help very much at the moment, but hopefully it will, in the future. All the while that you remember them, they’re still alive, in a way. Nobody ever completely dies until the last person who can remember them dies as well. You’ve still got your memories – and they’re mostly happy ones, right?’ And at least they’re real… ‘So treasure them – I know it sounds corny, but they’re still your memories – they’re in your head and – I don’t know… would you rather they weren’t?’


    She stared at him for several seconds, then nodded slowly. ‘No, I wouldn’t.’ She looked down and seemed to realise that their hands were still clasped together. She made no move to pull hers away and he had a sudden mental image of him pulling her close and kissing her in the knowledge that she would respond, knowing it beyond all doubt, somehow… What the hell?


    The moment passed and he squeezed her hands, gently, before releasing them. She seemed to take a deep breath, then she leaned forward and picked up her glass, holding it up to him as a toast. ‘Thanks, sir. I’ll be OK, now.’


    ‘You sure?’


    ‘Yes, I’ll be fine. Well, not fine, but… better than when you walked in. Thanks again for that.’


    ‘No problem.’ They clinked glasses and drank, before he made a show of looking at his watch. ‘I’d better be going, I suppose.’


    ‘OK.’ They both rose to their feet, but then Vinter heard the Persephone chime.


    ‘Yes?’ he subvocalised, seeing a faint smile on her face.


    ‘I’ll be there when you need me, sir – don’t worry.’


    ‘Again – are you sure? You know what it’s going to involve, especially now.’


    A momentary pause, then she nodded slowly. ‘I’m sure, sir. I won’t find it easy… but I won’t let you down.’


    Vinter stared at her for perhaps two seconds, then smiled. ‘I know you won’t.’


    ‘Thanks, sir. Proserpina.’


    She spoke aloud. ‘Thanks for dropping by, sir.’


    ‘Any time, Lieutenant.’


    


    *****


    


    Yet another bloody briefing in this sodding office… Vinter had to stifle a yawn, because he’d only managed a couple of hours’ sleep before the summons had come from Ferreira, saying simply that there had been ‘a significant development in the attack force’. And, even with his super-fit clone body, Vinter still needed his bloody sleep and he was fed up having it continually disturbed.


    Mind you, I never have been a morning person, have I? Some mornings, Anji and Emma were almost walking around on tiptoe so as not to upset me… And I do not need to be remembering this just now, do I? He looked around at the others, realising that they looked just as tired and irritable as he felt; next to him, Varaphan was using an old-style powder compact to apply lipstick, her short hair still tousled as if she had only just risen from her bed – which she probably had. But there was something else… Vinter had the odd sensation that there had been someone else in the bed with her and that her evident irritation was because they had been interrupted.


    Now why am I so sure about this? Can I read minds as well now? Or am I picking up pheromones?


    Actually, he realised suddenly, he very well might be; they’d boosted Sight and Hearing, after all, so why not Smell, the other sense that might give him some warning of an attack? And was that why he had been so certain that Kari would respond to him in her quarters, two nights before? And he’d known that Ilona would suggest sleeping with him that first night…


    Bloody hell – instant feedback on whether somebody fancies you or not. Being super-human does have its perks after all…


    Finally, here was Ferreira; nobody made even the slightest attempt to rise to their feet now. He nodded briefly at the others, then activated the wallscreen behind him.


    ‘The latest pictures from the EarthCorp starship,’ said Ferreira without preamble, pressing a key on his comp to produce a slideshow of images of Stalker, mostly taken from the side allowing much more detailed study of its design. Unfortunately, there was little there that was unexpected, in that Stalker was, basically, the same as Terra Nova itself; hardly surprising, perhaps, in that there were only seven years between them in terms of completion, but somehow reinforcing the sense of not really making any progress in evaluating its threat. ‘Stalker is still decelerating and, unless anything changes in the meantime, will take up position at Point Alpha in two days’ time.’


    Point Alpha: when Stalker would assume a position of rest relative to Terra Nova at a distance of just over three hundred thousand kilometres.


    Ferreira continued, ‘We now have a detailed assessment of Stalker’s weaponry available. Major Watanabe?’


    The major nodded briefly, then replied, ‘We’ve counted half a dozen large rail guns and three missile launchers along Stalker’s port side – the side nearest us – and drone surveillance indicate that they have a similar armament on the far side. We are assuming that they carry nuclear missiles, but can only speculate how many they are carrying.’ He shrugged. ‘A single five megaton device would be sufficient to destroy us, but they are probably carrying more than that. In any case, if they decide to deploy them, there is little that we could do in terms of counter-measures – we have just two rail guns we can deploy. Put bluntly, if they decide to use all their firepower against us, we’re history.’


    ‘So why haven’t they?’ asked Ferreira. ‘If our evaluation is correct, and they wish to capture Terra Nova intact, all of that firepower will be of little use to them, except to soften us up in advance of their assault. However, there is little we can do at this stage on that front, so the question is: what is our next move?’ He turned to address the group as a whole. ‘We are still attempting to elicit a response to our signals, but without success. If we launch a shuttle assault, both Major Watanabe and Captain Sharma agree with Major Vinter that such a move would almost certainly result in the loss of the shuttles with no significant damage to Stalker. It seems that we have little alternative but to wait and see what their next move is to be. We have Stalker under constant observation and our weapons crews are at their stations.’ He looked at each of them in turn. ‘Observations, anyone?’


    Vinter gave it ten seconds to see if anyone else was going to say anything, then said, with more than a trace of impatience in his voice, ‘With all due respect, Colonel, unless anyone has come up with a blinding flash of inspiration overnight – and I’m pretty certain that if anyone had, they would have told you immediately – the situation hasn’t changed at all since our last briefing, so what exactly was your “significant development”? Was there any real need to bring us all together here when we’ve all got better things to do?’ Bring us all together…


    Pheromones. A surge of adrenalin from his left…


    Dear God.


    Watanabe was reaching down for something and Sharma was rising to his feet next to Vinter.


    ‘Major–’ Ferreira began, but his voice was already slowing down as Vinter went into Augmented Mode, aware of everything that was happening around him, so amazingly aware…


    Watanabe straightening up, out of his chair, a knife in his left hand as he swivelled round towards Ferreira, the arm coming up high, ready to plunge the knife down into Ferreira, who was still talking, an expression of surprise only just beginning to register on his face as Sharma pulled his gun from his holster, shouting something… Vinter leaped to his feet, his chair clattering backwards, and slammed his left forearm back into Sharma’s face as he scooped up the heavy water pitcher in the middle of the table with his right hand and hurled it at Watanabe, hitting him in the face, sending him reeling back.


    Vinter drew his weapon, weighing up the situation: Sharma had staggered back under the force of Vinter’s blow, but he had not dropped his gun, so Vinter shot him in the head, then swivelled around, saw that Watanabe still held the knife in a potential throwing position and shot him twice in the chest. Stepping back from the table, covering the others, but nobody else had moved: No apparent threat. Sharma and Watanabe were both falling backwards in grotesque slow motion, Sharma with a look of shocked incomprehension on his face, Watanabe’s distorted in agony, both of them probably still alive… and then, suddenly, everything was back to normal and both men fell abruptly to the floor to lie motionless.


    It had all taken little more than a second.


    ‘Fucking hell…’ Ferreira breathed; it was the only time Vinter had ever really heard him swear. He stared up at Vinter, who was checking the magazine on his gun before returning it to its holster. ‘How… how did you do that? I never gave the order.’


    It was then that the door burst open and four New Dawn troopers burst in; Vinter carefully laid his gun on the table and stepped away. Be just my luck to get killed now…


    ‘About damned time, Lieutenant,’ Ferreira said angrily. ‘It’s all over now, no thanks to you. Check these two.’ He gestured at the two bodies on the floor. ‘They’re probably dead, but if they’re not, I want to question them.’


    ‘Sir!’


    Ferreira looked at the others, who all seemed frozen in their seats, although it was probably self-preservation that kept them there; the troopers would be on hair triggers by now and any slight movement might set them off… ‘Dismissed,’ he said crisply. ‘Vinter – you’re with me.’


    He rose to his feet and headed towards the door, deliberately not looking at either dead man as he went; Vinter followed him out onto the bridge and into Ferreira’s office.


    ‘Close the door, Vinter… Now, to repeat my question. I never gave the order for you to go into Augmented Mode, so how did you do it?’


    ‘If I’d had to wait for the order, Colonel, we’d all be dead by now. It’s a defensive mode – an automatic response to a threat, which goes once the threat is dealt with. I wouldn’t be much use as a super-warrior if I always had to wait for your order when under attack, would I?’


    ‘No…’ Ferreira agreed shakily. ‘No, I suppose not… But Watanabe and Sharma? I can hardly believe it. I’ve known them for years and I’d never have…’ He broke off, shaking his head. ‘But then it wasn’t them doing it, was it? Not really.’


    ‘No, it wasn’t. They had no say in the matter.’ Any more than I did with those UN troopers…


    ‘No…’ Ferreira said again, distantly. He stared across the room for several seconds, then said, ‘But this wasn’t random, was it? They didn’t both just happen to run amok simultaneously in the middle of a Command Team Briefing, did they?’


    ‘No, they didn’t. It was planned, as far as it could be, to take out the New Dawn Command Team.’


    ‘What, with you there? They must know your capabilities, surely?’


    Vinter shrugged. ‘It was planned before we even left Earth, remember. Maybe whoever set it up didn’t know about me, or didn’t think I’d be part of the Team, or hoped I wouldn’t be. And they were still guaranteed a result, anyway – the loss of your weaponry and strategy specialists.’


    ‘Indeed,’ Ferreira agreed heavily. ‘And they will be missed – they were both excellent officers.’ He seemed to hesitate, then said, ‘And I have to thank you, Major, for saving all our lives. You performed admirably.’


    Taking refuge in routine, in the kind of phrases he must have used countless times in reports…


    But sincere, all the same.


    Ferreira held out his hand; Vinter took it, clasping it firmly, as much to hide his own thoughts as much as anything else.


    Because, a few minutes ago, he had been presented with a glorious opportunity for New Dawn’s Command Team to be removed in one fell swoop; all he needed to have done would have been to do nothing, just let Watanabe and Sharma kill the others, who would have been their prime targets, then kill the two of them once they had done that. New Dawn’s fighting capacity would have been seriously weakened, and thus a significant step towards UNSEC resuming control would have been achieved, if nothing else – but he had not done it.


    Why not?


    Because the Augmented Mode had kicked in of its own volition; as he had said, it had to be a defensive mode, programmed to activate at the first sign of a threat – and then disappear once the threat had gone. The point was that he had no control over it, no bloody choice in the matter – any more than Sharma or Watanabe.


    So if he couldn’t control it, not completely – was Kari right to trust him?


    Was anyone?


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 13


    


    The alarm brought Vinter instantly awake from sleep and the first thought that crossed his mind was that this was, almost certainly, The Day. The Day the waiting was over, when EarthCorp would attack and attempt to capture Terra Nova. The Day that would decide things, one way or another, with almost certainly fatal results for the losing side.


    Quite possibly, The Day he died…


    And that’s quite enough of that, he admonished himself, as he headed towards the bathroom.


    But the thought was not so easily dismissed. He might be one of the two most formidable warriors Mankind had ever seen, but the problem was that the other one was on the other side and, once in Augmented Mode, would be doing his damnedest to kill him. The chances were that only one of them would still be alive in twelve hours’ time – and quite possibly neither, because if either of them ended up too close to an explosion or got in the way of a laser, a bullet or a rail gun blast, their augmentations would be of no use to them at all; they were not invulnerable. They’d be just as dead as a mere mortal…


    And that was the problem. Realistically, the chances that he himself might be killed during the next few hours had not been an issue until now, but now that it was a real possibility, he was being forced to confront his fears. And they were fears, he had to admit that. OK, so they were the same ones that all soldiers had when going into battle, especially for the first time, but he was annoyed with himself that they seemed to be playing on his mind to this extent – he didn’t need the distraction.


    And why not? What makes you think that you’re any different to anyone else? Are you starting to believe all this superhuman crap?


    Fair point, actually… Part of him did think that he ought to be above such fears – after all, he had taken out those six UN troopers in a matter of seconds, so what was he worrying about? Except that this was definitely a memory he could do without… Those poor sods had never stood a chance.


    And maybe it’s my turn now…


    And if it was, what then? It was quite possible that another Vinter clone would eventually be grown at some point in the future, once the technology had been developed, even if, at the moment, there was not exactly an encouraging success rate in the process. Despite this, however, it was not just possible, but likely that they would try again, given the augmentation they would be able to build into the clone; there’s always a demand for superhuman warriors, isn’t there… But which set of memories would the next Vinter have? The ones New Dawn imprinted – the Livvy set – or the (presumed) original, with Anji? Obviously, that would depend on who won today, but neither version would have any memories of the time that had passed since he had awoken in the Med Section. In other words, there would be nothing left of him, this Vinter who had only been alive for sixteen weeks… But the next clone would think of himself as being Vinter, might never be aware that there had ever been any other Vinters, especially if they suppressed the message from Vinter Prime.


    The Stepford Wives... wasn’t that the film from the late TwentyCee where androids were used to replace human wives? Where the main female character had said something about the replacement looking, talking and behaving like her, but she wouldn’t be her? Was that the situation he was in now?


    Sixteen weeks… is that all the time I’ll ever have?


    It was only when he realised that he had gone through almost all of his usual routine – shave, shower, then breakfast in a bathrobe – and was now fastening his tunic with unusual precision in the mirror that he realised just how preoccupied he had been.


    Just fear of dying, that’s all… perfectly normal. Just made a bit more complicated when you’re a clone. Which isn’t perfectly normal, really…


    OK… let’s do this.


    The insistent chime in his ear cut through his brooding reverie; for a moment, he thought it was Kari, but it was the usual military comms alert. ‘Vinter,’ he said.


    ‘Ferreira here. Get to the bridge as soon as possible.’


    ‘What’s happened?’ Ten to one Stalker has launched shuttles...


    ‘They’ve launched three shuttles. They’re coming towards us at maximum thrust.’


    Told you… ‘On my way.’


    He checked himself once more in the mirror, then strode briskly over to the door, telling himself that this was just another morning, the same as all the others he had experienced over the last sixteen weeks, no big deal… and then found himself standing in the open doorway, looking back into his quarters.


    Wondering if this was the last time he would ever be here.


    


    *****


    


    Ferreira and what was left of the Command Team – Yung-Sien, Varaphan and Teymourian – were already on the bridge when he arrived; they all seemed to be in their best uniforms, wearing full medal ribbons, the lot… Kari was there as well, wearing combat fatigues, the same as he was; they exchanged brief nods before he turned his attention to the large display screen in the centre of the bridge. At the moment, it showed an overall plot of the situation, with a large green rectangle in the bottom centre of the screen depicting Terra Nova, a similar one – in red, of course – for Stalker, and three yellow dots in an arrowhead formation heading directly between them.


    Ferreira turned to Vinter. ‘Any observations, Major?’


    ‘What speed are they doing?’


    Teymourian answered. ‘They accelerated at three gees for five minutes, then at two gees for another ten, before shutting off the engines.’


    ‘So we’re talking about four hours and thirty-odd minutes transit time?’


    Teymourian looked startled, presumably at how rapidly Vinter had made his calculations, before he checked his comp and nodded. ‘Four hours thirty-six minutes.’


    ‘OK… Do we have any decent images of the shuttles?’


    Ferreira nodded and touched a key on his comp pad. ‘We managed to get both side and head on views of them.’ A series of still images appeared on the main screen.


    ‘Great… armed to the bloody teeth,’ Vinter observed. ‘Two rail guns in the bow, two more amidships.’


    ‘Exactly,’ Ferreira agreed. ‘Anything else?’


    ‘Big enough to be carrying up to four hundred and fifty troops between them,’ Yung-Sien interjected.


    ‘They could be,’ Vinter acknowledged. ‘However, as I said, I doubt if their original mission parameters included boarding us, so there’d be no need for a large Marine detachment on board. Hell, if they originally intended to nuke us they wouldn’t need to take any Marines or troops for that, would they? Just enough military personnel to fly the ship and launch the missiles.’


    ‘But if you’re wrong?’ Ferreira persisted.


    Vinter sighed, wondering how many more times he would have to say this. ‘As I’ve said already, Colonel, we’ll be well and truly fucked. We won’t be able to stop them. We never have been.’


    Ferreira nodded slowly; clearly, he had been clinging to the hope that Stalker might not have had three shuttles available, but he hadn’t really been thinking it through, because Stalker was primarily a colony starship, not a war vessel, despite its armament, and so would need shuttles with planetary capability at PlanetFall, the same as Terra Nova. ‘And you’re still certain that there’s nothing we can do at this point?’


    ‘Yes, I am,’ Vinter replied, making no attempt to conceal his impatience. ‘Look, Colonel, can we talk in private?’ Seeing Ferreira’s glare, he went on, ‘Look, there isn’t anything you can usefully do here at the moment – they’re still four hours away, for God’s sake – so can we talk about this?’


    Ferreira hesitated, then nodded reluctantly. ‘Very well.’


    They went through into Ferreira’s office, but neither man sat down. ‘Well?’ demanded Ferreira.


    ‘Look, there’s no point in asking me if I’ve thought of anything, because if I had, I would have told you by now – or do you think I’m deliberately holding out on you?’


    ‘The thought had crossed my mind, yes.’


    ‘Well, if I am, I’m hardly likely to start letting it all out now, am I? But do you really think I want EarthCorp to win? How would that benefit the UN personnel on board? The fact is, I’m not keeping anything back – there literally isn’t anything we can do at this distance. You know as well as I do that firing the rail guns at them isn’t going to work – they’re adopting a random zig-zag pattern, so anything they can’t blast with their lasers isn’t going to hit anyway. The only way you might hit anything is if you fire continuously from now on and hope for the law of averages to come out in your favour. Only we haven’t got enough projectiles stockpiled to do that – we need to keep them back until they’re closer in and we have a better chance of hitting the target. Sending out the shuttles to take them on will simply mean our shuttles get destroyed, because they’ve got military spec firepower and we haven’t.’ He shook his head in exasperation. ‘You know all this, Colonel, so why bother even asking me? The only thing we can do is wait – and that’s what soldiers have had to do since some stupid bastard invented war.’


    Slowly, Ferreira nodded. ‘You’re right, of course. It’s just that, whenever soldiers have had to wait in circumstances such as these, getting them to do something helps boost morale.’


    ‘I know that – I’m your military genius, remember? It’s just that it’s never good for morale if that something ends up with a lot of them dead, with nothing achieved.’ He looked away and slowly let out his breath. ‘OK, Colonel, this is what I suggest we do. Fire off a rail gun at them every few minutes in a random pattern, just to keep them on their toes. Nobody likes being shot at when they can’t shoot back, even if they know they’re not going to be hit – but that’s about all we can do.’


    Ferreira gave him a long, considering stare, then nodded heavily. ‘Very well. I’ll issue the orders.’


    


    *****


    


    ‘They’re not slowing at the optimum rate,’ said Yung-Sien, almost conversationally.


    Vinter glanced up at one of the readout screens above the main display, and nodded; the three shuttles were using their forward thrusters to reduce speed, but they were still coming in too fast to match velocities with Terra Nova. They were coming straight at Terra Nova, looming ever larger in the digitised image. They had executed a deceleration turnover twenty minutes earlier but had then flipped over a second time so that they were now once again head on. All that could be seen of them now were the iceshields, but the image resolution was sufficiently detailed now for pockmarks and slashes on the shields’ surfaces to be visible, the effects of impacts from cosmic debris that had been too minute to be worth targeting by the automatic lasers. Even so, there was a constant flickering from each shuttle’s laser batteries as they homed in on larger targets and flashes of light as these were destroyed.


    ‘Any thoughts, Major?’ Ferreira asked.


    Vinter nodded. ‘Either they want to get into close range as quickly as possible and they’ll slow down more once they’ve done that or they’re going for an impact assault.’


    Ferreira nodded in turn. ‘You still think they’re going for the Primary Target?’


    Oh, for God’s sake, talk plain English, will you? It’s the Shuttle Bay, why call it anything else? ‘I don’t think they have any choice.’


    Ferreira picked up a comms set and spoke into it, dragging Vinter out of his reverie. ‘Are all units in position? Report.’ He nodded as each Unit CO responded, then put down the set. ‘Range?’ he asked.


    One of the officers seated at the consoles in front of the main screen replied, ‘Coming within optimum range in ten minutes, sir.’


    Vinter could almost see the temptation on Ferreira’s face to give the Open Fire order, but he resisted. The old adage, taken from the naval days of sail – make sure that the first broadside is well aimed. Until then, wait…


    As fighting men have done ever since the dawn of history… The warriors manning the walls of Troy must have felt like this as they watched the Greek galleys – the ‘thousand ships’ – heaving over the horizon. Nothing they could do to prevent it – they just had to wait.


    The worst part…


    Suddenly, the alarm sounded, a high-pitched oscillating shriek that set everyone’s teeth on edge. A moment later, a voice came through over the ship’s speakers; they could hear gunfire in the background.


    ‘Sleeper attack Four Epsilon. Four – correction five – down… Sleeper neutralised.’


    A second voice came on: ‘Fire in Two Gamma. Emergency Team on the way.’


    And a third: ‘Software crash in Environmental Network. Switching to backup system.’


    A fourth: ‘Explosion in Six Delta. Extensive casualties – Full Med Team required immediately.’


    Ferreira turned to Yung-Sien. ‘It’s starting.’


    ‘So it would seem, sir.’


    Vinter inclined his head briefly, acknowledging their calm voices. It was either genuine sang-froid, or simply an act, but it was damn good leadership either way.


    Ferreira turned to Kari. ‘Take over, please, Lieutenant.’


    Kari nodded, took a seat at the vacant console in front of her and picked up its comms set, clipping a Bluetooth over her ear. ‘Route all sleeper alerts through this channel immediately.’ The ship’s speakers went silent; from now on, Kari would be in charge of sleeper counter-measures.


    Vinter’s attention went back to the screen, knowing with a cold certainty what was about to happen – and he was right. From all three shuttles came a ripple of flashes from their laser projectors and rail guns.


    A second later, he heard the laconic report from the sitrep console: ‘The Enemy has opened fire.’


    ‘Acknowledged,’ said Ferreira, his voice perhaps too controlled.


    ‘Permission to open fire, sir?’ asked – what was his name? Watanabe’s replacement? – Shojaei, that was it.


    Ferreira paused for a second, convincing Vinter that it really was all an act, before saying, ‘Permission granted.’


    ‘Fire!’


    Now it really has started…


    


    *****


    


    The EarthCorp shuttles came on, lasers and rail guns firing continuously – and effectively; Terra Nova was being struck repeatedly by laser blasts and projectiles moving at four, maybe five, thousand metres per second, slamming into the hull and leaving impact craters in the armour plating. More importantly than that, however, the external cameras and sensors were being taken out with almost contemptuous ease – every few seconds, a screen would go dark or simply display white noise before the operator could switch to an alternative. At this rate, we’ll be blinded before they even get here…


    ‘They’re still not decelerating, sir,’ Shojaei reported, his voice just too controlled to be convincing. ‘They should have done by now.’


    ‘Sir!’ A panicky voice from somewhere over to the left. ‘The Shuttle Bay doors are opening!’


    ‘What?’ Ferreira asked incredulously. ‘Who ordered that?’


    ‘Er… nobody, sir. They just started opening – eight seconds ago.’


    ‘Well, close the damned things, then!’


    ‘Yes, sir… Executing closing procedure… No response… Initiating over-ride sequence… Negative… Repeating over-ride sequence…’ The officer turned and looked up at Ferreira who was standing behind him now. ‘Negative, sir. I can’t get access. I’m being locked out.’


    ‘Sir!’ This time, it was Varaphan. ‘Telemetry indicates that we received an encrypted microburst signal from Shuttle Two thirty-six seconds ago – five seconds before the doors started opening.’


    ‘You mean EarthCorp ordered the doors to open?’


    ‘It looks like it, sir. The signal must have contained the necessary passwords.’


    ‘But how would–’ Ferreira broke off, shaking his head, and Vinter could almost read his thought processes; it didn’t matter how, the priority was to deal with it. ‘Initiate counter-measures. I want control of those doors restored immediately.’


    Ferreira stared at the tactical display. ‘Damn,’ he muttered, almost to himself, then shrugged and turned to Vinter, frowning, evidently suspicious about whether he’d had anything to do with this latest development, but Vinter sensed that Ferreira would be weighing up his next order as well, all the while knowing that he had no real choice in the matter. ‘Very well, Vinter, you were right all along,’ he said, reluctantly. ‘You’d better get suited up. I want you to take command in the Shuttle Bay and to defend it at all costs if we can’t get those doors closed again in time. EarthCorp must not penetrate any further into the interior than the Shuttle Bay. Understood?’


    ‘Perfectly. What about the units guarding the airlocks?’


    A momentary hesitation, then, ‘I’ll order them deployed to the Bay as well. If they get in, we’ll need every soldier we can get.’


    ‘Agreed.’


    Ferreira was still staring intently at him and it was only too easy to read his thoughts: could he trust Vinter – but who else was there? Vinter, with his command level military training, was far and away the best candidate to lead the defending troops in the Bay, but, all the same… Abruptly, Ferreira turned away and called out, ‘Trabelsi!’


    ‘Sir?’ A stockily-built captain stiffened to attention.


    ‘Get suited up as well and choose an experienced trooper to accompany you. I want you to keep an eye on Major Vinter here.’ He reached into his pocket and handed the control device over to Trabelsi. ‘If he shows the slightest sign of deviating from his orders, you are to immobilise him by activating this device. Is that understood, Captain?’


    ‘Understood, sir.’


    Now, Ferreira spoke directly to Vinter. ‘Understood, Vinter?’


    ‘Loud and clear.’


    ‘Get moving, then.’


    Vinter nodded and turned away, seeing Kari still seated at her console; she did not look in his direction at all, but as he headed towards the Vacuum Environment Section, he heard the Persephone chime.


    ‘Here.’


    ‘Best of luck, sir.’


    ‘Ready to go?’


    ‘Yes, sir – everyone’s been briefed.’


    ‘Thanks for that as well. Good luck to you, Kari – I think you might be needing it more than me. Proserpina.’


    


    *****


    


    So Vinter Two had received the message and had passed it on to Shadrin. Between them, they had decided to go for the option of attacking the Shuttle Bay on the basis of it being the fastest way into Terra Nova. They might have wondered if it was a trap, but the opportunity would be too tempting to ignore, especially in the light of wanting to capture Terra Nova with as little damage as possible to the starship. Anyway, who amongst New Dawn in their right mind would open the doors to them like that? It had to be from an EarthCorp agent aboard Terra Nova – after all, it had contained the correct encrypted protocols and passwords, hadn’t it?


    As well as not looking a gift horse in the mouth… Of course Shadrin had gone for it. What else would he have done? Why had he ever spent a single moment worrying about it?


    Because Vinter Two would almost certainly have realised it was a trap and might have talked Shadrin out of it…


    ‘Inner lock door sealed. Depressurising.’ The disembodied voice came through his suit speakers, as it would for the other twenty spacesuited figures in the central air lock, clinging on to whatever handholds they could find in the weightless conditions. Not for the first time in this kind of situation, Vinter noticed that they were all oriented the same way, even though there was no perceptible up or down; it was as if they were taking refuge in some sort of uniformity or solidarity. Vinter could see the expression on the faces of the troopers on each side of him; their eyes were fixed on the outer lock door, waiting for it to open. The lips of the man to his right were moving – some sort of prayer, presumably, the same as any soldier going into battle – please let it happen to someone else, not to me…


    Seeing this, Vinter felt a sudden pang of guilt, because he suddenly realised that, if events today went the way he had envisaged, none of the troopers in the airlock with him would be coming back alive… None of them.


    Not one.


    ‘Outer lock door will open in three seconds… two… one… lock door opening.’


    The massive doors swung outwards and Vinter pushed himself forward into the opening, followed by Trabelsi and the trooper, the three of them emerging onto the central trackway of the Shuttle Bay; he grabbed a handhold, then swung round to take hold of the rail that led up to the Control Centre, a single pull sending him floating towards the entrance as, behind him, the other troops exited from the lock, choosing their guiderails to take up their positions around the outside of the Bay. Vinter swung himself into one of the seats at the control consoles, strapping himself in as he clicked the comms button; Trabelsi and the trooper took up positions behind him, hooking their boots into slots set in the floor.


    ‘Vinter here. Am in position.’


    ‘Acknowledged.’ Ferreira’s voice.


    ‘Request update.’


    ‘Shojaei here. The enemy shuttles are coming in. ETA seven minutes.’


    ‘Have we damaged them?’


    A brief hesitation, then ‘Negative. Not to any significant extent.’ The hesitation had probably been Shofaei checking with Ferreira how much to tell him over an open circuit, but it was hardly anything EarthCorp wouldn’t already know.


    ‘Any progress on closing the bay doors?’


    Ferreira’s voice now. ‘Go secure, Major.’


    Vinter typed in the necessary instructions on the comp. ‘Secure.’


    ‘No, there isn’t. Our so-called experts aren’t getting anywhere with it.’ Even with the distorting effect of the scrambler system, there was no mistaking the disgust in Ferreira’s voice. ‘I’ve enlisted Adebayo’s help, for all the good that’s doing.’


    Vinter grinned to himself in the privacy of the suit. Well, it wouldn’t, would it, considering she wrote the programme you’re trying to hack into… ‘Are we going to get all available units here in time?’


    This time, there was a delay lasting almost half a minute, presumably as Ferreira consulted the various situation reports, before he replied, ‘We should, yes.’


    ‘And then you seal the airlocks?’


    ‘Affirmative.’


    ‘Until when? Who gives the order to unseal them?’


    ‘We cannot afford to let EarthCorp personnel into the Main Body under any circumstances. The ship becomes indefensible once they break out of the Bay. You know that.’


    ‘That wasn’t what I asked.’


    There was a pause of four or five seconds before Ferreira replied, ‘The airlocks stay sealed until EarthCorp forces are defeated.’


    Vinter took a deep breath, biting off an angry response, before he said, his voice carefully expressionless, ‘Understood.’ It’s all right for you, isn’t it? You and your bloody precious Command Team are on the other side of those sealed doors, aren’t you?


    Bastards.


    A snatch of song came into Vinter’s head at that moment, lifted straight from Vinter Prime’s memories, a song by The Doors, one of the TwentyCee bands that had been in his collection:


    Five to one, baby.


    One in five.


    No one in here gets out alive…


    It pretty much said it all.


    


    *****


    


    ‘All units deployed. Sealing air lock doors.’


    ‘Acknowledged.’ Vinter glanced quickly across at Trabelsi, then subvocalised, ‘Persephone.’


    ‘Here.’


    ‘Report.’


    ‘We’re in position, sir. Ferreira’s sent almost all of the New Dawn troops into the Bay – there’s only the Bridge Party left. We managed to keep most of ours back. They’d already been deployed to deal with the sleeper attacks.’


    ‘But not all of ours?’


    ‘Afraid not. Sorry.’


    So there would be some UNSEC personnel in the Bay, after all… Damn. ‘Not your fault. Stand by for next phase. Proserpina.’ Only to be expected…


    Ignore.


    To business. Vinter rapidly scanned the various monitor screens, confirming that the New Dawn troops were correctly positioned – not that it would make all that much difference, he thought bleakly. The interior of the Shuttle Bay was not designed with military defensive requirements in mind and so they were having to work with what cover was available. Defending troops were crouched down behind baffle shields that were intended to deal with thruster exhausts rather than lasers or kinetic missiles, or were seeking protection by simple dispersal, scattering themselves around the Bay, using struts or girders as cover. Most of them, however, were using Terra Nova’s shuttles as protection, one way or another. The shuttles were attached to the central hub at a hundred and twenty degrees to each other, facing forwards, sideways on to the bay door, so some were simply hiding behind the shuttles, keeping them between themselves and the door. Some had taken cover inside the shuttles, waiting in their cargo compartments, and would come into the fight when the compartment’s hatch was opened.


    For all the good it would do… As a defensive position against armoured shuttles, each one wielding more firepower than Terra Nova’s total armament, the Shuttle Bay was a nightmare, and, by enabling Earthcorps to open the doors, Vinter knew he had thrown away New Dawn’s last chance of beating off the attack. Had done so quite deliberately, in fact…


    OK, enough of that.


    Vinter switched his attention to the monitor feed from the external cameras – not that there were many left now; most of them had been destroyed by the attacking shuttles’ firepower. And at very little cost – the leading shuttle was almost at the Bay door now and seemed virtually untouched. One laser mounting was only a blackened stump and there were three scorch marks down the hull, but that was it. God knows how many laser and rail gun rounds had been fired by Terra Nova’s defences, but, by the look of it, they might just as well not bothered…


    And you knew all this anyway, better than anyone…


    An unidentified voice over general comms: ‘She’s coming through!’


    Vinter looked up, out through the reinforced plexiglass at the Door and saw the nose of the lead shuttle come into view, moving with a kind of ponderous majesty as it cruised through the gap, lasers and rail guns blazing. The New Dawn troopers were firing rapidly at point blank range at the incoming shuttle and, at last, were scoring hits.


    But so was the shuttle. Vinter saw one of the Gatlings obliterated in a soundless flash, watched as the shuttle’s weaponry switched to the next target.


    ‘Second shuttle approaching.’


    This would be Vinter Two’s shuttle; Vinter was certain of it, simply because this was the way he would have done it. Send in the first shuttle to test the defences, but it would also be the one at greatest risk, so wait until the second, so that he could analyse the situation and act accordingly. The third would involve waiting too long – if things weren’t going according to plan, it might be too late to correct the situation by then.


    ‘Second shuttle incoming.’


    And there she was, coming through with a higher velocity than the first, but with retro thrusters firing continuously to slow her down, her weapons targeting Terra Nova’s shuttles. No – just one of them, Vinter realised suddenly – they were focused on U Thant, the nearest to the door.


    ‘Shuttle One accelerating.’


    Shit, he was right – the lead shuttle was increasing speed, heading straight towards the central hub. No, not at the hub, but at U Thant, the nearest UN shuttle. They were going to ram the fucking thing… Vinter leaned forward to the comms set.


    ‘U Thant, execute Code Three.’


    After the barest pause, U Thant’s entire cargo hatch was blown away and the troopers waiting inside emerged into the bay itself, firing their weapons at the oncoming shuttle; moments later, the EarthCorp shuttle did exactly the same, ejecting its spacesuited troopers as it came on. But nowhere near enough, Vinter realised suddenly; there were no more than thirty of them when the shuttle could have taken five times that many. Vinter Two hadn’t lied – boarding had never been part of their mission, but, like it or not, they were having to attempt it anyway, even though they didn’t have enough troops…


    Within seconds, there were ripples of weapons fire from each side as the EarthCorp shuttle came on, still accelerating, its hull now sparkling with impact flashes. Vinter could even see its name – the Enola Gay, for Chrissake – before the pilot section suddenly lifted away from the main body and curved away, using side thrusters, the two rail guns mounted on each side firing rapidly and continuously. Vinter spoke into the comms set.


    ‘Vinter to shuttles. Detach from the hub.’


    ‘Trygvie Lie. Acknowledging.’


    ‘Dag Hammarskjold. Acknowledging.’


    ‘Vinter to Gun Five, hand over control to me.’


    ‘Transferring control, sir.’


    A second screen suddenly came into focus, showing a central target sight and a view of the Enola Gay; Vinter grabbed the joystick control in front of him and swung the Gatling around towards the pilot section – there was nothing that could be done about the shuttle itself now – lining the sight up on the plexiglass screen as he muttered ‘Come on you Spurs,’ and everything started to slow down. He pressed the Fire button and Vinter could see the individual impacts of the twenty millimetre shells as they slammed into the target, just to one side of the plexiglass screen. It was almost too easy – all he had to do was walk the impacts onto the screen, then hold the sight on that one spot as shell after shell smashed into it. The screen began to glow red hot, then suddenly it shattered and he could switch his aim to the pilot himself, whose visor disintegrated instantly but Vinter was already switching to the co-pilot as the section tilted slowly over away from him, out of control now, the shells ripping through its underside and finally finding a fuel line, the section disappearing in a fireball that seemed to blossom and grow in almost glacially slow motion to Vinter’s eyes.


    Swing the gun round to another target… No; he didn’t have time for this. Come on you Spurs… a moment of disorientation as he slowed down again. Lean back, assess the situation. You’re supposed to be in fucking charge here, not just a gunner.


    The Enola Gay almost seemed not to have moved – he had only been in Augmented Mode for perhaps five seconds, after all – but it came on now with a terrible inevitability, its ponderous weight grinding into U Thant, the shuttle’s hull buckling and distorting as the EarthCorp vessel ploughed into it – into it and through it, its inertia carrying it on into the central hub mooring spine.


    The spine began to bow at the point of impact, further and further, until it snapped, the two interlocked shuttles forcing their way through it, so that they carried on drifting helplessly across the bay’s interior, towards the port wall, slowly rotating now in a kind of hideous death embrace. It might take two or three minutes for it to happen, but when it did, when that tangled mass of metal reached the wall, God alone knew what would happen. OK, the outside wall and hull were constructed with the possibility of one shuttle impacting from the inside in mind, but two of them?


    He pushed the thought aside because there was nothing he could do about it, either the wall would hold or it wouldn’t and even if it didn’t, the Shuttle Bay was in vacuum anyway, so it would make little difference to the military situation… Ignore.


    They’re not messing around – EarthCorp doesn’t seem to mind how much damage it does to Terra Nova short of complete destruction, even to the extent of risking possibly irreparable harm.


    ‘Third shuttle incoming.’


    Bloody hell… Vinter looked away from the drifting wreckage, trying to fight off a feeling that everything was happening too fast, and saw the third EarthCorp shuttle looming into view, still on its final approach, but that wasn’t enough – his attention had been distracted by Enola Gay for too long and he’d lost track of what was happening elsewhere in the bay.


    OK. The second EarthCorp shuttle was disgorging a cloud of spacesuited figures from its cargo compartment, firing as they came, joining in the battle between the troops from U Thant and Enola Gay; Vinter saw that there were far more of them this time, perhaps a hundred. Somewhere, a part of him was analysing the situation, realising that there would be more in the second shuttle than in the other two, because you wouldn’t want to risk the bulk of your assault force in the lead shuttle, but you’d still want to get them into the Bay as soon as possible, so you wouldn’t wait until the third ship arrived, so those hundred troopers probably formed most of the available boarding personnel…


    It could work… Shit, we might just pull this off.


    There were already a number of spacesuited bodies drifting aimlessly across the space, visors destroyed or with huge rents in their suits, in a mist of red blobs of blood that were already freezing. He could hear panicky cries and pleas for help over the comms system, but he had to ignore them, because he needed to know just when that third shuttle was inside.


    Ferreira’s voice again: ‘Report, Vinter. What is the situation?’


    ‘Fucking terrible, Colonel – and having to report to you isn’t helping it either, because there’s fuck all you can do about it, is there?’ Vinter put the comms set down, his attention now totally on the display that showed the exact position of the incoming third shuttle; not quite in the optimum position, but good enough… He reached out for his comp pad, typed in a string of characters, then hit Return.


    ‘The Bay doors are closing!’ Shofaei’s voice over the system.


    ‘So what did you do?’ Ferreira.


    ‘Nothing, sir – we still haven’t regained control.’ A pause. ‘It’s not us doing it, sir. Someone else is.’


    Slowly, the doors were sliding together. The third shuttle suddenly started using its reverse thrusters at full blast, as if the pilot had changed his mind now that the doors were shutting behind him, but it was far too late – they would have finally closed by the time he could have even brought the shuttle to a halt, let alone reverse course.


    At that moment, virtually every fighting man on both sides would be sealed into the Shuttle Bay, with no way out. They would have to fight it out to the bitter end, there and then, because there was no way out for any of them, not any more.


    This was the Killing Ground.


    No one in here gets out alive…


    ‘OK…’ he murmured, under his breath. ‘Persephone?’


    ‘Here.’


    ‘It’s time. Repeat, it’s time.’


    ‘Understood.’


    ‘Good luck. Proserpina.’


    He unstrapped himself from his harness and glided across to a separate console, hooking his foot under the seat to prevent himself drifting away, then typed in a rapid series of commands on the console’s keypad that took the Control Centre off line, cutting it off from any over-ride commands from the bridge. There were six monitor screens in front of him and now they all glowed into life, each one showing the scene in the shuttle bay from a different angle – these were remote gunsights for six of the Gatlings and he now had control over all of them.


    ‘Vinter, what the hell are you doing?’ Then: ‘Trabelsi–’


    Vinter felt the merest hint of sensation, a kind of tingling, and knew that Trabelsi had activated the device behind him; he pivoted around, launching himself at Trabelsi in a chest high dive that sent the other man staggering back from the impact, but Vinter had wrapped his arms around him and was swinging him round as the trooper brought up his weapon, but then couldn’t fire because Trabelsi was in the way. Vinter pulled out Trabelsi’s sidearm and shot the trooper, aiming at the visor, which disintegrated into glistening fragments that were suddenly stained red.


    Vinter brought the gun up to Trabelsi’s helmet and heard one stifled cry through the comms system – No! – before he fired a second time. Trabelsi’s body slumped and he pushed it away, angrily; it drifted aimlessly across the module.


    Poor bastards… Ferreira as good as signed their death warrant when he sent them in with me. Pushing the thought aside, he grabbed a guiderail and pulled himself back to the console. He touched another key, locking the door behind him, then began typing in further commands on the pad.


    OK… automatic targeting for four of them, manual on two… He took hold of two joysticks, one in each hand, muttered Come on you Spurs and began killing… everyone. Killing every poor bastard out there, EarthCorp or New Dawn, it made no difference now that he was in Augmented Mode, because they were all the Enemy, so he didn’t need to differentiate, not any more. OK, Ferreira, you wanted a killing machine, well, now you’ve fucking well got one…


    In slow motion, it was just so easy… Line up on a target, fire, then simply walk the gun over to the next with one hand while lining up the second gun with the other, a constant procession of spacesuited figures being ripped apart by the shells and the next victim unable even to try and dodge out of the way because they were floating in space with no handholds to grab. Even those who were secured somehow or other didn’t have a chance because there was no way that they could react in time when Vinter could track the gun faster than they could move, so they died, because a breached suit in vacuum meant you were dead long before anyone could get you into a breathable atmosphere and, in any case, the shells would not just pierce your suit, they would rip through your body as well with the kind of force that would cause impact craters in armour plating…


    Somewhere, he could hear Ferreira’s voice, slowed down incredibly – probably giving me the trigger phrase – but it seemed to belong to another world and it was irrelevant, anyway. There was nothing Ferreira could do, not now, not ever, because Kari and her UNSEC teams would be taking action now, taking over control… Vinter’s eyes flickered to the display on his own comp pad as he touched the space bar and an image of the bridge appeared. He could see Ferreira turning slowly around, a look of dawning comprehension on his face, with Kari standing about five metres from him, her sidearm raised, ready to fire–


    And one of the gunsight screens flickered out – Gun Three destroyed, switch over to Seven – as he swung Number Two round onto the main jets of the second EarthCorp shuttle and kept Number One trained on two EarthCorp troops who were trying to take cover behind a drifting piece of wreckage from Enola Gay’s pilot section, but the shells smashed through it – and them – like paper. Retarget One on a group of figures trying to reach one of the emergency airlocks near to the hull, tell yourself that they’re just targets in a training exercise as they are hurled backwards, their suits disintegrating, Gun Two still smashing into the second shuttle’s engines…


    And back to the bridge scene – Ferreira, now facing Kari, but reaching for his weapon, the fucking idiot, what the hell was he thinking, Kari firing, still in slow motion, Ferreira reeling backwards, Kari firing a second time–


    And where the hell was Vinter Two?


    It was only then that Vinter saw it: two of the rail guns on the second shuttle were firing and retargeting at inhuman speed. Vinter Two was doing exactly what he was, controlling them from inside the shuttle, and with similar effect, because Vinter could hear the screams and cries through the comms system as the New Dawn troops were mown down.


    Slaughtered.


    Carefully emptying his mind of thought, Vinter moved Gun Two away from the shuttle exhausts and retargeted the third shuttle, aiming for the pilot section as Gun One scythed its way through the group of soldiers who were emerging from its cargo bay. But only a handful of them, after all… They just didn’t have enough manpower, that was all there was to it, and now they were going to die.


    The bridge: Ferreira was down, clutching at his chest, while Kari was pivoting round, almost balletic in her movements, lining up on another target. Gunshots that sounded like rumbles of thunder… Couldn’t they see it was all over?


    And why wasn’t Vinter Two firing at him yet? He must know he was in the Control Centre, but was ignoring him – why?


    The realisation came suddenly: he knows what I’m doing and he’s playing along with it…


    Helping me with the carnage.


    Because that was all it was now; remorselessly cutting down the spacesuit figures – don’t think of them as people – who had nowhere to go, nowhere to hide and who couldn’t even shoot back at their killers because neither of them had even shown their face. They hadn’t had to…


    Jesus, is this all we’re good for – killing?


    Back to the bridge: Kari and UNSEC patrolmen shooting down the Command Team as they reached for their weapons – why don’t they surrender? What kind of sense does that make to anyone?


    Light sparkling in the upper field of vision and Vinter threw himself sideways as the panorama windows shattered and were blown apart by weapons fire, the bullets slamming into the seat he had just left as he rolled in mid air and grabbed a handhold on the side wall, pivoting round, his right hand already drawing the sidearm from its holster as he pulled himself into cover next to the window, feeling the vibrations of the bullets as they slammed into the armoured wall behind him.


    Replay memory… There they were, two EarthCorp troops at two o’clock clinging onto a framework girder, barely glimpsed as he had dived to one side and only recorded by his nanotech, but he had a fix on them.


    The fusillade of bullets ceased; Vinter pivoted round, gun in hand, lining up instantly on the left hand trooper, two shots into the visor, then track round for the second, still frantically trying to bring his weapon up, as Vinter shot him twice in the chest, the suit instantly open to vacuum.


    It’s too fucking easy…


    Movement out of the corner of his eye and Vinter saw the second shuttle beginning to roll slowly over towards him, its weapons suddenly silent and then he saw why – they were all training around towards the Control Centre. Vinter hit a key on the comp, then launched himself across the space between him and the door, diving through it as it slid open. Grab the vertical guiderail and yank himself upwards as the shuttle opened fire, a murderous blast of fire that reduced the Module to exploding debris in a matter of seconds, but by then, Vinter was taking position behind Gun Four, mounted thirty feet above the Centre.


    OK, so he’s gunning for me now – he must have run out of targets, so has to come after me… his conditioning won’t let him do anything else.


    Only he wasn’t, not quite. There had been that pause in the bombardment as the shuttle rolled over when at least some of the guns could have been in action, the pause giving Vinter enough time to get out of the Module before it was destroyed and now it was the shuttle that was vulnerable because it was drifting helplessly and Vinter could target the shuttle’s port rail gun, the one that was beginning to traverse towards him and fire, seeing the mounting buckling and finally collapsing under the impact of the shells, then switch to the other one that was slower to react – because it wasn’t under Vinter Two’s control, it was merely automatic and hadn’t identified any new target yet – red hot impact flashes as it was destroyed – but what was Vinter Two doing?


    There.


    In less than a second, the top of the pilot section was blown away and a large dark object came hurtling towards Vinter – ejector seat – and he was ducking away instinctively before he realised that it was going to miss and that it had only been a decoy because there was Vinter Two, emerging at speed from the hole in the pilot’s section, wielding what looked like a portable Gatling and he was firing it, for fuck’s sake…


    The bullets slammed into the gun’s shield as Vinter brought it round on the other man, who was in free fall and so couldn’t take any avoiding action – and he must have known that – so Vinter simply centred the sight on Vinter Two’s chest – don’t hesitate – and pulled the trigger, watching as the bullets slammed into him, throwing him backwards, his arms moving slowly, oh so slowly, into the spreadeagle position as his suit was ripped to shreds across the chest before it exploded in an expanding red mist that seemed to take forever to dissipate… Dying in slow motion. That’s what this Augmentation does – means you can watch your brother die slowly.


    Ain’t Science wonderful?


    Murmuring Come on you Spurs, in a voice that was more a sob than anything else, Vinter took his finger off the trigger and sat back, staring at the drifting, slowly rotating form that was Vinter Two, the nearest thing he would ever have to a brother…


    The brother he had killed.


    ‘Fuck!’


    Vinter slammed the gun round, smashing it furiously into the shield as he shook his head violently, swearing continuously, a litany of oaths intended to stop him thinking about what he had done… But it didn’t work, not even for a moment.


    He could have killed me at least three times… First, he could have targeted the Module right from the start, but didn’t until he had no other New Dawn troops to kill, then there was no need for him to hold fire when he was rolling the shuttle over, and finally, he hit the shield instead of me – that had to be intentional, because he had to be at least as good a marksman as I am.


    He could have killed me, but he didn’t – why?


    He suspected he already knew the answer, had known it for some minutes now, but he needed to think things through and now was not the time. Even so, one question still nagged at him.


    Would I have done the same in his position?


    He watched as Vinter Two caroomed into the shuttle behind him, spinning slowly round in a boneless fashion, looking more like an inflated rag doll than what had once been a living human being. Never mind that he was – had been – a clone. The poor bastard was dead, the only person in the entire fucking Universe who was remotely like himself – and he had killed him, the same as they had killed almost everyone in the Shuttle Bay.


    What did those bastards do to us, to make us like that?


    ‘Thanks, bro…’ he murmured.


    Finally, as if from a distance, he became aware that there was a voice coming through the comms system: Kari’s.


    ‘Inspector Vinter, are you there?’


    Vinter took a deep breath, forcing himself to concentrate. ‘Yeah… I’m here.’


    ‘Thank God for that. Are you OK?’


    ‘Yeah… I’m fine. What is your status?’


    ‘We’ve secured the ship, sir.’ He could hear the undertone of excitement in her voice. ‘We won, sir.’


    ‘Yeah, we did, didn’t we,’ he said, tonelessly. He supposed he ought to feel some semblance of triumph – OK, they still had whatever was left of EarthCorp to deal with, but they’d be powerless now. After all, this was what he had been working for ever since Ferreira had taken over, the day when the UN took back its own starship and now it had happened…


    His triumph.


    His.


    He looked slowly around the Shuttle Bay, seeing nothing but drifting spacesuited figures, scores of them, motionless, all dead because even if you were only hit, say, in the arm or leg, a wound that would be treatable in anything but a vacuum, you were dead from the instant your suit was pierced. And all of those floating forms – dammit, they were men and women, real human beings, that’s what they were, so face up to it – all of them had been alive less than an hour ago. And, but for him, most of them probably would still be… How many dead? A hundred? Two? Not his triumph, no…


    His responsibility.


    His.


    

  


  
    EPILOGUE


    


    ‘You’re right – they did lose a hell of a lot of their iceshield,’ said Kari, staring up at the image displayed on the main viewscreen; it showed a side on view of Atlantis as the other ship was being manoeuvred into position a thousand kilometres to starboard of Terra Nova.


    ‘About a third, apparently,’ Vinter replied, absently. They were both in what had once been Lahtinen’s office, then had been Ferreira’s – and was now his, the effective, if unofficial, captain of the ship. He had even restored the aircraft carrier image behind the desk, for no particular reason beyond the feeling that Lahtinen would have wanted it that way, but he was thinking of changing it if he were going to be using the office for any length of time. Which he almost certainly would be; there was a lot to do over the next few months, if not years, with the immediate priority of initiating repair work to the Shuttle Bay. The hull had somehow managed to take the impact of the two wrecked shuttles without cracking, but it had been distorted far beyond safety limits and would effectively need rebuilding along a seventy metre section down that side. Then there was the other external damage to be taken into account… according to the experts, repairs could take up to a year.


    And then, of course, there was the major project to be undertaken, that of deciding exactly how the largest number of colonists could be taken on to Delta Pavonis, one that would require every engineering and astrogation expert on both ships, then some form of agreement would have to be reached on deciding who would survive and who would not…


    Who would play God, in other words.


    Draw names out of a hat? Come up with some sort of ranking order based on age or skills or according to some intricate formula that would include both plus possibly other criteria, complicated still further when spouses or partners were taken into account? Jesus…


    He pushed the thought aside because all that would be months, if not years, away yet. He needed to focus on more immediate problems: drawing up new shift rotas, how to deal with Shadrin and the other EarthCorp command officers who had surrendered within minutes of receiving the news of Vinter Two’s death, appointing a skeleton crew to take over Atlantis for the time being, maybe replacing the aircraft carrier image with The Fighting Temeraire…


    ‘Has Naragama finished his survey yet?’ asked Kari, cutting across his wandering thoughts.


    Vinter nodded, forcing himself to concentrate; Ferreira had been right when he had said that Augmented Mode was exhausting, even for him. I feel totally knackered… ‘She’s clean, as far as he and his team can tell. There aren’t any nasty surprises waiting for us over there. No auto-destruct devices or anything like that. The comp system passwords that Shadrin handed over to us have been genuine so far.’ He shrugged. ‘No reason why they shouldn’t be, of course – he knows as well as we do that the only chance for EarthCorp now is to co-operate.’


    ‘And he’d rather do that with the UN than he would have done if he’d been dealing with New Dawn.’


    He nodded to her. ‘Thanks again for handling that side of things. It can’t have been easy.’


    ‘Needed to be done, sir.’ She stared at him for several seconds, before she said quietly, ‘At least I didn’t have to fight my own clone.’


    Vinter glanced sharply at her, then nodded slowly. ‘True… Not something I especially enjoyed, to be honest.’


    Again, she seemed to hesitate. ‘I heard he’d left you a message.’


    ‘He did, yes. They found it in the comms system on Atlantis.’ He could see her expression, frankly curious, and, for a moment, was tempted to tell her it was none of her business, but then realised again how much he owed her – she and her UNSEC squad had had to deal with Ferreira and his Command Team as well as their security detail on the bridge when Teymourian had been the only one willing to surrender and so they had been obliged to kill the rest of them where they stood. Had they been conditioned by New Dawn not to lay down their arms? He’d almost certainly never know. The point was that if Kari hadn’t been prepared to do that, especially after her experience with the berserker gunman, his own plans would have come to nothing, so… ‘OK. It was basically his entire memory bank, his life as he remembered it. He must have uploaded it before leaving Atlantis, knowing he probably wouldn’t be coming back… It’s mostly the same memory as I had when I first woke up here.’


    ‘The one with – Livvy, wasn’t it?’


    ‘Yes, that one, but with less detail, by the looks of it. There was almost nothing about his childhood, but then there wasn’t much in mine originally either. It was primarily about his career as a security officer, although they added the idea that it was EarthCorp that had secretly funded him through University and had then recruited him to work undercover with the UN, so they didn’t have to alter more of the Livvy set than they had to. They didn’t even bother to hide the fact that he was a clone from him. He was a tool, right from the start, as far as they were concerned.’ He gave a short, bitter laugh. ‘Although so was I, really… Perhaps that was why they never really had his loyalty, not deep down, because he knew they were messing with his head all along. I suppose he just wanted me to know about him – at the end of the message, he said he wished we’d had more time to talk. So do I, actually…’ He broke off, staring down at the desk, remembering Vinter Two’s very last message, the one he had not told anyone about and never would, sent in a microburst transmission at what must have been the moment he had thrown himself out of the pilot section towards Gun Three, perhaps a second before his death: Reckon we did it, bro. Time to die.


    Vinter had found the message in his personal comms section on the ship’s system and it had been those last three words that had almost made him break down: Time to die… The replicant Roy Batty’s last words in Blade Runner – but there was no way that Vinter Two would have had any knowledge of the film in the Livvy set of memories. No way… so were Vinter Prime’s memories closer to the surface than either of them had realised? If he had told him to play Wish You Were Here, would they have burst through the way they had with him? He had never even thought of doing it and now it was too fucking late, a lifetime too late…


    ‘So – he knew he wasn’t going to come back?’ Kari asked.


    Again, Vinter hesitated about answering, then reached down to the bottom drawer of the desk and took out a bottle of whisky and two glasses, holding them up to her interrogatively. Seeing her surprised expression, he explained, ‘Found these earlier on. Must have belonged to Lahtinen, because I can’t see Ferreira having his own stash of booze somehow, but, even if this sounds a bit callous, neither of them will be needing it now, will they? So… this is the closest thing to a memorial, or even to a wake, that Vinter Two’s ever going to get, so join me – please?’


    ‘OK… It’s the least we can do.’


    He poured out a drink for each of them, then held up his glass in a toast. ‘To Chris.’


    ‘To Chris,’ she echoed softly. They clinked glasses, then drank, each one settling back more comfortably in their seats.


    ‘OK, to answer your question. I don’t know the answer for certain, and I never will, but I think he never intended to come back, no. He’d come to the same conclusion that I had, that the only chance of saving as many people from both ships was to get rid of the military elements on both sides, but, more than that, I had to be the one to survive, because I wasn’t under Ferreira’s control. If he’d won, he’d have been obliged to obey Shadrin’s orders because of his conditioning, but I would be free to make my own decisions. So he subverted his own Augmented Code as much as he could.’


    ‘How the hell did he do that? Shouldn’t that have been impossible?’


    Vinter nodded. ‘Should have been, yes, but, like me, he had to have some flexibility of action if he were to function properly as a military expert because there were times when he’d have to act as a devil’s advocate during planning sessions, pick out the faults in their thinking, that sort of thing. He couldn’t do anything directly against EarthCorp interests, but he could act tangentially, I suspect. Remember that we’re talking about a technology that has only ever been tried on two individuals – well, one, really, if you think about it. They couldn’t know for certain how much control they had over him. He couldn’t actually have opened fire on any EarthCorp personnel or vessel, because Augmented Mode stopped him doing that, but he could still pick and choose, to an extent, who lived and who didn’t.’


    ‘But he was shooting at you, wasn’t he?’


    ‘Only at the end, when there weren’t any more New Dawn troops left for him to target. They probably expected him to go after me right from the start as being his biggest threat, but as long as I wasn’t shooting at him, he was able to focus on other targets in the meantime. When he had to go after me, he managed to put himself in a situation where he was at a tactical disadvantage – he was in free fall and I wasn’t – so he gave me enough of an edge to win. The poor bastard was probably fighting his programming all the while but still managed to slow himself down just enough for me to kill him.’ He broke off suddenly and took a deep breath, before he said, almost to himself, ‘We were working as a team and now he’s dead – the only person in the entire fucking Universe who was remotely like me… Pardon my French, by the way.’


    ‘No problem.’


    ‘I just can’t imagine what it must have been like for him. He fought his own hardwiring all the way, even though he knew that it would kill him.’ It was as if he had not heard her comment. ‘I can’t help wondering whether I would have done the same in his position… Somehow, I’m not convinced I would.’


    He paused, staring off at something only he could see, then shook his head, almost angrily. ‘I don’t know, maybe he was trying to stay true to the real Vinter. Maybe enough did come through into his personality for him to do what he did. Dad was made of pretty good stuff, I suppose…’


    ‘Dad? Is that how you think of him? The original Vinter, I mean.’


    He stared down at his glass. ‘Dad? Or big brother? Genetically, he was both, really.’


    ‘Does it matter which one he was?’ she asked. ‘Either way, I think he’d have been proud of both of you.’


    He glanced at her in surprise, then nodded slowly. ‘Yeah, maybe he would at that.’


    ‘Another toast? To Vinter Prime?’


    ‘To Vinter Prime,’ he agreed, and finished off his drink, picking up the bottle to refill both their glasses.


    ‘So… now what?’ she asked, her voice deliberately brisk. ‘You’re effectively the new Commanding Officer of the UN Starship Terra Nova and–’


    ‘And everyone’s shit-scared of me.’


    ‘I’m not.’


    ‘OK, everyone except you. Oh, they’re all very grateful, but they’d much rather I went into cryosleep and then I wouldn’t be a problem. I can’t say I blame them… If I were in their shoes, I’d be scared of me.’


    ‘It’s not really surprising, is it? You’re stronger, faster and more intelligent than we are, but…’ she shrugged. ‘We all need you, sir. Things are going to be hard enough on Terra Nova, so we’re going to need all the help that’s available, especially if there are any more New Dawn or EarthCorp surprises waiting for us in the Pits.’


    ‘What, so they can call in their tame Robocop to carry out his speciality – mass slaughter?’


    ‘That wasn’t what I meant.’


    He sighed. ‘I know it wasn’t, Kari, but that’ll be what will happen. Or it’ll be what they’ll expect, after this lot. That’s why they’re so scared of me – they know that I can do it, because I already have. That’s what those bastards have turned me into, a fucking killing machine with a body count of a hundred and fifty four and rising.’


    ‘But–’


    ‘There’s no “but” about it. Chris Vinter – the two of us – is responsible for wiping out almost eight per cent of the human race currently in existence, as far as we know. Proportionately, I’ve committed the biggest single act of genocide in history. Shit, Hitler and Stalin had nothing on me…’


    ‘Listen, sir, you had no choice. If–’


    ‘There’s always a choice, Kari. Always. It’s just that this was the least bad option. I had to take out the leaders on both sides, along with their soldiers, because they were in the way of any kind of negotiation. I – we – had to make sure neither EarthCorp or New Dawn would exist any more, so we had to get them all into the Killing Ground and then massacre them all between us, no survivors, because they had to be finished for good. So we – the Vinters – killed more or less all of them before turning on each other. Is that the kind of CO you want, Kari?’


    ‘If he keeps me – and the UN – alive, then yes. Look, you said it yourself, this was the least bad option, so–’


    ‘Yes, and what gave me – us – that right? We took a decision that affected the future of every living human being without consulting any of them – and we weren’t even fucking human, so what right did we have to play God with you all?’


    ‘Because it had to be done and you were the only ones who could, right? If you hadn’t, it’s quite possible that none of us would be here at all.’


    ‘That’s the point, though. I don’t know for certain how it would have played out if we hadn’t intervened. I’ll never know, that’s the problem…’


    ‘OK, look at it this way. Imagine that you hadn’t intervened, that you’d let them fight it out. We’d be under the control of either New Dawn or EarthCorp and most of those soldiers would have died anyway because they were always going to slug it out to the bitter end, weren’t they? Or what if EarthCorp had found themselves losing and decided to hit us with nukes on the grounds that if they can’t survive then nobody will, or Ferreira had decided to go for the self destruct option on the same basis? We’d all be dead anyway… You said it yourself, this is the least bad scenario. And as for what gave you the right, well, it had to be you because nobody else could make that decision. I don’t honestly see what else you could have done. Except for nothing, I suppose, which would have meant you wouldn’t have this feeling of responsibility, but wouldn’t you have felt just as responsible if you hadn’t done anything, knowing that you could have done?’


    He opened his mouth to reply, but she held up her hand. ‘I haven’t finished yet, so hear me out, OK? There’s something else to think about. None of those New Dawn or EarthCorp troops had any right to be here anyway. They were trying to take our colony away from us – from the UN. Maybe you didn’t have any choice after all, maybe none of us did, because our job was to defend the UN and its people, come what may, which meant they had to die. I don’t think there was anything else you could have done, because this was the only way you could get Terra Nova – and the colony – back for the UN.’ She shrugged. ‘Remember, we both took an oath of allegiance to the United Nations and this was the only way that either of us could do our sworn duty and, speaking personally, I don’t have any problem with that.’


    She paused, then took a slow sip from her drink. ‘And don’t tell me you haven’t already thought of all this, if you’re as super-intelligent as you’re supposed to be.’


    Despite himself, he smiled briefly. ‘Yeah, I guess I have,’ he said slowly. ‘I suppose it helps to have someone else say it, though, just so you know you’re not deluding yourself. Even we super-brains need reassurance now and then.’


    ‘Bullshit,’ she said, a hesitant grin on her face.


    ‘Very true,’ he agreed. ‘But super-human bullshit… Seriously, Kari, thanks for that. I guess I did need someone to tell me I did OK.’


    ‘You did more than OK… Look, we won, sir–’


    ‘Chris.’


    ‘OK, we won, Chris. That’ll have to be enough for now. Let the future look out for itself – at least we have a future now.’


    ‘Sufficient unto the day, you mean?’


    ‘Sounds about right, yes.’ She finished off her drink, then said, ‘And talking about sufficient, I think I’ve had more than enough of today, to be honest.’


    Vinter glanced at his wrist comp and nodded; it was almost 0100. ‘It’s OK – we’re into tomorrow by now.’


    ‘I can believe it. So if you’ll excuse me, sir, I need my bed. It’s been – it was a long day.’


    ‘Of course.’ They both stood up, then he reached out his hand to her; she shook it, firmly. ‘Thanks again, Kari.’


    ‘No problem.’ She went to the door, then paused, one hand on the lock. She stood there for several seconds, as if making up her mind, then turned back to face him. ‘Chris… look, no strings, but if you want to join me, you’d be very welcome. If not, no problem, there’s no rush, OK?’ Her smile was now quite definitely flirtatious, inviting, perhaps the result of two large whiskies and a combination of both elation – they had won, after all – and tiredness – she had probably only slept maybe three or four hours out of the last seventy-two – but sincere, all the same. And how do I know that? Pheromones, that’s how… Somehow, the thought saddened him; it was yet another indication that he was not really human, not any more.


    As if sensing his hesitation, she suddenly shook her head. ‘Shit,’ she muttered, looking down at the floor. ‘I can’t believe I just said that. Look, sir…’


    ‘It’s OK. As you said, it’s been a very long and tiring day and–’


    ‘And I never could take my whisky anyway. Always gets me pissed. Sorry about that, sir.’


    ‘No need to apologise – I’m very flattered, in fact. I might just take you up on that one fine day, but…’ He shrugged, helplessly.


    ‘Yes, I know. It’s too soon anyway, is that it?’


    ‘I’m afraid so. Anji and Emma are still a bit raw in my memory, even though–’


    ‘Don’t say it. Don’t ever say it. They’re as real to you as my parents are to me. All either of us have left of them is our memories, so don’t ever think anything different, OK? Memories are part of what we are – wasn’t that what you told me? Or at least something like that. Whether you want them or not, your memories are part of you, so don’t push them aside, right?’


    He stared at her, then nodded. ‘You’re right, Kari. Thanks for that.’


    ‘Any time.’ She hesitated, then went on, ‘And as for my totally shameless offer, can we just forget it ever happened?’


    ‘How about we put it on the back-burner for now?’


    She thought about this, then nodded slowly. ‘OK. I can live with that. For a while, anyway.’ Suddenly, she grinned impishly at him. ‘Or until I get a better offer, of course…’


    He laughed softly. ‘OK, Kari, thanks… Go get some sleep, right?’


    ‘Will do.’ Her eyes held his and he could see the smile in them, disturbingly like Anji’s… ‘I think you should take your own advice, actually. Good night, Chris.’


    Then she was gone, leaving him with a feeling of regret – and then he heard the Persephone chime.


    ‘Hi, Kari.’


    ‘You really don’t know what you’re missing, Chris… Proserpina.’


    He shook his head, smiling at the thought that, perhaps, there was someone there for him – and then the smile faded abruptly, because, like it or not, no matter what happened with Kari, no matter how close they became, she wouldn’t be there for him for most of his years to come.


    Nor would anyone else, come to that… He sighed, poured himself another glass, but then stared down at it without touching it, lost in thought.


    The bottom line is that I’m not really human any more, not by any reasonable yardstick. I’m going to live for at least another two hundred years, maybe even three – barring accidents, everyone I know, including Kari, will die long before I do. His body had been given rapid regeneration capabilities in order to recover from wounds or injuries as well as anti-ageing nanotech – the two hundred year figure was considered a minimum estimate, according to the Demeter files, and they also included likely research paths to extend his life expectancy even beyond the three hundred year mark.


    And that was the problem.


    Project Demeter – that was the crux, the ten thousand DNA templates in the Cryogenic Section ready to be matched up to their stored digital memories for cloning, a measure that could only be implemented if the necessary technology was developed on Terra Nova, because those templates could only be implanted into clones (never mind the ethical implications of implanting them into actual human bodies; it was perhaps just as well that it couldn’t be done). So someone had to ensure that the technology was re-established and developed in the years after PlanetFall and it was apparent that he had been the UN’s original choice to do so, if only out of self-interest. Unfortunately, the plan had also called for him not to be awoken until they reached Delta Pavonis, so that he would have had at least two centuries to ensure Project Demeter flourished. But now, if he remained awake throughout the journey, he would be dead at least fifty years before PlanetFall if the two hundred year figure turned out to be accurate after all.


    But if he went back to the Zombie Pits, what guarantee would he have of ever being awoken again? OK, so Kari might not be scared of me – obviously isn’t, in fact – but everyone else sure as hell is, now that they’ve seen what I can do… According to the files, there was no reason why he couldn’t father children, but he knew damn well that the general feeling would be against that – they’d be terrified that he’d produce superhumans as well. There’d be no point in telling them that the augmentation could only be used on clones, because they just wouldn’t want to listen – one Vinter would be more than enough, as far as they were concerned.


    And what if he did have children? Say he and Kari – or anyone else he might end up with – were to become a long-standing partnership, he would be only about forty years old, physically, when she would be over eighty – he would have to watch her grow old and die. Shit, he would outlast their children, if they were ever allowed to have any… Yes, they’re scared of me and why not? Compared to them, I’m the nearest thing to immortal there is. I’m going to outlive all of them, and their children and their children’s children – of course they’re scared of me, who wouldn’t be?


    However, like it or not, he was going to have to go back into the Pits if he were to have any chance of reaching Delta Pavonis, even though there would be no guarantee that he would ever be awoken at the other end. But he had to be, because only then could he be certain that Project Demeter would be activated and provided with the proper oversight, so that there would be no tampering with the rights of the DNA colonists by genetically engineering them into conditioned slaves or second class citizens – or super-warriors… The whole issue of conditioning technology needed rigorous examination and monitoring – and could he trust anyone else to do it, other than himself?


    Jesus, just listen to yourself! So you’re the only one who can be trusted with all this? How arrogant is that? Or is it just a way of rationalising what you want to do anyway? So let’s see where this goes… You know memories can be uploaded – hell, that’s where your own came from so, if you can lick the high clone mortality rate, there’s nothing to stop you doing the same once this present body becomes too old, say two hundred and fifty years from now, and then downloading it into a younger, cloned – and augmented – body. And it probably could be done. He had terabytes of data from the Demeter Project to call on, so it would be relatively easy to carry on that research during the voyage itself, using the geneticists that were in both sets of colonists; they had all the necessary technology aboard Terra Nova, after all. And there was every chance the mortality rate could be overcome – if Demeter had been able to produce two viable clones inside ten years, then, given two hundred years, using all the existing data and refining the techniques…


    It could be done. And he wouldn’t even have to go into the Zombie Pits…


    He really could become immortal – or at least as immortal as it was possible for an individual personality to be. This present version of him would die and be unaware of what happened after that, but the new Vinter would have all his memories as well as his personality; to all intents and purposes, he would be Vinter.


    And you could do it again and again, as many times as you wanted… you could live forever. Could you resist that temptation, because who the hell is going to stop you?


    Vinter stared bleakly down at his glass, suddenly wanting more than ever to call Kari, tell her he had changed his mind, if only to stop his racing thoughts. Because it was only now that he was fully beginning to understand just how much power he had in his hands – the kind that corrupts absolutely… and I’m not even human any more. Can I be trusted with that power? Can anyone? I never asked for any of this…


    ‘OK, that’s enough.’ he said out loud; sufficient unto the day… No, he wasn’t going to call Kari, not yet, although he suspected that it would not be long before he did, because he had to move on some time. She’d been right – he did need to get some sleep. Tomorrow is another day… A line from Gone With The Wind, one of Anji’s favourite books; he smiled fondly at the memory.


    Then the smile faded again as he remembered the last lines of one of his favourite books, 2001: A Space Odyssey…


    For though he was master of the world, he was not quite sure what to do next.


    But he would think of something.


    And that, more than anything, was what terrified him.
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