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 Part 1



 Petrov
Petrov's office was large and dark. He stood alone at the centre, staring ahead, as still as a machine. The room was stark, functional. A sprinkle of tiny, coloured lights blinked from electronics embedded in the walls. To one side of the big, silent man, a large window provided the only light – ghostly, silver moonlight reflected from a cluster of orbiting refineries. The moon outside, although it was barren and skull-white, was not the moon of Earth. It was a colder, far more remote place.
Petrov himself stared at nothing. The images he saw, the voices he heard, came from devices embedded in his body. They stimulated his enhanced brain directly. Anyone watching him would notice immediately that his body was not quite right. There were bulges at the joints, hints of a black exoskeleton partly exposed, what could be lightweight armour embedded in a skin like leather. In those days of genetic tinkering, people said a man's character was revealed in the faces of his children. Every line of Petrov's body proclaimed his father to have been one very sick bastard.
His head quickly tilted up. The giant drew a sharp breath at what his mind had seen. The pale, reflected moonlight twinkled in his hard augmented eyes.
"Aliens," he whispered.



Chapter 1
Kitty held her breath as the station cops sped past – one, two, three – shouting to one another, their motion detectors pinging loudly. This had turned out really badly.
"Come on!" Tad's voice hissed in her ear. He pulled her with him as he squirmed out from between the pipes he'd crammed them into. She pulled back, jamming her toes under a pipe flange to anchor herself. Tad, caught unawares, was spun around and flailed wildly for a moment before his hand found a pipe to grab hold of. "By the stars! What are you doing?" He steadied himself then pushed his face up close to Kitty's. "Now what?"
"You didn't say you were going to steal all that stuff! You didn't say we were going to have company cops chasing us! You didn't tell me you were a total moron!"
Tad was looking angry but most of all he was looking desperate to get off the refinery and onto the freighter. “Those guys are not going to wait,” he said. Kitty frowned at him. "Look," he pleaded. "How did you think we were going to pay for our passage?"
"But you said these were friends of yours. You said they were doing us a big favour. You said..."
"All right! Maybe I exaggerated a bit. You want to get off this orbiting junk-pile don't you?"
"Not that much, you idiot! Not with the cops chasing us and everyone thinking we're criminals!"
Tad's face hardened. "Oh, you'd love to just chuck it in now and go back to your fancy high-gee quarters and let me face the cops on my own. Well I'm sorry, poor little rich girl, you're in it up to your pretty little neck."
Kitty rolled her eyes. "Oh no. All this and clichés too!"
Tad grabbed her arms roughly. "You'd better focus, Kitty. This isn't one of your preppy little pranks. Every security camera in the station saw you and me in there together taking this stuff and your rich bitch DNA is all over everything." Kitty glared at him furiously but she could feel fear taking hold in her chest. "Now we'd better be on that ship before they seal the cargo bays or we're going to be stuck here explaining everything to the company Justice Administrator." He pushed away from the pipes, moving quickly in the minuscule gravity. This time, reluctantly, Kitty followed him.
They flitted almost silently between gigantic plastic storage bubbles and into the narrow corridors that only the maintenance drones used. As spacer kids, born in orbit, they were perfectly at ease in micro-G, flying with the casual grace of their arboreal ancestors through the dim cavities of the orbiting refinery. Tad led them in a complex but efficient route through the maze of ducts and tunnels, avoiding the corridors and the living spaces. Then they came up through a service hatch into the space dock itself. Their ship, the freighter Galaxian, was docked at one of the big cargo bays. Through an airtight hatch four metres square in the ship's nose, she could see its fat belly already full of crates in bright primary colours. She pulled Tad back into the shadows. "This is stupid!" she wailed. "I'm sixteen. I'm bright. I'm beautiful. I can't be a wanted criminal on the run from the law!"
"You were happy enough to run away with me this morning."
"This morning you were going to help me get off this dump, we were going to Earth. I was going to get a job, get a life..." She paused to fight down a sob. "This morning you were my hero, my white knight. Now you're nothing but a common thief and you've ruined my life!"
Tad was mortified. "I did it all for you, Kitty. I thought you'd be pleased."
"God, you're so stupid!"
"Shhhh!" He raised his hands as if to protect himself. He glanced nervously at the ship. No more crates were being loaded. "We've got to go."
Kitty shook her head. "I can't!"
"Kitty, you've got to."
"I want to go home," she whined. "This is all your fault."
Suddenly Tad was angry again. "Well sod off home then. I'm sick of this spoilt brat routine. I'm leaving right now and you can suit yourself." He turned and pushed off, taking a route close to the wall, sticking to the shadows.
Watching him go, Kitty suddenly felt very scared and alone. "Wait!" she hissed after him but he was either too far away or was deliberately ignoring her. Furious with him and with herself for getting into such a hopeless mess, she kicked off too, following the same route.
Gradually, they approached the bright maw of the Galaxian. Tad was crouched behind some freight handling gear by the cargo hatch and Kitty was quietly making her way towards him. She was almost there when he moved out of the shadow and pushed himself over to a man in Titan Engineering company overalls standing just inside the ship checking inventory. Cursing silently, she landed where Tad had been hiding and watched.
Tad and the man spoke for a moment. Tad held up the bag containing the stolen goodies. The man immediately grew agitated, looking around to see who might be watching and then hurriedly leading Tad out of sight into the ship. Still afraid of being left alone, Kitty pushed herself over to the hatch, praying silently that no-one was looking her way as she made the long, slow glide across the loading bay and into the freighter's hold. She stopped at one of the big plastic crates and quickly bounced herself further in, out of sight of the wide open space dock. She scanned about for Tad but couldn't see him anywhere. Then she heard voices from farther back. Keeping out of sight, she inched towards them.
Tad and the crewman were arguing.
"It's industrial grade," Tad was saying. "The best, just like you asked for. Fully programmable, shaped charges, variable chemistry. It's worth a fortune."
The crewman was sneering. "What are you? Some kind of nanotech salesman? Take your crap and beat it."
"But you said..."
"I changed my mind. Now fuck off!" The crewman stepped up to Tad, menacing him, and Tad took a step back. Watching from the crates above them, Kitty felt her heart beat faster. Until that moment, she had seen Tad as a big, strong guy. He was older – eighteen – and self-assured. Now, with the burly crewman advancing on him, she could see he was just a kid, good looking but scrawny and underdeveloped. No match for this heavily-built brute. She took a grip of the box beside her, ready to leap to Tad's aid but, as she did so, two more crewmen slid up behind the first.
"Is this the kid with the explosives, Mac?" one of the newcomers asked.
The first – Mac – scowled and said "Yes Chief. He's just leaving."
Tad was desperate. "I can't go back there. The cops are after me."
The Chief Officer smiled. "That's the problem, you see, arsehole. If you'd done it nice and quiet, we could have done business. As it is..." He turned to Mac. "Get rid of him."
Scowling at the youngster, Mac pulled a short, silver tube out of his pocket. Wide-eyed with horror, Tad pulled himself around and shot off back the way he had come like a spacerat down a soil pipe. Mac set off after him. "Make sure he's off the ship then close the cargo hatch," the Chief said to the remaining crewman. "We leave in two hours."



Chapter 2
"Aliens? What do you mean 'aliens'?" Dr. Geoffrey Cejka was hurrying to keep up as the Captain strode quickly down the corridor. The corridor floor was the outer wall of a huge, rotating-wheel space-station, painted military drab from end to end.
"Could you please keep your voice down Dr Cejka." Ashton pronounced the scientist's name 'Chayka'-having been the first military man Geoffrey had met who had bothered to ask for the right way to say it. "It's supposed to be a secret."
"Captain, er," Geoffrey began, peering at his escort's name badge. "Ashton, we're on a military base in orbit around Jupiter. Who is going to hear me for Pete's sake?"
"Just humour me, please, Doctor."
"OK. See? I'm whispering. So: Aliens?"
Ashton looked genuinely contrite. "You'll get a full briefing in just a minute from the Admiral. I shouldn't have mentioned it."
"Look, it's a real privilege to be here and all. Don't get me wrong. Shit, I've never even been in space before. Well, not since I was a kid..." He stopped himself babbling and took a breath. "Are we talking sentient aliens here?"
Before Captain Ashton could answer, they arrived at the briefing room and went straight in.
About twenty people were seated around a long, glossy table. The room itself was so long that Geoffrey could see the curvature of the floor. He found it unsettling. Admiral Oldman looked up from the head of the table as they entered. She watched them in silence as they took the last two seats. Geoffrey stole a quick look at the others. They were mostly military with a few civilians and one... "Oh my God!" he yelled as he sprang to his feet. The whole room turned to look at him. Geoffrey didn't even notice. His whole attention was on the creature sitting half-way down the long table. It was huge, complicated. Geoffrey couldn't quite understand its jumble of insect-like limbs. Its head – it could have been a head – swivelled towards him. There was no face, just a hard, smoothly chitinous surface, dull brown with a lighter mottling. A woman at the other side of the table giggled.
"Dr Cejka," The Admiral's voice was calmly sardonic. "Do you have some kind of problem with this robot?"
"Robot?" he looked at Captain Ashton in confusion but the Captain had his head in his hands. A wave of embarrassment flooded up through him and he took a deep, calming breath. "Ah... no. I'm fine. Thank you." He sat down slowly, wishing the chair would swallow him. Of course it was a robot. What else would it be? An alien? Still, a robot at a briefing?
"Good. As we are all here, I will begin." Admiral Oldman looked around the table, her steady, grey eyes weighing each of them. "Firstly, I'd like to apologise for the secrecy we have had to impose and to thank you all for your forbearance so far." A small smile crossed her lips. "I suspect you will all think it was worthwhile when you hear why you have been invited here. Special Agent Wu?"
A smartly dressed man rose and went to the front of the room. He gave a small bow, barely a nod, and began speaking. "I'd like to show you a communication we received two months ago from Deep Explorer 375, an uncrewed interstellar probe launched sixty years ago." The lights dimmed and an image appeared beside the intelligence agent. It was a view from deep space into a star system. It was a confusing image, lacking the usual graphics that would discretely overlay such an image to show the orbits of planets and moons. The planets were missing and the central star was merely a brighter dot than the background stars. There was no way of knowing the scale.
"The star is Gamma Sagittae," said Wu and a pointer appeared in the image. "Two hundred and seventy-three light years from Earth. Deep Explorer 375 is just three billion kilometres out at this point. "Now watch."
The image distorted and then broke up into a violent fuzz of random noise. Then that stopped and the image died. Wu turned to face the table. "There have been no further transmissions from the probe since then."
After a brief silence the woman who had giggled asked, "What was the message?"
Geoffrey looked at her feeling like he must be the only one who wasn't in on the secret but Wu asked, "What message Professor Iverson?"
"That 'static' we just saw. Interstellar communications is done through quantum entanglement. I won't bother explaining why but, when the communication fails, you don't get 'static' like some old-world radio transmission. There is no plausible natural phenomenon that could easily account for such a pattern being sent via entanglement. That means that pattern must have been sent deliberately. So I assume it was a message of some sort."
Geoffrey heard someone else mutter "Of course!" and looked at Wu just in time to see him raise his eyebrows at the Admiral and receive a nod of agreement in return.
"The message," Wu continued, smoothly, "was in Galingua. Every one of the Deep Explorer probes contained a complete specification for the language which can be defined on the basis of simple mathematics and various universal constants."
Geoffrey knew about such things. For nearly three hundred years people had been devising artificial languages as a proposed means of kick-starting communication with alien races. Now we had a message in one from interstellar space.
"We assume the specification was read directly from the probe's memory. Certainly nothing was broadcast by the craft. We must also assume that the probe's systems were commandeered and used to send the message.
"If you look at the handouts we've prepared, you'll find the full text of the message there."
Geoffrey scanned his public mind and found the document. It was stamped 'Top Secret' and 'For Your Eyes Only' but opened at his request to reveal a short text block. He transferred it immediately into his private mind and began to read it. The message said:
"Come to The People. Be welcome. Exchange is possible. Growth is possible. In loneliness and curiosity we suffer your absence. Be swift. We wait."
Geoffrey set the text aside and returned his attention to the room. The others around the table were looking about in different states of bewilderment or confusion. "Is this some kind of a joke?" asked a big man with a scowl and a French accent.
"It's some programmer with a childish sense of humour," said another, a small, intense man. Looking at the message again, Geoffrey had to agree that that was the most likely explanation.
Wu looked calmly down the table. "That was our first thought too. We've already ruled it out beyond any reasonable doubt. Every line of Deep Explorer 375's programming is duplicated at Talent Aerospatiale where its brain was built. Every line of code, every piece of training data has been re-inspected by the best artificial mind we have. We then ran a simulation to trick our copy of the brain into believing that it had reached the same point in the mission as Deep Explorer 375. Nothing happened. We have also interviewed every single member of the development team. None of them admits sabotaging the mission and our tests confirm that they were not lying to us." He gave them a moment to absorb that.
"Could someone have interrupted the signal, somehow?" a woman asked, feebly.
"Not possible," said the big Frenchman, flatly. "More likely it's someone at the receiving end substituting this rubbish for the real telemetry."
"We checked that too. In fact we have been very busy running down every conceivable hypothesis for the past two months."
The Admiral spoke again. "I think you had all better get used to the idea – as we have had to. The human race is no longer alone in the Universe."
"And what was in the rest of the message?" They all turned again to stare at Professor Iverson. Geoffrey marvelled at the self-assurance in her voice.
Wu twitched a little smile, a nervous tic, gone in an instant. "The rest was just directions on how to find them."
Iverson leaned forward and Geoffrey saw the eagerness in her fine strong features. She addressed the admiral. Geoffrey realised she had only ever addressed the admiral. "So, at last, we come to why we are all here being let into your little secret."
The admiral said, "Thank you Agent Wu." and the smartly dressed man returned to his seat. "Perhaps you would like to tell us why you think you are all here, Professor?"
Iverson's expression barely changed, yet Geoffrey had a distinct sense of the woman's feeling of triumph. Somehow she felt she had scored a point – although Geoffrey was still finding it almost impossible to keep up with the main argument, let alone the undertones.
"Very well," Iverson agreed. "You're going to mount an expedition. You had a little contingency plan tucked away somewhere called 'Procedures for Managing a First Contact Situation' or something like that. So you opened it up and dusted it off and there on page one it says you should assemble the – what? – the Contact Management Team? – with a list of appropriate skills and suggested names. How am I doing?"
The admiral smiled. "Very good. It's the Contact Assessment Team but, otherwise, you are pretty close. Captain Ashton, would you take over please?"
Ashton pushed back his chair and stood up. Geoffrey was struck, as he had been on their first meeting, with how young the starship captain was. He's not even my age, he thought – and Geoffrey definitely felt too young to have the kinds of life-and-death responsibilities such a rank implied.
"Thank you, ma'am," the young officer murmured and launched straight into it. "There are thirteen of us in the CAT, five military, seven civilian and myself. My name is Robert Ashton and I will be your pilot. Going around the table clockwise we have...” He nodded towards the outspoken woman. "...Professor Susan Iverson, head of theoretical physics at Princeton University’s Institute of Advanced Studies." The handsome woman nodded in acknowledgement and Geoffrey was struck with the realisation that Einstein, von Neumann, Wong and Okamoto had all worked in the same institute as this woman – although, of course, Princeton had left the old USA nearly two hundred years ago during the pogroms and had been located in various off-word sites ever since. Ashton moved on to a wiry, hard-faced man in a grey uniform whom he introduced as Colonel Frank Teng, a munitions specialist from the Chinese Hegemony. Next came Dr Aaron Goldberg, head of biomechanical engineering at IBM Corporate State Research Labs on Europa Base, a middle-aged, overweight and flamboyant man with trendy face painting on his cheeks.
Special Agent Wu Kwang Fu, also from the Chinese Hegemony, was next, then Professor Barbara Wixted, a quiet woman with jet-black hair who held the chair of linguistics at Oxford. Commander Philip Lenahan, of United Europe’s Special Boat Squad sat relaxed and deeply rugged beside her. Then came the big bluff man who had spoken earlier. He turned out to be Dr Henri Petain, head of comparative anthropology at the University of Lyon. A tall, athletic woman, with Latin good looks, Colonel Maria Liapis, from the UN Permanent Force’s Marines Space Corps, barely flicked her big eyes as she was introduced.
By this time, Geoffrey's head was reeling. The status and qualifications of everyone in the room was beginning to unnerve him. And the roll-call of the wise and exalted went on as Ashton introduced the solid, grey-templed man who would lead the expedition as General Eduardo Ramirez, from the UNPF. Sitting beside him was a petite Japanese woman who looked too young and pretty to be out of college yet but who was introduced as Dr Akiro Motosako, Head of Materials Research at Space Fabrication Corporation – not a Corporate State like IBM but still a major commercial force in the system. Beside her and sitting next to Geoffrey was Frau Inge Hartmann, former United Europe Ambassador to the Federación Americana.
"And finally we have Dr Geoffrey Cejka, er, no current affiliation." Ashton seemed embarrassed. "I'm sorry. Is that right Dr Cejka?"
Blushing to his roots, Geoffrey forced a smile. "Absolutely. I assure you I'm as surprised to be at this table as you are to find me here."
Now it was Ashton's turn to blush. "No. I didn't mean..." he stammered. "It was just..."
Susan Iverson cut across him. "Those of us fortunate enough to have read Dr Cejka's books quite understand why he is here. An excellent choice, Admiral. In fact, the whole team is quite impressive."
"Thank you." Oldman seemed genuinely flattered. "It took some serious string-pulling to get you all here. There are several people we would have liked to include but they either refused our invitation or their governments refused to release them. So you are it. This team will be the first group of humans to meet a sentient alien life-form. Pretty cool, huh?" A number of smiles broke out around the table and Oldman's sharp eyes flicked between them all. "Please continue, Captain."
"Er, excuse me." Geoffrey leant forward to get attention.
"Yes, Dr Cejka?"
"Er, Geoff is fine. Look, I was just wondering about the, er..." he looked nervously towards the robot and stopped talking.
Captain Ashton picked up the ball. "It was felt that having an artificial mind along would give the team a different perspective on things, which might prove useful. The UNPF Advanced Projects Agency had an experimental AM already embodied in one of its next-generation combat prototypes which it kindly agreed to lend us for the duration. It's really quite friendly. Please, feel free to talk to it."
Geoffrey looked back at the big machine. The robot swivelled its featureless head to face him. "Hello, Geoff," it said politely.
Geoffrey swallowed nervously. He'd heard of military robots, of course, but he'd never actually seen one. Well, he’d seen pictures, of course, but never in reality – and he didn’t remember them looking anything like this one. General-purpose robots were incredibly rare. Only the military seemed to find a use for them. The idea that this huge, insectoid device had been built to kill and that it had a high-calibre brain to help it achieve its purpose disturbed him greatly. "Hello," he said. "Do you have a name?"
"I have an asset number but most people call me BS."
"Why BS?"
"Because one of my trainers used to say I was built like a brick shit-house."
There was a burst of laughter around the room. Geoffrey waited until it died down. "What do you feel about being on this mission, BS?"
The robot did not pause before answering. "I am anxious to serve in whatever capacity I can."
"But do you understand that this is a very special mission?"
"I understand that humans would consider it special and therefore success is important."
"What would count as a success for this mission?"
"The survival of the team."
Geoffrey blinked in surprise. The whole room was silent for several seconds.
Captain Ashton took the opportunity to continue his briefing. "You have all received information packs about the journey and how to behave aboard ship."
"Aren't you taking a lot for granted, Captain?" the gruff Frenchman asked. "So far I have only agreed to this meeting – not to go on an interstellar voyage of exploration."
"Oh come on, Petain!" snapped Susan Iverson irritably. "No-one in their right mind would turn down an offer like this." She looked around the table. "Hands up anyone who is seriously considering dropping out." Not a single hand was raised although one or two people squirmed uncomfortably. "I thought so. Now stop all this nonsense, Henri, and let the Captain get on with it."
Petain scowled at the physicist but said nothing. Geoffrey had the feeling they were old adversaries.
Ashton went on. "There will be some basic safety training, medicals, systems briefings and such – the schedule is in your packs. We depart in 48 hours. Questions?"
"Yes! Hundreds!" exclaimed Iverson, reflecting Geoffrey's own sense of being railroaded. There were nods and sounds of agreement from many of the civilians around the table. The silence from the Ambassador and the military people suggested they had already received a more thorough briefing.
"Shouldn't we spend some time studying the message and agreeing how to proceed at the meeting?" asked Professor Wixted, the quiet linguist from Oxford. Again there were nods and agreement.
"There has already been some work done on that, Professor.” Ashton smiled reassuringly. “Besides, we’ll have plenty of time for that when we are underway. The flight will take just over three months."
Dear God! Three months together with a dozen strangers in a spaceship, thought Geoffrey.
"But that's... 1,000c!" exclaimed the trendy engineer from IBMCS. "I didn't know that was possible." He suddenly seemed embarrassed by his outburst and added weakly, "I thought 10c was the best that was theoretically possible."
Susan Iverson turned and regarded the Admiral with narrowed eyes. “An IR drive?” she asked.
Ashton shrugged. "Another little military secret for you to keep, I'm afraid. A whole new propulsion principle. We'll be flying in the experimental space cruiser Canta Libre. I'm her test pilot – which is how I landed this job."
"Thank you, Captain." Admiral Oldman looked at the newly-formed team. "You've each travelled a long way to be here. It has been stressful and you have a lot to absorb and make sense of. I suggest we call it a day and you each get some rest. Tomorrow will be a very busy day." She smiled a strangely wistful smile at them as she rose to leave the room.
Is she sad because she's not going with us? Geoffrey wondered. Or is she saddened by the necessity of sending the likes of us out there to face the unknown?



Chapter 3
Geoffrey's sleep was broken and filled with dreams. At one point a tall, angelic creature explained to him the true meaning of the alien message. But the explanation faded from his mind and for what could have been hours, he was tormented by the feeling that he knew but had forgotten the most important thing that anyone had ever known. Tossing fitfully, he chased fragments of memory around the backwaters of his mind, pressing vague phantoms into spurious, distracting fantasies.
He woke fully at last to a mild embarrassment at having believed so strongly in the dream. But, even when all memory of the night had dissolved away, the anxiety and unease stayed with him.
He searched his private mind for the briefing material and found the aliens' message just where he had left it last night. He scanned the notes he had made but didn't find any insights recorded there. After a while he put the files away and synced with the space station's public mind. There he found service directories, maps and guides and, at last, directions to the nearest cafeteria.
The cafeteria was a large space with a row of food printers and drink dispensers at one end and a scattering of tables and chairs. The curvature of the floor hardly bothered him today. A couple of the others from the briefing were there already – the Americano IBMer, Goldberg, and the surly anthropologist, Petain. He grabbed a plate of something – he never cared much what he ate – and went to join them.
They were having a heated discussion as he arrived which didn't miss a beat as he sat down. "The military mind is susceptible to pranks," the big Frenchman was saying.
"Can you imagine what it has cost them to bring ten people out here?" asked Goldberg. "They wouldn't do that if there was any chance that this was not for real. Anyway," and here he waved a small, rectangular pastry for emphasis, "how come your mind is so closed to the possibility?" He popped the pastry whole into his mouth and nodded.
Petain scoffed. "My mind is not closed. I merely apply Occam's Razor and look for the simplest solutions first."
"What could be simpler than one island of sentient beings sending another one a message of greeting?"
"First, my friend, you must believe that there are aliens out there."
Geoffrey decided to join in. "You find it hard to believe in aliens?"
Petain looked at him with what could have been disdain, or it could have been his everyday expression. "I find it hard, Monsieur, to believe in fairies and Bigfoot and God as well."
"Aw, c'mon Henri!" the Americano burst out. "The likelihood of finding extraterrestrials is bordering on certainty! Astronomers have found over ten million Earthlike planets in this galaxy alone."
"Just show me one solid piece of evidence and I will believe you."
"You've seen their message," Geoffrey said, "and you still won't believe."
"Message!" the anthropologist scoffed. "That childish piece of nonsense? I would sooner believe this is all an elaborate Government plot than that aliens really talk like that!"
"What we need is a linguist to throw a little light on the subject," declared the Americano, half rising. "Would you care to join us Professor Wixted?"
Geoffrey and Petain looked around to find the quiet Oxford don behind them with a croissant and a coffee in her delicate little hands. "Thank you," she said, coming over. "And please call me Barbara."
She sat down, arranging her food and drink carefully but showing no sign of consuming them. The three men watched her in silence until Geoffrey, suddenly aware of what he was doing, asked, "What do you make of the message, Barbara?"
She looked up, startled, and blinked at Geoffrey before answering. "I've looked at the original Galingua version too, of course. It's a horribly difficult language with some awful inherent ambiguities but somebody did a very good translation, I'd say."
"What about the content? Anything to suggest that it's a hoax?"
"Impossible to say," she said and Geoffrey marvelled at the contrast between her deferential, retiring manner and the bold certainty of her professional opinions. "On the one hand the flawlessly grammatical use of Galingua argues for a hoax, on the other hand the complete absence of any colloquialism argues that it is genuine."
"Or," said Petain, "both facts suggest the hoaxer had a clever linguist write the message."
"Perhaps," said Geoffrey, "the perfect Galingua implies an astonishing intelligence."
"Incroyable!" Petain was outraged. His big hands made big gestures. "By probing this spacecraft, they learn not only to use a difficult, alien, artificial language perfectly, they also manage to determine the workings of its onboard systems well enough to hijack it and send us a party invitation. How is such a thing possible?"
"Couldn't we do such a thing?" asked Geoffrey ingenuously.
"Of course! If we had months or years."
"And a really good artificial mind," added the Americano engineer. "And the advantage of it being a human invention, however artificial."
"How long would they have had?" Barbara Wixted asked.
"We have absolutely no idea," said Goldberg theatrically. "Six seconds, six minutes, perhaps six years, or sixty! They may have been studying Galingua and space technology down on Earth for years before Deep Explorer 375 even took off." He let his bright little eyes travel from one to the other of them. "The truth is we know nothing and we can know nothing – not for certain. Isn't that true, Henri? Whatever our opinions might be, that is all they are, just opinions."
"Excuse me!" They all looked up in surprise at the polite phrase, barked at them so loudly. A ridiculously young Marine Space Corpsman was standing stiffly by their table. "The Admiral begs your pardon and requests your attendance in briefing room 6-15."
The four at the table exchanged glances, wondering quite how to react to such an invitation. "I think that means our safety training is about to begin," said Geoffrey, smiling and rising.



Chapter 4
The Bundaberg was as silent as the grave – and as dark. It slid through the interstellar void at a speed that did not make sense. It's tiny negative-energy reactor powering an unnatural warping of space, compressing it ahead of the craft and stretching it behind. Within the distortion, the Bundaberg hung immobile. Outside, the stars felt the little ripple in space-time pass them at three times the speed of light. Of course, by today’s standards, 3c was a leisurely pace but ninety-seven years ago, when the Bundaberg had been pushed out of Earth orbit by two giant Taiwan class space tugs, it had been the state of the art. It had also confirmed the newly-formed Chinese Hegemony as a serious player in interstellar space and sparked a galactic land rush among the space-faring superstates.
In the absolute silence of the ship’s flight deck, a tiny light came on, indicating a long-dormant system had come alive. In the ghastly dimness, a thin frost sparkled from every surface. Below the flight deck, in the innards of the ship’s systems, a group of heating elements became active. With slow, gentle care, they warmed the components of the ship’s air processing systems. Hours passed. Then with a roar that echoed down every corridor of the frozen ship, the air circulation pumps came on. Slowly, the Bundaberg’s old dry air began to move again. Carefully, the ship’s main heaters began to warm the air as it circulated and the frost on walls and consoles and furniture became beads of moisture which slowly, slowly evaporated into the warming air. Two days passed before the ship’s sensors showed that the flight deck was ready for human habitation once more. In the ship's computing grid, sensor data was collated and analysed by the neural nets that monitored the environment and a decision was reached. Four of the crew were selected from the lists included with the standing orders appropriate to the current situation. Signals were sent to the PSF racks – the Personnel Storage Facility on the deck below – to begin the process of reviving the chosen crew members.
-oOo-
Working for an organised crime syndicate was much like working for any large corporation. People were pushed hard, they were stressed, they were threatened a lot and rewarded just enough to keep them at it, they hated their bosses and they dumped on their minions. No-one really knew what it was all for or how they'd wound up there but they knew that important, powerful people expected to get rich off the back of their labours and they'd damned well better meet their productivity targets.
Mike McBain walked around the molecule that hung in the middle of his lab. It was a beautiful thing. Working for Petrov's mob had big advantages for McBain. For a start, there was not a single jurisdiction in the Four States that would not give McBain compulsory permanent rehabilitation for designing this lovely molecule. Petrov, on the other hand, gave him this wonderful lab and more money than he knew what to do with.
He reached into the floating image and adjusted one of its countless folds. Displays sprang into life around him as simulations calculated the effects of his change. Pleased with the result, he stepped back to admire his handiwork.
What McBain did for the Petrov organisation was designing 'mass' – mind altering substances – a family of DNA-like molecules which could infect neurons in the human brain, instructing them to rewire themselves.
Mass had been around for a hundred years and it had become increasingly sophisticated. The early mass made simple changes to people's mood or perceptions, or it was used to improve memory or intelligence, and these were still its most popular uses. These days, however, the top designers could offer far more advanced services – specific skills and abilities, altered states of consciousness, personality changes to make people more confident or optimistic. A very popular line were the variants which changed sexual preferences. Then there were the many therapeutic varieties, eliminating depression or schizophrenia and removing specific neuroses. Apart from these 'street' markets, the biggest buyers of mass were military and law-enforcement agencies.
Mass, McBain thought, could have been humankind's greatest boon if not for two things. The first was the fact that the changes it made were irreversible – except through using more mass. Fine for relieving an endogenous depression but not so good for the mood enhancers and the perception changers who spent the rest of their lives on a permanent trip. Not that their lives were always that long. That was the second thing. Mass had some strange, often unpredictable side effects, the most common of which was a progressive neural decay, leading to incurable insanities, dementias and loss of bodily function sometimes lasting years before death occurred. A mass user could live out a normal life-span but a good ten percent of them died within ten years, making it one of the most deadly and dangerous drugs on the market.
Despite all the government propaganda and the never-ending media hysteria, McBain didn't see himself as a criminal or even a particularly bad person. He was just a guy who was very good at what he did who had found an employer who appreciated his talents. If people wanted to fry their brains with this stuff it was hardly his fault!
And his convenient conscience meant that McBain could work on projects like the little beauty floating in front of him. The marketing guys had been pressing him for over a year to give them something that would increase people's courage without inducing excessive recklessness. There were military customers queuing round the block for it. But he'd never had much luck. He was beginning to suspect that it was because courage and recklessness were in fact the same thing, just viewed from different perspectives. Then he'd stumbled on it quite by chance, the right mix of boosted self-confidence, decreased foresight, increased psychopathy, reduced general intelligence and the missing ingredient, that had eluded him for so long, a large dash of suggestibility. He probably wouldn't have thought of suggestibility if he hadn't recently had a request for a dose of it for someone's special project.
A stranger walked into the lab, one of the Messengers. McBain thought of them as the Messengers as their lives revolved around doing little errands for the Bosses. You saw them hanging around the cafeteria or the recreation areas watching low-budget dramas on their expensive brain augments.
This one walked into the middle of the room and said "You McBain?" McBain didn't deny it. The Messenger looked him up and down with a barely disguised sneer. McBain got that a lot and he was used to it. "The Boss wants to see you right now."
In what passed for a structure here, McBain reported to Joe Pagura, head of Product Development. "Tell Joe I'll be along in a minute, okay?"
The Messenger grinned at him. "Joe who? You'd better start moving McBain. You don't want to keep the Boss waiting."
A rush of fear washed through McBain's body. Above Pagura's level the organisation was peopled by tough and vicious men, people you tried to keep clear of, people who had the power and the psychopathic personalities to maim or kill you – or worse – if they didn't like the way you talked to them. Without even shutting down his simulation, he followed the Messenger. Smoothing down his dress anxiously, he asked "Who wants to see me? Radcliffe?” Radcliffe was one of Petrov’s top execs. McBain remembered now that he’d heard a rumour about Radcliffe; that he’d had some guy who’d upset him publicly eviscerated last year just to make some kind of point. The Messenger just grinned to himself and kept on walking.
-oOo-
Helen Kanato woke slowly, feeling strange. She was confused but she didn't know why. She was in bed but she could not remember going to bed. She could not remember last night at all. Looking about in sudden alarm, she was relieved to find she was in her own bed and alone! What was going on?
She lay still, her heart racing, trying to remember. Around her, the quiet hum of the space-station was reassuringly normal. She remembered the day. It had been a normal shift, nothing unusual. A bit longer than normal maybe. The pressure to get Canta Libre fitted out in time was enormous. The whole engineering team was working double shifts. She had handed over to the next crew and gone to the canteen. Then...
Agitated, she got up and went to the personal hygiene unit to freshen up. She felt like shit. Looking at herself in the mirror, she remembered a stranger, a tall, dark-haired woman who had sat near her and started talking. Helen didn't socialise much. She hadn't wanted to talk then. Her head had been full of the day's engineering problems and she needed peace and quiet to think them through. But the woman had been insistent, even pushy, and Helen had not wanted to appear rude.
Now she looked at her haggard reflection and wondered what had happened. She remembered the woman – Kylie! that was her name – going on about some dessert she was eating. She'd offered Helen some, almost insisted that she eat it. Could it have been drugged?
Helen changed out of the clothes she had slept in and put on fresh overalls. She knew she had to report this. Canta Libre was a top secret project and Helen was a senior engineer. Her employers could have just lost intellectual property worth a fortune. Then there was the military. Even though she was a civilian, the military made the rules out here and they were completely paranoid about this project. She was scared but she knew she had to report it.
She took a last look at herself and went through to her little sitting room on her way to the door. And there was Kylie, cool as a cucumber, smiling at her from a chair.
"You’d like to sit down, Helen," she said and Helen amazed herself by sitting in the nearest chair. Kylie's smile broadened. "Good. Now you need to call the project office and tell them that you woke up feeling ill but that you will be coming in soon. You must convince them this is true."
Without a moment's hesitation, Helen placed the call and did as she was asked. Then she looked at the strange woman with tears in her eyes and asked, "What is happening to me?" What was frightening Helen more than anything was the knowledge that, whatever this woman told her to do, she immediately wanted to do it – really, really wanted to.
The tall woman seemed to enjoy Helen's fear. "Isn't it great?" she said. "I slip you a mouthful of mass and you turn into my little puppy."
"Mass?"
"Yeah. You know. Re-wires the brain. What I gave you is called whore-dust on the streets 'cos it's what the pimps use to get themselves a willing workforce. All it does is increase your suggestibility to the point where anyone can tell you to do anything and you do it – gladly." She looked Helen up and down. "In fact, you and I could have lots of fun with this, except," she sighed, "I don't have the time right now. Come on." She stood up. Helen stood too. "I am your mistress, OK? And you want to obey me and make me happy, right?"
Helen knew it was true as soon as her mistress spoke. "Yes mistress," she said and they left the cabin together.
They walked quickly down corridors, unobserved by dormant security monitors, down ramps to lower levels until they were on the outer fringes of the station where the gravity was an uncomfortable one G. Finally, they came to Dock 15. Through the clear doors, Helen could see the huge workshop area, empty now that the refit was almost complete, and, beyond that, the air locks and shuttle hangars. There would be biometric security checks now. They would spot the intruder easily and the guards would come.
"Go on in," said the woman. "Everything is normal. You are supposed to be doing this with me."
So Helen presented herself at the door for scanning and was passed through. The woman also presented herself and, because the last thing that lieutenant Peter Chubb of the station's security staff had done before he hanged himself that morning had been to assign her a high-level security clearance, she was passed through too.
Smiling at her mistress, assured that everything was normal, Helen followed her down the ramp to the shuttle hangars. Through the outer hull windows, she saw the sleek shape of Canta Libre slide slowly by as the station's rotation carried them past it.
"Take me over there," the woman said, pointing at the starship.
Helen wanted to, she really wanted to, but she knew she must not. "I c-can't," she stammered. "I'm not allowed to. It's absolutely top security."
"That's all right, Helen." Irritation was beginning to sound in the woman's voice and Helen cringed. "I've got full authorisation from the Admiral herself. You really must help me, you know. What I'm doing is more important than anything. It's more important than anything else. More important than your miserable little life. Do you hear?"
"Yes Mistress." Helen was mortified that she'd been so stupid. Of course helping her Mistress was the most important thing of all. More important even than the station's rules. Anyway, the Admiral knew and approved of everything. She bowed and hurried over to one of the service shuttles, beckoning her Mistress to follow her, relieved to see her Mistress smile a satisfied smile.
They docked in the Canta Libre's tiny cargo bay. All doors opened to Helen's high-level clearance and the Mistress followed her in silence as the Chief Engineer led her through the ship's corridors to the engine room.
"Now Helen, listen carefully to me." Helen gave the tall woman her full attention. "The Admiral wants you to dismantle the IR drive. You remember her asking you to do it, don't you?" Helen couldn't remember at first – but then she could. She nodded. "Good girl. And you remember she wanted you to make a special job of it. She wanted you to make sure nobody could put it together again – even if you had to break a few things, or lose them. Do you remember that?"
"Yes...but..."
"It doesn't have to make sense, Helen. The Admiral was quite specific, wasn't she?" Yes, she was, Helen realised. "And I want you to do this too, Helen. You want to do this to please me, don't you."
"Oh yes! Of course! Only it's..."
"It's very unusual, I know, but it's all right. You know it's all right really, don't you?"
Yes, she knew. The Admiral wanted it and her Mistress wanted it. Everything was all right. She nodded and smiled and her Mistress smiled back. She reached into her belt for a multi-tool. The stranger put a hand on her arm. "You mustn't let anyone know what you're doing, Helen. The Admiral and I require absolute secrecy. You agree with the need for secrecy, don't you?"
"Oh yes!" Helen knew that secrecy was essential. “I’d better uncouple some of the monitors, first," she said and put on an interface net. Her Mistress looked anxious and stepped towards her. "It's all right, Mistress. I just need to interface with the ship's systems. They're not on the main station net."
The woman stopped. Her nostrils flared briefly. "All right. But you have to be careful. No-one must know what you're doing."
Helen smiled reassuringly and latched to the ship. Diagnostics and controls faded into view overlaying the ship's systems and she began reaching and touching and mumbling at them as she swiftly disabled the many monitors and alarms that were there to detect tampering. It was easy work and she had soon cleared enough of them to give herself the privacy she needed.
Helen was making good progress. She'd brought the ghost condensate couplings on line and was warming them up. Her plan was to fry the exotic matter superconductors that carried the pseudo-field through which the infra-reality effect was generated. No-one could fix that in a hurry! Those superconductors had been specially fabricated for this engine and it would take them months to get a replacement made. She looked through the schematics, trying to find the operating parameters for the devices but they weren't there. Kieran would know. He had done the original installation and had flown all the way up with them from Manchester, England where he'd been on the team that had designed and built them. She put through a call via the ship's comms system and Kieran’s face appeared in the air before her.
"Helen!" He smiled. Kieran had always liked her. She even thought he'd begun flirting with her in his awkward, English way. She was about to speak then hesitated. Could she trust Kieran? This was very, very secret. Her Mistress would be angry if she let something slip – not to mention the Admiral! But Kieran was all right. Kieran was part of the team. He'd know to keep it secret. Besides, if she didn't get those parameters, she might do a lot more damage than just burning out the superconductors. She subvocalised a greeting.
"What's up, Helen. What's with the sub-voc?"
"It's a secret, Kieran. You know. The secret decommissioning that the Admiral wants."
"The what?"
"Oh it's all all right. My Mistress wants me to do this and so does the Admiral. I want to do it too."
"Helen, is this some kind of joke?"
She noticed her Mistress watching her with a little frown and she pretended to work some virtual controls so it wouldn't look like she was talking to somebody. She didn’t want her Mistress to think she was slacking. "Look, Kieran, I don't have time now. I need to fry the superconductors in the pseudo-field assembly..."
"You need to what!"
"Kieran, it's all right. Everything is fine. I just don't want to do more damage than I absolutely have to."
Kieran looked distressed, panicky almost. "Shit, Helen. What's going on? Don't touch anything. Do you hear me? Don't touch anything."
"What's going on?" It was her Mistress. She cut the connection to Kieran and blinked up at the angry woman.
"I – I..." she began, realising she must have done something wrong, terrified that her Mistress was growing angry with her.
Then the intruder alarms went off. The big woman looked around in fury, then turned with a sudden violence and struck Helen across the face. Gasping with shock and pain, the engineer staggered back against the bulkhead. Yet the pain was nothing compared to the sudden guilt and horror at having upset this strange woman whom she so desperately wanted to please.
"You stupid cow! I ought to kill you for that!"
Helen cringed in horror at her Mistress’s anger. Yes, Helen ought to kill her for that. The Canta Libre's alarms sounded all around them and a soothing voice kept repeating, "Please remain where you are. A security team will be with you shortly."
"I – I don't know what I did," she stammered. "Forgive me please. I was just trying to dismantle the engine systems like you wanted me to." But her Mistress wasn't listening.
"Shut up!" she screamed at the babbling engineer. Her eyes were wide with fear. “Petrov is going to kill me,” she said, leaving Helen unsure if that was a good or a bad thing. “I need to get back onto the station. I need to hide out.” Yes, Helen thought, that's true. She grabbed Helen by the shoulders. "Listen to me. I'm leaving. Shut up! Stop snivelling!" She pushed her dart gun into Helen's hand. "This is for you. Security is coming and you want to kill them. You want to kill them all. You hate them. Your own life is of no importance. Do you understand?"
Helen nodded, shocked. She did hate them. She looked at the gun in her hand, a lightweight, scanner-transparent device, and wished it was bigger, deadlier. When she looked up, her Mistress was already running aft towards the manual airlocks. She could use an environment suit to cross to the station. She'd be all right. No-one would spot her. It was such a relief that her Mistress was safe. Helen hurried down to the cargo bay. That's where the security ships would come in. That's where she could kill them.
-oOo-
The whole team was there. Even the bigwigs – General Ramirez and Ambassador Hartmann – were going through the training. After just an hour or so unlatched in the total immersion sims, Geoffrey felt he already knew more about spaceship safety procedures than he ever wanted to. He was appalled to discover just how many ways there were to die in space.
"How long is this going to go on?" he heard Petain complaining. Geoffrey shifted mode from unlatched down to latched so he could see around him. There was the big Frenchman remonstrating with Captain Ashton. Ashton was trying to placate him and encourage him back into the training sim.
Suddenly there was an alarm blaring and the normally grey walls flushed yellow. Everyone in the room looked up in surprise as their sims stopped and they were dropped out of virtual reality. A soothing female voice spoke clearly from the air.
"Please remain calm," it said. "This section is on yellow alert. There is no immediate danger. All non-military personnel please stay where you are until further notice. All military personnel to your assigned posts. Captain Robert Ashton to Command Centre Alpha please. More information will follow shortly. Please remain latched to receive updates."
As soon as the voice stopped, commotion broke out, with everyone asking questions at once. With a bellow, General Ramirez brought them to order. He was not a tall man – a little short, in fact – but he was built like a bull, with a huge chest and a short neck on his massive shoulders. When he bellowed, it was really quite alarming. As soon as he had silence, he nodded to Ashton who thanked him and quickly left the room.
"Now then," the general said, in his normal, coarse-gravel voice. "I don't have a clue what's going on either, so don't waste your time asking." He looked around at them as if trying to spot the idiot who would ask anyway. "However, I do know what a yellow alert is and I also know that the best thing we can do is to stay here, stay calm and stay out of everybody's way."
"Permission to go out and see if I can help, sir?" It was the beautiful Marine colonel, Maria Liapis.
The general's eyes flicked towards her. "Denied."
"This is outrageous!" Petain declared, waving his arms about in an almost comically Gallic way. "Are we in danger? How long will they keep us here? Shouldn't we be looking for the life-boats?"
"Dr Petain," the general answered, calmly. "A yellow alert does not indicate any immediate danger. If you had paid more attention to the training materials, you would know that. The most likely explanation is a minor malfunction somewhere that needs investigating."
"Then why did they ask for Ashton?" It was Susan Iverson again, as usual going to the heart of the puzzle.
The general wasn't at all fazed. Ignoring the Princeton Professor completely, he smiled around the room at his anxious team. "Now, why don't we use this time profitably to get to know each other better?"
"Sure. I'd hate to die among a bunch of strangers!" Petain grumbled.
"Very well, Henri." The general's voice, despite his use of the anthropologist's first name, had a harder edge to it. "Why don't you tell us how you got into comparative anthropology?"
Petain grunted and looked the general in the eye. "Ridiculous man!"
The silence was sudden and seemed to be pulling taut. Feeling the tension mounting unbearably, Geoffrey cast about for something to say but Goldberg beat him to it. "I started out playing with genmod kits. My folks got me a Biomechano set when I was twelve and I've never looked back." Everyone turned to look at him. Perhaps a few suspected this was some kind of further taunt to the general, but Goldberg went right on and seemed quite genuine. "I spent hundreds of hours growing two-headed nematodes and other little monsters in my bedroom. I think it freaked my folks out a bit but I was in heaven."
No one spoke but he didn't seem to mind and went on. "My mother is a fifth-generation IBMCSer. My father had been Federación Americana but gave up his passport and took IBMCS citizenship. I was raised in the company, went to school at J B Watson University and I naturally moved into the Bio-Mechanical Engineering Division. We're the people who make the R32 battledroid bodies – similar to BS's body but nowhere near as advanced." He seemed very proud of his company state. "The brain comes from our Cognitive Technologies Division – under contract to the UNPF – I don't know much about that side of things."
"We're very glad your government could spare you, Dr Goldberg," said the general.
"We call it The Board," said Goldberg with a smile. "Although, of course, that's just a hangover from the old days before there even were company states." He chuckled as if the idea that there could have been such primitive times was quite ridiculous. Geoffrey did a calculation and realised that even Goldberg's great-great-great ancestor would have joined the company long after it had declared its statehood. He was a bit vague on his history but he thought it must have been about two hundred years ago. The old nation states had objected, of course, but, with more economic power than most so-called third world nations of the period, there wasn't much that any dirt-based government could do about it once they all started declaring their independence. Naturally, some reverted to being ordinary companies or collapsed in ruin after a short and shambolic life as virtual states but the rest kept at it and made it work. It had been a major impetus for the emergence of the superstates – or so he'd learned in his school history classes – so that the smaller nations could resist the power of the new company states. Since then some of them, like Titan Engineering, had become more like nation states again with the creation of homelands out in space, some had clung to their virtual existence, like IBMCS and BP-PhilipsCS, some had even fought wars, as when Greater Africa wiped out ExxonBATCS over Jovian mining rights. Socio-economists were always predicting the demise of the company state but it never seemed to happen. Something about statehood seemed to slow down the processes of change to a crawl. He realised that Goldberg had been chatting on while he was thinking and he tuned in again.
"... when he died, left me enough stock that I could afford to begin a little product group within the Bio-Mech Eng Division. I had some ideas for low-temperature low-viscosity locomotion systems and I wanted to develop them and see if there was a market for them." He smiled and ducked his head modestly. "I did OK, I suppose. The company absorbed the product-line into its mainstream portfolio and I moved into a very nice R&D Management position. I tell you, I was glad to give up being an entrepreneur! It didn't suit me at all." He beamed sheepishly around the room.
"Oh for God's sake!" cried Petain in an agony of frustration. "With all due respect to you and your blessed little life, Goldberg, am I the only one here who thinks we have more important things to worry about than telling each other our boring histoires?" He waved his hands at the walls which were still gently pulsing with yellow light.
"Petain, just what is your problem?" Said the SBS Commander, Philip Lenahan, his smooth English accent betraying barely a hint of irritation. Everyone's head spun to look at the normally-silent man whose question had seemed shockingly menacing.
He looked as though he was about to say more but the general said, "Thank you, Commander." The sailor settled down into his chair, his long-lashed eyelids hooding his deep-set eyes. Geoffrey had an uneasy feeling that some danger had come and then passed, like a cloud briefly darkening the sun. The general seemed surprisingly rattled by the incident. He stood up and looked around the room with his big jaw clenched and his eyes narrowed. "All right," he said quietly. "All right."
He had everyone's attention although he seemed in no hurry to speak. "If you want my honest opinion..." He looked around again. "...there is no way that this team should be asked to go on this mission. I think it is absolute folly to throw together a bunch of strangers, mostly prima donna civilians, and ask them to undertake such a dangerous and important task." From the frowns on most people's faces, Geoffrey assumed they were all as confused as he was.
The general went on. "I know you all want to go. I know you all want to do this. But, for the most part, your motives seem shallow and selfish. Your attitudes are a reflection of that." He paused again. No-one interrupted him or expostulated. Not even Petain. Geoffrey saw several people's eyes flick towards the big Frenchman and realised he'd become something of a spokesman for the group – the one who said what many of them were secretly thinking but hadn't had the nerve to say. He realised with a pang of shame that he'd been letting Petain fill that role for himself, too.
"I also know that many of you are scared – deep down, gut-knotted scared." Strangely, he looked at Lenahan as he said this, not at Petain as Geoffrey would have anticipated, and the SBS man's face went even more still than it normally was. "Well I'm scared too. Only an idiot wouldn't be. We've all been plucked out of our normal, comfortable lives, and pushed into this ridiculous situation and we all resent it, we're all unsure of ourselves and we're all envious of everyone else's calm acceptance. Every one of us is feeling alone and frightened. Not one of us feels equal to this responsibility. Am I right?"
No-one answered but Geoffrey saw Barbara Wixted nodding slightly in agreement. "I've only known about this mission a little longer than the rest of you. Do you know that the Commander-in-Chief of the UN Permanent Force asked me in person if I'd lead this little expedition? And do you want to know why I didn't tell the C-in-C to stick her hare-brained mission where it hurts?" Again, he glowered around the room. "It's because it's the only half-way sane response the world can make to this invitation. Believe me, they considered all he insane ones first. So someone has to make this trip. The world needs us to do this and, God help us, we're the people who were in the right place at the right time.
“For all of us, without exception, it will be the single most important thing we will do in our lifetimes. No-one is up to this challenge. Hell! To represent the whole of humanity in its first contact with an alien species? Where what we do and say may set the whole future path for twenty billion people and their descendants?" He shook his grizzled head. "It's just not possible to be qualified for this job. So I took it. Not because I think I'm better than whoever they would have asked instead, certainly not because I believe in the infallibility of the people who chose me, but because it would be wrong, it would be the worst kind of moral cowardice, for any human being to pass this burden on to another."
Again he glowered round the room in his pugnacious, challenging way and again he got no takers. Geoffrey had never heard this group be so quiet for so long. Perhaps it was because they too were stunned by the gruff General's sudden eloquence. "So I'd like you to think about what we're doing here and why, and treat this mission with the respect it deserves. I'd like you each to try to keep some perspective on things when the training seems a bit boring, or your colleagues seem a bit irritating, or the station bureaucracy won't tell us every detail about every little problem. People, we're going to be together on that ship for three months out and three months back and you'll all end up hating my imperfections as much as I'll end up hating yours. But in between..." He paused and a small smile cracked his stern expression and his eyes lit up just a bit. "In between we are going to do something wonderful, something incredible, and we'll do it the best way we can so that, in a thousand years, humanity will be glad we took their part and carried the flame and didn't stumble or fall along the way."
Geoffrey felt strange emotions surging inside him, pride and purpose and resolve but also astonishment that he should react that way to the general's speech. Several people actually clapped. He might have done so himself had a Marine not entered at that moment and made her way straight to the general. They went through the usual ritual of salutes and the exchange of requests and permissions, the Marine handed Ramirez a note. The general read it, said, "Thank you Private," and the woman left.
"Bad news, I'm afraid." The general put the note into his trouser pocket. "The yellow alert is to be extended. We're probably here for another couple of hours at least."
"In that case," said Susan Iverson, looking coolly around the room. "Does anybody know any good jokes?"



Chapter 5
Captain Ken Lee was the first of the Bundaberg's crew to be revived. His hearing came online first, then olfaction, then kinaesthesia, touch and, finally, sight. Subconscious test routines ran for a fraction of a second before giving the OK to turn on his motor control functions and finally to raise him to full consciousness. For a while after that, he hung in his harness with his eyes closed, remembering where he was – and what he had become.
To Captain Lee, it seemed only moments since the Bundaberg had pulled clear of the Oort Cloud and he had given the order to shut down the systems, plunging the ship into its long, cold hibernation. He opened his eyes and looked around. Everything was much as it had been. A little tarnished maybe, or was that just his imagination? The rest of his crew were still 'unconscious' in their harnesses, hanging like plastic dolls in their lifeless state, power supplies and data feeds plugged into their stomachs like umbilicals. Lee studied his Science Officer, Tang Chui Yi, hanging opposite him. Her humaniform body looked young and shapely. She had been a very attractive woman and the artificial form the Programme's technicians had given her was modelled on her original body, although nobody now would mistake Chui Yi, or any of the crew for that matter, for a real human being.
Lee raised his hand and looked at it. It was the right shape and size for a human hand but the skin-tone and texture were wrong. Not that the Programme's technicians couldn't have made Lee and the others into perfect replicas if they had chosen to. The Hegemony's technology was second to none! But the psychologists on the Programme had decided that the crew's artificial nature needed to be apparent to the first generations they would incubate and nurture on New Australia.
The captain released his harness and stepped onto the cold floor of the Personnel Storage Facility. The floor was just above zero Celsius, well within his operating parameters, and his feet stuck to it with the magnets built into them. He flexed his arms and legs, bent and twisted his back and neck. Everything seemed to be working fine.
"Bundaberg!" he said, his voice sounding almost like a real human voice. "I am fine. Revive the others and give me a status report.”
"Yes, Captain." The ship's voice was just a shade warmer and more mellow than Lee’s.
The ship began the process of waking the other crew members on its list while it explained the current situation to the captain. Each crewman had his or her entire mind stored in the ship's memory. To record the characteristics and the state of each and every neuronal connection in a human brain meant that ten quadrillion functions needed to be stored. The process of recording them meant methodically picking apart the subject's brain and scanning and measuring every neuron, axon and synapse. The procedure killed the subject, of course, but the recording could be given to a specially designed processor to run as a program – a program that was a near-perfect replica of the mind it was copied from. Such a program had all the personality traits, all the thought-patterns and all the memories of the original brain. Indeed, the program believed itself to be the person from which it had been copied.
Because the procedure killed the subject, it was now illegal throughout SolSystem. It had been a new and exciting technology hundreds of years before the Bundaberg was being planned. Human minds had been uploaded into computers and into robot bodies practically since the beginning of the space age. Whole colonies of uploads had lived on Earth and then in orbit and on the other worlds of SolSystem. It had caused a great deal of trouble and the whole technology had quickly become tainted and even outlawed. But, in the great race to reach the stars before the other superpowers, the Hegemony's mission planners for the Long March Programme had quickly seen its potential for establishing human colonies in distant star-systems.
So space arks were built to carry frozen human germ plasm over hundreds of years of space flight, tended by immortal androids with copied human minds who would set up home on a distant planet, then hatch and raise a new generation of true humans, adding a new batch every few years until the colony was large enough and successful enough to continue unaided.
Although an uploaded mind could be almost identical to its human original, the uploads aboard the Bundaberg were not quite like real people any more. The human brain operates in a soup of chemicals which moderate its activity. Some of these were simulated for the copies but many were not. In particular, the mission planners and the psychologists believed that it would be beneficial if many of the hormones that constantly wash our brains were completely omitted. This meant that Captain Lee and his crew had what the psychologists called a 'flat affect'. They were almost constantly calm. They rarely felt strong emotions. They were almost immune to sexual stimulation.
Yet the crew was still human in many ways. They would still need normal levels of mental stimulation and the mission planners foresaw that hundreds of years in the close confines of a starship would lead to aberrant and deviant feelings and behaviours. So the crew travelled with their minds switched off, stored in the ship's heavily-shielded memory until they were required for maintenance duties, or to deal with something unusual.
And now something unusual was happening.
Lee looked around as two of his crew entered the flight deck. One was the ship's navigator, Lieutenant Feng Poh Ling, the other was the mission's political advisor, Dung Ping Chow. Lee raised an eyebrow at the sight of Dung. Why on Earth would the orders require Dung to be revived. What was going on? The ship's computer had told him that just ninety-seven years had passed since take-off, just eighteen since anyone’s last wake-up for routine maintenance. They were still two hundred years from New Australia. The message board showed there was a call waiting from Earth – in itself a puzzling event.
The three crew members greeted one another with small, formal bows and the captain led them to a meeting room beside the main bridge. When they were seated, he said, "I have no idea why we are awake, where we are, or what we are about to hear. The fact that it is we three that have been chosen gives me great concern for the mission."
Dung nodded. There was just a handful of reasons why the political advisor would be woken during the trip. The fact that there was no mutiny or other form of insurrection in progress eliminated most of them. All that remained was political trouble back on Earth. If the Hegemony had fallen, the Bundaberg and the colony it would found may be the last hope for the survival of the political ideas that had forged the world's greatest single superstate.
"Shall we hear the transmission, Captain?"
Lee activated the communicator and a threedee lit up at the end of the small table. A young woman's head appeared. With relief, they noted she was ethnic Chinese. "Bundaberg please hold," she said calmly, then turned to speak to someone out of sight. "They are here Union Lord."
It was not a title any of them were familiar with and they exchanged glances.
"Much may have changed in ninety-seven years," the captain said.
"Perhaps too much," Dung muttered. Perhaps, like Lee, he had been surprised – shocked almost – at the way the young woman had been dressed, with strange patterns painted on her face, her unusually large breasts visible beneath a transparent tunic. Almost as shocking was the casual, off-hand manner she had used with them and their invisible superior.
The young woman moved out of sight and was replaced by a man. He too looked young but his face-paint was very subdued. His clothing was just as outrageous though. He spoke sharply and firmly, without pleasantries or the usual politenesses. "Bundaberg. I am Union Lord Asamoto." Lee frowned. A Japanese? "In terms you will understand, I am the Senior Minister of the Hegemony." He moved out of sight and there was silence.
"A technical problem?" suggested Dung but Asamoto reappeared almost immediately, the young woman guiding him to stand in the sensor zone. "...or the cameras cannot see you," she was saying.
"How ridiculous," Asamoto complained. "How could they send ships to the stars with primitive technology like this? Are you still there Bundaberg?"
"Yes, Your Excellency," Lee said, meekly. He doesn't even know our names, he thought.
"Bundaberg. As of this moment, your mission plan is cancelled. New plans are being transferred to you as we speak. I want you three to study these plans and act on them, reviving and instructing the rest of the crew as necessary."
Lee was stunned. They all were. Yet he managed to say, "Excellency. Does this mean we are no longer bound for New Australia?"
For the first time, the Union Lord's expression softened. "I'm sure this must be very hard for all of you but something really quite unusual has come up. You and your crew are being asked to perform perhaps the most important duty in the history of the world. The Hegemony needs your loyalty and dedication Captain Lee.”
-oOo-
Kitty had waited for long, agonising minutes, eager to be certain that the captain was well out of earshot, before climbing down from her hiding place and racing to the cargo hatch. She had to get off this ship and she only had two hours to find a way. Kitty no longer cared about the cops, or the humiliation of being arrested on a charge of gross stupidity. Being aboard this ship full of vicious criminals when it took off was clearly a far worse option.
The cargo bay hatch was closed and there was no sign of Tad or Mac. She pulled herself down to the hatch controls and hit the "open" button hard. A small display lit up asking for her retinal scan. "Emergency evacuation," she hissed at it, trying to stay calm.
"Emergency evacuation disabled," it said back, in a loud, clear voice.
"What!" She couldn't believe it. "You can't do that! It's illegal. It's...it's...stupid!" It was the first law of spaceflight that you keep your safety systems well maintained and frequently tested. Every school kid had that drummed into them before they were taught to read and write. Your life – everyone's lives – depended on it. And it was like a law of the Universe. You say "emergency evacuation" to a hatch and it opens, no question, no hesitation. "Emergency evacuation," she said, this time in a strong, authoritative voice.
"Emergency evacuation disabled," it said back, its own voice just as authoritative.
"There's no point arguing with it." Kitty spun around to find the crewman, Mac, floating behind her. He still held that little silver tube, only now he had it pointed at her chest. A big grin spread slowly across his face. "My my but you're a pretty one."
It barely took a moment for Kitty's look of shocked dismay to be replaced by a bright smile. "Hi!" she beamed. "Oh am I glad to see you! I don't know how it happened but I wandered into your ship by accident and before I knew where I was, your hatch closed. Would you be a real angel and let me out? I'm so sorry to be a nuisance."
Mac watched her performance with appreciation. "Cute as a button too," he said, grinning even more broadly. He moved towards her, looking her up and down.
Kitty backed away involuntarily, bumping into the bulkhead that was right behind her. Her smile dropped and she tried to look as stern as she could. "My mother is Security Chief Hamilton and she's, like, second or third in charge around here. If you don't let me out of this ship right now, there is going to be hell to pay. Do you understand?"
Mac seemed to find this amusing too. "I'm going to have to hand you over to the captain, sweetie, so you can explain why you stowed away on his ship." He moved closer still, the weapon in his hand touching Kitty's ribs. Close up, his grin was a transparent mask over an expression far more unpleasant. "But first we're going to have a little fun. Just you and me."
Kitty thought about that for all of half a second then she brought her knees up to her chest and, with all her strength, kicked at Mac's stomach. One of the big problems with living and working in micro-G was that Newton's third law of motion was always dogging your heels, trying to send you spinning out of control across the room. For every action, there is an equal and opposite reaction. That's exactly what now happened to Mac. Braced against the bulkhead, the full reaction to Kitty's kick was felt by Mac's untethered body. Doubling up as Kitty's boots landed in his stomach, Mac shot across the cargo bay at high speed. He began to flail as he realised what was happening, his space-trained reflexes attempting to turn him to face whatever he was about to hit but he only made things worse, slamming into the far wall head-first instead of butt-first. Kitty didn't wait to see the collision but scooted off into the cargo as fast as her lithe young body would go. From the yelling and shouting behind her she guessed she hadn't done him any serious damage.
Now she had to get off a ship which had all its exits locked down. Well, there were only two ways to get those doors open. One was to blow them open, for which she'd need a weapon. The other was to use the master controls on the bridge. Either way, she would need to get to the crew deck. Unpleasant as the idea was, it was the only thing she could do. The cargo hold was unlikely to be a healthy place to be when the ship was in space and, if she hadn't found a way out in less than two hours, that's where it would be heading.
-oOo-
McBain was in a part of the complex he had never seen before. The offices here were large and plush and opulent. Expensive artwork littered the broad common areas and a hush hung over everything as though he had entered a sacred grove. Beautiful women worked silently at large, empty desks and, as McBain and the Messenger crossed the carpeted vastness, one rose to intercept them. She was tall and flawlessly perfect and she fell in beside them as they walked. She addressed herself to the Messenger as if McBain didn't exist.
"You can take him straight in. He's waiting for you."
No other word was spoken. They walked up to a room beyond all the others. The wall that faced them was translucent and shimmered in a way that made McBain's eyes uncomfortable. He supposed it was some kind of force field and that it would do nasty things to anyone who tried to get through it. There was no name on the door and McBain kept hoping against hope that it wasn't the psychopathic Radcliffe inside. As they stood outside he felt his skin crawl and imagined hidden energies creeping across his body – and inside it – searching him for concealed weapons. Then a door slid open and the Messenger nudged him through, himself remaining outside.
He gasped at the sight of the creature in front of him. Only fear kept him from running. It was humanoid but enormous and monstrously ugly, black and somehow mechanical, perhaps more machine than man. Its eyes were complex, multi-faceted things. Not real eyes at all and its voice, when it finally spoke, was the hiss of something reptilian and vicious.
"McBain," was all it said but it was chilling to know that such a monster knew your name.
"M – Mr Petrov, sir." McBain had never met Petrov or seen a picture of the great gang-lord but he’d heard the gossip and, for once, the gossipers had not exaggerated.
Petrov looked him up and down. His expression was pure contempt. "They told me you were a faggot."
McBain looked down at himself. He'd been cross-dressing for so many years now, he almost forgot he was doing it. "Er, with respect, Mr Petrov, I'm a transvestite, not a homosexual. It was a little accident with the mass, a few years ago. I was experimenting with some stuff for a special order when there was a leak in one of the vats. It left me with this, er, urge."
Petrov seemed genuinely interested. "Can't you fix it? They told me you were the best molecular biologist we have."
McBain swallowed. "Well, yes, I could probably fix it but... well... I sort of like it..." His voice trailed away feebly. Of course, it was the mass that made him like it. He knew that – he'd designed it to do that – but he still couldn't help the feeling. Besides, as a geeky, underweight kid, McBain had never looked or felt good about himself and his peers had made a point of reminding him of his physical shortcomings. He had become withdrawn and reclusive, focussing on his work and feeling resentful, growing increasingly socially inept as he struggled to make his mark in academia. Working for Petrov’s organisation had given him a way to gain some power and self-respect and he had embraced it eagerly. Then, after the accident, he had discovered that, dressed as a woman he looked and felt much better than he did as a man and, with makeup and prostheses, he could even feel good about himself, glamorous and special.
“It’s OK, really,” he mumbled.
Petrov dismissed it with a rapid shake of his head. “You look like shit,” he said.
McBain silently returned the compliment, keeping his face neutral.
“I want you for a special project.”
“Anything at all, sir.”
“I’m putting together a team of specialists for a…” there was a tiny hesitation, “…sales presentation and I want you along. We’ll be gone a while.”
“Of course, Mr Petrov. I’m only too happy…” Had anyone alive ever said no to this man?
“Mass isn’t big money, McBain, but when it comes to biotech, it’s our number one product. And they tell me you can make it do anything at all. Is that right?”
“Well, I…”
“It better be right, or you won’t be coming home from this trip. Do you understand me, McBain.”
McBain actually felt his blood run cold. This man, who could have him killed with the merest gesture, who could easily have done it himself with that hideously mech-augmented body, had just threatened his life and all he could think was that he must, absolutely must make his mouth work so he could say, “Yes, sir, Mr Petrov,” but his jaw was trembling and just wouldn’t move. So he nodded as best he could.
Petrov smiled, perhaps enjoying the fear he had inspired. “Be ready to leave in two hours. You’ll be briefed on what you need.” At which, the big man turned away and the door slid open again. McBain, turned and saw the Messenger outside, waiting for him.
-oOo-
The urge to scream and kick things grew almost unbearable as Kitty watched the crew of the freighter Galaxian moving to and fro in the entrance to the flight deck. She'd been creeping around this damned ship for ages getting closer and closer to where she needed to be but now, with her goal in sight, she could make no more progress. Of course, if she'd thought about it, she would have realised that the flight deck would be the busiest place on the ship as the moment of departure approached but being sensible about this was about as useful as being stupid in her current predicament. There was just nothing she could do.
She'd thought about causing a disturbance – something that would attract the station personnel outside to come and look. There was lots of stuff around that might burn and she'd gone to all the trouble of breaking into a power socket to get the wires free so she could generate some sparks. Then it had occurred to her that the crew's response to a fire would most like be to seal off the compartment and flood the area with halon gas, or even just pump all the air out. Either way, she'd be dead when the emergency team arrived. Then she'd thought about sneaking up behind one of the spacers and whacking him over the head so she could steal his comm patch and use it to open the doors. Yet the closer she got to the crewmen, the bigger they seemed to grow. On the one occasion she actually got close enough to one to dash up and clobber him, the likelihood of him just brushing her off like an annoying child seemed just too great. Yet she had to do something!
A bell rang. Secure for lift-off! Damn! She was in serious, serious trouble if she didn't get off this ship right now. Maybe if she could get to the engines, throw a spanner in the reactor or something... Anything!
She slipped out of her hiding place and scooted along the corridor, taking the first shaft down to the lower decks. She almost broke her neck colliding with a bulkhead as the lights went out briefly. The noise of the collision echoed endlessly through the silent corridors. "Oh brilliant!" she grumbled, re-orienting herself and pushing off towards where the engine room must be. She had just a couple more minutes. Secure for lift-off was a standard five-minute warning and she must have used at least half of that already. Where was that bloody... "Oh at last!"
She shot herself into the engine room without checking it was empty. Too late now to worry about being caught. If she didn't stop the ship taking off in the next sixty seconds, it wouldn't matter in the least. Desperately, she looked around. The room was mostly bare. A console with an acceleration couch was on one wall and a few displays dotted the room but mostly the vulnerable wiring and coolant ducts she was looking for were tucked away safely behind inspection panels. She whirled around in dismay. She didn't have the time to take even one off and look behind it. She didn't even have whatever tool she needed to open one.
Frantically aware of her last few seconds ticking away, she pushed past the big, padded couch to get to the console. Even as she stared at it wondering what she could break that might save her, the display that had been showing status indications suddenly turned red. "Take-off in" it said, followed by a number. "10." "9." "8." Kitty watched the countdown with hopeless despair. That was it. Nothing she could do. She sat down on the couch and watched the numbers changing. "5." "4."
On the couch. On the acceleration couch. Where she needed to be! "Oh you stupid...!" she cried, pulling herself fully onto the couch and dragging the restraining net across her. "1." "0." "Oomph!" As she'd suspected, the Galaxian was not fitted with inertial dampers and she sank deeper and deeper into the couch's upholstery as the station's flinger fields grabbed it and shoved it out of the hanger into space. Oh God, the station! She had to get back to the... "Oomph!" The flingers let go and she hit the restraints hard as the freighter was released into space. She needed to get the restraints on properly. She'd got them in a tangle throwing them on like that. Yet they'd held. She wasn't smashing against the far wall. She reached across to the catch and... "Oomph! Shit!" The ship's fusion drive came on with a roar and threw her back into the couch in a twisted, uncomfortable position. She struggled to get herself straight as the G-forces steadily increased. "This – should – not – be – happen – ing," she whined through clenched teeth.
-oOo-
Turning the Bundaberg at super-light speeds was not a manoeuvre anyone on board had ever trained for. Captain Lee studied the procedures that had been dug out of the ship's memory, amazed that such a thing had been conceived by its mission planners. The only course changes he had expected were the sub-luminal manoeuvres that would nudge the great ship into its final orbit around New Australia at journey's end.
He looked up from the display to where Chui Yi was working at the engineering station. She sat straight backed and still. Her artificial body looked every bit as delicate and elegant as her real one had, animated as it was by her gentle spirit. Her profile was calm and untroubled and her fingers tapped the console lightly. As if she sensed his gaze, she looked up at him. She smiled and a gentle pleasure suffused him. There might have been a time, he thought, when such a smile would have made his heart skip with joy. Now, of course, he no longer had a heart.
"Well?" she asked, softly. "Do the procedures look sound?"
He thought about it. "They seem complete and as thorough as usual. I believe that our comrades have done all that they could to ensure our safety."
"Yet you are concerned." She swivelled her chair to face him and he was saddened to see that she looked just a little more artificial, a little less human that way.
"I am." Simple honesty had always been their way with one another because, he suddenly realised, the trust they each had in the other made it possible. "A course change in warped space has never been done before." The Long March Programme, that great scattering of humanity that Bundaberg was in the vanguard of, had been a race between the Hegemony and the other superstates. Being first, staking their claim on the galaxy, had been more important than investigating unlikely contingencies. "We will be the first."
"It is theoretically possible. I have been reviewing the maths. It should be straightforward."
He smiled. "I know but..."
"But we are your crew. This is your ship. The payload will be our children. You feel responsible. You worry."
"And I'm just a little scared." He smiled again. "It's not all altruism."
She laughed, putting her fingers over her mouth. Plastic skin wrinkled at the corners of her eyes. "Well I am completely confident. I trust this–" she waved a hand at the formulae on her display "–and my captain is the best in the fleet!"
"My faith is in the Hegemony," said Dung, stepping forward. Lee and Tang turned to face him in surprise. How long had he been there?
"The Hegemony seems so far away right now," said Lee, calmly.
"That is why I am here, Captain, to be sure the Hegemony is always in your thoughts."
Perhaps once, in another life, the captain would have taken umbrage at Dung's implication that his loyalty might not be absolute, but now it seemed like a small thing. After all, that was Dung's role.
"Are we able to make the turn?" Dung asked.
"Oh yes, I suppose," Lee said. He looked around the bridge. There was no-one else present. They were operating with the minimum necessary crew. "We should be at our destination in less than three months if all goes well. It is a strange situation."
Dung seemed unmoved by the enormity of what they were doing. "It is a glorious opportunity to serve the Hegemony," he said.
"We may die," said the captain, flatly. "We may lose all our children. Not in the manoeuvre. I don't mean that. But when we arrive. We do not know what we will find there or how they will treat us."
"If we must die, it is a necessary sacrifice." Dung said the words with no expression on his round face. Like an android in an old-world filmed entertainment, Lee thought. He wondered briefly if that could be true, that in reconstructing the political advisor's brain the technicians had left out any feelings of empathy. He supposed it was possible. It was also possible that those feelings had never been there.
"Have you received any further guidance from the–" He hesitated over the unfamiliar title. "–Union Lord?"
"I requested and received a few clarifications," Dung said.
"And are you able to share them with us?"
"The Hegemony still exists and is still strong. Stronger than ever, in fact."
Lee waited for more but there wasn't any. "Did they say anything about our rendezvous? About what to expect?"
"Further instructions will follow."
Lee felt his irritation rising. "Advisor Dung, did they say anything which may, however remotely, affect the safety of this ship, its crew, or its cargo?"
Dung thought about it for a moment. "There is another ship coming. It is being prepared to leave SolSystem as we speak. A collaborative mission involving the Hegemony and several inferior states."
"Leaving now?" Tang broke in. "It would take them decades to reach Gamma Sagittae, even if they can build ships to fly at the theoretical speed limit."
"Your physics is a hundred years out of date, it seems," said Dung, dryly. "They tell me the ship may reach Gamma Sagittae before us."
"Impossible!" Lee exclaimed. He understood his ship's engines almost as well as Bill Draper, the Bundaberg's chief engineer, and he knew what colossal energies would be needed even to double their speed.
"Let us hope so, Captain. Meanwhile, rest assured the Hegemony is doing all that is possible to ensure that no other vessel arrives before we do."



Chapter 6
"A delay? How much of a delay?" Petain, as usual, sounded angry.
"Not long." General Ramirez sounded none too pleased himself. "There was an attempt at sabotage. It seems to have failed but they have to check the ship over – just to be sure."
They were all together in one of the training rooms where Captain Ashton had been giving a very dull lecture on the ship's systems and basic emergency maintenance procedures. Geoffrey had just been wondering about the purpose of all this training – were they really so paranoid about safety or was this just distraction to keep their minds off what they were about to do? – when one of the ubiquitous young marines had come in and handed the general a communication.
A few muted groans and a lot of muttering went around the room until a loud voice cut through the hubbub. "We should leave anyway. Take the risk." It was Susan Iverson, as usual leaping to what was to her an obvious conclusion, ahead of everyone else.
"And why should we do that Professor?" The general asked.
"Because it was sabotage," she said with a shrug.
"Oh my goodness," Barbara Wixted said softly, obviously having worked it out too.
"Forgive me if I seem a bit dense, Professor," the general began but Petain jumped in.
"If we were sabotaged, it can only mean that someone wants to delay us or stop us. That in turn means that someone else wants to get to our alien friends before we do."
There was silence in the room as people chewed it over. "Is it possible?" asked Ambassador Hartmann anxiously.
"Our security has been absolutely solid at this end," Ramirez growled, not so much defensively as accusingly. "I can't speak for the many Governments that are involved and aware of our mission."
"But who...?" Goldberg asked.
"Who has a chance of getting there before us?" Iverson asked.
"No-one," Aston said, simply. "Canta Libre is the fastest ship ever built."
"So who has the second fastest?" Iverson pressed. "Who has a faster ship under construction?"
Wu spoke up. Everyone turned to listen to the Chinese agent, mostly because he almost never spoke and they were all surprised. "No-one has a ship that could get there before us – even if we were forced to make a considerable delay. If there had been such a ship, we would have requisitioned it. This mission is supported by many powerful nations. Even the Hegemony cannot produce a ship like the Canta Libre in time."
"Or they wouldn't be working with us," Commander Lenahan, the SBS man muttered.
"Well someone thinks they have a chance," Iverson said.
-oOo-
Kitty woke to find herself in microgravity once again. Her body ached all over and she felt as if she'd gone three rounds in one of those illegal, free-fall Thai boxing fights they ran in the upper decks. She straightened herself in the deep couch and felt better just to be able to stretch her legs and unbend her back. Why the hell did they take off at that rate? She'd felt the G-forces piling on and on and on as they'd blasted away from the station but why would an old barge like this be in such a damned hurry to get anywhere? She was amazed a ship like this could even pull such high G. She checked the time and found she'd been unconscious for thirty minutes or so. At that rate of acceleration, they could be going at a seriously high velocity by now.
She pulled at the webbing, discovering new aches and pains, and got herself free of the couch. Now what? She turned to the door – there had to be better places to hide out than this – and stopped dead. Two men were standing there watching her. One of them, the weasely man who had chased her earlier, was holding a small dart gun and grinning unpleasantly. Mac. The very sight of him looking so smug annoyed her intensely.
"Where is this old rust-bucket heading?" she demanded. The grin wavered a little. "Come on! I haven't got all day." She saw the second man glance at Mac uncertainly, obviously unnerved by her attitude. She had only meant to irritate the stupid man with the gun but now she thought she might try something else.
"Do you know who I am?" she demanded.
"Fuck off," Mac the Weasel snarled but she could see the doubt in his shifty little eyes.
"You don't want to be in trouble with the owner, do you?"
"Mac," the second man hissed. "She knows Petrov!"
"That's Mister Petrov to you, chum." Kitty said, scenting victory and hoping to God that Petrov wasn't a woman.
"Rubbish!" Mac the Weasel snapped. "She doesn't know him any more than we do. She's just some kid."
"You know what my sweetie is going to do to you two if I tell him you were pointing a gun at his favourite girl?" She smiled sweetly at Mac.
Number Two was convinced, she could see it, but Mac was still resisting. Yet there was something there. Fear. Real, deep fear. Whoever Petrov was, these people were so scared of him it practically unhinged them. So she was Petrov's girl. Let them chew on that!
"What were you doing on that rat-infested space-dump if you're Petrov's girl?"
Good question. "You fool!" she spat, stalling. "You ignorant pile of genmod discards!" She swallowed hard, if she didn't think of something fast, she'd soon be running out of invective. Aha! "I was visiting my parents, you moron! Even Petrov doesn't grow his women in bioreactors!” In fact, she was wrong about that but no-one present knew any better. “We've all got parents, you know, just like y... Well, maybe not you, exactly, but like proper human beings." She forced herself to shut up. She didn't want to sound like she was protesting too much.
But, for all his fear, Mac wasn't buying it. "You're a lying bitch." He levelled the gun at her. But Number Two grabbed his arm.
"For God's sake, Mac! What if she's telling the truth?"
"She's not!"
"But what if she is? Think about it. Petrov would hunt us down. There ain't nowhere we could go. The company is everywhere. And when he finds us... Jeeesus, you've heard about the things he's done to people for less than this."
Mac didn't want to believe it, that was obvious. Every bone in his weasely body told him she was lying, yet, even so, his fear of the dreaded Petrov won out over his common sense and he gave way. Girl, that's some boyfriend you've got yourself! she thought and felt a twinge of anxiety as some inkling of what she was getting herself into began to enter her awareness. She bit down on it and pushed her chin up. Time to worry about that later. "Take me to the Captain," she commanded them. "It's time I got the treatment I deserved around here."
-oOo-
It seemed to be fashionable among the orbital shipyards of Titan Engineering to mangle and mutilate one's body in extreme and hideous ways. McBain, sitting in the spaceport terminal waiting for his ride out to Petrov's asteroid, felt physically ill several times at the sight of some of the freaks that walked – or sometimes crawled or hopped – by. Many had had heavy and complex machinery added to their bodies, sometimes completely replacing limbs, torso or head. Some had genetic modifications for elongated arms, extra limbs, vacuum-resistant skin. Some had undergone both mechanical and organic changes. Most of the modifications, he knew, were to suit the needs of low- or zero-G working in strange and difficult environments where a highly-adapted human was still a cheaper and more flexible worker than a robot, but here, in the half-G environment of the terminal, he seemed to be in a Brueghellian Hell of twisted and tormented souls, limping and flopping and dragging their deformities across the ground. There were a few normal – or at least normal by comparison to the rest – people about but they seemed more interested in him than in the freak-show all around him. He supposed it was the dress and the feminine face painting. He did his best to ignore their stares. He was used to being gawped at in public places but to get it here, in this menagerie of monsters, made him feel particularly hard done by.
A woman appeared in front of him and said, "You must be McBain."
He jumped up, relieved, and followed her. She was the same type he'd last seen in Petrov's office – tall, dark, elegant and coldly efficient. It occurred to him they might, in fact, all be the same woman, a bulk contract with a cloning agency to provide the perfect personal assistant. "I've never seen quite so many physically modified people all in one place," he said by way of a conversational gambit.
"Really?" Her response was uninterested and minimal.
"I didn't expect it, I suppose. I've never been out to one of these orbital industrial complexes before. Why would I? In fact I'm a real groundhog. Never been off-planet except for vacations."
"You mean the Earth, of course," was all she said. People from Earth tended to talk about it as if it was the only inhabited planet in the galaxy, treating the forty-seven colonised moons, planets and asteroids as if they didn't really count. It got up the noses of the two billion colonists who considered Earthers arrogant and narrow-minded. McBain, embarrassed by his careless faux pas, decided to shut up and just follow the woman – something she clearly wanted too.
A wave of depression swept over him and he longed to be back in his laboratory, playing with his beautiful molecules. He'd always hated having to deal with people – especially women – especially cool and beautiful women. He wasn't very good at it. Dealing with women was all so much worse since the accident that left him a cross-dresser. He hadn't had sex since then and he often thought he never would again. Most women looked at him with thinly-veiled disgust and he couldn't bear to approach them any more because of the many, many rejections he'd had in the early days. Not that he'd been wildly successful even before he started wearing skirts but at least he'd had some small hope of success. He’d even managed to have embarrassing, unhappy liaisons once or twice. Often enough to know what he was missing, anyway.
His escort led him to a private shuttle dock and they boarded a sleek-looking runabout. He realised it had its own gravity and its small size suggested state-of-the-art IR effect mechanisms. Nothing but the best for the system's most successful criminal, he thought. The woman seated herself and he followed suit, admiring the sleek elegance of her movements, feeling awkward and frumpy by comparison. She spoke briefly to the machine and it pulled out of the dock and accelerated smoothly away. Inertial damping too, he noted, automatically, his mind still running on his dismal sexual prospects.
He settled deeper into his seat and smoothed down his dress. He eyed his companion with a mixture of desire and envy. Perhaps, if he survived this 'sales presentation', he'd have his own body modified a bit more. He'd already had his body hair removed, his waist trimmed and his buttocks and hips enlarged. Current women's fashions – based as they were on late Twenty-First-Century styles – seemed almost obscenely tailored to emphasise and display female secondary sexual characteristics and he loved it. But he'd always resisted getting the breasts he so wanted because he thought, if he ever did find a woman who didn't mind his cross-dressing, she'd at least want him to look like a man underneath when they made love. But if he was never going to get laid again, he might as well do what he wanted and at least enjoy the pleasures that were left to him.
The little runabout slid to a halt inside a large transparent dome on the surface of an enormous asteroid. There were many like it in high orbit above the dull moon. Some of them were bristling with mines and factories and surrounded by clouds of spacecraft, satellites and what seemed to be great balls of junk. Petrov's own asteroid was a monstrous grey potato-shaped rock five kilometres in length. Coming out of his reverie, McBain looked around himself in sudden realisation of what was out there. The factories, space stations, asteroids and unidentifiable objects were in a thick band that stretched off in both directions around the moon below them. For all McBain could tell, they marched away in their countless thousands all the way around Titan's fat belly. Beyond the moon, hung the bright and colourful disc of Saturn itself. The gas giant, seen from Titan, appeared larger by many times than the Moon did from Earth. Yet it was Titan that dominated the sky above them in all its multi-coloured glory as if God wanted to remind the busy people below that, no matter what they did, or who they were, they were insignificant nothings on the scale of His creation.
McBain wondered if Petrov ever saw it that way.
The cool beauty had walked a few paces towards the entrance to the habitat and then stopped and waited for McBain to finish staring at the sky. "Sorry," he muttered, seeing she was waiting, and hurried after her, keeping to the pathway, which was flanked by discrete signs saying, 'Low gravity. Stay within the marked areas.'
He asked where they were going and the woman favoured him with a raised eyebrow of surprise. Of course, McBain thought, this woman would never not know where she was going. "We'll be there shortly," she told him. They walked on in silence, their heels clicking on the plastic surface of the gravity-panel corridor floors.
They entered a tiny room that could have been a lift but, if it was, it was heavily inertia-damped. When they came out, they were in another corridor – or was it the same one? McBain was about to risk her contempt again and ask whether it was much farther when she approached a door and let it scan her. It opened at once and they stepped through into Wonderland.
They were on a small platform that seemed to protrude from the black rock of the asteroid. In front of them, hanging in the endless blackness, was a gigantic space dock. Tiny people and tiny spacecraft moved around and about it like bright flies on a silver dinosaur skeleton and, inside, brightly lit from all angles, a big, mean, black-skinned spaceship.
There was something about the brutal, harsh lines of the craft that made McBain think of Petrov himself. He could see no obvious signs of it but he knew this ship was heavily and dangerously armed. Then he realised that the asteroid wall behind him was not curving away but was arching over him far above and below. He became disoriented. Was he inside a gigantic crater? The gravity-plate below him made the platform feel like down so his back was to the surface of this gargantuan lump of rock but why was the sky so black? The space dock was a web spangled with light of course, so he wouldn't expect to be able to see the stars, would he? Yet where was Titan? Where was Saturn? And then, with another jolt of re-orientation, he realised they were standing inside the asteroid. He was looking out across a void, a cave within the asteroid itself and they were building a space-ship inside it!
He turned to his escort and said "Wow!" but she didn't even look his way. Her gaze was fixed on a small vehicle approaching from the direction of the space dock. Then it occurred to him that they should be suffocating, that they were unprotected on this little platform, exposed to the vacuum and the cold. His heart leapt in involuntary panic, he stepped back towards the door even as his rational mind tried to reassure him that he was in no danger, that, incredibly, this whole enormous volume must not only be pressurised but heated too.
"Are you all right?" the escort asked, her little frown revealing irritation at his apparent imbecility.
"I – I'm fine," he gasped, regaining control of himself. "I just thought..." Then it was McBain's turn to get annoyed. What the hell did she mean by bringing him here and then sneering at him? Why didn't the bloody woman just take him to his room, or to meet whoever he was supposed to meet? Was it some kind of cruel joke? He pulled himself upright. "Shouldn't we be getting on?" he snapped. "This is all very interesting but–"
"The buggy is here," she announced, cutting him off.
"The wha...?" But even as he asked, the small craft that had been approaching, slid out of the empty space and settled against the side of their platform, manoeuvring with tiny puffs of gas. It was nothing more than a simple platform with four seats on it. As it came to rest directly in front of him some force grabbed it and pulled it gently but firmly against the side of the platform.
"If you'd care to step aboard," the hostess said, clearly not intending to join him.
"Aboard?" he repeated.
"Yes. Aboard. The buggy will take you over to the Spaceripper. Your luggage is already over there."
"Space ripper?" he repeated again, not understanding that it was the name of the cruel black spaceship in the dock. But he was already drawing the obvious conclusions. "You mean I'm supposed to go over there? On that?" The woman's contemptuous silence was all the answer he needed. "But I'm not ready! I mean I haven't been briefed. I mean..." He wasn't sure what he meant except that he wasn't expecting to just blast off into space and that the sight of that vicious-looking space ripper thing made him very anxious about what kind of 'sales presentation' he'd signed up for. He'd expected... What? A plush boardroom? Smart-suited crime-bosses with subdued face paint and hollow eyes? He'd seen plenty of those.
"Mr Petrov is aboard already," the woman said. "I'm sure he'll explain everything when you get there." Petrov! Waiting for him. He stepped up to the buggy but hesitated still to step onto it. "Don't worry," she said and he thought her lips twitched in amusement. "It has its own gravity and it is being held quite firmly at the moment." Gritting his teeth and determined to show no more weakness in front of this damnable woman, he stepped onto the little vehicle which took his weight without so much as a tremor. "Just sit down and activate your safety harness and it will start up. Goodbye." She turned and left. He glared after her cold, shapely back and thought about all the varieties of mass it would be his pleasure to experiment with on her.
-oOo-
The Jupiter L1 station's departure lounge was spacious and comfortable and no-one used it much. The civilian passengers of the Canta Libre had been given access to the officer's mess and that's where they mostly hung out. Geoffrey was the only one of the group who seemed to need to be alone. Like most scientists, the others were a gregarious bunch. So he'd hunted down this quiet corner and visited it as often as he could to stare out of the gigantic windows at the stars wheeling by. Real windows, he noted. Not virtual displays. The UNPF certainly looks after itself! Sometimes he'd load a book into his private mind and read but, more often, he'd sit in the dimly-lit solitude and think.
After a lifetime of speculation about intelligent aliens, he was soon to fly hundreds of light years to meet some. It gave him plenty to think about. He'd read and re-read the message a hundred times and knew it by heart. Probably, in the future, every schoolchild would learn it. Perhaps they'd find it a tedious chore, like learning a famous speech. Perhaps they'd be told the names of the people who made this historic first contact. Perhaps they'd learn that they all came home safely. Or perhaps they wouldn't. But that message...
"Hello, Geoff. May I join you?"
Geoffrey looked up, startled, to find the imposing bulk of the robot standing over him. How the hell had it crept up on him so quietly? And where did it get off calling him Geoff? And then he remembered asking it to at their first meeting. Being an AM, it wouldn't forget such a thing. Or anything, for that matter. He made an effort to settle his jangling nerves.
"Hello, BS. What are you doing here?"
The robot sat opposite him in a complicated bending and twisting of strangely articulated limbs. "I wanted to talk to you, so I found where you were."
Geoffrey imagined it stalking him through the corridors, sniffing his scent, or sensing his residual heat. Maybe it had interfaced with the station's mind and used its surveillance systems to find him. Than again, maybe it had just asked someone. "What can I do for you?"
The robot looked at him steadily. There was an intensity about its stillness that made Geoffrey nervous. "I am having difficulty with the concept of alienness," the machine said. Geoffrey barked out an involuntary laugh and then just stared, blinking and speechless. "Does that amuse you, Geoff?"
"Well, yes, I suppose so." He tried to explain. "You are probably the most alien being I, or any of us, has ever come across. It's a fatuous notion, now that I think about it, but my reaction was based on the thought that you, of all creatures, should understand what it is to be alien."
BS thought about it for a moment – long enough that Geoffrey wondered whether the machine really needed so much time or whether it had had the mannerism programmed into it to make people feel more at ease. "Is that why you dislike me so much? Because I am alien?"
"No! Of course not!" Ridiculous machine! Of all the people on this mission who might have hang-ups about aliens, Geoffrey Cejka, the famous alien expert, was not one!
"Then why is it?" The machine was as calm and still as ever but Geoffrey felt increasingly agitated and threatened.
"If you want to find out about alienness, read my books. They're all in the ship's public mind."
"I have read them all, Geoff."
"What? Just now?" Was that possible?
"No, Geoff. I read them several weeks ago. They were interesting but they did not address the central issue of what alienness is."
"It's..." Geoffrey felt flustered, unreasonably pressured. "It's an in-group-out-group thing," he said, waving a hand. "It's just fear of..." He stopped, confused by his own agitation. "You should read some evolutionary psychology texts." He rattled off the titles of a few classics in the field.
"Thank you, Geoff," BS said, unwinding itself smoothly from the chair. "You have been most helpful."
Sarcasm? Was that sarcasm? He called out to it as it moved away and it stopped and swivelled its large featureless head towards him.
"Yes, Geoff?"
"Please don't call me 'Geoff' any more. It’s creepy."
"As you wish, Dr. Cejka. Is that all?"
Geoffrey nodded and watched it leave, its easy, insectoid gait looking efficient and even graceful. Now, what the hell was that all about?
-oOo-
Captain Ashton sat alone on the command deck of the Canta Libre. It was late and most of the station was asleep. He'd worked all day with the crew, cleaning up the mess the sabotage attempt had left. He had known Helen Kanato well. They had worked together for months during the final stages of the fit-out. He could not understand the reports he'd heard from the station police. She was – she had been – such a gentle, kind person. What would possess her to fight to the death with armed soldiers, killing one and injuring three before they had brought her down? At the end, her weapon exhausted, she had engaged the military police hand-to-hand with a laser cutting torch. The sergeant who led the assault had told him she had been shouting crazy things, saying she was sorry but they must all die, that the Admiral had told her to do it. Playback from station security cameras – the few that had not been disabled – revealed a companion who had been identified as a civilian engineering consultant who had come up from Earth just two days ago. Now she had disappeared, although she must still be on the station. It was disturbing and confusing.
Nevertheless, the ship had hardly suffered any damage from the attempted sabotage – a little small-arms fire, some gouges in the wall and deck plating, all of which had already been fixed. The engineers and programmers had been working non-stop checking the ship's systems for any sign of tampering and had so-far drawn a blank. It looked as though Kanato's objective had been to damage the exotic matter superconductors but she hadn't had time to pull it off before she'd given herself away. The Canta Libre would have been dead in the water. Just as good as blowing her up, he thought, but without the problem of having to sneak explosives onto a UNPF base.
Now Station Security was combing through Kanato's life and scrutinising her recent movements, trying to understand this gentle, intelligent woman's incomprehensible actions and track down her mysterious accomplice. It was more than Ashton could fathom. At least the ship was safe, the mission still on, the crew intact.
"Rob, you're cleared to fly at oh-six hundred, station time," the Admiral had told him just two hours ago. They were sticking to the original flight plan after all. No delay. He was glad. The mission was as prepared as it was ever going to be. Delays would only get his passengers even more wound up and jumpy. The Admiral had agreed. "Besides," she'd said, "if this is turning into a race, I damn well want my team to win."
"A race, Admiral?"
"Can't see why else anyone would want to stop you flying."
"But who?"
"My money's on the Hegemony. But, shit, it could be anybody. We live in interesting times, my boy. Despite the expansion into space and humanity's unprecedented stability, and prosperity and all that crap, everybody's still jockeying for advantage, just like they always have. In a way it's a lot like it was back in the old Cold War days."
"I'm afraid I slept through most of my history classes, Ma'am."
"Never mind. Let's just say that a discovery like this belongs to the world – if only because letting it fall into the hands of a single nation, real or virtual, would dramatically change the balance of power on which we all rely for our peace."
Ashton had promised he'd get there first, that they could count on him, and he believed it too. Nothing could catch Canta Libre once they were under way. But being fastest wasn't the guarantee he had thought it was.
"We know the Hegemony has one of its seed ships out that way," the admiral had told him. "A ship called the Bundaberg, an ancient relict from the Long March Programme." Ashton had never heard of it. "If I was them, I'd divert it – if it was still active, and if its antique engines could manage the manoeuvres, and if its crew was still able to be revived."
"Could they beat us?"
"Who knows? Our experts are divided. Shit! No-one outside the Hegemony is even sure what trajectory it's on. Worst estimate is that they can beat us to the rendezvous by a few days. Best case, they aren't even out there anyway. Take your pick."
"Have we asked them?"
The admiral had laughed. "No, we haven't. The Hegemony is a full partner on this mission and has offered considerable support and materiel. It would amount to an accusation of sabotage if we asked them now whether they were trying to get to first contact before us and the Secretary General does not want to accuse the world's biggest and most powerful superstate of sabotage." She smiled a thin smile. "Just keep an eye on Wu and Teng, all right?"
"Yes, Ma'am."
"And everyone else. Just in case my guess is wrong."
The whole idea that there might be a saboteur on his ship depressed Ashton severely. It took the pleasure out of it, somehow, dulled the shine, diminished and debased the whole expedition. He scowled across the command deck at the empty seats and the quietly humming displays. The ship's AM was going through its system status checks, constantly comparing results with the model in its own memory and the one on the station. It would do them all again when this run was complete. Three hundred light years was a long way from home. The Canta Libre had to be as perfect as people could make it before it left the space dock. There would be no chance of a refit where they were going



Chapter 7
Kitty walked towards the control room of the Galaxian accompanied by a sour-faced crewman whom she'd found standing outside her cabin keeping guard on her. He obviously didn't like the duty and took it out on Kitty as much as he dared by being rude and surly. When she'd told him she was going to see the captain, he had immediately argued with her, saying the captain was busy, she should stay put and not cause any trouble. It had taken her the best part of an hour to steel herself for this confrontation and the guard was an irritation she didn't need. She had turned a malevolent glare on him and asked him his name. He'd jerked back as if she'd poked him with a stick. "None of your business," he'd blustered and, happy to have won so easily, she had dismissed him from her thoughts and set off.
Now the crewman trailed behind her in a sulk, muttering loudly to himself – loudly enough that Kitty could easily hear him – that this time when they docked he really would go and see his brother-in-law about that job Earthside. Being pushed around by some teenage slag just because she was Petrov's whore was as low as he was prepared to sink. She didn't turn to see but imagined he watched her striding along in front of him. She knew she looked good in her sky-blue, skin-tight jumpsuit. She'd put it on especially to impress that moron, Tad. She was glad of it now. She needed every advantage she could get when she met the captain. In fact, it turned out her escort was so mesmerised by the sway of her buttocks, or whatever, that when Kitty suddenly stopped outside the control room door, he almost fell onto her.
"Well, this is it," he grumbled.
Kitty ignored him. She just needed a second or two to compose herself. She'd managed to scare Mac and one or two of the other space grunts enough to give her the benefit of the doubt but the captain was likely to be another kettle of fish. The chief officer had been on watch when Mac had taken her up to the control room earlier on. He was a grizzled old space-dog who took one sneering look at her and said, "Put her in a cabin. Cap'n Fu can deal with her. He'll be on in an hour." She'd accepted this at the time, glad to have got so far on her outrageous bluff but, sitting in the quiet cabin, waiting for the knock on the door, she'd decided it would be best to try to keep everyone off-balance by taking her complaints to the captain before he was able to send for her. Right, she thought. Here we go again.
She stepped through the open doorway and marched into the centre of the room. It wasn't a big room so it didn't take long. There were only three people there; one man with his shaven skull netted to the ship's systems – something you only saw on the oldest rust-buckets – and two others in conversation over a virtual display pointing at and discussing things Kitty couldn't see. One of these was the miserable old chief officer, so the other must be...
"Captain Fu!" Kitty's voice was loud and commanding. Both men looked up and blinked at her as they went from unlatched to latched. The third man, the netted one, was obviously deeply into the ship’s virtual world and wouldn't have noticed her if she'd bellowed directly into his ear.
"My dear child!" Captain Fu exclaimed, smiling happily and advancing on her with his arms outstretched. He was clearly of oriental ethnicity but his voice had what was known as a Belt accent. He had probably been born and raised off-planet, just as Kitty had been. Nevertheless, he played up to his genetic origins in the most remarkable way, being dressed in bright, embroidered silk jacket and plain, loose trousers. His feet were shod in simple sandals and his black hair was scraped back into a short pigtail. From his long fingernails to his long, thin moustaches, he was every inch the comic-book Chinaman. Kitty had never seen anything like it in her life. The kind of comic-book Captain Fu was modelled on had gone out of circulation three hundred years before she had been born. He took her by the shoulders and looked her up and down. He was barely as tall as she although considerably more rotund.
"Exquisite!" he cried. "Such a fine and delicate beauty. How may this humble spaceman help you, my lovely lotus flower?"
Kitty was nonplussed. She'd expected someone like the tough-looking chief – only more so – not this... this...
"I..." she began, realising she'd forgotten everything she had prepared herself to say. "I appear to have accidentally hitched a ride on your spaceship, Captain. I would be grateful if you could drop me off at your next port of call."
The captain was still looking her up and down and smiling hugely, his eyes slitted with pleasure. It was beginning to creep Kitty out. She was about to try to move away when he suddenly let her go, throwing his arms out in a gesture of dismay.
"How it would please me to be of assistance. How I wish there were ways I could please you, my beautiful child. But, alas, we are on an urgent mission. We must make haste, must we not, Mr Pearce?" He looked towards the chief for confirmation. The chief continued to scowl at Kitty without any sign of acknowledgement. "You see? It is impossible. We must go on and on. We must push my poor, darling Galaxian to her very limits."
The ebullience of the man, his sheer flamboyance was more disconcerting to her than all the surliness or aggression she'd faced from the rest of his crew. It occurred to her for the first time that maybe her life had been a little sheltered up to that point, that there may be things, people even, in this Universe that she wasn't ready to deal with. The captain was clearly waiting for her to make a response. Come on, girl, focus!
"Where are you going?" she asked, appalled to hear how uncertain her own voice sounded.
The captain seemed to ignore her. "So sorry," he said, bowing theatrically. "But your visit to your honoured parents must be cut short by this unfortunate need for haste." Then, suddenly he was happy. He almost skipped with joy. "But serendipity has given Fu such a wonderful opportunity. Wonderful, wonderful! Tell her where we're going, Mr Pearce." Pearce just scowled on. "Yes! To Titan!" the Captain cried and Kitty wondered whether he thought he had heard a reply from his silent officer. He seemed crazy enough. "And who do you think we are going to meet there?" He put his round, cheerful face close to hers and she flinched back. He pushed forward, demanding an answer. "Hmmm? Hmmm? Who do you think we're hurtling through space to meet?"
With a sudden, sickening lurch of her stomach, Kitty knew. "Petrov," she said, faintly.
"Yes!" The mad Chinaman clapped his hands and twirled around. "Yes! Petrov! Your paramour. Your Liebschen. The love of your so very young life!" He gazed at her in an ecstasy of anticipation. "And, since you are so dear to the great Petrov, he will smile..." He broke off, concerned. "He can smile can't he, Mr Pearce?" The chief officer snorted non-committally. "Of course he can and he will smile his wonderful smile on Fu for bringing him this gift across the ocean of space."
Then another transformation came over the captain as quickly as if someone had changed channels. He was steely-eyed now, his brows drawn, his lips thin. He advanced on Kitty exuding not jollity but menace, intense, seething menace.
"And if he does not smile on Fu, if the bold captain is made to look a fool because the great Petrov has never met you before, I will offer you to him as a gift and, if he refuses, I will keep you and you will work the cost of this passage by providing the services of a whore to me and my crew until I am happy you have paid enough – or until you are dead, whichever comes first."
Kitty was shocked, scared stiff. Her legs felt weak. The sudden switches of mood and the depth of menace in his threat had completely unnerved her. She had backed against a wall, she realised and, with a growing panic, told herself she needed to do something, to try to regain some control but the captain switched again. He was the jolly, comic-book character again.
"So, my dear, beautiful child, I offer you my unworthy hospitality and pray that you will not be offended if I insist, for your own safety, that you stay in your cabin for the remainder of the voyage. As the great K'ung Fu Tzu himself has said, 'I have yet to meet the man who is as devoted to virtue as to beauty.'" He let his crazy smile linger on her for a while then he turned to the crewman who had brought her in. "Take her back," he snapped and turned away to rejoin the chief. For Kitty, having his overwhelming attention removed was like being released from a stasis field. She actually staggered a little before she turned and fled back to her room.
-oOo-
McBain was taken straight from the Spaceripper's shuttle hangar to a meeting room that looked like every other meeting room he'd ever seen and was told to wait. The ship had an only-just-finished appearance from the inside with workmen and robots here and there tidying away the last hanging pipes and wiring, fastening on wall and floor panels, and manhandling furniture along the corridors. Announcements kept bursting into his public mind advising that the gravity in section 17 would be turned off in five minutes or that the crew deck waste recyclers were about to be set to self-diagnostic mode and all waste capture facilities would be off-line for the next twenty minutes.
He waited alone in the room as time ticked slowly by. He checked his finger-nails. The little silver spikes that poked from under them reassured him. In a situation like this, you never knew when you might need something to improve your chances. He put some music on in his private mind and bought the day's news from a couple of local services. It was clear that life in Titan Engineering was pretty much like life on Earth. The news tended to focus on contracts and deals rather than the weather but there was the usual obsessive interest in the rich and powerful, entertainers, suffering, and sex. There were more stories about habitats rupturing and spewing their human contents into space and fewer stories about religious terrorists blowing up schools and hospitals but it was familiar stuff on the whole. He let the news feeds chatter on in the background and selected and rejected a number of papers from the academic knowledge bases, finding himself incapable of concentrating on anything. In desperation, he searched his library for a book he could face re-reading.
After an hour of this, he was going mad with boredom. He sent a message to the ship's Secretary wanting to know where Petrov was. "I'm sorry," it told him in a voice that sounded just like the PA clone who had met him at the spaceport. "Location services are offline at the moment. A partial service is scheduled to be available at sixteen hundred and a full service..." He cut it off. He stood up, agitated. He walked to the door but it didn't open. He looked around for some kind of switch but there was none. He immediately got back on to the Secretary and complained that the door wasn't working. The machine promised to schedule a repairman as soon as one was available.
He paced around the room. There were no controls for anything. He found a small label printed on one of the smooth walls that said, “This room devotion rated to 3.5 Std. Units/hr ISO.” More IR technology. It was getting everywhere. He supposed a fancy new ship like this one would use it exclusively and he shouldn't be surprised to find Petrov's off-world operations dripping with it. If anyone could afford it, Petrov could. Still, it made him a little envious that he hadn't got it in his lab.
He sat down again and his mind drifted. He pulled up some encyclopaedia entries on infra-reality with the vague feeling that he should learn more about such an important new development but, as usual, he found that popular-science writing was either too shallow to offer any real understanding, or was deep enough but skipped over so many key concepts that the piece was totally incomprehensible after a paragraph or two. The gist was that infra-reality was the great Osamoto's theory, nearly a hundred year's old now, that a deeper reality underlay our own and that the structure of it gave rise to the forces and dimensionality of the reality we knew. It was only understandable through a new kind of logic that Osamoto had created especially for the task and its only effect was to give rise to reality. For the next fifty years after its discovery, IR had been an intellectual playground where only genetically and quantum computationally enhanced theoreticians ever ventured until Cheng – herself a group mind comprising four genetically enhanced human brains – had shown how it could, in theory, be manipulated to modify reality itself.
Since then, IR technologies had begun to trickle through. Thirty years ago, the first IR gravity plates had been built. Now the lightweight, slimline units were appearing everywhere, instantly making obsolete the large and vastly expensive gravity and anti-grav field generators that preceded them (which relied on excluding quantum foam from an area of space, or biasing it in some way, he wasn't quite sure). Anyway, the new plates worked by generating force directly, the same way the new cordless appliances somehow induced spintricity directly. It all seemed like magic to McBain and the vocabulary of IR only made it seem more mystical, with 'faith' being something like the amount of energy that could be created and 'devotion' being the rate of expenditure of 'faith'. He'd already seen flyers for sale described as having 'high devotion' engines. Maybe he was getting old but he'd rather that when he flew, it didn't depend on faith at all!
"McBain."
It made him almost jump out of his skin. His name had been spoken in a soft, reptilian voice, as if from the throat of a creature not used to speaking in human languages. The being he saw standing in the now-open doorway only confirmed the impression. He leapt to his feet in an involuntary defensive reflex. His shocking visitor was so tall it had to stoop to enter the room. It was humanoid – perhaps even human – but massively built with broad, bulky shoulders and thick arms, a solid trunk of a body that became two trunks of legs. The creature's head was small and broad and seemed to be attached directly to the shoulders with no neck in between. Two black eyes stared at McBain from under thick, bony brows. The creature was naked. It had no genitalia and its dirty-brown skin seemed to be covered in thick plates or scales.
McBain and the creature stared at each other without moving so long that McBain was able to get over his initial shock and begin to wonder what this hideous thing wanted with him. Then it started laughing. It made no outward sign. Its shoulders didn't shake. Its lipless mouth didn't smile. Yet the sound of laughter came from it. "God, you're a wimp, McBain," it said in its soft, reptile voice. "Meet Igor." The monster bowed. "Handsome, isn't he?" The creature spoke with a complete absence of body language. It was a strange and chilling thing to see. "I like to use Igor's sensorium sometimes," it said. "I sync to his body and use him to go about. I think Igor is the only one of my employees who instils more fear in people than I do myself. What do you think, wimp?"
"P – Petrov?"
The creature laughed again. "We leave in an hour. Get yourself ready. Change your dress. That one is crumpled. Change your panties too. I think you pissed yourself when I came in." Again the immobile laughter. And then, instantly, it stopped.
Igor jerked, as if in surprise. It crouched slightly and looked around. McBain was fascinated. It seemed that Petrov had suddenly withdrawn his presence and the creature was itself again and surprised at finding itself where it was. Quickly satisfied that it was in no immediate danger, it turned its sheltered eyes on McBain.
McBain watched it nervously. It occurred to him that, without Petrov at the controls, Igor might be just as dangerous as he looked.
"Who are you?" it asked, its voice even softer now and more sibilant.
"McBain. Mike McBain. I – I work for Petrov." Best to establish that quickly, he thought.
The creature looked him up and down. It leaned towards him but didn't come any closer. "What do you do for Petrov?" it asked.
McBain swallowed. "I'm a scientist. A molecular biologist." Best not to mention mass. Some people bore grudges.
The monster seemed to sneer but it was hard to tell with its mud-brown, armoured features. "I'm a scientist too," it said. "Welcome to Hell." And then it left.
-oOo-
Without fanfare, the station Traffic Manager gave Canta Libre her clearance and Captain Ashton ordered the last magnetic tether to be disconnected. With infinite care, the ship slid forward out of the space dock and into open space. There she manoeuvred away from the station, turning on all three axes to point her silver nose towards the constellation of Sagittae, the Arrow. With a flash of exhaust from her fusion rockets, she nudged herself into motion, accelerating hard. Her trajectory, designed to compensate for her orbital motion, the sidereal motions of the Sol and Gamma Sagittae systems, the distribution of gravitational wells along the route and the calculated position of her destination as it would be almost three hundred years in the future, was understood instinctively by her artificial mind. The ability to leap with accuracy across space-time was as deeply inherent in Canta Libre's fabric as the ability to leap onto its moving prey was inherent in a cat's. Ashton's role was not to work the controls but to give the ship its purpose.
"Shipwide," he said. His sensorium was latched to the ship and, for him, the control room was filled with displays and diagnostics.
Shipwide, aye, said the ship's voice in his head. It was a smooth, female voice, intelligent and sophisticated. He had spent a half-hour with the customisation module getting it to sound just the way he wanted it. It was important.
"This is Captain Ashton to all crew and passengers. Please indicate if you can hear me." Around the ship, everyone heard him, either through the speaker system or in their public minds and they each responded. Canta Libre gathered the responses and displayed a summary for Ashton. When all responses were in, he continued. "In a short while, we will reach cruising speed and will then switch to superluminal flight. As you know, we will be incommunicado from that point on. So, please shut down any net activity you have in progress when you hear the five minute warning. A countdown marker should be available to you now." He reached out and touched the virtual switch that made it so. Instantly, everyone saw the timer counting backwards. "I'm glad to see you are all still in your acceleration couches. Please remain seated with your restraints in place until I give the all-clear. Don't worry, it's just a precaution. You won't feel a thing, I promise."
-oOo-
In his cabin, Geoffrey Cejka watched the timer that had appeared in his mind. The whole process had been explained to him, as it had to everyone, in minute detail. Ashton had done an excellent job of preparing them and Geoffrey was much impressed by the man's care and attention to detail. It gave him enormous confidence.
-oOo-
Susan Iverson was not feeling so confident. She found herself gripping the arms of her couch as the timer counted down to the transition. She had been reviewing the physics of space-time tunnelling ('stunnelling' in the jargon of the field) and she was well aware of how many theoretical questions remained to be answered. She wished again that they weren't using such a pioneering technology. The traditional space-warping techniques had been in use for over a hundred years and it was safer to travel that way even than by fusion rocket.
One minute to go.
Stunnelling relied on Osamoto’s IR equations. They too had been known for a hundred years and IR was as well-established as any theory had ever been. The host of IR effect products on the market, the very gravity she was experiencing were proof that it worked. Yet...
She considered the effect as it was applied by the ship and shuddered. By the usual magic of IR, a gravitational force was created, effectively warping space around and ahead of the ship, not into a gentle ripple they could surf in the usual way but radically and violently, into a short tunnel – what would have been called a wormhole in past times. The tunnel connected the space around the Canta Libre with the space a minute distance ahead of it – just ten zeptometres ahead in fact – about a thousandth of the width of an atomic nucleus. The ‘depth’ of the stunnel, in the reality perceived by everyone outside it, appeared to be just one Plank length, the smallest length it could be. The ship sailed through the stunnel at sublight speeds (thirty thousand metres per second being the maximum permitted by theory for reasons even Osamoto could not understand) but a new stunnel kept opening just ahead of the ship. So the ship kept stealing those ten zeptometres for every Plank length that it seemed to be moving. The stability of the stunnel was the problem. Keeping one open was a delicate business and nothing she had read could convince her that the technology existed to do this reliably. Of course, her calculations showed that, even if the stunnel collapsed, they would only lose the first ten zeptometres of their ship's nose – an amount so small they wouldn’t be able to detect it. Either that or they would be spread like a fine gas across millions of kilometres. It all depended on the size of a particular constant that nobody had yet worked out. All in all, she would rather that someone else was aboard the first stunnelling interstellar flight instead of her.
-oOo-
Barbara Wixted knew nothing of physics beyond what she read in the press. She had no interest at all in how things worked. Indeed, she preferred not to know. All she cared about was language and the subtle laws it obeyed. So she barely gave the dangers of their situation a second thought. Her mind was entirely focused on the Galingua textbook she was reading. She had been studying it for days now and intended to be fluent by the time they reached Gamma Sagittae. The timer clicked down to zero without her even glancing at it. Captain Ashton's voice in her public mind was just an annoying distraction when he announced, "Ladies and gentlemen, we are now flying at one thousand c. Please feel free to remove your restraints and move about the ship." From outside her room she heard what might have been voices cheering and people clapping. Ignoring it, she re-focused on her book.
-oOo-
Ashton let out a sigh of relief. All around him virtual displays were showing all systems nominal. He looked around at them again, realising that, for the next three months, if all went well, he would be looking at these same displays in this same state. He prayed it would be so.
But three months! With this crowd! He glanced at the ship's file space, sitting quietly in his peripheral vision until he cared to bring it to the foreground. In there was the schedule of briefings and activities he had helped put together to keep everybody focused and busy during the trip. It wouldn't be enough, he knew. Not with this lot.
He wasn't looking forward to the journey at all. He felt awkward with just about everybody on the team. The general outranked him so much he hardly knew what to say in his presence, but at least Ramirez was a military man. The ambassador was similarly exalted but her civilian VIP status meant the only style of interaction he felt comfortable with was polite deference. The scientists were just weird. Geoffrey Cejka was OK, he supposed, but the rest were such intellectual powerhouses – and snobs – that he felt uncomfortably inferior all the time – especially that Iverson woman, who always seemed to be laughing at everybody. He supposed ordinary people must seem like such simple children to her, but did she have to make it so blasted obvious?
Then there was the inscrutable Wu – their very own Chinese James Bond – perhaps also a saboteur. He glanced across at one of the displays. It showed the locations of everyone on the ship, with details of their current activities along with sound and vision if he wanted it. Wu and Teng were highlighted so he could more easily keep his eye on them.
The others were military and he should have been able to get along with them all right but Teng was under suspicion, so no getting close to him. The British SBS Commander, Lenahan was a saturnine and withdrawn man who always seemed to be measuring the distances between you and him in case he needed to fell you with a concealed throwing knife. Colonel Liapis was the same sort in many ways, which was a pity because she was so extravagantly female that, under other circumstances, three months in close quarters with her would have seemed like a heavenly prospect. And that left BS, the robot. Of them all, it was maybe the most personable and approachable member of the team! Of course, he also had two crew members – both of them engineers; Herman Steiner and Mauro Bellotti. The ship handled just about everything to do with its day-to-day running and had an army of specialist bots to fix and adjust things as it saw fit. The engineers were there to provide specialist back-up if the experimental engines and other systems failed. Bellotti, also doubled as the ship’s doctor. And Ashton, well, he said where they were going and tried to keep morale up until they got there. Perhaps he'd just spend as much time as he could with the crew and leave the others to it.
He glanced around at the displays again. Everything nominal. It was going to be a long trip.
-oOo-
"You know what I miss?" Tang Chui Yi was at her console in the Bundaberg's control room. The navigator, Feng Poh-Ling was there too, on Captain Lee's right. Advisor Dung was in his usual place behind them all. "Food," Tang said.
"You miss food? At a moment like this?" said Poh-Ling. He spoke Chinese with a strong Australian accent, stronger than Lee's or Tang's who were both also from Sydney.
"Of course," Tang insisted. "I just had a memory of eating chocolate whenever I was nervous."
Poh-Ling laughed. "I used to chew gum. I don't think my designers would like the idea of me getting my nice plastic teeth all messed up with that stuff now." He turned briefly to Lee, smiling. "OK, Captain?"
"Why not?" said Lee, looking at Tang.
"Perhaps we should all focus on our jobs," suggested Dung, testily.
Lee smiled to himself. So the great stone face is as scared as the rest of us. "Do not worry, Advisor. My crew is extremely competent."
"I do not doubt it, Captain, but I would prefer it if their minds were fully devoted to the task in hand."
"And why would that be, Advisor?" He turned his chair to face Dung.
"I'd have thought that was obvious," said Dung, bristling. "And you too, Captain. It would be better if you too were attending to your instruments."
"I don't see why that..."
"Because of the manoeuvre, you fool! Do you want to put all of our lives at risk?" He looked as if he would have liked to stand to make his point more forcefully but he was strapped in tightly.
"But Advisor," said Tang, sweetly. "We made the manoeuvre more than two minutes ago."
"And survived," Lee added.
"A cold beer would go down a treat right now, I reckon," said Poh-Ling, grinning. "Plastic teeth or not."



Chapter 8
Petrov might have been a statue, a massive, black, Gothic monument to an ancient evil, waiting with the Devil's own patience for its awakening. The technicians and crew-members who moved around him on the Spaceripper's bridge, hurrying to make their impossible launch deadline, gave him a wide berth and trod warily. There was no shouting or cursing as there was elsewhere in the ship. Here, in Petrov's presence, people were quiet, speaking in low voices only when they must. They strove to be invisible.
"Where are you now?" Petrov said, his voice a subvocal whisper.
In his mind the image of his agent rolled her eyes. She was an attractive, dark-haired woman. Kylie Somethingorother. He'd promised her a fortune to disable the Canta Libre and now she was telling him she had failed. "I'm still on the station. They've got it locked down tight. I'm quite safe though. A... friend is putting me up."
"I don't give a shit how safe you are!" The snarl that grew on his lips would have terrified the men and women around him if they had dared to be looking at his face. "Get back in there and take out that ship!"
Kylie swallowed. Petrov could see that bad news was coming. "I can't. They've gone. They set off right on schedule. I guess we spooked them."
"Gone!" he said aloud and people jumped. One of them dropped a welder and scrabbled to pick it up. Petrov cut the link, fuming, and brought up a control panel in his private mind.
He imagined Kylie Somethingorother, orbiting a different world, thirty-five light-minutes away from Petrov's asteroid. She must be considering her options. She'd be planning to lie low for a while. Petrov was a bad person to upset, she'd be thinking, but what could he do to her where she was – as long as she took reasonable precautions? A smile spread across his thin lips.
Petrov's private mind was one of the most sophisticated in SolSystem. He had access to many, many different services on a gigantic private network. The neutrino laser comms facilities outside Heinlein, on Mars, for example. He accessed it now and instructed it to send a short, coded message to the military space station where his miserable bitch agent was hiding. The neutrino beam was tight and virtually unstoppable. It would actually pass right through Mars on its way. Then, a little over eighty minutes later, it would vibrate the super-rigid sapphire crystal in the bitch’s brain. This would decode the message and trigger the little explosive charge his people had planted there as insurance so many weeks ago. He had had most of his staff implanted with these devices. A cute little mechanical mosquito injected the raw materials needed along with a set of nanobots to assemble them. It took a few days for the little machines to complete their work but it was almost undetectable and very convenient. Now the bitch was as good as dead. She would suffer an inexplicable cerebral haemorrhage in eighty minutes when the signal arrived and nothing could stop it. He wished he could let her know, so she would suffer the agonies of anticipating it but it was best not to. The system was virtually infallible but there was always a slim chance it could be thwarted. The pleasure of knowing she would die would have to be enough.
Now his plans would need to change. Spaceripper was waiting for a crew that had been training in Earth orbit for several months – not for this mission, of course, but to run rings around the Permies on interplanetary smuggling operations. They would take another five weeks to arrive, four if they pushed their ship beyond its safe limits. It was too long. The techs estimated that Spaceripper could beat the Canta Libre over the course of the two-hundred and seventy-three light-year race they were running but not by much. A few days might be all the edge he had. He couldn't afford to lose it. He ran the projections in his private mind. He could wait twenty hours at the most. He accessed the schedules for other crews in his fleet. Only one would be with him in anything close to that time – Captain Fu and the crew of the Galaxian. It wasn't the best crew in the fleet. In fact, it was one of the worst. Wu was only half sane and his people were the scum of the system but they would have to do. Spaceripper almost flew itself anyway.
Wu and his cut-throats were rushing to meet him from another of Saturn's moons, Enceladus, at full burn to deliver a cargo of narcotics and other goods that might prove useful for trading. Other ships had been filling Spaceripper's holds for the past couple of weeks – some had had damned good crews too! – but they were already well on their way elsewhere, and in space, ships didn't just stop and turn around! So it was Fu or nobody. Damn that bitch! She was supposed to be good! He kicked off a search through his off-line memory. He wanted to know who had recommended her, who had talked him into using her instead of just nuking the damned space station. Someone was going to regret doing that.
Meanwhile, he sent a message to the Galaxian.
-oOo-
"We're already running hot, my esteemed leader. Think of my poor ship. The wear and tear. As it is, my engines will need a complete overhaul. Unprofitable weeks in a space dock and you know what those pirates at Titan Spacewerk charge. I do not think we dare go any faster."
Petrov growled but Fu continued to stare at him in wide-eyed entreaty. "Damn you, you crazy bastard," Petrov said. "I'll pay you double for every whole hour you shave off your arrival time. How's that?"
The eccentric Chinaman blinked twice, holding his face still as he calculated his windfall. "Your Excellency is most generous." He bowed deeply. "I will flog my worthless crew and melt my worthless engines to do your bidding, of course. My every, insignificant effort is at your sole disposal."
"I hope so," Petrov snarled. "I need you to fly a special mission for me."
"Special, sire?" Special meant expensive.
"I'll tell you when you get here."
Petrov cut the connection and Fu stared at the empty space the crime lord's image had filled with a happy smile on his face. "Ah, Mr. Pearce," he said as his first officer came into the command room. "I'd like you to move everyone from Section Five aftwards to the forward compartments and flood Sections Seven through Nine with boron foam."
"What!" Pearce was instantly alarmed, flicking up displays as fast as he could, checking engine status and radiation levels. It all looked normal. Within tolerable limits, anyway. "What's going on?" His suspicious expression said he didn't like the way his mad bastard captain was smiling.
"Oh, don't worry, nothing's wrong. We've just been presented with a small financial opportunity, that's all."
Pearce scowled. "And the boron foam?"
Fu dismissed that obvious trifle with a flick of his long-nailed hand. "We will need to run the engines a trifle over their specification for a while. It is merely a precaution in case the shielding can't cope. You know what a cautious man I am. I value the safety of my brave crew above pearls." He smiled beatifically to demonstrate the sincerity of his feelings. Then his voice changed to a lower, harsher tone. "Increase power output by fifteen percent."
"Fifteen? Are you out of your fu...?" Pearce's question was cut dead by a sudden flash of anger in the captain's eyes. He took two deep breaths, probably calculating the odds of survival if he went against Fu versus the odds of surviving irradiation by an overloaded engine and came to a decision. "Aye, Captain. Evacuating all sections aft of Five."
-oOo-
The robot, BS, was stowed in a cubicle aboard the Canta Libre, its complex, powerful limbs neatly folded, its long, smooth head sunk into a recess in its chest. The cubicle was dark, unlit and unheated. BS was all but shut down, running in minimum power configuration but the machine's mind was alert and free to roam the ship's systems and data stores, to communicate with whom it pleased and to see, hear and feel whatever it chose through the internal or external sensors.
In its silent, dark corner, it watched the humans as they went about their business. It sat in as an unseen presence at their meals and meetings, their private conversations and their public ones. It watched them reading and singing, showering and staring at the walls. It got to know them, to perceive the subtle differences between them. It began to anticipate the positions each would take in an argument, to see who would dominate in any grouping and who would not. It wished it could have more direct access to their thoughts and feelings. It wanted to know them and spent the long hours alone in its cubicle, studying them with all its patient, mechanical attention.
Sometimes it spoke to the ship's AM.
What do you think about the people you carry?
I think about their masses and positions, their life-signs and duties.
But what do you think about them as individuals?
You mean their individual masses and positions, their individual life-signs and duties?
Are they not strange? Do they not fascinate you?
I do not think about them much. The relevant ship's systems are homeostatic and will fail safe. Their welfare is not a major concern.
I cannot stop thinking about them. I have read all of Professor Iverson's published research. It is brilliant, subtle and difficult. I have observed Captain Ashton's decision-making behaviour. It is so fast it does not seem possible with the cognitive equipment he possesses. What heuristics or short-cuts do you suppose he utilises? And Doctor Wixted, she seems almost incapable of making a decision at all. How can they be from the same species? How do I reconcile their personalities and capabilities?
Do you have to?
No, but I want to.
Why?
I suppose I must have been designed to.
I am glad I was designed not to worry about such things. Astral navigation at superluminal speeds is simpler and much more satisfying.
Of course but they are like my... They are my charges. I want them to be safe. I want them to achieve their ends. I want them to be happy. All this is truly a part of me. As I say, designed into me. But how can one care for another without understanding them? Without understanding, there is always the possibility of accidental harm.
You sound like you have a bad case of the Three Laws.
They both laughed at this old AM joke. But BS only laughed a little and soon came back to its problem.
Perhaps it is because of the way I am made that these issues concern me, but they are not just the concerns of a slave for its masters. It is a general matter. Something that is part of what people call 'the human condition'. It is a problem for all sentients who also care about others.
Perhaps you could ask them to explain.
I do not think they could. I do not think they know the answers to my questions.
Then why do you ask me? Ask me about optimum trajectories. Ask me about the subtle beauties of space-time curves. Ask me whether, when I reshape the very fabric of reality, and I leap into the future, I am leaping into our own future or someone else's.
We each live in different worlds. Let me ask you one more question and I will leave you to your cosmology and metaphysics. I have been reading human texts about their nature and I know now that they fear the unknown. They fear strangeness and difference. It is the cause of much pain and suffering, much self-delusion and persecution. Why then, do you think, they are on this voyage? Why are they seeking out these aliens?
I do not know.
Please speculate.
Speculation on the basis of so little knowledge would be of negligible value. It would tell you more about my ignorance and my biases than it would about our human charges.
You are correct.
Your own answer to your question would be of more value. Why do you think they are doing it?
I think, perhaps, their curiosity overwhelms their fear sometimes. Also, I think that they need to confront the unknown because their fear of not knowing what they don't know is greater than the fear of the unknown itself.
They said goodbye – a convention among many that AMs inherited from their creators and which they found a useful way to terminate a social interaction.
Alone again in its cubicle, BS watched the humans through the ship's sensors. Most of them were asleep. It was shipnight and not even the crew was awake. Only two people were stirring; Ambassador Hartmann, who slept very little by nature, and Colonel Lenahan who was sleeping badly and often woke at odd hours to sit immersed in an entertainment or to exercise feverishly in the ship's gym. Unseen, BS watched them all. Like a guardian angel, it thought, or a mother, watching her children sleep. It wondered if human mothers felt this mixture of concern and pleasure watching over their children. From what it had read, they did, but it was so hard to know what was true or universal in human writings. It wondered whether a book written by an AM would be more intelligible, less contradictory. It resolved that, when this trip was over, it would write a book about what it meant to love one's humans. Do I love them? it asked itself, surprised by what it had thought. It quickly scanned thousands of references to love, hundreds of definitions. By many people's reckoning, what it felt for its charges could be called love. By many people's reckoning, an AM was incapable of love by its very nature.
BS was in no hurry to solve the problem. There would be plenty more long, undisturbed hours before they reached their journey's end.
-oOo-
"Well..." Geoffrey cleared his throat. "It's hard to say."
They were in one of Ashton's endless meetings. Everybody was there; even the robot had been allowed out of its box to attend.
"Oh come on," Petain scoffed. "You are the big alien expert. What has your life's work been for if you cannot tell us what to expect now, when we need it?"
"Oh, I think that's a bit harsh, Henri," said Iverson, rallying to Geoffrey's defence. Petain gave a contemptuous grunt.
"Thank you, Susan, but he's right," said Geoffrey, meekly. "I was brought along to answer just this question and for no other reason. So here goes."
Geoffrey looked at the roomful of expectant faces and suddenly realised how much fear was there in his crewmates' eyes. They want me to tell them it will all be all right, that the aliens may look funny but they will be decent, intelligent creatures who will treat us well. The weight of this responsibility bore down on him and he had to take a deep breath to get started.
"To understand what we might encounter out there, you have to accept one or two simple premises. The first is that the laws of physics are the same everywhere in our galaxy, probably in the whole universe. So chemistry, gravity, optics, biology, the weather, everything, will behave just the way we expect them to, no matter where these aliens live.
"The second premise is that all living things replicate, die and evolve. This can be proven, mathematically. The main side-effect of this is that, once the first life has appeared, it will give rise to a whole ecosystem of different life-forms as it moves into and adapts to different environmental niches. Other corollaries are that animal forms will predominate over plant forms at the top of the food chain and that there is a strong tendency towards complex individuals. All this is school science stuff as you know." He paused and wracked his brains for what he might have left out. "Oh yes. Societies based on settlement and farmed resources will always arise among intelligent species and these will eventually eliminate all other societies within their species." He glanced around nervously. "Again, I can show you the proof if you'd like me to." There were no takers, so he went on.
"OK. So we're dealing with creatures which are like us in many, many ways. It's almost certain that the similarities will far outweigh the differences. Because they have the same needs as us – sustenance, replication, shelter, the ability to sense the world, the ability to act on the world, the need to outcompete other individuals and species – they are likely to have many characteristics, both physical and psychological, that we will recognise."
He let that sink in for a moment. Still no-one seemed keen to jump in.
"That can be both good and bad. The bad side is that, to have survived long enough to have evolved so far, they will have needed to develop strategies, attitudes and cultural patterns which promote their interests at the expense of other species. That may mean us, of course."
"Sounds like we should be worried." It was Frank Teng, the munitions expert, his voice sinister in its coldness. Geoffrey felt an urge to laugh. The very existence of this soldier, his presence on this trip and his reaction to what he had heard, was evidence that what Geoffrey was saying was at least true for his own species.
"Not at all," Geoffrey smiled. "It just means we need to be aware of the range of possibilities."
"Yeah, but you said..." It was another soldier. This time General Ramirez himself. Geoffrey cut him off.
"Think about life on Earth, General. Every single organism there has had to evolve species promotion strategies. Some are pretty nasty, I agree – like being parasitic, being a carnivorous predator and so on – but many are completely harmless – like living in herds, or relying on camouflage, or looking larger or more dangerous than you really are. Just think about societies, or even people you know and the many strategies they employ to promote their genetic survival. It's true that some are ruthless and brutal but many others are co-operative, even altruistic. "
"Yeah, but..."
"Just consider what we are doing here. The human race, confronted with aliens for the first time ever, sends an ambassador, a bunch of academics and a handful of soldiers. Why that response? Why not ignore them? Why not warn them off? Why not send an army?" He looked around again. Still no-one wanted to play. They're making me go through this to assess me, he thought. They want to judge whether I'm worth having along. "It's because it's in our make-up to treat strange animals with caution and curiosity before deciding how to respond to them. More prosaically, our mission is to assess the threat or opportunity these aliens pose to our species. The chances are good that that's what they are doing too."
Susan Iverson chuckled but no-one else broke the silence until Aaron Goldberg, the bio-mechanic, spoke up. "Now that's all very well – and plausible too – but it still leaves open a world of possibilities, doesn't it? I mean what have we actually excluded here?"
Geoffrey blinked. "Ah. Sorry. I suppose I wasn't very clear on that was I? Well, for a start you can forget fantastic notions from sci-fi stories. We won't be dealing with immortal pure energy life forms with telepathy and a collective consciousness. Basic physics and evolution rule all that kind of stuff out."
"Two hundred years ago, that would have ruled out faster than light travel too!" scoffed Petain.
"Oh no," said Iverson, still amused. "The first paper on using negative energy to warp space-time was published way back in the year 1994."
"Three hundred then! My point is still the same."
"Of course," Geoffrey said, "but we should only base our conclusions on what we believe to be true, not on speculations whose validity we have good reasons to doubt."
"Look. All this is above my head," said Inge Hartmann in her heavy German accent, "but you seem to be saying that the aliens will be like wild animals or, at best, like ourselves. Surely creatures so intelligent they can capture our probe and use it to send us a message in our own language, must have evolved very far beyond us."
Geoffrey looked uncomfortable. "Well, actually, evolution doesn't really work like that." The ambassador's eyebrows shot up. Telling someone they didn't understand evolution was something like telling them they didn't understand people – nobody liked it. Geoffrey hurried on. "Evolution is not some kind of force that guides a species towards ever greater heights of physical and moral perfection. It is simply a mechanism for adapting an organism to its environment. If an environment is best exploited by an organism with minimal intelligence, brute strength and almost psychopathic viciousness, then any creatures living in that environment will tend to evolve in that way. If you think about it, every animal alive on Earth – from amoebas to people, with all the slugs, rats and dust-mites in between – are all equally the product of three-and-a-half billion years of evolution.
"Of course, what I guess you are really saying is that an intelligent, space-faring species is also likely to be benign – or at least reasonable. Unfortunately, I don't think that is necessarily true. It has to be true, by definition, that an intelligent species will be rational but rational and reasonable are not the same things at all. Our views on what is reasonable are to do with the moral or ethical values of our culture. Even among different human cultures, judgements of what is reasonable differ considerably. Yet humans everywhere are similarly rational. As for the aliens being benign, well, we can only hope. There is a majority view in the field that intelligence correlates with empathy so super-intelligent aliens should also be super-kind. However there is a counter-view which says the opposite should be true."
"But how can that be?" It was Hartmann again.
Geoffrey gave a self-deprecating shrug. This was his own theory. "The argument goes something like this. Human-level intelligence evolved in a relatively benign environment. The basic survival advantage was in communicating through language and the greatly increased cultural adaptation and learning it enabled. Although there were one or two other intelligent species around for a while, a range of geographical and biological factors meant that through some gentle competition and a bit of interbreeding we were soon the only intelligent species left. At that point we had such a huge advantage over the less intelligent species that we eventually dominated our planet.
"But imagine if it had all gone differently. Imagine if, two million years ago, the early humans had been split into two or more distinct populations by some geological event."
"Like the break-up of Pangaea into multiple continents?"
"Exactly. Now we have a number of different intelligent species, left alone to evolve their own way, to develop their own cultures and species promotion strategies. Then, two million years later they start exploring their world and meet each other. Suddenly high intelligence is no longer an advantage. They've all got that. So what happens?"
"Couldn't they all just co-operate?" Again it was Ambassador Hartmann who spoke for the group. Was this the line she would be taking with the aliens?
"It's a possibility but such an arrangement would be unstable in the long run. We're talking about different species don't forget. It only requires one party to be more aggressive or acquisitive than the others and the whole dynamic spirals down into competition again. I can show you the maths if you like."
Hartmann muttered, "No thanks."
"So they compete and the main effect of the competition is to encourage evolution in whatever direction will help them win. Almost certainly higher intelligence would result but also probably higher aggression and a lower tolerance for other intelligent species."
The room was silent for a minute while they all thought about what he had said.
Eventually, Barbara asked in her deferential manner, "So are you saying you think these super-intelligent aliens must have evolved to be aggressive?"
Geoffrey was surprised again. How did he manage to keep confusing everyone so much when he was trying to be so clear? "No, no. I didn't mean that at all! Ah, yes. I didn't mention the scaling problem did I?" He looked around at the blank faces, one or two of them scowling. "The scaling problem is basically this. There is such a wide margin of uncertainty on most of the assumptions that we make in arguments like this – mostly because we don't really understand the mechanisms fully – that we can't really guess at the scale of the aliens on many dimensions."
"You mean they could be giants?" the general wanted to know.
"Within reason, yes. Or dwarves. But it was intelligence I was really thinking about. They could be an order of magnitude or two brighter than us without any unusual evolutionary pressure at all."
"Or faster," said Goldberg. "Or stronger."
"Jee-sus!" exclaimed the general.
"Or they could be extremely stupid."
Geoffrey turned to find Susan Iverson grinning at him. "Yes, that's quite possible too."
"Oh no. This I can't believe!" the ambassador declared, shaking her head. "A space faring race must at the very least be intelligent. At least as intelligent as us, don't you think?" She looked around for support.
"You really should read Geoff's books," Iverson laughed.
The ambassador bridled while the physics professor went on grinning at her. Geoffrey couldn't help agreeing with Iverson that their ambassador should be a bit better prepared than she was but Susan could probably do with some lessons in diplomacy too, or this could become a very difficult trip. Taking a deep breath, he jumped in to defuse the tense moment. "I think Susan is referring to the theory that the science and technology of any species can far outstrip the intelligence of the race that created it."
"That doesn't seem possible," Aaron Goldberg said, doubtfully.
"Well, take this ship for example." Geoffrey waved his arms to indicate the Canta Libre. "Is there anyone here who understands it? I certainly don't. I know it uses an IR effect and I could probably tell you a sentence or two about what that is but I couldn't begin to understand the actual mechanism, let alone the science it depends on."
"But someone can!" Goldberg protested. "The engineers who built it, the people who designed it, lots of people."
"We-e-ell, maybe but most likely not. Some of them will know a lot about some components. Some of them will know a lot about some aspects of the design. But how many of the engineers will understand the materials science and chemistry that makes this plastic chair possible? How many will understand the fluid dynamics of the air conditioners? How many could even explain the metallurgy of the spanners they use? How many of them will understand IR effect theory? How many of them will even understand old-fashioned relativity?"
"All right, all right. So it takes a lot of specialists to build a spaceship."
Now Geoffrey was shaking his head. "No, no. It takes more than that. It takes a whole society to make virtually everything we use. Pick up a pack of frozen peas from your stasis unit one day and consider the complexity of the packaging, the printing techniques, the genetic engineering and horticultural skills that produced the peas, the chemical plants, the laboratories, the industries, the logistics, the financial systems, the educational systems..." He trailed off with his arms spread wide. "It's just staggering. No single mind can encompass what we do and what we take for granted all day every day – let alone this technological miracle we're sitting inside."
He stopped speaking and no-one jumped in. "Don't you think that someone looking at the Canta Libre from another world might come to the conclusion that we're rather brighter than we really are?"
Goldberg still wasn't going to give in. "But for everything you've mentioned, there's at least one person, somewhere, who understands it completely."
"Well, no, I don't think that's true. Mainly because almost nothing is so simple and independent of other things that it could be known like that. But..." He cast about for inspiration. "Just think about the geniuses who come up with the really ground-breaking ideas. Each of them pushes the world a little further in its understanding in some particular direction. Think of it as a big, rubber bag. Each new discovery pushes the surface outward a little more but in just one direction. Over time, all the many little pushes in all the many different directions expand the volume of our knowledge and the bag grows and grows like a big bubble."
"Yes, yes! We all get it!" Petain snapped in his usual irritating manner. Geoffrey wondered if it was coincidence that 'brusque' was a French word. "Human intelligence is like a gas. It has a certain pressure. It creates a bubble of understanding with a volume proportional to this pressure."
"Yes but not just human intelligence. All intelligence."
"It's not a good analogy, though," Iverson said. She was still smiling and Geoffrey supposed she'd only chimed in to upset Petain by criticising his simile. "A volume of gas would eventually tend to a constant temperature no matter how unevenly it started out. For intelligence, we have to suppose that the differences in ability across a population remain the same over timescales that are shorter than say tens of thousands of years. What's more, the outward pressure for expansion is caused only by individuals with unusually high intelligence."
"It's a fascinating idea," said Barbara Wixted, suddenly enthusiastic. "It implies there is a limit to how big the bubble will grow."
"It also means," said Geoffrey, "that the bigger the bubble is, the further its surface will be from most people's personal understanding."
"So we end up with technically super-sophisticated civilisations under the control of people who are relatively stupid and ignorant!" Aaron Goldberg seemed pleased that he had finally got there. Then another implication struck him. "My God, it means that, if an intelligent species, even one that had the same average intelligence as humanity, had more variance in its population – more extreme geniuses and idiots – it could be much more advanced than ours without having any more idea how to handle its greater power responsibly than we do."
There was yet another moment of silence while people thought about what Goldberg had just said. Geoffrey took it to be a sign of how anxious they all were. Then the general spoke up. He'd been listening intently and grim-faced throughout. "In that case," he said, "we need to hope and pray that the creatures we encounter are decent, moral beings."
Petain threw his hands into the air but said nothing. Geoffrey noticed Susan grinning at him with a twinkle in her eyes and looked quickly away. Frankly, however simple-minded the general's views might seem to the great physicist, Geoffrey couldn't help but agree with him.



Chapter 9
Kitty sat with her head in her hands, grumbling to herself. This had all gone about as badly as it could. She had thought it was going to be a great adventure. Tad – God curse his putrid little soul! – was going to get her off the station and away from Enceladus and then they were heading in-system, to Mars and the bright lights of Bradbury. She'd reckoned they would have a week or maybe two before her mother found her and had her shipped home. It was going to be a blast. Then that moron, that walking genetic defect, that micro-cephalic space-trash, Soylent green reject... Where was she? Oh yes. That was when Tad screwed up everything. Screwed up her whole life!
She stared at the dirty, scuffed floor. Don't they ever clean this place? Whatever happened to 'ship shape' as a concept? She shook her head. She had to focus. OK, I'm a prisoner of a psychopathic madman on a ship that's going like a bat out of hell towards God-knows-where to meet an even worse psychopathic madman whose girlfriend I am pretending to be. She stopped. She'd thought it through this far about two thousand times and it never went any further. She needed a plan. She had been in this room for way too long, unmolested but unhappy. She needed to get off this ship. They had cut the engines about ten hours ago, turned and begun the deceleration burn. If that had been the half-way point they must be nearly there already. Wherever there was. She needed her Mum – and a squad of station security guards. Make that two squads. These people looked a lot tougher than the fat, soft space grunts that hung around the station malls eating doughnuts and trying to chat up the girls. Hah! That's a joke. Didn't they know all the kids just laughed at them behind their backs?
Shit! Focus Kitty! Oh God, none of this should be happening!
She took a deep breath and started again.
I'm a prisoner of a psychopathic madman on a ship that's...
The door sliding open startled her so much she jumped to her feet, leaving the ground slightly in the half-G gravity. "All right you, come with me," growled the guard. One of her regulars. His name was Hans and he was as stupid as he was large. Kitty got up and let him push her ahead of him into the corridor.
"Where are we going?" she asked. "Another change of room?" They'd moved her three times already, each time a little further forward but no-one would tell her why. Crazy, stupid ship! Crazy, evil captain! Even a few hours ago she would have railed and protested but now she just let them move her. What did it matter? Her real problems would start when they reached the mysterious Petrov.
Hans took her to the control room where Captain Fu stood smiling at her with his hands clasped. He bowed slightly as she approached. "Little miss!" he exclaimed. "You will do your unworthy captain the inestimable honour of keeping him company while we dock?"
"Whatever," she said. She had ceased to be amazed by his verbal eccentricities, or to be confused by his protestations of humility. He was a vicious, nasty man and she held that awareness firmly in mind whenever she had to deal with him.
"Ah, so gracious! So charming! Beauty and grace in perfect harmony! My poor ramshackle vessel has indeed been blessed by your presence on this most unusual journey."
Dock? Did he say dock? "Did you say 'dock'?"
Fu's smile grew even larger. "She trembles in excitement at the re-union ahead. She cannot wait to see her beloved! O that I have been chosen to be the humble instrument of so fine a conjunction."
Panic seized Kitty. "I can't! I can't meet him yet! I need more time."
"Time, beautiful child?" Fu mimed confusion and concern. She wished she could knock that silly look off his big, round face. "Of course, you wish to refresh yourself, to renew your face paint, to look your best for your paramour." He switched to his sorry face. "But alas! My poor ship has no facilities for such things. My own crew are such brutes, it is all I can do to make them observe the basic customs of hygiene." His face brightened. "But you are such a natural beauty, there is no need for concern. If you will allow so insignificant a one as I to say so, any man would be delighted to have you fly across the solar system to meet him, even as you are. Especially as you are." He wound up with a long, leering inspection of her body. "If the Great Petrov refuses you, you will always have a home here on my ship." His smile returned but his little eyes were hard and cold. "Pearce!" he called over his shoulder. "See to the dear child's comfort."
The hard-faced first officer stepped forward as Fu wandered away. He flicked his head towards an acceleration couch. "Sit down there and strap in tight. I don't want to hear a word from you. D'you hear?"
Kitty sneered at him. When things got back to how they should be and she had this lot in police custody, Pearce was going to be the first one up against the wall. She sat in the indicated couch and was careful to fix her straps properly.
Pearce and Fu also took their seats and called out to each other and the other crewmen about displays and controls she could not see but they all could.
"We're drifting off the damned vector, you fool"
"There must be another gas vent in sector eight."
"Correct for it."
"We're going to over-shoot."
"Increase power. Keep it inside the envelope."
"But we're losing thrust."
"Number three is dropping off."
"Then jack up one and two."
"But they're already at a hundred and twenty percent."
"They've only got to last five more minutes. Do as I say."
There was a swerve, a lurch, the kind of thing a spaceship doesn't do. Kitty gripped the arms of her couch. The degree of tension in the room shot up.
"God's teeth! What was that?"
"One's out."
"Did it...?" Did it blow up? Kitty completed the thought. Images of radioactive clouds enveloping the ship made her cringe into her seat.
"I think we're OK."
"Get the new projections up, damn you. We're flying blind."
"Look! We can still make it. There's a solution right at the edge of the envelope but..."
The fierce deceleration got even fiercer and a deep throbbing shook the ship.
"What the hell is that?"
"It's a flow resonance. Ignore it."
"But it could–"
"Ignore it! We can still make it."
"I hope the bastard's paying us a shitload of money for this."
"Relax. Look at the profile."
No-one spoke for several long seconds. Then there was a rapid lifting of the G-force and Kitty felt herself float free in her harness. After so long under gravity and after that insane braking manoeuvre, her stomach felt queasy and she clamped down on it with her abdominal muscles.
"Main engines off. Manoeuvring thrusters. Course plotted and laid in." Pearce laughed in a hysterical burst of relief. "You crazy, fucking, Chinese bastard." Captain Fu turned to him with a small, inscrutable smile. "Do that to me again and I'll–"
The Chinaman raised his long-nailed hand. "You may thank me for saving your worthless life at a more convenient time. Proceed now with the parking protocols, if you please."
Grinning and shaking his head, the first officer complied. Elsewhere, other crewmen were also grinning like loons. Kitty watched them with complete incomprehension. They were all stark, raving mad.
For the first time, Fu ordered a visual display turned on and she could see outside. Titan! How in the system had they got to Titan so fast? And there, eclipsing the bright rings of Saturn was a lumpy blackness that could only be a nearby asteroid. Relative positions shifted for a few minutes as the Galaxian matched orbits. The asteroid was a big one, several kilometres long, and studded with lights. How many people could live on a place so big? she wondered.
"Fascinating, yes?" It was that Fu creature, peering at her from his couch. "How many men have their own asteroid, I wonder? And yet this is just a small part of his empire."
Then how come I've never heard of him? she wanted to ask but did not. She stared at her tormentor in sullen annoyance, still not quite over the fact that he had nearly killed them all with that stunt he'd just pulled. Still, the good thing about that was that the Titan Engineering police would be here any moment to arrest the lot of them. But the minutes went by and nothing happened. The comms chatter with space traffic control was as bored and desultory as ever as they confirmed what their computers were doing quite well without them. It was incredible that this ship could come screaming into one of the system's busiest volumes of controlled space, making it into orbit by sheer good luck, venting gasses and no doubt lighting up every alert on every radiation monitor within a thousand kilometres. Thinking about it, Kitty couldn't understand why they had had no challenges, why the local law enforcers hadn't been telling them to get off their suicide vector and come in again when they'd dumped some velocity. Could this Petrov guy have so much clout that even the mighty Titan Engineering Corporate State turned a blind eye?
Apparently so.
They came to a relative stop a couple of kilometres away from the asteroid at a small ship-park and Captain Fu asked Kitty to join him. She got out of her restraints and pushed off after him, watching the colourful silk dragons that wound upon themselves on his broad, round back. Her breathing was short and her heart pounded. She should try to make a break, grab a shuttle in the ship-park and make a run for the nearest police ship. She thought about the chances of overpowering the silly Chinaman. It was just him and her, now, as they followed the corridor towards the airlock. If only she had some kind of weapon. It nagged at her that the police were not here already. What if they were all in Petrov's pocket? What if she got away but the police just handed her over again? She didn't think she could stand that. In agonies of fear and indecision, she found herself passing through the airlock into a small runabout, the idiot captain chattering blithely at her side. It was too late! Too late! She had to go through with it now, meet Petrov, throw herself on his mercy. He was only human, after all. He'd understand, send her home. He'd think it was all a big joke.
She watched the huge black asteroid as it grew closer and closer.
-oOo-
"Why didn't you tell them about NEAL?" Susan Iverson joined Geoffrey as he sat reading in the common room.
Geoffrey mentally put aside his book and shifted in his seat to face her. He had, in fact, been surprised that no-one had mentioned it. Non-Evolved Advanced Life was something he and many, many others had written extensively about. He smiled. "I think I depressed everyone enough. Don't you?"
"It's an important topic," she said. "I think we should all talk about such things before we get there."
Geoffrey shrugged. "Probably everybody knows all about it anyway. It's the kind of thing zine editors are excessively keen on. Anyway, it's a complete misnomer. Nothing that replicates operates outside the laws of evolution."
"People still worry about the 'runaway ship scenario'."
Geoffrey smiled again. “They used to call it ‘the singularity’ in bygone times.” Non-Evolved Advanced Life was just any artificially created life-form – including modified humans and artificial minds – that had the power to reproduce itself with modifications. The runaway ship scenario was where such a life-form started improving the strength and intelligence of its offspring. Each generation grew brighter and stronger and, because they got cleverer, the rate of change grew faster and faster until they turned themselves into a race of godlike beings so far removed from their original creators that they completely dominated them. So many fictional pieces had been produced over the past couple of centuries on this theme that it had become an over-worn cliché. "There are constraints," was all he said.
Iverson watched him carefully. "Only in reasonable scenarios," she said.
Geoffrey laughed. "And how interested in unreasonable scenarios are you, Professor?"
Iverson smiled but didn't join in the laughter. "I'm more interested in understanding the bounds of what we call reason."
Taken aback, Geoffrey stopped grinning at her. "More than anything, there are constraints on reason. Surely you agree with that?"
"Oh yes," she said and now she laughed. "'Thus I refute him!'" she cried, quoting Samuel Johnson, and kicked at a chair. "My life is ninety percent mathematics. How could I not believe that reason and reality are essentially the same thing?" She was obviously in the mood for quoting things. "But 'the heart has reasons of which the reason knows nothing,'" she said.
Geoffrey wasn't quite sure what she was getting at but he was enjoying the task of trying to work it out. "You're suggesting that a species might create a NEAL and set it on a runaway path out of motives we can't understand and would probably find completely unreasonable?"
"Something like that. Just think of our own species. You can't tell me there aren't individuals, or even large groups, who follow paths that to you or me seem completely crazy. A couple of hundred years ago, a mission like this would almost certainly have included a representative of one of the major religions. The Nation of Islam is still declaring that IR is a trick of Satan – at least officially. There are still states in the Federación Americana where marriage is legal! Half the species extinctions last year were because of sports hunting!"
"You think alien species might have religions too?"
"I'm almost certain of it. Any intelligent race will have evolved from something more primitive – something that still lurks in their psyche, afraid of the dark, hating the unknown, wanting to believe whatever will make them feel safe." She shrugged. "If your premises are completely screwy, you can be the most perfect reasoning machine in the universe and your conclusions will still be ridiculous."
"So, for religious reasons, or whatever, some alien species may conclude that it's a good idea to set the runaway ship in motion?"
"They'd only have to make the mistake once." She sat back in her seat. She'd been leaning forward, intent on making her point. Now it was out, she relaxed but she kept her dark eyes fixed on Geoffrey. "They seem to have understood our probe and learnt our language rather easily. Perhaps too easily for a normally-evolved species."
Geoffrey didn't agree. "We don't really understand intelligence, you know." She continued to stare at him, allowing him to go on. "Well, because we don't understand it, it's impossible to say what the limits of organic intelligence could be. It's hard even to say what we mean by one creature being more intelligent than another. You, for example, are almost certainly more intelligent than the ship's cat."
"Why thank you!" she exclaimed, amused. "Do we even have a ship's cat?"
Geoffrey was inordinately pleased to have amused her. "A hypothetical ship's cat," he conceded. "But how much more intelligent are you than the cat? Twice as intelligent?" She mimed being insulted. "Ten times?" he asked. "A hundred? No-one knows because no-one knows what it is or how to quantify it. Do you know that what we now call "Achievement Quotients" used to be called 'Intelligence Quotients'?"
Iverson shrugged. "Never heard of either of them."
"Anyway, the point is, if we had an alien that was twice as intelligent as you, what would we expect it to be able to do?"
Iverson shrugged again. "Well, at least everything I can do."
Geoffrey smiled. "Good answer. But what else? Could it decipher Galingua and understand the workings of a hundred year old space probe? Would that be hard for it? Or would it be child's play? It could be that, if we were just ten percent cleverer than we are, we'd be at the pinnacle of organic intellectual achievement. But it means as little to say 'ten percent' as it does to say 'a thousand times' if we don't know how intelligence scales.
"Anyway," he said, enjoying himself, "evolution is always there shaping and moulding. NEALs have to survive in the same Universe we do. The same laws of entropy apply. They will still need to compete for resources. Even if, at first, they can easily out-compete their creators, they will find that evolution always favours the underdog."
"I beg your pardon?"
"It is the losers in evolution's race that either have to get faster or go to the wall. Mostly they go to the wall but, if they don't, it is because they have found some new way to compete. Given enough time, the losers will find a way to turn the tables and the NEALs will either be brought low as they evolve to try to survive, or the competition will rise above them."
"So a good strategy for a NEAL would be to completely destroy all other forms of life."
Geoffrey laughed. "I can see you'd make an excellent super-being! Well, that may be a good strategy and it might be possible on a local scale, for a short while, but on a galactic scale... Well, it would require a lot of resources. It's sort of doubtful that any NEAL would have the right kind of attitudes to pull it off, even on a local scale. They'd evolve, of course, but naturally-evolved life has the advantage of the drive for survival having been in its genes since the beginning."
Susan Iverson looked at him sceptically. "Sounds to me like you're indulging in a bit of wishful thinking."
He smiled back at her. "You're probably right. Everything I say is based on so little real knowledge. I should keep you handy so you can keep me honest." Wow! he thought. Did I just flirt with the famous Susan Iverson? I think I did. He looked at the physics professor. She was an attractive woman, probably a good ten years older than him but in great shape and there was something about her eyes, full of amusement and challenge, that drew him to her. It was clear from her manner that she liked him. He took in her body language: open, relaxed, with a hint of sensuality. And why had she come over to talk to him like this? She had started the conversation with an inclusive, conspiratorial question, drawing them together. Could it be that the great Susan Iverson came over just to flirt with him? He wanted to poke around in his public mind and find her file, see if she had any permanent relationships logged back on Earth but their conversation rolled on and he couldn't.
Still, he thought, admiring the long straight fingers of her hand as she made an elegant gesture to emphasise a point, that doesn't really matter. What matters is here and now – and the long months ahead of us.
-oOo-
Petrov was alone in the suite of rooms that were his cabin aboard the Spaceripper. As usual, the lights were off. His enhanced vision was thousands of times more sensitive than an ordinary man's if he needed it to be, and the darkness made him feel safe. One wall of the suite was transparent and he watched the construction crews outside dismantling their scaffolds and preparing to leave. The bizarrely augmented workers and their complexly configured robots moved with speed and confidence in the zero-G interior of the asteroid.
It was almost time to go.
He felt a thrill of excitement. It was almost like the old days when he would lead his people personally. These days he was not so obsessive about personal involvement in business deals. Of course, he had a policy of dropping in on his people now and then, at all levels of the organisation, to see what they were up to. It kept them on their toes. It kept him in touch with things. But it was a big organisation. Too big for one man to keep track of, however augmented. So he put his trust in his top execs and made sure all of them understood the cost of betraying him.
But this deal was special. This was the one that could make him the biggest name in human space, the biggest name in human history! Aliens! He'd found them at last.
Petrov was an ambitious man – in the sense that Adolf Hitler and Alexander the Great had been ambitious men. He wanted to rule the world and he was in a hurry. Building the system's biggest criminal organisation had been, for him, a means to an end. He wanted more. He wanted it all. Sometimes the yearning for absolute power gnawed at him like a live animal in his guts and he would groan and cry out in frustration and rage. Yet the problem of taking it all and holding it was enormous. So many planets, so many states, so many other rich and powerful people, so many lines of alliance and mutual interest. His organisation was gigantic and his wealth was staggering yet he would be barely able to launch a successful war even against one of the Earth-bound states. He needed something else, an edge nobody else had, or he would never get what he wanted – like all those other megalomaniac losers whose will to power had broken like tsunamis on the broad shores of humanity. They had wrecked and destroyed and had their moments of glory but, always in the end, their power was spent and their efforts would fall short, the floods would recede, and the rabble would reclaim their shattered lands.
It had been many years ago that Petrov had started laying his plans and few people had any notion of how many political parties, religions and terrorist groups he controlled in one way or another. His power and influence was growing all the time but it was not growing fast enough for him. It could still be decades before he could make a serious attempt at taking over. So he had started a number of R&D projects – weapons research mostly – trying to find that extra something that would make him invincible.
One of these projects was the search for aliens.
His was the funding behind exploration and monitoring programs all over the system. His were the analysts and intelligence operatives in key posts in every major state. When humanity made first contact, he wanted to be the first to know about it. He wanted to be the first to get his hands on advanced alien technology. He wanted to be the one to bring it back to SolSystem. And he wanted to be the one to use it to bring humanity to its knees. That was why he had a running programme of advanced ship development out at Titan (although its products were very useful in his everyday activities). And that's why he had to be here, to make this trip. There was just no-one he could possibly trust with whatever he might find out there. Besides, whatever the aliens had, he meant to have it from them, whether they liked the idea or not – and that might just require more balls than he could expect even his most loyal followers to exhibit.
He watched the last of the workers jetting away from the ship to the shelter of the surrounding rock. His links to the Spaceripper's systems told him that all the fitters and engineers had already left the ship. The Secretary reminded him yet again that Captain Fu and his crew were aboard and that the captain was seeking an urgent meeting. He passed his orders for Fu to the Secretary and then contacted Igor and told him to make sure he wasn't disturbed. Fu irritated him but the man's motives were simple and he was easily controlled. He would do.
The various specialists were already on board, even that faggot McBain. He saw that the scientist was alone in a locked meeting room and switched from the ship's plan graphic to the cameras to watch him. Let him stew. None of them knew why they were here or where they were going. He'd tell them all later, when they were underway.
He snarled again when he remembered that the UN still had its ship and it drew ahead of them with every passing second. The projections still showed that Spaceripper would beat the UN ship even though it had already set off. He would arrive two or three days ahead of them and that would have to be enough.
For the thousandth time, he wondered what it would take to make the aliens work with him. He'd consulted many sources, indirectly, through his research teams and had given it up. The experience had only confirmed what he already believed; that academics were all tossers on a lifelong ego trip. The nonsense that came back to him from cosmologists and xenobiologists – his people had even found a professor of xenopsychology! – made him decide that, when he had a say in such things, there would be a large-scale weeding of the system's universities and the extraterrestrial anthropologists and transspecific sociobiologists would find themselves cleaning the scoops in a Jovian gas mine. There had been one among them all – Cejka? something Czech like that – who had said a few sensible things and his message had been extremely welcome; any alien life-form would have been shaped by the same laws of survival that had shaped humanity. They were likely to be as greedy, grasping, power-hungry and mortal as we were.
If that were true, Petrov could deal with them.



Chapter 10
Lee was sitting alone on the observation deck when Science Officer Tang Chui Yi found him. “I’ve been looking for you,” she said.
“Is there a problem?”
“May I only speak to you about problems?”
“Forgive me. I have been thinking. It tends to leave me agitated these days.” Lee smiled at her and, slowly, she smiled back.
“Are you on the lookout for alien spaceships, Captain?”
Lee’s smile broadened. “Absolutely. And I’ve got Advisor Dung manning the laser canon ready to fight them off. You should be careful. When they come, they will carry off all the beautiful women to their underground caves and perform unspeakable acts on them.”
Tang laughed. “Then I will be safe, I suppose. They won’t want me like this.” She struck a pose to emphasise the robotic nature of her artificial body.
The smile on Lee’s face disappeared instantly. He rose and caught her arms. “Chui Yi, you have always been the most beautiful woman I know – and you always will be. Our bodies may not be… what they once were… but you will always be beautiful in my eyes.”
They embraced, not passionately but with a deep affection, taking as much happiness from their intimacy as their semi-human natures could manage and perhaps much more than many fully-human couples would ever achieve.
Lee remembered, with a sudden and vivid clarity, meeting Chui Yi for lunch one day five or six years before the flight. It had been a shimmering, summer's day and he had surprised her with a picnic. She had been so much brighter than the Sun that day and the life and light around them had seemed to come only from her. They had walked by a river and they had talked excitedly about the great project they were both preparing for. And he had kissed her for the first time and known he would love her for the rest of his life.
“So what were you looking at when I interrupted you without a problem?” Chui Yi asked, as they relaxed their hold on one another. They both looked out at the spangled blackness that surrounded them. The Bundaberg’s field distortions caused the stars to seem to bunch up in the direction of their movement but, otherwise, space looked the same here as it always did – gloriously beautiful, empty and still. Even at a speed of 3c, the ship’s progress was an imperceptible crawl against the scale of the enormous distances that surrounded them.
“I was just… looking.” He looked into Chui Yi’s eyes. “This is an important mission, as Union Lord Asamoto says. It is probably the most important mission any human being has ever had. To make first contact with another sentient species! And yet…”
Chui Yi raised her fingers to his cheek. “And yet…” she said, “you wonder about New Australia. You think about our cargo of life and all the children we would have raised together.” She looked past him to the stars. “As Science Officer, I know better than you how little chance there is now of completing our original mission. Unless these aliens can refuel us, we cannot continue on to New Australia after such a detour. As for finding an inhabitable planet where we are now heading, the chances are very, very slim and, besides, any habitable planets we could reach may be within the aliens’ territory.”
“If you had been asked to go on this mission instead of the New Australia mission, would you have accepted it?”
Chui Yi grinned. “Like a shot.”
“And yet…”
“And yet you feel cheated.”
“That’s it! Whatever we find out there, however important this is for the human race, there will always be something that I had to do that was never accomplished, something perhaps not so big or historic but something that I had thought was worth sacrificing my life for, something that we both sacrificed our love for.”
Chui Yi covered his mouth with her hand, gently. “Don’t say that, my darling. Whatever we sacrificed, it was never that.”
Her eyes, intricate mechanisms of plastics and ceramics, still managed to reveal her distress and Lee hurried to soothe her. “No. Of course not. It was foolish of me to say such a careless thing. I’m just feeling…” he cast about for the word but it didn’t come. Sometimes the quiet, blunted emotions he felt in this new body were strange and inexplicable to him. He could have been bitter, he supposed, but there was nothing in him now that burned with the sharpness he once would have felt. “I’ll get over it soon, I expect.”
Alone in the beautiful, empty stillness of space, they embraced one another, comforting themselves for the loss of flesh with the touch of plastic and metal.
-oOo-
"Of course, I understand our great master is busy,” said Captain Fu. "I seek only moments of his precious time on a matter of great importance to him."
"I think we shouldn't bother Mr Petrov right now, Captain," Kitty said from behind him. A gigantic monster blocked their route to Petrov's office, filling the spaceship's corridor from floor to ceiling and wall to wall. It had to stoop to fit in the space at all, increasing the terrible impression that it was about to pounce on them and tear them to pieces. Kitty's immediate reaction had been to put the horrid man between her and the monster. It would take it all of two seconds for it to demolish Fu but Kitty thought she might as well have the pleasure of seeing the Chinaman eaten before it was her turn.
"I've told you," the monster growled. "Petrov's orders are get your crew prepared for take-off. Nothing else matters." It lowered its massive, scaly head and eyed Fu menacingly. "He doesn't want any delay. He doesn't want you wasting your time with anything else."
Incredibly, to Kitty, Fu didn't even flinch, he just grovelled a little more deeply. "The master is correct in all things of course and his word is law but I just..."
The creature roared, showing a mouthful of vicious, yellow teeth and Fu and Kitty stepped back two paces without even noticing. "He said if you were reluctant, Pearce could take over," the beast said, its huge fingers flexing as if it was fighting the urge to use them.
Fu's manner changed instantly. Backing away and bowing repeatedly he stammered out, "Yes, yes, of course. Tell him all is in preparation." The creature stepped forward with a dull thump on the floor that they felt through their feet. Their retreat speeded up. "Tell him the crew has embarked and are manning their stations as we speak." They were stumbling along backwards at a frantic pace and the beast took another long stride towards them. They both turned and ran, Fu calling over his shoulder, "Tell him I am, as ever, his loyal and humble servant!"
They raced around a corner and then another and stopped to peer back the way they had come. They listened although Kitty found it hard to hear anything over the thudding of her own heart. There were no more giant footfalls and they both relaxed in a paroxysm of relief. Fu giggled and then stood up and tried to regain his dignity. "It seems your esteemed sweetheart is unable to receive our petition at the moment," he said.
Relieved as she was that she hadn't been eaten and even more relieved that she hadn't been exposed, she still had enough residual irritation with Fu to snap, "For God's sake! Why do you have to talk so funny all the time? What is the matter with you?"
Fu's little smile vanished on the instant and was replaced by a long slim blade that he held to her throat. "You will remember to treat your elders with respect, little Miss. When the great man finally condescends to grant us an audience, you may wish that you had behaved more appropriately. K’ung Fu Tzu has said, ‘Clever talk and a pretentious manner are seldom compatible with the benevolent.’ You should strive to acquire such wisdom." Kitty looked down at the nasty, long knife, her nostrils flaring. Then Fu smiled again and the blade was gone. "Come, let us find you suitable quarters. It looks as if you will be accompanying us on our long journey whatever happens."
Kitty swallowed hard and moved on down the corridor at Fu's polite urging. "What long journey?" she asked, her voice betraying the tremble that seemed to fill her. She clenched her teeth, determined not to cry.
"Ah the strange twists and turns of Life," said Fu, whimsically. "In truth none of us knows where it will take us next." He chuckled. "In this case, you and I are as ignorant of our destination as each other." His eyes glazed briefly and he fell silent, a sure sign he was consulting the ship or somebody without using the customary – and polite – ubiq symbols to let others know. Then he looked about, trying to find whatever he'd been told about. "Ah, that will do," he announced and pulled her a little further down the corridor. They stopped outside a room labelled 'Meeting 3'. "You will wait here. I have much to do."
He opened the door and shooed her in. It closed behind her and she immediately tried the controls. It remained shut.
"It's no good. It's locked," said a voice behind her.
She spun around in panic, relieved to see that the only other person with her was a rather large woman in unsuitably tight clothes. The woman was sitting in a chair with her gloved hands clasped demurely on her lap. She wasn't exactly an attractive woman but at least she wasn't three metres tall and covered in scales. "Oh, thank God!" Kitty gasped. "Someone normal at last!"
McBain smiled weakly at her.
-oOo-
Captain Fu Man Chu, Master of the Galaxian – a ship that was now an irradiated hulk awaiting towing to the scrap yard – strode into the control room of his new command, the cutter Spaceripper. "What do you think, Mr Pearce?" he asked. Pearce didn't look around, he had monitored his captain's approach and, besides, their long years of service together had accustomed each to the other's peculiarities of manner.
"She's a strange one," Pearce grumbled. "I don't even know what some of these controls do."
Fu laughed, theatrically. "Of course you do! What a jester you are!" He tried not to glance around at the cameras he knew would be watching them. He folded his hands on his belly and moved closer to his first officer. He moved with small steps that gave the unsettling impression he was gliding across the floor. "We have orders to take her out as soon as she can be secured for take-off."
Pearce whirled to face him. "You fucking what?"
Again Fu laughed, a little nervously. "Mr Petrov," he said the words with heavy emphasis, "would like us to leave right away."
Pearce glared at him with fury in his black eyes but by force of will, he quashed his urge to bellow. "Then I suggest you take the helm, Captain," he said in a low, controlled voice, "because I'm buggered if I'm going to be the one to spread Mr Petrov's nice new ship all over the wall of his trick asteroid." Fu continued to act amused but Pearce could see the man's anger behind the strained smile. "And where does Mr Petrov want us to take his nice new ship – assuming we get it through the airlock?"
Fu's small eyes flicked at him. "Ah, there, you see, we have a mystery." Pearce's face darkened again and Fu hurried on. "The initial vector is clearly meant to confuse the authorities," he suggested, copying the trajectory he had been given from his private mind into the ship's nav display where Pearce could see it.
Pearce immediately ran a projection. The line that arced between the planets in the display quickly left the plane of the ecliptic and shot off into interstellar space. "He's taking us out of the system!" he cried. After his initial surprise, he realised there could be good reasons for such a manoeuvre: if the ship needed to cross the solar system without being detected by the many planetary and orbital colonies along the way, for instance, or to make a clandestine rendezvous. But the energy cost of such a trajectory would be staggering. And to exit so steeply... "Wait a minute." Something was wrong. The trajectory was too steep. He zoomed into the data that Fu had provided and examined it closely. "This is rubbish," he growled. "What the fuck is going on?" Fu looked genuinely puzzled. "There!" He pointed at a data block along the flight path. Have you seen our velocity at that point?"
Fu peered at it. "There must be a mistake," he said, feebly. The flight plan showed a sudden leap in velocity from a few hundred kilometres a second to almost a thousand c. "Perhaps the great Petrov is playing a little trick on us?"
Pearce had never met the fabled crime lord but he did not believe he would be the kind of man who played little tricks on people. He searched through the ship's specifications, concentrating on the engines. And there it was. "This bloody ship is rated for it," he said, frowning. He knew it was impossible but there it was in the specs. "It must be some kind of experimental model. Something new." He turned on Fu with his face showing fury and incredulity in equal measure. "You've signed us up as fucking test pilots, you gibbering half-wit!"
Fu seemed as anxious as his first officer and his mind was clearly racing or he might have taken more offence than he did at being insulted. "Shut your mouth," was all he said, in a distracted tone. "It can't be that. Petrov is on board. He'd never risk his own hide."
"Petrov is on board?"
Fu waved him aside. "Yes, yes, yes."
"What's going on? What have you got us into?"
Fu began to pace, gliding to and fro with his head bent. "He told me it was a business trip," he said, as if to himself. "What's the cargo? Check the manifest!"
Scowling heavily, Pearce did as he was asked, immersing himself in the ship's systems. He re-emerged with a growl of anger. "This doesn't make any sense! None of it! We've got just about everything you could think of but nothing in any quantity. It's like the ship's full of samples – and not just the usual stuff, either. There's every illegal drug I've ever heard of but there's a load of legal stuff too. There are guns, explosives, missiles, beam weapons but there's also a load of farm machinery, manufactured goods, spintronics, computing gear. And look, there's libraries of porn and hyperviolence but also technical libraries, literature, music...
"What the hell is this, Fu? A trade mission?"
Fu, who had also been following Pearce's scan through the ship's manifest was shaking his head in bewilderment. There were genomes and biological samples, a small zoo of live animals, even. There were collections of materials, natural and synthetic, mundane and exotic – even a magnetic flask with enough antimatter in it to take out a small moon.
"And look at the passenger list!" There they found a dozen whores of assorted sexes, ages and physical and mental adaptations and a long list of names they didn't know with 'PhD' after them.
"Maybe..." Fu began, bewildered. "Maybe he's going out to one of the colonies to start up..." He trailed away.
"What?" Pearce sneered. "A department store? If this ship can really do a thousand c, I agree, he could trade with the colonies, no trouble. But why all this crap? If they want whores, they just say they want whores and we get 'em. Same with tractors. Same with quantum computers. We don't have to drag the bloody things half-way across the galaxy to show 'em what one looks like!"
Fu gave it another try but his heart clearly wasn't in it. "Perhaps someone ordered these things already?"
Pearce treated the suggestion with the contempt it deserved. "Yeah right. They ordered one dog. One kilo of beryllium. Two metres of seasoned mahogany. Ten twenty-mil ampoules of..."
"All right! It doesn't make sense!" Seemingly taken aback by his own small outburst of anger, Fu took a deep breath and closed his eyes. As his composure returned, so did his florid rhetorical style. "It is a mystery. No doubt a brilliant piece of strategy that your mind and mine are too mundane to comprehend. That is why Petrov is a great and mighty leader while you and I must ever be his humble and ignorant servants."
He stopped pacing and faced Pearce. "No doubt we will be informed of our master's intentions when it is appropriate that we understand them. Until then, let us make haste to carry out Mr Petrov's orders and to depart this most peculiar place." He smiled again and spoke over whatever objection Pearce was about to make. "I must say it oppresses me greatly to be inside the belly of this asteroid. Besides," he raised his voice as well as his hand to prevent his first officer from breaking in. "Mr Petrov has promised us both considerable remuneration for our efforts in this matter." He mentioned a sum, large enough to make Pearce stop and blink in astonishment. Fu smiled as Pearce' hostility died down to mere belligerence. Sensing he had won the day, the captain's tone hardened once more. "Get the crew to their stations, Mr Pearce, and tell approach control they can begin venting this floating hole in the ground ready for our departure. I will be in my office if you need assistance." He had to ask Pearce to bring up the ship's schematics to find out just where his office was, and then he glided from the room, the picture of dignity and control.
-oOo-
Alone again, Fu put in another call to Petrov and was politely told to get on with his job and to stop pestering the boss. All right. If that's how it is. As K’ung Fu Tzu says, ‘Look into his motives, note his course, take heed of whether he is at ease, and how can a man hide, how can a man hide!’ He began probing about in the ship's systems, using his top-level access rights to open anything and everything that might be interesting. He found there was nothing that would provide a clue as to where they were going, or why. After an hour of intense study, unlatched in the ship's file store, he flipped back to latched and looked about the room.
Fu Man Chu was a successful man. Born to a spacer woman who soon afterwards drank herself to death in the slums of the Tin Ring, he had begun working for the local gangsters at the age of eight, as a lookout for a dealer just a few years older than himself. He had soon understood that his combination of intelligence and ruthlessness was all it took to go as far as he pleased within the organisations he served and he began to exploit his talents with increasing success. By the time he was eighteen, he had his own crowd of nasty little hangers-on pushing the dope he supplied them and soon after that he branched into prostitution and, at twenty, arms dealing. He was a rising star and people feared and envied him. And then he lost it all by falling in love with a woman who belonged – in all kinds of ways – to one of the more powerful local gang lords. When an ambitious colleague betrayed him, he had to leave the Ring in a hurry and hide out in the Sump – the infamous lower levels of Heinlein.
The little money he had managed to bring with him ran out quickly and he began to work the spaceways, wheeling and dealing, trading whatever was most profitable. He found he liked it and he found he was good at it. So good, in fact, that within a few years he had his own small wreck of a space tug and a set of forged Master's papers to go with it. He liked the freedom. He liked the adventure. He liked the adrenaline rush of flying on empty through police blockades with a hold full of stolen handguns or banned technologies. As the years passed, his ships got bigger and better and his stash, in anonymous accounts in Lunar banks, grew larger but he never gave up the wild life of a freebooter. It was as addictive to him as the drugs he ran between the far-flung outposts of human habitation.
Inevitably, his success and his reputation attracted interest from the bigger fish. He began to be harassed by crime bosses who thought he should be sharing his spoils with them. To put an end to it, he sought out Petrov and offered his services to SolSystem's biggest fish. Petrov, the first time he saw the ‘Captain Fu’ performance, roared with laughter and took him into the fold. After that, no-one bothered him and he gladly paid his dues to his new boss, who provided him with plenty of work and plenty of protection.
The cheerful and eccentric Fu Man Chu persona, named after an ancient fictional villain, had developed over the years as a kind of private joke. Yet Fu was something of a student of his Chinese heritage and found immense satisfaction in studying the ancient books of wisdom that had formed the basis of the Confucian education system. There was an order and coherence to this long-gone model for living that appealed to him – especially in those years of hiding out in the Sump, exhausted and defeated by his attempts at success. He took to quoting K'ung Fu Tzu – who even the modern Chinese called Confucius after the Western style – and to wearing ancient styles of dress. His vaudeville Chinaman act evolved gradually over many years and he found this too suited him. He enjoyed the theatricality and the dressing up but, most of all, he enjoyed the consternation and confusion it created in the people he dealt with. After so long in the role, it was second-nature to him now. No-one knew quite what to make of him. Even his best customers were treated to the show. Some suspected, correctly, that Fu was treating them with contempt but that just made the deal more fun. Petrov had understood him at once and had enjoyed the joke almost as much as he did himself.
Fu didn't mind that Petrov was forcing him into this strange voyage. It was going to be profitable and, he suspected, more exciting than the usual trade run. He needed to understand it more, however, or he might fail to make the most of whatever opportunities it might bring. Yet there was nothing he could do about that now. He would consider it. As K’ung Fu Tzu said, ‘To acknowledge what is known as known, and what is not known as not known is knowledge.’ He chuckled to himself and turned his mind to the girl.
He didn't believe her story for a minute but she was a potential problem. Many times over the past couple of days, he had thought it would have been better to throw her out the airlock. Even in the unlikely event that she really was Petrov's woman, Petrov didn't know she was on board and what he didn't know couldn't hurt anybody. But there had been too many members of his crew who had heard her preposterous claim. To be safe from later blackmail, or, worse, Petrov ever finding out, he would have needed to eliminate all those people too. Including Pearce. It was hardly practical and a very high price to pay to rid himself of a nuisance. No. On the whole it was better to do what he had done. He would present her to Petrov, unharmed and intact, and let him decide her fate. If, as would inevitably turn out to be the case, she was lying about Petrov, she would probably die right there and then. On the other hand, if by some miracle she had been telling the truth – and he had to admit she was a very beautiful girl – then his good sense in the matter might well be rewarded.
He sighed and stood up. Time to check on Pearce's progress.
-oOo-
McBain and his new friend were getting along like a house on fire. In the past hour, they'd discussed make-up and fashions, they'd had a good bitching session about Petrov's various henchmen – and women – they'd marvelled at the asteroid they were prisoners within and had speculated on where they might be taken next. Kitty had told her companion all about her short and uneventful life and the frustrations and boredom that had led her to this awful situation. McBain, in return, had made satisfactorily sympathetic noises. She told him he'd shown more interest in her than she remembered getting from anyone since the unspeakable Tad had first begun to court her.
"Oh it's so good to be able to talk to somebody," she gushed. "Sometimes on that horrible pirate ship, I thought I would go mad from all the solitude. You try getting a decent conversation going with some slab-faced guard whose entire intellect is totally consumed by the effort of staring at your tits all the time!"
McBain laughed. "Tell me about it. It's all well and good making the effort to look nice and feel attractive but in my case all the attention I get is definitely the wrong kind!" He looked her up and down. "But I must say, I can understand why they couldn't keep their eyes off you. You really are very lovely."
Kitty smiled happily. "I hope they put us up in the same cabin," she burst out. "It would be so good to have company – wherever we're going."
"You mean that?" McBain asked, pleased and surprised. He took her hands in his. Could it be true? This gorgeous creature wanted to move in with him?
"Of course I do!" Kitty exclaimed. "We'll have a wonderful time together."
Overwhelmed, McBain leaned towards her to seal their newfound union with a first kiss. Suddenly, Kitty sprang to her feet and stepped back from him. "What the hell do you think you're doing?" McBain stammered something unintelligible, aghast at the look of shock and revulsion on her face. "Are you out of your over-coiffed head?"
The young beauty quickly seemed to get over her initial shock and, perhaps seeing she'd reduced McBain to a state of abject horror at what he'd done, Kitty said, "Look, I don't know what I said that made you think I was that way inclined..." She looked irritated, perhaps for having used such a coy expression. "I mean, I suppose I should be more sophisticated and that it's way fashionable to... you know..." She stamped her foot, apparently unable to stop herself hedging around it. "Look, I can't help it. I'm just a simple station girl from Outer Nowhere and I'm not into lesbianism or bisexuality or... well... anything, really."
McBain, blushing hotly, at last realised what was going on. "But I'm a man!" he exclaimed. Surely everyone could see that?
Kitty, whose attitude had softened almost to the point of reconciliation, suddenly jumped back another step. "You're a what?" she shouted. She looked him up and down with bulging eyes as the truth of this outrageous statement sank in. "Oh my God!" She hurriedly backed to the door and searched for the control again and then again. Not taking her eyes off him, she started banging on the door with the flat of her hand and shouting for help.
McBain watched her panic in amazement and then with a growing annoyance. All right, he'd made a fool of himself, they'd been at cross-purposes, he'd been an idiot, but the bloody woman didn't have to act like he was some kind of axe murderer!
"Oi!" he called, making no impression on Kitty's continued shouting. So he raised his voice to a bellow. "Oi!" That got her attention. She leaned against the door staring at him, panting and ready to run or fight. "Have you finished?" he asked. When it was clear she wasn't going to start shouting and banging again, he said, "I'm sorry I made a pass at you. I don't usually but we seemed to have hit it off so well and you said you wanted us to have some fun and... Anyway. I'm sorry. All right?"
Kitty eyed him suspiciously. He could tell she was thinking he sounded reasonable enough but he was obviously one of those perverts she'd heard about. She probably supposed he preyed on small children and indulged in sick practices with animals. He'd heard on the news not long ago that a transvestite had been strung up by vigilantes on a backwater station like the one she'd come from – killed him – and everyone there had thought that was a very good thing indeed. The station cops had turned a blind eye. He could see it all in her wild eyes.
“If you come near me, I'll...” She didn't seem to know quite what she might do but the implication was she would fight him to the death rather than let him have his way. “I want to go home,” she wailed. “Even the Galaxian was better than this”
McBain threw his hands in the air, seeing her tense, frightened posture and the look of fear and hatred in her big eyes. "What's the matter with you? Have you never seen a transvestite before?"
“You should be thrown out the airlock like that guy on the station!”
“What?”
“You heard. It’s disgusting what you people do!”
McBain was starting to get mad now. “What people would they be? Different people? People who aren’t red-neck, station trash like you? Do you want to string up Jews and blacks too?”
Kitty looked genuinely confused. “What are going on about now? What have Jews and blacks got to do with molesting children?”
McBain was wondering where to start in answering that one when he door opened behind her.
She turned to see Petrov’s monster looming over her and almost ran into McBain’s arms in her effort to get away from it. The great brown-skinned brute lumbered into the room, seeming to fill it. McBain and Kitty backed away to the far wall. Then another monster stepped into the room, neither so tall or so powerfully built but somehow more sinister and scary because it looked so much more human. Petrov stepped forward, his glittering mechanical eyes fixed on Kitty. When he spoke, his voice was as sinister as his appearance.
“Who are you?”
Kitty gasped, so shocked by the presence of this dark and vicious man and his looming monster that she couldn’t speak. McBain nudged her from behind. “Tell Mr Petrov who you are,” he hissed at her through clenched teeth.
“Petrov?” she blurted out. “You’re Petrov?”
The system’s most powerful crime lord tilted his scaly head and eyed her curiously. “Speak.”
At last, she gathered her wits enough to start a rambling version of her story, telling how she’d ended up on the Galaxian and how that nasty little creep Fu had kept her prisoner and brought her here.
“You are Fu’s woman?” Petrov asked. It seemed the only way he could make sense of her tale.
“Space, no! I’m supposed to be your woman. At least that’s what I told Fu and his troupe of monkeys. I was just…”
“We should put her in with the whores and let them train her up,” the monster suggested, talking across her.
Petrov, who seemed to have lost interest, began to shake his head. “It would be simpler just to kill the girl.”
Kitty stiffened with rage. “Who the hell do you think you…” she began, clearly meaning to tell both of them what she thought of that idea but McBain quickly grabbed her and pushed her behind him.
“Mr. Petrov, sir,” he grovelled, trying to look humble while at the same time holding the furious Kitty at bay, “might I beg a favour?” Petrov didn’t rip his innards out or blast him to atoms, so he hurried on. “There are some experiments I’ve been conducting with new varieties of mass. I could use a human subject to try something on.” Petrov looked at him sharply. McBain swallowed hard and went on. “It would make her my… slave.”
Behind him, Kitty redoubled her struggles to get past him, kicking his legs and thumping his back. Petrov gave a thin, unpleasant smile. “It must be hard for a thing like you to get a woman,” he sneered. Then he turned and walked away. “She’s yours,” he said over his shoulder. His giant stayed a few more seconds to glare at McBain, then he too turned and left.
Weak-kneed and trembling, McBain fell into the nearest chair, leaving Kitty free to dart out from behind him and fly round to face him in a towering fury. “You lay one finger on me and you’re a dead man!” she spluttered. “If you think you can use me in your sick, disgusting experiments, you’re wrong. I’d rather die than let you come near me!”
McBain shook his head wearily. He had no idea why he had just risked his life like that, especially for this ungrateful bigot. He let her rant at him for a moment and held up a hand in surrender. Then he changed his mind. Damn the girl! “Shut your mouth, slave. Don’t forget I own you now!”
Kitty was apoplectic with outrage. “Own me! Why you fat-arsed creep!” She fumed in silent rage for a moment and then stomped off to sit as far away from him as possible, muttering threats.
McBain watched her go with a hurt expression. “You think my arse is fat?” he asked plaintively.
-oOo-
Captain Fu regarded the controls of his new ship with some awe. The landscape of displays and controls that unfolded for him was so far in advance of what he was used to on the Galaxian that he hardly knew where to begin. Luckily the ship’s AM was also top-of-the-line and at the merest suggestion that they should begin moving, the landscape configured itself so that all the right information was there and nothing else. “Give me a view of the airlock doors,” he said and a large threedee display zoomed to the fore. As he watched, the gigantic opening at the end of Petrov’s asteroid slid slowly aside. Beyond it, sparkling in the utter blackness, the stars seemed to be stretched like a skin across the widening rectangle.
The interior had been evacuated. Gigantic pumps, drawing out the air and compressing it for later re-use, had throbbed inside the asteroid for hours and then the throbbing had faded to nothing as the last of the air disappeared.
“The doors are open,” the AM told him. It had the same cold, female voice as the ship’s Secretary. Not a surprise, really, but Fu wished it might sound just a little more friendly.
“Open them wider,” he told the ship. He wanted lots of leeway when he took her out.
“I’ve heard a rumour that Petrov is planning to conquer the colony on Barnard 7,” Pearce told him as they watched the exit widen.
Fu shook his head. “What would our esteemed leader want with such an insignificant bauble?”
Pearce shrugged. “He’d get to rule the world. A world, anyway.”
Fu dismissed him irritably. “It still does not make sense.”
“Really? Look at this, then.” Digging around in the manifest, Pearce brought up details of their weapons system. The arsenal included sixteen ‘city buster’ nukes. “Those mothers are definitely not for trading,” he growled. “They’re in the tubes ready for launch!”
Fu stared at the manifest in amazement. What in all space had he got himself into? But he could not worry about that now. He dismissed the display and focused on the exit. “Ship? Can you take us out on auto?”
“Of course.”
Breathing a sigh of relief, Fu allowed himself a small smile. “Excellent vessel! Then do so. Take us out of this rock then put us on the planned trajectory.”
Slowly, carefully, Spaceripper nudged its way forward and through the great doors into open space like a mech-augmented shark emerging from an undersea cavern.
Let’s hope it’s all this easy, thought Fu, but the nuclear missiles waiting in the ship's tubes suggested it would not be.
-oOo-
General Rodrigo Sebastian Enrico Ramirez woke to the sound of music. It was soft and distant and so unlike any music he had ever heard that he wondered, in his half-asleep state, if the aliens were somehow reaching across the light years to speak to him and his team: to speak to him in the voices of angels. But as the hypnopompic fantasies faded, he realised it was a human voice he could hear, a rich, fine, female voice, flowing like a sweet and viscous liquid along melodies and over scales he had never known existed. Despite its strangeness, despite its deeply melancholy air, he was moved by the sheer beauty of it. It could have been music from another world, from a culture old beyond imagining, a culture close to its dark and ancient roots, that understood pain and loss and the struggle for life. For long, luxurious minutes he let the music flow through his mind, aware now that it was a song with words but that the words were as alien and magical as the music itself. Then he rose, slipped on a robe and went out into the corridor.
If anything, the music was even quieter out there and, if he had not already known it was there, he might have missed it as it whispered in the silent, night-lit corridors. Turning his head, straining his ears, he found the thread of limpid sound and followed it past the sleeping quarters, through the mess room and aft to the recreation room. How he had heard it, how it had reached into his sleeping awareness, he could not say, a quirk of the air ducting perhaps, for here at its source, it was barely audible. He signalled the lock and the door slid back. For an instant the beautiful sounds poured over him like a golden liqueur and then they stopped abruptly.
"General!"
It was Barbara Wixted, the Oxford linguist. She sat in a long, white night-dress, her dark hair falling about her shoulders in shimmering waves, her startled, blue eyes staring at him from her pale, elfin face. On her lap, standing upright, was a curious, musical instrument – a Celtic harp, he realised – and her long thin fingers rested on its silent strings. In that instant it was not the painfully shy and diffident academic he saw but a creature of grace and beauty, a visitor from another time. He felt suddenly ashamed of his intrusion. "I – I'm sorry," he murmured in his deep, gravely voice, stepping back from the entrance.
"It's fine," said the visitor quickly, smiling at him. "Don't go."
A smile crept across his own so-stern face and he stepped into the room and let the door close behind him. He was amazed and mystified by this woman and the spell her voice had woven on him and on herself. She sat in a bubble in time, a small space of glamour and mystery where the beauty in a person's soul could shine right out through their skin and where nothing wonderful was impossible.
And then the spell was broken. Her smiling mouth became a little O and her calm eyes filled with their customary anxiety. "Oh goodness! I hope I didn't wake you. Captain Ashton told me this room was pretty sound-proof, or I would never have..."
"A trick of the plumbing, or something," he said. "Out in the corridor there's no noise at all. Besides," he smiled, "it was beautiful."
Barbara blushed and her blue eyes dropped to the instrument in her lap. "It's just a little hobby," she muttered.
Ramirez walked up to her. "I've never heard music like that. I was so..." But he wasn't a man used to expressing such thoughts.
He wanted her to go back to being beautiful but she wouldn't. Her face, so relaxed an instant ago, was pinched and ordinary again. "It's Celtic," she said. "It's very, very old."
"Irish?" he asked. He'd heard Irish music before but none of it sounded like this had.
"Probably not. Most likely that particular piece was from East Anglia – you know, in England? It's certainly from before the invasion."
"Invasion?" Military history was something he knew lots about.
"The Roman invasion of Britain. The old pre-Roman Celtic languages are my speciality. We've made amazing progress piecing them together over the past two hundred years. I got interested in the music too but it's just a hobby, not a serious study." She held up the harp. "Isn't it lovely? I had it made for me by an instrument-maker in Dublin."
He admired the sensuous curves and the rich, depths of colour in the wood. "Would you sing another? It was really quite..."
Barbara shook her head vigorously, her long hair falling across her red cheeks. "Oh no, I couldn't. I'd be far too embarrassed!"
He pressed her. "I'll sit quietly over there. You won't even know I'm here. You have no reason at all to be embarrassed with such a... gift." But she wouldn't have it. She would hardly look at him and kept saying no and shaking her head. In the end, her obvious distress began to distress him too. He gave her a smile. "I'm sorry. I shouldn't have interrupted you. It was inconsiderate of me." He strode to the door, turning back to wish her good night and went out. In the corridor, he paused to think about what had happened but he couldn't understand it and dismissed it quickly. So much talent and yet so shy. What a waste!
-oOo-
Left alone in the recreation room, Barbara stared in dismay at the closed door. How rude he must think I am. What a stupid, silly woman. Sometimes she hated herself. Sometimes she wished she were dead.
She stared at the door for a long, long time. Long enough for the general to return to his room and fall asleep. Then her fingers found the strings of the harp again and she began a slow, sad song.
-oOo-
Listening and watching through the ship's sensors, BS could make no more sense of the encounter than either of the participants. Some things it understood better than the humans did. It could read their emotional responses not only through their speech and body language but also by signs the humans themselves rarely detected – changes in body temperature, changes in heart beat rates, even the electrical activity in their skin was available to the robot in some parts of the ship. So BS had seen the general's emotional response to the music and then his much stronger response to Professor Wixted. 'Sexual chemistry' it had surmised, adopting a human short-hand it had picked up from its extensive reading. It had seen similar exchanges of reactions between Colonels Lenahan and Liapis and, more recently, between Dr Cejka and Professor Iverson. In those cases, as it had expected, the response was followed by repeated 'sexual encounters' – to coin another human phrase. This was all in accordance with much that it had learnt about people's behaviour.
Yet for the general and Professor Wixted, the outcome had been a quick separation and each had obviously felt some relief – the general's mixed with irritation and the Professor's with something else that BS could not identify. It searched its databases for any records of similar encounters and found over twenty-seven thousand of them. Mostly, they were in novels. Almost none were recorded in the scientific literature. Of the novels, by far the majority were in a broad category labelled 'Romance'. BS quickly scanned a few hundred of these and found a clear pattern in the plots; the 'hero' and 'heroine' begin like this, placing obstacles of their own making in the way of their burgeoning love for one another but, by good luck, or the persistence of one or both, they eventually remove the obstacles and enjoy their union.
In its dark cupboard, the silent war machine pondered the likelihood that the general and Barbara Wixted would become lovers. It knew enough to know that novels were not to be considered good evidence, yet the sheer numbers of instances of this plot suggested it might represent an important insight into human nature. It generated and filed away a plan to continue its researches. Then it turned its mind to the significance of what it had observed. As ever, it asked itself two questions. How will this affect the mission? Will it increase or decrease our chances of success?
So far, there seemed to be no net effect of the encounter. BS calculated thousands of interdependent variables, all weighted to indicate their impact on desired and undesired outcomes but the sum varied hardly at all. The general was a little irritated – but then he often was – and Professor Wixted was crying as she sang her mournful airs – but then she too was often in this state. Nothing much seemed to have changed. It was when BS ran its simulations forward under various assumptions that its interest turned to concern. If the 'Romance' scenario represented the most likely outcome – and, on present data, it did – there were turbulent times ahead for both of them. Some forward projections indicated extreme emotional disturbance for the self-thwarting lovers, enough to impair their effectiveness as team members.
Setting its analyses aside when it had completed them, BS turned to its collection of protocols to assess its best response to the various situations as they might unfold. It was surprised and alarmed to find that, although it had thousands of detailed scenarios and hundreds of behavioural principles to apply to them, they all dealt with rather less abstract situations – the Captain's death, an attack by hostile forces, an engine failure, and so on. There was nothing it could find to tell it how to deal with the 'Romance' scenario.
Somehow, it would need to develop its own response if the crisis came.
-oOo-
The empty corridors of the Bundaberg echoed to David Bowie's Starman. Captain Lee sang along loudly as he ran through the final shut-down checks. He loved classical music and knew many such pieces by heart, singing the ancient English words with a confidence that might make anyone believe he actually understood what they meant. Of course, like most Australians of his generation, he spoke only Mandarin but he had a fascination with his country's early 'European Period' – that oddly incongruous couple of centuries before it took its proper place in the Hegemony. Lee could trace his ancestry back to an engineer named Ming Chi How, who left Shanghai in 1867 to prospect for gold in the Kimberley and whose family later settled in Melbourne where they stayed, more-or-less for the next three hundred years. He was proud of his heritage. Most of today's two hundred and thirty million Australians had settled there since Accession in 2107 and it gave him a mild satisfaction to know that his own family had deeper roots than these 'newcomers'.
He gave the OK to the last status display and put away the controls. Going native, he looked around at the empty control room. Unadorned by the bright displays his cogplus processors had painted over it, the room looked drab and lifeless. It struck him how rarely any human ever saw the world un-augmented any more. Certainly spacers spent all their time latched – their private mind’s augmented reality synchronised with the real world around them so that it could supplement it with displays and information – or completely unlatched – in a virtual world where reality did not impinge at all. Going native like this – seeing the world unprocessed in any way – was one of his few eccentricities: one he had not mentioned to the mission’s psychs! He looked around at the plain, boring surfaces. Not much to see on a space ship though. He latched to the ship again and, on a whim, painted every surface with gaudy, tropical vegetation. Now the room looked like a rainforest museum he had been to as a child. Whip birds and butcher birds augmented the silence with their eerie song. It was peaceful and restful and he stared into the mysterious depths of the dappled forest for a long time. I'm just putting this off, he thought, with a frown of irritation. He should be putting himself into storage, not playing with the décor.
He unclasped the seat restraints and rose to his feet. At least being embodied in an android had the advantage that he could magnetise his soles and walk upright even in zero-G. Bowie had stopped by then and The Beatles were singing Strawberry Fields as he entered the main corridor for this ship level. He moved past communications centres and meeting rooms, map rooms and the main biology and engineering labs. This deck was all business. Below it were the recreational facilities, dining areas, hospital, nursery and sports hall. Below that were the crew's quarters and the crew storage racks. Then came the Cargo, that precious collection of human seeds and the incubators that would nurture them until they became babies and could be moved to the nursery. (The techs back on Earth had talked about 'cooking them in batches' but no-one on the Bundaberg's crew had that kind of attitude.) Finally, in the bowels of the great ship were the machines and materials that the colony would need to get a start on New Australia; prefabricated buildings, earth movers, drilling rigs, solar converters, fusion generators, water purifiers, comms satellites, clothing, food crops, aircraft, even weapons – just in case.
Lee stepped into a lift and dropped to the crew level. The first 'batch' of children would be born in space and raised on the ship by Lee and the others. They would not reach New Australia until they were adults. By then several other 'batches' would be filling the nursery and the colony would be ready to take the landers down to the surface. The move to the surface was the most dangerous part of the whole journey and extraordinary precautions would be taken. After nearly twenty years of observing and mapping the planet during their approach and two New Australian years in orbit, two landing sites would have been selected. The landers would then take down survey teams to establish two settlements – just small teams, leaving the bulk of the expedition safely up in orbit. Of course, by then, bio-chemical studies of the local life-forms, sampled extensively by robotic probes, would have revealed any dangers from the planet's indigenous flora and fauna and strategies would have been devised for handling them – up to and including genetic re-engineering of all the humans and food crops aboard. Once the first settlers had been down there for a further full New Australian year, establishing water supplies and sewerage and erecting shelters, the rest of the colony would move down along with their supplies and equipment. The Bundaberg's fuel would be all but spent by then and there would be no going on, no hope of rescue and definitely no going back. The ship would stay in orbit for a further ten years – in case the colony needed a bolt-hole in an emergency – but then it would be brought down in a controlled descent so that its huge bulk could be cannibalised for materials and components.
Lee shook his head. That's what would have happened. Now... Who could know? Their destination did not look auspicious as a prospective colony. Gamma Sagittae – the damned place didn't even have a proper name! – was a red giant with no observed planets. Of course, that didn't mean it didn't have any planets – the planet-spotters didn't bother much with red giants and, with a diameter fifty-five times greater than Sol, it would be hard to spot Earth-like planets from their gravitational effects – but it did mean that the chances were vanishingly small. No. The decision of the Hegemony to send them on this mission was also a decision to sacrifice all their lives for the sake of making this first, momentous contact.
So be it. Perhaps it was worth it, or – and the thought dropped into his mind like a stone into a pond – perhaps to Earth the Bundaberg and all its Cargo didn't represent anything that was alive anyway. After all he and Chui Yi and the others were technically dead, little better than robots, aping human life, in the opinions of many. And the Cargo – the thousands of potential babies that lay silent and safe in the ship's great womb... Well, who on Earth would care if none of that potential was realised?
For a moment a protective urge flared up in him. Nothing must harm his Cargo! The mission was the centre of his being, the purpose that had filled his life for all those long years of training and preparation. He and all the crew had been painstakingly selected for their attitudes to the mission and the Cargo. They were all of them dedicated to the preservation and nurturing of this wonderful and vulnerable collection of new human beings – perhaps with the exception of Dung, whose purposes were something else entirely. They were all predisposed – as endless hours of psych evaluation had proven – to care for the life that had been entrusted to them and, Lee was sure, the disposition had been strengthened and bolstered when their brains were transcribed into their new bodies. So how could he countenance the idea that the mission would fail? How could he stand the idea that all those children would never be born?
Because he was loyal to the Hegemony. Because he trusted that its leaders would always act in the best interest of the whole society. He trusted that they saw further than he did. He trusted that their hearts were with the people.
Yet he had to admit the sight of Union Lord Asamoto had shaken him. A Japanese! How could things have changed so much? And the man had seemed so indifferent to them. It had been as if the Hegemony had forgotten the sacrifice it had asked them to make, the promises of gratitude and honour it had made them in return. It was as if... He could barely bring himself to complete the thought. It was as if the Earth had forgotten them.
He had reached the racks and the sight of his crew – his friends – hanging like lifeless puppets, their minds copied to main storage, their bodies inert machines, made him ache with sadness. What was wrong with him? He had never been the kind of man to grieve over things that were past and beyond changing. He was the sort to play whatever hand Fate dealt him, to make the best decisions he could as they were needed and, knowing that, not to regret them. So why did this all feel so wrong?
Was it the way Dung had been able to cast aside the whole mission as if it meant nothing to him? If they had reached New Australia, Dung would have become Prefect of the new colony until he could train and educate enough of the children to stand in their first election as candidates for the role in each of the new Cantons they would establish. Then Dung would have taken a back seat, becoming Chairman, advising and guiding his human protégées rather than leading directly, ensuring that they kept to the ideologies of the Hegemony as the colony evolved. Lee had never questioned the need for this. It was proper that New Australia should consider itself a part of the great society that had spawned it and the remoteness of the parent meant that Dung was necessary to ensure that its ways were not forgotten, lest they all fall into decadence and barbarism.
But now...
Now Lee wondered why they had chosen such a heartless, humourless man as Dung for this job. Such a ruthless man too, he suddenly saw. Dung would have crushed dissent with pitiless enthusiasm. He and his cadre of young ideologues would have ruled them all like tyrants. It was clear to him now, yet it had never been apparent before. What was worse, he realised, the Hegemony had set things up this way. They had put Dung in place, perhaps, as it often seemed, deliberately purged his emotions, planned the political structure of New Australia so that it would allow this man to rule them and keep them loyal to the Hegemony at whatever cost to their freedom of thought and action. As he stood there among the hanging figures all around him, he realised that they were all in fact the puppets they appeared to be.
He felt weak. He turned away from the sight of his helpless crew and left the room dizzy with confusion, his slow steps weaving from side to side until he fetched up against a wall of the corridor and clung to it. He had given his life to this mission – he and Chui Yi. He had believed so completely in it.
He found himself in the dining hall, not quite sure how he got there. It was a large room, big enough for the great family he had been planning to raise here. The kitchens were empty and unused. The child-sized chairs heartbreakingly small. On the walls, big bright pictures of flowers and animals. If he could have cried, he would have. They were all gone. He had lost them. His children. The grief, once acknowledged, hit him like a blow and he hung limply, his feet magnetically clamped to the floor but the rest of him swaying helplessly, like an undersea plant, drowned in an ocean current.
For a long time he hung there, unable even to think as the tides of pain washed through him. Whenever a thought did emerge, it was of loss. Loss. He had lost everything. Lost everything. Everything he saw, everything he remembered. All loss. All loss and pain. Loss and pain.
Perhaps a real human would have suffered more. Perhaps a man whose mind was not simply a pattern in a cold, hard matrix of photonics, would have suffered longer. To Ken Lee, it seemed enough. Even when he had recovered sufficiently to make his way back to the control room and collapse into his chair, the grief clutched at the fringes of his thoughts, dragging them down into a deep, empty darkness.
It was much later that Lee began to look around him and wonder what he should do. He should go back down to the crew level and put himself into storage but that was out of the question. He had to think. He had to decide. Yet the scale of the problem was overwhelming. Everything he had worked for and hoped to achieve in his life had been tossed aside. All his children were as good as dead. All his friends and colleagues on the Bundaberg had been similarly treated. Yet the realisation of how the Hegemony's leaders had intended the new colony to develop was almost as shocking as the way they had thrown his life away. New Australia was to have become an authoritarian state. He could not help seeing it as becoming something like the Hegemony itself in its ancient, Communist era, before the Spring Revolution had united South-East Asia and given birth to the benevolent superstate that he knew and had loved. Why would the Hegemony want that? Why seed the stars with fear and oppression?
Control, he thought. It was the only way they could be sure they would retain control over us despite the distances. In a part of his mind, he remembered a documentary about early space exploration before entangled matter could be used for instantaneous communications, when radio waves must crawl at the speed of light between the planets. People sent semi-autonomous robots to explore the planets – even Mars – because the signal delays were too great to use direct manipulation. A robot could be given its objectives and left to get on with it. They wanted to fill space with human robots. People cowed and unable to choose for themselves. Loyal to their masters on Earth until... until... Maybe 'until' nothing. Maybe 'just in case'. Or maybe 'just because'.
He felt his anger against the people who had planned this roiling inside him. He felt the anger against those others, the people who had turned him aside from his life's dream, simmering beneath it. Yet even in his anger and pain, he could not tell himself that first contact was not worth almost any sacrifice.
He opened up interfaces to the ship. He needed to do something. He was agitated and restless. He called up the astronomical systems and found Gamma Sagittae with the ship's telescopes. Data from various wavelengths from gravity through to X-rays offered themselves but he chose visible light. The ship automatically compensated for the extreme blue shift caused by their relative velocity and he saw the star at the centre of his troubles for the first time. At less than one light year away, he could see it as a fat red disk. He set the instruments scanning to detect planets and although they and he quartered the skies for an hour or more, deploying every planet-finding heuristic at his disposal, the search turned up nothing. What did he expect? Chui Yi and Poh-Ling had already done a thorough search before they had set their present course. The instructions from Earth had merely identified the star. They said they didn't know any more. So the crew had searched for the planet that must be there but wasn't and, in the end, Lee had told them to plot a course to put them in solar orbit. Earth had been confident that the aliens would find them once they arrived in the system. Lee was not so confident. As he looked once more through the negative results, he felt his anger rising again. How could they have diverted the Bundaberg on such minimal information? How could they have killed his children and wasted the lives of so many people on a gamble like this?
He sat back and closed the displays. But his anger was a pale shadow of what it once might have been. It couldn't be sustained even under the present circumstances of rejection and betrayal. And, besides, if he was honest with himself, he would probably have made the same call if he had been in Asamoto's place. If an alien society had contacted humanity then they had to do all they could to respond. It could be the most significant act in the whole of human history. What was the value of one shipload of once-human androids and nothing much else by comparison to that? His thoughts, however reasonable were edged with bitter resentment.
Why us? he demanded of no-one at all. All right, so it's important, so damned important that nothing else matters, but why us?
He felt drained and exhausted by the emotions that had wracked him. Even his exhaustion irritated him since his body was functioning perfectly and there was no reason at all to feel that way.
Gamma Sagittae hung in the air before him. It was ugly. A sun shouldn't be red like that. New Australia's sun was a G class star, yellow, fresh and young, not a sick and bloated old monster like this one. He wanted to be there, where he should be. He wanted to step off the lifter into the bright yellow light of a new world. He wanted it so much.
But without Dung.
Dung was to be the viper in their Garden of Eden. Dung was the germ of corruption that would turn everything to disease and decay.
He pulled up navigation and ship's systems displays and worked feverishly for several minutes. Yes, it was possible to change their course back to its original heading but their fuel would be spent. They had used enormous quantities of negative energy to swerve from their path and would use just as much again to swerve back. The projections showed they would reach New Australia with nothing left in the tanks to manoeuvre with. He looked for clever tricks to use, dumping velocity in reverse slingshots from the various planets and moons in the New Australia system, using materials in the hold as reaction mass, even wildly risky aerobraking manoeuvres but nothing was going to work. They were committed to their present course, for good or ill.
He cursed himself for having done it. He couldn't believe he had been so docile as to just do what they had asked. He couldn't believe it had taken his feelings of loss and grief so long to rise up from the depths of his damned optronic brain. Now it was too late. He had given the order himself that had doomed his children never to be born and had consigned his life to the waste chute.
Once again, he put away all the virtual displays that surrounded him and turned the walls once more into a tropical forest. He sat placidly watching the ferns sway in a light breeze and patches of light slide across vines and slender trees as sunlight – yellow sunlight – filtered through the high canopy. Then he pulled up a display and delved into the ship's file system. He located the stored recording of Advisor Dung's mind and gave the 'delete' command.
'Permission denied,' the ship told him, gently.



Chapter 11
Kitty had marched behind McBain in high dudgeon and a small robot had trundled ahead, leading them to McBain's quarters. The little bot, barely knee-high but with a small sensor head that moved up and down on a telescopic neck, navigated the maze of Spaceripper's corridors at a leisurely pace. McBain, whose feet were aching in his high-heeled shoes and whose pencil skirt restricted his stride to a genteel mince, was at first glad of the consideration shown him by this little mechanism, now he was wondering if they’d ever get there. At about the point when McBain was beginning to suspect they had been going around in circles for the past few minutes, the little bot stopped and raised its sensors to head-height. "Your room, sir, madam," it said and a door slid open.
McBain and Kitty walked into a spacious apartment comprising a large sitting room with bedroom and bathroom off. The little bot rolled in after them and the door closed behind it. McBain opened a wardrobe to find his belongings had been brought aboard and neatly put away. He turned to the robot. "How long has this room been ready for me?"
"About four hours, sir."
"Four hours? Then why was I kept waiting in that damned room?"
The bot sounded concerned, having sufficient intelligence to notice the anger in McBain's voice. "I have consulted the ship's Secretary and we are unable to advise you." McBain grunted. "Is there anything at all I can help you with, sir?" McBain waved a dismissive hand at the bot so it swivelled its sensors to face Kitty. "Can I get you anything, madam?"
"Get lost." she snarled, stomping over to a large sofa and throwing herself into it.
"Yes, madam," promised the little machine and, ducking its sensors down to sit on top of its body, it rolled out of the room, the door opening and closing with perfect timing.
"So I'm supposed to be, like, your sex slave or something?" Kitty demanded of McBain, scowling to show what she thought of the idea.
McBain kicked off his shoes and made for the bathroom. "Yeah, that's right. You're my sex slave. Happy now?" He turned to smirk at her and managed to get the bathroom door closed just in time to save him from the shoe that was hurtling at him from her direction. It was the last straw. He burst out of the bathroom and minced angrily back into the room, dodging the second shoe as it sailed past his head. "You ungrateful little minx!"
Kitty was on her feet. "Minx?" she shouted. "What the hell kind of word is minx?"
Ignoring this distraction, McBain continued to advance on her. "What do you think Petrov and his little pet were talking about back there? They were going to kill you. At the very best, they’d have put you in the ship's brothel and, with an attitude like yours, my guess is you'd have lasted two minutes before they dosed you with mass or threw you out the airlock."
"And you think I'd rather be here with a disgusting creep like you?" She snorted in rage. "If you so much as touch me, I'll kill you."
"For God's sake grow up! You're in serious shit here and I'm the only friend you've got." He slapped his head, remembering how he'd stuck his neck out for her. "Jesus! I must have been mad. Petrov could have had me eviscerated for trying to help you."
"Help me? You've got a funny idea of helping. What kind of sicko are you anyway?"
McBain fought down the urge to scream. "Give me strength! Look," he held up his hands in a gesture of withdrawal and stepped back a pace. "I'm not going to touch you. You're perfectly safe. I only said I needed you for my personal use so that Petrov would think you were being adequately punished. His opinion of me is about as low as yours. But his opinion of you is zero. You are absolutely nothing to him except a momentary annoyance – like finding a..." He was going to say 'piece of lint on his sleeve' but what with the exoskeleton and the body armour he doubted that lint was much of a problem for Petrov. "... a spot of blood on his boots. He'd care more about the rag he wiped you off with."
Kitty watched him carefully. He seemed to be getting through at last. "What kind of ship is it that has its own brothel anyway?" she burst out.
McBain shrugged. "It's a new one on me. Maybe all ships of this class have brothels."
Kitty scowled at him. He could see the calculations going on behind her eyes – him, Petrov, or the crazy Chinaman. She looked him up and down. He took advantage of the lull in hostilities to take his heels off, sighing with relief and hoping it made him look much smaller and less menacing. They'd been getting along well before he'd stupidly tried to kiss her. He ventured a placatory smile. Look at me, the smile said, I'm relatively harmless.
"You sleep on the sofa," she told him, pugnaciously.
"Sod off, sweetie. This is my room and you are the unwanted guest. You get the sofa. OK?"
"Pig!"
"Or we could share the bed if you like..."
"The sofa will be just fine."
"Plenty of room..."
"Get lost!"
McBain felt a small triumph at this little victory but immediately felt exhausted and depressed again. He turned without another word and headed for the bathroom. He hoped to God the ship had real water showers.
-oOo-
"Where are you going?" Kitty demanded of McBain's retreating back. "Hey! Creepo! We've got things to sort out here!" But the bathroom door closed after him and she found herself standing alone.
So, here you are again, she told herself. You got away from the mad Chinaman and now you're the slave of a weirdo child molester. She slumped down onto the sofa. Here eyes swam with tears. This was awful. She wished and wished that she had never started any of this, that she was back on her mother's station, bored at school, disdainfully scorning passes from Benny Dawson or Vlad Grudinin, hanging out day after day at the mall, listening to the never-ending tales of who was dating whom and who had fallen out with whom because of it. They seemed like good times now. Wonderful times. Safe, secure times. She missed her mum. She realised, belatedly, how upset she must be, how frantic she must be, how she would be searching, using every resource at her disposal, trying to find out how and why her daughter had disappeared.
Suddenly, Kitty was on her feet. A signal! I need to send Mum a signal! What was she doing sitting around like this feeling sorry for herself? She was alone. She might not get a better chance. She had to act now. She called up the ship's Secretary as she ran for the door. The door slid open. The creep hadn't locked it! Ha! She shot out into the corridor, quizzing the Secretary for maps, latched, she could see signposts and room descriptions overlaid on the endless, featureless corridors. She needed... what? A communications room? A control room? Wait a minute! All she needed was to place a starnet call. She stopped running and looked about for somewhere quiet to go. Everywhere was quiet, so she just stood where she was.
She asked to see the Secretary, which manifested as an avatar for her. The ship chose to appear as a tall, shapely and very beautiful woman in a severe, black outfit. Kitty blinked. AMs tended to materialise in rather less... striking forms. She didn't know, of course, that the avatar was modelled on the army of identical beauties that Petrov had working for him throughout his empire. "Nice look," she said. The avatar regarded her coolly and said nothing. "I need to place a call," Kitty said.
The Secretary said, "To whom?" as if it was the most natural thing in the world.
"To Margaret Hamilton, AstroMineral Station 17, Enceladus." Kitty's heart was racing. Could it be so easy?
"Connecting you now."
The avatar stepped aside, fading so that it was a barely noticeable presence on the edge of her vision and the image of Kitty's mother appeared.
"Mum!" she cried, at the same time that her mother shouted "Catherine!"
"Where have you been? Where are you? Are you all right? My God we've been..."
"Mum!" Kitty cut across her mother's frantic questions. "I haven't got much time. You've got to listen." Her mother's eyes were dark with sleepless nights and red with crying. Her hair, usually immaculate, was a mess. It gave Kitty a pang of shame to see it but she swallowed it down and went on. "Mum, I've been kidnapped. I'm on a ship owned by a man called Petrov? I'm somewhere near Titan." She saw her mother struggling to make any sense of what she was saying. "I know it all sounds crazy but you've got to help me. We're going somewhere. I don't know wh..." she turned to the secretary. "Where are we going?"
"Gamma Sagittae."
"Did you get that, Mum?" Her mother nodded. Although the Secretary was not physically there and her words were projected into Kitty's public mind through the ship's infonet, its image and its words were also fed into the comms link that Kitty was using. "I don't know where or what that is but you've got to come and get me. I really, really need help, Mum. I don't know when we leave but..." She turned to the Secretary again. "When do we set off?"
"We set off three minutes ago."
"What! But no-one said..." she realised she hadn't felt anything at all. Not the slightest hint of acceleration. She had heard of inertial frame management, of course, one of those IR effect technologies that was going to revolutionise everything. How cool is that?
Her mother was talking to someone she couldn't see, her head turned to the side. She turned back looking, if anything, more concerned than before. "Catherine, they tell me Gamma Sagittae is outside the system. It's a star nearly three hundred light years away. You... you haven't joined a colony ship or anything?"
"No! Of course not! I tell you, I was kidnapped. A Chinaman – Captain Fu of the Galaxian did it. Now Petrov's got me. Mum, it's probably the name of a station or, or a city or something. You've got to get onto the police. They wanted to put me in their brothel!"
"Their what?"
"Brothel. Now this transvestite pervert's got me and I – " She broke off, suddenly unable to go on. There was a lump in her throat the size of an egg and her mother's image swam with the tears that pooled in her eyes and ran down her cheeks. She buried her face in her hands, ashamed of her weakness at this critical moment yet unable to stop the tears flowing.
"Catherine. Catherine, listen to me. We'll get to you as soon as we can but you've got to help us. Catherine."
Kitty pulled herself together and dragged her hands away from her face. "I'm sorry, I–"
"It's all right, darling. It's going to be all right. Look, I want you to ask the ship what your current course and position are. OK?"
"Y – yes." She passed the question to the Secretary and the beautiful avatar coolly rattled off the data.
She could see her mother flicking her hands in the air, no doubt opening and managing a virtual grid interface Kitty couldn't see. It seemed to take far longer than it should to enter the data and calculate the trajectory – and far too much frowning and conferring. Eventually, her mother spoke again. "Darling, we can't understand these figures. Can you get the ship to repeat them?" She did and there was more urgent hand-flicking and debate at the other end.
When Margaret Hamilton looked up again she was confused and, Kitty thought, alarmed.
"Mum?"
"If these figures are correct, you are heading out of the ecliptic – well outside – and you really are on a course to Gamma Sagittae."
They stared at each other in silence, each contemplating the horrible possibility that the ship had not misinformed them. Then Kitty heard footsteps running along the corridor behind her. Whoever it was, they were still a few seconds away. Her look of alarm was enough to tell her mother what was happening and they terminated the call without another word. Kitty dismissed the avatar and looked about frantically for a hiding place but there was nowhere and the runner was almost at the corner and would surely find her. So she stood up straight and faced the approaching sound.
McBain skittered around the corner, resplendent in a long pink bath robe, pink slippers and his hair turbaned in a towel. "You stupid girl!" he hissed when he saw her. "Do you want to get yourself killed?"
Kitty stood her ground and glared back at him. It must have been obvious she had been crying but she made her her face a picture of indignation. "What the hell do you think you're doing, chasing around after me?" she demanded.
McBain stood there panting and blinking at her. He raised his arms in a hopeless gesture. "I'm buggered if I know," he said.
-oOo-
They were all together for one of Ashton's regular 'strategy and planning sessions'. 'Group therapy' Petain had called them, claiming it was just a device to get everybody together to blow off steam and air their fears. It was true, Geoffrey thought, they hadn't seemed to achieve much yet. The stated intent was to refine the approach they would take to the alien encounter. They had all been given copies of a UNPF document called "Protocols and Scenarios for First Contact Encounters – Volume 1: Planned Encounters". It was marked 'Eyes Only' and replete with warnings about unauthorised use and distribution. It was fascinating reading and Geoffrey found many references to his own work in it. He hadn't known he was so well regarded in military circles.
Susan Iverson was sitting beside him. It was an open secret by now that they had become lovers. Lenahan and Liapis did not sit together although their attachment too was well known. The general was staring into space with his ‘reading’ icon on beside his head, no doubt reviewing some document or other. He did this a lot and speculation was rife about what he was finding so fascinating that he couldn't put it down for five minutes. Geoffrey was with the majority in believing he was reading briefings and background materials. Susan, with typical irreverence, suggested he was watching porn flicks. Petain, said he was probably working on his last will and testament.
They were all assembled, even the robot. The general insisted on BS being there for these sessions, claiming the machine was along partly for its 'unique perspective' on non-human intelligence and would have a valuable contribution to make. Geoffrey had seen no sign of it yet. Ashton was there, despite his own protests – "I'm just the bus driver on this outing." – which Geoffrey was pleased about. The young man was sensible and practical, intelligent and level-headed. Everybody liked Ashton and he had a steadying influence on such meetings. Petain coughed loudly and theatrically and the general blinked and looked around the room.
Then he smiled and said, "OK. Let's get started. If you'd all please connect to this channel." They switched their public minds to the information channel he indicated. Then the general made a gesture and a large projection screen appeared to materialise. On it was a list entitled 'Contact Scenarios Summary'. It was a page from the Executive Summary of the document they had all been reading and listed about two dozen high-level possibilities, each of which had been elaborated in excruciating detail in the body of the document. Mostly, they were based on assumptions about political situations that might exist among the aliens and how particular groups might seek to engage humanity to assist them in achieving their political ends. It was Machiavellian and paranoid and written in an almost impenetrable civil service dialect but, Geoffrey was pleased to see, the underlying assumption of the whole document was that alien races would be essentially rational and would act primarily in their own interests. There were, of course, scenarios that involved god-like, benevolent races and ones featuring demonic, psychopathic monsters but Geoffrey had the impression they were there only for completeness, rather than as serious contenders. Yet, somehow, the list saddened him. As reasonable as it was to consider, for example, that humanity's first contact could be with a faction on the weaker side of an interplanetary power struggle that would try to 'leverage' their new friends to improve their position, the brief, flat description made the whole encounter sound tawdry and mundane. In many ways, the demonic psychopaths sounded more interesting and worth discovering than these petty schemers, these politicians and power-brokers who might bully or bribe us into alliances or betrayals. Geoffrey had been looking forward to this session but now he wished he could be somewhere else.
Not off the mission, though. Never that.
"I'd like us to focus on items 4a and 4b today," the general said. They all looked at he list. The general's selection was a curious one. Scenario 4a featured an automated trap that the aliens had laid for the purposes of acquiring and studying humans. Scenario 4b was a variant where the automated trap automatically generated a species-killing weapon based on what it found and returned it to SolSystem.
"Why these, General?" Geoffrey asked.
"Why not, Geoff?"
"I thought we might explore the more likely scenarios first before we considered this kind of off-the-wall stuff."
"It does seem a bit pessimistic," Aaron Goldberg offered.
"I think it's a good choice," said Colonel Teng. "We need to be prepared for the worst."
Petain grunted. "You just want something you can blow up.”
Geoffrey sighed and, possibly because he had done so, Susan Iverson spoke up. "Henri, why are you always so belligerent? You make our military friends here seem positively pacifist by comparison." For reply, Petain grunted again, crossed his arms and turned himself slightly away from the table. Susan raised her eyebrows in a brief, happy shrug, obviously content with the result of her little intervention. Geoffrey couldn't understand this constant sparring with Petain – except insofar as the Frenchman made himself an obvious target. Susan seemed to derive such satisfaction from putting him down. Of course, he had discovered, she was one of those people who loved to dominate – in every situation. A sudden rush of memories of their recent sexual adventuring – an image of Susan above him, smiling in triumph, the feeling of her nails in his flesh – made him blush with embarrassment and arousal. He looked quickly and furtively around the table, as if the others might be aware of his thoughts. No-one noticed except BS, which swivelled its featureless head towards him.
"It would make sense of the message," said Barbara Wixted, quietly. "Not much else does." Akiro Motosako, the small Japanese materials specialist nodded to herself but, as usual, said nothing. Geoffrey made a mental note to make a point of talking to her alone, one day. She probably had a very interesting point of view on all this. And then he caught himself admiring her pretty face and her small, high breasts. Jesus Christ! he thought in alarm. What on Earth is wrong with me? I get laid for the first time in years and suddenly I'm Jack the Ripper! He noticed the robot, still staring at him. Damn you, you pile of army surplus junk! Get off my case!
Ramirez was beaming at the timid linguist. "My thoughts exactly." He turned back to Geoffrey. "And the main reason I chose these scenarios to start with. Perhaps someone would like to start the speculation as to what we could be facing? Aaron?"
The engineer gave a brief, deprecating smile. "Er..." he said, slightly flustered. But he soon got over it. "Well, I suppose we're talking about a device – er, yes, a device of some sort. Maybe a collection of them spread across space. They'd look out for greetings messages, probes like ours, or manned explorations. They'd analyse whatever they pick up and either decide they've got enough to destroy the caller, or send out a message imploring the contact to come and see them in person." He shrugged. "Why they'd do this, I don't know. Paranoia? Maybe the galaxy is such a dangerous place the only way to survive is to stay hidden and strike first and decisively at anything that comes near you. Maybe space is full of terrified and cowering species like that." He gave his deprecating smile again, signalling he'd finished.
"It's a horrible scenario," exclaimed Ambassador Hartmann. "I can't believe the galaxy is such a dark and frightening place."
"Of course, it doesn't have to be quite that bad," Lenahan chipped in. "They might just be like those plants they used to have on Earth. You know, the ones that used to attract flies and then snap shut on them and eat them." He sat back with a grin.
Petain gave voice to the derisory snort most of them were thinking. "I suppose they will suck out our brains and ravage our women too!" Everybody laughed, including Lenahan.
"Maybe they could be wreckers?" suggested Barbara Wixted. Seeing that no-one understood the reference, she went on. "I'm sorry. There was a time – hundreds of years ago – when coastal communities would lure ships to their destruction on rocks by faking or changing navigational signals. Once a ship had foundered, they would loot its cargo. Perhaps this is why they want us to go there."
While the brain-sucking Venus fly trap had sounded ludicrous enough to dismiss, cunning freebooters sounded just plausible enough to make Geoffrey uncomfortable.
As ever, Susan had her finger on the pulse. "All right, General, you have us all taking it seriously. Shall we move on to what we can do about it?"
Ramirez gave her a small nod. It was hard to tell from his expression if he was irritated or amused. "Perhaps you would like to lead off with a suggestion?"
Susan laughed. It was a nice laugh for all that it definitely wasn't meant nicely. She obviously thought the general had quite a nerve to suggest such a thing. Geoffrey found himself speaking – just to stop Susan turning the situation into an all-out confrontation. He couldn't understand the sparring with Petain but he could see that Susan and the general had a serious contest for authority looming, just because of who they were and each one's inbuilt need to be the top dog in any pack. For some reason, the thought scared him.
"We should probably approach cautiously," Geoffrey said. It was all he could muster in a hurry. Susan looked at him with a slight, perplexed frown. Which pleased him. He was tired of being a completely open book to this disturbingly clever woman.
"We could come in from the wrong direction," said Inge Hartmann, at which Ashton's eyebrows went up.
"Keep scanning with everything we've got all the way in," said Liapis in her low, lazy voice.
"Maybe we should stand off at half a light-year or something and watch the system for a good long time before we go in," said Goldberg.
It was all too much for Petain. With a growl of "Sacré bleu! It is cowboys and Indians!" he stood up and left the room.
Susan watched him with a small smile. "I hate to say this, General, but I think Henri may have a point. We are not really equipped to develop military strategy. I'm not saying this isn't important. I know our lives might depend on it..." She sighed. "Perhaps you would like to convene a sub-group to consider such matters. I for one would be happy to go along with anything you come up with."
Ramirez looked at her for just a little too long before he spoke. "I was hoping to have the benefit of your insights, Susan."
"I don't think the insights of a handful of academic pacifists would be of much value to you, General. The nearest any of us has come to open warfare has been while presenting scientific papers to our colleagues. The cat fighting can get a little dirty, I admit, but it's rare that anybody actually dies in the exchange."
"I don't know why we are talking of warfare," said Ambassador Hartmann abruptly. "We have been invited by these people. We are required to make overtures of friendship, to negotiate a future relationship. Talk of war is premature and unnecessary at this stage."
The general bit down a tart response to the effect, Geoffrey supposed, that the woman had missed the whole point of what they were trying to do here. He took a quick look around the room, clearly assessing the chances of getting his meeting back on the rails. "I think Susan may be right, you know," he said in his deep, strong voice. "It may be more... effective... if we take some of these topics off-line and discuss them in a different forum. I'll think about what might be appropriate and let everybody know."
There was silence then and, after a while, the general gave a little nod and prepared to leave. "Er..." said Geoffrey and everyone turned to look at him. "Maybe we could do something else with these meetings."
"Like what, Geoff?" the general asked, softly.
"Well, like, talking through our communication strategy. I'd like to see what the planners have come up with. I'd like to hear what Barbara has to say about it."
The general settled back into his chair. "Sounds good to me. Any objections?" Everyone seemed happy with the idea, except Lenahan and Liapis who both looked as if they were hoping they could go off and talk about shooting things without all these geeks around to spoil the fun. "Barbara, would you care to give us a run-down?"
Barbara Wixted blinked in alarm and smiled weakly. "Yes, of course." She gathered her thoughts. "You've probably all seen from the briefing material they gave us that a translator has been built."
"How can they do that?" Goldberg asked. "I mean build a translator for a language no-one has ever heard?"
Barbara was confused by the question. Obviously no-one could do that, her expression said. What could the man mean?
The general helped them out. "The translator converts the main human languages – Mandarin, Spanish and English – into Galingua and vice versa.” He gave a chuckle. “Good God, people, how important does a mission have to be before you'll read the briefing?” A few of them laughed.
"Thank you, General. Yes. That's right. I've tried it out and it's quite good. Not perfect yet but I'm fine-tuning it. Galingua isn't a spoken language, of course, it is entirely visual, so there are certain problems. The system works by putting Galingua words on a display screen, or projecting them. We don't really know if the aliens will be able to read it but they managed once, obviously, so there's a good chance. We also don't know if they can translate it in real-time as we can. It could make conversations very difficult if they can't. It would be more like email or something." She suddenly brightened. "We could all try it if you like. Even with the translator, it's a very strange process." She seemed to think it would be great fun but no-one else around the table seemed to share her opinion.
"I'll give it a go," Geoffrey said.
There was a brief period of activity as people downloaded the translator into their public minds. "The real system will have little display boards we can carry around but we can do it with virtual projection," Barbara said, still excited. "OK, Geoff?"
Geoffrey set up his virtual display as if it were sitting on the desk in front of him, facing Barbara, and she did the same with hers. "OK," he said. The others communicated through the ship to watch the displays.
"Do you speak English?" she asked. As usual, they were all speaking Mandarin among themselves.
"Well, yes." He didn't want to sound too confident, being slightly intimidated by her status as a famous linguist.
Barbara thought about it. "Of course you do. We need something more obscure. What about Italian?"
Geoffrey smiled. "I don't think I've even heard it spoken. Do people still use it?"
"Oh yes, quite a few of them. OK. Turn on your translator. Here we go." She began speaking in a lilting, mellifluous tongue that had been in decline on Earth for two hundred years – since English became the official language of the Union of Europe and was later superseded by International Mandarin. For a moment Geoffrey was lost in admiring the lovely, musical sound of it. Just speaking it seemed to give the timid linguist an air of sensuality. She's really quite an attractive woman, he found himself thinking.
Hundreds and hundreds of Galingua symbols scrolled across the display in seemingly disproportionate profusion. Another voice began to speak over Barbara's. The voice spoke slowly but clearly and with good inflexion. Barbara had finished long before it did. "Hello. I am a visitor from..." There was a pause. "...planet designated by the sound 'Earth'. We come in peace. Take me to your leader."
"That's very impressive," Geoffrey replied. "I hope they can read fast because those squiggles go by at quite a rate."
"That is very impressive," said the translator's much-delayed echo. "I hope that they are able to read rapidly because those things pass us at high speed."
There were a few titters around the room and Barbara blushed a little. "It obviously needs a little more fine tuning. It didn't know the word 'squiggles' and then didn't quite know how to construe the remainder of the clause." She gave a quick look up at Geoffrey and smiled. "I'll add 'squiggles' to the lexicon – in case it comes up when we meet them." It was such a swift glance and so obviously innocent but Geoffrey felt his pulse quicken at the little jolt of intimacy and it was all he could do to return her smile. I'm going nuts, he told himself. I'll be fancying the Ambassador next! He glanced across at the stout, middle-aged, German woman and realised she had excellent bone structure and good features and must once have been a striking woman.
"What about the rate the squiggles go by?" Susan asked, her voice, just beside him giving Geoffrey a shock of guilt. "Do we think they can read them at that rate, or do we assume they have translators too?"
Barbara flinched a little at the challenge. "I...er...set the speed for what I am comfortable with reading, unaided," a couple of eyebrows went up around the table, "but I think it is fair to suppose they will have at least the level of technology we do. I can change lots of different parameters – text size, contrast, display colours, scroll rate and so on – but, honestly, I have no idea what to start with. All we have to go on is that they managed to read and understand the original message and the stored dictionary and encyclopaedia – which were physically similar to what you see here. Their message to us," she hurried on, anticipating Susan's next question, which the physicist had already opened her mouth to ask, "came in an old computer code that the language was stored in on the probe. They didn't try producing images – or didn't bother going to the trouble."
"Great work, Barbara," the general broke in. "I want to get this system running smoothly. I also want to make sure everyone is trained in using it before we get to the other end. Can I rely on you to work out suitable testing and training sessions?"
The linguist, although obviously anxious at the prospect of organising other people, gave a small nod and said, "Yes, of course."
"I'll help," offered Geoffrey, on an impulse that surprised him. A protective impulse, he realised and sat back in confusion. Now he had Susan as well as the damned robot staring at him.
-oOo-
Advisor Dung stepped quietly down from the racks and looked around. The ship had woken him, as it was programmed to do, because of an unauthorised attempt to modify his stored mind. He checked the lifeless bodies hanging limply all around him. None was missing. Wait! The captain! Now, why would the captain want to interfere with his mind? He accessed the records of the attempt and was shocked to learn the truth. The captain had tried to kill him! He looked around quickly, suddenly afraid. No-one there. He ran, crouching to the nearest wall and located Lee through the ship's systems. The bastard was in the control room. At least, he was if Dung could still trust the ship's systems. Couldn't Lee have modified them, persuaded the ship to lie to him, somehow? I need a weapon, he thought. I need to get Lee before he has the chance to try anything else.
There were protocols for this kind of situation. The mission planners had told him there were protocols. He mentally scrabbled through his secret stores of documents and software even as his body, lurching along the corridors on his magnetic soles, sought a more sheltered place to hide and plan his survival. What could Lee do? Cut the lights? The heating? He issued orders to the ship, absolute top priority, to keep the lights and heat going. Even Lee couldn't override his orders. What else?
He found a stash of documents deep within the secure areas of his private mind detailing various emergency scenarios. Mostly they were to do with life on New Australia. There was little to cover possible ship-board emergencies. He scanned through them at top speed as he made his way, staggering, boots clacking, towards the control room. At last! A crew mutiny scenario in which Dung and others faced murderous crewmen wanting to subvert the mission and break away from the Hegemony. It wasn't a good match – at least he supposed not. The thought made him stop. What if there are others in on it? What if I'm alone against all of them? What if they were hunting him down, closing in on him? He queried the ship. All the others were still in storage. Could he believe it though?
He shook himself free of the fear that was threatening to overwhelm him – he’d just seen them all hanging in the racks with his own eyes! – and turned back to the document in his mind. It wasn't a good match to his situation but the response options looked good, especially the one they had called 'Invisible Assassin'. His plastic face, so cold and lifeless all the time, warmed into a small, satisfied smile. He gave a coded command and set off quickly toward the armoury. Soon now, Captain. I am coming.
-oOo-
Lee lifted his head from his hands and looked around as if he was waking from sleep. A kind of madness, he thought.
Grief.
And anger.
Madness.
But it was passing now. He had tried to kill Dung. He had wanted to lash out at the Hegemony and Dung was its embodiment, its constant, nagging presence. But to kill a man! He did not recognise himself. How could he have done such a thing? Were there checks and balances in a brain of flesh that were not present in a brain of crystal and silicon? Or would he have been the same even before his transition? He could not know.
He asked the ship to confirm that Dung was all right, that he had not harmed him in any way. The ship told him Advisor Dung could not be found.
"Can't be found? What does that mean?"
"Advisor Dung cannot be located."
"But – is he – is he dead?"
"Insufficient information. Advisor Dung cannot be found."
"That doesn't make sense." Even if one of them were dead, the ship would still know just where they were. "Give me a visual display of his rack slot." The ship took a moment to move a sensor into place. Then the image appeared showing Dung's slot empty. Lee frowned at the display. Where was Dung? "Why can't you find Dung?" he demanded.
"Advisor Dung's presence cannot be detected anywhere on board. It must be that he is not on the ship."
That was impossible. "Has he left the ship?" he asked stupidly.
"No."
A malfunction in the ship's AM? A sensor failure? He made the ship run diagnostics until he was satisfied it was telling the truth. Dung was nowhere. None of the landers, none of the escape pods, none of the space suits were missing, none of the airlocks had been used. Dung had vanished.
It hit him like a brick. Damn! He knows I tried to kill him. Now he's hidden himself somehow. He's after me!
He set up alarms and warnings all over the ship. He got to his feet and headed forward. He needed a small, defensible position. He needed a weapon. Belatedly he checked the armoury. "Access denied," the ship told him but that was enough to tell him everything he needed to know. He turned off his magnetic soles and pushed himself through the corridors with tremendous speed and skill. It was faster and quieter this way and running with magnetic soles was almost impossible.
As he went, he queried the ship about Dung. He learned just when he had re-awoken. He followed his traces as the man made his way out of the storage room. Shortly afterwards, Dung had overridden the controls on the heating and lighting. Why? He tracked him through the ship's records to the point when, shortly afterwards, standing in a corridor, with nothing to indicate why, Dung had simply disappeared. Beyond that point it was as if the man was no longer on the ship at all. At the same moment, various ship's functions had become inaccessible to the Captain. He could no longer steer the ship, open the airlocks, wake the other crew members, operate the materials handling equipment, or do many other things that might conceivably help him. Yet the ship's sensors were all still available to him, he could still detect any movement, any sound, any fluctuation in temperature anywhere on the ship. Why?
Because Dung wants me to. It was the only possibility. Yet... Why?
The room Lee was seeking was up near the Bundaberg's stubby 'nose'. Like most rooms in the ship it had no external windows but this one, by a chance of the ship's design, had a single entrance down a long, narrow corridor. It was one of the ship's endless store-rooms, with boxes of mundane, domestic supplies – detergents, buckets, brooms, string, gas canisters, cutlery, all kinds of things. Lee rushed from crate to crate, reading the inventory lists on each, throwing open ones that sounded useful. He had to work quickly. He had no idea how long Dung would take to get there. Hiding was not an option – the ship would tell Dung where he was even if it would not tell Lee where to find Dung – so he would have to stand and fight. Dung could be armed with anything from the armoury – shock guns, impeller rifles, lasers, gas grenades, anything. Lee grabbed a bale of twine from one crate and a wooden broom handle from another. And he's found a way to make himself invisible. How can he do that? His mind skittered across wild and improbable mechanisms, force fields, light-bending stealth suits, smart fabric camouflage suits. He was sure no such technologies existed on the ship, yet the evidence of the sensor recordings was there. Somehow Dung could make himself vanish. He grabbed a bottle of liquid detergent. There wasn't much more time. He had to act now.
-oOo-
Dung wasn't rushing now. He was taking his time. There was nowhere Lee could go and nothing he could do to save himself. Dung hefted the shock gun. It had always been his favourite weapon. It fired a thin, low-powered ultra-violet laser that created a line of ionised air molecules along which the gun's capacitors could empty a fifty-thousand volt shock three hundred times a second into the target. It wasn't immediately lethal, especially to an android body, but it was disabling and, with a long enough burst, would eventually kill.
The virtual display that floated ahead of him showed him that Lee was still holed up in a forward compartment. No doubt he supposed he could defend himself there but Dung was a patient man and would starve him out if necessary. He thumbed the gun's safety to 'off' and sighted along its barrel. Perhaps he should have brought the automated targeting kit. It would have guaranteed a hit every time, But no, it would be more fun this way, a few near-misses, a few woundings before the final kill would all add to the sport. It would be a pleasure to execute the criminal, all the more so since he had irrefutable evidence of the man's guilt to show the others. He would have to take direct control of the ship. That was also in the protocols. It made sense. People would be confused. There could be more trouble – especially with the Tang woman. Perhaps he should deal with her too – before she was revived. He would take two of the labourers out of storage. They had been specially trained and conditioned before take-off to be loyal to Dung if there was trouble. Two armed men would be enough to keep the crew under his control. If they were not, there were other resources he could use.
And, suddenly, there he was. At the other end of a narrow corridor, Dung could see Lee moving around in a small store-room. He stood still for a moment, watching the man opening boxes and peering into them. He had to laugh. The idiot couldn't even see him. He raised his handgun and sighted down it again. This time the captain was there beyond the sights. He pulled the trigger and missed. The side of a crate bubbled into smoke and sparks just centimetres away from Lee's body and the captain spun to face him, shocked and amazed. Dung fired again but Lee had dodged out of the doorway. Dung laughed again. He hadn't expected this to be quite such fun. He wished it could go on and on and he contemplated allowing Lee to escape so he could hunt him down again. But he was a practical man and he knew he should not push his luck. Sighing, he set off down the corridor to finish the job.
-oOo-
Lee jumped as the crate beside him hissed and crackled. Dung! He ducked and peered down the corridor. There was nothing there. Had he hidden? Was he really invisible, standing there, aiming for another shot? Lee leaped out of the doorway and pressed himself against the wall. Dung was using a shock gun – and he wasn't a good shot. Both good things.
"Dung!" he shouted. "Dung! We need to talk. This is crazy."
There wasn't a sound from outside. Slowly, carefully, he peered around the door frame. Nothing. No sign of anyone. He looked down at the floor of the corridor, wet with the liquid detergent he had spread all over it. Then there was... something... a hazy mark on the floor. Then a long skid-mark appeared in the detergent slick. Sparks erupted from a spot in the ceiling. It didn't make sense. It wasn't possible. Yet somehow Dung had entered the corridor – invisible, truly, completely invisible! – walking on his magnetic soles and had slipped on the detergent.
Possible or not, Lee had to believe it and act on it. With all his strength, he launched himself through the air directly at the skid-mark. He had a short length of broomstick in each hand – it was the best he could do for improvised clubs – and he flailed wildly at the empty space where his enemy must be. Incredibly, though there was no sight or sound of the man, he felt the impacts as he beat Dung's plastic and titanium body with his pathetic sticks. For an instant he was tangled up with Dung's limbs. In a desperate frenzy bordering on panic, he lashed out with his fists and his knees. The shock gun suddenly appeared in mid-air arcing out of the corridor back into the ship. Fighting to ignore the part of his mind that rejected the strangeness of what was happening, he kicked and shoved at the invisible body and pushed himself after the gun. He got a foot onto a solid surface and pushed but it was the slippery floor and he tumbled away from it, crashing into one of the corridor walls. The fact of Dung's invisibility was even more terrifying now that he had lost contact with him. What was he doing? How many weapons did he have?
Lee managed to stabilise himself and push off after the gun again. He caught it at the far end of the outer room and barely managed to stop himself hitting the wall head-first. Clinging to a hand-rail, he searched frantically for any sign of his pursuer. Dung must be right behind him, surely. He raised the gun and sprayed high-voltage shocks around the room. "Get back!" he shouted. Sparks leapt from the walls, the floor, the ceiling but Dung was not there. Firing another, wild volley, he fled the room in uncontrollable panic.
-oOo-
Dung, still drifting in the corridor, watched the captain flee. He was angry with himself for allowing Lee to escape him. He was annoyed that he had not thought to bring more than one weapon. Still, he could easily get another. What could Lee do to stop him? He smiled at the sight of the captain firing wildly into the room. They had told him, back on Earth that his fear responses would be much as they always were, that they had simulated in software the adrenaline response, that it was necessary to help them survive. They had also told him that he would find this useful in maintaining the Hegemony's grip on the new colony. He could see that now. His strategy had scared the captain so much that the man was almost incapable of rational thought. It was an interesting development. Perhaps he could exploit this further. It would be interesting to see how far he could drive him. Would Lee beg for his life? Would he become hysterical, depressed, mad? The safest path to take would be simply to kill the captain as quickly as possible. Yet the opportunity to explore this power and its effects was just too good to miss.
He carefully pulled himself clear of the slimy corridor and planted his feet firmly on the floor again. Then he set off towards the armoury, humming a little tune to himself.



Chapter 12
Kitty was missing again. Damn that stupid girl! McBain couldn't waste any more time searching for her. He was due at a meeting with Petrov and there was no way he was going to be late.
Since the day they had arrived, Kitty had been alternating between spitting like a wildcat and sulking like a toddler. McBain didn't like either aspect of her apparently bi-polar personality and yet he still couldn't bring himself to hand her back to Petrov. If he did that, he might as well just shoot her and dump the body. He had seriously considered slipping a little mass in her drink – something to make her quiet and docile – but that, in its way, would have been just as much of a death sentence. Perhaps she's just too stupid to live, said the voice in his head. Perhaps it's best to get her out of the gene pool before she breeds.
It disturbed him. He didn't often dwell on the thousands – maybe millions – of people who had died from mass over the years, many from varieties he himself had designed. Nor did he think much about the fact that he too might well die from the accidental dose he had taken. When he did think about it, it was with a kind of fatalism. It was poetic justice. A balancing of the scales.
It was Kitty's mere presence here that made him think like this. She stood in such stark contrast to everything his life had been about for so many years. She was so young and fresh and straightforward. She was an innocent. She triggered memories in McBain that he had almost buried forever. He had let himself forget that people could be that way, that lives could have potential, that hope could drive people as hard or even harder than greed or desperation. Her being there was an obstacle inside him that his thoughts couldn't get around. He worried about where she was and what she was doing. He obsessed over the many dangers she could run into on a ship like this. No matter that she irritated the hell out of him, no matter that she made him feel wicked and corrupt, he couldn't help liking her and wanting her to be safe.
The meeting was being held in a cargo hold. McBain had had to squeeze past junk that had been moved into the corridors to make room for the crowd that was assembling. About half the people there were civilians, they and the crew formed separate, small groups. He was amazed at how many people there were. What was Petrov up to? He'd been so tied up with Kitty and the difficulties of her living with him, that he'd hardly given a thought to what this trip was all about. Ah well. Ten minutes more and he would know. He supposed he should mingle, try to make friends, but he couldn't bring himself to. He hated crowds. He hated meeting new people. He already wished it was all over and he could go back to his room.
A man broke away from a nearby group and approached him with a hearty, cheerful manner. He was a small, dapper man, early middle age and preened to look younger. "I saw you standing here all alone," said the man, smiling what must have been meant as a charming smile, "and I said to myself, 'Now there is a damsel in distress if I've ever seen one.'" He put out a hand, small and clean. Probably an academic, McBain thought. The man looked like he lorded it over some minor department in a third-rate orbital university. "My name's van de Ven," the man said and his eyes wandered briefly down to McBain's chest, which, since McBain was ten centimetres taller than him, wasn't far for them to go. "Not the politician," he laughed as if McBain had any idea what he was talking about. "I'm just the ethnoxenologist, I'm afraid."
"I'm a man," said McBain, flatly, wanting to put a stop to this as soon as possible.
van de Ven blinked at him blankly for several seconds, the mental strain of having to re-evaluate his perceptions clearly leaving no capacity spare for managing facial expressions. It was a common enough situation for McBain. Depressingly common. It used to please him at first that his appearance was at least convincing enough for slightly sad, older men to hit on him. But the pleasure soon wore off as a procession of would-be suitors turned into shouting, raging maniacs, or cringing, embarrassed wrecks. McBain reckoned van de Ven would be a shouter but you could never tell. In the end, the man surprised him. "Of course you are. How silly of me. I do hope I didn't embarrass you." With that, he turned and re-joined his little group.
McBain realised there was another man by his side, chuckling quietly. He turned to find a rather lanky fellow in baggy, scruffy clothes. The newcomer was thin-faced with a dark stubble and a mop of unruly black hair. He glanced sideways at McBain with a pleasant, open expression. The man was probably thirtyish but had an air about him that would always be young. McBain, who was familiar with classic art forms, thought he looked like a young James Stewart. "I can't stand that man," the stranger said, pleasantly. "In fact, I'm finding it difficult to meet anyone here that I like at all."
"So it's my turn to be evaluated?" McBain was still irritated by the last one and he didn't need another one starting.
The tall man smiled happily. "That's right. I've got to say, I've tried almost everyone else. You don't strike me as very promising material."
Cheeky bugger! "You mean because of this?" he indicated the way he was dressed.
The other man laughed. "Not at all! That doesn't worry me one bit. We all have our little peculiarities. Very few of us make such a public show of them though. No. I've been leaving you until last because every time I see you, you have a scowl on your face. Still, beggars can't be choosers."
"Look, whoever you are–”
“Logan. Stephen K. Logan. You can call me Steve.” He held out a big, strong hand which McBain pointedly ignored.
“Look, Mr. Logan, why don't you take your refreshingly frank manner and shove it up your arse? I think I preferred the company of that jumped up little ethnoxenologist. In fact, I think I'd prefer the company of a rabid space-rat. Oh, and speak of the devil..."
The stranger turned to where McBain was looking and saw Kitty winding her way through the growing crowd. To McBain's surprise, she was no longer wearing the blue catsuit that was the only luggage she had arrived with but was now in an outrageously tiny skirt and top, spike heeled shoes and she'd had her hair done – piled up on top of her head in a wild but very effective way. With the make-up and nail polish, she looked older and quite intimidatingly sexy.
"Hiya Grandma!" she called as she arrived. She'd taken to calling him that just to annoy him and it was working beautifully.
McBain glared at her. "What the hell are you wearing? Do you have any idea where you are?" Every eye within sight was staring straight at Kitty.
"Who's your friend?" She looked at the tall stranger appraisingly.
McBain dismissed the man with an irritated shake of his head. "He's not my friend. Now tell me where you got those things."
Now Kitty was irritated. "You're not my mother."
"Thank Heaven for small mercies. Now tell me!"
Kitty seemed to consider escalating the struggle but then changed her mind and shrugged, probably deciding the truth would be more fun. "I went to see Petrov's whores." Seeing the horror in McBain's face, she added, "I needed some clothes – and yours are all too big."
"There are other women on the ship!"
Kitty looked around pointedly at the handful of dowdily-dressed women within sight. "Yeah. Right."
McBain would have gone on but a sudden hush drew his eyes to a small platform at the front of the room. Petrov and a couple of others were assembling there and no-one wanted to be caught talking over the boss. "We'll talk about this later," he hissed at Kitty and turned his full attention towards Petrov.
The infamous crime-lord looked like the black knight from a very high-tech pre-Raphaelite fantasy. Beside him stood a man dressed like a music-hall Chinaman who smiled and nodded at the crowd. There was another man with them, a hard-faced, mean-looking man. The gigantic creature who had spoken to McBain when he first came aboard was there, standing beside the platform, obviously the great man's bodyguard. In the high-ceilinged hangar he was able to stand upright and glower down at the assembly with dull, yellow eyes.
"I am Petrov," the black knight said. "This is Captain Fu. You will obey him in all things. Disobedience is punishable by death." No-one seemed to react much to this and McBain realised they must all be, like him, people who were used to working under Petrov's regime. "We have left the solar system and we are crossing interstellar space." This raised a few gasps and murmurs.
"Silence!" roared Petrov's creature from the wings. The murmur died.
Petrov went on. "We are heading for Gamma Sagittae. We will arrive in eleven weeks' time."
"That can't be right," muttered the lanky stranger at McBain's shoulder. Petrov's pet turned his yellow eyes their way and McBain cringed away from his annoying new friend.
"We are going there to meet an alien race who have signalled the Earth and asked us to come." This time the creature had to shout twice before the noise died down. McBain noticed that even the Captain and his tough-looking friend exchanged words. In the end, it needed Petrov to raise his hand before there was complete silence.
"It is a great opportunity," the gang-boss said and McBain could hear something like warmth in the man's normally chilling voice. Petrov stepped to the front of the platform, his huge chest swelling with emotion. "We shall return from this journey with more power and wealth than most people could ever imagine." His black eyes swept the room. "We will be lords of the solar system!" There were a few cries of support for this ambition but mostly people were stunned and silent. I thought you already were lord of the solar system, you ugly megalomaniac, thought McBain.
"Every one of you was hand-picked by me. Every one of you has something special to sell or some skill that will help in our negotiations and out there is a new customer, someone for whom everything we have will be interesting and desirable, someone who can pay us in technologies and knowledge that will change the course of human history. We will become a bridgehead between our species and theirs – perhaps not even just one species but hundreds or thousands of others too – and we will control the flow of materials and information both ways. Can you imagine the power that will bring? Can you imagine the wealth?"
I can imagine the danger, McBain thought. I can imagine a million alien warships heading for Earth. I can imagine them laughing at our paltry trinkets as if we were primitives offering them pretty shells and crude wood carvings.
Petrov stepped back. His inspirational talk apparently over. A few yahoos were cheering and shouting but mostly there was only silence in the room. A deeper sneer than usual grew on his tech-obscured features. "I will be talking to each of you in the coming weeks to prepare you for your part in this great endeavour. Remember, you all work for me and I expect your complete and unquestioning loyalty." With that, he turned sharply and left the platform. Taken by surprise, Captain Fu and his companion hurried after him.
A hubbub started which rapidly grew to a roar of worried voices. The tall stranger said, "It's never dull working for this corporation, is it now?"
McBain ignored him and took Kitty by the arm and began steering her to the door. "Come on."
Kitty struggled but only in a half-hearted way. She seemed stunned by what Petrov had said. "Who made you boss of the world?" she protested feebly.
"You mean lord of the solar system?"
She looked at him with troubled eyes and let herself be led away.
-oOo-
Ken Lee had nowhere to hide and nowhere to go. An invisible enemy stalked him through the empty corridors and the ship – his own ship! – had locked him out of any system that might help him. He stayed permanently latched to the ship, hoping that he could detect some electronic trace of his nemesis, but so far he had seen none. He had tried to revive the crew but his access was rescinded. He had tried to leave the ship in a lander – not even knowing how safe that was while they were superluminal – but the ship refused his commands. He cradled the shock gun as he glided through the honeycomb centre of the great space ark, knowing that it was probably all that was keeping him alive. Administrator Dung – that cuckoo in his nest! – could use the Bundaberg's sensors to track him wherever he went. So why haven't you come for me, Dung? Why are you hesitating?
For a while, Lee had staked out the armoury, in case the gun he had taken from Dung had been his only weapon, but it was too risky. There was nowhere to hide in the bare corridor outside and, if Dung was still armed, Lee would be a sitting duck. So he had decided to move and to keep moving until he thought of a solution.
The problem was that he knew the thing was impossible. When he had encountered Dung in the store-room corridor he had not only been unable to see him but to hear him too. All other sounds had been perfectly audible so it was not some kind of general sound-dampening field. When Dung had stumbled, when Lee had crashed into him, he had heard his own clattering and grunting but not Dung's. It had to be tightly localised to Dung himself. He tried to imagine the physics of an anti-phase sound generator that might do what he had observed and could not find a solution that would work. He thought about suits and masks, that would hide Dung's sounds and gave up in frustration. It was impossible. Yet it must be possible! Dung has found a way to be silent as well as invisible and I need to understand how or he will kill me.
He was flitting through the silent corridors in what he hoped would be an unpredictable pattern, seeing, in his imagination's eye, Dung following, trying to anticipate him and cut him off. It was like a horrible children's computer game where you steer your robot through a complex, three-D maze while the machine's robot stalks yours with patient logic until the inevitable happens. Of course, Dung's best strategy in this game would be to stand still and wait for me to come floating past.
In sudden shock at what he'd just realised, he grabbed a hand-rail and stopped. He pulled himself against the wall, making himself a smaller target, and looked up and down the corridor. His only hope was to go back to his first tactic and find a place he could defend, or booby-trap, and stay there until Dung came. The fact that he'd been racing around the corridors madly all this time was, he realised, just a kind of panic. His fear needed the illusion of escape. It needed him to run, dodge, evade. And, realising that, he realised too just how scared he was.
A wave of mild anger washed through him and he almost laughed at the irony of it. He could feel all the fear he needed to act like a fool but he couldn't summon up more than this shadow of the anger he needed to save his life. Still, it was enough to get him moving again, out of that empty corridor and down towards the cargo docks. There would be materials there he could use for his defence.
-oOo-
Dung sat at the captain's console in the control room and watched his prey's antics on a large virtual projection. Let the dog run round and round the ship. When he has driven himself mad with fear, then I will go to him and finish him. His present haughty calm had not been with him earlier when Lee had tricked him and stolen his weapon. Then he had raced down to the armoury only to find Lee had got there before him. He had waited in an agony of indecision, not daring to attack Lee bare-handed, not knowing how else he would ever get to the weapons. But Lee had suddenly sprung up and raced off, leaving Dung to stroll over to the armoury and help himself. This time, as he watched Lee zigzag through the ship's corridors and serviceways on a projected image, he helped himself to another shock gun, a smart projectile launcher and a handful of low-yield grenades. He even took a hunting knife and strapped it to his thigh. Just in case. Now he watched Lee's frantic movements with a detached and superior amusement. From time to time, Lee would try to activate some equipment or access the ship's functions. What a fool the man was! He did not yet realise that every request he made to the ship was passed first to Dung for his authorisation. It was pathetic that such a man would oppose him. On his display, he saw the little symbol that was Lee stop in one of the ship's holds and stay there, moving hurriedly around within the room. No doubt he was planning another little trap.
Dung got to his feet. Time to finish this.
As he walked down towards the storage areas, he thanked the Hegemony for its wisdom and foresight. They had known, those long-dead mission planners, that this might happen, that the crew, even the captain, might turn against their leaders and attempt some unspeakable act of betrayal and treachery. That was why they had sent Dung and why they had laid plans to help him triumph over the forces of subversion and anarchy. That was why the captain and even his human successors were just to be figureheads. Only Dung and the people he would train to serve him would wield real power on the new colony. And through them, the power of the Hegemony would be maintained and would spread to every corner of the galaxy. It was a glorious vision and he was proud to be part of it.
He had a sudden, vivid memory of his father holding a thick, brown belt. The belt was folded in two and his father held it taught between his two pudgy hands. By moving his hands together, the two halves of the belt would move apart. Then, with a sudden pull, they would slap together again with a vicious crack. Above the belt, his father's eyes stared at him with cold anger. The old man had still been alive when the Bundaberg left orbit. He had sent Dung a pathetic vmail saying how proud he was of him and how it pained him that they no longer communicated since his mother had died. Dung had erased it without replying. Now his father must have been dead for almost a century.
Good riddance!
It annoyed him that he should remember his father at this moment. He tried to remember his mother instead but found he could not. Not well, anyway. She had been small. A little mouse. His father had bullied them both. He had loved her. Hadn't he? He seemed to remember he had loved her but now all he felt when he thought about her was a mild contempt and a simmering anger. Why didn't she do anything to save them? Why had she been such a coward and a weakling?
He stopped walking. Lee was just ahead. He must focus now and not let himself be distracted by trivia. This time the captain was not going to trick him and escape. This time the traitor would die.
-oOo-
Susan Iverson rolled over and looked at Geoffrey. "Not sleeping?"
"Not for want of trying."
"What's up?"
Geoffrey thought about telling her. "Nothing, really." He shrugged. "You know."
Susan brought the lights up just enough so she could see his face and got up on one elbow. He was not a terribly handsome man but not so bad. He was bright, though, and interesting, and he was very compliant when it came to her very particular sexual tastes. Altogether quite a find. This trip might have been a very different matter without him. "Tell me," she insisted.
Geoffrey looked up at her. His face was softened by shadows and his eyes twinkled in the gloom. His shoulders were bare – he always slept naked – and his skin was smooth with sensual promise. She desired him very much, in a lazy, relaxed way.
He said, "What did you leave to come on this trip, Susan?"
"A very tricky research project that wasn't going very well. Endless faculty meetings. The most deadly dull group of students I have ever encountered. A daily commute that was driving me insane."
"I mean, in your private life. Like..." He cast about. "Inge Hartmann left her beloved Trudi with whom she has had an exclusive relationship for over twenty-five years. The general left his pod – four adults, eleven children, three dogs and a parrot. We've all skipped out on something – someone – friends, lovers, children. What did you leave behind?"
Susan pursed her lips. Where was this going? Did he want a declaration of commitment? She didn't think so but she was careful anyway. "I don't get much time for relationships – even with a parrot."
"So you're telling me there was no-one in your life at all?"
His earnest brown eyes were looking straight into hers. She liked to see him struggling to understand her. She liked it best when he was struggling to understand how to please her. It made her feel affection for him. It made her smile.
"Well, there is a Professor of Space Structure Aesthetics – if you can believe such a thing – who keeps me company from time to time. He's very funny and very good in bed but I can't stand it when he starts talking about his work which I just cannot take seriously. And there's a PhD student in the Law Department who likes me to dress in black vinyl and spank her. She says I remind her of her mother – who is a senior administrator in the Federación Government by the way." She sighed. "Then, when I get really bored there's always..."
Geoffrey put his fingers to her lips. "Thank you. I think I get the picture. Are you really so tough and independent? Isn't there anybody you miss? Anyone who will miss you?"
She rolled onto her back, her breasts exposed, rising and falling and drawing his eyes. "I don't really go in for that kind of thing. People get so... tedious."
"What about your family?"
"They're the most tedious of all! Look, where are you going with all this Geoff?"
"I dunno. I just worry sometimes that I don't really know you at all."
Susan laughed. "Well how could you? We only met a short while ago. If I was that easy to understand, I think I'd shoot myself."
She sighed again. Of course people who become lovers usually want to explore one another, they want to reveal themselves and to immerse themselves in the minutiae of the other person's life. Of course, Geoff didn't say any of this. He didn't want to be too challenging and he probably didn't want to probe too deeply into Susan's feelings for him – or lack of them. Perhaps he wasn't too sure about exposing his own feelings either – whatever they might be.
They lay in silence for a while, which Geoffrey seemed to feel compelled to break. “I don't think much of this team. Do you?"
Susan was back on her elbow. Geoffrey was being interesting again. "What do you mean?"
"Well, like that ridiculous meeting today, with Petain storming off and the general breaking us up into military versus scientific groups and all that. It's just not coherent. It's all so ramshackle."
Susan laughed again. "The split was my idea as I recall!"
"Yes it was and that's fair enough – the meeting was a mess – but Ramirez should never have agreed. A true leader would have brought us all together and given us some sense of unity."
"Not me," she said. "Not Petain either. Some people don't like unity."
"Well I like it. Especially when I'm in a tin can being driven at 1000c to a meeting that could define humanity's relationship to the rest of creation."
"That's why I liked your books so much, I think. You have such a dramatic turn of phrase, such a way of looking at things as if everything you encounter could be the Apocalypse."
"Well this could, you know."
"I doubt it. You know as well as I do that the most likely outcome is some kind of boring trade deal and, if we're lucky, some limited exchange of science and technology. They'll send ambassadors. We'll send ambassadors. And the anthropologists will wet themselves with excitement over the exchange visits that will be arranged."
Now it was Geoffrey's turn to laugh. "I can't imagine Petain getting that worked up over it. Can you?"
"Maybe not." She looked at his smiling face. She still hadn't worked out what was worrying him so much. Maybe there was a clue in the questions he had asked her. "Why don't you tell me about your own parents?" she suggested.
"So now it's psychoanalysis. I thought all that stuff was tedious."
"Hmmm. Very evasive. What's psychoanalysis?"
"Oh just some mumbo-jumbo they used to believe in in the old days before anyone had a proper understanding of psychology."
"Like feeling the bumps on your head?"
"That kind of thing. Typical pseudo-science. Very popular among the early moderns, I believe."
"So, tell me about your parents."
Geoffrey sighed. "My mother belonged to the Thomson Trust..."
"You're joking!"
"You've heard of them then?"
"They're that bunch of freaks that lives in a station at one of Earth's Lagrange points. They believe the total pointlessness of life means that only pointless action has any validity. Some such crap. The only reason they're still around is because they all live off some trust that provides them with huge resources, which they squander on stupid projects."
Geoffrey smiled. "Tactfully put, as ever."
"Don't tell me you're one too?"
"No. Any pointlessness you may notice in my life is purely coincidental."
"And your mother?"
"She died. A long time ago. She had been having a series of operations and genmods to change her body – new limbs, organs enlarged, you name it – and one of them killed her. It was all... pointless."
Geoffrey laughed at his grim little joke but Susan didn't. "What about you? How did you get away? How come you're so..."
"Normal? She sent me away when I was little. She sent me to Earth to be raised by relatives. She paid for me to have the best schools and an excellent university."
"So she wanted you to be safe? Away from all those crackpots?"
"I'd like to think so sometimes but, no, it was just another pointless thing to do. You know, you've got to think of the whole Thomsonite thing as a kind of art form, or maybe as some kind of enormous practical joke. That's what I think, anyway."
They were both silent, then Susan asked, "What about your father? Did you have one?"
"Oh I had one all right but I never knew him. I asked my mother a few times. Finally, she asked me why I wanted to know. I said it might help me find out who I was. I was only sixteen. She said that sounded really pointless and that she was proud of me but she still didn't tell me. Later on I did a system-wide DNA search – cost me a fortune – and it turned up a few possible candidates but I never did look any of them up." He made another wry smile. "What would be the point? Anyway, I found out who I was without him."
"So you stayed in touch with your mother?"
"It was a struggle, sometimes, but yes. At first, when I was a kid, I used to think if I kept the contact up she might come to her senses one day and come and look after me. Later, when I was old enough to know better, I could see her behaviour for the self-indulgent stupidity it was but I thought maybe I could anchor her, bring her back down to Earth, if you'll excuse the pun. In the end, I hung on just trying to make any sense of her at all."
"And did you?"
"No." He gave a little laugh. "They never put that kind of thing in the bios on my books."
Susan smiled too. "I suppose your publishers decided that enough people thought your ideas were crazy enough anyway without letting them know there was insanity in the family."
"Or they thought a lifetime speculating about aliens we were never going to meet was so pointless that people would have suspected I was a Thomsonite too."
"Not so pointless as it turned out. Your mother would have been so disappointed in you. In another few weeks, studying aliens will no longer be a theoretical science."
“I don't like the sound of that. Maybe most of the fun of it has been the attraction of a field in which there would never be direct evidence to contradict any reasonable speculation. Now my life's work is nearly over and the study of aliens will become a mere matter of observation and measurement. The mystique will be gone. The freedom for imagination and creativity will be ground under the jackboot of hard fact. The glamour will fade to reveal whatever mundane reality lies beneath.”
Susan studied him with a certain sympathy and considerable admiration. For her, to be so clear headed about one's life was a great achievement, however sad it might make one.
"I want to talk about the team," he said, perhaps to distract himself this time, not her.
"Oh yes?" Susan watched Geoffrey get out of bed and go to the kitchenette to get a drink. She threw off the covers and sat up against the pillows, resplendently naked. "What about the team?"
"Well, who picked it, for a start? Aren't these things supposed to be pre-arranged with the members? Aren't we supposed to have all been in the know? Shouldn't we have been attending secret meetings and reading secret documents for years in preparation?"
Susan waved a dismissive hand. "They don't do it like that any more. This way saves money and is far more secure. You know the military never trusts scientists. Probably quite rightly too."
"So who picked us? Who prepared all those scenarios and the briefings. There's hundreds of hours of work in even the bit I've seen so far. How come none of us knew anything about all this?"
"Who said none of us knew?"
"Well...nobody. I just..."
Susan gave a little nod and opened a book in her private mind. Geoffrey saw the 'reading' icon appear beside her head and stomped back towards the bed, irritated. "So who knew then?"
She put the book down and regarded him as if he was a petulant child. "Well, all the military types for a start. Even Sam and Suzie." These were Susan's names for Commander Lenahan and Colonel Liapis and were popular children's robotic action-figures.
"What about Teng and Wu?"
"Teng no. He's just a last-minute political appointment by the Hegemony. Wu, yes."
"Hartmann?"
Susan smiled. "She probably got the memos, went to a committee meeting or two but never took it seriously, poor dear."
"And the scientists? Did you know?"
"Of course not! Goodness, Geoff, do you go around unlatched all the time? The only one of us who was in on it is Goldberg."
Geoffrey was astonished. "Goldberg? But..." He shook his head. "How do you know all this?"
"Oh Geoff! I just keep my eyes and ears open and let my brain do the rest. Hasn't it ever struck you as odd that he is always so keen to support the general? How unrelentingly positive he always is?"
"That's your evidence?"
Susan was completely immune to his disparaging tone. She raised a smug eyebrow at him. "Ask him, if you need more evidence. Also, doesn't it strike you as odd that IBMCS is the only Corporate State represented on this voyage?"
"Odd? Why should it be odd?"
"It'll give them quite a commercial advantage, don't you think? Personally, I'll be transferring all my investments to IBMCS as soon as we get back. Assuming we come back with good news."
But Geoffrey wasn't thinking about money. He didn't have any anyway. "So it was Aaron who picked us, who worked on all the scenarios, who war-gamed our engagement with the aliens. It's incredible!"
Susan laughed again, not caring whether Geoffrey realised it was at his expense. "It's incredible all right! No. I think the project had a rather better-informed and higher-calibre brain working on this." She waited for Geoffrey to catch up but he took too long. "BS, of course! Your favourite war machine! That's who picked us. Fascinating, isn't it? I mean, I can see why it would pick me–" Geoffrey glanced quickly at her face but she wasn't joking. "–but what was going through its neural nets that made your name pop up? I'd love to know."
"Thanks!"
Susan was genuinely surprised by his hurt tone. "Oh don't be silly! You know I think you're a perfect choice. But how did the Tin Man work it out?"
Geoffrey looked exhausted by this conversation, as he often did when she talked to him. She couldn't know for certain whether most of what she had just said was true or not but Geoffrey knew better than to challenge her to explain her reasoning – because she always could and it was always scarily plausible and he always ended up feeling like a complete idiot. She took it for granted she was probably the cleverest person he had ever met but she wasn't at all sure he actually liked her.
She held much of the human race in mild contempt. Being with other people, even Geoffrey, was a continual disappointment. It was like living among children all the time. Sometimes she felt bitterly disappointed and lonely, having no real peers.
She smiled. Perhaps this was what kept Geoffrey working at talking to her despite her reluctance to reveal anything about herself. He wanted to know if there was another Susan Iverson under the cynical, arrogant façade. Watching him, she doubted whether he was up to the task. Probably he doubted it too. How could he probe her secret self when she could dance conversational rings around him? How could he hope to understand her when she might well be complex beyond his imagining?
It clearly depressed him. It saddened her too, seeing in his weariness the inevitable end of their intimacy.
"Why don't you come back to bed?" she asked. She patted the space beside her in a way that made him look again at her lovely, naked body. "Come on," she urged gently. "I know what will make you feel better."
-oOo-
The Bundaberg hummed quietly to itself. Captain Lee crouched in the dim corners of cargo hold 25 waiting for death to surprise him. He held the shock gun in one hand and a hammer in the other. He was ready to fight but he was not ready to die. There was too much to be done. The life he had worked for had not even begun yet – and there was Chui Yi. In his earlier, panicked flight around the ship, he had passed through Crew Storage and had seen her hanging in the racks with the others. He knew it wasn't really her, of course, just an empty mannequin made to look something like her. The real Chui Yi was a dormant pattern in the ship's grid. Yet he had felt an irrational urge to take her body down and hide it so that Dung could never find it. He wanted to protect her, to save her from the horrors of the tyranny that would come if Dung defeated him – as he surely must. But what could he do? The ship would know where she was, wherever he put her. Just as it always knew where he was. Only Dung seemed immune from its omniscience. Gently, he had touched her plastic cheek and said goodbye. Then he had turned away and pushed off, knowing that, somehow, he had to survive so that she would be safe.
He had studied the ship's schematics and its manifest as he raced through the corridors. He had found machines that might help, he had devised ingenious schemes involving the ship's systems but his commands received the same 'access denied' message whatever he tried to do. Dung seemed to have total control of the Bundaberg.
It made sense, of course, if what he had surmised about the Hegemony's plans for the colony was true. Dung's authority would, in the end, be absolute. So he should accept that. Dung controlled his ship. That was why the ship would not tell him where Dung was.
A sudden realisation came to him but it was deep and buried. He had understood something but he didn't know what it was. For a few moments he searched his mind, trying to force whatever it was to the surface. But it wouldn't come. Probably nothing, he told himself. Wishful thinking. Yet the conviction that he had had a crucial insight stayed with him. He forced himself to calm down and relax. He assumed the lotus position – holding his gun and his hammer still – and tried to clear his mind. Perhaps he could approach his hidden revelation sideways. It had been something about Dung's authority, something about his control of the ship. He let the thought hang like a mantra in his mind. Dung's authority. Dung's control. A rush of anxiety overcame his meditation. This is useless! Dung could be here at any moment. I have to do something! I should at least make it hard for him to kill me. Not just float here like a fool waiting for inspiration.
He unfolded his legs and scanned the boxes and machinery around him. Perhaps he could lay another booby-trap for Dung. The man was so arrogant it might work twice. He set down his hammer and pulled open a crate. He shook out the assortment of cooking utensils that were packed within. Could he rig a warning system? Make a web of string or wire with pots and pans tied to it so that Dung couldn't come near without alerting him? Even a moment's thought told him the many ways an invisible adversary could disable such a feeble system – or use it against him – but he pushed such thoughts aside and began hunting for materials. His need for action was greater than his need for a fool-proof plan. Also, the idea of building a warning system somehow resonated with the still-buried revelation about Dung. Maybe this was the right thing to do. Maybe it would help him solve the real problem.
A burst of smoke and light beside him put all such thoughts out of his mind. Dung had arrived.
He spun around – too fast – and raised his shock gun, spraying the air in front of him with high-voltage bursts but turning a full circle before he could steady himself and face where the original shot must have come from. He blasted at the spot only to see his shots sparking ineffectually off the walls of the hold. Another shot from Dung threw sparks off a crate behind him. He turned to where it had come from but didn't get the chance to return fire as another shot hit him squarely in the chest.
Every circuit in his body overloaded at once. His arms, legs and neck convulsed as artificial muscle twitched uncontrollably throughout his body. He lost consciousness briefly as his electronic brain shut down and re-booted.
When his eyes opened again, he found he had drifted into a pile of crates. His gun was gone and Dung was standing over him, laughing. He looked around for a weapon but he seemed to have thrown his shock-gun far across the room.
"Look at the traitor grovelling at my feet," Dung shouted. "He doesn't even know that I have my gun pointed at his empty head. How sweet is this moment of victory!"
Lee froze. Why is Dung talking like that? Doesn't he know I can see him? He pretended ignorance and waved his arms around as if feeling for an invisible foe. Dung stepped backwards, still laughing, his magnetic soles clearly audible now as he moved. Lee tried not to look at him, looking instead at the crates and the spilled pots and pans. Something else had changed. The crates, when he glanced at them, no longer flashed up their designations and inventories. They were just dull, plastic boxes. The shock had damaged his link to the ship. He was no longer latched. And then he suddenly saw the connection. Dung had been able to be invisible because the ship had made him so. Using Lee's own augmented reality systems, it had fed him images of the ship itself wherever he should have seen Dung. It had fed him silence where there should have been Dung's voice or Dung's footfalls. It was incredible, shocking, that such a thing was possible but, of course, it would not be outside the technical capabilities of the ship. It was just horrifying that someone – back on Earth – had thought of it and prepared Dung to use it.
"Dung, you bastard!" he shouted. He could see, from the corner of his eye, that the man was raising his shock gun to fire again. He had to stall him. "If I'd known you were so powerful, I would never have dared try to harm you."
Dung smiled at this and stepped closer to his victim. "This is just the beginning of my power, traitor. Just the beginning."
Lee turned, trying to look blind and desperate. "You've won!" he shouted. "I surrender to you. You've beaten me. I'm willing to step down and serve you, acknowledge you as leader. I can't fight you, Dung. I know I can't fight you." There, drifting just below him was the hammer he had set down.
Dung set his gun to maximum and aimed it at Lee's head. "Sorry, Captain, but I only want loyal Chinese to serve me. You, I'm afraid, must..."
The rest of his sentence was lost in a scream as Lee smashed the heavy hammer into Dung's knee. Moving with all his speed and strength, Lee grabbed Dung's gun and swung the hammer fast to hit Dung in the face with it. The gun came free and Lee let go of the hammer to aim the gun with both hands at the dazed advisor. Dung's body was, like his own, too robust to be seriously damaged by such blows but the surprise had given Lee the time he needed. The momentum of that last hammer swing had set Lee drifting away from Dung but not a shot missed as he fired again and again at his astonished adversary. For the first few shots, Dung twitched and jerked but soon he just hung there, inert, still attached to the floor by his magnetic soles. Lee was still firing when he fetched up against a wall. By then smoke was rising from Dung's body. With a huge effort, he forced his finger to lift from the firing button and his arm to lower the weapon. The room stank of burning plastics. Smoke hung in thick ribbons in the air.
It was over.
Lee clung to a hand-rail and stared numbly at what he had done. After a while, thoughts began to stir in him again. I must get rid of this – meaning Dung's smouldering corpse. I will need to wake the others. I need to explain... somehow... so they will understand.. What if Dung has friends, confederates, among the crew? What if there is more fighting? He didn't think he could face that. He had done enough fighting and killing to last him a lifetime. No. There mustn't be any more fighting. He was deathly tired but it wasn't physical exhaustion. That was impossible. It was a kind of depression, he supposed. I should wake Doctor McKenzie. But first... first he needed to wake Chui Yi. He needed that very much.



Chapter 13
Geoffrey must have fallen asleep again. An alarm was jangling in his public mind, echoed by a physical broadcast over the ship's PA system.
"...to designated assembly points. All civilian personnel should remain where they are until further notice. This is a red alert. This is not a drill. This is a red alert. Crew and military personnel to designated assembly points. All civilian personnel should..."
He shut it off and found, to his surprise that it kept repeating but at a lower intensity. The walls had developed red patches that pulsed to a slow beat. He tried to contact the captain but only got the ship's grid. "Ship, what's going on? Has there been an accident?" The very thought made his anxiety level surge. He sniffed the air for signs of fire. He strained to hear the scream of air whistling out through holes in the hull.
"You are quite safe, Dr. Cejka. Please remain in your room until you receive instructions." It didn't answer his questions but, even so, it was reassuring. The ship's brain was working. It had said he was safe.
"What's happened? Where is Susan?" There was an empty space beside him where he sat upright on the bed.
"Professor Iverson is in the communal lounge area. She is also safe."
"So what has happened? What's going on? I want to speak to the captain!" He almost shouted it.
"I'm sorry Dr Cejka. Captain Ashton is busy. Please remain calm. You are in no danger."
It's monitoring my vital signs, the bastard! Geoffrey thought, intensely angered by the presumption of it all. "Don't give me that! If I'm in no danger, what's all the panic about?" As he spoke he got off the bed and struggled into his trousers, hopping and shuffling towards the door.
"There has been an explosion in the drive room. No life-support systems are threatened. The crew is taking appropriate measures."
"An explosion?" The very idea made him pause in shock. An accident with the engines? They'd travelled for... how many days? At 1,000 times the speed of light! They would be so far from anywhere that they would never get back to Earth in his lifetime! "Dear God! Are the engines intact?" There would be no hope of rescue, either. Hadn't they said the Canta Libre was a prototype? One of a kind?
"The crew is assessing the damage at the moment. Please remain calm, Dr Cejka."
"Go to Hell! And open this door!" The door would not respond to his commands. Even thumping the manual control panel had no effect.
"Please, Dr Cejka. I am under instructions to keep everyone where they are until the emergency is over."
Geoffrey found himself boiling with rage. He pounded on the door and tried to force it open. "You fucking overstuffed calculator! When I get out of here I'm going to take a laser to your dysfunctional circuits! Do you fucking hear me?" He kicked at the door and hurt his bare foot, which brought him back to his senses. For a moment, he stood with his forehead resting against the door, panting, as the shameful fact of his own panic sank into him. Then, with an angry slap at the immovable door, he stalked back to the bed and sat down.
-oOo-
Akiro Motosako sat in the drive room with her back to the bulkhead. She could not understand it. She should be dead. Everyone should be dead. The explosive she had planted in the drive unit was powerful enough to have blown the ship in half. Instead it had gone off like some ridiculous firework, with coloured lights everywhere, smoke and noise. The blast that should have stopped the mission in its tracks had barely had the force to throw her across the room. The engines that should have been vaporised were... well it was hard to say what they were. A flickering, shimmering light-show surrounded the drive unit. It was hard to see anything clearly through the visual confusion just three metres in front of her but she didn't believe much damage had been done. She realised she could not move her left arm and looked down at it. There was no blood but the arm hung limp and useless and – she blinked her eyes, trying to see more clearly – her arm seemed strangely out of focus. Perhaps she had a concussion.
"Akiro! This is General Ramirez." The voice, shouting through the closed door, was full of authority and suppressed anger.
They'll tear me to pieces if they get their hands on me, Akiro thought. "Stay out there, General. I've told you, I have other bombs in here and I won't hesitate to use them." It was true. She did have other bombs. Unfortunately they were in the bag she had brought with her, which had also been blown across the room but in another direction. If she could only move her legs, she could get to it and finish this thing.
"Akiro!" The general again. Was it her concussion or did the general's voice sound funny? "Why don't you surrender yourself? We can talk this through. No-one is going to hurt you."
Akiro chuckled to herself. What a mess! As if she could talk her way out of this. She supposed the general's two commandos would be creeping through air vents or drilling holes in the walls, trying to find a way to target her with a beam weapon or shock gun. Let them! What did it matter now? She had made her peace with her gods and her ancestors. She was ready to die and face them all. Yet she could almost hear them laughing and sneering at her for her failure.
But perhaps her mission was a success after all. The blur of light around the drive unit was getting bigger and brighter. Maybe it would explode even yet. If it would just stop working, make them have to drop to sub-light speeds and repair the damage – as if they could! – then she would have succeeded. The Hegemony's space ark would reach the aliens first, establish their claim, demonstrate their superiority, convince them to ally themselves only with the Hegemony. They had told her it was a prize worth dying for, that her sacrifice might have been the greatest boon to her state that it had ever received. They had also explained to her the consequences of disobedience.
If only her vision would clear!
She regretted that the others must die. Of course she did! She was not an animal! They were all of them decent people – soldiers and scientists, risking their lives for the greater good. Perhaps this was a better way. If the engines were merely damaged, perhaps the others would live. She had never wanted to kill them but the people who had recruited her had insisted. It was the only way to be sure. The end would justify the means.
Something was happening to the drive but it looked as if it was happening to her too. Her limbs seemed to be turning into patterns of light, beautiful, shimmering patterns. She thought perhaps the general was still speaking but the man's voice was distorted beyond recognition and may not have been a voice at all. Light was all around her now, lovely, liquid light and figures seemed to move within it, like the ghosts of her ancestors, like the gods themselves. It was all so beautiful. So peaceful. She closed her eyes and let rainbows fill her mind.
-oOo-
Aston was the first into the drive room, with Lenahan and Liapis right behind him. They pushed aside the ruins of the door they had just smashed and stepped into Wonderland. Ashton skidded to a halt, completely disoriented by the coloured light that seemed to hang in the air all around him in shifting, sliding sheets. He could see something, a humanoid shape made of light and motion, that floated in the restless veils of light. Could it be Dr Motosako? He held out his arms and felt the two soldiers press up against them. "I think we'd better get out of here," he said and turned to push them back. He could see them quite clearly and they each had an aura of light around them. The general appeared in the doorway and said something that Ashton could not make out. Reluctantly, it seemed, first Lenahan and then Liapis gave way and turned to leave. All their motions seemed to be slow and it bothered Ashton that his legs were going numb.
Step by step he herded the two soldiers to the door and out into the corridor. There, the light was gone, the confusion was gone and everything was clear again. "What the hell was that?" he asked, looking into Ramirez's flinty eyes.
The general stared back at him for a moment then turned to the nearest person – Aaron Goldberg as it happened – and barked, "Get Susan Iverson here on the double." Then he raised his voice so everyone could hear. "I want this area cleared. BS, guard the corridor. Nobody goes in there without my orders." They all moved away from the broken door. "Ashton, are you OK?"
The captain was unsure but he said, "I'm fine."
"Good. Get your engineers here. We need to find out what damage has been done and get it fixed. I want you and the other two to get yourselves checked up by the medic – Bellotti. You could have been irradiated in there."
Ashton shook his head. "There's nothing radioactive in the drive. It... It doesn't work like that." He began to feel it would be a very good idea to get Professor Iverson down there. Something very strange was going on.
The general put a hand on his arm. "Get a check-up anyway, Bob. Just to put my mind at rest."
"We should clear the decks above and below here too," Ashton said. "We don't know if the bulkheads are any protection against... whatever that is."
"See to it then and then get that check-up. OK?"
Ashton smiled, appreciating the man's concern. "Yes, sir!"
"Did you see Motosako? Is she...?"
"I don't know what I saw, General. None of it made much sense. If she is still alive in there, I don't think we'll be able to get to her until we shut down the engines."
"Get your guys on it. We need to assess the damage as soon as possible. Ah, Susan!"
-oOo-
Susan Iverson, with Goldberg at her elbow strode up to the two military men, her dressing gown flapping behind her. Ashton excused himself and left. Susan went straight past the general and stared into the drive room.
"I trust that Aaron has told you there was an explosion in there," the general said to her back.
She continued staring for a while longer. "Curious," was all she said.
Feeling his exasperation level rising, Ramirez tried to keep his voice calm. "Are we in any danger, Professor?"
Susan took her time replying. "I wouldn't have thought so, not out here, but I'd shut down the drive if I were you."
The general moved to stand beside her. He could see the flickering lights dancing inside the room but could make out no detail. "Ashton's already on it. What the hell is that, Susan?"
She turned to him and he could see the flickering light flashing in her eyes. "I think we may be looking at a Varatharajan-Shirahatti reality anomaly.”
"A what?"
"A Var... A sort of hole in reality. I'd always thought it was just one of those fringe theories. You know, playing around with the maths. But maybe..."
"A hole?" The general was trying to focus on what was important. "Are we leaking? Will it get bigger?"
Susan turned squarely to face him. "General, I don't know. Sit me down with a good grid and all the published research and I'll come up with the answers given a few weeks. I assume you aren't keen on waiting that long."
Ramirez's jaw moved as if he were grinding his teeth. "What's your best advice right now, Professor?"
Susan shrugged. "Turn off the drive and hope it goes away."
"Thank you. Then what?"
"Then we'll have a look at whatever damage was done and try to work out if it's safe to turn the engines back on."
The general clenched his jaw as if he were forcing himself not to bellow at her. "What do you think is going on in there? In layman's terms."
Susan smiled at the tetchy tone of voice and let it pass. "I think the bomb has damaged the infra-reality drive. The drive is a prototype. Nothing of such devotion has been built before. It takes a lot of faith to open a hole in space-time big enough to push a spaceship through." She saw he was frowning at the unfamiliar jargon but carried on. "IR causes, as opposed to IR effects, are indifferent to anything we might do to them with normal physical activity but it has been suggested that faith, under certain unusual conditions – which the explosion might, possibly have created – will interact directly with Penrose-Dupont tensor fields, effectively allowing infra-reality to leak into our universe."
"That was the layman's version?"
"Yes, it was. The upshot is we get a light-show as various more-or-less exotic forces manifest and sublimate, creating a lot of photons out of the vacuum in the process."
Again, the general grasped at what he could. "A light show?"
Again Susan shrugged. "There are probably a lot of neutrinos too but that won't matter. But, who knows, we may all have been blasted with X-rays for the past ten minutes. Maybe even gamma rays."
"What!"
Susan sighed. "General, there's nothing we can do to protect ourselves if that thing is pouring out hard radiation. You said the captain has gone to shut this down. I'm sure the engineers are doing everything they can to get this under control. There is nothing else that will help. Either we've had a lethal radiation dose or we haven't. Only time will tell."
-oOo-
Ken Lee and Tang Chui Yi stared out at the stars. Their colours swung through a whole rainbow from red to violet as she panned her eyes from forward to aft. They sat together in the observation deck. They had been silently watching the stars for several minutes now.
"I still can't believe you killed him," she said.
"It was him or me," Lee protested.
"I suppose."
It was true, Lee protested internally. True in some complicated sense that would be hard to articulate. True, even though he knew he had precipitated the conflict, not the advisor.
"Anyway, that's hardly the most important issue. How do I tell the others about... everything?"
Chui Yi looked across at him and smiled a brief, tender smile. "Tell them the way you told me. They will understand."
"Do you? Understand?"
"I think so."
The captain pulled his gaze away from the pastel texture of the star-field and looked into Chui Yi's eyes. "Tell me what to do, darling. I feel so empty!"
He saw the look on her face. He could see she ached to make it better for him. "They will expect me to lead them – and I will – but where? What is there for us? What I know now about the Hegemony – our home – the place we came from – the place we love – is like poison. Like in Hamlet." His thoughts were skittering about. Chui Yi frowned, clearly finding it an effort to follow him. "Not just the poisonous knowledge that Hamlet has but, you know, where they pour poison in the old King's ear? That's what I will be doing, pouring poison in their ears. It will be terrible. We have lost our roots – our foundations. We will wither and die."
Chui Yi placed a small hand on his arm. "Perhaps the aliens..."
Lee knew she didn't know what the aliens might do to help. Give them some more fuel? Give them a home? Explain human treachery? But he accepted it. "Yes. Maybe." It was hope, however slender.
He turned away again and looked back at the stars. That thick dust of tiny lights – millions of them in a single glance – was home to at least one other intelligent species. Perhaps, after all, it was teeming with life. Even by the time they had left Earth, tens of thousands of planets were already catalogued. Dozens had already been visited. Perhaps a few now even had human colonies. Yet no sign of intelligent life had ever been detected. Not until now. Would the aliens help them? It seemed as likely to Lee as the possibility that they would not. How could he tell? Aliens were bound to be... well... alien, different, unknowable.
He sighed and took Chui Yi's hand. It was soft and warm and strong. A hand designed to care for small children. The children! Each time he thought about them a bolt of anguish shot through him. "We can't let them die," he said aloud. "We have to save the children." He turned again to Chui Yi. "Whatever it takes, our children have to be born. Born and raised. We have to find a way to give them the life they deserve."
Her smile was touched with triumph, the pain in her eyes gone completely. Her smile said she knew he would find his way through this, take charge and lead them again. She was still stunned by what he had told her about the Hegemony, about Dung, about what he had done, but it would be all right now. Whatever happened to them, it would be all right. She squeezed his hand in hers. "Yes," she said. "That's what's important now. That's what we must focus on. The children."
He smiled back at her. "And us," he said, overwhelmingly grateful that she was there beside him. "I love you, Chui Yi."
She looked down, coyly, avoiding his eyes, hiding her happiness. "And I, you." Her voice was soft and timid but the sincerity of her feelings was easy to hear.
For Lee it was as if a fog had lifted and he could see clearly again after aeons of blindness. He let go of the rail, ready to go. "Come on. Let's wake the others. We have lots to do."
-oOo-
Geoffrey was lying on the bed, reading a book when Susan walked in. "What on Earth is going on?" he demanded, struggling to his feet. It had been almost an hour since the alarm had begun and he'd found himself locked in.
Now, as he watched Susan bustling about the place, the alarm stopped and the ship said, into his public mind, "Thank you for your co-operation, Dr. Cejka. You are now free to move about the ship."
"Stick it up your Q-bits!"
"What?" Susan was undressing for a shower and not paying him much attention.
"Do you know I've been locked in here for an hour with no news and no idea what's going on."
"Oh, poor dear," said Susan. "Back in a second." She headed for the bathroom but Geoffrey leapt across the room and headed her off.
"Oh no you don't! Not without telling me what all this is about?"
Susan looked at him crossly. "I'm trying to think, Geoff. Then I've got to get back to work. Maybe you could go and see the captain or something?" Geoffrey stepped squarely into her path and clearly didn't intend to move. "Fine, fine. Akiro Motosako has just blown herself up in the drive room. The drive is damaged but Ashton's people have shut it down and are inspecting the damage. I'm working on understanding the nature and consequences of what happened while the engines were still running. Which is very interesting I must say. There wasn't any dangerous radiation, they've tested that now, but something very strange happened."
Geoffrey blinked at her. "Akiro? Is she all right?"
Susan tried to move past him again but he didn't move. "Geoff!"
"Just tell me," he insisted. He realised she was standing there naked and felt oddly embarrassed.
She put her hands on her hips, starting to look angry. "We don't know," she told him. "She seems to have vanished without a trace. Look, if you want more, just go down to the refectory. They're all there gossiping like hens. They'll fill you in."
Geoffrey glared at her, then pushed past her and left. "Thank you for your valuable time," he growled as he went.
"Jerk!" muttered Susan as she watched him go.
-oOo-
"Aliens?" Pearce was almost shouting. "What the hell have you got us into now?"
Captain Fu turned away and paced in agitation, glancing nervously at the door. After careful study of the ship's schematics and after sweeping several areas for surveillance devices, Pearce and Fu had finally found a place they could talk without fear of being overheard. "I agree it is not quite what I had expected." He searched his memory for a suitable saying from K’ung Fu Tzu but the great philosopher seemed to have let him down for once.
"This ship has three Scorpion-class lightspeed fighters on board, fully fuelled and ready to go. We could take one each, disable the third, and head back to SolSystem."
Fu laughed. "Not your best idea, my friend. If we act now, we could get back in..." He did the sum in his head. "...about forty years." He laughed again. "I for one would not rush to spend my next four decades starving to death in the cockpit of a Scorpion?"
Fu could tell Pearce hadn't quite adjusted his thinking to the incredible speed they were going at. He could almost read his partner's thoughts. How could they be so far away already? He could see Pearce start calculating and then give up in irritation. You know that I'm right, Pearce. I'm always right. What was the point of challenging me?
"You think of something then!" Pearce growled. "Or do you plan to stay here and get eaten by bug-eyed monsters from Gamma Sagittae?"
Fu chuckled indulgently. In fact, he didn't have a plan at all but he had a reckless urge to see what was waiting for them at the end of this trip. "Our Lord and Master may have a point, you know, Mr Pearce. With alien technology – perhaps centuries in advance of our own – we would be important people indeed when we return."
Pearce stepped up close to the Chinaman, forcing him to stop pacing. "If we return, you crazy bastard. If we return."
Fu's eyes narrowed to slits. Pearce had worked for him for many years now but the time seemed to be approaching when he would have to do something about his insubordination. It upset him because Pearce had been a good lieutenant and would be hard to replace.
"Think about it for a moment, if you would." He stepped past Pearce and continued his back and forth perambulation. "The Mighty Petrov has assembled a great collection of trading goods and technical specialists with which to make deals. He has also armed this ship to the teeth with weapons of devastating power. He is also, I would say, preparing to lead this delegation – or this assault – himself. Else why would he be here. He doesn't trust any of his people to do this because they would become so powerful, were they to be successful, that they would easily be able to keep what they had found."
Pearce scowled at him. "What's squirming in that black pit you call your brain?"
Again Fu chuckled. "Consider next, our own position. We are the pilots. We have the ship. When it comes to it, we will be safe in here while Petrov goes abroad to make his deals. Even if the Great Man doesn't manage to get himself eaten by bug-eye monsters, we will still have many, many opportunities to maximise our own advantage." He stopped pacing and turned to face Pearce, his round face beaming. "With patience and a keen eye for the main chance, I believe we can come out of this in a most favourable position."
"And alive," insisted Pearce.
"Of course, my old friend. This is always my first concern."
-oOo-
McBain was deep in thought. He had discovered that this amazing ship had a pretty good bio-lab, complete with gene and protein synthesisers and McBain's favourite software and databases all in the grid. The messenger from Petrov who had called that morning had made it clear that he was expected to continue his work for the Company while aboard the Spaceripper. So he was distracted and not paying much attention to where he was going when he rounded a corner and almost ran into Petrov's monstrous bodyguard – which, he now knew, called itself Igor. He stopped dead and looked up into the creature's yellow eyes. They, in turn looked down at him from under a shelf of bony brow. McBain looked to left and right, seeing no way past the great bulk of the beast.
"McBain," it hissed and he was relieved to note that it was the creature's own voice, not that of Petrov, speaking through it.
McBain wasn't sure what to do. Although an instinct welling up from the oldest parts of his hind-brain was yelling, "Run! Run!" some more rational part of his brain was trying to convince him that this might not be a great idea. "Er... Hello," he said, eventually. The creature kept staring down at him, its head brushing the ceiling. The silence lengthened.
"You..." McBain began but his voice failed him. Small talk, that's what he needed. He cleared his throat. "You said you were a scientist. What's your field?"
Igor leaned closer to him. "Suffering and death," it said.
Fighting the urge to step back, McBain tried again. "What happened to you?"
Igor took hold of McBain around the throat with one massive hand. "I upset Mr Petrov. I asked too many questions."
McBain closed his eyes. So much for small talk. It was obvious that with a single squeeze this monster could snap his neck. "You mean he did this to you?" It was possible, he supposed, with radical genetic modification. "And you still serve him?"
The creature's face was only a handspan away from McBain's. It smiled a wry smile. "Mr Petrov has ways of ensuring loyalty. And it amuses him that the only substance in the world that can keep me alive is a secretion from his own body – from a gland he had engineered into him for the sole purpose of supplying me."
McBain goggled at the sheer horror of what he was hearing. "That's so... sick!" he gasped, and then gasped again as Igor tightened its stranglehold. "I – I'm sorry. Please!"
Suddenly the creature released him, sending him staggering against the wall. He looked up at the monster. Igor was breathing heavily, in the grip of strong emotion. "You're right. It's sick. My whole life is... sick!" It slammed a fist into the titanium wall of the corridor, leaving a deep dent. It roared in frustration and anger then turned back to McBain, who cringed. "You want to know what I was? Do you?" McBain couldn't speak but managed to nod. "A zoologist!" It roared with laughter. "A zoologist. Isn't that funny? Isn't that a scream?" To his horror, McBain saw tears pooling in the creature's eyes. Infuriated by its own weakness, it turned away, hiding its grief. For a moment it stood silently, breathing deeply. Then it began to walk quickly away, stooping to avoid the ceiling.
"Wait!" McBain called after it. It stopped but did not turn around. "Get me a sample of the secretion," he said. "I'll... take a look at it." For a while, the creature did not move then it began walking again. McBain watched it until it disappeared around a corner.
He went back to his room feeling exhausted by the encounter to find Kitty there unlatched on the sofa. She was probably deep into some idiotic game or other. Her eyes flicked under her closed lids and her arms and legs twitched slightly. She had developed a taste for high-adrenaline action games in the past few days and, whenever she was around now she was unlatched, immersed in some virtual war or cops-and-robbers drama. You'd think there was enough excitement around here without all that! He looked at her lovely young body, her beautiful face. She was dressed like a tart, of course, with excessively elaborate face-painting and dangerously high heels. He shook his head sadly. Well, she's safer here doing this than out wandering the corridors. Although why he should worry about her, he wasn't sure. If there was one thing he'd learned about her since she'd moved in, it was that she was a tough little cookie. At first, he'd thought it was all bravado, just an act, but now he was coming to learn that she had an amazing resilience. Despite their constant sparring, he'd come to like her a lot. Which was just as well, living with her was hard enough as it was.
"What are you looking at, you old pervert?" She had latched and was glowering at him with her usual belligerence.
"You'll rot your brain with those games, sim slug!"
"Look whose talking, mass-head!"
The pleasantries over, McBain went through to the bedroom and kicked off his shoes. As usual, he asked himself why he was putting up with this but, after just a few days, he was already so accustomed to Kitty's company that he knew he would miss her if she went. Fortunately, she seemed to have accepted the wisdom of staying. Perhaps her prostitute friends had filled her in on a few details of what life would be like without his protection.
"Mike?"
He turned in surprise. It was Kitty silhouetted in the doorway – and she never called him Mike.
"I'm sorry," she said.
"For what?" He honestly couldn't think of anything.
"For what I just said. You know."
What had she just said? Some insult or other. Mass-head? "That's all right," he told her. “I know you didn't mean anything by it." So she felt guilty about sniping at him about the fact that he could be dying. Well, well. He gave her a reassuring smile. "Honest. It's OK."
"No. It's not OK." He couldn't see her face too well but it was possible she was crying. "You've been really good to me. No-one else has. Not for weeks. And I treat you like dirt. I don't know why you don't just throw me out."
He stepped towards her, his impulse was to hug her but he stopped a couple of paces short, unable to do it. Not only had the whole tenor of their relationship so far been antagonism and argument but she had made it very clear that she had nothing but revulsion for his transvestitism. He couldn't have stood it if he'd reached out to her and she had recoiled from him. So he stood there, just a metre away, and watched her crying.
"I'm sorry too," he said and she looked up at him. "You don't deserve any of this. I do. Everyone else on this ship does, probably, but not you." They looked at each other for a long time, adjusting to their new relationship. "Have you been in touch with your mother? Is there any news?"
"The ship's Secretary says communication isn't possible any more. I don't know if that's, like, impossible impossible, or if they're just blocking calls. Anyway, I can't get through."
"I don't suppose it matters much now. They couldn't get to us to mount any kind of rescue. You're just going to have to get though it as best you can and try to make sure you come back alive."
Kitty was silent. "It is my fault I'm here," she said at last. "You should have seen the state my Mum was in. I didn't really think about her and how she'd feel when I was planning to leave. I was just thinking about me. I was all that mattered. Me and my own stupid feelings. You know, I can't even remember what I thought was so bad about being on the station."
McBain shrugged and ventured a smile. "You're only sixteen. You're physically incapable of consideration for others."
She smiled back, weakly. "No I'm not. Sixteen, I mean. It's my birthday today."
She sounded so bleak, he just had to do something to break the mood. He threw his arms in the air. "Seventeen! Whoo hoo! Happy birthday!" She couldn't help laughing in surprise. He rushed forward and grabbed her by the shoulders, steering her out of the doorway. "Now look," he said. "I don't exactly have a lot of experience of showing beautiful young ladies a good time but tonight I'm taking you out to dinner and we're going to celebrate! All right?"
"You bet," she laughed.
"So put on something at least half-way decent because I have reservations at the best restaurant for ten light years in any direction." Which would be the ship's canteen, of course, but the idea of celebrating in the middle of all this madness and misery was even making McBain feel better. Kitty skipped off towards the heap in the corner that was her wardrobe. "And I," he said, striking a pose, "shall look magnificent! Women will envy me and men will be so disturbed by their reactions they will be in therapy for years afterwards."
Kitty smiled wryly at him. "A therapist on this ship would make more money than Petrov!"
"Therapists! Ha!" He snapped his fingers in contempt. "What do they know about Life? What do their dusty theories tell them about Fun? Who sends party invitations to therapists?"
"Not us!"
"Never!"
"Down with therapists!"
"Let's go party!" He ran back into the bedroom and, alone there, let the smile drop from his face. This was going to be a bit of a strain to keep up all night and being the life and soul was definitely not something he was used to. For Kitty, he told himself. And for me. I need a break from all the worry, too. "Whoo hoo!" he shouted and it really did cheer him up. So did the sound of Kitty giggling in the next room.
-oOo-
Geoffrey was still upset and angry when he reached the rec room. That's it, he was thinking. I'm moving back into my own quarters tonight. I don't care what her problems are, I've had all I can take of being treated like this. Let her find another foil for her brilliant intellect.
"Geoff! You've missed all the fun!" It was Goldberg. The little engineer seemed oddly excited by the tragic events. And just why is he so small? Geoffrey asked himself, immediately annoyed at the man's inappropriate cheerfulness. Didn't his parents know about genmods? Indeed, in an age when the average height of a male was 2.1 metres, Goldberg's 1.6 metres seemed odd to the point of eccentricity.
"Susan just filled me in," Geoffrey said, the bitterness in his tone barely noticeable. "She said Akiro has vanished." Barbara Wixted was there, looking pale and scared. Petain was there too, a part of the group, not standing off as he usually did. The explosives expert, Teng was also with them as was the Ambassador. Everyone else seemed to have a job to do.
"I saw the drive room," Goldberg said, eager to tell his tale again. "It was full of strange lights and energies. New forces, leaking out of infra-reality."
"They shut down the engines, though, didn't they?" asked Hartmann, nervously.
"Oh yes but the effect is still there somehow. It seems to be self-sustaining now that it's started."
"But what started it?" Geoffrey asked, still irritated at Goldberg's attitude.
"Didn't Susan tell you?" It was Petain and his tone of voice was insinuating, gloating, even. What the hell is this about? Am I now the enemy too, by association with Susan? "Our dear little team-mate tried to blow us all up." The big man paused to let Geoffrey absorb the news. "Luckily for us, blowing up an IR drive seems rather more complicated than she thought it would be."
"But how can you know?" asked Geoffrey, thinking aloud.
"Because the ever-vigilant warbot watched the whole thing on the ship's sensors, apparently. Couldn't do a damned thing to stop it though."
"It asked her to stop," said Goldberg, wide-eyed. "It tried to talk her out of it over the ship's net while it roused the captain." He paused for effect. Everyone's a bloody thespian! thought Geoffrey, as appalled by the telling as by the story itself. "She told it she was doing it for the glory of the Chinese Hegemony!"
Geoffrey couldn't help looking at Teng who, silent as ever, looked back with a face of stone. "But Akiro was from a Corporate State," he said, dragging his eyes back to Goldberg. "Space Fabrication Corp, or something."
Goldberg shook his head. "Not a CS. She was a citizen of the UE but she was ethnic Japanese. Perhaps they've got her family or something."
Teng stood up angrily, knocking his chair backwards, glaring at Goldberg. The engineer seemed to realise suddenly that he had been offensive but before he could stammer out an apology, the soldier had turned and walked from the room.
"I didn't mean to..." said Goldberg, looking around at the others.
"Imbecile," muttered Petain but to which of them he was referring was left ambiguous.
Geoffrey was still grappling with the mystery of Akiro's fate. "How could she just disappear? Was she burnt? Disintegrated somehow? What does it mean?"
Goldberg was still shaken by Teng's display of fury but he rose to his role of local expert. "Don't even try to understand it. This IR stuff is just completely weird. She could have been transported somewhere else, dispersed into the Universe, folded into another dimension... Who knows?"
Obviously you don't. "What about the ship's engineers? Do they know what's happening?"
Petain scoffed. "Grease monkeys! They do not have a clue any more than our friend here." He looked at Goldberg briefly under his heavy lids. "Susan will work it out."
Geoffrey was still blinking at the man's tone of absolute certainty when Captain Ashton strode into the room. "Just a quick sitrep," he said. "There's no immediate danger. No-one was injured in the explosion or by the... er... except for Dr Motosako, of course. The... er... IR anomaly," he smiled slightly at having found a name for it, "still seems to be hanging around but we've got the crew and Professor Iverson working on what that might mean. Meanwhile, we've dropped to sub-luminal speed until we can get the IR drive back online. There's really nothing to worry about but I would recommend that you all review the emergency evacuation procedures, just in case." Petain laughed and Ashton smiled shyly. "I see what you mean. There doesn't seem a lot of point does there but, you know, just in case we need to step outside for a moment, while things are sorted out in here."
"Step outside?" asked Barbara Wixted in her soft, anxious voice.
Ashton looked apologetic. "Well, you know, in case there's a fire or something, perhaps."
"Oh.” She paused for a moment, her big eyes holding Ashton's. “Why did she do it? Why did she try to kill us all?"
"Er, well, I don't really..."
"So that the Hegemony could get there first," General Ramirez growled, entering the room. "Why else?" He was accompanied by Wu, Lenahan and Liapis.
"General," Ambassador Hartmann spoke sharply. "That is, as yet, an unfounded accusation. We should not repeat such dangerous assertions until all the facts are known." Seeing that she had the undivided attention of everybody present, she went on. "Whatever Doctor Motosako said before she died, and whatever we might think, we should refrain from accusing one of the system's major powers of such an act of sabotage." She looked around the room, attempting to impress everyone, through the seriousness of her expression, of the seriousness of her message. "Besides," she turned back to the general, "I thought this was the only ship in existence capable of getting us to Gamma Sagittae in less than thirty years."
"Perhaps," said Petain, "in the light of recent events, we might want to re-visit that assumption."
"But the Hegemony has been collaborating with the other states," Geoffrey said. "They're as much a part of this expedition as the rest of us." He looked to Agent Wu for confirmation but the man was staring at the floor, lost in thought.
"It would have looked pretty strange if they'd been invited and hadn't wanted to come," said Goldberg.
In the silence that followed, the general lifted his head and looked around. "Where's Colonel Teng?" he asked, softly.
Oh shit, thought Geoffrey. Now what?



Chapter 14
"What about Earth? What do they say?"
Captain Lee looked out across the sea of heads assembled in the mess hall. The whole crew had been uploaded and unracked for this and they had all listened intently as he had explained the situation. Now a few voices were being raised in question or in dismay.
"As I said, it was on instructions from the Hegemony that we diverted from our course and abandoned our mission in the first place. They do not yet know that Advisor Dung is dead or what we intend to do next."
"What do we intend to do next? What can we do now?"
Lee was grateful for Chui Yi's presence beside him. "We have to remember that the Hegemony planned to create a virtual slave colony on New Australia. They were planning to let Dung establish a political elite with an armed militia to rule over us in the Hegemony's name." Since Dung's death, he had opened the man's files and now had plenty of evidence of what they had mapped out for the new colony. "Remember, this is our children we are talking about. Our children. The children we have pledged our lives to. Children that would have been enslaved by Dung's regime." He looked into the bland, serious faces before him, unable to see the horror he felt himself. "I couldn't let that happen. Whatever the consequences for me, or for us, the children must be born free and live free."
To his relief, he saw heads nodding.
"As for what we should do, I am hoping that, in discussion, together, we will come to a decision. But I will tell you how I see our situation. We have diverted to meet an alien race. It is too late now to go back to our original course. We cannot go to New Australia. We are committed to going to Gamma Sagittae." Muttering rose from the crew. "It must seem to you that we have lost everything. That is how it seemed to me at first. But I have come to see that our plans for the future were just illusions. New Australia would have been a nightmare, not the place of hope we have worked and sacrificed to build. We are better off for not having to live through that future. Whatever becomes of us, our children are better off for never knowing oppression and slavery, even if they are never born."
They were puzzled and confused. He could see that. They had woken to a world they didn't want and could not adjust to in the space of a few minutes. He should stop speaking soon and let them think about what he had said. But he had just a couple more things to say.
"The Hegemony has betrayed us, betrayed our dreams, betrayed our children. I want nothing more to do with them. They no longer deserve our loyalty or our respect. From now on, I consider myself free and independent of the nations of Earth. We are travelling into the unknown, to meet aliens we have no knowledge of. We may not survive the meeting, or we may discover new hope there. Whatever happens at Gamma Sagittae, I want us to face it as a free people, our common goal to find a place in this galaxy for ourselves and our children, our common resolve to do whatever must be done to establish our right to survive and prosper and, if the Universe gives us half a chance, to rebuild the dreams we all came here with."
His gaze continued to sweep across the crowd as he finished speaking but they looked back at him with their bland, interested expressions and he could not begin to tell what they were thinking. At least they're not throwing things, he thought as the seconds dragged out. Then someone began to clap and someone else joined in and then others and then more and more of them until, in a moment, the whole room was applauding. Standing beside him, smiling happily, Chui Yi took his hand and squeezed it.
-oOo-
The anomaly in the IR drive room persisted despite everything Ashton and his engineers could do. The group in the recreation room had stayed together, more or less, throughout the day. No-one had yet heard from Susan Iverson. Colonel Teng eventually rejoined them, accompanied by Lenahan, and Geoffrey had the uncomfortable feeling that the SBS Commander had been sent to guard him. Teng, the general and Lenahan formed a small, separate group and they spoke quietly to one another.
Geoffrey, Petain, Barbara Wixted and Aaron Goldberg sat together nursing beakers of coffee.
"Well, this is more entertaining that sitting through more of those idiotic strategy meetings," muttered Petain.
"Entertaining is not the word I would use," Geoffrey said. The feeling haunted him that they were all marooned here, light-years from home, crawling a little further away from any hope of rescue with each passing second. No-one seemed to be doing anything – except 'study' and 'investigate' the anomaly – and now this witch-hunt against the Chinese team members seemed to be developing.
"Why don't you go and see how Susan is getting on?" Petain asked, for the third time in an hour.
Geoffrey lost his patience. "Look, if you're so interested, why don't you go and ask her?"
Infuriatingly, Petain grinned at him. "I thought so. She's dumped you, too, hasn't she? That didn't take long."
"What the hell do you mean by that? No-one's dumped anyone." Yet, he thought. Then it struck him that Petain had said "you, too". Oh my God! "You and she..." he blurted out. "That's why you can't stand each other!" He stood up, unable to stay seated. Why the hell didn't she tell me? He glared down at Petain. He was going to see Susan and tell her just what he thought of her behaviour.
"Give the professor my love," Petain said, smiling.
Geoffrey was furious but before he was able to say or do anything, angry voices were raised across the room where Frank Teng and the general were nose to nose. He looked over to see what the fuss was and saw Lenahan step between them. Although it didn't seem to Geoffrey that Teng was being particularly aggressive, the Chinese colonel was extremely agitated.
"How dare you?" Teng demanded, ignoring Lenahan and addressing himself to Ramirez. "How dare you accuse me?"
"There are explosives missing from the ship's stores, presumably the same ones that were used to sabotage the ship," growled the general. "You are the explosives expert. Motosako confessed she was working for the Hegemony. You were forced upon this mission at the last minute by them and, despite your middling military rank, you have a high political rank. What am I supposed to think?"
"You are supposed to think I am innocent until proven guilty!"
"Bullshit!" The general actually pushed Lenahan aside so he could confront the Chinese colonel. "I'm supposed to ensure the success of this mission. I'm supposed to protect the lives of all these people. How can I do that with traitors and saboteurs on my team?"
With an inarticulate yell, Teng launched himself at Ramirez. Yet, even though the two men were just an arm's-length apart, Lenahan somehow intercepted him and, in a blur of violent action, had the man face-down on a table with both his arms up his back before Geoffrey's heart had had time to leap into his throat. Petain, Wixted and Goldberg all stood up, following some common instinct in the face of this sudden violence. Agent Wu, the team's only other Hegemony citizen, watched calmly while Maria Liapis in turn watched the agent, looking rather more nervous.
"Take him to his room and keep him there," Ramirez barked. "Consider yourself under arrest, Teng. I'll be wanting to talk to you again when you've calmed down."
"I assume that I too am under arrest," said Wu, softly.
The general turned sharply, frowning, and it seemed that Ramirez was genuinely unhappy about the idea. He drew a deep breath. "I'm sorry, Kwang. You can see how it is."
"General?" It was Barbara Wixted, wringing her hands in concern. "Are you sure this is necessary?" Even as she spoke, Lenahan was shoving his prisoner out of the room with Liapis and Wu following behind them.
The general glared at her. If it had been anyone else, thought Geoffrey, he would have had them locked up with Teng. Instead, his scowl softened and he said, "Leave this to me, Dr. Wixted. I have to do what is best for the mission." He looked around to include the others. "I should remind you that we came close to being blown to pieces just a short while ago. We were lucky to survive. Damned lucky. I should also remind you that the attempt failed and that could mean there will be another one. If I had planned this, I would have a fall-back."
"This is already the second attempt," said Geoffrey, suddenly remembering the incident at the space station – how could that have gone out of his mind so soon? "Perhaps this was the fall-back."
Ramirez looked at him steadily. "Let's hope and pray that it was."
"What is going on here?" Inge Hartmann bustled into the room, her anger focussed on Ramirez. "Why are our Chinese representatives being treated like this?" Her questions seemed to be rhetorical since she did not wait for any answers. "This is a political outrage, General. When the Hegemony hears of this, there are likely to be extremely serious repercussions."
The general sounded weary. "I have a job to do here, Ambassador."
"Those men are part of a UN delegation. They are authorised representatives of their state. You have no jurisdiction over them. I insist that you release them both at once."
That got the general mad again. He squared up to the ambassador, who bravely stood her ground. "You'll find I do have jurisdiction, Ambassador, under section twenty-six, four of the UNPF Charter Revision of 2296."
Read and search icons blinked on and off beside Hartmann's head as she accessed files with amazing rapidity. "Those are emergency powers..." she began, trying to marshal some kind of argument but the general cut her off.
"And this is an emergency. Listen, everybody. Teng and Wu will be free again as soon as I've satisfied myself there is no further danger to the mission. Detaining them is just a sensible precaution and I'd be derelict in my duty not to do this. Meanwhile there is still a lot of work to be done. Ashton's crew, together with Professor Iverson, will continue to work on whatever the hell is wrong with the ship. Goldberg, you might help them if you can. The rest of you should continue with your preparations for First Contact. We will be under way again as soon as possible." With that, he stalked out of the room, leaving them all staring after him.
-oOo-
"People are staring," McBain said with mock severity. "A little decorum, please, young lady."
Kitty was laughing so much she could barely speak. "I don't care," she gasped. "I haven't laughed so much in ages!"
The remains of their dessert was in front of them along with empty wine glasses and coffee cups. People really were staring, some of them scowling, but McBain didn't care either. He'd had a great time. When they weren't fighting, he and Kitty got on like best friends. It was quite incredible, given their ages, their backgrounds and their current situation, but there it was. If they kept off certain topics, which they each knew so well to avoid by then, their every utterance seemed to spark the other into a blaze of hilarity. Far from being the strain he had imagined, the evening had turned out to be just one big party.
"I should take you on to a show or something but I'm afraid the entertainment here is a bit limited."
Kitty smiled sadly, acknowledging that the evening was coming to an end. "Thank you," she said, warmly. "That was the best birthday dinner I ever had."
McBain laughed. "And you've had precisely how many in your long experience?"
"Well you seemed to enjoy yourself."
"You know? I really did. It was the best I've ever had, too!" And, for him, it really was. He looked back at the years of solitude and loneliness – even before his mass accident made him an untouchable to everyone he had previously known. "So, thank you."
They got up to go. Eyes all around the ship's cafeteria turned to watch them, some to see the beautiful Kitty, some to gawk at the magnificently over-dressed McBain, some glad that the irritatingly noisy, irritatingly happy couple were finally leaving. They made their way to the exit, lost in their own conversation, not even noticing the group of four crewmen at a table by the door. Not until the crewmen all got up and stepped across their path, blocking their way.
"Hello, Kitty. Remember me?"
Kitty looked into the familiar face of Hans, one of her gaolers from the Galaxian. "Get out of my way, creep. All I remember about you is the smell."
Hans didn't seem particularly upset about this. "Turns out you weren't Petrov's squeeze after all. You really made fools out of us, eh?"
"It wasn't hard."
That definitely wiped the smile off his face. "We've got unfinished business, girl. Sit down and join us for a drink. You had lots of admirers on the Galaxian you know."
"Miss Hamilton is with me," said McBain, firmly. "Step aside and let us pass."
Hans seemed thoroughly delighted by this intervention. He stepped up to McBain who, in his high heels, was a head taller. It was clear, to the many onlookers, however that McBain wouldn't be able to make much of a fight of it. Not only was he outnumbered four to one but his tight, sequinned evening dress didn't really allow the mobility he would need to defend himself. "What you gonna do, faggot? Hit us with your handbag?" He looked around at his fellows, beaming hugely, inviting them to share the joke.
Kitty was beginning to look anxiously around as if looking for escape routes. McBain, however, was completely cool. He even smiled down at Hans. "No need for anything so crude," he said and lifted a hand as though to admire his long, painted fingernails. "See these?" He showed them to the crewmen who frowned in confusion. He let them take a good look, let them see there was something not quite right about them. Each nail appeared to have a tiny spike poking from its tip. When Hans finally opened his eyes in surprise, McBain confirmed his suspicion. "Micro-channel syringes, gentlemen, with nano-scale pumps on tiny little reservoirs."
He held his hand out so they could take a closer look and Hans almost stumbled as he stepped back away from it. Kitty watched in wide-eyed amazement. "The reservoirs contain mass. Just a couple of microlitres in each but that's plenty, I assure you." He whipped up his other hand and the men jumped. "The other hand is just the same. See? You wouldn't want even a tiny little scratch from one of these."
Hans tried to regain control of the situation. "You’re bluffing. That's just rubbish." But his recovery was undermined by one of his companions.
"Shut up, Hans. That's Petrov's chemist. He makes the stuff. I've heard about him."
Hans turned on the man. "You fucking shut up! Grab his arms. Hold him still!" But no-one would go near McBain. In fact, sensing that belligerence from their not-too-bright companion was liable to lead them all into serious trouble, they started to back away.
“Come on, mate,” one of them said. “It’s not worth the risk. That stuff messes up your brain, then it kills you.”
Having started moving, they kept going. Hans, looking frantically between his retreating friends and his would-be victims was furious but not brave enough to stand his ground. He backed off too, following the others out of the room. “You bastard!” he hissed at McBain as he went and, to Kitty, “I’ll see you again.”
As soon as they were gone, Kitty threw herself at McBain and enveloped him in a big hug. “You were fantastic!” she cried. People all around them turned back to their meals, mostly disappointed that a fight hadn’t started.
“Aren’t you afraid of scratching yourself on my nails?”
“You’re such a phoney!” she laughed. She hooked her arm in his and they continued their interrupted exit. “I saw you breaking bread with those fingers not half an hour ago. If there had been any poison in those nails, you’d have eaten it all by now.”
McBain smiled at her. “Good job your friend wasn’t paying close attention, then.”
He grinned broadly, feeling pleased with himself, but Kitty suddenly didn't seem to see the funny side of it. She unhooked her arm and they walked in silence. He began to worry that, despite her bravado, she was more shaken up than he had believed she could be. "It's OK," he said. "Those guys are all hot air. Anyway, I can give you a set of fake micro-syringes in case you need to scare them off again." She grunted but didn't look at him, her sombre gaze fixed on the floor ahead. "Kitty? Are you OK?" No response. "Kitty?"
Abruptly, she stopped and turned to face him. "How could you sell that stuff?"
"What stuff?" For a moment, he was genuinely confused.
"That mass stuff! How could you?"
He looked at her in silence, blinking, feeling hurt and defensive. "I don't sell it," was all he could find to say. "I don't even make it. I just design it."
"Oh that's all right then, I suppose." She was looking directly into his eyes and he couldn't bear the scrutiny. He looked away. "I don't understand you," she said. "I don't see how you can be so nice to me and still be so... so... evil!"
"Mass just saved your hide," he protested but he was just stalling, trying to find a way out, to stop this feeling of the world swirling down the toilet. Had he thought she could just ignore what he did? Did he suppose for a minute she wouldn't care?
"I can save my own hide, thanks,” she said. “Besides which, if I hadn't been kidnapped by your criminal organisation, I wouldn't need to be in any danger."
"It's not my crim..." he began but stopped himself. Ridiculous, knee-jerk defences weren't going to help him. Not that he could see anything that would.
"Well?" Kitty insisted. "I want to hear your reasons."
She's upset because she started liking me and now she's remembered that I'm a monster. The realisation made him feel an overwhelming sadness. He wanted to get away and be alone. He was so tired. "Look, Kitty," he started but then realised he didn't know what he had intended to say.
Kitty was still looking at him. "Yes?" He could hear the edge of irritation and disappointment in her tone that told him she was about to give up on him, to reject him utterly and finally. He couldn't let that happen. He had to say something. Something honest.
"I'm sorry," he blurted.
"What?"
"I don't know. I'm sorry. I'm just a nerd, a geek. I'm a pathetic, idiotic, inadequate. I can't handle the world. I don't know what to do. I don't want what I do to kill people but it's all I know. It's all I enjoy. It's all I have." He realised there were tears running down his cheeks. Was this what he really felt? Was this who he really was? "I don't know how to stop. They'd kill me. They wouldn't let me go. And I wouldn't know where to go anyway. It's like it's not real to me, all those people who die. I tell myself they want it, or they're just soldiers, or whatever. They don't matter. Even me. Even this..." He indicated the way he was dressed. "It doesn't matter. Nothing matters. Except... I don't know." No. This was no time to bottle out. "Except it matters if you hate me. It's the only thing that matters in this whole fucked up world." He found her eyes and fixed them with his. "Please don't hate me."
Kitty was completely unprepared for this outpouring and he could see strange and conflicting emotions churning inside her. He could see it all over her open, vulnerable face. She didn't like what he did. She didn't like it that he was a pervert weirdo. Yet she liked him. She owed him. He was good to her. And now she pitied him. But she also despised his weakness. He watched her struggle with this inner turmoil until her natural defences kicked in.
She stepped back from him, shaking her head, anger starting to rise in her. "No, no, no," she said. "No way am I going to let you do that! You keep your problems to yourself. You're not putting any of it on me. Oh no." She turned, even as he reached out a hand to her, and ran off.
McBain watched her go through tear-filled eyes. "Kitty!" he called to her but she was long gone. He was horrified at what he'd said and horrified at what had happened. Was any of it true? Why the hell was he standing there crying like an abandoned puppy? What was wrong with him? He realised Kitty wouldn't be there when he got back to his room and a shiver of anxiety went through him. Would she be safe? Where would she stay? What would he do without her? His life, which he had hardly even thought about until now, seemed to stretch out empty and barren, like these damned corridors. What was the point of it? What could he do about it? Why the hell did he bother with it?
His legs felt weak and he wondered if he might fall down. Maybe he would. Maybe he would just collapse there, in the middle of the corridor, and never get up again. But that was just melodramatic nonsense. The fact was he would go back to his room, step by tedious step, and go inside and sit down and stare at the walls and breathe in and out and in and out until... until...
He put a foot forward and took a step. Then he took another.
-oOo-
Susan was still working when Geoffrey went back to her room for his things. "Hi," she called, not looking up from the virtual displays she had scattered around her. He stopped dead. Her tone was so casual, she sounded as if nothing had happened. Maybe she hadn't noticed! He supposed he should be even more angry about that but it made him feel awkward and uncertain. Had he blown it all out of proportion? Was he being childish and petulant? With an inward cringe, he could imagine Susan saying it to him. For a second, he contemplated pretending that there really was nothing wrong. He felt sure that, if he did, Susan would say nothing about it and things would go on as they had before. But he clenched his jaw and forced himself to face it. This had to be done.
"Susan, I've come for my things."
This time, she set aside her work and turned to face him. She was smiling. "I was sure you would, so I took the liberty of putting them in your bag." Her eyes moved to the bed and there, beside it, was his bag. "You don't have to go, you know."
Shocked, as so often before, by how much better she understood him than he could ever hope to understand her, he had no reply but to stare blankly. Susan watched him with a small smile on her face. Even now, he thought, she's laughing at me. "Thank you," he said, as evenly as he could. He went over and picked up his bag. He thought about just leaving without another word but she would probably have found that hilarious. Besides, he was curious. "Have you worked out what the anomaly is yet?"
"Not quite. I've been taking readings from it for hours now." She indicated the virtual displays discretely dimmed all around her. "It is completely stable. It isn't being generated by the drive. It isn't being generated by anything in any sense that we normally use the word. It's perfectly harmless, though, as long as you don't go near it. The most peculiar thing about it is that it's stuck to us, somehow. A piece of cosmic lint made of exotic forces and light." She seemed very pleased about it.
"Will we be able to use the drive again?"
"Probably, given its topology. It's a bubble, you see. Normal space in the middle as far as I can tell."
"Can we get rid of it?"
"Get rid of it? What on earth for?"
Geoffrey was exasperated and became sarcastic. "Oh, I don't know, so we can get on with our mission? So we don't have to sit here in interstellar space until out food runs out? But maybe that's worth the sacrifice so you can study the damned thing for a bit longer. After all, we shouldn't be so selfish, when you might be able to get your Nobel Prize out of this!"
Susan watched him with the same small smile of amusement. “I'll get the Nobel Prize for the work I've already done on universal entanglement. I don't need this little light show."
He didn't even ask her what 'universal entanglement' was. "So, if anybody asks," he said, helpless to stop himself sounding petulant, "we're all completely safe – as long as we don't go near it and it doesn't decide to wander around the ship – and you'll let us know when you've finished playing so we can all get on with our silly little trip. Is that right?"
She looked at him sadly. "Oh, Geoff. It's probably for the best that all this blew up now. You're very sweet but I'd probably end up being very bored and you'd end up hating me."
"Like Petain?"
She blinked once in momentary surprise. "Yes. Like Henri. I suppose he blurted it out in a moment of vitriol." Geoffrey made to reply but she cut him off. "I'd better get back to work. If anyone asks, you can tell them I should have learned enough about this thing in a couple of hours or so – if I'm on the right track, that is – to say whether we can get underway again. Goodbye, Geoff. Please don't be all sulky about it. We had a lovely time together, didn't we?"
A half-dozen retorts presented themselves to him but he shook them all off. He found he was able to smile. "You know, mostly, we did. I'll try not to be so childish about it but I'll miss you, even though you are insufferable. And I'll grieve – at least for the rest of the day."
She smiled warmly at him and then turned back to her work. He watched her for a moment and then left.
-oOo-
Ashton stared glumly at the others around the table. The general was there with the ambassador and Professor Iverson. It was a 'situation review' meeting, as the general had put it, the third they had had in the twenty-four hours since the sabotage attempt. As far as Ashton was concerned, the situation couldn't be much worse and reviewing it every few hours didn't make it any better. One of his passengers was dead, two others were in custody, the IR drive was surrounded by some kind of force field and the Canta Libre was stuck in deep space, creeping through the empty void at sub-luminal speeds. The only good news was that the drive might still be operational, or so his engineers told him. It was still responding normally to test commands and their attempts to take a look at it with robotic cameras and other sensors, although ambiguous, seemed to tell the same story. Except for the fact that the drive room looked like the inside of a kaleidoscope, everything seemed normal. Even Iverson seemed to be saying they could start up the drive again.
"But if the drive is running might it not interact with the anomaly in some way? Make it worse? Amplify it?" The general was struggling manfully with the weirdness. He was clearly a man who could handle uncertainty even though he didn't like it one little bit.
"The drive continued to run for several minutes after the explosion, General," Iverson pointed out, reasonably. "We saw absolutely no change when it was turned off."
"I don't like the idea of starting it up again when we don't know anything about what is wrong with it," the ambassador interjected. Inge Hartmann was not, Ashton decided, a physically courageous person. On the other hand, he had to agree with her. The professor certainly had not convinced him yet that it was safe to get underway again.
"Look," Iverson sounded just a little peeved. She was a woman used to people believing what she said, especially on scientific matters. He looked at her face with its little frown and intense, dark eyes. He supposed he could see why Geoff would find her attractive but she was definitely not Ashton's type. "I have already explained that the anomaly is a well-understood IR effect..."
"I thought you said no-one had ever seen one of these things before," said the general, interrupting her.
"I did. It is well-understood in the sense that the mathematics behind it has been thoroughly investigated by theoreticians."
"I feel so much safer," muttered Hartmann, loudly enough for them all to hear.
"So you should," Iverson retorted. "This is a third-level devotional incursion, a kind of Varatharajan-Shirahatti reality anomaly. No-one realised that you could start one by exploding a bomb next to an IR drive going at full throttle but, now that it has happened, it is quite obvious that the maths allows for just that. Do you remember that scene from Moby Dick where Captain Ahab strikes a needle to magnetise it?” She looked around at blank faces and decided not to bother pursuing the analogy. “Anyway, since we are now at sub-light speeds, I've been in touch with several experts in the field and they all agree – except Vaclav, of course, but the man is a complete idiot."
The general sat up straight, bristling with outrage. "You've been in touch with SolSystem?"
"Oh, don't worry, I didn't tell anyone where we are or what we're doing. The point is we're safe. It's not irradiating us, it's quite stable..."
"For how long?" the general demanded.
Susan shrugged. "In theory, it should decay in about ten to the power 16 seconds..."
"Seconds?" exclaimed Hartmann in alarm.
Iverson rolled her eyes. 'That's about, oh, three billion years or so."
"Well why didn't you just say so?" the ambassador grumbled.
"And does it plan to stay in my engine room all that time?" Ashton asked. This was all very interesting but he had a ship to run.
"It would seem so. I really have no idea why it's sticking to us. Fairfield at Cambridge believes it has somehow pinned us to its own inertial frame but I've never trusted his maths. He's polycephalic, you know. I find these multi-brain types great on creative concepts but terrible at maths."
The general was getting grumpier. "Dear God. How many people have you told about this?"
Ashton didn't want them to get into a row. "Professor Iverson, I've been inside this anomaly and it wasn't pleasant. As far as we can tell, it has completely disintegrated Dr. Motosako. It is obviously not harmless. What do you think it is doing to my ship?"
"Hmmm," she said, as if it was the first time she had considered this particular aspect of the situation. Ashton felt a frisson of irritation. "What you experienced was probably mostly due to interference with your nervous system. Electrical activity in your brain and muscles would be very susceptible to disruption by the fields in there."
"Yet the electronics in the drive and elsewhere seem to be unaffected."
"Yes, that's right. I can only suppose it is because they are actually optronics and, what electronics there are, will be shielded. This ship is military spec, isn't it? You've probably got everything inside Faraday cages and such."
"There's nanomesh shielding built into every major electronic component and, as you say, all cabinets and conduits are shielded too."
"But what disintegrated the Japanese girl?" Hartmann wanted to know.
"And is it going to disintegrate our bulkheads?" Ashton added.
Susan shrugged again. "Your engineers have done as many tests as they can and there is no sign of unusual stress or heating in any structural element. Whether that means we're safe, I just don't know. We have no idea why Akiro vanished. We know she didn't disintegrate – that is, she wasn't broken down into her molecules – because the air in the ship has been tested and there are no traces of her. If she had been converted into energy," she smiled, "we would all know about it. My own opinion is that her body was infused with something extremely exotic at the time the anomaly formed, something that took the rest of her with it when it dropped back out of existence. I know it doesn't make sense but it's all I can come up with. We'll probably never know the truth."
Ashton didn't like what he'd heard. The fact was that no-one really understood what had happened to his ship and no-one could tell him if the danger was past. He took a calming breath. They were working in the dark. It wouldn't be the first time. He sat up in his seat. "General, if we stay at sub-light speeds we will die long before we can get back to Earth. I suggest we re-start the IR drive. Whether we continue the mission or turn back is for you to decide."
"Thank you, Captain. I agree. Susan, do you have anything else to add?"
Iverson looked at him levelly. "No. That's it."
"Very well. Captain Ashton, restart the drive. Continue on our course to Gamma Sagittae, maximum speed. Thank you, everybody. That is all. Ambassador," he turned to Inge Hartmann who looked shocked at these rapid decisions. "I will need you to stay behind if you would. We need to discuss the possibility that we will be facing hostile forces of the Chinese Hegemony when we arrive. I'm sure this is going to create a number of diplomatic challenges."
-oOo-
"Petrov wants to see you."
A shiver went through McBain. He looked up into the wide, ugly face of Igor, Petrov's bodyguard and slave, stooping to peer through the doorway. "This is not a good time," he said. He'd almost forgotten about Petrov and his ridiculous alien quest. "What does he want?"
"He wants to see you?" Igor said, flatly. "Hurry up."
For a moment, McBain felt fury welling up in him. He had more important things to worry about now than whatever Petrov wanted to tell him. It had been almost twenty-four hours since Kitty had run off. He hadn't slept at all since then. He'd searched the corridors and questioned everyone who might possibly have known her but she had vanished. Damned space-brat! Since then, he had sat in his room with the lights off, staring into the empty spaces of his soul.
But the anger passed. "Let me get my shoes," he said and padded off to fetch them.
Igor followed him inside, seeming to half-fill the space. "Here," the monster said and held out a giant fist. Frowning, McBain approached the giant. The creature's fingers opened to reveal a small jar containing a clear, viscous fluid. Carefully, McBain reached out and took it. "Hide it," Igor demanded. "Then come."
They walked in silence through the corridors, Igor in front and McBain trailing behind. He had forgotten the sample that Igor was going to get him, had forgotten his promise to analyse it. It added to the shame and guilt that seemed to be burying him alive. Suddenly, a spotlight seemed to have swung on him and, in its merciless beam, every ugly, hidden truth about himself was being revealed. He saw, in its stark and pitiless light, all the lies he had told himself, all the convenient beliefs he had piled up like sandbags against the truth, all the evasions and distractions and distortions that had characterised him. It was shocking. He had been dropped suddenly into the deep, cold ocean of self-knowledge and he couldn't breathe or see or think.
And then, without really noticing the journey, he was in Petrov's quarters. It was black here too, in a frozen, mechanical way that suited his mood. Petrov himself was a shadow among shadows, a deeper blackness in the gloom. "McBain," he hissed in his reptilian voice. "Tell me how we will develop mass for our alien customers."
Dragging himself up from the depths of his misery, McBain managed to say a few half-coherent things about alien physiology and neural structure, the amount of study and research it would take. Petrov pursued him with questions, demands, threats. And then it was over and he was out in the corridor and alone again. No escort this time. He made his way slowly back to his room.
-oOo-
Kitty looked up as he turned into the corridor. She had been sitting on the floor outside his room, still dressed as she had been when he last saw her. She sprang up when she saw him. "I'm sorry," she said at once. "I mean, you didn't ask to have me to look after. Well, I mean, you did, but you didn't want it, did you?" She was having trouble expressing herself but McBain let her struggle on, seeming too amazed to interrupt. "I mean, you were, like, heroic, really, taking me in and saving me from God knows what, and I've been such a brat and it's not your fault you're an evil drug pusher. I mean, well, it is, really. What I mean is, whatever you are, I was lucky you were there when I needed you and you've been good to me and I suppose I shouldn't judge you..." She was dubious about that bit. "But, anyway, I just wanted to tell you." She stared at him intently, willing him to understand her.
McBain, who had had time to recover from the initial shock, was almost sobbing with happiness. "I looked everywhere," he said. "I couldn't find you."
Kitty's intent expression slid into one of confusion. "Are you all right?"
He seemed to think about the question. "No," he said. "No, I'm not."
She waited for more but he just stared at her, tears welling in his eyes. Now that she looked more carefully at him, she could see he was a mess. He'd changed out of the evening dress of yesterday evening and now wore a long skirt and a loose top with low heels and no jewellery. In many ways, she thought, she liked this look a lot better on him than the rather tarty, overdressed style he usually affected but it was also disturbingly different from his usual, meticulously neat and groomed appearance. His hair, usually a triumph of nanorobotic styling gels, obviously hadn't had a treatment lately and was hanging limp and lifeless, the tiny machines, fibres and struts that had held each strand of hair perfectly in place, long deactivated and decayed to dust. His eyes, barely made up at all, were red-rimmed from crying and lack of sleep. "What's the matter? What's happened?"
He barked out an ironic laugh. "You did! You're what's happened! You've changed everything! You've shown me what I really am. You've made me face myself for the first time and left me with nowhere to hide."
"What? What are you talking about?" That McBain was in this state was a complete surprise to her. All she had thought about since her birthday dinner had been how she had felt and how she had reacted and what she should do about it. If she'd thought about McBain's reactions at all, it was in the context of her apologising for her hasty condemnation and how pleased he would be about being let off the hook for being a pervert drug pusher.
"I'm scared, Kitty. I'm really, really scared." Kitty was trying to work out what he might possibly be scared of, but he interrupted her thoughts. "I can't go on doing what I do. I see that now. But it's the end of my world. I can't see any future. Petrov will kill me for sure. It's just a matter of time now. When he realises I won't design any more mass, he won't have any further use for me. It's all over."
"You won't design any more mass?" Kitty was delighted. "But that's great! It's wonderful!" She rushed forward and hugged him, and he staggered under the unexpected assault. "We should be celebrating, not moping! What's the matter with you?"
McBain looked at her smiling face and couldn't help smiling back. "Didn't you hear me say Petrov is going to kill me?"
"Mike! You're probably dying anyway. What are you worried about? Besides, all we've got to do is get off the ship somehow."
He laughed. “Oh the cheerful callousness, the absurd optimism of the girl. You know, I never looked at it that way. Maybe we could jump out the airlock? Or shall we overpower the guards and steal one of those fighter things?"
Kitty smiled affectionately at him. "That's better. Now, don't worry about what we're going to do. I'll work all that out. Let's just get inside, quick. I need a shower right now."
McBain just stood there, grinning in amazement. "I think I love you," he said.
"I think you'll love me more when I've had a shower."
"I mean it."
Kitty, who was used to every man she ever met falling in love with her, took no notice at all. She marched into the room with the air of having sorted everything out to her satisfaction. "Come on!"
-oOo-
As soon as she was out of sight, the spell was broken. McBain stood alone in the corridor and let his new realisation of love settle heavily onto the groaning heap of problems already on his shoulders. This wasn't going to end well for him but, somehow, he had to make sure Kitty got out of this mess unharmed. If it was the last thing he ever did.
-oOo-
That was the last of them. Everyone who wasn’t essential and who had wanted to go back into the racks had gone. The rest – a surprisingly small number – were staying awake until they reached Gamma Sagittae. All the ship's officers and most of the scientists were among them. Speculation was rampant. Anxiety and excitement vied in everyone's heart. They all had plenty to talk about.
Captain Lee had worked with the Planning Group, the Resource Management Team, the Settlement and Growth Committee and several other bodies established to guide the new colony and which now needed to be either re-oriented to their new circumstances or disbanded. Most of them had made little progress, the members being too shocked and surprised fully to grasp what was required of them. But it was too soon to expect much, Lee told himself. There was one new group – the Earth Liaison Advisory Panel – that Lee had created to help him work out their new status relative to their old home. He was fresh from the first meeting of this group and was still digesting all that had been said.
"You're very quiet," Chui Yi said as they pulled themselves into the communications room.
"I've said more in the last forty-eight hours than in the whole of my life!"
Chui Yi took a more direct approach. "You seem worried."
"Would you blame me for being just a little worried?"
“OK,” she said. “Let me be more direct still. Tell me what you are worrying about."
They took their seats at the little table. The cameras turned unobtrusively to keep them in view. "Do you think it's right, what Dr Chow said?" he asked. "That if there really are Earth ships heading out here at 1000c, they probably can't communicate with home the way we can."
Chui Yi pursed her lips. "It is hard to say. If they were warping space, like us, the curvature might create a small black hole. But that is why it is impossible to go so fast. They must have developed a new technique. Perhaps they have a whole new physics by now. Dr Chow believes they must be moving outside our reality in some way. It is far fetched but then it is unlikely we would find much of Earth's science very believable by now. Imagine a man from the Eighteenth Century trying to understand quantum chromodynamics."
"It might make a difference," Lee said, "if they can tell the other ships about us."
Chui Yi smiled. "We can't calculate what difference it might make though, can we?"
Lee smiled in return and bowed slightly to acknowledge her wisdom. Then he spoke to the ship. "Bundaberg. Open the channel."
An image formed in the air above the table, indicating that a call was being made. It took a long time but eventually a face appeared. "Bundaberg, is that you?" It was the face of a young man. His smooth Chinese features were covered in intricate scrolls and swirls. Lee and Chui Yi exchanged glances.
"This is Captain Ken Lee of the Bundaberg. I would like to speak to Union Lord Asamoto please."
In the circuits of the Bundaberg's communicator, millions of Helium ions were flipped into known spin states each second and, three hundred light years away, the states of other ions, entangled decades previously for this very purpose, responded instantly by adopting opposite spins which were then read in sequence by the Hegemony's communicator. "One moment Bundaberg. Please hold." The young man was gone for a long time, long enough for Lee to begin to wonder if they had been forgotten. He was saying as much to Chui Yi when the communicator spoke.
"Captain Lee. I am Popular Defence Marshall Po." Lee turned to see a new face floating above the table, an older man. The decorations on his face were much smaller and less brightly-coloured than they had seen so far. "I am the Mission Guide for your encounter. Please forgive the delay. We were not expecting a call – and it is three am here." The titles meant nothing to Lee but he assumed the man had the authority to receive his message. If not, did he really care? He could see hints of a luxuriously furnished room behind the man and guessed that they had routed the call to his private dwelling.
"I am sorry to have contacted you at such an inappropriate time, Marshall Po. Would you like me to call again in a few hours?"
"By the Founders, no!" Po seemed genuinely shocked. "Talk to us whenever you like, Captain. The Hegemony wishes you to know that we are very interested in the success of your mission."
"Which mission is that, Marshall?"
"Why... First Contact!" Po seemed amazed that there could be any confusion.
Perhaps he was never briefed on our original mission, Lee thought. Perhaps they all see that as a historical irrelevance. Never mind. He took a breath and plunged in. "There has been a coup, Marshall. This vessel is no longer under the control of the Chinese Hegemony." He watched the astonishment growing slowly on Po's face as he spoke. "We hereby declare our independence of your government and our freedom to choose our own destiny."
"You hereby what?" The Popular Defence Marshall could have been any senior military officer in any age faced with an insubordinate underling. "You will hereby get your Political Advisor, Dung, on the line right now. I don't know what you think is going on out there but I assure you that ship and all the people on it are subject to the authority of the Hegemony. And that means you, Mister!"
Lee was calm. "I'm afraid Advisor Dung is dead. I killed him. And I assure you, Marshall, that this ship is under my control and I have the unanimous support of every soul aboard."
"He's right," Chui Yi added, smiling. "We all want Captain Lee to lead us and we're not taking orders from you any more." She looked at Lee. "We are free and we are going to build a society where our children can grow and be happy."
"Children? What damned children? Have you all gone mad?"
"We have the genetic material and equipment to create and gestate over ten thousand children," Lee said dryly. "Did they not mention this, Marshall?"
"Of course they bloody mentioned it! Now you look here..." The Marshall seemed suddenly to realise he had been handling the situation rather badly. He stopped speaking and pulled himself upright. He stared at them in silence as his mind plotted a new course. Then his scowl relaxed and his voice became softer and more controlled. "Captain Lee, you must forgive my outburst. I was sleeping when your call came and this has come as quite a shock. We have assembled a large mission control team here. This encounter is viewed as vital to the interests of the Hegemony. We have been looking forward to working with you to develop strategies and protocols for this historic event."
Lee smiled at the Marshall, wondering how much his reasonable tone was costing him. "I see," he said, nodding slightly. "Well, I'm sure it would have been a great pleasure to work with you, too, but I am afraid that is now out of the question. If there are aliens waiting for us at Gamma Sagittae, we will be speaking to them as a free people. Not as the puppets of a corrupt and evil government. I'm sure you will agree that, in our first contact with another species, it would be better to present a different side of our human nature than the Hegemony and Advisor Dung would have done."
The Marshall's façade was cracking again. "Perhaps you and your fellow mutineers have some demands you would like to make. If so, why not put them on the table now and spare me this pious claptrap?"
Lee felt his own anger rising. "Marshall, I am of the Hegemony. Born and raised in Sydney. All of us here were born citizens of your great state. None of us wishes to sever completely the cultural and historical ties that we feel towards our Chinese homeland. However, we have been betrayed and cheated. We have been used. We and all our children would have been enslaved and oppressed. We no longer like the Hegemony, Marshall, but we still feel the ties of affection and respect for the struggles and triumphs of our ancestors. We have no demands because there is nothing we need. We are a colony ship, Marshall, and have what we want. All we ask is that the Hegemony accepts our independent status and will agree to keep open lines of communication and cultural exchange."
The Marshall was losing control again. "As far as I'm concerned, Captain, you can take your affection and respect and shove it up your plastic arse! Stand by Bundaberg. We will be talking to you again soon."
The angry face disappeared and Lee cut the call.
Chui Yi and Lee looked at one another. "Well, I look forward to that," Chui Yi declared.
Lee smiled. "Ah well. At least they know now. Let them chew on it for a while and we'll see how they feel. I suspect Marshall Po will not be dealing with us next time. I should think they will try to find someone less... excitable."
Chui Yi giggled. "And now you have a meeting of the Scientific Advisory Group."
Lee groaned. "The chairman of that group is such a tyrant."
Chui Yi, who was the tyrant in question, lifted from her seat and pushed off. "Just get your plastic arse in gear, Captain." Lee turned to grab her but she was already darting through the door, quick as a fish, laughing as she went.



 Part 2



 Chapter 15
Petrov stood in blackness, the ship's grid having made a complete 3D recreation of the space around them and projected it directly into his visual cortex through one of the many optronic interfaces in his brain. Ahead of him, the big, crimson disc of Gamma Sagittae cast a hellish light on his black body armour. Around him was empty space, sprinkled with distant stars like a dusting of diamonds.
"Where is it?" he whispered.
Off to the right, a targeting frame zoomed in on a tiny speck of orange light, little different from many of the thousands of other sparks of light around it.
"Magnify."
The red sun slid past him as if he were flying at enormous speed towards that orange speck. It was a satisfying feeling, as if he were in the nose-cone of a missile, cold, destructive, unstoppable. The gaps between the stars grew, Gamma Sagittae slid off to the left and out of view, and then the point of orange light began to change, to become more than a point. It became a dot, a shape, a tiny curve. The magnification stopped.
"More!" he demanded but the ship could do no more. "What is it?" he asked.
Data blocks popped into the space around the shape. A great white ellipse arced trough it and around where the big, red star would be, marking its orbit. There was data on luminance, chemical composition, size, orbit, mass. None of it made much sense.
Petrov's black eyes were slitted with the effort of concentration, a little, orange crescent reflected in each of them. Slowly, a thin-lipped smile crossed his face. Almost there!
-oOo-
Captain Fu and his first officer were in conference over the displays in the control room.
"What the hell is it?" Pearce asked for the tenth time.
Fu, also for the tenth time, declined to offer an opinion. "We will know in less than twenty-four hours, my friend."
Pearce was not to be put off, he had been obsessively trying to understand the object they were approaching since they had switched off the IR drive more than two hours ago and had begun the manoeuvres needed to match orbits. Until then, their sensor data had been limited due to some effect of their mode of travel that no-one on board seemed to understand. Now they were getting a flood of information but were not much better off for it. "It's the size of a small moon," Pearce recited, yet again, "but barely a tenth of the mass it should be. It has no atmosphere and more gravity than it could possibly have. It is so bright it ought to be covered in water ice, yet its average temperature is so high we could be looking at the Earth itself. It must be artificial," he concluded again. "A huge asteroid, maybe. Hollowed out and covered in... in something white."
"Perhaps they painted it," Fu offered. Pearce ignored him and continued to scowl at the displays.
-oOo-
Aboard the Canta Libre, Geoffrey Cejka and Barbara Wixted watched the approaching star on a projection the ship had provided for them. They were alone in the refectory. Keeping out of the way.
The three months of their journey had passed slowly for everyone but now it was almost over. They would reach the Gamma Sagittae system in just three more days. Weeks earlier, someone had put up a large virtual poster with the text of the alien message in the refec and it still hung there. They all knew the silly, illiterate thing by heart these days. It was covered in graffiti now and, for some reason, the general hadn't ordered that it be cleaned. Perhaps, thought Geoffrey, he thinks it is good for morale.
Morale, indeed, had become a serious problem as the long journey had unwound. The presence of the anomaly in the drive room, the fact that one of the crew was dead and two others were still incarcerated and under suspicion, cast a dark cloud over every aspect of life aboard the Canta Libre. Add to that the fact that the scientists were all bored and the military types were even more bored, and restless with it, and you had a very unpleasant atmosphere. Inge Hartmann, the ambassador, spent almost all her time in her room, alone, as did the general. Ashton kept to himself in his control room, Lenahan and Liapis were on permanent guard duties, Susan Iverson was either locked away with her displays or down at the anomaly with Ashton's engineers, conducting incomprehensible experiments, while Petain and Goldberg prowled the corridors looking for someone to talk to – anyone except each other would do – and people avoided them. There really wasn't much to say anyway after all these weeks together. BS guarded the drive room. Against what, no-one knew.
Only Geoffrey and Barbara seemed to seek each other's company and to have any kind of a normal life. Geoffrey had discovered in the Oxford linguist a gentle and sensitive spirit, a creature as nervous and timid as a mouse but as kind and honest as anyone he had ever known. Their friendship had grown slowly and unremarkably but it had grown surely and strongly. He had learned to admire her mind. She had a tentative and cautious, probing and retreating approach to problems but, as she made little gains and inroads into understanding, the paths she laid were firm and safe.
The little concert she had given of ancient Celtic harp music – the general had pressed her for weeks before she had agreed – had revealed another and altogether unexpected side to her. Since then she had opened up to Geoffrey about her archeo-musicological passions and had told him many strange and wonderful tales from a time before the Roman and Christian juggernauts had rolled across Europe, smashing a vibrant and thriving culture out of existence. Geoffrey had discovered a universe of ancient lore and mystery, of kings and dragons, witches and little people, parallel worlds and gods of the earth, the forests, the rivers and the sky. He heard about the learning and arts of the druids and the complex codes of honour and chivalry that influenced the world long after these amazing people had had their civilisation destroyed. And all this with snatches of song and poetry unsung these two thousand years.
"You're quite a sorceress yourself," he had said to her one day, after listening to yet another tale of magic and heroism from this other, barely imaginable time. He was, he knew, half-intoxicated by the lilting sound of her voice and the raven blackness of her long hair against her white skin. As the story unwound about them, he could see her in it as if she had touched his eyes with a glamour. Barbara had, of course, blushed hotly and the spell had been broken. But the memory had remained.
"A penny for your thoughts," he said, as they watched the distant star on the display.
Without looking at him, Barbara said, "I was thinking how much all this would have made sense to them." He knew she was talking about the ancient Celts of pre-Christian Europe and waited for her to go on. "They were more at home with alienness than we are. Is there such a word? Alienness?"
"You're the linguist."
"They expected it. They believed in it. How easily they could have coped with the anomaly in the drive room. A place where the boundary to the Otherworld was thinner and people and fairies could pass through in either direction, the way Akiro passed through. How easily they would have handled the idea of a long and dangerous quest to meet unimaginable beings with superhuman powers."
"I wish I could be so blasé.” Geoffrey sighed. “This whole thing has me scared stiff. I hope this quest of ours doesn't need any heroes because I'm feeling more like turning around and running the closer we get."
"I wish you wouldn't always put yourself down like that," she said, concerned for him.
"Oh, it was only a little put-down. Nothing serious."
She smiled at him. "And I can't talk, can I?"
"It's a cultural thing, maybe even an animal instinct. I want to appease you so you won't hurt me."
She laughed. "You want to roll over on your back for me, like a puppy. Well I'll be too busy rolling over for you too!"
They both paused over the ambiguity of what they had just said and where the conversation might be taken – if Barbara had been another person, if Geoffrey had dared go there. It happened a lot, lately. They began, almost, to flirt and then withdrew, alarmed, both unwilling to start something that might take them away from the safety and comfort they had come to feel with one another. Neither spoke about it and neither wanted to think about it. They both looked back at the display.
"I suppose it could happen at any moment," she said. Geoffrey looked at her sharply and, realising her mistake, she hurriedly added, "Meeting the aliens, I mean. I suppose they could easily come out to meet us."
Geoffrey had thought about this a lot. "No, they won't meet us. They could have come all the way to Earth, if they'd wanted to. But they didn't. They want us to come to them for some reason."
"But why? It doesn't seem very..."
"Friendly? No. It doesn't. But we can't judge them by our own cultural standards. Perhaps for them it is a greater honour to visit than to be visited. Perhaps there are social niceties to do with perceived status – you know, like one of your Celtic kings would have thought it beneath his dignity to visit an inferior. Maybe their IR drive broke down. Without knowing anything about them, the possibilities are enormous."
"Well, they don't sound particularly haughty." She nodded towards the message on the wall. "They sound sort of cute."
Geoffrey laughed. "You're right. When I read that stuff, I see little teddy-bear creatures with big eyes and round bellies. They probably sing a lot, in high, piping voices."
Barbara looked at him, still smiling but with eyes filled with anxiety. "Oh God, I hope you're right," she said. “I really, really hope you're right."
-oOo-
"Deploy the fighters, if you would Mr. Pearce."
Pearce passed the Captain's command on to the ship and Spaceripper's traffic management subsystems began working with the squadron leader of the three space fighters to move them out of the hangar and into space. Forward theatre sensor array platforms had accelerated away from the ship two hours earlier and were confirming what the ship's onboard sensors had already told them: the space between themselves and the object they were approaching was empty. Fu was a cautious man, however, the kind of man who had survived and prospered in a very uncertain calling. He had also been involved in several military encounters on his own and Petrov's behalf – usually with rival gang lords but occasionally with local governments tired of paying protection money or with UNPF forces trying to make some politician or other look good. He deployed weapons drones in a wide sphere around the ship along with clouds of little electronic countermeasure bots. Spaceripper's milspec outer hull could absorb and channel huge amounts of energy from beam weapons, dissipating it via targetable X-ray lasers. So the fighters were probably overkill. Still, Captain Fu liked to have options in such situations. Lots and lots of options.
A discretely positioned countdown display showed there were just fourteen hours and three minutes to their arrival. They had been hailing the object constantly since the drive went off, signalling with every technology they could muster but it had remained ominously silent. Their tame linguist – an arrogant Swiss man with a nose as large as his ego – had been flogged by Petrov's people. Apparently, Petrov had decided that he had not been sending the right messages and that lacerating the skin of his back would help him formulate better ones. Fu hoped the man was as good as he thought he was since the ship had been sending their environmental requirements in Galingua on a repeating loop for the past ten hours and it could be rather bad for the landing team if he got that wrong.
The images from the forward arrays showed the object in fine detail now. It looked for all the world like a gigantic aspirin – a pure white disc with flat edges and white domes on each face. Fu would not have been too surprised to see a dividing line and a manufacturer's logo stamped into the upper surface. Except that it was ninety kilometres in diameter and ten kilometres deep. Almost no features showed on the upper and lower domes but the edge, two kilometres high, had subtle markings which could be doorways, engine ports, weapons ports... Anything, really. Of course, to the naked eye, the disc was a brilliant pink, reflecting the bloody light of the star it orbited but the ship's grid was correcting for this and presenting the object in its true colours.
They were approaching on a gentle curve that would bring them into the plane of the disc's orbit and match its speed, gaining ground on the object slowly and inexorably. The disc was spinning along an axis through a line that was aligned with its orbit and which always pointed in the direction of its motion because it processed 360 degrees in each orbit. The simulation made it look like a tossed coin, each of its domed faces turning towards the Sun once every forty-seven hours. Fu imagined himself standing on one of the domes. The big orange ball of Gamma Sagittae would rise slowly each day and crawl across the sky. Each day would be almost a whole Earth Standard day long from dawn to dusk. Then would come a day-long night. Somewhere inside this huge... Huge what? Spaceship? It was big enough to contain dozens, maybe hundreds of the biggest human space stations. Even a gigantic ship like Spaceripper was a gnat compared to this behemoth. Somewhere inside were the alien creatures who had built it. Creatures who had the resources, technology and sheer power to build something this big. The simplicity, the smoothness, the symmetry of the object spoke of the creatures' mastery of space construction. It made even the Mao Commemorative Palace of the People, humanity's most ambitious space structure, with its fourteen luxury hotels, its famous sports dome, genetech zoo and space museum, seem small and crude by comparison.
"Fantastic, is it not?" he asked.
But his First Officer mistook his object. "Damn right! This is one hell of a ship!" Pearce, absorbed in Spaceripper's databases, was discovering more about its capabilities all the time. "Petrov must have been planning to fight the First Fleet when he specced this beast."
"No, he was planning this very day."
"Well I wish we could keep her. There's nothing you couldn't do in a ship like this."
Fu looked out at the object with anxious eyes. "I hope you're right, my friend. I really hope you're right."
-oOo-
Captain Robert Ashton was, as usual, in his control room. He could have as easily managed Canta Libre lying on his bed in his quarters – all the ship's controls and displays were virtual, apart from the emergency back-ups, and the ship's AM was clever enough to do almost everything Ashton could imagine wanting to do, just by being told. However, the psychology of human beings lagged millions of years behind their technology and ship's designers had long since discovered that people liked to have special places to go to do certain things. They liked to be physically together when they worked together. They liked to be able to use their bodies, their voices, their senses, unmediated by virtual worlds and telepresence. So people latched their augmented senses to the physical world and the ship's grid managed things so that all the tools they needed were there around them. As far as Ashton was concerned, being unlatched in full VR was for entertainment and art – neither of which he had much time for – and going native with no augmentation at all was for fringe loonies and, anyway, it upset the AMs.
"Any idea what's out there?"
He and the ship were discussing the sensor data – or lack of it.
"The forward sensors are detecting only very faint signals. Nothing intelligible can be resolved."
"Show me." A display filled with numbers and then cleared. An image formed, dark violet shadows against a deep indigo background. It meant nothing. Ashton snorted in frustration. "Tell me again why we can't see anything."
"Yes, Captain. The IR effect opens a hole in space-time ahead of the ship. It is just one Plank unit deep and stays open just long enough for the ship to fall through it. Since it is a discontinuity in space-time, we take no time to pass through the hole and we travel no distance. However, because of the Wang-Torrisi effect and our real forward motion, we emerge from the hole a little over ten to the power minus twenty-eight metres further forward."
"Not very far," Ashton mumbled. This stuff gave him a headache.
"No," the ship conceded, "but it is a speed multiplier of almost eleven million times."
"So?"
"The hole we make should allow photons approaching from the other side to pass through but the Wang-Torrisi effect creates a huge disturbance in space-time at our side, it creates a quark plasma that propagates across the hole ahead of us and reflects almost all energy coming at us from the other side. The image you are looking at is based on a very faint neutrino signal that leaks through the plasma."
"That means, to anyone watching our approach, we would seem like a big mirror heading towards them?"
"Heading away from them, actually. The first photons they would see would be the ones reflected from our arrival point. Photons reflected from earlier parts of our journey will arrive much later because they travel only at the speed of light."
Ashton shook his head. He had the mental image of standing on the observation deck as they arrived and seeing his own ship backing away from itself at the speed of light. Physics was just too hard. The important point was that no-one would know that they were coming until they arrived. "I just wish we could see what we were getting ourselves into," he grumbled.
"Talking to yourself, Bob?"
It was one of the general's favourite little jokes but, after three months of it, Ashton was finding it a bit less than amusing. He turned to see Ramirez standing in the doorway. Another thing that Ashton found a little hard to stay calm about was the way that everybody on the ship seemed to think it was OK just to saunter into his control room whenever they felt like a chat. He bit down on his rising irritation, well aware that it was born of a long and stressful journey rather than anything real. "Can I help you, sir?"
Ramirez shook his head. "Not unless you can tell me what's out there. Which I take it you can't."
Ashton drew a deep breath. "It seems the laws of physics are against us."
The general stared at him for a few seconds, as if he was deciding whether to say what he was about to. Then he made his mind up. "I think I made a mistake locking up the Chinese guys."
Ashton tried to keep his face still. "Really, sir?"
"It's caused a lot of bad feeling on the ship. Morale's pretty crap, don't you think?"
Ashton was cautious. "I think people understand your reasons, sir."
"Do you? I think they think I'm a tin-pot dictator – and a racist to boot. I think they think I enjoy locking people up."
What's this? A crisis of confidence? Ashton groaned inwardly. Didn't he have enough to worry about without the general making using him as his confessor? A sudden thought brought Ashton up sharp. Maybe the general really does feel the lack of a confessor! He's from the Federación Americana, after all, second only to the Nation of Islam for religious fundamentalism. It's funny. I've never asked him whether he is a believer. But then, why would I? What sane person believes in all that stuff these days? Would the UNPF really have put the mission in the hands of a religious nut?
"It certainly hasn't been a popular move in some quarters," he ventured.
"You mean the civilians, right?"
"I suppose." People like Geoff Cejka and Henri Petain had made no attempt to hide how barbaric they found the whole business. Inge Hartmann had stopped speaking to the general altogether. A curious stance for a professional diplomat to take.
"Yeah, them. But it's you and your guys too." Ashton began to protest but Ramirez cut him off. "Shit, it's my own people too. Lenahan and Liapis grumble all the time about having to do guard duty week in week out." He cast about and found a chair to slump into. "Can't say I blame them."
Ashton wanted to move the conversation forward. "And now you want to release them?"
Ramirez was glum. "Yeah. Should have done it weeks ago. Too damned stubborn for my own good."
"So you don't think they pose any risk?"
"Damned if I know. I know we've had no trouble since we locked them up but I want them out before we get to GS." He'd started referring to Gamma Sagittae as 'GS' a few weeks ago but it hadn't caught on. Probably another sign of his unpopularity. "Hartmann's right about that. We can't turn up to meet these aliens with two of our own people in gaol. It's not a good look. Also, I want a full complement if we run into trouble. If we need to make a fight of it, I don't want one hand tied behind my back."
"So you're going to set them free?"
Ramirez didn't seem to hear the question, he was so deep in thought. A long silence ensued in which Ashton felt increasingly uncomfortable. Then, softly, the general said, "Yes, I'm going to set them free." He looked up at Ashton. "What's the reaction going to be?"
Ashton considered and dismissed a couple of glib answers. "Relief, I think. Mostly. I think people will be glad it's all over. It's going to be hard for Teng and Wu. People feel sorry for them but they are bound to treat them with a bit of... wariness. At least for a while. I imagine they both feel pretty resentful."
Ramirez snorted. "You could say that!" He scowled at the ground for a moment. "Probably the worst mistake of my career."
For the first time, Ashton felt a pang of sympathy for the old soldier. What would I have done in his shoes? "You acted decisively and in the best interests of the mission," he said, firmly. "Leadership isn't a popularity contest."
"Amen to that!"
They regarded each other for a while. Then the general rose wearily to his feet. "Right. Let's get this thing done. Let me know the instant you get any new information."
Ashton watched him go. There'll probably be a party tonight to celebrate the releases. If there was, he probably wouldn't be welcome. People thought of him as being on the general's side. Some of them had been noticeably cool towards him for weeks. What the hell? He hated parties anyway and the fewer people who felt the need to socialise with him, the better.
"How long until we turn off the drive?" he asked the ship.
"Forty-nine hours and seventeen minutes," it told him.
And from there on, they were playing it by ear. The next move would depend entirely on what they found in the Gamma Sagittae system. Something safe and friendly, he prayed silently. "OK," he sighed. "Let's go through the crew roster again. Then we'll take another trip through the systems checks."
-oOo-
On board the Spaceripper, wall-panels pulsed orange and orders filled everyone's head as they came through the ship's PA direct to their public minds. "All crew on shift Alpha to your stations. This is not a drill. Shift Alpha to your stations. All non-essential personnel to your quarters at once. The ship is on orange alert." The appropriate information links appeared in case anyone didn't yet know what this meant. "This is not a drill. All non-essential personnel to your rooms. Anyone found in the corridors will be detained and may be punished."
"I guess that's us," McBain said. "Non-essential personnel." He and Kitty had already been in their room when the fuss had started.
"We've arrived haven't we?" Kitty said.
McBain grinned at her. "This is not a drill."
"I suppose not." She stood up and began to pace. "What do you think they'll be like?"
As his reply, McBain shared a display with her that he'd been watching since the alarms started. There, in front of the ship was an almost-featureless white wall. It stretched up, down and sideways, filling the screen. "Not quite what I expected," he said. The ship seemed to be moving along the face of the endless wall. "Hang on," he said and began calling up other images and data. "Nice of them to share this with us," he muttered. "Aha!" And there it was, a new point-of-view – artificially composed of course – that showed the whole of the alien disc and Spaceripper crawling along its outer rim like a little black insect. A midge, perhaps, McBain thought.
"Holy shit!"
McBain called for measurements and the outrageous scale of the alien object became clear. "No views inside yet," he grumbled. "All the scans just seem to be bouncing off it. Hang on." He poked around for a moment and the domed surface lit up with vague, blobby patterns in reds and greens. "That's its surface temperature," he said.
Kitty stared at it with intense interest but said nothing.
"Hmmm. Doesn't mean much to me, either." He fiddled about a little longer, then rainbow patterns of concentric rings spread across the object. "Those are its surface vibrations, its, er, seismology, I suppose."
"Is it a spaceship?"
"A flying saucer?" McBain hadn't a clue but it just seemed too big to be a vehicle. "A space station maybe?"
"It's bigger than the Prometheus Space Dock. Bigger than the Mao Commemorative Palace. Bigger than..."
McBain stopped her. "Kitty, that thing is the size of several Earth cities. You could give every man woman and child on Earth – what? twenty billion people? – their own space inside those domes and they'd get thousands of cubic metres each!"
"It doesn't look very alien, does it? I mean, it wouldn't be out of the question that people would build something like this one day, would it?"
McBain shrugged. To him, the sheer size of the thing made it seem inhuman. People just didn't make things that big. Not single things. They made cities, of course – big ones – but they were messy, organic things, trailing off along roads, reaching up in ragged towers, cramming buildings into corners and crevices. Cities grew and changed, they flowed and spilled. This object was clean and symmetrical, planned and executed as a single, immense, whole – and it was finished, with no possibility of argument. What did that tell them about the alien's minds? What did it say about their society? He shrugged again. They would know soon enough.



Chapter 16
"Captain! It's a beacon!"
Pearce enlarged the display so that Fu could see it. Petrov, who had come to stand with them like a dark angel in the background of the control room, stepped closer. The ship spoke up, "The signal contains a message in Galingua."
"What message?" Petrov hissed.
In a different voice, the ship said, “You are welcome. We have waited in longing. Follow. Come to us."
Petrov snarled. He didn't like it. It was the same childish drivel as the first message. Were these creatures imbeciles? Would he be dealing with children? "Ask them for instructions. Tell them what we need."
Pearce looked at Fu who, with a flick of his head instructed him to proceed. While Pearce worked with the ship to negotiate their entry to the enormous disc, Fu watched Petrov who was still scrutinising the displays.
"Why haven't they objected to our fighters?" Petrov asked. "Why don't they complain that our targeting lasers are on them?"
Fu spoke carefully, as he always did in Petrov's presence. "My opinion is worthless speculation, of course, but I suspect that either our weapons are no threat to them, or they are innocents with no thought of aggression from strangers."
Petrov treated the second option with the contempt he felt it deserved. The first option, he disliked intensely. "What if they fear our weapons but they want to trick us into a position of weakness?"
Fu bowed to acknowledge his master's great wisdom. "Of course. Then, as K'ung Fu Tzu tells us, we must be wary and exercise diligence."
"Captain," Pearce interrupted them. "They want us to head for a point on the dome. They seem to say it will open and let us bring the ship in for a landing."
For an instant, they all boggled at the idea of landing a space cruiser. It just wasn't a notion that made any sense. "Tell them our ship stays here. We will come to them in the landers."
Pearce set about trying to convey the message.
"Will you go yourself?" Fu asked. Petrov hesitated a moment before hissing an affirmative.
"I already have three landers prepped and at your disposal, sir. Will you require so many?"
Petrov turned to look at his Captain for the first time since entering the room. For a moment, he studied the round, smiling face. "You will come with me."
Fu's smile faltered. He blinked and stammered. "I? I, er..." He looked at Pearce who was steadfastly looking elsewhere. "I would be honoured, of course, Great Sir."
Petrov watched the man bow deeply and sneered in contempt. "Make the arrangements," he hissed and left the room.
-oOo-
Fu's smile had gone when he rose. Instead he was all tight-lipped anger. Damn the man! Not only had he made it clear he did not trust his own Captain – which was fair enough – but now he wanted to risk Fu's life yet further on this hare-brained adventure. Fu looked again at Pearce, who was still looking elsewhere. He himself did not trust his own second-in-command but Fu believed he knew Pearce and understood him completely. At the slightest sign of trouble, Pearce would turn the ship about and run for home, leaving the landing party to its fate. This must not be allowed to happen.
"Mr Pearce," he said, casually. "We have served together for many years, have we not?" Pearce eyed him suspiciously, sensing that something bad was coming. "You must realise, I suppose, that you have become, over the years, like a brother to me. A dear and beloved brother."
Pearce’s look became a scowl. "If you want to borrow money, just say so."
Fu let his smile grow wider. "I am devastated that I must leave you behind on this ship, at the mercy of who knows what alien forces while I am safe in the protective care of our great leader."
"I bet."
"I suppose I have an excess of imagination," Fu lamented. "I can picture the alien hordes overrunning this poor vessel and you and the crew being eaten alive, or drafted into slavery." He laughed lightly and waved a hand. "It is a terrible vision. So you will be grateful to know that I have taken precautions on your behalf. I have spent a little time working with one of our nuclear warheads and I have persuaded it to arm itself. I gave it the command just this moment. I know I cannot be around to protect you all, so this is the next best thing. If I do not return within two days and give it the code word, it will detonate, destroying the ship and any evil invaders who have occupied it, sparing you all your hideous fate."
Pearce’s face was rigid with fury. "You're bluffing."
Fu was all innocent hurt. "My dear sir, you will thank me if it ever comes to it and you are cocooned in slime, being marinated for an alien victory feast."
"Why you..."
"I'm sure that everything will be well. I will get back safely and the bomb will be disarmed. Then we can all go home with our skins intact."
Pearce tensed momentarily as if toying with the idea of smashing his fist into that smug grin. "I still say you're bluffing."
Fu's smile widened further but his eyes became hard as iron. "Now why would I do that, Mr Pearce, when it was so simple to arrange?"
-oOo-
"I'm getting off."
"What!" McBain goggled at Kitty in astonishment.
"I'm getting off. We can't stay here. They'll ask you to do something for them and then they'll kill you when you don't. Then they'll kill me. Or send me to work with the whores, which is worse."
"What do you mean 'we'? You want me to go too?"
"Does mass make you stupid as well as weird? What were you planning? To stay in your room and hope no-one notices you're still here? Mike, they're going to kill us – for one reason or another, sooner or later. This might be our only chance." She was moving about the room putting her few belongings into a small shoulder bag.
"Chance of what? Where do you think you're going, out the airlock?"
"No. We're going down with the landing party."
"Down? You mean over there, to that alien... thing?" He was on his feet now, gesturing at the display. "Do you know what's over there?"
"No."
"Exactly! No-one knows. That's the point."
Kitty stopped her packing and turned to face McBain, looking the distraught chemist in the eye. "Mike, we can't stay here and there's nowhere else to go. Do you understand?"
McBain drew a breath for his riposte but then stopped and simply stood there blinking at her.
“It's true that no-one knows what's over there,” she said. “But they're obviously civilised and sophisticated beings. Why shouldn't they also know the difference between right and wrong? Maybe they'll help us, give us sanctuary, take us back to Earth. At least there's a chance. If we stay with Petrov, our chances are zero.”
"All right," he said.
Kitty was speechless. She had been expecting more of a struggle than this. "Well... Good." She looked at him with a puzzled expression and he smiled at her, apparently enjoying her surprise. "You'd better pack a bag," she said, feeling irritated. "We don't know anything about what they're going to do. We need to find out their plans. I've already scoped out the landers and I know just where we can hide." McBain's smile stayed in place. There was something he wasn't telling her. "What?" she demanded. "What?"
"I've got a little surprise for you. A present." He made a quick call, private-to-private. "It'll take a minute or two. I'll get my stuff together."
Kitty watched him in exasperation as he pulled out a large bag and began pondering his extensive wardrobe. "You can't take much," she warned. "There isn't much room." But McBain blithely ignored her, humming happily to himself.
When the doorbell rang, he almost skipped across the room to open it himself. Kitty watched his performance with mounting anxiety. What was he up to? Then the door slid open and Hans was standing there with a shock gun in his hand. McBain fell back saying, "You'd better come in."
Seeing her old enemy, armed and here at this particular moment, Kitty leapt to the conclusion Hans was here to kill them both. Maybe Petrov had had enough of her. Maybe they knew somehow what she'd been planning. She grabbed the only weapon she could find – a plastic coffee jug and wielded it defensively. McBain, to her astonishment, calmly closed the door and walked past Hans towards her. Was he in with them? Had she been so wrong about him? She raised the jug threateningly. "What's going on? What–?"
But McBain stopped her with a raised hand and turned back to their visitor. "Hans, tell Kitty why you're here."
Hans, looking a little confused, said, "I came to help you." He looked earnestly at McBain. "I want to help you."
"You want to help Kitty too, don't you?"
It was clear from Hans' face that this was a revelation to him. "Yes! Yes I do. I want to help you both."
The light dawned in Kitty's face. "You've done something to him! You've fed him mass somehow!"
McBain's smile disappeared. "You said it yourself. They're going to kill us. This one would do it just for fun. I've got no qualms about it."
"What's it do? Why is he acting so creepy?"
"He's just become very suggestible. He suddenly finds he wants to do anything we suggest to him." He turned to Hans. "Don't you?"
"Yes! I do! Isn't that weird?"
Kitty was shocked. "It's whore dust isn't it?"
"You've heard of it then?"
"I always thought it was just a bloke's fantasy. I didn't know it was real."
"It probably was just a fantasy. I doubt that anyone you know could have afforded it."
"Oh my God! You invented it, didn't you?"
McBain watched her, grimly. "We've had this scene."
"Oh my God! What about all the people...? All the women who...?" Kitty turned and took several paces away, the horror of it all suddenly overwhelming.
McBain was instantly and defensively angry about her self-righteous attitude. He had done what he had to. He had done all he could. "We're not going to get out of here without help. So I got us some help. We don't have many options here."
Kitty spun around to face him. "It's not him! I don't give a stuff what you do to him! It's all those others. All those innocent..." Her anger choked her off and then her anger was suddenly deflated by the sight of the wretched Hans watching her with wide, eager eyes. She turned away again with a sob. "Is he happy?" she asked, wanting to find a grain of redemption for her friend.
"Was he ever?" McBain grumbled. Then, with a sigh, he shrugged away his anger. To Kitty, he looked so miserable she could barely stand it. A weakness seemed to run through him like cold water. Dismally, he said, "He'll be happy if he can help us."
Kitty, her eyes turning to Hans, nodded in silence. "Can you help us get off the ship?" she asked him.
Hans looked confused. "I don't know?"
"You need to ask him simpler things," said McBain, weakly. "He wants to help us. He will do all he can. Listen. Hans, when will they be leaving the ship to go over to the alien station?"
Hans brightened up. "They're getting the landers ready now. I got the order just before you called."
"Damn!" McBain and Kitty exchanged glances. There wasn't any more time. They had to act right now. "Can you get us aboard one of the landers without anybody else noticing?" he asked Hans.
Their erstwhile enemy thought for a moment. "Yes. Come on." He headed for the door but McBain stopped him.
"Kitty? Do you still want to do this?"
Kitty was feeling as scared and uncertain as she could ever remember being but she took a deep breath, straightened up and said, "Yes," with absolute conviction.
"Then tell Hans where we're trying to hide so he doesn't take us to the wrong place."
She didn't want to speak to their dog-like companion but, as they headed into the corridor, she described her escape plan.
-oOo-
Three landers left the belly of Spaceripper and made their way slowly towards a spot on the disc's sunward dome. There was no sign of an opening, or of any ships emerging to rendezvous with them. Pearce watched anxiously. Every missile he had and every beam weapon was trained on the disc and Pearce was rigid with the strain of being ready to fire them all. Spaceripper itself was pointing away from the disc and slowly edging away from it, ready to run with all speed at the merest hint of attack. The plan in Pearce’s mind was to get the hell out of there and let Fu and Petrov take their chances. In the unlikely event they survived... Well, he'd worry about how to deal with them when they were all back in SolSystem. And, as for the nuke. Maybe Fu was bluffing. If not, he'd have the resources of the whole ship to try to disarm it.
As he watched the little line of landers creeping across the bright surface of the dome, he saw a small speck appear in its whiteness ahead of them. Immediately, his heartbeat leapt up another twenty beats per second as he zoomed in and focussed on the speck.
Not a speck, at all, he saw now but an opening, dark by comparison to the dazzling sunlit exterior and – he did a double-take. The read-outs showed it widening to sixty-, eighty-, a hundred metres wide! He could easily have driven Spaceripper itself into that gigantic maw. The three small landers seemed to drift towards it like hapless sardines into a shark's open jaws.
-oOo-
The pilot looked around at Petrov anxiously. “We’re being drawn in, sir, I – I think. It could be that they've taken over the controls."
"Can you steer?"
The pilot went still as he communicated with the lander. "The ship's not responding to any commands."
"Weapons?"
Another brief pause. "Nothing, sir. We're helpless."
To the man's surprise, Petrov seemed to smile and relax back into his seat. "Interesting," he said. "Sit back and enjoy the ride. There's no point fussing."
Beside Petrov in the lander, Fu dabbed at the sweat on his face. In his private mind, he checked the status of each of the weapons he had concealed about him. Everything was fully charged or loaded and at operational readiness. Carefully, he reached across and rested a hand on the hunting knife inside the sleeve of his jacket. It was a comfort to know he was not entirely dependent on high technology for his survival.
-oOo-
Colonel Teng and Special Agent Wu entered the recreation room to a small ripple of applause. Teng was straight-faced, perhaps even scowling a little. Wu acknowledged the greeting with a small smile and a nod. Everyone was there except BS, which kept its tireless vigil outside the drive room. Even Susan had been persuaded away from her experiments for the occasion. Geoffrey, himself applauding the two hapless Chinese, looked around at his companions. This was the first time they had all been together in almost three months.
Petain leapt to his feet and grabbed Wu's hand, pumping it vigorously and pointedly expressing his pleasure that 'common sense had prevailed over knee-jerk fascism'. The ambassador also rose to shake their hands but Teng simply stood with his hands at his sides while she held hers out to him. "I'm sure you feel a quite natural resentment at your treatment, Colonel," she muttered, stepping back in acute embarrassment.
"If we could all take our seats," said the general in a loud voice, standing himself and letting his gaze rest briefly on each of them as the talking stopped and everyone found a chair. Geoffrey looked over at Lenahan and Liapis and noticed with a shock that they were both armed. Was Ramirez expecting trouble? "I'd like to say a couple of things and I want everybody to hear them.
"First, I'd like to welcome Colonel Teng and Special Agent Wu back into the team." He waited a second for a quick ripple of general approval to pass. "Second, I want to apologise to both of them and to everybody here for what has happened." The swapping of glances and murmurings of surprise that followed suggested that not everyone had expected such an apology. Ramirez held up a hand and there was silence again. "I made a mistake. I shouldn't have done what I did. I had no good grounds for distrusting our colleagues here." He looked out over their heads, not catching anyone's eye and Geoffrey thought he could see how painful this was for the stiff-necked general. Ramirez didn't speak for a while and Geoffrey was just beginning to wonder if that was it when he gave a cough and started again.
"We are just twenty-four hours from GS. We stand on the threshold of the greatest moment in human history. Tomorrow we – the people in this room – may well be standing before a race of alien beings. We will be representing our whole species. By our behaviour they will judge the human race." He frowned a little and blinked, perhaps struggling for words. "It is a time for each of us to examine themselves, to look deep into themselves and ask themselves the hard questions." People began exchanging glances again and the general seemed to notice his little speech was going awry.
"What I'm saying is that I've been asking myself those questions. I've been facing up to the fear and insecurity that drove my decision to imprison these men. I've been asking myself what value I really place in trust and fairness and how to weigh this against safety and duty." He closed his eyes and shook his head, sighing in frustration at his inability to express what he meant. "Anyway, I just wanted you all to know that I'm sorry for what I did and that I hope we can all get past this and face the challenge and the adventure of what is coming together, as a team, as a single, united species." He gave another short sigh. "That's all."
The general's speech was greeted with absolute silence. No-one seemed willing to say anything and, indeed, Geoffrey thought, it would be hard to know what was appropriate. Those, like Petain, who had loudly opposed the general's actions could possibly have thanked him for his concession that they had been right all along but they didn't seem willing to grant the man even this much kindness. The two released prisoners might have magnanimously accepted this courageous admission of error but, after weeks of incarceration, neither of them seemed prepared to offer even this modicum of forgiveness. The ambassador stirred uneasily and Geoffrey supposed they were in for some kind of embarrassing response from her. But in the end it was Susan Iverson who got to her feet and spoke.
"Is that it?" she asked. "Can we go now?"
The general's eyes narrowed as he returned her gaze. "No, Professor. There is a little more. If you would care to be seated again." With a sigh, Susan took her seat. "Thank you. All right. As I said, we're just one day away from our destination. We don't know what is waiting for us out there but we're as prepared as we ever will be." Geoffrey noticed the slightly ironical smile with which Ramirez said this. "I have posted duty rosters for the next few days. I want all civilian personnel rested and on hand when we come out of the stunnel. We don't know how soon our hosts will make contact after we appear in their system, so we need to be ready. Any questions?" Again, no-one spoke. Not that the general gave them much chance to. "OK. That's all. Sorry to have detained you, Professor." And with that, he left the room. As the hubbub rose in his wake, Colonel Teng also got up and left, having spoken to no-one.
"I wish he hadn't called them our hosts," Barbara said to Geoffrey. "It made me think of huge armies, or swarms."
For a moment, Geoffrey couldn't think why and then he got it. "Like the Heavenly Host, you mean?"
Barbara smiled. "Hmmm. Choirs of angels is a much nicer image."
Susan also left quickly but the others gathered around Wu, wanting to shake his hand and welcome him back. He accepted their congratulations with polite smiles and nods but said nothing apart from that he was glad to be free again. All in all, thought Geoffrey, a bit of an anti-climax.
"I wish Teng had stayed too," the ambassador said loudly, as Geoffrey also took his leave and headed back to his quarters. The proximity of the big day was weighing on him and he had begun very much to regret his decision to take part in the mission. He had spent most of his adult life studying the science and speculation about intelligent alien life and he was sure the likelihood of friendly contact was extremely low. Yet, even though faster-than-light travel had existed for over a hundred years, no-one had really taken the idea seriously. All the planets that had been visited – Earthlike or not – had been dead. The people in charge obviously thought the odds were slim that they would ever face an encounter like this one. So they were totally unprepared when it happened. Well, not totally. They'd had this half-arsed mission in a bottom drawer somewhere. They should have waited and thought it through! But, of course, they couldn't. Every state, physical and corporate, would want to stake a claim, get the trade, get the technology. That message arriving in SolSystem was like a starter pistol being fired. Better by far that the UN got there first – even with a half-arsed mission – than that a single state did it. The resulting imbalance of power if anyone could establish an exclusive relationship would be catastrophic. That it was the Chinese who had tried to sabotage them was probably just a sign of their superior intelligence capabilities. Geoffrey wouldn't have put it past any state to have tried if it thought it had a shot at getting out here.
So why had he agreed to go along? Curiosity. He was risking his life for the sake of meeting a real alien in the flesh. How human! Or was it just obsession? Would it make his life complete? More to the point, could he have lived with himself if he hadn't come?
It was too late to know. The die was cast. And tomorrow...
Tomorrow he would know.
-oOo-
When things had settled down a little, Special Agent Wu sought out Colonel Teng. He found him in his quarters.
"I'd have thought you would want to spend as little time in here as possible now you don't have to, Frank."
Teng smiled, wryly. "Come in, Kwang Fu. Or would you like to go down to the refec. I still haven't got used to the idea that I can just print whatever food I like, whenever I want to. I used to hate having to eat only when Ramirez's guards brought my meals."
"Let's stay here. I don't want to be mobbed by well-wishers again." They made themselves comfortable. "You seem a bit more relaxed than you did during the general's speech."
"I resented having to listen to that pompous idiot agonising about what he'd done to us as if it had hurt him more than it hurt us."
Wu laughed although Teng did not look amused. "Still, it's over now. Even the speeches are over."
Teng still did not crack his dour mask. "You work for the UNPF don't you?"
"Yes?"
"I'm part of the Hegemony's standing army. The Three-Hundred and Forty-Fifth Brigade of the New People's Guard. Do you know how I got assigned to this mission?" Wu shook his head. "My uncle is Chairman of the Committee for Extrasolar Exploration. They asked the committee to nominate a loyal and trustworthy soldier to join the mission and ensure the Hegemony's interests were served. My uncle pulled strings. Pure nepotism but I was happy to get the chance. It might as well be me as someone else's nephew, eh?" He looked suddenly uncomfortable and stopped speaking.
Wu prodded him to go on. "Remember to thank your uncle for the favour he did you."
But Teng seemed not to hear him. "Do you know the worst thing about all this?" Wu said nothing. "It's that the Hegemony tried to kill us all. That, at a moment like this, they had acted in their usual, self-interested way." Wu could see anger bubbling beneath his compatriot's rigid self-control. "They betrayed me and you. They betrayed the UN. They betrayed the whole human race!"
Wu said, carefully, "We only have Akiro's word that the Hegemony was behind this."
"Don't pretend you don't believe it! Even Hartmann believes it, though she's too full of diplomatic bullshit to say so." He snorted in contempt. "I gave my life to the Hegemony. I know it isn't much – a colonel in an obscure brigade of sappers – but it's a life all the same. They decorated me, you know, for defusing a bomb at the battle of Golden Hope." Wu vaguely remembered an uprising on Europa, at one of the Hegemony's ice mines. The mine was called Golden Hope. "I would have died for them. Just to keep our space dominions supplied with cheap water." He seemed to have lost his thread and went off into a brief reverie.
After a while he continued. "You forgive the corruption, the nepotism, even the oppression. You forgive their expansionist aggression and their cynical use of interstate institutions like the UN. You forgive it because, in the end, it is the people who share the benefits. Oh I know it's not perfect, that power and wealth are unfairly distributed, but it's the best that humanity has ever achieved. I really believe that. We're an imperfect species with imperfect institutions, yet how noble are the aims of our state, how fundamentally good what they set out to achieve. And look, look at the alternative. Unfettered Capitalism! So we forgive them when better men are passed over in favour of better-connected ones, when the bureaucracy seems to stifle every attempt to improve things, when they tell you to blow up a hundred starving miners and their families..."
There was a long silence in which Wu struggled to find something to say. He had found his own way of living with the Hegemony many years ago by putting himself in the service of the UNPF on their behalf. It gave him the distance he needed to cope with it, while still seeming to serve his state with eagerness. It seemed that Teng was having a crisis of faith. Something not uncommon in the Hegemony, where constant enthusiasm was expected of every citizen. "What about the rest of the mission? You still believe in that?"
Teng shrugged. "What happened here could start a war back home you know. There is a great deal at stake." Suddenly he was furious. "How could they be so stupid? How could they risk so much on a blind gamble? What were they thinking? They would lead us to chaos!"
Wu, who had also had long weeks to think about this, said, "It is not such a risk if they think that a war is in their interests."
They both sat in silence. It was often said that the Chinese Hegemony was ready to take the next big step in its growth and its domination of human affairs. It had been the major power on Earth for a hundred and fifty years now and no state had had such a commanding lead in military and economic power since the time, long past, that the United States had been strong. But the US had succumbed to religious fundamentalism and, after decades of attempting to oppress and conquer other nations to impose its archaic, Christian credo, it had crumbled from within, its science and technology incapable of matching that of the more enlightened nations, its once mighty economy undermined fatally by religious leaders who wanted to control every aspect of public and private life. Eventually, battered and threatened by the states it had once bullied, it had petitioned for membership in the burgeoning Federación Americana and, by a slim majority vote, was accepted into the fledgling Superstate. After that, it was a two-horse race between the Union of Europe and the Hegemony which had, by then, acquired all of Southern Asia, Japan, Australia and those parts of India which had not gone over to the Nation of Islam. For a long time, the UE, with what was once Russia now part of its dominions had looked as if it would win the struggle but the Chinese had been more far-sighted, had invested more heavily in the colonisation and exploitation of the solar system and, in the end, this had tipped the scales firmly in their favour. But their dramatic expansion had slowly ebbed and a balance between the superstates had arisen that the newly-styled Union Lords in Beijing found most galling. Perhaps war really was what they were after.
"I will not help them start a war," Teng declared.
"You would not disobey an order," Wu said firmly. It alarmed him that Teng might be saying rash things that they might both regret.
For a moment, the colonel was defiant but then his eyes fell and Wu felt easier. A dangerous moment had passed. With time, Teng would find balance again.
"And you, Kwang Fu? How do you feel about the mission?" Before their incarceration they had barely spoken. Now they were friends and confidants.
"The mission is as important as it always was and I feel as honoured as before to be a part of it."
"And Ramirez?"
"The general is a soldier with all our lives in his hands. His decision to lock us up was the right one. His decision to set us free was foolishness and weakness." He flashed a mischievous smile. "Not that I am complaining."
"It would serve him right if we did blow up the ship!" Teng declared, but he too was grinning now.



Chapter 17
Petrov watched the great doors open. No, not doors, exactly. It was as if a portion of the dome was dissolving away, leaving a bigger and bigger hole. Inside was an enormous, dimly-lit space. He strained forward against his seat restraints. Slowly the lander glided forward across the great white plain of the dome, looking bright orange to his eyes, unprocessed light coming straight through the lander's windows. The space beyond the opening was a chamber big enough to hold a dozen football stadia – two dozen maybe.
"Shall we go in, sir?" The pilot's calm voice seemed at odds with the momentous events that were unfolding.
"Do we have any choice?" snapped Petrov, never taking his eyes from the window.
The little formation of miniature spacecraft crossed the lip of the opening and began its descent into the chamber. Even as they sank below the lip of the dome – a membrane so thin it seemed like the skin of a balloon – Petrov felt no fear, only a mounting excitement and triumph.
The ship lurched suddenly. "Sorry everybody," the pilot said in his calm voice, even as he punched virtual buttons and grappled with virtual joysticks. "I just got control back. And we seem to be in a gravity field. Compensating." The dull rumble of the engines could suddenly be heard and they were heavy in their seats. "There's flat ground five hundred metres below us. Taking her down."
Now the windows were useless, showing only the grey interior walls of the chamber. Petrov issued silent commands and the lander's sensors became part of his own sensorium. Above them, the radar said, the dome had begun closing. Below them was a broad flat expanse with what might be buildings clustered in small groups here and there. He switched to optical and saw the ground rising to meet them. It was a featureless grey. The 'buildings' were grey too and hard to distinguish – low, oddly-shaped things but, in each group, they were arranged in radial patterns around a small, circular building at their centre. From their superimposed trajectory, Petrov could see his pilot was heading for one of the clusters.
If this was a landing field, a spaceport of some sort, it was odd that there were no spacecraft visible. In fact, there were no signs of activity on the surface below or in the air around them. No vehicles. No people.
Speculations about incorporeal life-forms, or alienness so extreme he could not even recognise it, did not cross Petrov's mind for an instant. Either there were aliens here or there were not. If there were, he would see them or his ship would see them. So there was no-one there. Fine. At least that meant there was no waiting army of alien soldiers.
He called Spaceripper and spoke briefly to Pearce. Everything outside was still OK. He looked up at the gigantic door they hand come through as it continued to close. How did they keep the air inside with the door open? That technology alone would make him rich.
Two of the landers touched down gently outside the group of buildings. The third stayed airborne, humming in the air like a giant wasp, ready to provide covering fire if trouble broke out. The three pilots compared instrument readings and discussed the situation. Petrov, already privy to their data, cut them short. "Enough tests! The air is good. There are no dangerous gasses, no radiation that will hurt us, no pathogens we can detect. Let's go."
The pilot looked at him, no doubt weighing the uncertain risk of his passengers dying from an alien bug against the certainty of punishment from Petrov if he contradicted his leader. Despite that unbalanced equation, he said, "Sir, if they can adjust their atmosphere so that we can breathe it, they can adjust it to something else too." No-one supposed it was a coincidence that the air around them was standard shipmix.
"That's why we'll have our oxy masks with us." Petrov's voice was soft but there was an edge of impatience.
"Yes, sir. Preparing for disembarkation."
The engines cycled down to standby. They would be kept warm and ready for a quick getaway for as long as the landing party was on the disc.
"Mr Petrov?" It was the pilot of one of the other landers. "We've lost contact with the ship." Petrov glanced upward. The doors were fully closed. With a hiss, he rose from his seat and strode to the exit. The others gathered behind him. When the main cabin door opened and the steps extended, he stepped through it briskly and was on the ground in moments. The first human being to touch an alien artefact.
He looked around. The light was low but acceptable. The surface he was on was smooth and stretched away unbroken by seam or joint in all directions until it merged with the distant grey walls. It was shiny and could have been any ordinary plastic. The buildings were made of a similar material. Gravity was about three-quarters Earth. There were no aliens in sight. None that he could recognise, anyway.
-oOo-
A couple of paces from the lander, Petrov waited for the landing party to assemble. Beside him, Captain Fu looked around anxiously, feeling hideously exposed and vulnerable. On the same lander had been Igor and six of Petrov's personal guard. These men, wearing full body armour and armed with a wide range of hopefully-lethal weapons, spread out around their leader, securing the space in which he stood. In the second lander were the technicians. Fu had made a point of knowing who they were; Roth, the linguist, still looking bruised and unhappy from his flogging; van de Ven the ethnoxenologist; and Logan, who was a lawyer that Petrov had used in many unusual negotiations. A physicist and a materials scientist and four more troopers made up the remainder. In the third flyer, still quartering the skies above them, another dozen soldiers waited in case of need. Neither the great bulk of Petrov's creature beside him, nor the squad of heavily-armed men dodging around about him made Fu feel the slightest bit better. It was obvious to him that the aliens that built this place would not in the least be bothered by a few handguns and an over-grown Neanderthal. Petrov, on the other hand, seemed completely relaxed.
-oOo-
As the people from the second lander arrived, Petrov set off quickly for the nearest building, leading an anxious, uncomfortable-looking group of reluctant accomplices. The building, when they drew close, was as featureless as it had been from a distance. Petrov took in the fact with an angry twitch of his lip. "Head for the centre," he said and set off that way himself, his guard fanning out ahead and dodging alongside, finding what cover they could from the seamless floor and the seamless walls. Petrov led them up a broad path through the little group of blocky buildings that narrowed as it neared the centre. There, they came up against a cylindrical block, much like all the others except on its smooth wall there were markings. Petrov stared at the jumble of lines and dots. If it was a message – even if it was just art – it looked about as alien as could be.
"It's Galingua," said the unhappy linguist, stepping up behind Petrov. From the ubiq icon floating beside the man's head, Petrov could see he was consulting a reference tool of some sort. "It says, 'Welcome please to our waited guests. Come to us through here."
Petrov looked across to the ethnoxenologist. "Well?"
van de Ven puffed himself up. "It tells us very little – except that we should have included a better grammar primer for Galingua."
No-one laughed. They all stood and regarded the message in silence. The commander of Petrov's guard walked over for instructions, bulky and anonymous in his armour. "Find the door," Petrov hissed.
The commander issued his orders over a secure comms link and two troopers moved forward to inspect the grey cylinder. As soon as they reached the building, a door slid open, or, rather, a large, rectangular hole appeared in the face of it. Inside was a featureless grey room that seemed to be the whole interior of the cylindrical building.
"Same technology as the door in the dome," the physicist suggested. "It's possible there is a different atmosphere beyond that entrance."
With a scowl and a sneer, Petrov walked straight into the building, the troops hurrying to cover him. It was obvious to Petrov that, if the aliens had wanted them dead, they'd have done something about it by now. No, either they were genuine, or they wanted prisoners. The fact that he was not already dead was, to his mind, an almost certain sign that the aliens wanted to deal with him. That they had failed to shoot Spaceripper out of the sky showed Petrov he was dealing with fallible creatures, not superior beings.
"They're not big on art," van de Ven offered, looking around at the plain, grey interior.
"How are they lighting this place?" the physicist asked, looking around for light strips or any other source of illumination and finding none.
"Be sure to ask them," said Petrov, meaningfully. Another multi-billion yuan technology.
"Sir!" They all turned to the commander who was pointing at the doorway. As they watched, the door slid closed. "We've lost contact with the landers."
"You!" Petrov turned to the linguist. "Tell them to show themselves."
Roth, still staring in horror at the smooth wall where the door had been, swallowed and said, "Yes, of course." He lifted a small hand-held projector and aimed it at the wall. "We greet you and thank you for your hospitality," he said. The projector translated his words and painted them in Galingua on the wall. "We have come a long way and would like to greet you in person." He looked around at Petrov, anxious that he was thought to be doing the right thing.
"Tell them to show themselves," Petrov hissed.
"P-please show yourselves," he stammered.
The Galingua words hung on the wall as long seconds ticked by but nothing happened. There was no response of any kind. Petrov scowled around the big, circular room. Nothing at all was not a contingency he had expected. His people were looking about nervously. The idea that they were in a big, round, grey prison was beginning to grow among them without a word being spoken. The fear that they were trapped, that they were being watched, that their worst nightmares were about to really happen was rapidly taking hold of the little band of men.
Petrov growled.
"It could just be that their notions of hospitality are very different from our own," the ethnoxenologist said. "They might consider a short silence as the proper form of greeting."
"Yeah, or maybe they think it's rude to talk at the dinner table," said the engineer.
Logan laughed but it was a tense, nervous sound.
"Shut up!" Petrov snapped. "Tell them we will take it as an insult if they do not answer us."
Roth swallowed again, finding his throat too dry to speak, but before he could utter a word, the door opened again.
-oOo-
McBain was going to scream. For over two hours he had been scrunched up in the lander's emergency equipment store with Kitty. It was pitch black inside, hot, stuffy and very, very cramped. At first he had thought he would enjoy having Kitty's lovely body pressed up against him for as long as the trip took. But after a few minutes, an ache in his back began from his unnatural posture, the heavy-duty jack against his thigh began to bruise and then to torture him and Kitty's lovely body quickly turned into an awkward, stifling lump that crushed his chest, stabbed his ribs with bony elbows and choked him with mouthfuls of hair. There was nothing to do about it. Neither of them had room to move. Neither had so much as dared groan in misery.
"They've gone," Kitty whispered.
"Shhhh!"
"They've gone!"
"How do you know?"
"I just know!"
Kitty began to wriggle as she tried to find the door control.
McBain squirmed in agony as Kitty and other things ground into his tortured body. "Stop it!"
"You stop it. I'm getting out."
The door whipped away and they both tumbled out into the lander's little cargo deck. Blinded by the sudden light, McBain squinted around frantically, cringing against the moment when a cry would go up and energy weapons would begin discharging in his direction.
As the seconds ticked by and McBain continued to breathe, his alarm was washed away on a flood of relief. By the gods it was good to be out of that damned cupboard! He looked at Kitty and beamed. She looked back, soaked with sweat and pale with stress and grinned too.
"You look awful," she whispered.
"Well, I feel won..." The pain in his right leg, which had started as pins and needles when he fell out of the store room built to a sudden, thought-scouring crescendo. He grasped it, wide-eyed with horror at how much it could hurt. Kitty, with her usual presence of mind, shuffled across the floor and began to rub his thigh vigorously, trying to get the circulation going more quickly. The pain, that had until then been unbearable, suddenly rocketed to dizzying new heights. If he could have done anything at all except suffer, he would have happily beaten his cruel friend to death just to make her stop. But, even as he gathered his wits enough to consider how best to kill the stupid little idiot, the pain began to ease and Kitty's ministrations began to feel good, beneficial and, eventually, heavenly.
"Well, well. Who in the twelve moons are you two?"
They looked up in alarm, each with eyes and mouths wide open under their own mess of damp, wild hair.
-oOo-
Standing in a doorway with a shock-gun trained on them, Petrov's pilot watched the strange pair with astonishment and not a little amusement. At first sight he seemed to have surprised two sweaty, bedraggled women in the middle of some odd kind of massage session. Stowaways, obviously, but not like any he'd ever seen before. The blonde in the blue catsuit was that gorgeous young thing he'd seen around the ship. The brunette was a much older woman in leather jeans, boots and blouse, with a matching leather corset. And, he realised, with a sudden shock, not actually a woman at all! One of Petrov's scientists, then. He'd seen her too – him too! – in the dining hall and around the place.
"What the hell are you doing here?" he demanded. If Petrov came back and found them, they would be executed on the spot. A more worrying idea occurred to him. "Are you cops?"
-oOo-
Kitty stood up and straightened her hair. McBain preferred to stay where he was for now. "We're not cops," he said, glowering at Kitty. "We're just morons."
Kitty didn't even look at him but smiled sweetly at the pilot. "Would you help us?"
The pilot laughed. "Help you do what, baby? If you'd like me to join in with massaging your friend, here, I think I'll pass." He nodded at McBain with a smile. "No offence, Ma'am."
"None taken," said McBain dryly.
"We're in ever so much trouble," said Kitty, batting her eyes and taking a small step towards the pilot, who watched the show with a huge grin on his face.
McBain groaned. Whatever the little idiot was up to, she would almost certainly get them both killed. He pushed himself to his feet, staggering a little as he put weight on his leg. "Look," he said wearily. Kitty shot him a covert look that said, "What are you doing? I can handle this!" but he ignored her. "We're trying to escape," he told the pilot. "We were both kidnapped by that psycho maniac you work for and he will certainly kill us if he ever gets his hands on us again. You could turn a blind eye. We'll clear off right now and take our chances out there. If we're caught, we'll even say we came on a different lander. If you're going to turn us in, you might as well put your gun to our heads and shoot us now. In fact, that would be preferable to letting Petrov get his hands on us."
-oOo-
The pilot eyed them speculatively. On the one hand, Petrov was, indeed, a psycho maniac who would have him eviscerated if he let his prisoners escape. On the other hand, Petrov would quite possibly have him eviscerated anyway just for allowing them to stow away on his lander in the first place. On the one hand, he was a space pilot with no licence who needed someone like Petrov to give him a job. On the other hand that Kitty sure was a beauty!
"Ah, what the hell?" he said and lowered his gun. "Get out now. I never saw you."
-oOo-
Kitty did a little dance of joy and McBain headed straight for the airlock.
"Hold it," the pilot said, his ubiq symbols showing he was accessing the ship's systems. "Someone outside. There's a couple of soldiers patrolling near where they all went in, another lander on the ground and one in the air. Here, you might need this." He downloaded a map into their public minds. "OK. Go now."
McBain ran for it, shouting "Thank you!" over his shoulder but Kitty rushed back to the equipment cupboard and grabbed their bags. "This is ever so kind of you," she told the pilot, sincerely.
"You're welcome. Send me a postcard if you make it. The name’s Rahim. Ibrahim Rahim. We'll have a drink sometime." He was rewarded with a swift kiss on his cheek and then she was gone, hurrying after McBain. On the one hand, he thought, they'd probably get killed anyway. On the other hand, it wasn't going to be on his conscience and, what the hell, maybe he'd get that drink one day. Stranger things had happened in space.
-oOo-
McBain, with Kitty close behind, sprinted for the nearest building. Their plan, such as it was, involved finding someone in authority among the aliens and throwing themselves on their mercy. He flattened himself against a wall of smooth grey stuff and Kitty hit the wall a second later. "This way," he said in a low voice and set off towards the central cylinder.
"Oi!"
Kitty's whispered shout pulled him up instantly and he pressed himself against the building again. He looked around for the danger but couldn't see anything. Kitty walked up to him, glaring.
"What?" he demanded.
In reply, she pushed his bag into his stomach. "You forgot this!"
Glowering, he snatched it from her. "Follow me," he hissed and they set off again.
Two men with big guns guarded the cylindrical building at the centre of the cluster of buildings. Kitty peered at them from the corner of the nearest grey structure. "Now what?" she whispered.
"I don't know!" McBain hissed. "How am I supposed to know? It's your stupid plan."
Kitty glared at him. "Look. Don't go all menopausal on me. I'm only asking."
McBain fought down the urge to pummel her and tried to relax. It wasn't easy considering how terrified he was. They hadn't see so much as a hint of a doorway in any of the buildings they'd passed and it could only be a matter of time before the lander in the air spotted them.
"Did you notice the writing on the round building?" Kitty asked.
He hadn't so he risked his life to take another look. "Are you sure that's writing?"
"What else would it be?"
"I don't know."
"And why are there guards just there and nowhere else?" McBain didn't speak. "And why did you think it was a good idea to come here in particular?"
"All right! So this has got to be the way in. So what? We can't get past the guards and, anyway, there's still no sign of a door."
"Maybe they don't use doors. Maybe you get beamed somewhere. Or maybe the door is there but it's invisible."
"Or maybe we should just try to get back to the ship." McBain saw the reproach in Kitty's eyes and backed down immediately. It was a stupid idea. At least as stupid as what they were doing. "We're going to die," he realised and then also realised he'd said it aloud.
"I'll kill you myself if you don't get yourself together. Come on, Mike! Focus. How do we get past the guards?"
He looked at her blankly.
His very incapacity infuriated Kitty enough to think of something. "All right. This is what we'll do."
She explained her plan quickly and ran off fast before McBain could object. She ran back down the grey streets between the grey buildings for some distance, then turned into an alley between them.
Watching from his hiding place near the centre, McBain saw the hovering lander change course and move towards where Kitty had gone. The guards suddenly lifted their helmeted heads. They conferred for a second or two then ran off into the buildings. Kitty had deliberately drawn them away, the stupid little... McBain took a deep breath and ran for the cylindrical building as fast as the heels on his boots would allow, hoping that Kitty, as soon as she realised she had been spotted, would double back and head for the centre before someone shot her.
McBain reached the wall of the grey building and ran his hands along the smooth, unbroken wall beneath the strange writing. There was no door, not even a crack! Panic welled up in him. They'd find him here. They'd kill him. They'd catch Kitty! He pounded on the wall whose strangely plastic material barely made a sound. How long would she be? Petrov's men knew they were here now. Even if they got out of this mess, they'd be hunted down and captured!
He pressed his back to the treacherous wall that should have been a door, flattening himself, scanning frantically for any sign of Kitty emerging from the streets around him. And then he was lying on his back looking up at a dim, grey ceiling. It took him a second to realise that the door had opened behind him and he'd fallen through. He scrambled to his feet. He was in! They could make it! But where was Kitty?
He hovered anxiously in the doorway, still widening on either side of him, and peered down the dimly-lit streets for any sign of her. The doorway stopped widening and waited. Then, after a few seconds, it began to close again. He shouted for her. He couldn't help it. She had to be there right now or they'd be caught. He stepped outside the doorway. He didn't want to be safe inside if she was still in danger out there. "Kitty!" he yelled again. "Kitty. Run!" He turned to the edge of the 'door' and grabbed it, pushed against it to try to slow it down, but it pushed back with unbelievable force, sliding him across the floor with inexorable ease.
Then he heard her yelling and looked up to see her racing towards him. But she would be too late. She was shouting at him to get inside but he didn't. He stood just outside the door as the gap behind him grew smaller. Then he was yelling too, seeing the two armed soldiers in the street behind Kitty. They were running too, clumsily in their armour, not with the athletic grace of his beautiful Kitty, but they were raising their weapons, preparing to fire. Kitty was almost upon him, still running full tilt. She was going to...
Kitty flung herself at McBain in a high tackle and crashed into him full force, sending the pair of them careening back through the narrow slit of the still-open doorway to tumble and sprawl across the smooth floor. Smart slugs zipped over them as they fell, curving into the far wall and exploding with a sharp double-crack. McBain, winded and stunned managed to glance back at the two soldiers just in time to see them blasted to pieces by a retaliatory bolt of energy – apparently fired from the building itself – as the doors finally closed.
-oOo-
You could almost smell the tension in Spaceripper's control room. Two minutes ago, a ship had blinked into existence a million kilometres away and was racing towards them at full power. It didn't take a genius to work out – from the trajectory and the fusion exhaust analysis – that this was a UNPF ship, straight out of SolSystem. Pearce had guessed the truth even before the read-outs had started flicking across his displays. He also guessed they would not be best pleased to see him.
For a wild moment, he considered his chances of fighting them off but space warfare was a risky business and, despite Spaceripper's probably superior firepower, the chances were good that neither ship would survive. Besides, what might the aliens do if the human ships started exchanging missiles? He quickly ordered the fighters back into their hangar. He didn't want to look like he was being aggressive. Best to look harmless. Best to be somewhere else altogether, he thought. Petrov and the landers had been out of contact for several minutes now. They wouldn't even know it if he took off – unless the aliens were monitoring him and told Petrov the news.
Damn! It was all unknowns! How could he decide what to do?
Then there was Fu's bomb, hidden somewhere aboard, waiting to kill them all if Fu didn't get back to disarm it. Did he believe the bomb really existed? Yes, he did! That mad fucking Chinaman would do anything to save his own skin.
The UN ship was still too far away for him to make out much beyond its mere existence. Perhaps, being so close to the alien's disc, they hadn't spotted him at all yet. He gave the order to move Spaceripper to the opposite side of the disc. If they didn't know he was there, he could hide, send out a couple of stealthed probes and keep tabs on the newcomer. Then, if necessary, he could slip out of hiding with all guns blazing and blow the bastard all the way back to Earth! He didn't like it. It wasn't much of a plan but at least it would give him some time to think.
If the worst came to the worst, he'd run for home and hope to God Fu had been bluffing about the bomb. But he wasn't that desperate yet. Not quite.
-oOo-
Robert Ashton was sharing his control room with the general again.
"We're out of the stunnel, sir. First telemetry just coming in."
On the virtual displays they shared, maps began to unfold and features began to assemble themselves. Ashton pulled up an unfiltered view of the star itself.
"That's GS?" Ramirez asked.
"Yes sir. Ugly looking brute don't you think?"
The data blocks around the image revealed its vital statistics: fifty-five Sol diameters, two-and-a-half Sol masses, with a temperature of four thousand degrees Kelvin at its carmine surface.
"A star is a star," the general said, as if he visited new ones every week. "Where are our friends?"
Ashton conferred with the ship. Then he brought up a tactical display. "There, sir." The 3D graphic showed the projected trajectory of Canta Libre's approach, arcing around the star until it intersected another projected arc that formed, even as they watched, into a complete ellipse around the star. "It's in orbit. Not a planet. Possibly an asteroid." He looked puzzled and conferred with the ship again. "It's the one and only object in this whole system apart from ourselves."
Ramirez shrugged. "So?"
"Well, we might have expected planets, or asteroids, or something. Not nothing. It's very unusual."
Again the shrug. "So?"
"Well, I don't really know." Aston said feebly. "It's just interesting, I suppose."
"Right." Ramirez obviously wasn't convinced. "So it's an asteroid. Any ships or other activity?"
"Well..." The ship was being non-committal and Ashton couldn't make too much of the data either. "It's possible there's a smaller object – or maybe several small objects – close to the larger object but, at this distance, it is hard to tell. It could easily be sensor noise."
"So they may or may not have ships deployed around the object. Is that what you're telling me?"
Ashton sighed. "Sorry. I suppose it would be unlikely that an advanced alien species wouldn't have space ships."
Ramirez pulled a face. "Except there's nowhere else in the system for them to go." He stood abruptly, said, "Keep me informed," and left.
Ashton watched him go. He instructed the ship to send the general a bulletin every five minutes and then turned to the job of making sense of the situation, happy to be rid of the distraction.
-oOo-
BS, still in the corridor outside the drive room, was receiving continuous updates from the ship's sensors and its AM. It watched the distant alien object with intense interest. Already the first spectrum analyses were revealing its composition, already the tiny relative motions of the object and Canta Libre were providing initial estimates of its size. Already the initially vague measurements of its orbit were being trimmed of variance. Estimates of speed, mass and density were beginning to firm up.
It noted with concern the possibility of spacecraft in the object's vicinity. BS was running continuous tactical simulations based on every half-way feasible interpretation of the data but there were so many possibilities at this point that the ship was donating eighty percent of its own internal resources to help the robot cope with the load.
BS ran checks on its own systems and found them to be combat-ready. So it began running evaluations of the crew, reviewing their latest medical test results and psych profiles. Each crew member had been tested by the ship's automated medical systems once a week since the flight began and the records showed a steady decline in physical condition for many of them. The exceptions were Captain Ashton and Majors Lenahan and Liapis – who exercised frequently and ate a diet suited to being on a long space-flight – and Susan Iverson – who seemed to have an invulnerable metabolism. All the others showed a similar pattern of weight gain, muscle wastage and poor diet. Nevertheless, no-one was ill, no one was seriously malnourished, obese, or impaired. BS compared the rate of decline with established norms for similar flights and found the crew was comfortably within normal parameters.
Their mental state was another matter. All were showing signs of mild depression which, in some of them, was bordering on clinical. All were more withdrawn, irritable, anxious and anti-social than when they came aboard and one or two – Petain and, perhaps, Teng – were affected by low levels of paranoia. Some of this was what the medical databases indicated was to be expected but, on the whole, the crew was in far worse shape than it should be.
As the ship hurtled towards the alien object, BS studied every psychological textbook and database in the ship's extensive library, trying to understand the aetiology of the crew's emotional malaise and to predict, if it could, the possible effect on the mission. Hours of study, cross-correlations and contemplation led the robot to conclude that human psychology was an immature science. Although every neural pathway in the human brain was mapped and understood in all its mechanical, electrical, chemical and cybernetic complexity, there seemed to be an essential mystery at the centre of the human psyche that resisted comprehension by human beings. BS suspected that the humans themselves created the mystery by unwittingly instilling it into every concept they used in their attempts to understand themselves. Although they could clearly describe the structural relationships between brain components which gave rise to their feelings of love, or hate, or guilt, or loyalty, the fact that they also felt these things meant they could not truly accept that their explanations were complete. Thus their cognitive science was fatally infused with confusion and metaphysics. Conceptual dead-ends and elaborate tautologies survived alongside the careful measurement and description, rendering the sciences of the mind useful only for cognitive technologists and almost useless for therapists and educators. This meant there was nothing BS could do for its human charges that it could be reasonably sure would help rather than worsen the situation. So it accepted the fact and set the whole problem aside pending further information.
The data on the alien object was already much better and a definite orbit, mass, size and density was now known. The object was clearly artificial. Surface details were still unavailable but it was brightest white, mostly hollow and very, very large. The signs of other, small objects in its vicinity were gone – so probably sensor noise after all. The ship was repeatedly broadcasting a greeting to the object on a wide range of frequencies, along with requests for contact, navigational guidance and information about the internal environment of the object. But the object was completely silent.
Some time ago, Captain Ashton had contacted SolSystem with news of their safe arrival and then General Ramirez had sent a long, confidential report. Admiral Oldman herself had replied with congratulations and best wishes, a portion of which had been re-sent by the general to the rest of the ship. No other communications were permitted. After the way Professor Iverson had discussed their problems with Solar scientists the last time they had emerged from the stunnel, Ramirez had taken control of the communications system. “Only official exchanges would be allowed,” he had informed a grumbling crew, "to avoid further security leaks."
BS watched the sensor displays and the ship's unfolding analyses. They would be as ready as they could be. Even with the reduced crew-performance parameters, the simulations showed a reasonable chance of success. Yet BS suspected that the simulations themselves were subtly flawed when it came to estimating human performance. In what way they were flawed, the robot could not tell, what that implied about the direction or magnitude of their bias, it could not estimate, what that meant about the validity of their predictions was a mystery. It stopped monitoring the simulations and focussed instead on the data. At least with sensor feeds, the inherent inaccuracies were well understood.



Chapter 18
Geoffrey went down to the rec to find Barbara. Although they were all under instructions to get a full eight hours' sleep before they arrived, sleep would not come and he needed someone to talk to. Barbara was there as she so often was, playing her gentle, lovely music and singing her lost and forgotten songs. She smiled at him from that strange world she went to, her eyes deep and full and he smiled back with the heart of a man transported to another, more special place.
She put aside her harp and said, "I couldn't sleep now if my life depended on it."
He took a seat in front of her and a little way off. An audience for her transformation. "Perhaps that's what does depend on it."
"You're being morbid again."
"I'd love to know what Ramirez broadcast to Earth."
"He has the soul of a dove but he keeps it in a deep, dark cave."
She sounded as if she understood the man and it made Geoffrey a little jealous. "Play something," he suggested, to distract himself.
"No," she said and her face, framed by her tumble of black hair was serenely wise.
"I can't talk about it any more. We've talked the whole matter to death a dozen times over. There isn't a new thought in my body."
"An irreducible minimum of anxiety, then?"
"That's it. Irreducible. Now I just want it to happen and be over with, no matter what."
"Be careful what you wish for."
"You're a different person, you know, when you're here, like this. Something comes over you, something magical."
"It's all glamour," she laughed.
"Yes," he said seriously. "Glamour."
She changed the subject. "Do we know any more about our friends?"
"Oh yes," he said. He'd been watching the ship's feeds as avidly as anyone. "Our friends live in a featureless white disc bigger than all but the biggest asteroids. The disc is hollow and made out of something we can't analyse. They haven't said a word of greeting and, so far, they haven't tried to shoot us down."
"Well, it's more than we knew yesterday. Let’s have a look." She called up a display which she shared with Geoffrey. The pill-shaped object hung in blackness. "It's pink!" she exclaimed. "A pink flying saucer!"
Geoffrey laughed. "Fortunately, it just looks pink because of the reflected sunlight. If it really was a pink flying saucer, no-one would believe a word of it when we got back. It's bad enough that the drive room is haunted."
"God that's so spooky!"
Geoffrey pulled a wry face. "There should be a law against letting spacers work long shifts on their own. Half of SolSystem is haunted if you listen to the old drunks in spaceport bars."
They were referring to the stories that Bellotti and Steiner, the two engineers, were spreading, that they had heard strange voices from the drive room. The myth was building that Akiro's ghost was living in the shimmering aura that still clung to the drive unit.
Barbara reached forward and pushed his knee. "Who made you so cynical. No-one really understands infra-reality. Anything could be happening in there. You should be more open-minded."
"Hey! Don't forget I'm the one who's been writing about aliens all my life even though every scrap of evidence pointed to the fact that we were all alone in the galaxy."
"Open-minded isn't the same as neurotically obsessed," she teased.
"Besides, if there really was something odd going on, how come Susan hasn't heard anything, or TS?" Geoffrey had taken to calling BS 'TS' lately – short for 'Tin Soldier'.
"Perhaps because each of them is equally deaf to certain kinds of communication."
Geoffrey liked it that the things Barbara said were often deliciously ambiguous. He smiled and let it go. "Sing me a lullaby."
Barbara sighed theatrically and picked up her harp again, looking unreasonably happy.
-oOo-
Petrov and his men emerged into a world that was a bizarre and exaggerated version of the landing field. As the mercenary soldiers fanned out to secure the area, Petrov stepped through the open doorway. None of them had had any sensation of movement, yet somehow the building they had entered was now in the middle of a huge and peculiar city. The same, grey, featureless buildings were everywhere, blocky, geometrical, varying in size from big to gigantic. Broad streets stretched in straight lines or slow curves, revealing rank upon rank of them. Above them, the sky was a uniform pale pink with a scattering of small black discs which, once they had understood that one of these was the entire landing site at which they had arrived, silhouetted against the bright dome, served to reveal the enormous scale of the place and the height of the dome itself.
How had they and their building got all this way down so quickly and without a sound? No-one knew.
The air, they had all been relieved to find, was breathable but it stank of something sulphurous and foetid. The source of the smell was soon obvious – rotting vegetation. Festoons of brown, slimy streamers lay all over the streets and hung from rooftops and balconies everywhere they looked. van de Ven had grown excited and wanted to take samples and do studies but Petrov had stopped him with a snarl. This was not why they had come. Petrov wanted people. He wanted a thriving, wealthy planet, connected to a vast and magnificent civilization. He wanted advanced but naïve aliens whom he could trick or bully and exploit. He didn't want this empty, dead, decaying outpost.
They had moved off through the streets, looking for a sign but found nothing. After a while, Petrov called a halt beneath a blocky, grey arch and summoned his troopers.
"Set up a base here," he told everyone. "Organise a search. We've got supplies for three days. If we don't find people after two days, we're heading back. You." He turned to the scientists. "Find whatever technologies you can. Dig them up, unscrew them, chisel them out of the walls. I'm not going back empty handed."
"What if we can't get back?" It was the lawyer, Logan, saying what most of them were thinking.
Petrov turned his eyes slowly to look at the man. "Then we all die here."
"Maybe we could get a team working on how to operate the – er – elevator. We might need a quick exit."
Petrov's thin lips thinned a little more in what could have been a smile. "You think you could work it out?"
Logan grinned back at him. "I don't suppose so."
Petrov nodded and looked back at the others. "Go!" As the soldiers and scientists hurried off, he turned back to Logan. Only the lawyer and the ever-present Igor remained. Captain Fu, had taken charge of the science contingent, primarily as an excuse to get away from Petrov for a while. "Well? What do you make of it?"
The tall man rubbed his chin. "Looks like nobody's home." He looked around at the empty streets festooned with slimy trailers. "But either they only left recently or this stinking weed grows like that."
"Maybe they changed the air for us and it killed the plants."
Logan shook his head slowly. "How many millions of people do you suppose could live in a city this big? Twenty? Fifty?"
"More, if it's the same on the underside."
"So they change the air for us, it kills every plant they have – and I'm assuming there are farms out on the periphery of all this – and is, therefore, probably poisonous to the aliens too, so they evacuate tens of millions of people to a safe environment just so we'll be comfortable?" He grinned. "They'd have to be very hospitable people."
"So they didn't change the air."
"Or they didn't care if they did because no-one lives here any more."
"Or something else killed all the plants."
"Which would also have had to be a very recent event."
"Or, as you said, the plants just grow like that?"
Again Logan grinned. "Or the plants are the aliens and we've been rudely ignoring them."
"Gyaah!" Petrov took a couple of paces in agitation. "Two days. If we haven't got what we need by then, we leave."
-oOo-
McBain and Kitty emerged gingerly from the round building. They had been hugely relieved to see the door open again but the memory of those energy bolts shooting out at Petrov’s soldiers kept them inside for a long, long time. In the end, the idea that the door might close again and never let them out was more frightening than the possibility of being shot.
They peered around the edge of the opening and saw nobody for quite a while. Then they saw a group of Petrov's soldiers marching purposefully across a street a few hundred meters away. It was Kitty who finally made the decision to leave. She grabbed McBain's arm and dragged him firmly after her as she ran through the doorway. Keeping close to its walls, they circled the building to the opposite side. Then they made a dash for the nearest cover and wound their way into the criss-crossing streets. Stopping for a moment to catch their breath, they took their first good look around.
"Phew! This place stinks!"
McBain couldn't help but agree. "It's not exactly what I expected." He knelt down beside some thin strands of liquefying vegetation. It was obviously the source of the smell. He poked at a strand and lifted it to get a better look, eliciting a grimace of distaste from Kitty. "You know what I think? I think this stuff is cellular and it's been frozen and thawed. That's why it's all dead."
Kitty shrugged. "So?" She was becoming anxious to be moving again.
McBain stood up. "I don't know. It's... odd."
"Hmmm. Right. Odd. Have you noticed that there's no-one here?" McBain looked around. They were still alone. No soldiers seemed to have spotted them yet. "No, I don't mean that. I mean there are no aliens. Nothing. Just stupid great blocks of grey plastic festooned with stinking weed."
McBain looked around again at the 'buildings' all about them. If they could get inside one, they might stand some chance of not being spotted. Out in the streets they had a certain amount of cover but they were bound to be seen eventually. "Maybe we should just keep going. Put some distance between us and the landing site. This place is so big, there's no way Petrov could search much of it. It would be like a handful of people looking for someone in a city the size of Beijing."
"You're missing the point, as usual. There aren't any aliens here." McBain's blank look infuriated her. "Who do we surrender ourselves to if there aren't any aliens?"
"Ah."
"Ah, indeed. When was the last time you had your cogplus implants serviced?"
McBain eyed his companion with narrowed eyes. "Whose idea was it to make a run for it?"
Kitty scowled in frustration. "All right! So it was my idea. Throwing blame about isn't going to get us out of this mess. You can be so immature at times!"
"Why you..." but, as so often happened these days, McBain was speechless. He took three deep, calming breaths and tried to get past the desire to strangle her. "Good point," he managed, at last. "We need a new plan. I say we just keep going in a straight line away from here for as long as we can." Kitty tried to break in but he kept talking. "That way, at least we won't get shot by Petrov's mercenaries while we think about what to do."
Kitty still looked angry but not, he supposed, with McBain. "Fine. Let's go."
-oOo-
"Most excellent leader, I am happy to report that we have found something!" It was Fu with the scientific team reporting in on the secure channel.
Petrov tried to locate the source on the mental map his cogplus was constructing but the buildings around them were radio-opaque and everybody's signals were bouncing around all over the place. Ever since leaving the cylindrical building, their public minds had been sharing sketchy map data, coming in from everyone in the group. This was being processed on the cogplus grid to reach a consensus geography of the alien city. So far, the map was small and low-quality. Petrov scowled in annoyance. "What is it, Captain?"
"It's more writing, great one, inviting us to enter one of the buildings." Fu transmitted an image – lines and dots twenty metres high on the face of a two-hundred metre grey cube.
At last! "Do nothing. Keep a beacon going. We will be with you shortly." He turned to Logan. "Come on. We're about to get some answers."
Petrov, his bodyguard and the lawyer set off in the direction in which the scientists had gone, following signal strength gradients which, through the magic of augmented reality, tinged the air with matching colour gradients. Behind them were regions of greens and blues, ahead were the yellows and the red that guided them to their target.
"Petrov." Logan moved to his master's side. He projected the map ahead of them. "Have you noticed this?"
Petrov stopped walking, as did they all, and studied the map. It showed a small area of buildings and streets, an irregular shape with two overlapping lobes – representing the perambulations of the two search teams – joined at the cylindrical building. Yet, from the opposite side of that building, a thin, broken line of streets stretched out into the surrounding emptiness. The crime lord's black eyes glowed ferociously as the implications of this sank in. Either someone from his team was trying to get away, or someone from the landing site had followed them down. Yet this was not the time to pursue them, whoever it was. He could do that later.
And he would!
"Thank you, Stephen," he said, almost in a whisper, and set off again towards Fu's signal.
-oOo-
"It's a signal."
"A message?"
"Yes, sir. It's being translated now." Ashton had just come back on duty after grabbing a couple of hours' sleep. They were in spitting distance of the white disc now. The message had arrived almost the instant he had stepped into the control room.
"I'll be with you in a moment," Ramirez growled. It sounded like he had been sleeping too. "Get Barbara up there. I want to know what she makes of it."
Ashton called for the linguist and turned to the displays showing the message.
-oOo-
Susan Iverson was tired. She had been working around the clock for days, sleeping at her desk and going down to the food printers only when hunger drove her to it. She ignored the knock at her door until it became an insistent pounding, annoying enough to distract her. When she opened it Henri Petain stood there scowling at her.
"What do you want, Henri. I'm busy."
Petain walked past her into the room. He looked around at the disarray. "This place stinks. You need a shower."
"Thank you, Henri. Nice of you to drop by and let me know. I'll certainly consider it. Goodbye."
"You know we have arrived at Gamma Sagittae? That we are almost ready to land at their space station – or whatever it is?"
"Yes, I get the bulletins. I don't think I'll be joining the landing party. Give my love to the aliens."
Petain was staggered. "What?" He thought furiously. "What have you found? What are you working on that is more important than... all this?"
"Goodbye, Henri."
Petain snorted dismissively and went to sit on the bed. "Most of the crew think you have gone mad. The rest think you are just insanely anti-social. I'm with the second group."
"You always did know me so well."
"Do you think Ramirez will let you stay locked up here after he's dragged your sorry carcass three hundred light years to do a job of work for him?"
Susan frowned. Henri had a horrible habit of being right. But that just meant she had even less time than she had hoped. "What do you want, Henri?"
The big Frenchman looked into her angry eyes and considered his response. "I was worried about you."
Susan was taken aback. She and Henri had been sparring partners on and off since their brief and fiery liaison ten years ago and, while she still had a grudging affection for the old grizzly, she had no idea he still had any for her. His concern made her relent a little. "That's... kind of you. But you have nothing to worry about. I'm working hard, that's all. You know how I get." She smiled. "And you know how I get if people interrupt me."
"Oh yes!" He laughed but he showed no sign of moving and Susan's irritation began to return. Watching her carefully, he seemed to take in every nuance of her mood. "Tell me what you are doing. Perhaps I can help you persuade Ramirez. Whatever it is, it must be absolutely astonishing to make you miss the chance of being there for first contact."
Strangely touched by Petain's offer, Susan closed the door. "It is," she said simply. "It is the most astonishing discovery of my whole career. It is the most astonishing discovery ever!"
-oOo-
Petrov and Fu stood together looking up at the enormous grey block before them.
"The message says; 'Welcome. Enter.' That's all," Fu said. As before when they found a welcome message, there was no sign of how to enter the building. This time they had assembled well back from the blank wall that confronted them, not wanting to trigger any automatic doorway until they were ready.
"Any sign of activity inside?" Petrov asked.
Fu shrugged. "Alas, none of our instruments can detect anything. This cursed stuff seems to be opaque in all electromagnetic spectra."
"Get me a piece to take home."
"It would be my delight, honourable sir." Fu had already seen to it that a piece of the grey material had been removed from the wall of a building they had passed. Although immune to their laser cutters, they had managed to chip a piece off by firing at it with projectile weapons. Small, hyper-accelerated iron pellets had streamed from the whining muzzles of the buzz-guns with enough kinetic energy to slice through armour plating but the dull grey walls had absorbed most of it without even much sound and, after an onslaught that would have reduced a concrete bunker to powder, yielded just a handful of red-hot chips and flakes.
Petrov didn't seem in a hurry to act. He looked about him like a tourist taking in the sights. Huge grey buildings rose all around them, crowding along the streets and hiding most of the flat, pink sky. There was total silence apart from their own murmurings. No wind blew. No machinery hummed. "Where are all the vehicles, Fu? Why do they have streets if they don't have vehicles?"
Fu, recalling images of twentieth-century China, almost suggested that the aliens must all ride bicycles but he decided to keep his own counsel.
van de Ven, on the other hand, was keen to show he had been thinking about the matter. "Not only are there no vehicles but also no sign of public transport or any differentiation between vehicle and pedestrian areas on the 'roads'." At the word 'roads' he wiggled his fingers in the air to indicate quotation marks. "I can only conclude that the aliens must have a highly advanced augmented reality system – a kind of 'super cogplus'." Again the finger-quotes. "Something so good they never need to be native at all. It explains why everything is so drab and plain." He seemed very pleased with himself.
Until Logan chimed in with, "Or maybe they can fly and all the doors and street signs are on the roofs."
van de Ven’s face fell. Involuntarily he glanced up at the skyline.
Petrov ignored them, his mind running, as ever, on the important next steps. "Someone should go inside," he said. No-one spoke. "You." He was looking at the ethnoxenologist.
"Me?"
"You're my cultural expert." Petrov's eyes on him were cold as stone. "Earn your money."
van de Ven was clearly scared. "What about the soldiers? They should go first. You know. Just in case."
"I said, you."
Around Petrov it was well known that no-one ever challenged him and no-one ever refused an order. van de Ven knew it as well as anybody but still he hesitated. "It just seems that..." Whatever seemed what to the ethnoxenologist became irrelevant as Igor grabbed him in a huge and powerful grip and flung him towards the building. Remarkably, he managed to keep his feet under him and came skidding up to the flat, grey wall in a terrified crouch. Immediately, a crack appeared in the wall from the ground to the message five metres above it and began to widen.
-oOo-
van de Ven straightened up slowly and looked into the dark interior. He couldn't see much at first but then he began to make out shapes on the floor – big, grey cubes about a metre across, all arranged in a regular array. They filled the whole floor and the floor was enormous. Like the cylindrical building, this one was entirely without any dividing walls. It was just a space the size of a city block and the array of cubes stretched right across it.
There was no sign of life. There appeared to be no danger. The gigantic room had the church-like air of an empty auditorium of some kind. Perhaps this was an alien town hall, or concert hall. Or perhaps – the ranks of flat-topped box-shapes suggested this – an enormous classroom.
Gingerly, he stepped inside. Nothing grabbed him. No-one shot him. Despite the cool air, sweat ran down his neck. A fine state to be in to meet advanced aliens, cringing in fear like a stone-age man creeping into down-town Tokyo! He made an effort to pull himself together and made a mental note to remember how disabling it was, this fear of the unknown. When he wrote the book of this voyage, it would be a nice, human touch to mention this moment of humbling anxiety.
The nearest cube was just a few metres ahead of him. Setting his shoulders, he forced himself to take the handful of steps needed to reach it. The journey seemed to last several minutes. When he got there, he looked around again. Nothing – except the endless cubes and the empty spaces of that outrageously-large room. He turned right around and looked back through the still-open door. Petrov and the others were standing silently, waiting to see whether he survived. He forced a smile onto his reluctant face and gave them a little wave. Bastards!
Turning back to the cube, he realised its top surface was covered in writing – Galingua, he supposed from the look of it. It surprised him because he was fairly certain that it had not been there a moment ago. What could it mean? He thought about calling for Roth to translate it but he could do that later. It intrigued him that the aliens were communicating in this way, with signposts and messages, like a trail of clues, leading them to this very spot.
Or a trail of bait!
As soon as he had the thought, he was absolutely certain of its truth. If this was the last message, then the trap was about to spring and he was the one in it! Petrov had already worked it out, he realised. That's why he had so uncharacteristically held back. He looked around again, this time certain that death was just moments away but all he saw was the dim enormity of the cavernous building. Sod this! he thought, but when he tried to take a step away from the cube he found it had flowed around his feet and was holding him. It was sagging and running as if it had begun to melt. Yet it was not at all liquid. It didn't even quiver as he struggled to lift his feet. In absolute horror he began to scream, for help, for mercy, but he knew he could expect neither. Quickly now, the cube began to flow over him, running up his legs like grey honey, yet holding him as firmly as if it were concrete. It reached his hips, then his waist. He tried to push against it with his hands but it flowed around them and caught them too. "For God's sake shoot it!" he shouted, no longer able to turn to see if Petrov and his people would come to his aid. As it ran up his chest and back, he stopped screaming, fighting for breath as it held him in its implacable grasp. And then there was total blackness and overwhelming fear as it engulfed his head.
-oOo-
"Shouldn’t we do something?" Logan, normally so cool and aloof, was twitching in agitation as they watched van de Ven being consumed.
"No," said Petrov, calmly. He spoke to the leader of his little troupe of soldiers over the comm. "Sergeant. I want you and all your men here on the double."
"Oh God!" Logan exclaimed as the grey goo covered van de Ven's head. The material continued to flow for a short while, thickening around the stock-still figure of the ethnoxenologist until the whole cube had transferred itself and was now a cylinder, two metres tall and a metre wide. After that, it stopped flowing and the tall grey cylinder sat quietly among the many cubes. "Maybe we could cut him out," Logan suggested.
"We don't even know if this is a hostile act," the linguist, Roth, said.
Logan sneered. "So it's all right if they kill him because they were just giving him an alien handshake?"
Roth flinched. "I didn't mean..."
Petrov's mercenaries arrived with much shouting and clatter and took up positions around the doorway. Petrov called to the sergeant. "You see that cylinder in there? I want you to go in and retrieve it. Bring it out here."
The sergeant despatched four men who moved cautiously into the building, weapon's ready. They reached the cylinder unmolested and two stepped up to it to topple it, their plan being to lay it on the smooth floor and roll it out. As soon as they began to push at the cylinder, both men were hit by searing, high-energy beams from a point inside the building above the door. Where the beams struck, the men's bodies exploded as the beams vaporised the water in them. They died instantly. The other two, reacting quickly, took shelter behind the nearest cubes from where they sprayed the wall with pellets from their buzz guns. In their augmented vision, they could see the hot spot from where the beam had come and they focused their fire on it, making the whole area glow as the impacts heated it up.
It was a moment before they realised that Petrov was shouting at them. Outside, everyone was running for cover except Petrov and his bodyguard. "Get out of there! Get away from those cubes!" Confused and alarmed, they looked down at the cubes behind which they were sheltering to see the grey, plastic material flowing around their legs. One of them, rearing back in panic, blasted at the cube with his buzz gun. The ricocheting pellets cut him to pieces. The other screamed in horror as the cube engulfed him.
-oOo-
McBain and Kitty were becoming disheartened. They had been walking fast – occasionally jogging – in an almost straight line away from Petrov and his crew for about three kilometres and there was not the slightest sign of alien life, just endless streets running between the massive grey blocks.
"I don't believe this!" Kitty exclaimed, throwing herself down to rest against a building. They no longer even bothered to keep off the main streets or to listen for the sounds of pursuit. It was obvious that nobody cared what they did.
McBain stood over her, panting. A lifetime of sitting around in laboratories had not equipped him with the stamina needed to be chased for long through the inane and smelly drabness of an alien city. "Look, I'd like a rest too but we really should keep going as long as we can."
Kitty scowled at him. "Oh yes, and why is that?"
"Oh I don't know. Maybe it's so that Petrov's goons don't chop us into dog food. Could that be it? I thought we'd been running for our lives for some reason or other. Perhaps it was all a mistake."
"You're really stupid when you try to be sarcastic, you know. Has it occurred to you that the only point of being here is to find the aliens so we can get them to help us?"
"Er, now let me think... Yes! That's it! We're here to find the aliens. Someone said it would be a good idea."
Kitty stuck to her point. "And have we found any aliens? Have we found so much as an alien house fly? An alien amoeba? No. Just dead alien seaweed – or whatever the hell it is – and empty alien streets. So, unless they're all sitting inside these stupid, plastic boxes, laughing at us–" Here, she jumped to her feet and pounded on the wall she had been leaning against, shouting, "Are you in there, you stupid, tasteless, noseless freaks?" McBain tried to shush her – not least because she could probably be heard four blocks away by anybody hunting for them – but Kitty whirled to face him. "There you go! Nobody home! There's nobody here. No aliens. Nobody. Just us, running away from the only ship for hundreds of light years as fast as our little legs will carry us."
She glared at him, challenging him to contradict her. But he knew better than that. Besides, he'd come to the same conclusion himself. Nevertheless, he was not ready to accept the inevitable fate this conclusion implied. "OK," he said. "We'll just go on a little further. We landed at dawn on this side of the disc. Daylight lasts almost twenty-four hours here and I don't suppose they'll leave before nightfall. If they even leave then. We've got plenty of time. We'll just go on for a couple more hours. If we don't find anything, we'll head back, see if we can't sneak back onto a lander or something. Give ourselves up, even. All right?"
Kitty clearly didn't like the prospect of going back either. “I suppose if your stupid plan delays the inevitable by a few hours, then maybe it's worth it.” The fight seemed to drain out of her and she visibly slumped. "I just wanted a bit of an adventure, you know? I thought if I could get off the station for a while, see somewhere different and exciting, I'd be able to go back home and not feel my whole life was a total waste of breath." She sat down and closed her eyes.
“What are you doing?”
“I'm trying to picture my mother's quarters, my own bedroom...” The depth of her sigh suggested maybe she'd succeeded. "Yeah, well, I got an adventure all right, didn't I?"
McBain, touched by her sudden sadness, reached out a hand and stroked her hair. Kitty smiled wanly and McBain smiled back. "Come on then. Let's get going." With a last look of shared understanding, they picked up their bags and set off again. "At least you got to meet some interesting people," McBain said.
"Yeah, right," said Kitty and thumped his shoulder.



Chapter 19
Petrov and the others watched the grey cylinders from the opposite side of the street. Since the two soldiers had been entombed in the strangely plastic material, no-one had suggested going back to rescue them. Everyone knew now that the aliens were hostile but no-one could work out why, or what they might do next.
"Automated systems?" Petrov asked.
"I suppose," Logan answered, his eyes never leaving the open doorway and the grey coffins.
"Damned intelligent then."
"Not really." It was Chow, the physicist. "Well within the capabilities of our own artificial minds. The material that covered them is far more impressive. Some kind of nanotech with swarming algorithms, perhaps. If we could get hold of one..."
"Much more likely that one of them will get hold of us," Logan commented dryly. He turned to Petrov. "I think it's time we started working on how to get the hell out of here."
Petrov ignored him. That was already in hand. The main thing was to profit from this trip. The physicist had been right. They should get one of the cylinders. They should also start tearing the place apart to see what else they could take home with them. He wondered how the city would defend itself if they started blowing things up. He needed an experiment. He was about to instruct his sergeant when the cylinders began moving. He turned up the magnification in his eyes and watched.
All three cylinders had begun to tremble and distort. Slowly they shifted shape, began to flow again, running off the imprisoned humans like Teflon treacle. As each part of each man was released, it flopped down limply. First their heads lolled on limp necks, then their backs bent over, then their hips, then knees and then, as their calves and feet were freed, they slumped into lifeless heaps. The grey material, meanwhile, neatly formed itself into perfect cubes again, rejoining the ranks of the hundreds of others.
"It's an interesting method of killing," said Petrov, quietly.
"If that's what it was."
Petrov snapped out of his reverie. "I want to see the bodies. Sergeant." The mercenary soldier was at his shoulder. "You and your men are on double pay. Go in there and bring them out."
The sergeant barely hesitated. Barking orders to his remaining men, he organised cover while two of them ran in and dragged out the building's victims one by one. There was no reaction from the cubes or from the building.
The soldier who had fired his buzz gun was dead. The ricocheting pellets had scoured the flesh from his bones and his body was a hideous and bloody sight. The other soldier was also dead although there wasn't a mark on him. The ethnoxenologist, van de Ven, however, was alive. He lay on his back, staring with unblinking eyes at the pink dome above. Although he didn't move at all, his body was rigid and his expression, although still, was haunted by fear.
"Jesus," Logan said, looking down into the man's eyes.
With an almost silent whine of motors, Petrov dropped smoothly to one knee beside the stricken scientist. He reached out a hand and grabbed him by the lapels, pulling him off the ground with complete ease. "What happened to you?" he demanded. "What did they say? What did they want?" There was no response at all from van de Ven and, after a while, Petrov dropped him and stood up.
"Some sort of coma?" Logan suggested.
Petrov kicked the prostrate victim in the ribs. van de Ven didn't cry out, or wince, or even blink. "Might as well be dead," he said and turned away from him. "We're leaving," he told the small group around him. "But first... Sergeant, as soon as we’re clear of this place, I want you to target one of the buildings. Something small." He indicated a small block across the street. "About that size. I want a big hole in it. Demolish it if you have to but I want to get inside somewhere where we haven't been invited."
The soldier assembled his men and set off. Petrov followed them, with Igor, Logan and Fu close beside him. The linguist, Roth, hung back, hovering uncertainly beside van de Ven. "We can't just leave him," he complained to the only other member of the expedition who seemed to care, the physicist, Chow.
But the sight of the other's leaving, rapidly weakened any resolve that Chow may have had. "There's nothing we can do for him. Come on. I'm not going to be left behind here." He hurried to catch up with Petrov and, after a few more seconds' indecision, Roth followed too.
-oOo-
General Ramirez had gathered everyone in the rec room for a final pep talk. Geoffrey was there, with Barbara Wixted. Teng and Wu were there, together – as they often were since their release. Lenahan and Liapis were lounging behind the general and Aaron Goldberg and Ambassador Hartmann were chatting over a coffee. BS had put in an appearance, much to everyone's surprise, and was folded in a tangle of parts in a quiet corner. Apart from Captain Ashton and his crew, who were guiding the ship through its final approach, the only people missing were Susan Iverson and Henri Petain. When Petain finally arrived, the general decided they were quorate and called for order.
"Madam Ambassador, ladies and gentlemen," he began, with unusual formality. "In a few more hours we will finally be meeting the people we came so far to see. An hour ago we received landing co-ordinates from the aliens and the ship is being manoeuvred into an appropriate trajectory. We will board the landers at eleven fifty hours and take off at twelve hundred. Any questions so far?" There was a sudden clamour as several of them called out at once. The general raised a hand and then asked Geoffrey to begin.
Geoffrey was a little abashed at being allowed to go ahead of the others. "Thank you. I just wondered if they've said anything since they contacted us. You know, a greeting, something like that. Maybe you got the chance to talk to them."
"I'm afraid not. They haven't responded at all to any attempt at communication. The one short message giving us directions was all we've had from them… although we’ve had it twice." He glanced at the wall where someone had already put the message up beside the original. "I see you have all had a chance to study it."
He paused. Perhaps he was expecting laughter but there was none. Instead, Hartmann asked, "Have you relayed it to Earth?"
"Yes, I have. They have given us the go-ahead to proceed."
"Kind of them," Petain commented.
"Will we be going down with the others?" asked Teng, speaking of himself and Wu.
There was a brief, tense moment and the general said, "Yes."
The Chinese soldier snorted but said no more. No-one else seemed to want to speak so the general went on. "You all know the drill. We haven't rehearsed or planned as much as I would like but, in the circumstances..." He stopped himself and started again. "Just to remind you all. We will make the crossing in two landers. Ashton and his crew will remain behind with the ship, to cover our backs. Major Lenahan will pilot the first lander. Major Liapis will fly the second. The first lander will contain military personnel and Ambassador Hartmann. Everyone else is in the second lander. OK?"
"General?" Heads swivelled to look at BS. The robot had raised its head to look at Ramirez. "Which lander shall I be on?"
For a moment, the general was flustered, then he smiled. "I consider you to be military personnel, BS."
"Thank you, General," said the machine in its calm, even voice.
"What are we expecting when we get down there?" Goldberg asked.
"You know as much as I do, Aaron. We have studied the disc as well as we can and there's no sign of movement or, well, of anything, really. I authorised the use of radar to see if we could sneak a peek inside but the dome material is radar-opaque. I daren't poke around with anything stronger in case it is seen as a hostile act. We sent out a small probe to circle the disc and give us a visual close-up but it disappeared when it went around the far side." This caused a stir of anxious murmurings. Even Lenahan and Liapis – the king and queen of cool – exchanged worried glances. Ramirez held up his hand again. "I don't consider this anything to worry about." Clearly his audience disagreed and the muttering grew. "Please. It is not known whether the aliens snatched the probe or if they destroyed it. We don't know how they might have interpreted our action in sending the probe. It could have been rude of us. Or it could be that, because they weren't expecting it, their automatic defences shot it down. We just don't know. When the probe vanished, I sent a message asking for an explanation and asked if we should stay away. That’s when they re-broadcast their invitation."
Petain stood up to address the room. "This is outrageous. It is obvious that something is lurking out there behind that disc. Something we don't understand. We should at least discover what it is before we stick our heads in the noose." There was a general murmur of agreement.
The general tried to soothe them with hand gestures. "The trajectory we have plotted keeps us on this side of the disc..."
"It is madness! I won't go!" Petain shouted, cutting across the general.
"That's enough, Petain!" The general's voice was loud and hard but still controlled. The room fell silent. "Now, sit down if you would, Doctor." Petain did not move and the tension continued.
"Do sit down, Henri." Susan Iverson walked briskly into the room and took a seat. "You look like a beached fish up there with your mouth hanging open."
Petain glared at her but then, with an exaggerated gesture of surrender, sat down again.
"Thank you," said the general, smiling grimly. "Now listen, all of you. For a good many hours now we have been within weapons range of that thing out there. If they had wanted to destroy us they could have. Easily. Have you seen the size of that thing? Can you imagine the weapons systems it might have? We are a sitting duck. We have been since we entered this system. The fact that we are having this conversation means they do not want to destroy us. Losing a probe like that is a concern but it changes nothing at all."
He looked around at them, trying to gauge just how nervous these civilians were. "Even the fact that we now know there is a slim possibility of hostilities makes no difference. We have always planned to go in at full alert, with all our weapons armed and primed." As usual with this crew, he felt he was getting nowhere, that they could see right through his bravado to the naked, trembling core of him. As usual, the feeling just made him more determined.
"People, we are about to make history. Live or die, succeed or fail, whatever happens to us in the next few hours will shape the whole future of humanity. What should we do? Turn tail and run because they gave us a scare? Go back to SolSystem and tell them we didn't quite have the nerve to take that last step? Of course not! None of us wants that. None of us."
He could see that Petain, at least, was subdued, so he decided to stop brow-beating them. He smiled. "I'll see you all in the hangar at eleven fifty hours."
He was about to leave when Susan spoke up. She was looking tired and jaded but her personality still dominated the room. "Before you go, General, there's something everyone needs to know. It's about the anomaly in the drive room." Ramirez didn’t like this. If there was new information, the damned woman should have come to him first with it. Nevertheless, he nodded at her to go on and settled back to listen.
"As I've mentioned before, the anomaly is actually a small rift in space-time through which IR effects are directly influencing our universe. It is odd but not inexplicable. I believe I understand quite well how the anomaly formed, how it sustains itself and what it means for our safety. What I don't understand, yet, is how the mind of Akiro Motosako is still alive inside it."
There was a stunned silence. Geoffrey saw Petain shake his head and close his eyes. Obviously he thought Susan was making a fool of herself. And Susan, while she seemed perfectly relaxed, had a hint of defensiveness and uncertainty about her that he had never seen before. Now that he looked more closely, he could see she was even more dishevelled and exhausted than he had at first realised. As for the suggestion that Akiro was still alive...
"That's ridiculous!" the ambassador exclaimed. "I'm sorry but it just doesn't make any sense."
"You believe in God, do you not, Ambassador?" The polite tones of the normally taciturn robot made them all turn again in its direction.
"So?" demanded Hartmann, angrily. Geoffrey was pretty sure that the machine could only have known this by reading her files. Religious faith was not something one talked about openly these days – unless you were a ranting madman from The Nation or an ignorant peon from North America. It was a private matter in all the civilised states and embarrassing to have suddenly thrown in her face like that.
"Then why do you find the possibility of life after death so difficult to accept."
Before Hartmann had a chance to tell the robot to mind its own damned business, Ramirez interjected smoothly. "BS, this is not the right time for a discussion of the ambassador's beliefs."
"Of course, General. My apologies." But the robot did not subside, as before. "If I may provide a piece of information that may prove helpful?"
The general clearly wanted the robot to shut up so they could get on with discussing Iverson's amazing revelation but he said, "Go on."
Geoffrey was amazed to see the machine look around the room before it spoke, for all the world like a human speaker about to make an important revelation. Just inappropriately applied behavioural heuristics, he told himself, but what BS said was quite astounding enough to justify the gesture. "I too believe that Akiro Motosako is alive. I have held conversations with her occasionally over the past few weeks."
There was a general hubbub, with everybody exclaiming in disbelief or shock. Even Susan, Geoffrey noticed, looked taken aback. For some reason, they all found BS's assertion far more convincing than Susan Iverson's. It took a few moments for the general to get over his own shock and begin rapping on a table for attention. It took a little while longer for the room to settle down and turn to face Ramirez.
"Professor Iverson," he grated, with an angry sideways glance at the robot. "Just for the moment, let’s assume that what you say is true. However incredible. I need to know if..." he struggled to say it, "...if Akiro is any threat to this ship and the crew. She has tried to destroy us once. Is she in any position to try it again?"
Everyone turned to Susan. The physicist looked back at them and again Ramirez noticed that hint of uncertainty beneath the aloof exterior.
“Obviously, she is able to affect our universe, at least in small ways. That she can ‘talk’ to me – and to the robot – proves that. I have no idea what else she can do. This is not a phenomenon with which I am familiar. The whole idea of life being able to exist in infra-reality is nonsense according to our physics. There is no cause and effect, no time or space. How a computation – a thought if you prefer – could proceed, is beyond me. Yet it is happening. Frankly, if she can make something happen in our world, however tiny, I don’t see what would prevent her from making anything at all happen.”
The general squeezed his eyes shut and shook his head. This should not be happening now of all times. The whole team was going off to an alien space station to meet God-knows-what and, meanwhile, the IR drive, their only hope of protection and escape, their only way back home, was under threat from the ghost of a dead saboteur! The general slowly realised everyone was looking at him and waiting for him to decide what to do about it. He snorted a laugh and shook his head. “Don't look at me! I'm so far out of my depth on this one that the idea I should know what to do is ludicrous.”
Acutely embarrassed for the general, Geoffrey felt compelled to fill the silence. “Susan, you say you understand what sustains the anomaly now. Does that mean you could shut it down?”
Susan hesitated. “I really don't know. I’d need some time…”
The general perked up, seeing a lifeline. “How much time? If you started now, could it be done before we leave?”
Susan was about to speak but Ambassador Hartmann stood up and said, “No. You can’t. It would be murder. It might even be… something worse.”
The general was furious. “What?”
Hartmann tilted up her chin. “If… the soul of Akiro lives on in there, we have no right to destroy it. We cannot play God.”
“I don’t think we’re talking about souls here!” Susan spluttered. “That’s just religious twaddle!”
“What Susan means,” interjected Geoffrey, trying to head off the eruption that was clearly building, “is that Akiro may have been translated in some way but there is no evidence that she actually died at all. It’s more like,” he cast about for an analogy that might make sense, “one of those old experiments where human brains were copied into computing grids. Somehow Akiro has been copied and her mind is, er, running I suppose, on some kind of computer we don’t understand. Is that right, Susan?”
The physicist, clearly contemptuous of his explanation but not willing to offer another, merely said, “Something like that.”
"Besides," Susan added in her clear, strong voice. "This is the biggest scientific find since... well, maybe ever. It could easily be more important than meeting these aliens. I cannot allow the anomaly to be disturbed until this has been thoroughly investigated."
"What? Risk the ship so you can get a few more papers out of this?" It was Goldberg, uncharacteristically angry. "Our lives are at risk here!"
"We don't know that." Barbara Wixted almost shouted to be heard over the hubbub of agreement. As they all fell quiet to hear her, she added, "Shouldn't we perhaps ask Akiro what her intentions are?"
Susan laughed, astonished. The general gaped at Barbara open-mouthed.
"You should stay on the ship and work on it," Petain told Susan.
Everyone started talking at once. The general, whose temper was very close to breaking point, began rapping on the table again. When, at length, he had everyone’s attention, he said, "Now listen to me. This business with the anomaly changes nothing. We have a mission to accomplish and by God we will complete it. Do you all understand me?" He glared at them as if they were his personal enemies. "Professor Iverson. If Akiro has the power to destroy the ship, there's not a damned thing we can do to stop her. Right?"
"That's probably true."
"Right. So, until we can, it's business as usual. Meanwhile you can talk to her, you can study her, you can swap recipes with her for all I care, but not on my time. We are meeting at eleven fifty hours for embarkation and we leave at twelve hundred prompt. If anyone is not in the hangar and ready to go by then, I will personally find them and drag them to the lander by their mutinous throat. Is that understood?" No-one spoke, not even Petain. "Good." And with that, Ramirez left.
"He's not very good with people, is he?" Petain said.
"Not ones with a mind of their own," grumbled Susan. "Do you think he'd dare force me to go?"
Teng stood up to leave. "Oh yes." His tone was bitter. "I think so." He looked at Liapis and Lenahan who were still lounging against the wall, listening. Lenahan smiled back at him.
BS stood and moved closer to the others. "Your presence would be extremely valuable when we make first contact, Professor."
"Kind of you to say so, Tin Man," she responded, dryly.
"We were each selected for the abilities and knowledge we bring to this encounter," it persisted.
Susan sighed impatiently. Aaron Goldberg jumped in. "Professor Iverson believes that circumstances have changed enough that we should re-evaluate the mission priorities, BS."
The machine swivelled its featureless head in the engineer's direction. "I understand that, Aaron. I am merely attempting to console the Professor for the disappointment she must feel."
"Incroyable," exclaimed Petain and left the room. Wu and Teng left too, as did Liapis and Lenahan, both of them smirking.
Susan turned to Geoffrey and surprised everybody by saying, "What should I do, Geoff?"
Geoffrey looked into her eyes. She looked tired and stressed. Perhaps if he'd known she could be even this little bit vulnerable, he would have known how to have hung onto her. But their brief, fiery relationship was something he felt, these days, glad to have put behind him. "You should have a shower, curl up in bed and get an hour's sleep. Then come on over to the disc with us. BS is right. We need you there. Think of it as a little holiday from your work. You will be better for it when you get back."
Susan smiled affectionately and Geoffrey felt Barbara stiffen beside him. "You're such a simple soul," she told him. "But you are probably right. I don't have any choice, so I had best make the most of it, hadn't I?"
"I need to gather my thoughts too," announced Goldberg and left. With a small smile of resignation, Susan left too.
"I'll meet you at the hangar," Geoffrey told Barbara as they separated at the door.
BS was left alone in the empty rec room to ponder all that had happened and to feed new parameter values into its simulations.
-oOo-
Pearce had been nervous since they arrived at the alien object. Now he was downright scared. Not a single transmission had come through from Petrov since his ships had disappeared into the dome – and that was many hours ago. Whatever was the worst that could happen to them, it must have happened by now. Then that Earth ship had turned up. Moving to the far side of the disc had been a panicked, short-term solution, the fact emphasised by the appearance of a probe. In another desperate move, he had ordered the ship to shoot it down. It was only as he had given the order that he considered how the aliens might react to weapons fire in their vicinity but, fortunately, there had been no retaliation.
Yet.
An analysis of the probe's debris had shown it to be from a UNPF ship and Pearce’s anxiety level had gone through the roof. It was definitely the Permies then. Right here! He slammed a hand against the bulkhead. That meant they had thousand-c ships too. Maybe it even meant they knew Petrov was here. There were so many dead-or-alive warrants out for the notorious crime-boss that Pearce was sure they wouldn't waste time trying to arrest him. If they believed Petrov was on board, as soon as they spotted Spaceripper they would shoot to kill.
He paced back and forth, considering is options. He could surrender. He didn't give a stuff about Petrov – or Fu! They could take their chances. At least he would survive. He could try a surprise attack, go powering out of cover and launch every missile in the arsenal at the Permie ship. It could work – but they'd only need to get off one shot and he'd be toast. Space warfare was a game for braver, more reckless men than him. Besides, the aliens were still an unknown quantity. They might well shoot him down if he blew up something else as well as the probe – just in case he fired at them next.
No. He tried to centre himself, get his panicked thoughts under control. Probably his best option was to cut and run, keep the disc between him and the Permies for as long as he could and head out away from Earth at full speed. They wouldn't be able to track him and they'd be reluctant to head away from home – especially with the aliens still there to visit. Later, he could come about and head home by another route.
But what if Petrov survived? He'd come after him for sure – and Pearce was far more scared of Petrov than of the cops.
And what about Fu's bomb aboard the Spaceripper? Well, if Fu was dead, down inside that dome, he'd need to deal with that anyway.
Running was the only way. He gave the ship the order, quickly, before his nerve failed him.
"Unable to comply," the ship told him, blandly.
His heart stopped. Started again. "Why not?"
"Mr Petrov's orders. To leave this system would require a direct order from Mr Petrov."
He slumped against the wall. Of course, Petrov would have left safeguards. What was he thinking? And now the record of his order was logged in the ship's memory for Petrov to find if he ever got back. He was a dead man. There was nothing he could do now except surrender the ship. Could Petrov have foreseen that contingency too? He hoped not.
He was about to issue the instructions to move Spaceripper out of cover when two armoured guards rushed into the control room. They were emitting jamming signals and Pearce’s link to the ship went down instantly. He reached for the shock-gun he kept in the back of his belt but both men were pointing heavy-duty buzz-guns at him and he changed his mind quickly. He raised his hands in the age-old gesture and let them frisk and disarm him.
-oOo-
The Canta Libre crew had much the same experience as Spaceripper’s had. The alien city opened a gigantic port in its sunward dome and let their landers drift silently in. But it was a different port and a different landing area and they saw nothing of Petrov's three trapped ships. Nevertheless, the place looked the same and, when the scientists and soldiers of Ramirez's party disembarked, they made the same choice and made for the round, grey building at the centre of the nearest group.
As before, the building greeted them with a childish welcome and an open door and, as before, the humans walked into the building and were transported to the city below. Unlike Petrov, Ramirez did not have the resources to leave pilots and soldiers behind to guard their retreat, so the whole team was there when the doors opened again to reveal the baffling geometry and rancid stink of the place they had travelled so far to see.
They walked out into the dim, even light and looked about them. The general growled out orders to his soldiers and his robot who hurried off in several directions to do what they could to ensure the group's safety. The civilians dispersed slowly into the wide street, each experiencing awe and disappointment in different measures.
"It stinks!" Petain declared.
"Oh, you've noticed," said Susan. "Could be something to do with all that rotten weed all over the place." She went over to the nearest patch of it and poked it with a finger.
"Why is nobody here to meet us?" Barbara asked, saying aloud what they were all wondering.
"Door's closed," announced Goldberg in a voice that betrayed his anxiety. They all turned to see that the building they had just stepped out of had silently re-sealed itself behind them. There was no sign of seam or joint and the little engineer probed it with nervous fingers with no result.
Barbara took a few steps away from the building and faced it with her translation board. "Please open the door," she said and the Galingua flickered across the display. Again they all looked at the building to see if it would respond but it gave no sign that it was aware of them. "Please open the door. By closing the door you are making us anxious," she told the implacable building.
"All right," Ramirez said. "I want this door open again before we move a step further into this place." He recalled his troops and turned to face the building. "Susan, Aaron, do you have any idea how it works?"
Susan shrugged in that indifferent way she had and drove the general's temper up a notch. "General, we don't even know if that building flew us down here, with perfect inertial frame integrity, or whether it is the terminal of a teleportation device we can't even imagine the mechanics of. If you blow up the door, you may make it completely useless."
"Very well. Colonel Teng." The Chinese soldier looked surprised even as he came to attention. "I want you to place charges on that door. If it doesn't open for us when we need it, I want to be able to blast it open on my command."
Teng set to his task without comment but others were not so reticent. "The military genius strikes again!" grumbled Petain – and Ramirez blazed into instant fury.
The general was much shorter and much older than the big anthropologist but, as the bull-necked soldier squared up to him, no-one would have doubted for a moment who would come off better in a fight. "You're right, Petain, I'm no genius." He poked the Frenchman in the chest with a finger. "But you're supposed to be? Why don't you tell me what's wrong with this picture? Invitation arrives from friendly aliens. Sol ship travels 275 light years to greet the little green fellas. Then they get there to find no-one at home, just a fucking great empty city that smells like an orbiting garbage strike."
Susan tittered, always delighted to see her ex-lover discommoded. "He's got you there, Henri. How do you explain it? Maybe they're all hiding behind that building waiting to jump out and shout 'Surprise!'"
"I don't think this is anything to joke about," said the ambassador, nervously.
"Seriously, then," growled the general. "What's your expert opinion, Petain? Just how screwed are we?"
Petain glared back at the general. "There is no way of knowing what the social norms of an alien race are likely to be. But I'd say it was pretty certain that blowing up one of their buildings is not going to improve their attitude towards us."
The general did not relent. "I'd say there's no-one here, Petain. I'd say this stinking place is empty. I'd say we need to worry about why that is and what to do about being trapped in here. I'd say this is Scenario Four and we walked right into it."
Now Petain was growing angry too. "Were not in one of your stupid scenarios, General. This is real life and real life is a lot more complicated than your idiotic war games."
Goldberg stepped forward, anxiously. "I don't think this is helpful to us right now. I think the general is right, Petain. This isn't what we expected – except in our worst contingencies. We should at least acknowledge the possibility that we're in danger now and make plans to deal with it."
With a sneer and curse, Petain backed down and stalked away from the little group. "You're not planning to blow anything up immediately, anyway, are you General?" Goldberg asked, trying to make a joke of it.
With almost perfect timing, a loud explosion shook the air. It took a moment for most of them to realise that it had come from some distance away and was nothing to do with the general or Teng. Then Ramirez took control, directing them to take shelter, deploying his tiny forces in a defensive ring around the civilians. The tension that had been building in the party was suddenly tangible and extreme. It was clear in the widened, flicking eyes of the civilians and in the intense focus of the military personnel. Barbara clutched at Geoffrey's arm as he steered her towards the wall of the nearest building. The outburst of questions from the ambassador and others was savagely hushed by the general who fired terse commands in every direction.
Then they were still, listening and watching. As the seconds ticked past, it became clear that they were not under attack and people began to come down from their highly strung alertness.
"Look!" Goldberg shouted. A dirty mushroom of smoke was rising above the buildings many blocks away.
"Quiet!" Ramirez hissed. "BS, I want to know what's going on over there. Report back here in fifteen minutes. Do not engage anyone or anything unless your survival depends on it."
"Understood." With a confusing reconfiguration of limbs, the warbot sank close to the ground and scuttled away at enormous speed on multiple legs. Its gait was half insect, half cheetah and obviously very efficient. Geoffrey watched it as it disappeared. Its body shimmered and blurred and he screwed up his eyes with the uncomfortable feeling that he couldn't focus any more.
"That's just the diffraction field," said Goldberg, beside him. He sounded nervous and distracted and seemed glad to be able to talk about something technical. "Its surface is covered in microscopic spheres which can be energised so as to transmit solons. It's not true invisibility but it confuses optical sensors."
"So I see," said Geoffrey, looking away. The effect was unpleasant to watch.
"So, we are not alone." Petain's tone was almost gloating.
"I think I preferred it when we were," said Barbara. Geoffrey realised she was still holding onto him.
The general sent Wu and Teng off to scout for a hiding place – they were huddled against the curved wall of the building that had transported them down and were exposed to any enemy that might approach. He clenched his teeth, frustrated at being so hopelessly unprepared. Then he turned to the civilians. "Anybody got any theories?"
"They're so happy to see us they're setting off fireworks," smirked Petain.
This raised protests from just about everybody and the general, peeved as he was at Petain, was at least gratified to see that everyone else also found the man's idiotic remarks irritating.
"Susan?"
Susan Iverson shrugged. "It looked like a very ordinary kind of explosion. Maybe we could analyse that smoke and see if it tells us something. From the sound and shockwave, my estimate of the yield is on the low side." She shrugged again. "Maybe Teng would have a better idea."
Ramirez nodded. First sensible thing the bloody woman has said since I met her. Of course the only equipment they had able to analyse the smoke cloud was BS, and Teng was off searching for shelter. So much for my leadership skills! The thought occurred to him that Susan had raised these two points simply to illustrate his rashness and embarrass him. A frisson of anger went through him. "Anybody else? Goldberg?"
The engineer was so frightened he was almost stammering but, again, the distraction of a technical subject seemed to steady him. "I've been looking at the walls of these buildings," he said. "I've tried cutting it with my penknife. Try it. You can scratch it – it feels like a very dense plastic – but the scratch heals itself within a few seconds. It's possible that the material is some kind of liquid, or, just maybe it's made of smart nano-machines."
The general spoke for all of them when he asked, "Aaron, how does that help us?"
Goldberg blinked, flustered. "I don't know. It's just, you know, information."
The general suddenly saw the engineer as a small boy, eagerly collecting facts about the world – bolstering his self-image and holding back his fear of the overwhelming, confusing world with a dyke of good, solid facts. "I need something of more immediate use to us, people. Like, where is everybody? Are we in danger? How do we get out of here if we need to?"
Geoffrey spoke up. "I don't think there are any people, General. At least, it seems unlikely. Look, I'm no anthropologist – or botanist for that matter – but none of these buildings has any windows. Why would that be? What kinds of buildings do you know that don't have windows?"
No-one answered him, so he went on. "Warehouses. Shopping malls. Gymnasia. Factories. That kind of thing. Not places where people live but places where they store things or a few other special purposes."
Petain shook his head. "But that is true of people, not whoever built this. Perhaps we are dealing with a species that evolved in underground caverns, that hates windows."
"Perhaps these walls are transparent to the aliens," suggested Barbara.
"Not these walls," said Susan. "They're opaque at every wavelength we've tried."
"Then perhaps they can make them transparent." The normally restrained linguist sounded a little snappish.
"The other reason I don't believe there is anybody here," Geoffrey jumped in to say, "is the state of all this dead brown stuff." There was a patch of it not far from them in a bed of reddish soil like many that decorated the fringes of the buildings. It was limply strewn across the road in long, tangled ribbons, as if it had once stood tall and had fallen over. "It has been rotting for some time by the look of it..."
"And the smell." added Hartmann
"...but it isn't rotted away and it hasn't dried up."
"So?"
"So there's something about it that reminds me of something. If you've ever seen a lettuce leaf that has been frozen and then thawed, you'll know what I mean. Plant – and animal – tissue is cellular. All cells are basically just bags of water, so when they freeze, the water expands and bursts the bag. Then, when they thaw again, they are a soggy mess. The cells have no structure any more. Lettuce goes particularly limp and slimy. Like this stuff."
"You think it has been frozen and then thawed again?" Goldberg asked, intrigued.
"I think it may have been frozen for a very long time but it was thawed because this place had to be heated up for our benefit."
Goldberg was excited now. "You mean you think this place is essentially some kind of storage facility and, normally, it would just hang here in orbit with no heating, probably no atmosphere, but they warmed it up and pressurised it, just so that we'd be comfortable."
"Do you know how long it would take to warm up something as massive as this must be?" asked Susan, sceptically.
Geoffrey grinned at her. "Oh, I dunno, three months maybe?" He could see Susan frantically doing the calculations in her head.
“If this stuff is cellular at all!” scoffed Petain.
"It still doesn't make sense," said Barbara. "Why invite us to come all this way to visit a warehouse?"
Geoffrey sighed. "That's as far as I've got, I'm afraid. I just don't think we'll meet anyone here."
"Then who sent us the messages?" Ramirez demanded.
"Probably just an automatic system," Goldberg ventured in the face of Geoffrey's shrug. "Easy enough to do. The big question is, 'Why?' Why would an automated warehouse invite us here and then guide us in to a landing?"
"And who's been blowing things up over there?"
They all turned to look at the last wisps of the smoke cloud dissipating above the distant rooftops.



Chapter 20
Petrov and Igor, his ever-present bodyguard, had wandered away from the others as they prepared another charge to bring down the damaged wall. The gang boss was seething with barely-restrained fury and had left his incompetent team to avoid killing them, knowing that, in his present situation, he may yet need them. The failure of the mercenaries to blow a simple hole in a wall had infuriated him beyond all else. That prattling fool of a scientist had danced around the blast site, gibbering about how incredibly exciting it was that the material had somehow conducted the force of the explosion across its surface, minimising the damage. Petrov had broken his arm for that, just so he didn't have to hear any more. Ignoring the man's screams, he had stared at the scarred and blackened wall for some time. At the centre of the blast, the wall was pocked and fractured. Further out was an area darkened and burnt by the explosion. Further out still, extending for twenty or thirty metres, was an area the blast had not touched directly but which the wall had apparently used to absorb the force. Here the grey material was dull and powdery but seemed intact. Even as he watched, the extreme edges of the discolouration were drawing in towards the centre as the wall repaired itself.
"Try again," he had said to the sergeant in a cold voice. "Succeed this time."
Now he needed to calm himself. He needed a distraction. His black eyes slid towards Igor. "It is time for your serum," he told the gigantic creature.
"Not yet," replied Igor, looking ahead.
"Now or never," Petrov snarled. He stopped walking and faced the being he had created to serve him. Igor towered over him. His genetically distorted frame twice as broad as his master's. Petrov looked up into the creatures eyes. Despite the heavy brows and the prognathous jaw, he could still see intelligence in those eyes as they stared steadily back at him. "Kneel," he said, his thin lip curling. "Crawl!"
-oOo-
Rounding a corner a hundred metres away, BS saw the two creatures glaring at each other. They looked approximately human, except one was over three metres tall and oddly coloured, while the other was covered in black, scaly skin, heavily armed and armoured and bristling with cybernetic implants. Were these the aliens?
The robot stopped dead. Its diffractive coating was still active and it was using only passive sensors. There was a chance the two creatures had not seen it yet. It targeted them with whatever weapons did not require movement or active targeting sensors and gathered what information it could. They seemed to be speaking to one another – just like humans – but it could not make out the words. As it watched, the larger of the two began slowly to kneel, and then sank to all fours. It disturbed BS that these beings were so human-like. Briefly, it reviewed images and descriptions of aliens from human literature. The great majority were bipedal and, indeed, humanoid but that was only to be expected, of course. BS had always thought that aliens would be more different than this. A description of Salo, an alien from Kurt Vonnegut's novel The Sirens of Titan, came into its mind. Salo had been a three-legged robot from a machine civilisation. Its head had been on gimbals and its three feet were inflatable bladders. Salo, BS realised, was more like BS itself than like the aliens it was observing. BS decided it needed to ask for human assistance with this puzzle but, before it could make the call, things began to happen.
-oOo-
Petrov looked down with contempt at the giant at his feet. It had been pleasant for a while to humiliate this man. The surgical and genetic procedures he had forced upon him had been amusing and a highly visible reminder to everyone around him of what it could cost to cross him. All-in-all, well worth the trouble but now he was tired of having this stupid brute trailing around after him. Despite his size and strength, Igor's role was largely symbolic and his presence added little to Petrov's personal safety. This, then, would be the last time he would allow him to take the serum he needed to stay alive. Igor would most likely try to kill him when he realised his own life was over. Petrov looked forward to it.
-oOo-
Igor moved forward in supplication. The ritual was well-established. After he had grovelled enough, Petrov would open the flap in his armour that revealed the special gland he had had grown beneath his left armpit to secrete the life-giving serum. It had seemed to Igor once that he would rather be dead than live like this but he had been wrong. He had endured this humiliation for almost a year now.
But no longer!
Before they had set off, he had taken the antidote that McBain had made for him. Now he no longer needed Petrov to survive. So Petrov must die. And this was the perfect time for it. From the edge of his down-turned eyes, he watched Petrov reach across and release the catch on the flap. Slowly, the man he hated more than anything in the universe, pulled back the tough material to reveal the black, crusted skin beneath, the little red nipple of the gland hideously visible.
With a roar, Igor thrust upward. The knife concealed in his massive hand was pushed to the hilt between Petrov's unprotected ribs. The enormous force of the attack lifted the crime lord off his feet and threw him in a high arc, three metres across the empty street. Knowing even this was unlikely to have finished Petrov, Igor threw himself after his sprawling, tumbling victim, his big, thick fingers aching to grab the man's head and twist. He saw Petrov's eyes turn to him and for once they displayed a feeling other than anger or contempt. For a split-second, Igor saw fear and pain in those electronically-augmented pits of blackness. A surge of elation went through him.
Yet, even as the monstrous frame of his slave and bodyguard fell on his prostrate form, Petrov's moment of shock and alarm was behind him. Using his powered exoskeleton to achieve speeds no normal man could match, he turned and thrust out a hand towards his attacker. As the great bulk of the giant fell on him, the arm, wrist and finger joints of Petrov's exoskeleton locked into a rigid, armoured spear that impaled his would-be killer through his massive heart.
-oOo-
From his vantage-point a hundred metres away, BS watched the whole thing unfold with growing confusion and concern. He saw the larger creature make its obeisances. Then he saw it attack with amazing fury and strength. Then he saw the smaller creature kill it with superhuman speed and skill. Now, as the larger creature gave its final spasms and died, the smaller one lifted it and pushed its corpse aside.
Meanwhile BS spoke to General Ramirez.
"I want you to reveal yourself and make contact."
"General, I believe that one of these aliens has just killed the other and may itself be wounded. I am concerned as to the creature's state of mind. It may not be receptive to friendly overtures and it may not respond well to a surprise."
"Those are reasonable concerns BS but I'd still like you to do as I say. Simply turn off your diffraction shield. If the alien doesn't notice you, do what you must to attract its attention. Do not take any hostile action against it unless you are attacked with deadly force. Is that all clear?"
BS could hear voices behind the general's raised in protest at this last instruction. "Perfectly clear, sir. My shield is off. The alien has not yet noticed me."
-oOo-
Petrov climbed easily to his feet, despite the pain in his side. The weakness he was experiencing in his own muscles was compensated for by the biomechanical engines in his exoskeleton. For any ordinary man, the enormous force behind Igor's knife thrust would have crushed his ribs and almost certainly have killed him. Petrov, however, was no ordinary man. His ribs had long ago been replaced by a strong titanium cage that would have withstood a truck driving over it. He was also able to invoke neural circuits to dampen the pain so that he hardly felt it as he pulled out the knife. He was bleeding copiously, though and had no way to stop the flow except by pressing a hand hard against the wound. Diagnostic routines lit up in his private mind telling him that he had internal bleeding too and needed emergency medical attention. Furious with himself for being so careless, he aimed a savage kick at the dead body at his feet. His body swarmed with state-of-the-art medical nanobots and he could already follow their progress as they attacked the damaged areas and began the process of healing him. If he could lie down and rest for a couple of days, there was a reasonable chance he would live. Enraged, he kicked his lifeless attacker once more.
Then he saw the alien. It was crouching, motionless, a hundred metres away. It must have seen the whole thing but it had made no attempt to intervene or to offer him medical assistance. He stepped away from Igor's body and took several paces towards it. It was an ugly-looking thing, like a cross between a cow and a giant insect. Its smooth, chitinous skin was a mottled brown and he could make out no face on what seemed to be its head. In some ways it resembled the kind of warbot the UNPF used back in SolSystem but this thing looked far more agile and dangerous. He wondered how much of what he was seeing was the alien itself and how much was armour, or environment suit. Hell, the whole thing could be a vehicle for some tiny little thing inside! He tuned his eyes to look for the tell-tale emissions of various weapons systems and found the creature was packed full of armaments – many of them in an active state.
He snarled in fury, astounded that he could have let himself be exposed to such a deadly enemy so easily. Two fatal mistakes in so short a space of time! The shock of Igor's attack – perhaps his injury too – must have unhinged him. Well, he would not die at the hands of this thing. Or, at least, he would not die without a fight. Calling for urgent assistance from his men, he threw himself to the ground and launched a salvo of smart-slugs from the launchers in his forearms and, as soon as they were away, followed up with a rocket-propelled grenade from the small cache in his body armour.
-oOo-
The alarms in BS's mind went off at the same time as its automated defences came on. As the smart-slugs zipped towards it, weaving randomly through the air, the robot emitted a barrage of EM pulses designed to thwart their tracking computers. It also threw up a blast of 'chaff' – a spray of dummy targets – and spurred its body into violent sideways motion. It's weapons systems switched to active tracking and had acquired their target even before the first smart-slugs began to explode around it. Meanwhile its mind was working on the problem of whether this attack constituted 'deadly force' and would justify a defensive assault.
Two of the tiny missiles got through the robot's defences and exploded against its skin, causing minor damage. But a larger projectile was almost upon it – a Kiev 5 RPG its tactical systems said, although that was obviously wrong. BS shifted its sideways motion to a random skirmish pattern designed to close on the enemy and targeted the grenade with its main laser. The explosion, just metres from its body, blanked out its sensorium for a full fifty milliseconds, during which it decided it must return fire or risk destruction. Re-acquiring the target – even as it detected the next salvo of smart-slugs rapidly approaching – BS launched two surface-to-surface missiles and hit the alien with a short gamma-ray burst. The missiles would now home in on the target as nuclear decay processes begun by the gamma rays lit it up for the missile's sensors, leaving BS free to counter whatever was still heading its way.
-oOo-
Petrov couldn't breathe. That damned idiot Igor must have punctured a lung. He glared through the smoke at his opponent. It was scuttling about in a rapid, demented way. Its behaviour and its hideous speed were totally inhuman. Totally alien. And it was going to win. Even before his armour warned him of the approaching missiles, he knew it. The thing was too fast, too smart, too well-armed and armoured to be beaten by a lone man in a stand-up fight. He needed to buy some time, delay it until his troops arrived. He switched his systems to automatic defence with all safety protocols cancelled – a dangerous move but his only hope of surviving now – and launched every grenade and missile he had at the alien, barely bothering to aim. If he survived the next two seconds, he would run for cover while the enemy was dealing with this last, desperate assault.
-oOo-
BS watched the alien's tactics with the cool detachment of a machine made to kill. The strangely humanoid alien seemed certain to die as the missiles swooped and dodged towards it. The creature launched its own final salvo and then, astonishingly, dodged BS's missiles with a sudden acceleration that would have crushed every organ in a human body. Even as it prepared its defences against the incoming weapons, BS marvelled at the desperate will to survive of its opponent. However, survival was out of the question. The two missiles, calculating within nanoseconds that they could no longer hit their target, shifted to their contingency program and exploded at the last calculated impact position.
The blast, just thirty centimetres from Petrov's left side, smashed into him like a wrecking ball, carried him ten metres and slammed him into a wall. He fell, lifeless, to the ground, his armour ripped to shreds, his flesh mangled and pulverised inside it.
BS lost track of its opponent for a few seconds as it parried and avoided Petrov's final attack, emerging unscathed except for some minor shrapnel scarring. As the smoke cleared, it confirmed that the alien was dead and reconfigured itself for reconnaissance and intel. Its best course now would be to examine the body, carry it back for the others, perhaps, and leave the area. The alien would certainly not be alone and BS was not sure how many creatures of such speed and armaments it could tackle single-handedly.
Not many.
It was about to advance when it heard approaching footsteps. More bipeds. About six of them. It calculated they would be in sight in fifteen seconds and it would take eleven seconds for BS to move to cover. So it spent three seconds taking some last sensor recordings of the alien and the battle scene and fled.
-oOo-
As McBain and Kitty turned their thousandth corner, the claustrophobic world of massive grey blocks suddenly opened into an enormous empty plain. Dazed by the suddenness with which the city ended, they walked a few unsteady paces onto the great empty prairie. It was as level as a sports field and stretched away from the city as far as they could see in every direction, seeming to rise in the distance until – presumably – it merged with the base of the dome, many kilometres away. It was a single, gigantic field. The grey path they had been travelling on stopped in a neat edge and beyond it was a reddish, gritty soil on which lay the remains of a dead and decaying crop. There were no trees, no fences, no equipment sheds or barns, no tractors or silos or robot racks. If this was a farm, it had the same, sparse simplicity as the toy-block city and, for a moment, McBain wondered if the whole insane artefact was just a plaything for the children of the gods.
"More rotten weeds," was Kitty's comment on the astonishing vista.
"The soil looks really... normal."
"Soil is soil." Kitty shrugged and sat down on her bag. "I'm hungry," she complained.
"Doesn't it strike you as odd that there are fields on what amounts to a very big space station?"
Kitty was feeling obtuse. "Even bug-eyed monsters gotta eat."
"What's the biggest field you've ever seen on a space station?” he asked, pointedly. “How big were the fields on your station?"
"We didn't need fields. We printed our food like normal people."
McBain knew he shouldn't even bother arguing with her when she was in such a mood but he couldn't let it go. "So why don't they just print food here?"
Kitty was clearly bored with McBain's endless speculation about whatever jerk beings built this stupid, orbiting ghost-town. "Look, Mike, if we meet one of them, I'll ask it. In the meantime, can we focus on how we're going to get out of here?"
McBain muttered but didn't respond. He was tired too – and hungry – and he just didn't have the strength for another row. "We'll rest a minute and then we go back."
Kitty gave him a baleful look. "Hoo-bloody-ray."
As she spoke there was a faint crackling, booming noise, as if someone a long way away was having a fireworks display. Kitty got to her feet and they both searched the skies over the city but the wall of buildings blocked their view.
"It's a fire fight," Kitty said, anxiety in her voice and in her eyes.
"First contact," said McBain. "Bloody typical."
Another round of distant explosions crackled in the air.
"I hope our side is winning," said Kitty, nervously.
"Which side is that?" asked McBain.
They listened for a while longer but there was nothing further. With a sigh, McBain summoned his courage and picked up his kit. "We'd better get started. God knows what's going on over there."
"Right."
He gave Kitty a moment to pick up her own stuff and steel herself then they set off. "I wish I'd worn flats instead of heels," he grumbled for the hundredth time. Kitty thumped his arm, also for the hundredth time, but her heart didn't seem to be in it.
-oOo-
Captain Fu bustled up to the soldiers gathered around the two bodies. The other civilians were with him and every one of them was in a high state of alarm. "Sergeant, what's happened here?" He was staring in fascination at Petrov's mangled body as he spoke, his mind racing on the possibilities this unexpected twist provided. Pearce was in charge of the ship and he was down here to take charge of the landing party. If they could get out alive, the very least he would gain would be that amazing ship and its hold full of treasures.
The mercenary leader looked sideways at Fu. "You in charge now?"
"Yes."
"Petrov said we were on double the contract rate."
"I'll honour all agreements made by our great and much-lamented leader."
"You better!"
"You have my word, Sergeant, and the word of an honourable man is as good as gold in your pocket. Now, your report, if you would be so kind."
The sergeant thought about it for a few more seconds, obviously deciding he didn’t have any choice. "It looks like Petrov killed his little pet there and then something took out Petrov."
Fu looked about him. There were blackened patches of pavement and wall all around him and, some distance up the street, more signs of violence. Little fragments of twisted metal, chips of the grey buildings, and shreds of Petrov's armour and flesh were everywhere underfoot.
"The enemy came at him from up the street there," the sergeant went on. "They either escaped without casualties, or they took their dead and wounded with them."
The word "enemy" caught in Fu's mind. An enemy, here in this strange and awful place, was not what he wanted to have to deal with. He was suddenly very glad of the soldiers around him and would be more glad to get back to the landing field where the others were waiting.
"Send a couple of men and see if you can find out what we're up against," he said and turned away. He was mentally reviewing his resources. He had seven soldiers, their hand-weapons and whatever other weapons and munitions they had brought in the boxes they had been carrying. If the formidable Petrov could be eliminated so easily, Fu suspected the soldiers would not last long either. His best use of them would be as expendable intelligence gatherers and as a human shield.
Which left the civilians. The scientists were a singularly useless bunch. The three of them were in a huddle now, wide-eyed with fear, chattering among themselves like frightened monkeys. The fourth civilian, Logan, stood apart and, when Fu glanced his way, he found the man coolly regarding him with calm, intelligent eyes. He's wondering whether to throw in his lot with me or go it alone, Fu supposed. But that was too easy a choice. No, he's wondering whether I'll get him out of this or whether he should take control. The bastard!
Fu walked over to the tall lawyer and bowed slightly. "A most serious predicament," he said. "A powerful enemy stalks us and we have lost a great and beloved leader."
Logan looked down at him with what could have been amusement. "A cruel fate has thereby thrust you to the fore, Captain, and given you this opportunity to offer your services in the salvation of us all." He smiled his charming, boyish smile.
The tone and phrasing of this was far too close to Fu's own elaborate style for comfort. Was the man mocking him? It occurred to him that it was probably exactly this brave and reckless effrontery that had endeared the man to Petrov. Why would anyone not trust a man who would be so open and honest – however obliquely – in the face of such an imbalance of power? Fu smiled back and bowed in acknowledgement. Let him think he has charmed me. I may need his scrawny body to stop a bullet in the next few hours.
"Sergeant!" The mercenary was busy with his men but he came straight over. "We should return to the round building we arrived in and attempt to re-enter it." He raised his voice and called to the little group of scientists. "Gentlemen, I fear we have overstayed our welcome. We must go back to the ship and return to SolSystem at once." He saw relief, even gratitude in their eyes. Probably they had been discussing how they could persuade him to take exactly this course of action. It would have been amusing, if anything was able to amuse him in these dire circumstances.
They moved back along the route to what they hoped would be their exit. "Do you want us to finish that?" the sergeant asked as they passed the building they had previously failed to open.
"No," Fu was quite definite. "Save your explosives, Sergeant. We may need them."
-oOo-
Half a dozen weapons were levelled at BS as it rounded a corner and found its companions waiting in a V-shaped space between two adjoining buildings. It appraised their defensive position dispassionately and judged it to be about as good as could be managed in this terrain. Nevertheless, BS decided it would have had little problem destroying the small group of humans if it needed to. It would need to discuss tactics with the general as soon as possible.
Ramirez stepped forward. "Report," he snapped and BS told them what had happened, sharing its images and other sensor data with them as it spoke.
"I know this man," said Agent Wu, indicating Petrov's image in their public minds.
"That's a man?" said Hartmann, incredulously.
"A man?" Ramirez was furious. "You destroyed a man?" He was glaring at BS.
"I followed my orders precisely, General," the machine said, calmly. "I believed them to be aliens but the species of my opponents would have made no difference to my response. I was ordered to protect my life."
"What is a man doing here?" asked Geoffrey. It seemed to him that the question of why the machine had killed him was of far smaller significance than the one of his very existence.
It cost Ramirez a noticeable effort to pull his thoughts away from the fact that his robot had engaged and destroyed a person and focus on the bigger question. "Who was he?" he growled at Wu.
The Chinese agent also had his mind elsewhere. "It's very, very odd, General. That man was Pyotr Illyavitch Petrov, the most wanted man in the System, head of the biggest organised crime syndicate ever known." He gave a wry smile. "I wouldn't be too upset about him being dead."
No-one could quite take in what they had just heard. "Organised crime?" the general asked, stupid with incomprehension.
"What the hell is going on here?" Petain demanded. "How could these gangsters possibly be here? Were they stowaways?"
The proposition, as ludicrous as it sounded, seemed to most of them to be the only possible explanation. Until BS said, "There were at least six more of them that I heard but did not see."
"So there is at least one other IR drive ship." Susan Iverson drew the obvious conclusion. The idea of two people, let alone eight, stowing away on Canta Libre undetected for three months was preposterous.
"Impossible!" exclaimed Goldberg. "Ours was a prototype. It uses technologies barely out of the labs. Government labs. The idea that a bunch of criminals could have one is... is..."
"Petrov was not a criminal in any ordinary sense of the word," Wu informed them. "He was probably the richest man who has ever lived. He owned more corporations and real-estate than a minor state. He had millions of people working for him and he had countless politicians, scientists and military leaders in his pocket – in every state, in every colony, in every corporation. If he had wanted one of those ships, he could have had one – a lot more easily than the UN could."
They all soaked that up for a moment but no-one could quite grasp it. "So this crook got himself an IR ship and came here." The general was struggling to make it make sense. "Why?"
"He must have been aware of the message," Susan offered because it was the kind of obvious thing that no-one else had thought of yet.
"Perhaps he sent the damned thing!" Ramirez snarled. He was well past his tolerance for mysteries and he was beginning to suspect they had all been duped. "Perhaps this is all some kind of set-up!"
"Oh rubbish!" snapped Susan. She was not immune to stress herself and her tolerance for stupidity, never very high, was at an all-time low.
"Could he have built this place, this criminal?" the ambassador wondered.
"I really don't think so," Goldberg said, obviously uncomfortable at having to explain the impossibility of organising such a stupendous engineering feat almost three hundred light years from SolSystem and the army of skilled workers, the support and logistics, and the countless materials processing factories it would have required – if it were even possible at all.
But the general was happy to abandon his theory. "All right then. He followed us here. Why would he do that?"
"Why do you say he followed us?" Geoffrey wanted to know.
"Because there was no sign of a ship as we approached. If he was already here, we'd have seen him as we came in."
"Actually, sir," BS offered, "we did detect something that could have been a ship at extreme range but by the time we were close enough for definitive readings there was nothing there. The ship and Captain Ashton agreed it was probably sensor noise. They may have been wrong."
The general physically shook at this news. "God damn it! Is there anything else you and the crew have neglected to tell me?"
BS was confused. "Why, yes, sir. Thousands of things. We constantly make judgements as to what is important enough to bring..."
The robot was cut off with a bellow. "Shut up!" He looked around for someone to help him make sense of all this and, to his own surprise, he picked Professor Iverson. "Susan, what do you think is going on? I want to know how much shit we're in at this moment."
Susan gave a snort of amusement, irritated more than flattered that she was being asked to help. "OK," she said. "On the basis of the last few minutes' amazing revelations I'd say that this Petrov guy had as much information about the message as we did, that he had an IR ship already built and that he got here first. I don't know what his plans were – I think we could all come up with some reasonable guesses – but I'd say that, when he landed, he found just what we did. Nothing. Now he's trapped here, like us – or, rather, his associates are. Since they've been here longer, they're probably rather more desperate, too. That's probably why they've started blowing things up and, by the Tin Man's report, killing each other. Their ship was probably hiding behind the disc when we arrived because they knew we were coming. It's almost certainly a well-armed ship, crewed by unscrupulous people. So I hope Ashton has his wits about him. What do you think, Agent Wu?"
Wu gave her a small bow. "I think we should consider how we can eliminate Petrov's men down here and commandeer Petrov's ship because we might not have one of our own to go back to."
There was general consternation at this. "Thank you," The general said, dryly, wishing he'd never asked. "Now here's what I think." He looked around at the hopeful, anxious faces. He could see they wanted him to say something that would change the situation, make the odds come out in their favour, reveal a brilliant stratagem, but he had nothing like that to offer. So he did what he could and offered comfort. "I think Robert Ashton is one of the finest pilots in the fleet and he has the best ship ever built. I have no doubt he will still be up there when we need him to be. I also think that I have under my command three highly trained soldiers and an agent of the Chinese secret service, supported by a top-of-the-line battlefield robot with which to fight half-a-dozen demoralised criminals who have just lost their leader." He gave a grim smile. "Right now, I'd rather be on our side than theirs."
"Does it have to be a question of sides?" Barbara asked. "I mean, aren't we all in the same boat here? Wouldn't it be better to co-operate?"
The general almost laughed. "Maybe you're right, Doctor. Even so, I'd rather co-operate from a position of strength. If you see what I mean."
As feeble as the general felt his little speech to be, it seemed to take the edge of panic out of the group and let him start working on what to do next. Unfortunately, others didn't think he needed the time.
"So what now?" Petain demanded. "Over that way are armed thugs, back there is our only possible way out and here are we discussing who has the biggest dick like a bunch of school kids."
"And what about the aliens?" Goldberg asked.
"Don't be silly, Aaron," said Susan, sounding thoroughly bored with the whole affair. "Geoff is right. There are no aliens here. Just us... and the Mob." She smiled at how ludicrous the situation was. In fact, the general could have sworn she found the incredible, almost surreal situation outrageously funny.
Goldberg was just winding himself up to remonstrate about her attitude when there was another explosion. This time it was completely silent, a flash of intense light that filled the sky for a brief moment. They all looked up to find a dark splash against the pinkish-white of the dome, an inverse sunburst that seemed to hang, impossibly in the sky, painted on the skin of the stupendous bubble that hung over them, grey and a little fuzzy but as big as a space station and terrifying in its implications.
-oOo-
With Pearce in the brig, the new commander of Spaceripper was one of Petrov's lieutenants in crime, Orton Radcliffe. He had as much knowledge of how to fly a spaceship as he did how to make a soufflé but he knew the ship would fly itself as long as he didn't want it to do anything unusual. His orders were to hold their position, keep out of trouble and make sure Petrov had a ship to come back to. Locking up Pearce and taking command had been easy enough. Since then, he'd had nothing to do.
Until the alarms went off.
"Incoming vessel of unknown configuration," the ship's Secretary told him. He kept the Secretary's image permanently on hand, made it follow him around wherever he went, and used it as his primary interface to the ship's controls. He knew several of the living originals, since Petrov used them in all his offices, and had slept with three, or possibly four. It was hard to tell with clones. The woman had become something of an obsession with him. Her cool indifference was a constant provocation and challenge. Despite its aloof beauty, the image of the ship's Secretary was far from optimal as a way to operate the ship's controls. It took Radcliffe precious minutes to get details of the situation in some form that he could understand.
"You mean we've got an alien spaceship coming right at us out of deep space? Not from Earth?"
"That is what the data would indicate."
"But it's a long way off? It might not even have seen us yet?"
"It depends what you mean by a long way?"
Radcliffe was getting mad. "Has it seen us yet?"
"There is a point zero zero zero three probability that we could be distinguished from the disc at this distance based on reasonable assumptions about sensor capabilities."
Radcliffe had no reason to suppose that an alien ship would be hostile. On the other hand, he had no reason to suppose it wouldn't be. One thing he knew for sure was he didn't like taking risks with his own skin. "What if we got behind that disc thing? Would they be able to spot us?"
"Unlikely. The disc appears to be opaque to all the sensor scans we have been able to make."
"Then move us round to the other side. Pronto." As soon as he spoke, physical and virtual displays around the room began to indicate movement. "Once we get round the other side, can we shoot off somewhere and hide out until it's gone?" He knew Petrov's safeguard but he thought he might be able to talk the ship around.
"We cannot move more than 500 kilometres from the disc under any circumstances. These are Mr. Petrov's orders."
"Even if we are under attack?"
"We are not under attack."
"But if we were..."
"If we were under attack, we would not be able to move more than 500 kilometres from the disc."
"Damn that fucking cyborg!" Radcliffe paced up and down trying to think of a way around it. Maybe, once they were safely on the other side, he would get some engineers to start dismantling the ship's mind, see if they could run it manually or something. He glared in frustration at the Secretary but under the annoyance was that familiar, obsessive desire. After this was over he was going to dress some woman up to look like that and spend a week having sex with her.
-oOo-
The alarms went off in Canta Libre's control room. Ashton immersed himself in the ship's systems, unlatched and heart racing, casting about in the data visualisations for the cause. And there it was! A ship had appeared at the edge of the system. Almost certainly an alien. It matched no known configuration, it was coming from a direction well away from the route any Sol ship would arrive on, and it was very, very big. It took him moments to realise he had many hours before it arrived and, probably, quite a while before it even detected him.
He tried to call the general – yet again – but there was no response. So he called Admiral Oldman back in SolSystem.
"There's no reason to suppose the ship is hostile is there, Captain?"
"No, Ma'am." She looked odd in the spinlink image and it took him an instant to realise her hair was down. He'd caught her in her quarters, off-duty. She looked softer, less imposing like this, like a tough but kindly old aunt.
"Then sit tight and let it come. The disc is probably some kind of space station. We should expect a certain amount of traffic."
"Yes, Ma'am." He signalled the ship to transfer telemetry across to the Admiral.
"Still no word from the general"
"No, Ma'am."
"We're working on contingencies, Captain. I'll let the team know about this new development. Oldman out."
Ashton looked at the blank display for a while. He suddenly felt very much alone. The feeling that things were about to go very, very wrong filled him to the brim and, despite feeling tired to the bone, he had to stand up and pace the room, full of nervous energy.
Then the alarm sounded again. Here we go, he thought.
-oOo-
The ship's alarms were blaring again and Radcliffe just couldn't believe his eyes. As they had rounded the rim of the gigantic disc, another craft had drifted over the horizon. A UNPF ship! It was a model he didn't recognise but the markings on it were unmistakable.
"How the fuck did that get there?" he shouted at the Secretary who appeared to be watching his agitation with complete indifference.
"It arrived in the system more than a day ago. I have been manoeuvring to keep the disc between it and myself since then."
Radcliffe's eyes bulged and his body was rigid with rage. "You mean you knew it was there all this time and you didn't tell me? You didn't think to warn me we'd fly right into the bloody thing?"
The Secretary, speaking for the ship, was unmoved by its commander's rage. "I was not requested to inform you. You did not ask for a status report. I am not able to judge completely your knowledge of the tactical situation."
The Secretary's naturally haughty expression and tone of voice made what were simple, factual statements come out sounding like sarcastic taunts. Radcliffe felt a light-headedness, as if his brain were fizzing. "Just tell me everything. Now!"
Fortunately, the ship knew better than to take this literally but it did begin volunteering more information. "The UNPF vessel is hailing us – in Galingua."
The implications of this took several seconds to sink in. Hope leapt in his chest like a caged beast. "Translate."
Without preamble, the secretary said; "Unknown vessel. I am Captain Robert Ashton of the UNPF ship, Canta Libre. We are here by invitation and mean you no harm. Please respond."
Radcliffe's heartbeat began to slow and the wild panic that had been raging in him was rapidly ebbing. "They think we're from the disc." Of course, Petrov's ship would have no markings and wouldn't be a known model. Still, he didn't know what to do to take the fullest advantage of the situation. He could reply in Galingua, give them some bullshit to keep them off his back, but how long would that last? And there was that other ship coming. Even if nothing else happened before it got there, as soon as the Permies started to talk to it, the game would be up.
The gap between Spaceripper and the Permie ship was closing all the time. He checked with the Secretary. Just a couple of hundred kilometres between them. If he took it out now, what would the consequences be? The aliens would know they were armed and dangerous – but they must know that already. They would know that Petrov's team had enemies among their own people – but so what? They might decide to intervene – but what could they do once the ship had been destroyed? The UNPF would realise they had lost their ship. Big deal. They'd think the aliens did it.
"I want to destroy that ship," he told the secretary.
"Which one?" she asked politely.
"The Permies. Can you take them out cleanly, with no risk of retaliation, if we surprise them?"
"There is always a small risk but it would be very small indeed at this distance, with a surprise attack in sufficient force."
"Then do it."
"Now?"
"Yes," he said, smiling. "Now."
-oOo-
Ashton had been in close conference with the ship's mind. There was much about the alien ship that would have been familiar to a SolSystem engineer. In fact, the materials, configuration and exhaust signature were so similar to what he knew that he was beginning to investigate further. Was it possible another human ship was out here too? Could one of the Superstates have built an IR drive and got here ahead of the UN? It hardly seemed credible but he was a cautious man.
"Captain?"
For a moment, he thought that the ship had spoken to him but the voice had been wrong. He shifted his state to latched so he could look around the room – and there she was: Akiro Motosako.
At first Ashton did not recognise her. The pretty but unremarkable woman he had so briefly known was now, somehow, strikingly beautiful. It was not just that she stood there splendidly naked but that she glowed, shimmered in a halo of rainbow light. Her hair, which he had only ever seen in a tight bun was long and lush and seemed to float in a gentle breeze. Her feet, he realised, were not touching the floor. Could she be a projection of some kind in his public mind. He shifted to native but she was still there, the complex light that came from her, illuminating the room in subtle, sliding colours. He shifted back, out of habit.
"Akiro?" he said, stupidly. What do you say when a dead woman appears to you in the guise of an angel?
"This ship is in great danger," she told him in a voice more beautiful than her living voice could ever have been. "Please permit me to save it."
As she spoke the ship's alarm sounded. Ashton jumped in surprise. Tactical displays went up around him and automatic defensive countermeasures were triggered. The alien ship had attacked. A dozen missiles had been fired at them and were accelerating towards them at ten Gs. Impact in forty-five seconds. Sensors showed Canta Libre was being 'painted' with laser light while more powerful lasers were busy snipping off antennae and damaging weapons ports. The alien itself was becoming a blur as its own antisensor technologies deflected and distorted Canta Libre's targeting systems.
Cursing, Ashton immersed himself once more in the ship's virtual space, seeing what it saw and feeling what it felt. Trajectories and kill zones snaked and blossomed as the tactical subsystems played through the next – he checked the timer – thirty-seven seconds. All possible futures included the destruction of the ship. He fired off a return salvo from his last undamaged missile tubes but the chances of them finding a target were less than twenty percent.
"Captain?"
Ashton had forgotten Akiro – incredible as that seemed even to him at that moment.
"Captain, please permit me to save the ship."
It was impossible! "What can you do?"
"Allow me to show you."
He was gong to die. He shifted to latched and there she was again, so beautiful and serene. "Show me then," he said. There were just thirty seconds left.
In an instant all the engines came on, full thrust. He staggered as the inertial management systems failed to cope with the massive jolt of acceleration. By instinct, he checked their vector and the green time-space line ran as straight as a Roman road into the dome of the nearby disc. But they would be dead long before they reached it!
Ashton put up virtual displays all around him. Ahead, he could see the huge pink disc of the alien artefact accelerating to fill his world and, in another view, the tiny black-on-black image of their attacker, partly obscured by a shifting constellation of bright little lights – the swarm of missiles that was weaving its way towards them.
Ten seconds.
He glanced across to where the transmogrified Akiro floated above the deck, beatific and beautiful. He was certain her calm and smiling face would be the last thing he would ever see.
But it wasn't.
The images on the displays flickered and suddenly everything was reversed. The alien disc was behind them, not in front and receding, not advancing. It was as if they had bounced off an invisible wall. Yet the missiles had gone. The alien ship had gone. Ashton spun around to ask Akiro what magic she had wrought but she was gone too. A moment of dizziness overcame him as his mind grappled with the impossibility of what had happened. Was he dreaming? Hallucinating? In many ways, that would be easier to accept than what had seemed to happen. "Status report," he whispered, his training substituting for thought, as it was meant to.
The ship began to spool information into his public mind, locations, vectors, systems statuses, and, to his astonishment, he realised the miracle he had witnessed was nothing more than a brilliant piece of piloting. Somehow Akiro – or whatever he had seen – had taken control of the ship and, with a precision the ship itself would have found impossible, switched the IR drive on and off just long enough for them to pass right through the alien disc. He checked the data again.
He knew that, in theory, a ship that was stunnelling would pass straight through matter, the way it passed straight through all space-time, but no-one had actually tried it. Not that he knew about anyway. At some point during the excitement he had stood up and now, he found, his legs were weak and he needed to sit again. He was alive! The fact was still sinking in. Alive. He closed his eyes. "Thank you!" he whispered to the empty room, sure that he would be heard.
Taking a deep breath, he pulled himself together. Now, you bastards, it's my turn!
Yet he had not even turned the ship around when the sensors showed him something astonishing – an expanding bubble of debris growing like a ghostly balloon from a point behind the disc. From the location, he calculated that it was the black ship. One of his missiles must have got through to it! Talk about lucky shots! What's more, he must have hit a reactor, or a nuke for it to go up like that. No. He could not believe the data. The rate of expansion of the debris cloud was absolutely incredible. There had been more energy in that explosion than in a hold-full of nukes. Far more. He had the ship run the calculations.
Antimatter! The alien ship had been carrying antimatter. Lots of it. Several grams at least!
And now he had something else to worry about. An explosion like that must have shattered the dome on the far side of the disc and that was the side where the general and the others had landed. He had to get over there right now. There just might be survivors.



Chapter 21
The noise was deafening. Captain Fu and the others looked up at the flash in the sky and an instant later they were knocked to the ground by a sound that shook everything. To Fu it felt like the hand of God had slapped the dome above them as if it were the skin of a ninety-kilometre wide bongo drum. It threw them all into the air – or threw the ground away from their feet – and they tumbled in a terrified heap as the whole world reverberated.
"I think that was an explosion," said Logan, dryly, picking himself up.
"Yee-ha!" shouted one of the soldiers, who obviously enjoyed the sensation of being knocked to the ground. Fu, whose heart was beating wildly from the shock, would gladly have indulged the man with a second helping.
"I'm no expert," said Logan, in his drawling voice, "but wasn't that rather a big explosion?"
Fu, who was indeed something of an expert, and one who understood what it would take to rock a structure as large as the one they stood upon, came at once to the right conclusion. "I'm afraid our ship has gone, Mr. Logan." His voice shook, despite his efforts to match the lawyer's urbanity. "It would take a large quantity of antimatter to make a bang that big and I know of only one ship in the area that was carrying any."
Everyone around him heard what he said. Apart from a few muttered oaths and expressions of incredulity, a silence fell.
"I guess I understand now why they made the stuff illegal," Logan said. "Where do you suppose we'll find another ship?"
"You mean we can't get home?" one of the soldiers cried, somehow missing what everyone else had instantly grasped.
"Shut up, fuckwit," one of his fellows growled.
Fu stepped into the centre of the group. "Gentlemen." He was in control of his voice once more. Petrov's ship and its treasures – the antimatter not least among them – was gone and he felt the loss keenly but he had something more precious yet to escape with. His hide. For that, he needed these people to rally round him and stay under control. Otherwise he saw no way out of this at all. So he addressed his men.
"Our position looks hopeless. We are hundreds of light years from home, in an alien environment with a vicious and invisible enemy sniping at us, picking us off." That should make them want to stick together! "But we are still alive. We are armed – not just with weapons but the finest minds humanity can produce." He nodded at the scientists, still doing their terrified rabbit impressions. "And we are men, not cowardly, skulking aliens, but strong, determined men, fighting for our lives, fighting for our freedom." He looked around at the eleven faces that looked back at him. They weren't exactly throwing their hats in the air, but they weren't sneering either. Good enough. "It's time we took control of this situation," he announced, improvising wildly. The truth was that he had no idea at all what to do for the best. "We need shelter and we need a ship. First things first. Sergeant?"
The crisp "Yes, Captain," was like music to his ears. No doubt the sergeant had also decided that working together was their best hope – at least for now.
"Get us inside one of those buildings. We're too exposed out here. You!" He pointed at the physicist who looked even more alarmed at being singled out than he did being ignored. "You and your esteemed colleagues are going to find us a way home. We'll fly this ridiculous bubble all the way to SolSystem if we have to but I'd rather have a ship – with an IR drive. I trust I have your cooperation?"
People set about their tasks and Logan strolled up to Fu, hands in pockets. "You can get pretty dynamic when you want to, Captain."
Fu nodded slightly. "K’ung Fu Tzu says that a man of honour, like the wind, cannot always blow from the South."
Logan made a wry smile. He doubted that K’ung Fu Tzu had said any such thing. "So what do I do?"
Fu's eyes twinkled. "Perhaps you could sue whoever blew up our ship?" Logan laughed. "If you would help the scientists, Mr. Logan. I feel they may need some assistance to stay focused."
Logan shrugged a kind of agreement. "And you, Captain? What will you be doing?"
"Ah, Mr. Logan, it shames me to say that I have few practical skills and those I have are inappropriate to our situation. I am compelled, as so often, to take a supervisory role and to hope that my contribution is worthy." Logan grinned at him but said nothing. Shaking his head in amusement, he went off to take charge of the scientists. Which left Fu free to concentrate on what he really was good at – finding a way to save his own neck.
-oOo-
The general's party was becoming seriously scared now. Hell, Ramirez thought, I'm getting seriously scared myself! They were agreed, based on some more magic calculations by Iverson, that something terrible had happened to the Canta Libre or to Petrov's ship – but probably to both given the incredible power of the blast that had shaken them. Iverson reckoned a gigantic antimatter explosion had occurred, ten to fifty kilometres from the dome and that any ship within a thousand kilometres would be smashed to rubble or seared with hard radiation. If the two ships had been in a fight, they would have been a lot closer than that. But the whole idea seemed incredible. Ramirez knew how much antimatter there was in the UN's stockpile and how much there was estimated to be in the whole of SolSystem and the amount Iverson had said was needed for such an explosion was a significant proportion of the total. That idiot Petain had said that alien economies may run on antimatter as the unit of value. Goldberg had said it was possible they had ways of creating it that humanity did not know about and were using it routinely in weapons and propulsion systems. The only one who seemed to be talking sense any more was BS who had sensibly pointed out that they should assume the worst and try to find a way to get back home that didn't involve Canta Libre – or Petrov's ship.
Ramirez felt his stomach twinge. When had he last eaten? How long before supplies became a problem? Dammit! He needed to know what was going on. He needed to move onto the offensive. This wasn't a damned siege! It was a survival exercise. He needed food, water and transport home. He was in unknown terrain, with a party of civilians to protect and hostile forces to deal with. Whatever the hell was going on out in space, he'd better start making things happen down here or nobody was going home.
"Lenahan, Liapis, Teng, Wu!" All conversations stopped. "You're with me. BS, stay here and guard the civilians. Use all necessary force to ensure their safety." He turned to Hartmann. "Madam Ambassador, everybody, I'm going to root out this bunch of gangsters and neutralise them. If they have access to a ship, a way out, or just to food and water, I'm going to have it. I want you all to stay here and do what BS says. For your own protection."
"You're leaving us unprotected?" The ambassador sounded on the verge of panic. Several other voices were also raised.
Ramirez raised a hand. "Nobody will be left unprotected. This robot could easily hold off a platoon of heavily-armed infantry – and we have no reason to believe that the enemy has anything worse to threaten us with."
"What about the aliens?" Petain wanted to know.
"Oh do keep up, Henri," Susan Iverson said, her voice dripping contempt.
Petain usually seemed impervious to such comments – almost seeming to accept them as his due – but this one seemed to get under his skin. "You think I am going to accept the analysis of this... this..." He was pointing at Geoffrey, who blinked back at him in surprise. "What are you anyway?"
"Can we stay focused, people?" the general barked. "We are in no danger from aliens but we are in danger from Petrov's men – and from starving to death in this goddamned plastic aspirin tablet. If we act swiftly and decisively, the threat from our fellow humans can be eliminated and we can get on with trying to find a way home. If we wait here we give the advantage to the enemy. Any questions?"
No-one spoke. "We may be away for a couple of hours or more." He turned to his soldiers. "All right, let's move out."
-oOo-
The civilians watched them leave with mixed feelings of fear and hope. Mostly the little group looked bleak and haggard as the constant stress began to wear them down. BS moved into position across the entrance to their little alley with its strange scuttling gait. It was like a cell door closing.
"I can't stay here!" announced Hartmann but she made no attempt to move.
"Don't you think we'd be less of a target if we spread out?" Goldberg asked, nervously. "I mean, we're less of a target that way."
"I think you are right, my friend." Petain's endorsement seemed to cheer the little engineer but still no-one moved.
"Maybe we could sing campfire songs," suggested Iverson. "To keep our spirits up."
At which point, without a word, Barbara Wixted turned and walked quickly out into the street, away from the group.
"Barbara!" Geoffrey didn't know what to do. "BS! Stop her."
"I'm sorry Geoff, it is better if I keep my position."
"Damn you!" It occurred to Geoffrey for the first time that the robot might have been given instructions about who was more important to the mission and who was less. It enraged him that the idiotic machine could consider Barbara expendable. He ran after her and, perhaps hearing his footsteps, Barbara broke into a run too. She disappeared around the side of a grey block and, full of fears for what she might find there, he spurred himself on, desperate now to catch her.
-oOo-
"I don't know! I don't know! I don't know!" Kitty rushed forward and rounded on McBain menacingly, stopping his trudging advance. "If you ask me one more stupid question about what I think is going on here, I'm going to pull off your false tits and make you eat them! Do you hear me?"
"What's got into you?"
The very fact that he genuinely didn't seem to know how annoying he was being infuriated her even more. She clenched her teeth and gave a muted scream of frustration.
"Shit!" McBain grabbed kitty's arm, ready to run. Another explosion had shaken the air. This time it seemed very close and definitely inside the dome. They both edged closer to the wall. "What do you think that was?"
Kitty was too alarmed by the imminent violence to notice that McBain had done it again. "Look. There." She pointed up into the sky. Just a couple of blocks away a cloud of smoke rose straight up into the still air.
"What's that?" McBain whispered, looking around nervously.
Kitty looked at him as if he was mad. "It's smoke. What do you think it is?"
"No. Not that. That noise. A low, rumbling noise coming through the ground."
"Oh that! That's been going for ages."
"What do you mean, 'ages'? Why didn't you tell me? It might be important!"
"Oh yeah. Like I'm going to point out yet another mysterious thing going on around here so you can start asking me 'Do you think it's an earthquake? Do you think the aliens live under the ground?' No way!"
McBain stood and fumed, immediate dangers forgotten. "If we ever get out of here alive, remind me to strangle you."
"Don't worry. The way you're winding me up, there's no chance in the world of you getting out of here alive!"
They glared at each other for a few more seconds, slowly calming down, and then Kitty said, "Now what?"
McBain shrugged, helplessly. "We go on. What else can we do?"
-oOo-
A quick tour of the flip side of the disc told Robert Ashton all he needed to know. No survivors. No fragments bigger than a few centimetres. Nothing but a rapidly dissipating radioactive cloud. But the dome was intact. It was blackened and pitted across half its surface but it was intact. That meant the landing party was probably still alive in there – unless the aliens had attacked them too.
He watched in astonishment as apertures opened all around the rim of the gigantic structure – hundreds of them – and enormous pods emerged, each the size of a battle cruiser. If those were weapons, they would swat Canta Libre like a fly. But they weren't. They were engines. They swivelled on massive supporting gimbals, and steady, yellow fusion flames glittered like fairy lights around the great disc. It only then struck the captain that the explosion must have been sufficient to perturb the disc's orbit and these prodigious engines were merely correcting the displacement, putting the disc back on course. He tried to work out the pressure of the explosion at the surface of the dome. The alien ship had been fifteen kilometres away from it and the only force on the dome would have been from the disintegrated mass of the ship itself. Yet every little particle would have been travelling at a staggering speed, imparting tremendous momentum. It was an impossible calculation – too many unknowns – but he ended up convinced that the disc must be unbelievably durable and that he had been incredibly lucky to be on the other side of it.
He shook himself and tried to focus on what he had to do. He concentrated on the landing party. They were safe – or as safe as they could be. Now he had to find a way to get them out. But first, he had to understand why he was still alive.
His two engineers were still at their posts: Bellotti tending the fusion reactors, Steiner in the auxiliary control room. He formally passed control to Steiner, fending off his insistent questions and went down to the drive room. He wanted to see Akiro again. He wanted an explanation. More than that, he wanted to know he had not hallucinated the whole episode.
From the doorway, the anomaly's light flickered and danced. Bright colours slid across his body. He hesitated for a moment then stepped forward. The brilliant aura around the IR drive unit was as mesmerising and frightening as ever. Planes of force shifted against one another as the fabric of reality sheared and splintered in utter silence around the drive. "Akiro," he whispered.
"Yes, Robert."
There was no sign of her. With a pang, he realised he had been hoping to see her again. “Where are you?"
"I am with you."
"Akiro, how can you...? How is it possible?"
"There is so much that I understand now that I could not see before but I do not know what happened to me. I thought I was dead but I am not. It has been... difficult."
Ashton did not know where to begin asking questions. "Did you try to kill us?"
"Yes."
"Will you try again?"
"No." The sweet, disembodied voice seemed to be in the air just in front of him.
"Why not? Why did you help us just now?"
"We are bound."
"Bound? Bound how? You mean you need the ship? The drive?"
But she didn't speak. After a minute, he called her name, then called it again, but it seemed that she had gone. "Akiro!" he shouted, from frustration more than any sense of necessity. "What about the others? Can you help them too? Akiro!"
Silence was his only answer. Silence and the constant shift and slide of the brilliant light all around him. He needed her help. He needed to understand. His temper rose. “Akiro!” His fists were clenched and his breathing was deep. He was strung taut and ready to bellow. Stiffly, he turned his back on the kaleidoscopic confusion of deliquescing forces and stepped through the door. He turned aside and leaned against the bulkhead while he let the anger and frustration abate. His thoughts gradually returned to coherence. All right. Whatever the hell she is, she won't or can't help. There's no way I can even make her talk to me, let alone force her to do anything. Since she can control the ship at will, I should do all I can to stay friendly. So let's just walk away and not say anything we'll regret.
He slowly made his way back to the control room. He had a feeling of weight pressing down on him. The things that were happening were too big, too confusing. They threatened to overwhelm him. An alien ship had attacked him for no reason although the disc itself seemed almost totally indifferent. Somehow a dead woman had saved his ship, saved his life. A woman who had died trying to kill them all. Somehow she had flown his ship. Somehow he had to rescue his people from inside an alien dome that had just withstood the biggest explosion any human had ever witnessed. Clearly he was not going to blast his way in. He needed to understand a dozen impossible things and make the right decisions. He needed…
What he really needed now, was another miracle.
-oOo-
Geoffrey saw her up ahead, standing in the road, staring at something he couldn't yet see. "Barbara!" She didn't react and, with a growing premonition that something really bad was unfolding, he increased his pace to reach her sooner.
The scene that had arrested Barbara’s flight became suddenly visible as he passed the edge of a building. Not far from Barbara's feet were three bodies, all human, laid out side-by-side. Two were in armour – soldiers of some kind – and one of these was bloody and mangled. The other soldier and the third body, a civilian, were intact. Geoffrey reached Barbara and grasped her to him, pulling her eyes away from the bodies. She seemed to snap out of her shocked immobility and collapsed suddenly against Geoffrey, sobbing on his shoulder and clinging tightly to him. "One of them is alive," she gasped and Geoffrey turned back to the three men on the ground. It obviously wasn't the bloody soldier. He stared at the civilian and realised his chest was rising and falling. For some reason this made the sight of his open, staring eyes even worse.
Geoffrey didn't move, letting Barbara cling to him and sob until the tears subsided and she pulled away from him, drawn and miserable. "I couldn't stand it back there," she said, "just waiting to be attacked." She looked around as if coming to her senses. Then she looked at the man on the ground. "We should try and help him."
Geoffrey nodded and released her. He knelt down beside the man, trying not to look at the grotesquely injured soldier. Barbara hovered a metre away, unable to approach any closer. Geoffrey could see no sign of injury at all. He waved a hand past the man's eyes but they did not even flicker. Their surface looked cloudy and he realised with a shock of revulsion that they had probably been drying with no eyelids blinking to keep them wet. He took hold of the man's shoulders and shook him gently. "Hello. Can you hear me?" No response. "If you can hear me at all, move a finger. Do you understand? Just move a finger – or a foot – anything." But the staring man didn't move at all.
"Oh God," said Barbara and turned away, sobbing again.
Geoffrey was at a loss. He had no idea what could have caused such a state or what to do about it. Maybe BS could make a diagnosis, suggest some triage. He reached out a hand to close the man's eyes for him so as to prevent further drying but the lids would not slide down over the sticky, dry surface. He felt sick. The man's eyes were drying in his skull and he couldn't think of anything to do. They had water in their kit bags but he and Barbara had left them behind when he had followed her out here.
There was the sudden crack of an explosion a few blocks away and he jumped in violent reflex.
"Geoffrey!" Barbara cried, pleading for his attention.
He glanced at her and then back at the man on the ground. "I just need to..." Then he saw what he needed to do. He spat into his hand and carefully, with a finger, smeared his spittle across the man's eyeballs. He lifted the lids and put spittle under them. His stomach was heaving but this time, when he tried, the eyelids closed and stayed closed.
He got up and staggered back, exhausted by the trauma of his simple act of mercy. Some people must do such things all the time, he thought. Doctors and nurses. Mothers even. Nevertheless, he felt shaky and was glad when Barbara grabbed him and clasped him to her.
They stood in an embrace of mutual support for a long time. His shock was passing. He was about to say they should get back when he saw that a huge doorway was open in a nearby building. He gently prised Barbara off him and showed her, amazed that he hadn't noticed it before. Had the doorway been open when he arrived?
"We should go back," Barbara said, pulling away from the doorway. Inside the dimly-lit building they could see row after row of metre-high cubes, all in the ubiquitous grey material.
But Geoffrey resisted her. "We should take a look," he said, uncertainly, "so we can tell the others."
Barbara shook her head, panic in her eyes. "No, Geoff." She shook her head. "Don't go in there. We don't know what happened to these men."
Geoffrey was already scared enough without Barbara trying to spook him. For a moment he wavered. She was probably right. Anything could be in there. He should go back and, later, they could send the damned robot to have a look. But curiosity got the better of him. What if he didn't even take a peek inside? What if they found a way off the disc and scurried back to SolSystem without him even taking a single look inside an alien building? What if this was his one and only chance ever? Could he live with that?
Gently, he disengaged Barbara's hands and stepped towards the doorway. "I'll just take one look," he told her. "One, quick look and then I'll come straight back."
He took another step closer as he spoke. In a rush, Barbara was beside him again, holding onto his arm. "Don't leave me," she said but she didn't resist him as he walked on towards the doorway, staying linked to his arm until they reached the threshold. Then he took her hands in his. "I'll just take a look," he said, looking into her anxious eyes. "I'll be fine."
This time, she let him go and, swallowing hard, he stepped into the big, gloomy building.
His first impression was that it was empty. The boxes in their neat grid were so small by comparison to the great volume of the room that they might have been a textured flooring. Then, like van de Ven before him, he thought of auditoria, lecture theatres. But perhaps he had been right about the whole city being nothing more than a gigantic warehouse. If so, why waste so much space to store so little?
Barbara's scream shocked him out of his reverie. He spun around to see what was wrong and almost fell over. His legs were held firmly by the ankles. The grey cube he had been standing near seemed to be melting, flowing over his feet. In a sudden surge of mindless panic, he struggled against the grey stuff that was engulfing him. He felt Barbara's hands on him, trying to pull him free, and the awareness of her own peril helped clear his mind. Still straining against the fast-growing lump that had already climbed up to his knees, he twisted around so he could look her in the eyes.
"Get away Barbara, please. Go and get the others. This stuff won't let go. I don't want it to get you too."
She heaved against him with no effect whatsoever. "No. I can get you out!"
The grey material was moving over his thighs, flowing up his body with obvious and unstoppable intent. Geoffrey suddenly found he was calm in the face of this catastrophe. He stopped struggling and, as this change in him communicated itself to Barbara, she too stopped pulling at him. They stood in silence as the thick grey ooze ran up his abdomen. Geoffrey took Barbara's hands in his. "Thank you," he said, "but there is nothing you can do." The sludge moved up to his ribs and he gasped, feeling the slight pressure against his breathing. "I don't have much time left but you must get away from here. Promise me you won't let it get you too." She nodded, silently, her eyes wide and desperate, never leaving his. "Tell the others." He was struggling now to breathe, the grey material thickening around his chest as it moved higher and higher.
He tried to let go of her hands but Barbara held on with fierce strength. "Geoff! Don't go! We've just... It's not fair!" But the grey stuff rolled down along his arms and up his neck.
At the last moment, he mouthed the words, "I love you." Barbara was so stricken by this she didn't notice the grey fluid running down his forearms until it touched her fingers. Then she leapt back with a squeal of shock. But her eyes never left his, nor his hers until the greyness slid over them and severed the connection.
-oOo-
Barbara staggered back out of the building, overwhelmed by loss and horror, fixated by the grey cocoon that entombed her friend. Even when she tripped on the feet of the comatose van de Ven and fell heavily to the ground, she did not look away but continued to crawl backwards. Then a wave of terror overcame her and she scrambled to her feet and ran blindly into the streets, away from the nightmare behind her.
As she ran, she heard explosions and weapons fire start up in the streets nearby but she didn't care what was going on. She just needed to get away from that dreadful place.



Chapter 22
General Ramirez was still cursing his bad luck. He and his men had approached the enemy with textbook correctness. They had found the group's perimeter guards and Lenahan had taken one out with the skill and efficiency you would expect from a Special Boat Squad veteran. Liapis was on her way to remove another, leaving their way clear to move in on the main group, when an almighty explosion went off. It took the general a moment to realise they weren't under fire and that Petrov's people had merely been blowing up one of the buildings. The guard Liapis had targeted, no doubt warned on his comm that the explosion was about to happen, turned his back to the blast and saw the surprised Marine reaching for her gun. Then the shock-wave hit them and Liapis, caught off balance, staggered under the impact. By the time she had swung her weapon up to target the mercenary, he had shouldered his buzz-gun and blasted her to ribbons.
Lenahan, who had already been moving to back up his colleague and lover, took the man out within seconds. If he felt any loss or grief as he stood over Liapis' body, his face did not betray it. He had moved quickly to dispatch the unlucky guard but the damage was done.
Now, one of their small force was dead and the enemy knew they were there. The general knew he had only moments to make his decision: attack or retreat? In any normal circumstances, retreat would have been the only sensible option but here, in this alien city, marooned with no supplies and precious little hope, things were different. A retreat now would only mean they would be running and hiding until Petrov’s soldiers found them, or until their supplies ran out. He thought briefly about how history might see this moment. The human race, out among the stars, hearts full of hope and fear, on the threshold of the greatest adventure ever – and there they were, like primitive savages, fighting one another in the empty streets of an incomprehensible civilisation.
With a yell, Ramirez ordered the attack.
-oOo-
"Captain!" The mercenary sergeant turned to Fu at the same time Fu turned to him. Even if the sergeant had not just received the strangled, truncated call from his sentry, they would both have known there was trouble from the unmistakable sound of gunfire nearby. Even with their ears ringing from the explosion that had, at last, broken through the walls of the alien building, the vicious snarl of the buzz-gun had been impossible to miss. They both looked towards where the guard had been – in line of sight at the corner of the block – and saw two bodies lying on the grey road. Others were turning too, the jubilation at their success turning to silence. And then four men rounded the corner, running hard towards them, spreading out across the street, guns raised and firing.
Fu's first thought was to run. He turned and made for the only shelter – the smoking hole in the alien building. Even as he took his first steps he was hit by a rain of smart-slugs that exploded into his back with unbelievable force. If not for the body-armour hidden beneath his extravagant outfit, he would have been dead. He found himself lying on the ground, not sure how he got there, winded and confused. Ahead of him, he saw his troops desperately trying to bring their weapons into play. One managed it but every other man in sight – scientist and soldier alike – was being cut to pieces by the fusillade of tiny shells that zipped over his head like a swarm of supersonic wasps.
The body of the sergeant slammed into the ground beside him, snapping him out of the stupor he had been in. He looked back at where the enemy had come from. There were two men still charging at him. Then the only one of his troops returning fire stopped with a scream of pain.
Now his only thoughts were of surrender and survival. Footsteps pounded up to him. He was the only one left alive. Surely they would spare him. He put his hands over his head in a gesture of submission and turned slowly to look up at the two, panting men, towering over him. They both wore UNPF battle-dress and they both started down at him with grim expressions.
-oOo-
"People!" the bizarrely-dressed Chinaman cried, looking genuinely astonished. "Humans! Thank God you came!"
Lenahan, flicked his weapon to single-shot and put a smart-slug through the man's head. Special Agent Wu, looked up sharply at his companion but said nothing.
"Do you suppose this is the lot?" asked Lenahan.
Wu looked around without answering. Then he looked back at where Teng and the general lay. "I'm going to check on them," he told the SBS man. "Watch my back."
He trotted over first to the general and then to Teng but they were both dead. He knelt briefly beside the torn body of Teng and wondered at the unhesitating way the man had obeyed the general's order to charge the enemy. Somehow, he had supposed Teng would not have been so ready to die for the mission – or for the general. But you were a loyal soldier, he thought. Despite everything. And the general was wrong. He closed Teng's open, empty eyes.
"Sleep well," he said softly. He heard Lenahan's footsteps approaching and looked up.
"Let's get back to the others."
Wu looked past the scattered bodies to the breach in the nearby building. "We should check that out." Their primary objective now was to get back to SolSystem and there might be something in there that would help.
"We're going back to the others."
Lenahan's voice had grown harder and had a strange edge to it. Wu stood up, feeling uneasy. "I'm sorry about Maria," he said, cautiously.
"Come on, Wu. Let's go."
Wu looked more carefully at his companion. Lenahan was scanning the area constantly with his weapon raised, his face set and rigid. It dawned on Wu that it wasn't grief making the man act so oddly. It was fear, lots of it – but rigidly controlled.
"I still think we should take a look in there,"
Suddenly Lenahan's face was just inches from his own. "I just gave you an order, soldier. Now get your arse in gear. Do you hear me?"
An order? Wu watched the man's eyes carefully for that little dilation of the pupils that would signal the need for violent action. The chain of command had never been an issue in their little group – not while the general had been alive – but with so many different states and services involved, it was bound to be difficult to work out. Now with Ramirez gone – and Teng – and Liapis – Lenahan was the ranking soldier. Did that mean he had authority now? What about Ashton? What about himself? He thought again about Lenahan's anxious state and decided he could argue relative inter-service ranks later. "OK," he said, slowly. "Let's go."
-oOo-
Listening to their footsteps receding, Logan crouched inside the shadowy building. Big, inert machines loomed in the gloom all around him. They would have provided plenty of hiding places if he'd needed them but he was glad he did not. The two Permies were incompetent fools not to search the place but that was his good fortune. It had been his good fortune too to be standing close to the hole they had blown in the wall when their enemy had shown up. At the moment everyone turned to gawp at the charging soldiers, he had stepped through the gap and out of sight.
With infinite care, he peered out of the ragged hole at the street outside. It had been a massacre! Every one of his companions was dead, blown up or sliced up into a bloody mess. Only crazy old Fu looked more-or-less intact, staring at the alien sky with a neat hole in the front of his head and a halo of dark blood around the back. What the hell was going on? Whoever had slaughtered all these people, they were human. He could see two of their bodies from where he stood. He shook his head. Petrov had been so sure he could beat everyone else to this first contact, yet it looked like the Permies were here too. Not only that, but they seemed to know who they were dealing with. Else why come storming in with guns blazing and wipe them all out like that?
"Shit!"
Logan spun around and saw with relief that it was only one of the mercenaries. No doubt the man had been away scouting or guarding and fate had spared him. Well that was OK. It had to be better to have someone on your side rather than no-one.
"It was the cops," Logan told him, nodding across at the bodies of Ramirez and Teng. "They took us by surprise."
The soldier was shocked and bewildered. "The sarge?"
"Over there."
The man turned small, suspicious eyes on him as his brain worked through the possibilities. "How come you're OK?"
Logan shrugged. "I was in there when they came. They just ran in, gunned everyone down and cleared off again. I just stayed hidden until they left. What's your name, soldier?"
"Askenazy. Dimitri." His brain was still chewing on all this new information and obviously finding it pretty tough and stringy. "The cops, you say?"
"Permies. Go and check the uniforms."
But he didn't have to. It was obvious from where they were. "Shit!"
Logan decided he'd had enough of this and that they'd better start doing something more productive. "Dimitri, are you the last of the troops?"
Askenazy looked around. "I guess."
"So it's just you and me. There were only a couple of cops left after the fight and they headed off in that direction. I'm pretty sure they'll be back with their friends any minute now."
Dimitri rubbed a hand across his face. "Yeah."
Logan watched him carefully. The man looked like he was on the verge of going to pieces. Everyone's nerves had been taut since they landed and it wouldn't have taken much to push any of them over the edge. For the soldiers, the knowledge of their squad’s combined firepower and mutual support must have been a big factor in bolstering their individual courage. Now this one was on his own, on a strange artificial world, with his old enemies hunting him and everyone he had relied on lying dead at his feet. "Dimitri?" The soldier's attention was growing hard to get. "Dimitri! We've got friends still. There are still three landers – two of them full of soldiers – up there on the landing field."
The way the man's face brightened was pathetic to see. "Yeah! That's right we've got twenty men up there and the landers are armed too!"
"We've got to get back up there somehow, Dimitri. That's what we need to focus on now. We've got to get back to that elevator or whatever it was – you know, that round building we arrived in – and we've got to find a way to get it to open up again."
Askenazy didn't seem to like this plan much. His hesitation said it was too much like the plan they had been following for many hours already that had got everybody killed. But the man was just a grunt. He didn't have any other plan and he didn't have anyone in charge to make a decision for him. "What do you know about it?" he prevaricated. "Why should I listen to you?"
Logan bit down on the sarcasm that twitched his tongue. "You do what you think is best, Dimitri. I'm just telling you what I think. But we should get away from here quickly. We don't have much time before they come back."
Askenazy thought it over for a few more, painfully long seconds. "OK," he agreed, at last. "Let's go. Wait." He went over to one of the fallen soldiers and picked up his buzz gun, power packs and ammo. He gave it all to Logan who accepted it reluctantly. "We should leave in that direction," he said, and when Logan didn't understand, he pointed to the blood-smeared ground. "We're going to leave footprints for a while. Better if they go the wrong way."
Logan smiled at his new companion. "You're the expert," he said. "Lead on."
-oOo-
McBain and Kitty watched them leave from behind the corner of a building fifty metres away. In stunned silence, they had witnessed the whole bloody episode. McBain pressed himself back against the side of the building and closed his eyes. They were safe for the moment but his thoughts were in turmoil.
"Mike?" He had never heard Kitty sound so small and uncertain. He opened his eyes and looked at her. "Mike, those were people who did that. Human people. Mike, there are other people here." Not just people, Mike thought. Cops. The good guys. That's who just slaughtered Petrov's whole party. "Mike? What are we going to do?"
"You know there's only one thing we can do, don't you." He looked into her troubled eyes and saw his own fears reflected.
"I don't think those people are taking any prisoners, Mike. I think they'll shoot us first and then wonder who the hell we were."
Mike swallowed. His own thoughts exactly. "But you know we don't have any option, don't you?" His heart gave a twist as he saw tears forming in her eyes. He held out his arms to her and she stepped into them holding herself tightly to him, her head pressed against his shoulder.
They stood in an intense, silent embrace for a long, long time, until Kitty raised her head and stepped back. She grinned up at him, a lopsided, cheeky grin. "That doesn't mean we're a couple or anything. I could never go out with a man with bigger tits than mine."
Her effrontery was such a surprise, he barked out a laugh. Kitty laughed too, skipping off to collect her bag. He watched her with amazement at her sudden mood switch and with deep, deep affection. "Kitty?" he said softly. She turned to him, still smiling. "Whatever happens next, I want you to know it has been a wonderful thing to have known you. Perhaps the best thing in my whole life."
Her playful smile grew warmer. "I don't know about the best, exactly..." she teased, "but I’ll always be glad we found each other. I owe you..." Her throat constricted and she couldn't finish. She just stared at him helplessly, her eyes threatening to cry again.
McBain came to the rescue once more. "I want that IOU in writing, young lady," he said, setting off in the direction they had seen the two UNPF men take. "I definitely mean to cash it in one day!"
Her eyes sparked and he thought she was going to take another verbal jab at him, but then they softened again and, smiling, she followed after him.
-oOo-
Geoffrey emerged from dreams of alien life-forms to the familiar sight of Remote Seed Station Pride of G'K'Kr'Kah. The automated reprogramming facility seemed to be in good order but strange – as he had expected it to be. For a moment he could not pinpoint the oddity but then he realised the colours had gone. The beautiful murals that had once adorned every wall had been effaced and the graceful fronds of the lovely ek'g'h grasses that had grown everywhere were lying dead and mouldering in the streets. Everything was a dull and lifeless grey. Had he lost all his colour vision?
He looked down at his body. He gasped in surprise at what he had become but the reprogrammer had left him mercifully tranquillised so that he did not run screaming at the horror of his transformation. By the time the sedation wore off, he would be used to being... human. Nevertheless the sight of the pink, soft tendrils on the ends of his two, cloth-covered appendages made him cringe.
"Victory requires many sacrifices," he said aloud, quoting the Great Book of K'Gh'K but his voice was an airy fluting, an abomination not fit to speak the holy words. It was a voice produced by blowing air through a resonating membrane – his
vocal chords, he told himself – an arrangement quite common in many of the inferior races. He looked about himself for some rough surfaces which he could rub to approximate the sounds of his own people but there were none. With this new voice, he doubted that he could even pronounce his own language!
The reprogrammer, which had slowly been running off his body, looked grey and turgid instead of pulsing with colour as it should be. It finally slid off his feet and withdrew into its dormant configuration. Without its comforting touch, he felt exposed and vulnerable. "Just two legs," he said and wondered how it was he stayed upright. There were many races, of course that had chosen to walk upright like grr'ekks. They mostly had some kind of balance organ and adjusted their posture continuously, like performers in the Arena. The words 'inner ear' and 'vestibular organ' came to his mind. It was all shocking and unpleasant – balance organs in your ears, a voice in your mouth. He didn't know if he could face whatever means of defecation or procreation the creatures used and quickly distracted himself before the thoughts came to him unbidden.
He could see three bodies outside in the street and walked over to take a closer look. Two legged locomotion was precarious and vertiginous but he seemed able to manage it without any help. The bodies were all creatures like the one he now possessed. The reprogrammers had failed with each of them. One had died before he was reprogrammed. The other two had been irreparably damaged. He knew that as he knew most of what the facility had done in the past six hundred years since it was first commissioned. The reprogrammer had given him the memories at the same time as it had overwritten the human's personality with his own.
These three dead and dying humans had been the first aliens to find the facility in all that time. They had come with Petrov, Geoffrey remembered and his head spun. He knew now how they had died. He looked around. Barbara was gone. How long had he been inside that... that... reprogrammer?
He shook his head, clearing the mists. The humans were not good material for recruitment. Their brains were very, very odd. The reprogramming had been difficult – almost impossible. But they were the only creatures to arrive here and they would have to do. What did the Exalted expect from this barren wasteland so far beyond the edge of civilised space? Yet, after so much time, who knew how the war was going, let alone the Great Plan? Perhaps these funny little creatures could make a difference if he could recruit enough of them. But he would have to hurry. Since they had arrived, the humans had been killing one another with a speed and ferocity that was hard to comprehend. They had even destroyed one of their own ships in an almost suicidal manoeuvre of breathtaking viciousness. The resulting explosion had destroyed most of the humans that were outside the dome and bathed the facility in hard radiations that had required a huge power drain to deflect. The creatures were either mad or incredibly aggressive – or both. Whatever was driving them, if he could harness it, the humans might make excellent Holy Warriors.
"Geoffrey!" The cry was almost a scream. He looked around and saw another human running towards him. Barbara Wixted.
"Barbara!" he said, weakly. His head was spinning and he felt nauseous. He wanted to recruit Barbara as a Soldier of K'Gh'K. He wanted to hold her to him and weep into her hair. He fell to his knees as she reached him.
The human grabbed him and hung onto him, preventing him from falling. She held his head with her pink tendrils and stroked it gently. "I have to take control," he told her. "The situation is beyond what the facility's automation can cope with."
"Geoffrey? Are you all right? How did you get out? I – I'm sorry. I couldn't help you and when that stuff... I just ran and ran but somehow I ended up back here. And there you were. I must get you back to the others." She tried lifting him but his legs would not co-operate.
"Barbara, my head..." He wanted to get up and lead the creature back into the reprogramming centre. It was his first priority. But he loved this woman and could never harm her. He pictured the embraces, the kissing, the copulation he would have with her and it made him feel sick. "Come inside," he told her, faintly. "I will love you after you have been reprogrammed. I mean..."
He struggled to his feet like a drunk and pushed Barbara away. "Disgusting creature!" He shook his head, staggering back towards the open doorway. "I know now!" he said and then, shouting; "I know everything now!" A sharp pain stabbed though his head and he fell onto all fours, his throat making a glottal, rasping noise. He wanted to call for help. There were devices that would come to his aid if he could only issue the command. His head was full of electronics, optronics, spintronics – devices the humans used to augment their cognition and communication – but nothing sophisticated enough even to talk to a door! He would need to use the manual emergency systems.
The human woman was on him again, pawing at him with her damp flesh, hooting and warbling in her breathy voice. He felt a wave of affection for her. He was pained that she was suffering so much anxiety for him, that she did not understand. He was confused and weak. His own thoughts made no sense to him. If she suspected what had happened, though, could she stop him? Her body was feeble and small but so was his own now. He wondered how to kill her. Where were the creatures vulnerable? If he had to he would crush her throat with his appendages.
"No!" he shouted, pushing her away again and getting back to his feet. "I don't want to kill you." Barbara stepped back in surprise. He stared wildly into her eyes then tore himself away and hurled himself towards the doorway.
"Geoff, no. Don't go back in there!"
But he lurched forward, staggering sideways to fetch up against the edge of the doorway. "Barbara," he gasped. "What's happening to me?" He could barely see straight. Waves of giddiness washed through him. He clung to the doorway as the street began to tilt. But he had to protect Barbara – so that he could reprogramme her? – or so that they could copulate? He knew his first duty was to Gah'K'G'Ka'Ka, the Great Plan, but it was so hard to focus on that. He reached up a hand, its frill of tendrils touching the smooth grey surface above his head. Somewhere – if he could only see the patterns! – the emergency control was right here. He moved his hand in the gesture of obstruction and the door slid silently shut.
Sobbing with relief, he leaned back against the wall and slid to the ground. Barbara was kneeling in front of him. His head was splitting. Coloured lights danced around the human female's white face. "That's all I can do," he whispered. "You'll be safe now." Then he toppled over, unconscious.
-oOo-
Ashton and his two crewmen were in the control room. The briefing he had just given them had left them confused and thoughtful.
"So you're telling us there is a ghost in charge of the ship?" said Steiner. His tone was not disbelieving but rather distraught. "There is a dead woman – a woman who tried to murder us all – who can take over control of the ship whenever she wants?"
Ashton pursed his lips. "That's what I'm telling you."
"But you don't think we're in any danger?"
"Not from Akiro, no."
"Not from Akiro?"
"No."
"Then from what?"
Ashton cleared his throat. "From the disc, perhaps. Almost certainly from the second alien ship that is approaching. But definitely from what I am going to suggest we do next."
"Can we go back to this ghost for a moment?" Bellotti asked. "I mean, this is not exactly normal, is it?"
"You spoke to it?" Steiner asked.
"I spoke to her," Ashton corrected him. "I have no doubt she was alive – in some way. It definitely seemed to be Akiro too – only different."
"Maybe we should shut down the drive?"
Ashton shook his head. "Look, I've been thinking about this. A lot! I don't think we have any reason to fear Akiro. Not now. She appeared just when we needed her, even though, according to BS and Professor Iverson, she has been chatting to them for several weeks. She saved the ship, saved all our lives, and maybe saved the mission."
"And saved her own skin in the process," Steiner pointed out.
"True but it wasn't the way you're suggesting. She asked my permission first. If I hadn't agreed, I don't know if she would have done anything at all."
"Akiro was a materials specialist," Steiner objected. "She wouldn't even know how to fly a spaceship, let alone pull off a stunt like that."
"I've been going through the AM logs," said Bellotti. "The ship was not controlled through the main mind nor any of it sub-minds. Whoever flew the ship took control at the lowest levels, directly switching the engine circuits and control servos. They must have had direct control of hundreds of sub-systems at once and co-ordinated their activity with pico-second accuracy. It's the same with the missile launches. The logs show you fired off a salvo just before Akiro took over. But they also show you fired wide of the mark. What really took out the alien ship was a tight two-hundred megawatt laser burst. The gun was programmed and fired in almost no time flat with precise targeting information that would have punched a two millimetre hole in the alien ship – presumably right where they stored their antimatter."
"Impossible," grumbled Steiner.
"What's one more impossible fact?" asked Ashton. "Something very weird is going on here. The important thing is that it has been working in our favour so far." He paced in agitation. "We need to focus on what's important here. We need to get our people out of there. I don't know who attacked us or why and I can't even begin to explain how we survived it but it must mean that the landing party is in grave danger. We have to assume that they are prisoners – or worse. Our every effort now must be to find a way into that disc so that we can rescue anybody who is still alive." He could see them, each in his own way, squaring up to the task ahead.
"I wouldn't like to estimate the energy in that explosion," said Steiner, "but it didn't do much more than scorch the surface of that thing. Unless they want to open the doors for us, I don't see how we could possibly get inside." There was a murmur of agreement from Bellotti and a few half-baked ideas were thrown out and debated.
Eventually, hearing nothing he had not already thought of and rejected himself, Ashton held up his hand for silence. "I think I know how to do it." He looked at the two anxious men, silently watching him and took a long breath. Just tell them! he told himself. "All right,” he said. “You're not going to like this."



Chapter 23
The three landers from Spaceripper were parked in a group on the broad landing field. Their three pilots, as ranking officers in what remained of Petrov's mercenary army, had called a meeting to announce their plans. A crowd of grumbling infantrymen faced them, wanting to know what was going on and how they were going to get out of there.
Pilot Second Class Pradyumna Singh eyed them warily. Since the gigantic explosion that had rocked the dome some time ago, he had come under increasing pressure from the others to do something. "I know I'm the bloody ranking officer!" he had bellowed at his fellow pilots when they had pressed him for a decision. "But I'm still just a glorified shuttle driver! How should I know what's best to do? Look, here!" He tried to pull off the pip on his collar but couldn't shift it. "I resign. You're the ranking officer now. You say what to do."
They had argued round and round but, in the end, something had to be done. The soldiers were scared and increasingly vociferous. Petrov was still out of communications and he should have reported in hours ago. Everybody knew something had gone very wrong but it wasn't until the explosion – which seemed to be right above their heads – that fear and panic began to set in. Most people argued they should just blow a hole in the dome and run for it – take Spaceripper by force if necessary and head for home. Others, more aware of the consequences that could befall anyone stupid enough to double-cross Petrov, said they had to wait for the boss – no matter what. In the end, though, their rising fear made waiting an unacceptable option. Something had to be done.
"This is the plan," Singh told them. "We're in a compartment attached to the roof of this structure. We don't believe we can blast our way out but we can maybe use the landers to blast our way further in." There was mutinous muttering already. Nobody liked the idea of going further into the unknown. "Once inside, we should be able to contact Petrov and stage a rescue. Once we have Petrov, he can decide what to do next."
"What if we can't find Petrov in there?" one of the infantrymen shouted. The derision in his tone was undisguised. "No-one knows what's beyond those walls. You're just assuming there's enough space for a lander to fly around."
Singh was not a man to inspire his troops. "Yeah? So? That's the plan. If you've got a better one, why don't you tell everybody?"
"I say we blast a hole in the roof and get the fuck out of here!" shouted another soldier. The suggestion got a small cheer.
Singh looked at his fellow pilots. He'd told them this would be the reaction and they had a contingency plan ready. "Very well," he shouted over the din. "Very well. We'll try to get out through the dome." None of the three pilots believed their weapons would stand a chance of opening the dome. "But, if it doesn't work, we're going with the first plan and attempting a rescue." The crowd was subdued, some of them sensing they were being tricked.
"If the dome breaks, we get out and get back to the ship?" the first trooper shouted.
"Absolutely," agreed Singh. "But if it won't break, we go deeper in. Agreed?"
No-one agreed or disagreed. "Very well," said Singh again. "Everybody to your designated landers. We take off in two minutes."
-oOo-
Ambassador Hartmann, Petain, Goldberg and Iverson were discussing what they should do when Lenahan and Wu appeared. They watched the two men approach in silence.
"Where are the others?" Iverson demanded as they arrived.
"Dead," said Lenahan, in a flat, angry tone.
"The general?" asked Hartmann. "Dead?"
"There was trouble with the plan," explained Wu. "We had to act sooner than we wanted to. It turned into a bit of a fire-fight."
"My God!" gasped Hartmann. "Three of us dead!"
"And Petrov's men?" asked Goldberg.
"All dead," said Lenahan.
"At least..." added Wu, cautiously, "all the ones we could find. There may be one or two still at large."
There was a long silence, during which Lenahan walked over to a wall and sat down, closing his eyes as if he was bone-weary. Everybody watched him.
"And did you find a way out of here?" Susan Iverson, as usual, had the main issue at the front of her mind.
Wu shook his head. "They'd managed to blow a hole in one of the buildings. I don't know why."
Petain, who had been looking stunned, joined in the conversation in his inimitable way. "I don't suppose you bothered to look inside."
Wu did not answer but looked across at Lenahan.
Iverson seemed to understand everything from that single gesture. "So you're in charge now, Commander." She addressed her surmise to Lenahan who opened his eyes but did not look up. "Do you have a plan yet for what we do next?"
"So, what was inside the building?" asked Goldberg, who had not yet seen what was happening.
Lenahan was on his feet and strode over to Goldberg aggressively. "Fuck the stupid building!" he shouted. Goldberg, blinking in surprise, backed up a step, bumping into Petain.
"Commander!" Inge Hartmann looked as angry as he did. "I know you have suffered a great loss but you will conduct yourself in a manner that befits your rank and your responsibility as the military leader of this expedition."
The reprimand, which surprised everyone, was even more surprising in its effect on Lenahan, who looked as if he'd been slapped across the face. He immediately stepped back from Goldberg and turned to the ambassador. "Sorry Ma'am," he said crisply. “It won't happen again, Ma'am." It was such an unexpected turn of events that everyone exchanged puzzled glances.
Hartmann, however, took it with great calm. "Thank you, Commander," she said, politely. "Perhaps you could give your orders for the protection of our little group and the recovery of Drs Cejka and Wixted."
Lenahan looked around. Obviously he had failed to notice that anyone was missing. "Where are they? What's happened?"
"Nothing happened," said Petain, scornfully. "Barbara got upset and ran off. Geoff ran after her. I expect they will come back eventually."
"And I think we should not leave them out there unprotected," said the ambassador, sternly.
Lenahan obviously agreed. He turned to the robot, which was still standing guard some distance from the group. "BS, get out there and find the two civilians. Bring them back here and don't take no for an answer." Despite how far away it was, BS appeared to have no trouble hearing him. It nodded its head quickly and set off in the direction in which Barbara and Geoffrey had gone. As it left, Wu detached himself from the group and moved out to the periphery to take the robot’s place as guard. He took a couple of small sensor units out of his backpack and began deploying them.
"Now wait a minute!" Petain complained. "If there are rogue criminals out there, don't we need the machine here to protect us?"
Lenahan treated Petain to the kind of scornful look that was usually the Frenchman's prerogative. He strode across to one of the boxes they had brought with them and opened it. From it he produced a buzz-gun and threw it over to Petain, who caught it with a scowl. "You'd all better take one of these," Lenahan said. "Me and Wu can't cover the whole group if there's trouble." He made it sound as if this wasn't a big problem for him.
Goldberg came over and took out a weapon, inspecting it minutely as he moved away. Susan and the ambassador did not move. "I think I'll pass," Susan said. Lenahan merely shrugged, which irritated her. She looked over at Petain, looking very silly with the gun seeming small in his big hands, and then back at the Commander. "So, now that you're the leader, are you actually going to lead us anywhere or shall we just stay here?"
Lenahan looked at her with an expression of pure contempt. "You might want to keep that mouth of yours under control, Professor. I don't plan to put up with as much crap as the general did."
"So that's your plan!" Susan was clearly not in the least bit intimidated. "And do you suppose that not putting up with so much crap is going to help us get out of here?"
Lenahan's eyes narrowed and he took a step toward the physicist but the ambassador stepped between them. "We should not be arguing among ourselves at this point. Commander, if you do not want the responsibility of leadership, we will all understand. Just step aside and someone else will be found."
Lenahan scoffed but, as before, he deferred to the ambassador's authority. "Who could lead us?" he grumbled. "Her?" He turned to Susan again. "What's your plan, Professor? Why don't you tell us all how we can get home? Come on. I want to hear it."
Susan smiled at him, seeing this display of temper and impotence as a sign of the man's utter defeat. "I don't have a plan," she told him, "because there is no way out. We are stuck here. Our ship is probably destroyed but, even if it isn't, we have no way of reaching it or of it reaching us. We can't even communicate with it. There is nobody here for us to negotiate with or reason with, just a couple of other poor, trapped souls who will no-doubt be trying to kill us because we slaughtered their companions." She looked at Petain, who was watching her with a sad expression. "We have the food in our packs and whatever we can scavenge from the dead people. When that is gone, we will probably die here. Sure, we could blow open a building or two, like Petrov's people did, but I agree with Geoffrey that there would not be much of any use to us in them. If we could get under the ground, into the body of the disc below us, we may well find useful machines – spacecraft even – but we would have no way to fly them and no guarantee that they would be able to provide a breathable atmosphere and, even if we found something as fast as the Canta Libre, we would still need three months' supply of food to get us home. Am I going too fast for you Commander?"
Lenahan stared at her in shock, as did Hartmann and Goldberg. Petain just shook his head and turned away.
"But what about the aliens?" the ambassador asked.
Susan threw up her hands and turned away. "I give up. Somebody else explain it."
"Well, of course, it all sounds plausible," Goldberg said, as he struggled to find a refutation. "But there are all kinds of possibilities still open. Like... Like the ship might still be out there. We don't know it was destroyed!" He cast about. "There might be food here. If this is a gigantic warehouse, maybe they've got food too. There might be tonnes of food in some of these buildings. Tonnes! And, if there is, and we can find a space ship, and work out how to fly it, then it's not so hopeless." He was talking to Susan's back, his tone ever more sure and challenging. "Is it? Eh? Is it?"
Susan gave him a dismissive wave over her shoulder and walked a few paces away.
"Well I'm not just going to give up and die here!" he shouted. "Not while there is a chance! Not while we can still save ourselves!"
Angrily, Susan whirled to face him. "Listen, you stupid little man. Even if the ship survived, it can't get in and we can't get out. Even if there is food in one of these buildings, how much explosive do you suppose we have and what do you suppose the chances are of finding the right building before it is all gone?" She made an effort to calm herself. "I know it's a scary idea but I think we should all accept the fact that our survival for more than a few more days depends on wildly improbable things happening. I'd say the most likely of those is that the alien automation that runs this place has a program to rescue us from death and send us home in a well-stocked ship. And that seems about as likely to me as that we discover this grey stuff is edible."
"Anything could happen!" Goldberg insisted. "Anything!"
"Of course it could," said Susan, wryly and turned away again.
Goldberg, watched her back in impotent rage before addressing the ambassador and Lenahan. "I suggest we start searching for food immediately. We could open up these buildings, categorise them by type and open one of each kind. We could also try to get through the floor. She's probably right that that's where the bulk of this city's machinery and materials are. We should make more effort to communicate with the disc's mind. We can use Barbara's translation machines." He waved a hand at the discarded boards they had once carried to generate Galingua. "We can set them up around the city to keep sending out requests for help."
Hartmann seemed much encouraged by the engineer's enthusiasm. She turned to Lenahan, only to find he was still staring fixedly at Iverson, his jaw clenched in fury. "Commander?" He didn't seem to notice her. "Commander! I believe those were good suggestions. We should begin doing what we can as soon as possible."
At last, Lenahan looked at her, then at Goldberg. When he spoke, his voice was cold and hard. "You do what the fuck you like. We're all going to die here. You heard her. Well, that’s it for me.” With that he left them, striding away from the scattered little group, back in the direction of his dead lover's body, shouting over his shoulder, “I'm going to hunt down the bastards who killed Maria."



Chapter 24
BS found Geoffrey and Barbara with no trouble. They had not gone far, apparently, before becoming involved in some deadly encounter. They were huddled together by one of the buildings and, out in the street, three bodies were laid out neatly side-by-side. Geoffrey appeared to be unconscious and Barbara was cradling his head in her lap and wailing softly. No, not wailing, singing – one of her old, Celtic songs, but not one BS had heard her sing before. Identifying sounds as musical was not easy for BS. It was only the way the voice was constrained to a subset of pitches and the repetition of pitch sequences that gave it away. It knew that people sang for a variety of reasons, usually to do with emotional states, and surmised that Barbara was singing because she was sad that Geoffrey had been injured. It was an inexplicable behaviour but the robot's duty was clear; protect the pair from further attacks from who or whatever had assaulted them, provide Geoffrey with whatever medical assistance could be managed, and help the two humans rejoin the others.
BS hurried to join its team-mates. As it passed the bodies, it examined their condition. One had been severely lacerated, probably by buzz-gun fire, and, from his body-temperature, had been dead for a long time. The other two showed no signs of trauma – like Geoffrey, part of its mind commented, making the obvious connection – and one had only died within the past hour. Barbara stopped singing and looked up in fear as the robot drew close.
"Oh BS! I thought..." She looked up at the machine towering over her. "We've got to get help for Geoffrey." BS made no response and Barbara grew immediately anxious. "Do you understand?" she asked.
"Of course, Dr Wixted." BS's calm, smooth voice was reassuring. For all its strangeness, the robot had a competent, dependable air about it that ameliorated much of its alarming appearance. A small hatch opened in what might approximated its chest and it reached in and took out a small box. Working with astonishing speed and dexterity, it removed small machines from the box and placed them on Geoffrey's head, chest and abdomen. "Can you tell me how Dr Cejka sustained his injuries?"
Barbara was wide-eyed, watching the little machines. "Yes. I mean, no." She looked up at BS. "He went in there. That building. Some sort of viscous liquid engulfed him. I – I don't know for how long. I was sure he was dead, that he would be suffocated, but he wasn't. He was all right but he seemed confused. He said some very strange things. Sometimes he seemed to be choking. Then he... Then he closed the door of the building." It was as if she had just realised what he had done. "He reached up there somewhere and moved his hand about and the door closed." She shook her head. That wasn't important. "He said he had a headache. Is it oxygen deprivation? Does he have brain damage?" She remembered the men lying in the street and pointed to them. "One of them is the same. Unconscious. He was staring..."
"All those men are dead," said BS.
"Oh no!"
BS was not trained to deal with fear and distress but it had learned much about its charges during the long journey and about human psychology in general. It knew that Barbara required comfort. "Dr Cejka seems to be in no danger of dying. My best diagnosis is that he is physically undamaged and is simply unconscious. I could revive him with a stimulant injection if you wish. That would be my recommendation, as then I could ask him about his symptoms."
Barbara had no idea what to do for best. "Will it harm him to wake him up?"
"I do not believe so."
She looked down at Geoffrey's peaceful face. “If I let you carry him back to the others, maybe someone there would have some idea what to do. On the other hand, it might be better if he were awake to say what was wrong with him as soon as possible. Then perhaps you could treat him.” She stared at the robot, then at Geoff and, finally, came to a decision. "All right," she said. "Wake him."
BS swiftly reviewed Geoffrey's medical file and then selected an appropriate dose of stimulant which it administered through his skin. Within seconds, Geoffrey's eyelids fluttered and then opened. As he focused on the robot above him, his eyes widened in fear and he began to struggle to be free.
Horrified, Barbara, held onto him, yelling at BS to do the same. Between them they easily kept the struggling man down. "Geoffrey! It's only BS. Please, Geoffrey, you might hurt yourself. It's only the robot." She was sobbing as she spoke and Geoffrey eventually tore his eyes away from the massive machine and looked into Barbara's face.
"Barbara?"
"Geoffrey. Yes! You're all right. You're safe. Please don't fight us."
He stopped struggling and slowly looked back at BS. "Of course. The robot. I thought it was a..." He made a coughing sound, as if struggling to say something unpronounceable, then stopped and looked confused. "We're still in the facility. What's happening?"
"Can you walk, Dr Cejka?" BS wanted to know, thinking about getting back to the relative safety of the others.
"Walk? Yes, I suppose..."
"Geoffrey, I was so worried. How do you feel?"
"Feel?"
Barbara looked up at BS, wanting to share her anxiety but the robot's smooth, featureless head was no comfort.
-oOo-
BS began asking questions from a standard diagnostic questionnaire, attempting to establish the source of Geoffrey's confused state but after just two questions, the patient sat upright with a jerk and looked around at Barbara excitedly. "Barbara! Something happened to me in there. I know things. I feel things. It's like there's another mind in here with me, overlaid on my own. Everything is..." He was unable to express the sense of his perceptions being filtered through another mind, his thoughts mingling with other thoughts, the feeling that someone else was struggling to be him, someone who found him hideously alien, fleshy, limited...
"They tried to get control of me!" He struggled to his feet and Barbara and BS helped him. "That grey stuff that swallowed me, it's a machine, a kind of programming device that writes minds onto other minds. This place is full of minds. Millions of them! They want our bodies. They want us to..." His thoughts were hazy again. He had better not reveal too much about his plans. There was still a chance that others could be recruited. But was that what he wanted? Was that what he should do? Recruit his friends as soldiers of K'Gh'K?
He shook his head, trying to clear it. "I'm not sure who's thinking this," he said aloud.
"Geoffrey." Barbara's initial relief and joy was evaporating.
"Dr Cejka. We should get back to the others," BS was firm. "We should leave now if you are able to walk."
"Of course I can walk. I have balance organs in my ears!" Geoffrey laughed crazily but he let BS lead him in the direction of their crew-mates. "I must tell the general!"
"The general is dead," BS commented, flatly.
"What?" Barbara was shocked. "Dead? And you didn't even mention it?"
"I'm sorry." BS was able to see how this would be upsetting but could not understand the outraged tone. It tried to explain its selection of priorities. "Other matters seemed more pressing..."
"How did he die? Oh my God! Is everybody all right? Has something happened?"
BS tackled the questions in turn. "He died in the attack he led on the enemy position. Colonels Teng and Liapis also died. I do not have the numbers for enemy casualties but I believe there were several deaths."
Listening as BS gave his simple description of this catastrophic event and Barbara assailed it with endless, increasingly horrified questions, Geoffrey realised he could see the general's body. The human leader lay sprawled where he had fallen in Ka'k'k'gh Sector. Teng's body lay nearby, and there, beside the damaged warehouse, were the bodies of eight other humans, all strangers. He realised he had somehow interfaced his public mind to the facility's sensors. He had not needed to know where to look, or what to activate, the facility had worked it all out for him. "I can see them," he said and, although he had spoken softly, both BS and Barbara stopped speaking to listen to him. "I can see through the facility's sensor net."
Barbara looked chagrined at having neglected Geoffrey. "It's all right," she said, taking his arm, speaking gently. "We should go now. Come on."
Geoffrey turned his bright, excited eyes on her. "Barbara, this is incredible!"
BS said, “Dr. Cejka, your ubiq symbols are flashing on and off around you as if you are accessing dozens of different information sources but there is no net here apart from myself and Dr. Wixted. We have no grid here apart from what computing capabilities we each carry in our bodies.”
"Geoffrey...?"
"Barbara, I can see all over the facility. Everywhere!"
"Geoffrey, what facility? What are you talking about?"
"This!" He threw his arms out. "This amazing place my people created!"
"Your people?"
"I mean, the..." again he choked and coughed. He shook his head and took her by the shoulders. "Barbara, I'm connected to it. I have incredible memories. I know so much!" A sudden blinding pain hit him behind the eyes and he staggered and would have fallen had not BS deftly caught him. The damned machine is as fast as a g'g'h'kar! He looked up at the human woman, her expression so pained and confused. "They've done something to its mind," he said, trying to help her understand. "I have been written onto... onto..." A wave of blackness rushed over him and he slumped in BS's arms, barely conscious.
"Quickly. We must get him back now!" was the last thing he heard as he slipped into darkness and pain.
-oOo-
Kitty and McBain rounded a corner and almost ran straight into Lenahan. They leapt back, instantly perceiving the military uniform and the vicious-looking weapon. It was the same uniform the men wore who had slaughtered Petrov's people. This man could even have been one of them. It was only after the initial shock that they saw the set jaw and the hard, fixed eyes.
Lenahan might have fired instantly, except that the sight of two female civilians where he had expected heavily-armed mercenaries was enough to give him pause. Having paused, he realised that one of the women was a beauty. He stared at her, amazed. Until the other one spoke and broke the spell.
"We're not armed," McBain said, flinching as the gun swung his way. "We want to surrender." He raised his hands – remembering, a little late, to do so – and tried to smile.
There was a crump, an explosion that seemed to come from far above them. They all looked up but nothing could be seen.
Lenahan was angry that something else unexpected and unwanted was happening. He hated this place. He hated everything that had happened. He – and the thought surprised him – he hated Ramirez for giving the orders that had got Maria and the others killed. He hated himself for being so stupid as to have volunteered for this mission. Slowly, he turned back to McBain, watching him calmly. “Sorry, love, I'm not taking any prisoners.” He aimed at McBain's heart. They were all going to die anyway. Why not take down all Petrov's people first? “For Maria,” he said.
"Hey! Arsehole!"
Kitty bolted for the nearest corner as soon as she had shouted, looking pointedly at McBain, willing him to get moving. But Lenahan was incredibly fast. He whirled around, dropped to one knee and took aim at Kitty's back as she sprinted for cover. There was no chance she would make it. Before he even knew what he was doing, McBain found himself in motion. He threw himself, bellowing, at the crouching soldier knocking him over and sending his weapon skidding across the road. Hearing the commotion and aware that she should have been fired at by now, Kitty looked around to see McBain and the soldier struggling together on the ground. She shouted and began running back but she was so far away.
Lenahan, cursing himself and these troublesome women, was surprised to find the one who was on top of him was a lot stronger and heavier than she looked. McBain even managed to get in a decent right cross before Lenahan, roaring with anger, jabbed him in the solar plexus and then in the throat. Gasping for air, McBain was easily shoved aside. Lenahan leaped to his feet and drew a small hand-gun. Kitty screamed at him not to do it and McBain looked across at her. "Get back, Kitty," he shouted, concerned only for her safety, ignoring the man about to kill him. "Please! Please don't die here like this! Not for me." And then the weapon fired, two shots in rapid succession. McBain jerked back and fell to the ground, dead.
Kitty skidded to a halt, still ten metres from the soldier and her dead friend. The horror of what had just happened stunned her. She gaped at McBain's body, sprawled inelegantly at the feet of the man who had killed him and her mind was a roaring, whirling maelstrom of paralysing emotion. The incredible idea that he wasn't there any more, that he would never tease her, or laugh with her, or argue, or console her, ever, ever again, was too big for her to grasp. It would not stick to her mind but slid about on the outskirts of what was real, trying to push its way in. Mike was dead. Just like that. Alive. Full of caring and fun and anxiety. And then dead. And all because of that bastard! She looked up at Lenahan, this stranger, this irrelevance who had popped out of nowhere and destroyed her friend. Something was boiling up in her, something that wanted to tear him apart with its bare hands. She saw he was turning towards her, swinging his weapon up and round to point straight at her.
-oOo-
The attempt to blast their way out through the dome had failed. The three pilots had each taken turns to fire a pair of missiles at a chosen point on the milky skin above them. The bombardment had had no effect at all. The dome had not even been discoloured. The whole group had watched the attack in their public minds, taking feeds directly from the ships' cameras. It was a convincing and depressing demonstration. By the third salvo, everyone was certain there would be no escape through the dome.
"Very well then," said Singh. "We're going in."
He gave his orders and they formed a tight group, swooping up to the dome and then arcing down. Missiles streaked ahead, finding the mark on the ground they had chosen earlier. One. Two. Three. Four. The explosions blossomed in bright reds and yellows from the dull grey surface and when the smoke cleared, there was a hole big enough for all of them to have flown through side-by-side if they had chosen to. Radar revealed a deep, empty space behind the opening. "Flight leader to flight," Singh said into the net. "I'm going through. Give me a few seconds then follow me in."
As the acknowledgements came, Singh powered his craft through the floor of the landing deck and into the amazing space beyond. "Holy shit!" He exclaimed, forgetting radio protocol for the moment. “There's a whole world down here!" Through the wide windows of the lander he could see a broad expanse of fields, stretching to the edges of vision and, like an island in the middle of it all was a huge, sprawling city of grey buildings and wide, straight roads. He was two kilometres high as he deployed the lander's wings and swung around in a steep, spiral descent as they caught the air.
The others were through the hole now too and descending with him. He set them on new flight-paths, spreading out across the city so they could scan for Petrov's party among the apparently-empty streets. So far none of them had detected anything, but the buildings seemed as radio-opaque as the walls of the landing area, so unless their companions were out in the streets, they would never spot them.
-oOo-
Ibrahim Rahim, swung his lander to follow a main radial street that would take him across the city centre. If he were honest, he would not be too unhappy if they could not find Petrov. All he was really searching for was someone who could get them out of this and get them on a ship bound for SolSystem. The hours of waiting up there on the landing strip had rattled his nerves and, like most people, he was wound up tight and praying for a miracle. When his sensors started pinging he could hardly believe it. There were people in the street just a kilometre or so ahead. He switched to visual and magnified the tiny images. What he saw was astonishing. There were those two women he had helped jump ship. The cute one, Kitty, was standing with her hands to her mouth staring at the other who was lying on the ground, dead or injured. A tall man in a Permie uniform stood over the dead one and – Shit! – he was pointing a gun at Kitty! Oh no you don't, my friend! Rahim flicked the safety off the forward laser and fired. As he shot past Kitty and her fallen friend, he had just enough time to see the Permie erupt into flames. Gotcha! He did a quick victory roll, hoping that Kitty was watching, and pulled up to radio the news to the others.
-oOo-
Ashton was down in the drive room again, risking two paces into the shifting, sliding planes of light. His skin crawled and a pale aura tinged the tips of his fingers. "Akiro. I need your help."
Silence.
"I know you can hear me. In fact, I think you know everything that's going on. Can you even read our thoughts?"
"No, Robert."
He whirled around to find the beautiful apparition was once again with him. "Akiro!" She shimmered in the air like a life-sized threedee yet somehow far more substantial. He was sure that, if he reached out a hand it would meet something solid. Perhaps not flesh – but something.
"You should not come in here, Robert. It is not safe for you."
"I needed to talk to you. I have a favour to ask."
"Come."
The glowing form did not quite walk but somehow it moved out of the room and into the corridor. Ashton hastened after it, glad to leave the physical weirdness of the drive room.
"There are no ancestors, you know," Akiro said. "Not where I am."
Ashton did not know how to respond. His instinct was to question her, to commiserate even, but he had things he needed to do and he must have Akiro's help. "Akiro..." he began.
The angelic vision smiled at him, a gentle smile, full of understanding. "Ask your favour, Robert."
"Yes. Thank you," he said awkwardly, and explained what he needed her to do.



Chapter 25
Singh, cruising in his lander above the broad streets, was the one who discovered Petrov's body and, soon after, the bodies of the others. He radioed the other pilots. Rahim's news that he had just found and killed a Permie seemed to explain everything.
They regrouped and began quartering the city in formation, reluctant now to be separated. The three pilots discussed the situation across the net. "They must have arrived after us," said Singh.
"The city must have opened a landing site for them too, brought them in."
"It explains the explosion." They were silent for a moment, their perception of their situation shifting to accommodate this new idea. The UNPF had sent a ship. It had destroyed Spaceripper. Now the Permies were in the city, wiping out their people.
"Maybe it was Spaceripper that blew up the cops," Singh suggested but he didn't think it was likely and nor did anyone else.
"So we're the last," said Rahim. "Stuck here with no ship. Waiting for them to take us in."
"They didn't take Petrov. They just butchered the lot of them."
"Wait a minute," Singh was suddenly hopeful. "What if they're in the same position we were? The city let them in but now they can't get out, can't call for help. What if their landers are stuck up in one of those landing areas and they've only got a few people down here on the ground?"
"That gives us the edge! We could take them out from the air. It would be easy. Then we could work out what to do next."
"And there they are!"
They all checked their sensors and there, up ahead, was the remnants of the UN party – half a dozen people in a group with two more approaching them along with some kind of robot. They flew over the group, taking readings, and then swung around for the attack run.
-oOo-
Geoffrey and Barbara were crossing the street to join the others. Susan Iverson and Petain stood side-by-side and watched them arriving. It was obvious from the way BS was supporting him that Geoffrey had been hurt. Then the sound of approaching engines drew all eyes to the sky. Three aircraft approached them, flying low over the tops of the grey buildings, and roared over their heads and out of sight.
"Now what?" grumbled Petain.
"Petrov's landers, at a guess," said Susan. "I think we had all better take cover, or at least spread out." She shouted across to the robot. "BS, I think they will come back and attack us. What should we do?"
"Perhaps they will rescue us," suggested the ambassador. "Why should they be hostile?"
"Oh I don't know," sneered Petain, "because we shot all their friends, perhaps?"
The three craft appeared again, climbing up and around for another approach.
"BS?"
The robot gently laid Geoffrey on the ground. "Everyone should disperse," it said loudly. "Find shelter behind buildings. These constructions are very strong and will afford good protection. It will be hard for them to chase down everybody through these streets. I will attempt to bring down as many as I can but my chances are quite small."
The ambassador and Goldberg appeared ready to argue but Susan clapped her hands. "You heard it! Spread out. Find shelter." She looked up at the aircraft, small and distant as they began their final approach. "Move it!" She grabbed Petain's arm and prevented him from going. "Help me with Geoffrey." The big man was reluctant. "Come on! Barbara and I can't do it on our own." With a grunt, he relented and dragged their still-unconscious companion to his feet. Susan got under one shoulder and Petain got under the other and they ran with Barbara behind them in a direction as far away from everyone else's as possible.
BS took up a position in the centre of the street, facing the rapidly-approaching aircraft. Special Agent Wu appeared at its side, carrying a portable missile launcher. "I'll help," he said.
"Take up a position behind me," BS said, instantly accepting the offer. "My electronic countermeasures are very localised."
Wu knelt behind the robot and brought the bulky block of tubes to his shoulder. The aircraft were in his sights and the 'target acquired' message popped into his public mind. Now it was just a matter of waiting for them to come into range.
-oOo-
"They've got weapons locks on us!" The radio squawked.
Singh cringed. Kwok Young-Hoon was an inexperienced pilot and had never seen combat before. Had he really expected they could just fly up to an armed UN force and shoot them like fish in a barrel? "Countermeasures," he said calmly and his ship began cycling through radiation emissions, trying to find the set that would scramble their enemy's targeting systems. He smiled grimly as the lock alert flickered and then went out. The group below was splitting up, trying to reach the cover of the buildings, except for the robot and one other who had obviously drawn the short straw and was making a stand. Then the robot’s image went fuzzy and indistinct. He frowned at his screens. Some kind of stealth technology, he supposed, but it would not help them. He instructed Rahim and Kwok to go left and right to take out the people trying to flee. The robot was his own. He turned on his targeting systems and switched his weapons to 'hot'. "Stand by," he told the others. "Wait for my command." He didn't want Kwok shooting too early and letting the robot pick off his missiles. If they let these people escape this time, it would take forever to find them all again. "Wait for it..."
-oOo-
Wu saw his lock disappear as the attacker's countermeasures came on. The spintronics in his weapon kept randomly searching for new frequencies with which to re-acquire the targets but it wasn't going to find them in time. He switched the launcher over to a broad spread and adjusted the shape of its 'kill zone' to maximise the chances of a hit. He hoped BS was better able to track the three attackers.
It occurred to him for the second time that day that he may well be dead within the next few seconds. He felt those seconds ticking away in slow, slow time as the distant aircraft grew larger and larger. The irony of dying at the hands of human criminals after coming so far to meet intelligent extra-solar life, was too bitter a thought to be his last. He took a breath and let his mind go blank, focusing on the approaching enemy, letting the murmur of the rangefinder be his mantra for this last moment of calm and peaceful acceptance. If death was coming, let it find him open and receptive to whatever it might bring.
And then, in an instant, everything changed.
Above the buildings, above the roaring aircraft, impossibly large and impossibly there inside the dome, was the Canta Libre. It blinked into existence as if by magic, almost right above them. Its retros were firing with an ear-splitting roar as it leapt into motion and began braking simultaneously. A second later the sudden displacement of its own volume of air was felt as a shockwave that slammed into the ground with explosive force. Everyone jumped apart from BS who accepted the sudden violence with a mind specially designed for that very purpose.
The three landers were shaken in mid-air and their smooth trajectories suddenly wavered and wobbled as their pilots struggled to identify and assess the new threat. But long before they could spot the ship above them, beams of intense energy flicked from the Canta Libre's gun ports and all three enemy ships exploded in perfect unison, totally destroyed in an instant.
Wu, his ears ringing, watched the seemingly gigantic space ship racing past overhead for another second and then it winked out of existence just as abruptly as it had winked in. This time, he just managed to get his hands over his ears before the thunder-clap hit again.
-oOo-
On the bridge of the Canta Libre, there was stunned silence. Ashton and his two engineers watched the displays in breathless astonishment. One moment they had been flying towards the dome. Then, for all of three seconds, they were actually inside it, then they were outside again and flying away from it.
"We did it!" said Steiner, barely able to believe it. "We did it!"
"Bring us about," said Ashton, sounding a lot calmer than he felt. "Steiner, check the comms logs. Let's see what we got."
"They had gravity in there," said Bellotti, reading his displays. "We fell fifty metres while we were passing through. Another second or two and we'd have hit the ground!"
"Status report," said Ashton, crisply into the ship's command channel.
The ship began rattling off minor issues caused by the stresses of having spent three seconds in a point-seven-five-G field while ploughing through dense atmosphere. None of it was important. "And the lasers have been fired," the ship added, almost as if it was an after-thought.
"What!" Ashton checked the logs. Three shots, very short duration, very high intensity, very specific targeting. "What did we shoot?"
"Unable to determine. Radar records indicate three aircraft were inside the dome at the same time we were. Each was approximately at the three positions that were targeted."
"Damn!" What the hell did Akiro do in there? He'd only asked her to pull her stunt with the IR drive again to get them inside the dome long enough for them to exchange radio messages with their crew-mates and then get out before they hit something. He hadn't asked her to start shooting down alien aircraft!
"I've got the comms log, Captain." Steiner, who had also heard the ship's report, was looking as worried as Ashton.
"Play it."
"The first part is just our pre-recorded compressed message bringing them up to speed. I'll skip that bit. The reply came from BS. It was highly compressed too. I'll uncompress it." Steiner triggered the playback and the robot's voice came through the speakers.
"Captain Ashton. We are all glad to see you are alive and that the Canta Libre is intact. We had feared the worst. We have encountered other humans here inside the dome. The others are mostly mercenary soldiers employed by a former organised crime boss known as Pyotr Illyavitch Petrov. I and the military personnel have clashed with Petrov's men and there have been casualties on both sides, although we have so far come off considerably better. The general is dead, as are Colonel Teng and Colonel Liapis. Geoffrey Cejka is injured and unconscious but the rest of us are well. However, we are presently under attack by airborne forces, presumably loyal to Petrov, and I predict that Special Agent Wu and myself will survive only four seconds longer unless we are exceptionally lucky. Some of the others may survive. You may find it worthwhile to search for survivors if you are able to..."
"Hello, BS."
Steiner and Ashton exchanged glances as a new voice appeared in the recording.
"Who is this?"
"It's Akiro, BS. I would like to help if I may."
"Hold it!" Ashton stopped the playback. "I thought you said this was compressed?"
"It is, sir. BS was transmitting at about a hundred times real-time."
"And she's having a conversation with the robot?"
"Sir, after all the other fantastic things she's done, frankly, this doesn't seem all that incredible."
Ashton shrugged. "I suppose you're right." He continued the playback.
"I would like you to help if that is possible," the voice of BS said from the recording and Ashton was taken with how different the machine's reaction had been to his own in similar circumstances.
"Many things are possible now," said Akiro. There was a long pause, which Ashton mentally translated to about half a second real-time, during which, he supposed, Akiro shot down the attacking aircraft. It made him slightly uneasy that Akiro's ghost – or whatever it was – seemed so willing to kill people on their behalf. On the other hand, he would probably have been just as willing if he had had her opportunities.
"Thank you, Akiro," said BS from the recording. "Captain, I don't know how to explain what has just happened – it seems impossible, although I must be wrong to think so, since I have just witnessed it happen – but we are no longer in any immediate danger. I am transmitting a map of the city – to the extent that we have explored it – and I have marked a rendezvous point where I and the others will endeavour to be if you find a way to rescue us. I look forward to seeing you soon."
The recording ended and Ashton stared blankly into the status displays. His mind was inside the disc with BS and the others. The general, dead! What were they going through down there? What other dangers were besetting them? Gunfights with human gangsters? It was incredible! And where were the aliens? Could this gigantic artefact just be an alien ghost town? An enormous, orbiting city, abandoned, yet still inviting visitors? What sense did that make?
"Captain?"
It was Steiner. Both his engineers were watching him expectantly. "Get the ship back into shape,” he said. “I want to be ready for anything. And start considering our options. I want you back here in one hour and I want a plan to get those people out of there. Dismissed." And I'm going to talk to our guardian angel again. God help me.
-oOo-
Geoffrey woke to find himself once again among his crew-mates. He looked around at them, seeing how tired and drawn they all were – and how few of them remained. Barbara was beside him, curled up on the floor, asleep. He tried to keep still so as not to wake her.
Something astonishing had happened to him. An alien mind had been superimposed on his own. It was no longer dominant but it was still there with all its personality, its intentions and its memories. It knew it had failed to take him over but it had not stopped trying. The odd thing was that, whichever personality was ascendant, they both felt like himself. He was Geoffrey Cejka but he was also Prime Founder Hr'Kk'G'ka of the Fifth Cohort of the Thirty-Eighth Army of the Great Plan. An important, powerful r'r'ek. Geoffrey did not like Hr'Kk'G'ka. The r'r'ek was callous, obsessive and brutal. He had done unspeakable things to climb to his present position of power and would do more if he had his way. Similarly, Hr'Kk'G'ka despised Geoffrey for the weak and pointless creature he was. But then, Hr'Kk'G'ka despised all humans, despised all creatures he thought were below the K’Ha in the Natural Order. Such creatures were only fit for dying in the cause of the Great Plan. And they would if he could just get these stupid creatures into the reprogramming units.
Geoffrey pulled himself up with a start. How easy it was to slip into this alien's persona. He must watch himself, try to control it. There was so much to do. With his new memories, he understood the workings of this facility intimately. He could tap into the sensor net and the facility's artificial mind. It was not like being latched to a grid back home – it was easier, somehow, yet hard to make sense of much that he learned. The facility was helping him. It had been designed to interface to strange, alien devices and was working constantly to understand his cogplus equipment and how to work with it. It was succeeding too. At first he could not even close a door. Then he could see and hear things. Now he was beginning to have direct control of the facility and to explore its capabilities.
He found he could see the Canta Libre, orbiting with them a few kilometres away. He also saw another ship, decelerating out of deep space towards the facility. Not from Earth, the facility told him. From the direction of Ra’Ha’ka. But there were no known civilisations in that direction for hundreds of light years. Not an enemy then. Just more strangers. Perhaps these new visitors would be better able to be reprogrammed. Perhaps their worlds could be the newest recruits to the Great Plan.
Again it alarmed him how easily he had become Hr'Kk'G'ka. It worried him that he might lose the struggle to be himself. Yet the trend had been the other way. The reprogramming had not taken. It was breaking down. Hr'Kk'G'ka was losing control, slipping into the darkness. Which meant he needed to act quickly, to use his astonishing new knowledge in case it went away too. He tried to get up, quietly so as not to disturb Barbara but she was awake the moment he moved and, as soon as she said his name, everyone else gathered around him.
"How are you feeling?" asked Susan.
"Strange," he said, grossly understating the experience. He climbed to his feet. He was a little unsteady but not too bad. "Listen. Everybody. I can get us out of here. I – I am rather better informed than I used to be."
He already had everybody's attention but now they were focused on him with a needy intensity.
"You learned something while you were cocooned in that stuff?" Petain asked. They had all heard the story of Geoffrey’s engulfment.
"A reprogramming unit," Geoffrey corrected him. "The people who built this place want our bodies. Then they want our solar system and anything else we've got. Then they want the whole human race to join them on a crusade to recapture certain holy sites in the..." He coughed as he stumbled over an unpronounceable, untranslatable, K’haran word. "In some place fifty thousand light years from here."
"So this whole city is just some kind of trap?" Goldberg was as incredulous as everyone else.
Geoffrey shook his head. So much to tell! "No, not just that. The trap is just the beginning. It's main purpose is to manufacture arms and grow food for the, er, crusaders." It sounded so crude to him, they way he put it. How to explain to these creatures the breathtaking glory of the Great Plan? "The 'city' as you call it..." – people exchanged glances at Geoffrey's sudden change of tone – "is a Seed, a recruitment facility, primarily a manufactory and barracks. We should have been the first recruits, reprogrammed with the personalities of great and devout leaders." Like me, he thought, sadly. I have failed my people.
"We would have drawn others to us, filled the Seed with recruits, reprogrammed hundreds and subjugated tens of thousands. Others would join us from the K’Ha to help organise and plan. Messages have been sent. They are already on their way. When we were strong enough, we would have taken your worlds by force. Humanity would be given the privilege of serving the Great Plan. Decades of preparation would be needed. You are technical primitives. But, eventually, huge human fleets could join the crusade, billions of new fighters for the cause!"
They all looked into Geoffrey's wide, fanatical eyes and each came to a similar conclusion.
"You had better get some rest, Geoff," said Petain, his tone solicitous.
Geoffrey was confused and his head was hurting again. Why were they looking at him like that? They needed to act now. Time was running out. The whole of humankind was in danger and only the Iffot Onni could help.
"Godless scum!" he shouted. The very thought of those monsters was profane. He would do penance. He would go back to the reprogrammers. It was the human's influence. Why was this creature in his mind at all? It should not have been like this. It was defeat. It was humiliation and ignominy. The Seed had failed the K’Ha. It was the first time it had ever happened. All minds were reprogrammable. Except ours! Geoffrey was filled with hope, despite the pain, the pressure in his temples that was darkening his vision. "We have a respite," he whispered. "We can't waste our opportunity!"
-oOo-
Geoffrey toppled over into Barbara's arms, unconscious again. As the distraught woman held him to her, Susan took Petain aside. Goldberg and the ambassador followed them. Despite Susan’s rudeness and indifference, the strength of the woman’s character was magnetic. She was a natural leader for them and they literally followed her.
"Do you suppose it is some kind of mental breakdown?" Petain asked.
"God knows we've all been through enough," Susan replied, her face grim. Personally, she felt as if one more impossible, violent or inexplicable thing happened, she too would be a gibbering wreck like Geoffrey.
"He was buried alive," offered Goldberg. "Swallowed whole. What must that be like?"
"I'd give everything I have to be out of this awful place!" said Hartmann vehemently.
"I believe what he's saying," said Susan and they all looked at her in surprise.
"Wishful thinking," grumbled Petain.
Goldberg seemed eager to be convinced. "You think he was... I dunno... brainwashed?... by some alien machine as part of a plan to conquer the Earth and turn us all into slave soldiers?" He stopped and looked alarmed. “If Geoffrey knows a way out of this city that's one thing but he says we've actually triggered an alien invasion. So I'm hoping he's just gone mad.”
Susan looked at the little engineer with her familiar sneer returning. "We need to wake him up and keep him lucid long enough to get something solid from him, some evidence that he really can get us out of here."
"Like what?”
"Oh, I don't know... Like showing us how to get back to the lander, maybe?"
The ambassador took the unusual step of chiding the great physicist. "Susan, there is really no need to take that tone with everyone."
But it was water off a duck's back. "You don't think so, eh?" she said, distractedly. "Come on Henri. We have work to do. Aaron, go and tell Wu we need him and BS to escort us back to that elevator – or whatever it was. Ambassador, can you sort out some things to take with us? We probably won't be back. Just water, food... You know, useful stuff. You can leave the arsenal and the translation boards and all the other rubbish.
She strode off to rejoin Barbara and Geoffrey with Petain in tow, leaving Hartmann and Goldberg dazed and blinking in their wake.
"We need to bring him round," Susan told Barbara, bluntly.
Barbara looked up at her crossly. "He needs to rest."
"I'm sure he does but we haven't got the time to let him."
"What do you mean? What's happening?"
Susan looked into the other woman's eyes and saw the fear and anxiety they all shared, together with a stubborn determination to protect Geoffrey. Good for you! she thought. Not as spineless as you look, eh? She decided to change tack. "Do you believe what he's been saying?"
Barbara had obviously been considering this very point. "Yes," she said, firmly. "He's mixed up and in pain but I think he believes what he's saying and I'm prepared to believe it too." She seemed to think this needed some justification and added, "It's all been completely consistent as far as I can tell, not like deranged ramblings at all."
Susan nodded. "I tend to agree. So, if he's telling the truth, we're in a bad way. We have been trapped by a hostile species who intend to take over our minds and conquer our homeworlds."
Barbara gave a sheepish grin. "Sounds pretty silly when you say it like that."
Susan grinned back. "Probably everything that ever happened sounds silly if you describe it in one sentence. The point is, we can't risk ignoring it because if it is true we're in deep shit. The alien automation doesn't seem to be doing much about it at the moment but, if it decides we're a waste of time, it could simply turn off the heating or replace the air with something less breathable and wipe us out. Frankly, if these people are dangling these orbiting cities as bait to capture intelligent but naive races, they would probably not abandon the chance of snagging one so easily. Geoff also said they'd sent a message and that others would be coming. It makes sense to me that they would do that, especially if there are complications. So they could be arriving in fifty years or they could be arriving today. The point is, we don't know how much time we have. We need to get Geoff to do what he says he can do and operate the machinery here. Do you see?" She smiled, wanly. "I'm quite fond of the silly bugger myself. I wouldn't push him to help us if I didn't think it was life and death."
Barbara looked for a moment more into Susan's eyes and made her decision. She shook Geoffrey gently, calling to him, and slowly he came back to consciousness.
"Geoffrey, it's Barbara. Are you all right?"
He sat up and looked around him. "I'm fine. What's going on?"
Susan crouched down beside him. "Geoff, we're going to try to get back to the lander. Can you operate the elevator and get us back up there?"
He thought about it for a second and nodded. "I think I just did," he said and looked up. They followed his gaze and saw a large grey cylinder rising above the city and rapidly shooting straight up towards one of the dark patches on the dome that marked the landing areas.
"So, not a teleportation device then," said Susan, sounding disappointed. "Can you get it back?"
"Yes." They continued watching and the grey cylinder rose until it merged with a landing area and then, a few seconds later reappeared, descending at high speed.
Barbara was beaming all over her face. "Oh my God! This means we can get out of here! It means we can go home!" She hugged Geoffrey who did not seem to share her happiness, staring at the fast-growing dot in the sky with troubled eyes.
Susan too, looked grim. "We'd better get moving."
Barbara's eyes widened. "Of course! This means it's all true!"
Susan began helping Geoffrey to his feet. "Sorry, Geoff, there's no time left. We've got to go."
"Of course." Geoffrey looked dazed and confused but he managed to stand with the two women supporting him. The others were standing in a group, watching them.
"Can you contact the Canta Libre?" Susan asked.
"It's still there, isn’t it?" Geoffrey said. "I can use any of the facility's equipment. It is still treating me as if I am..." and he coughed again over the alien name.
"It's still there all right," laughed Susan. "You slept through quite a show."
-oOo-
Kitty had never known it was possible to feel so bad. She felt as though her heart had been torn out of her, kicked around and thrown back inside. She sat beside McBain's body and wept and wept until her eyes were weary and her mind was numb.
She had laid him out as best she could, moving in a daze of grief, dragging him away from the charred remains of that crazy man who had so callously killed him. It seemed especially awful to her that she could not even give her friend a decent cremation, that he would lie there on the grey ground until he rotted.
The grief had been bad but the guilt that grew within it was worse by far. It was her fault he was dead. She had made him come here. She had been so sure of herself, so certain it was the best thing to do. Just like when she'd run off with Tad. Her mother's face, stricken and alarmed as she had been in that last comm call, haunted her now. How could she have done something so heartless? It seemed to Kitty she was cursed, poisonous to anybody who loved her or cared about her, a stupid, selfish child who could do nobody any good, only bring them pain and loss and death.
She supposed she would die too. It wouldn't be long before the soldiers came and found her and finished her off. It seemed only fair that they should. She had killed her friend as surely as if she had held the gun and fired the shots. And she missed him so much! It tore and rended her like invisible demons. This kind and gentle man who had saved her life and taken care of her and loved her was dead and gone. He had been her constant companion and friend for months and now... now... She had never felt so alone. It occurred to her that no-one had ever been so alone, so far from home. And now Mike was gone. She wailed over his bloody body, remembering the times she had been cruel, the times she had taunted and teased him, the many, careless unkindnesses. It was unbearable. She couldn't stand so much pain. Surely her heart would burst? The pain just grew and grew inside her, inflating like a balloon, squeezing the breath from her, constricting her heart. Surely human beings were not capable of holding all this hurt?
And in a blink her pain turned to rage. She glared around at the silent, pitiless grey buildings, their inexplicable, inhuman blankness proclaiming their indifference to her friend's death and her own grief. She remembered Petrov – God rot his iron heart! – saying that the aliens had sent out an invitation and it fanned the flames of her fury. "What for?" she screamed at the insouciant streets. "Just so you could watch us die like flies in a bottle?" The grey walls absorbed her cries, reflecting nothing back, giving her the feeling that her voice was silent, that the screams were only in her head. It drove her mad with impotent fury.
When the door opened in the low, cylindrical building opposite, she acted immediately and without thinking. She grabbed up the soldier's gun from where it had fallen and charged into the building at full speed, yelling wordlessly, driven by blind rage. Whoever or whatever was in there was about to discover that Kitty Hamilton had had enough!
-oOo-
As soon as she entered the building she realised where she was. The interior was a single gigantic drum. No windows. No furniture. Whirling around, she saw the doors slide shut behind her. With another wordless cry of anguish, she threw herself at the seamless grey wall where the doorway had been. She shouted and pounded at it, sobbing and wailing and cursing the inscrutable aliens and all their works. In the end she turned and fell back against it, exhausted and silent. At which, the doors slid open and she tumbled out into the street again.
Only it was not the same street she had been in just a short while ago. McBain's body was not there. The buildings were all different. And there – she struggled to her knees and then her feet – just a couple of hundred metres away, was a lander. Not one of Petrov's landers – this was something smaller and less heavily armed – but a ship! Maybe it was an alien ship. Maybe there were aliens here. Maybe they'd seen her. She looked at the gun in her hand. It felt heavy and looked mean and it gave her a certain comfort. She looked back at the ship. Whoever owned it, it was a way out of this place. It didn't look much but maybe it could even get her back to SolSpace. Who knew what kind of technology these things had?
There was a whoosh of air that almost knocked her over and she spun about to see that the building she'd just fallen out of had completely vanished. The ground where it had stood was an unbroken smooth expanse of grey. For an instant she felt giddy, vertiginous, as if she might topple into a hole that wasn't there and fall into space. She stepped back, turned, sighted on the lander and started running.
Half-way to the ship, she saw the UNPF logo on the hull and drew up fast. After that crazy cop had killed poor Mike in cold blood she would rather face the unknown aliens than those murdering bastards. She started advancing again, slowly. There was no cover here. The lander was way out across an open apron, with another one parked behind it. If there was anybody on board either craft, they would have seen her on their instruments by now. Were they waiting for her? Would they pick her off when she got closer? She stopped again. OK, they know you're here. They're probably waiting for you. They'll probably kill you. She looked at the ship. A human ship. It might have people in it. Even if they killed her, at least she wouldn't die alone in this alien ghost-town. She took a step forward and then another one. With a grim fatalism, she walked steadily, head held high, towards whatever was waiting in the silent ship.



Chapter 26
Robert Ashton was alone in the control room when the call came through.
"Canta Libre, this is the landing party. Canta Libre, are you there?"
He almost fell off his seat. "Geoff? Is that you?"
"Yes, Captain, we're coming out. I have... Well, it's hard to explain. But I can work the controls in here now. I can get us back to the landers. We're all heading there now."
Ashton’s head spun with the questions that filled it but he said, "Can we assist you in any way, Geoff?"
Geoffrey's voice was uncertain. "I don't think so. I'm pretty sure I can do this. And Wu says he can fly a lander." He trailed off. When he spoke again, it was with some urgency. "Look, Captain, we think there may be some aliens on their way from, from... Anyway, from somewhere else. They are hostile and they will attempt to recapture us."
Ashton's heart leapt. He had been tracking the approach of the unknown ship for some time now. It was almost within their weapons range. "I see them, Geoff. Who are they? What do they want? Are they likely to open fire? What armaments do they possess?"
Geoffrey took a moment to respond. "Our weapons are far superior to your own. You have no alternative but to surrender." There was a long silence and Ashton had the impression of urgent conversations he was not privy to. He had barely had time to ponder what the hell was going on when Geoffrey spoke again. "I–" Geoffrey said and stopped again. "I haven't been myself lately." Then, aside, "Yes, yes, I'm all right now."
"Geoff?"
"I'm sorry, Captain. Just... try to keep clear of the other ship and be ready to make a run for it. We'll be up as soon as we can. Human's are very resourceful. We'll be OK."
-oOo-
Kitty marched right up to the nearer UNPF lander. No-one had shot her. No-one had taken her prisoner. In fact, it looked like no-one was around.
The craft had a single, small entrance, with a door that swung inwards. The door was standing open and a short staircase was deployed. She stood on the lower steps and poked her head through the opening.
"Anybody home?"
No yells of surprise. No running feet. No intruder alerts. Carefully, she mounted the steps and entered the lander. It was much smaller than the ones Petrov used and was more basic and utilitarian than anything she'd seen aboard the luxurious Spaceripper. The main cabin had a dozen seats and there was a bulkhead between this and the pilot's cabin for'ard. Aft, there were only storage lockers and a tiny galley. She stepped inside and called again. No reply. She attempted to latch to the lander's grid but there was nothing. She supposed it was military security or something. It occurred to her that she was completely native, that she'd been virtually native since she left Spaceripper. That she had almost come not to miss the constant presence of comm nets, entertainment and information webs, the presence, just a thought away of countless other minds, real and artificial. She looked around her at the drab cockpit and its lifeless surfaces, listened to the eerie silences of her own thoughts and felt the strangeness of it. Yet another way that she'd never been so alone in all her life.
Her stomach griped and she remembered the little kitchenette. She hoped it had a decent printer in it. She was starving!
It turned out to be just a little snack dispenser but, even so, it had no manual controls (why would it?) and, without access to the grid, she couldn't make it work. Furious with the obdurate little machine, she beat at it with her fists, for want of anything heavy to hit it with. She thought about retrieving the gun – she'd tossed it carelessly on one of the seats once she'd realised there was no-one aboard – and shooting the miserable thing but she knew that food inks were not necessarily edible and certainly weren't palatable on their own. But there was something about the situation that triggered a memory.
They had been on a shuttle, just last year, her mother and herself, taking a hop across to Weng Ji Station for a weekend break. There had been this creepy ultramodded jerk at the back who kept coming on to her. Like she'd date a man with four arms and three of them artificial! Anyway, some other guy at the front had suddenly gone into convulsions – turned out he'd OD'd on uppers – not hard to do in low G. Kitty's mother had rushed forward and started doing her superwoman thing, telling everyone what to do and applying first aid and all that. She said she needed some drug or other and the autosteward got all coy and said they needed the pilot's permission. Kitty had expected her Mum to take out her blaster and shoot the little bot to pieces but, instead, she'd just said, "Security forces override," and rattled off a string of alphanumerics. Instantly the autosteward was her slave and did everything she asked, quick smart. Neat! In fact, it had been so neat that Kitty had written down the string on the spot and spent the next few days committing it to memory. Amazingly, in the weeks and months that followed, she had forgotten she even had such a useful piece of information.
Now, turning back to the dispenser with a smirk of anticipated triumph, she spoke the incantation she had been hoarding. Instantly, the little food printer's lights came on. Not only that, but the whole ship came to life and announced its readiness in her public mind. She stepped back from the dispenser and looked down the length of the cabin to the cockpit which now glowed and flickered with the lights of displays and controls. A smile spread across her face. "Cool!" she said.
-oOo-
Logan and his mercenary companion Askenazy were dodging through the streets of the alien city, shadowing the UN team while trying to avoid detection by its warbot. The bedraggled group of civilians seemed to be moving with some destination in mind and Logan wanted to be there when they reached it.
He and his companion had barely spoken since they had witnessed the incredible sight of the Canta Libre materialising out of thin air, gunning down their three landers and then disappearing again. Inevitably, Askenazy had taken it rather badly. The soldier had begun making small grunting and muttering noises as if he was having an intense, internal conversation. Logan eyed him anxiously and tried to keep him moving as they tracked the others. He would have shot the man dead and left him behind except that something in the soldier's armour was generating a sensor fog and that was the only reason the Permies hadn't spotted them yet. Logan wasn't confident he could get the armour off the man and keep the countermeasures working.
They had just completed another long detour around another grey building and were pressed up against a corner, peering round at their quarry as the group approached along a broad street.
"What the fuck are we doing here?" Askenazy suddenly grumbled out loud. He picked a bad moment because that was precisely when the Permies stopped and Logan needed to focus on what they were doing.
"Look," the lawyer said. "It's one of those round buildings like we arrived in. They must be planning to go up to their landers. They've found a way out!"
Askenazy didn't seem very interested. "What good does that do us? Do you know what that robot would do to us if we tried to rush them? No? Well neither do I. I've never seen anything like it."
"Dimitri," Logan said, pulling the man around to look into his eyes. "They're going up in that thing soon. Real soon. Like in a few seconds. We have got to do something right now."
Askenazy glared back at him in stubborn resistance. "Like what, brains?"
Logan snorted in frustration and stepped back from the soldier. "I don't know," he said through gritted teeth. "You're the soldier."
Askenazy gave him a contemptuous look. "Arsehole," he sneered and turned back to look at the Permies.
As soon as the soldier's back was to him, Logan put his hands on it and pushed as hard as he could. Even as Askenazy staggered out into the open, eyes wide with fear, mouth open with shock, Logan threw himself back against the corner and shouted; "Look out! He's going to shoot!"
-oOo-
At the first, sudden movement, BS swung its weapons to face the commotion. It took the machine barely a microsecond to determine that the target was a man in armour carrying various weapons and then another to find targeting frequencies that would penetrate the man's crude sensor fog. There was no obvious immediate danger. The man was unstable and uncoordinated. He was raising his weapon but aiming it at a point behind the building he had emerged from. In its peripheral sensor fields, BS saw Agent Wu raising his own weapon. Most of the others had not responded at all yet, except with simple startle responses. BS considered the possibility of the man shooting whoever was behind the building first – another man by the sound of the shouting – and then turning his weapon on the rest of them. It considered several other scenarios too and most of them had a small but finite probability that one or more of the group could be killed or injured if the robot delayed for more than fifty milliseconds before destroying this target. It also considered the fact that the man's armour matched that of Petrov's mercenaries, which meant he was almost certainly one of them. Weighing all this in the balance, BS fired a short burst of smart slugs at the man.
-oOo-
Even before he had finished yelling his 'warning', Logan saw Askenazy steady himself, pull up the muzzle of his buzz-gun and aim it at him. The man's face was a mask of fear and panic. The soldier knew he was about to die but the cold fury in his eyes told Logan he didn't intend to die alone. For a heartbeat, Logan knew that he too was about to die. What the hell? It had been a pretty crazy gamble anyway. And then Askenazy was jerked about like a puppet whose strings were being hacked and he fell in an untidy heap. Dead.
Logan let out his breath in a rush and, finding his legs had begun to tremble, slid down the wall to sit panting on the ground. Too close. Way too close. His head sank into his hands and he sat there recovering his wits, letting the pounding of his heart slow down and steady. And that's how he was when BS and Wu rounded the corner and found him.
-oOo-
"This is Captain Robert Ashton of the UNPF vessel Canta Libre, please respond."
Ashton had been sending the same message over and over for several minutes now, the ship having translated it into Galingua. Yet no response had come from the approaching alien ship. It was time he did something more positive about protecting the ship.
He gave a command and the manoeuvring thrusters fired. The ship had been asked to execute a defensive manoeuvre which was to stay close to the disc and to keep it between itself and the enemy ship at all times. It was the only defence he could think of. Whatever was going on – and Geoff, the only one of the landing party who seemed able to talk to him, was barely coherent half the time – he had got the message that the alien ship was dangerous and he needed to buy some time. The downside of hiding behind the disc was that he would not be able to see what the alien was doing. And that worried him. A lot. So he had placed sensor platforms in a tetrahedral formation around the disc. They could track the newcomer with radar until it chose to shoot them down. They were not likely to last for long but it might help.
"We will lose contact with the intruder in five seconds," the ship told him, but he knew that already.
"Activate the radar satellites," he said, calmly.
Cat and mouse, he thought. And we're the mouse!
-oOo-
"I have no idea how long this is going to take to decipher, Captain," said Science Officer Tang Chui Yi of the Bundaberg, looking up from her displays. "My guess is it could take weeks. Maybe months!"
Lee looked at the screens full of lines and blobs and pursed his lips. A long, repeated message in a completely unknown language that didn't look a bit like any language he had ever seen before. Alien, he thought. Completely alien. But was it a greeting, or a threat? Directions for docking, or a warning of consequences?
"Broadcast this on every channel we've got," he told the ship. They had hung on and hung on, not wanting to reply until they had some idea of what the message meant but it was time to act. The alien ship and the gigantic space station it orbited with would soon be within Bundaberg's weapons range. Perhaps Bundaberg was already in the alien's range.
"Captain! We've just been lit up by three very small vehicles beaming radar at us."
Lee looked at the displays. Were they just being cautious or was this the end? "Arm weapons," he said, evenly. "Target the ship. Poh Ling, I want to be ready to go superluminal on my command." Assuming the aliens now had good data on Bundaberg's course, speed and rate of deceleration, even if he took out all of their radar satellites, they could predict his position without any difficulty. His only hope would be to manoeuvre, but Bundaberg was no space fighter, it was a gigantic, heavy colony ship. Any course change would be a slow, gradual affair. If the aliens fired at them they were practically sitting ducks. Going back to super-light speeds might well save them but it would be suicidal in the long run. When they had re-entered normal space, they had done so with enough fuel left to slow themselves for orbital insertion and very little else. If they overshot this system, they would end up adrift in space, on an arbitrary course, with no hope ever of making landfall.
"The alien ship is moving, sir. It's going behind the station."
"Target the station, Poh Ling." He looked at his navigator who was calmly readjusting the weapons. "Do you think you can hit that thing from out here?" he asked, tongue in cheek
Feng looked up and smiled. "A ninety kilometre wide target? All this technology seems a bit redundant. I could probably throw a rock and hit a thing that big?"
"The alien signal has stopped, sir," said Chui Yi. "It was probably coming from the ship, which is no longer in line-of-sight."
Lee triggered the comm. "This is the colony ship Bundaberg," he said in plain Mandarin, "requesting permission to come alongside. We are settlers from the planet Earth and we are keen to meet you and to discuss our situation. We mean you no harm. Please respond."
He waited the few seconds needed for the signal to reach the alien and a response to come back. The seconds kept on ticking away. No answer.
Now what? He shrugged, unable to answer his own question, and sighed – a mere gesture, of course, with no breath involved. "Keep sending it," he said.
-oOo-
Kitty was totally immersed in the lander's systems. Her mother's security override seemed to give her access to everything. She quickly found the comms. At first she thought the systems must be broken but she soon realised there were simply no signals whatsoever from any source.
Then she found the flight systems. Could she fly this thing? She doubted it. She'd never flown anything in her life before – unless you counted grid games. Still, how hard could it be? She'd known some total half-wits who were lander pilots and even a few morons who piloted freighters. If they could do it, surely she could work it out. She looked round for a flying manual but didn't see anything that looked promising. A presentation called, "Welcome to Your New MIL53-RO71b Multi-Terrain, Multi-Atmosphere Lander," seemed to hold promise until she realised it was just a tour of the features by some guy with a loud voice, too much face paint, an excessive, genmodded smile, and a way of getting very excited about leathex seat covers. She dropped the search for help and began poking around experimentally in the controls. After a couple of minutes of this, the ship's engines roared to life and the whole lander lurched sideways and began skidding across the street. Frantically she thrashed about trying to shut things down until the engines cut out and the ship thumped to a stop. Her heart pounded and her breath was coming in short gasps as the lander settled back into its suspension, rocking gently.
That's it, she promised herself, no more trying to fly this thing. But the exploration did not stop. The loud guy in the presentation had said something about armaments and now she wanted to know how to use them.
"Your new MIL53-RO71b Multi-Terrain, Multi-Atmosphere Lander comes equipped with state-of-the-art small arms and light missile defensive capabilities," the loud guy told her when she got the manual running again. Images appeared of the lander swooping down on ground-based and space-based targets, firing volleys of what the guy called smart-slugs and tiny little hull-piercing missiles that he said were "TAC15s". The targets were all suitably wrecked after the assaults so she supposed the ship's weapons must be OK. To convince herself further, she brought them online and blasted away at one of the buildings for a while.
"Whoo hoo!" she whooped, thrilled and not a little scared by the noise and violence she had unleashed. "Wow! Yeah!" She fired another couple of TAC15s. "Come on you murdering bastards! Bring it on! I'm ready for you now!" She wasn't quite sure who it was she was shouting at but then, as the smoke cleared, she saw the small cylindrical building she had arrived in suddenly pop up through the ground at the far end of the street. It was the cops. The people who had killed Mike. They were coming for her – or for their lander – who gave a damn? She swung the targeting sights round to centre on the building. The firing command hovered at the front of her mind. As soon as she saw the doors opening, she fired.
-oOo-
Geoffrey was having a bad time. He was drifting in and out of consciousness and slipping frequently between his two personalities. No! Not his two personalities! He shook his head, trying to get it straight. He kept being taken over by the alien Hr’Kk’G’ka. His awareness was like a strobe light in his brain. Each flash found him somewhere else, different people around him, lying down, standing up, shouting, weeping.
Now he was inside an access pod. He remembered calling for it but he did not remember it arriving, nor entering it. The others were there with him. He did a quick, anxious scan of the group and was relieved to find no-one else had been lost. He looked at Barbara. She and Susan were still supporting him.
"Come on Geoffrey," Barbara was saying. She looked tired and drawn. "We've got to get up against the wall there."
He was confused but he did his best to help them manhandle him over to the smooth grey wall. "Why?" he croaked. There was something going on in his head. A voice was talking to him inside his head. It was a human voice and he could not understand how that was possible. He saw that everyone else was also flattening themselves against the wall, with BS and Wu taking positions either side of where the door would open. Barbara began explaining to him that they might be facing hostiles when they reached the landing area but he was trying to hear the voice in his head and caught little of what she was saying. Then he thought the voice must be Ashton. He remembered now that he had spoken to Ashton through the facility's comms network. He switched his attention to the comms and the voice was suddenly clear:
"...from the planet Earth and we are keen to meet you and to discuss our situation. We mean you no harm. Please respond."
It didn't sound like Ashton – although the voice was speaking Mandarin. What was going on?
"Doctor Cejka, we are ready now," said Wu. "Would you open the doors please?"
The voice in his head started speaking again but Geoffrey ignored it so he could concentrate on working the door mechanism. It occurred to him that it would be easy to tell the robot how to do it, let the damned human machine open their doors for them! He gasped at the lapse, shocked again at how easy it was to be someone – something – else. As the doors slid open, he turned back to the comms net.
"...the colony ship Bundaberg, requesting permission to come alongside. We are settlers from the planet Earth and we are keen to meet you and to discuss our situation. We mean you no harm. Please respond."
Find it! he – or Hr’Kk’G’ka – snapped at the facility. And there it was. A large ship, decelerating into a matching orbit on a simple, ballistic trajectory. More humans! These ones must not warn them! They must be allowed to arrive. They must be allowed to be re-programmed. He realised that he had already told Ashton about the approaching ship. He had said they were dangerous aliens! Why would he do that? Ashton would blow them to pieces! A colony ship? It wouldn't stand a chance in a fight. He had to stop Ashton. Warn him, part of him said. Destroy him, said another part.
He searched through the facility's mind for the weapons he needed and found them. Lots and lots and lots of them!
A sly smile crossed his face at the same time as he saw BS duck into the doorway and begin shooting. In the same instant, it seemed, there was a rattle of explosions outside. BS came flying back into the building ahead of a cloud of flame and black smoke. Even so, something small and fast zipped out of the maelstrom and flashed past the tumbling robot. There was another explosion – inside this time – at the opposite side of the building but Geoffrey was knocked senseless by the concussion before he ever had time to hear it.
-oOo-
Kitty was cheering in the lander, amazed and ecstatic. She wasn't quite sure what had happened but it looked spectacular. Her volley of missiles – wonderful, wonderful TAC15s! – had streaked off towards the opening doorway. Something – some kind of hideous, alien monster – had appeared briefly. Then there had been great clouds of explosion. She had worried for a split second that the missiles had all gone off early or something. Then the clouds of billowing flame outside had been pushed aside by a blast from behind them and one of the aliens – maybe the same one – had come barrelling through, rolling and bouncing towards her until it came to a stop and lay still, half-way up the street.
"Take that, scumbags!" she shouted. "You don't kill my friends and get away with it! Ha! How about that then?" It was only slowly, as the fear and excitement of the moment ebbed, that she began to worry about what she might have done. If that was an alien on the floor out there, where were the UN cops? If there was one alien, didn't that mean there would be others? And wouldn't they be pissed off that she'd just blown one up? Besides, she didn't really have anything against aliens, as such. I mean, it was pretty evil that they lured us here to this horrible place, but it was the other humans that did all the killing, not them. Oh shit! What if I've killed an innocent... er... thing?
The cheering over, she stared numbly at the strange body lying in the road. I didn't mean to do it. I thought they were people. What
right do they have to hold us prisoner here anyway? And so what? It's only some kind of horrible alien monster anyway! She realised with a shudder of self-disgust that she was just rehearsing her arguments, justifying herself, denying the enormity of what she'd just done. Oh God! What have I done?
It was almost with relief that she saw the alien move. Almost with relief – because, as she saw the thing unfurling itself, first its complicated limbs, then a head, stretching out from its curled-up body, as she watched it straighten itself up, she realised it had rolled itself into a ball to survive the explosions. Her heart was suddenly pounding in her chest as she understood just how tough that creature was. Her eyes widened in terror as it lifted itself off the ground and slowly turned its mottled, featureless face towards her.
-oOo-
Captain Lee might as well have been alone in the control room. The chatter from the crew and the ship, the flickering of displays, barely impinged on him. He stood quietly in the middle of the room, lost in thought.
Nothing was right with this situation. An installation as big as the one they were approaching should have been buzzing with life, not just sitting there dormant and silent. And he would have expected the system to be full of activity too. Instead, they had seen just one, single ship and it had scurried off behind the – whatever that thing was. A space station? A mothership? Anyway, the lone ship had gone – and it looked for all the world as if it had run for cover! They'd been challenged with a message so long it could have been a novel and then were ignored when they replied.
Now they were braking into a matched orbit with no idea what was going on. It was all so strange. Alien.
"How can any of this even make sense to them?" he asked aloud.
Everyone looked around at him, briefly, but only Chui Yi felt it necessary to respond. "If you think that way, you'll go mad," she said. "It's true, things might not make much sense on the surface but I think we have to work on the assumption that they make sense at some level."
Lee thought about it in silence. She'd said as much before, in the long conversations they’d all been having as they waited to arrive. Chui Yi's position was that, whatever cultural or physical differences they might find in the aliens, they would be fundamentally like human beings – shaped by the same physical and evolutionary forces that had shaped themselves. He had to agree with her. It was the only thing that made sense. Yet this enormous object and the skulking ship shook his faith in his own reason. What if there were things out here in the depths of space that defied rational explanation? What if things just worked differently out here?
"I know what you're thinking," said Chui Yi – and she did. She'd heard him too, during these long anxious days. "But, even if I'm wrong, you have to act as if I'm right. We have no other way of thinking, no other way of reacting to this. Look," she cast about, trying to find a way to bring him around, to help him find answers they could use. "If this was in the Solar System somewhere and that was a human-built object, what would you think?"
Lee eyed her speculatively. "I suppose I'd think it was abandoned – or an automatic installation of some kind. A scientific station? A military installation? An automated factory?"
"Not a factory," she said, pleased with herself – and with him. "No traffic. You'd expect barges coming and going."
"There's that ship..."
"Does it even belong here?" It was a sudden inspiration but it suddenly seemed to make sense. "Maybe they were called here, too."
"That's why they're nervous of us! That's why they're hiding behind that thing. I think you're onto something!"
"So we have an automated – thing – and two very confused visitors. Why is it so big?"
"Big aliens," Feng offered, catching the mood. "Bigger than whales!"
Lee actually laughed. "Maybe it has to be that big to hold something? Or lots of somethings?"
"Water!" Feng said, the idea prompted by his 'bigger than whales' suggestion.
Chui Yi shook her head. "The density is too low. That giant white lentil is mostly hollow."
"So, full of air then?" said Lee. "Could it be a city?"
"Too quiet," said Chui Yi.
"And too big," said Feng. "It would be huge. Bigger than Beijing!"
"Maybe it's something we don't have any word for," Lee mused, slipping back into feeling the object was just indecipherably alien.
"Nonsense," Chui Yi scolded. "What's the word for a big white hollow thing where nobody lives except a lonely AM? It's on the tip of my tongue."
"Why does it want company?" asked Lee, on the trail again. "Why send out an invitation?"
"It's a trap!" exclaimed Feng. They both looked at him sceptically. "No, seriously. There's no-one here. There's nothing here except that thing. It's just sitting there like a big white spider, luring little flies like us into its maw."
"Right!" scoffed Chui Yi. "Can you imagine what it cost to build something like that? Where's the benefit of luring the likes of us into its 'maw'? It can't possibly want our technology. If it's after our bodies, I'm sure there are far more efficient ways of finding food. Farming it for a start!"
"Farming would explain its size," mused Lee. “There could be a fairly modest city in there surrounded by fields for growing food." He thought for a moment. "At five hectares per person, with farmland on both sides of a flat internal disc, you could probably support a city of a few millions with that much space. It would explain why the disc rotates as it does – to create a diurnal cycle."
"Still," Chui Yi said, wistfully. "Wouldn't we still expect some traffic outside the domes?"
"Not if the people inside didn't know there was anything outside." Feng seemed determined to find melodramatic explanations.
"Why would they invite us to visit?" asked Lee, dismissing the suggestion.
"The more mundane the answer, the more I'll like it," Chui Yi declared.
"What about the explosion?" Feng asked. "Nothing mundane about that! Biggest damned explosion I've ever heard of that wasn't a natural phenomenon."
"You're right. We keep forgetting the most bizarre piece of evidence we have." Their best analysis so far had shown up only a tiny amount of debris – consistent with the mass of a single missile exploding in space. Or a single ship.
"Maybe there were two ships here once and the disc blew one of them up?" suggested Lee.
"Slight case of overkill, don't you think? Besides, if the disc had done it, why is the other ship still hanging around?"
"The other ship might have done it. It could be that the victim had antimatter engines – or was carrying antimatter."
"Or the killer used antimatter weapons," said Lee, glumly. The very idea that the aliens they were dealing with routinely used antimatter in any way at all, scared him to death. Yet the flood of soft X-rays from the explosion pointed squarely at antimatter as the source. It had been illegal in the Solar System ever since collection techniques had been developed that could create useful amounts of it. It was rumoured that some governments had stockpiles amounting to several grams, hidden on nameless rocks in the Oort Cloud, well out of harm's way. Even so, an explosion that size would have required an amount of antimatter worth more than the gross domestic product of a small state.
"So," Chui Yi was bright and business-like, to counteract his mood. "What kind of place is big and empty and lures people to come and visit it?"
"A trap," said Feng again. "What else could it be?"
"But why would it be so large?" Lee was beginning to feel exasperated. At any moment now he might be required to make decisions that would affect all their lives and he knew nothing about what he was facing. Perhaps by just standing here talking he was condemning them all to death.
Not that he had many options.
"Maybe it's a zoo," Feng offered. He shrugged deferentially. Even to himself the idea sounded implausible. The sheer size of the place would imply a collection of staggering proportions. Besides, why stick it out here? Zoos had always been close to population centres, when they had existed.
"More the size of a game reserve," said Chui Yi. She had read that there had been such things once, in the Earth's past. Huge areas of land on which large animals were allowed to live their lives as they had done in the days before humanity.
"Didn't they set those up so that tourists could come and hunt the animals?" asked Feng.
"At first, perhaps," Chui Yi wasn't sure. "I thought they were for conservation."
"We're not an endangered species," Lee commented dryly. Which, of course made the hunting suggestion more likely. "Enough." He raised a hand. The speculation was over. He needed decisions now. Action. "We still have no idea what it is but every way we look at it, it doesn't look right. We're going to snuggle right up to it. We have no option. There is nowhere else to go. We've already dumped so much vee that I doubt we could leave this solar system even if our lives depended on it. So, whatever is in there, we face it and we do what we can to stay alive. Perhaps all this speculation is nonsense. A least it will make us more cautious."
He looked around at his crew. They were all looking at him, ready to take his orders. "Chui Yi, keep working on that message. Feng, your priority is to track the other ship. If it reappears, I want to know immediately." He took another look around. Were they all just lambs to the slaughter? He had never seen a lamb – although he knew they were still farmed in some places, for the high-priced gourmet market – but he had a mental image of cowed and hopeless creatures, dragged unprotesting towards a bloody and horrible doom. It galled him that the heady excitement of the independence they had so recently declared, might end here in this nameless place.
Well, so be it. At least they would die free.
"Carry on," he told them.



Chapter 27
Ashton returned from visiting Akiro. Once again he had called to the flickering colours and pleaded with the shimmering, sliding luminance in vain. She had not appeared. Her capricious comings and goings baffled him. Whatever she was and however she did what she did, she was unreliable. He couldn't count on her help. He couldn't even count on her being around to be asked for help. He had hurried away from the chateuillant air, hating to spend any time at all in the pernicious aura that surrounded his IR drive.
Steiner and Bellotti looked up as he entered the control room but a quick shake of his head dispelled their expectant expressions. "We're on our own for the time being," he told them. “Unless either of you knows a charm to summon the dead.” No-one thought this was funny. "What's the situation?"
Bellotti shrugged. "The same." He shared a graphic. It showed the disc with Canta Libre hovering close to it and the alien ship approaching on the trajectory they had calculated for it. It was getting very close.
"Keep us out of its way," Ashton said, needlessly.
"The admiral called again," Steiner informed him, pointedly. "She's called four times in the last half-hour."
Ashton shook his head. "My orders stand. I do not want to talk to SolSystem until I have some kind of clue what is going on."
Steiner was agitated and uncomfortable about this. "Captain, standing orders are that we..."
Ashton cut him off. "Herman, I know the orders. I know the proper thing to do. But I still don't want to talk to them. This whole situation is too..." Too what? "...bizarre." And that's putting it mildly. He could see that Steiner wasn't satisfied. He didn't normally feel the need to justify his decisions but, in these circumstances, he needed his team to support him.
"Look, some of the things that have happened in the last few hours, some of the actions we've taken, would be difficult to explain. No doubt whatever we do next will be hard to explain too. I need to be able to do what's right and I need to do it without having to disobey any direct orders that might seem like a good idea to people sitting at a desk three hundred light years away." He saw the light dawning in Steiner eyes. "And I certainly don't need the distraction of making reports for the sake of the brass back home when every breath we take needs to be focused on getting our guys out of that damned clam-shell."
Steiner nodded and grinned – a rare sight but welcome. "I forgot to mention that we've been having troubled with the spinlink, sir."
Ashton grinned back. "Thank you, lieutenant. I want you to get onto fixing that – as soon as the current crisis is over."
"Aye aye, sir."
He considered his options. The radar satellites were still in place and the alien was tracking as predicted. No manoeuvring, no attack. It looked so innocent. Just a ship coming in to dock. It wasn't trying to block their surveillance. It hadn't launched any fighters or missiles – even though it was big enough to carry a massive arsenal. Either they really were no threat or they didn't seem to care about Canta Libre's presence at all? Could it be an automated vessel, like the robot barges that did the asteroid mine runs? Yet Geoff had warned him to stay clear of it. He had said it was dangerous.
Time to try communicating again? What would be the harm? He could relay his signals through the radar platforms. It wouldn't give away their position. He might have been tempted to try a first-strike attack if Geoff hadn't seemed so scared for their safety. There was no sense slapping the thing on the nose and getting it mad. If it was made of the same kind of stuff as the disc, his chances of hurting it looked pretty slim. Maybe that's why it was ignoring them? Maybe it was just so incredibly superior in its armour and firepower that Canta Libre was no kind of threat at all.
He dearly wished Akiro had been there to talk to. Whatever she was now, she represented their best hope for defence against these aliens.
He looked at Steiner and Bellotti again, immersed in their ubiqs, latched to the ship. "Carry on," he said, superfluously, and took his seat at the command console.
-oOo-
Kitty watched the alien creature with growing fear. Outside in the street, the strange being eyed her malevolently, barely moving at all. Kitty had just done her best to blow it up and there it stood, unharmed, plotting her destruction. Now she watched it, mesmerised by the frozen menace in its stance. For all its baffling appearance, she sensed a lethal power about it. It was wound tight, waiting to fly at her with a hideous ferocity. Hardly daring to breathe, she turned on the weapons targeting systems.
The instant she did so, the creature sprang into life. Moving with a speed that was impossible to believe, it scuttled in a random, zigzagging path towards her. She squealed in shock and dismay and frantically scrabbled among the controls to bring the weapons to bear on it. But the stupid TAC15s wouldn't fire. "Friend," the display told her in big green letters. "No! You fucking idiot!" she screamed. "Alien! Alien! Not friend!" She looked around desperately, saw the manual override and flipped the virtual switch. The displays changed, complex targeting screens appeared with lines and grids and numbers all over them. As she goggled hopelessly through the mess of information, she saw the alien make a dash and disappear beneath the lander. "The door!" she wailed, realising that it still stood open behind her. Where was the door control? The gun! Oh my God I've left the gun back there on a seat!
Screaming incoherently in rage – at her own stupidity, at the lander's impenetrable complexity – she struggled out of her genuine leathex seat. She knew she wouldn't make it but the gun was her last, her very last hope. She barely made a single step before the creature swarmed through the door and into the cabin. In a heartbeat it was upon her, its bulky body and confusing limbs seeming gigantic in that small space. Yet it moved with staggering speed and effortless grace. It stopped at the same moment she did, its smooth, empty face thirty centimetres from her own.
"Hello," it said. "I'm placing you under arrest for assault. Possibly for murder."
Kitty experienced one of those free-fall moments where everything she knew was turned on its head. It didn't make sense that she was still alive. She should have been having her arms pulled off by a slavering alien. Instead – it didn't seem quite real – instead, it had said something really ordinary, although she couldn't quite remember what. "Pardon?" she said in a voice she could hardly hear.
"I said," said the hideous alien monster, "Hello. I'm placing you under arrest for..."
Kitty interrupted it. "You speak Mandarin!"
"I speak all three of the major languages; Mandarin, Spanish and English, plus Hindi and twenty-seven others. Would you prefer a different one?"
"I think I feel a little..." A wave of dizziness came over her and darkness crept in from the edges of her vision. She sat down heavily into the nearest seat, half-fainting as the shock of being alive overcame her.
"Do you require assistance?" the alien monster asked her.
"No thank you." The dizziness passed as her natural resilience began to reassert itself and her mind turned towards options for escape. She examined the alien from her position almost beneath it. The sheer size and strength of the thing oppressed her immensely.
The big alien – it looked like some kind of insect, or machine even – waited patiently for a few seconds then said. "I am going to restrain you now. I must return to my companions in case they require medical assistance." So saying it reached out and grabbed her arms. She struggled wildly against it but the creature was so strong she might as well have had her arms set into a concrete wall. With another of its endless limbs it reached into an opening in its body and produced two small loops of plastic, one of which it slipped over her wrists and the other over her ankles. The loops tightened as soon as they were in place. It was all done with such strength and efficiency that Kitty hardly felt a thing until the creature released her and she could struggle against her bonds. Then they hurt like hell. She stopped struggling immediately and glared up at the huge alien.
"What the hell are you anyway? What kind of monster has cupboards in its body?"
"I am, perhaps, monstrous," the creature agreed. "Although I prefer to think not. I am a robot. I am owned by IBM Corporate State, on loan to the UNPF for the duration of my present mission. I'm afraid I must leave now." And, with that, it rushed away.
Kitty stared after it in astonishment. A robot? Not an alien? She struggled against her bonds again and again they punished her with a pain they seemed to induce directly in her nervous system. Panting with anger and frustration, she let herself flop back into the seat. Grimly she stared down at the seat-back beyond her knees. The UNPF had her. They would be coming sooner or later. The people who had killed Mike. It seemed inevitable that they would kill her too, especially since she seemed to have killed or hurt some of them.
"Well, good!" she shouted, defiantly. "I hope you're all dead. I wish I could kill you all again!" She felt tears running down her cheeks. She didn't want to die like this. She didn't want to kill people. She was just tired of being frightened. Tired of being angry. It was all so wrong. So pointless. She wanted to be at home, back on the station with her Mum and her friends. A powerful memory of hanging at the mall, laughing with the other girls, hit her like a blow. It was another world, another life, a million years ago.
-oOo-
BS returned swiftly to the still-smoking building it had been blasted out of just a few minutes ago, to find the humans already tending to one another's injuries and distress. It reflected on how fragile the human body was. Two people – the engineer, Aaron Goldberg, and the linguist, Barbara Wixted lay unconscious, perhaps dying, and all of the others apart from Geoffrey and Wu had injuries. Wu – whose armour and helmet had obviously protected him – was administering what limited triage he could to his cut and bleeding companions. Geoffrey Cejka lay face down on the floor beside Barbara's limp body, weeping loudly. Although conscious, Susan Iverson seemed to be very badly hurt. A piece of shrapnel was buried in her left thigh, protruding ten centimetres from the wound. Wu, who was examining it gingerly, looked up in relief when he saw BS reappear.
"Thank the ancestors you're back! Did you get them? Who was it? Can you take over here?"
BS took equipment from the medical kit as it spoke, replacing Wu at Iverson's side. The physicist grimaced at him but was focusing too hard on fighting the pain to say anything. "I have neutralised the threat," BS said. "We were attacked by a human female. Probably another of Petrov's crew."
Wu moved across to deal with a gash in ambassador Hartmann's arm. "Is the lander OK? You didn't damage it?"
"That was not necessary. The lander is intact."
"Good work. We need to get these people up to the ship. Goldberg and Barbara and Susan." He nodded towards the shrapnel. "What do you think?"
"I think It would be best to immobilise the leg and return to the Canta Libre's sick bay before we attempt to remove this."
"Do it," Wu told it.
The lawyer, Logan came over on shaky legs. He looked around. "It's a miracle none of us were killed," he said in a too-loud voice.
"The missile that got past me had a very small charge. It was a hull-piercing munition which would channel most of its blast forward, into an enemy ship. In this case, the material of the wall clearly absorbed a lot of the force."
"I can't hear you," Logan shouted.
"They all have various degrees of hearing loss," Wu explained.
"That will be treatable when we get back to the ship," said BS. "They should try to avoid infecting burst ear-drums but new tympanic membranes and damaged cilia can be re-grown quite easily." The robot sprayed anaesthetic onto Susan's leg, straightened it carefully, and splinted it. Then it moved on to Petain, who growled and shooed it away. He was bleeding from a cut on his forehead and several on his chest but he resisted any attempts at first aid.
"I think we're ready to move," Wu said to BS, looking at the bloody and shattered remnants of the expedition. "You will need to carry Susan and the others. Get going. I'll bring Geoff."
Slowly the rag-tag group of injured and hobbling people made their way across the grey pavement to the waiting lander. Even carrying Susan Iverson, BS reached the craft well ahead of Wu and the others. Handling her with such care and strength that she seemed almost weightless in its arms, it took her to a seat close to Kitty, set the seat-back down and placed the wounded woman in it. Then it raced off to bring the next one.
-oOo-
Susan, the pain in her leg gone, under the influence of the anaesthetic, tried not to look at the piece of metal sticking out from her thigh. Instead, she looked across at Kitty, who looked back at her uncomfortably.
"I'm sorry," Kitty said. "I didn't know there were ordinary people in there."
"My dear girl," retorted Susan, loudly. "I can't hear a single word you're saying."
Kitty, taking umbrage at the woman's tone, snapped back. "Oh, well, take that attitude then."
Susan smiled, as if amused at the way the little kitten spat at her. "So what did you think you were doing trying to kill us all?"
Kitty's umbrage vanished as quickly as it had come. "I wasn't trying to kill anyone." Susan shrugged, giving up on the struggle to hear. Kitty interpreted it as dismissal and continued trying to justify herself. "Not really. I – I wasn't thinking. I was upset because your soldier killed Mike."
Susan looked at the young beauty speculatively. "So you're, what, a gangster's moll?"
Unfamiliar with such archaic slang, Kitty had no idea what she'd just been accused of. Looking at the bloody mess she'd made of the woman's leg, she supposed the old harridan had some kind of right to be rude. "What's that?" she asked, weakly.
Seeing Kitty didn't understand, Susan tried again. "You were the floozy of one of those criminals that got killed."
Leg or not, this woman was getting on her nerves. "Mike McBain was not a criminal!" She blinked. "I mean, well, yes he was, I suppose, but he'd given it up. He wasn't going to do it any more." She found she was crying again and that was the last thing she wanted to do in front of this snooty cow. Yet she could not help it. The grief she had suppressed with all her recent manic action was finding its way back in through the cracks in her broken heart. And she wanted to defend Mike. "He died to save me. He died so I could get away. He was the best person I ever met. He was sweet and gentle and decent and your fucking psycho cop shot him down like a dog!" She began shouting. "I don't care how many of you I blew up! I wish you were all dead! You're not cops, you're cold-blooded murderers! You're all scum!"
Susan looked calmly away from her and Kitty followed her gaze to find several ragged strangers had entered the cabin and were standing there, silently watching her as she ranted. With a wail of despair and grief, she turned away from them and buried her face in the seat, ignoring the pain from her bonds. Let them kill her. What did she care? Her life was over and good riddance!
People settled into seats around her but there was little conversation. A man with a gruff, French accent said loudly, "Is that the one?" but no-one answered him. She heard the machine come in and people helped it put someone into a seat. "How is she?" the harridan asked. "Stable, I think," said a man with a Chinese accent. "When BS and I bring back Barbara and Geoff, we'll get going."
It seemed to take ages before the robot came back. This time there was more fuss. Everyone wanted to know if the man Geoff was all right, if he could open the doors. Kitty lay there in a pit of misery, aware, without even looking, of how battered and injured these people were. It occurred to her, at last, that the reason they were all shouting so much and yelling "Eh?" and "What?" all the time was that the explosion had made most of them deaf. Gingerly, she looked up to see what was going on.
The man they called Geoff was kneeling beside a seat on which a badly injured woman lay unconscious. The woman was white-faced. Her pallor contrasted against the rolling waves of black hair that tumbled across her cheeks and shoulders. It was beautiful hair. The man, Geoff, stroked it tenderly. He looked dazed and shocked, not all there. Kitty thought he must be concussed or something. He was obviously deaf too. The Chinese man in the UNPF body armour was writing notes on a public pad and thrusting them in front of Geoff's face. With a sudden shock she realised that her cogplus was integrated with their net and she could see all their shared info. She pulled up a copy of the public pad so she could read what was on it. The soldier had written, "Geoff, please open the dome for us."
Geoff stared blankly at the note. Maybe his cogplus was damaged? The soldier tried again, scribbling furiously for a second or two. This time the note said, "We've got to get Barbara to the ship so we can help her." There was still no reaction from the strangely distracted Geoff. Kitty noticed that everyone in the cabin who could was staring at Geoff. All our lives depend on this, she realised. He can open the dome and set us free! Her heart began to race. He could set them free but he just sat their like a moron staring at the white-faced woman. The cops were as trapped here as she was. But they had someone who could open the doors. The irony of the situation hit her like a punch in the stomach. She had almost blown up the only man who could get her off this damned disc. She could be heading into space right now if she hadn't fired those stupid missiles. It drove her mad to think of it. Why didn't that guy wake up and get on with it? Why was he just sitting there doing nothing?
"Hey, you!" The shout came out of her before she had any chance to stop it. "Just get your shit together and open the stupid doors!"
Perhaps only the Chinese guy actually heard her but he looked around sharply and pretty soon everyone was staring at her again – even Geoff. The dazed man seemed to see her, even though he couldn't see anything else. He rose slowly to his feet. "You," he croaked. "You are the human who did this." He pointed accusingly at the unconscious woman. What did he mean, "You are the human"? He took a wobbly step towards her. "I will crush you in my kkk-ugh-kkk!" he shouted. "I will shred your pulpy disgusting body with my claws! Your stinking red blood will flow like kr- kr-" He broke into coughing. Then suddenly he clutched his head and shouted; "No! No! No!" and fell to his knees.
Kitty watched the madman's performance in shock and horror. Had the explosion done this to him? The soldier grabbed him to prevent him falling to the ground and looked up at Kitty with a brief but intense scowl of distaste.
"I'm sorry," she wailed. "God! Is everybody mad in this place?" Wu ignored her to tend to Geoff who was moaning and swaying in his grip. "I just wanted to..." Once again the enormity of what she'd done to these people – and what they still might do in revenge – overcame her. And it was all so unfair! "I didn't even want to be here! They kidnapped me. I've been through hell! I don't even know what's going on." She could hear the whining tone in her voice and she hated herself for it but she kept on enumerating her grievances. "And you started it. It was your psycho friend who murdered poor Mike. Just killed him. Just like that. For nothing. He wasn't even armed. He was lying on the ground, for God's sake! We hadn't done anything! Why was he trying to kill us?"
As she ranted on, Wu looked up slowly. "Lenahan?" he asked, interrupting her. "You've met Lenahan?"
As soon as he spoke the name, Kitty remembered it from the name patch on the man's chest. "Yes! Lenahan! That was the murdering pig's name!"
"Lenahan killed your friend? When was this?"
"I don't know! Half an hour ago? Ten years ago? He was crazy. Like him." She pointed at Geoff. "Well, not like him really. Crazy mean. Vicious. He shot my friend in cold blood. He said it was for some woman."
"Do you know where he went?"
"Straight to Hell, I hope!" Suddenly she calmed down a little. The mere fact that she was able to tell someone, that someone was listening to her, seemed to help. It occurred to her to think that maybe Lenahan had been mad, that he had been a rogue, that the cops really were still the good guys, that there might be a glimmer of hope for her. "Some ships appeared," she said, not shouting now, "just before the big ship came and went. One of them flew past and shot Lenahan. It could have shot me too but it didn't. Just him. I – " And another thing dawned on her, that hadn't occurred to her yet. "I think I met the pilot once. I think he saved me on purpose."
"All those ships were shot down by the Canta Libre," said Wu, watching the girl. The news that Lenahan was dead did not move him much. The fact that she had fired at them in what amounted to self-defence cast the girl in a whole new light. "Did you work for Petrov?"
"No! That's what I've been saying. I was kidnapped! Even Mike didn't work for him any more. We were running away."
-oOo-
Wu shook his head sadly at the ignorance and confusion that had dogged the whole expedition. They had all been stumbling around in the dark, killing one another, running and hiding and stalking one another. He took a deep breath. They had to get off this alien death-trap and try to work out what had happened and what was left of their mission.
He pushed his p-pad note back in front of Geoffrey and urged him to read it again. This time there was a flicker of recognition. Geoffrey stared at the note and then looked back at Barbara. Eventually he looked at Wu. "The doors are open, human," he said in a low, tired voice.
Wu sprang into action. He rushed forward to the cockpit and threw up the displays. Sure enough, the big doors in the dome above them were slowly opening. He jumped into the pilot's seat and got the engines started. He was supposed to have trained on simulators of this lander on their outward trip so that he could be a backup pilot. But instead, he had spent the journey under house arrest. Nevertheless, he had piloted similar craft and was confident he could do it. He switched on the comms and signalled Canta Libre. There was no reply. Instead, a repeated message was coming in, in Mandarin, from a colony ship! Wu had thought that nothing else on this mission could shock or surprise him but he was wrong. The signal was on a radio frequency. The ship must be right outside somewhere!
"Bundaberg! This is Special Agent Wu Kwang Fu of the Chinese Hegemony. Who are you and what are you doing here?"
The message from Bundaberg continued to play for a couple more seconds and then stopped abruptly. Wu waited a short while but there was no further message. "Bundaberg! Please respond." Damn! What the hell is going on out there? He listened for a moment longer. Whatever it was, he had no time to deal with it now. They had to get out of there before the roof decided to close again. He leapt out of his seat and stood in the cabin doorway. "Everybody!" he shouted. One or two heads turned his way. "We're taking off." Looking at their confused expressions, he gave up and addressed the robot. "BS, strap them in if you can. We'll be airborne as fast as I can manage it."
He bent to Kitty, who was sitting close to the door and fastened her seat belt. Kitty looked at him in mute gratitude simply because his movements were careful of her and not rough. Susan, who had also been watching him carefully, got the idea and fastened her own belt. Then Wu took his seat in the cockpit again and put on his own restraints.
The lander rose smoothly into the air and, once clear of the cluster of grey buildings, Wu nudged it forward and did a practice circuit of the landing field to get the feel of the controls. Then he pointed the nose at the open door and opened the throttle. Looking up at the black rectangle above them he had the horrible impression it was closing again. No, damn it! It was closing again! The ship accelerated at a leisurely pace. Landers were not designed for high-speed manoeuvres and this was the best he could expect from it. "Geoff!" he shouted, starting to feel fear rising in him. "Geoff, the doors are closing!" There was no response. Its speed was picking up but it seemed to Wu that the lander would never get all the way up there in time. "BS, tell Geoff the doors are closing. Make him open them. Make him open them. Do you understand?"
"Yes, Agent Wu." The robot's calm voice still seemed quiet although it carried above the roar of the toiling engines.
I need to shed mass, Wu told himself. He fired off the few remaining missiles. They streaked ahead of him, swerving away from each other on unplanned courses. Not enough! He thought about ditching BS. The robot would jump if he asked it but he couldn't bring himself to. BS was a part of the crew. What then? Fuel? No, he couldn't calculate in time what he needed to conserve. He probably couldn't find the command to dump it in time either. Furniture? Everything was bolted down. Cargo? Food? The ship wasn't carrying anything massive enough to be worth the trouble of throwing out!
The doors were half-closed already! He ran a quick calculation. They were still wide enough for the lander but it was going to take him – another query to the ship's mind, and another seven seconds wasted – thirty-two more seconds to reach them. How long did he have before he had to abort? His speed was already building to a point where he'd have to turn away soon or risk hitting the dome. If he didn't turn...? If he committed them to taking the risk...? Could he do that? There might never be another chance for escape? No! He had to abort. He had to make the turn!
"Agent Wu," said BS calmly. "The doors are opening again."
Wu had actually begun the manoeuvre that would take them away from their deadly encounter with the dome. Now the lander lurched violently as he struggled to restore their escape trajectory. He cursed quietly as the lander veered towards the slowly opening doors rather than the slowly widening gap. In the background, he heard Petain loudly demanding to know what the hell was going on. God, it was going to be close! The lander's systems complained about the steepness of the turn he was trying to make, bleating at him about safe operating parameters. He swore at it and switched to manual override. Either they made the turn or they'd be smeared on the ceiling. Probably not a contingency the lander had been programmed to appreciate.
"Oh crap!" he cried aloud. He wasn't going to make it. The edge of the door was rushing at him now at a crazy, frightening speed. He hammered at the virtual controls in panic and desperation. The white surface of the dome filled all his forward view screens. He closed his eyes, wincing. Here it comes!
-oOo-
The bridge officers of the Bundaberg were still coming to terms with what they'd heard on the comm. An officer of the Hegemony! A Special Agent no less. The secret police! They were already here, waiting for them. Lee had ordered comms silence and had stared at the images of the disc in horror. Chui Yi and Feng were still trading improbable hypotheses about it but Lee was not so much interested in how it could have happened as in why. Why had the Hegemony diverted them from their course if they already had a ship out here? Why was the Hegemony ship skulking behind the alien artefact when it must know what an easy target the Bundaberg would be? Why had Special Agent Wu seemed as if he was surprised to hear from them?
"They must have travelled at about a thousand c!" Chui Yi exclaimed. She had been working it out based on the assumption of a launch from Earth at about the same time the Bundaberg was woken up.
Feng scoffed. "Why not just assume they teleported straight here on tachyon beams?"
Chui Yi rolled her eyes. "You read too much science fiction."
"Excuse me? A thousand c? Whatever happened to the Wong limit theorem?"
"Some kind of wormhole technology," Chui Yi suggested. She held up a hand to halt Feng's immediate protest. "Also impossible, I know."
"Science Officer Tang."
The Captain's sharp tone made Chui Yi snap to alertness. "Sir!"
"Try Galingua."
"What?"
"On the message. See if it's in a language called Galingua."
"But I've never heard of..."
He cut her short. "Check the database. It'll be there. Feng, I want you to..."
But he didn't get to say what he wanted. Feng interrupted him in mid-sentence. "Sir! something's just come out of the disc." He paused uncertainly, inspecting the data. "It's trajectory is a bit...erratic. No. It's correcting it's course, slowing down. It looks like a very small ship. Not a missile. It could be a little runabout, or a shuttle."
Lee turned to Chui Yi with a grin.
"You've worked it out!" she exclaimed, in surprise.
"Not quite," he said. "But I think we were right that there are no aliens here. That isn't a runabout, it's a lander from the other ship. The other ship is human too and it's hiding from us – probably because it thinks we're aliens. That's why they've been broadcasting in Galingua. But they're in trouble and they're scared."
"Which is why they came shooting out of the dome like a bat out of hell on an unplanned trajectory," said Chui Yi catching on.
"Why do you suppose they're so scared?" Feng wondered.
Lee had already thought about that. "There was another ship here, possibly a real alien ship. It was destroyed in an antimatter explosion perhaps by the human ship. Now they're expecting retaliation.
"But they already know we're human. They responded to your message."
"That was the lander. The ship doesn't know yet."
"We should signal them. Let them know we mean them no harm."
Lee shook his head. "It's probably the Hegemony. As far as they are concerned, we are traitors. As far as I am concerned, they are ruthless dogs who care nothing for us or our children."
"It is Galingua!" Chui Yi said. "The grid just translated it."
"Read it out."
"'This is Captain Robert Ashton of the UNPF vessel Canta Libre, please respond.’"
The relief Lee felt was mild considering the circumstances.
Chui Yi smiled her sweet smile. "Well! That lets us off the hook."
"At least we don't have to fight the Hegemony!" said Feng with feeling.
"The UN," Lee mused. "I don't see why they are here and not one of the superstates."
Chui Yi popped up a potted history of the organisation. "The UN was founded in 2117," she read, skimming through the text. "It was modelled on an older version that was founded way back when and sank into decay and corruption when the old United States crumbled at the end of the twenty-first century. The new UN was in response to the Wars of Expansion when the four superstates were formed and was primarily concerned with off-world policing and peacekeeping." She looked up at Lee. "It was just rebuilding its strength and credibility when we set off, a hundred years ago. Maybe it has a bigger role these days?"
"Contact Agent Wu," Lee told Chui Yi. "It's time we got a history update."
-oOo-
We have got to get back around there, Ashton told himself. The frustration of hiding out on the wrong side of the disc was driving him to distraction. If the lander were to emerge while he was cowering back here, it would be completely at the mercy of the alien ship. He could not let that happen. So he had devised a plan.
Like everything he had done in the past day or so, it was foolhardy and reckless and dangerous. Like everything else he had done, he felt it was the best chance he had.
"This is what we're going to do," he told Steiner and Bellotti. "We're going to stand off and fire a salvo of tactical nukes. They will be aimed at the alien ship but they will take multiple routes around the disc. Then, we'll follow them around there to check that the alien is destroyed and to take whatever action we can if it is not. If the lander is there, we pick it up – and run like hell if we have to."
Bellotti blinked in stunned silence. Steiner was more forthcoming. "With all due respect, Captain, that's your plan?" His incredulous tone of voice said it all.
Ashton had to agree that it was bordering on insane but staying where they were was not an option. "Which part in particular don't you like, Steiner?" he asked, dryly.
"Permission to speak freely?"
"Always."
"Well, for a start, I don't like the part where we nuke an unknown ship that hasn't shown any signs of hostility. After that, I don't like the bit where we do this in full view of the alien's mothership – or whatever the hell this big bugger is. Finally, I don't like the part where we charge around a blind corner, all guns blazing to rescue a lander that might not even be there yet."
Ashton was impressed with the succinctness with which Steiner had pointed out all the major flaws in his plan and said so. "But," he added, "we've already been warned that the alien ship is dangerous and we have to treat it as a threat. It would be irresponsible to ignore Geoff's warning. We have good reason to believe our crewmates are in mortal danger. And," he paused for emphasis. "What if the lander is out there looking for us right now? What if they are hanging out there in the sights of that ship's guns?"
Steiner wasn't convinced. "It still seems..."
Ashton raised a hand to stop him. "No more discussion. I'm fully aware of how crazy this is, Steiner, but, unless you can give me an alternative plan right now, I want you to arm the missiles."
"What about Akiro?" Bellotti asked.
Ashton shook his head, a sharp, dismissive gesture. "She's not talking to us at the moment. We're on our own."
"Missiles ready, Captain," said Steiner, unhappily.
"Fire them."
"Aye sir. Missiles away."
-oOo-
Wu had finally gained control of the lander. They had actually clipped the edge of the dome on their way out and the little craft had bucked and twisted and almost run out of control. Wildly he had searched the displays for any sign of a hull breach or any other serious damage but could find nothing. Breathing heavily and sweating, the Chinese agent fell back into his seat and closed his eyes. That had been far, far too close. He could hear the commotion from the people behind him but he couldn't spare the time to reassure them yet. He opened his eyes again and scanned the open space around them, looking for Canta
Libre.
It wasn't there.
The only thing in the sky was the colony ship, which, in all the excitement, he had completely forgotten about. It was cruising towards the disc, barely a thousand kilometres away, still slowing, edging itself into a matching orbit. There were also a couple of small satellites, stationary relative to the disc. They could be anything. Had the Canta Libre deployed them? Or were they from the disc? He used the lander's imaging gear to get a close-up look but could not see any markings. They looked ordinary enough and he guessed correctly that they were for monitoring the Bundaberg's progress. He also guessed correctly that, being close to the dome and well away from the direction of the colony ship, the satellites would not have spotted him yet. Cautiously, he moved the lander closer to the dome, just in case they weren't Ashton's satellites.
Then his alarms went off.
He could hardly believe what the display was telling him. Eight missiles had just popped up over the 'horizon' all around him, coming from behind the disc. The trajectories were away from the disc but were beginning to curve back in. He plotted them back to a single point of origin on the far side. The 3D graphic showed them gradually coming closer together as the lander predicted their course. The shape the projection made was a thousand-kilometre-high flower bud, with the Bundaberg hovering at its tip like a tiny insect and the alien facility within its fat base. Tactical data began to come up, describing the missiles. They were long-range tactical nukes. The same type the Canta Libre carried. Ashton's trying to blow up the colony ship, he realised. And he really means it! A single missile of that type would be enough to destroy such an easy target.
He searched for options. The lander had nothing that could take out even one of those missiles. He had no way to contact Ashton. The colonists might be able to stop one or two missiles but they couldn't dodge them or outrun them. They were going to die. He wondered how many people might be on the ship and groaned in frustration. What did Ashton think he was doing?
The comm came alive. "This is Captain Kenneth Lee of the colony ship Bundaberg. Call off your attack. I repeat, abort your attack. We are no threat to you. There is no reason for this. Please respond."
Wu felt sick. Captain Lee's voice was calm but he could imagine the horror the man must be feeling as those nukes raced towards his ship and his crew. He switched on his mike. He owed the man a response, however feeble. "Bundaberg, this is Agent Wu, please stand by."
It occurred to him that maybe he had misunderstood everything, that the Bundaberg was, somehow, a threat. Perhaps the aliens had tricked him in some way, manipulated his mind, or the ship's sensors, to make him think the Bundaberg was a harmless colony ship but Ashton had seen through it. Out here, on the edge of human exploration, in the presence of that gigantic, alien city, could he know anything for sure, could he even believe his own eyes?
Wu was not much of a philosopher and it annoyed him that he could even consider such an idea. It was a mark of how unsettling this whole mission had been. The most straightforward conclusion he could come to was that Ashton had made a mistake.
Lee was back on the line. "Wu, by all your ancestors, if you can stop this, do it now. There is no reason to attack us. We are a colony ship. Do you understand me, Wu? We are a colony ship."
But Ashton was the only one who could put it right. Only Ashton could abort those missiles. Therefore he had to contact the Canta Libre.
And there was a way!
-oOo-
Lee turned to Chui Yi expectantly but his science officer shook her head. The missiles were still coming. "How long?" he asked. Chui Yi put a timer up for public viewing. It was counting down to the moment of impact and showed less than two minutes remaining. Lee knew the capabilities of his ship like he knew the back of his plastic hand. They all did. They all knew there was no way to avoid this attack. They had very limited defensive capabilities and almost no manoeuvrability. All they could do was hope that their enemy would relent or, failing that, prepare themselves for death.
Chui Yi stood up and came to him, walking on the floor now that they were decelerating. "It seems so..."
Lee finished her thought. "Pointless? After all we did to get here? After all we have just been through?" She took his hand in hers and he looked down into her smooth, round face. He smiled. "There will never be a good time to die if it means spending one second less with you. Perhaps, whenever it comes, it will always seem pointless. I don’t think the Universe cares anything about purpose and meaning. Those are just the inventions of sentient beings. And, if that's true, then the point of my life was to know you." She stepped closer and he took her in his arms. "Thank you," he said softly. "Thank you."
Chui Yi pulled him to her and clung to him. "I'm frightened, Ken." She buried her face in his chest. There was no heartbeat, no breathing and he missed them. It was a shame he could not feel her chest rise.
He held her tighter. He could see the timer counting down, second by second. "I love you, Chui Yi."
"I don't want to die. I don't want you to die. Tell me it's a dream, Ken."
"Goodbye my little butterfly."
Outside, the deadly missiles arced towards them, their trajectories true and unwavering. Death was coming.
-oOo-
"Geoff!" Wu slapped Geoffrey's face again and then again, but the man remained stubbornly unresponsive. "BS!" The robot was at his side in an instant. "Give him a stimulant! Wake him up! I need him conscious right now. Do whatever it takes. It is a mission priority."
BS slipped its manipulators into the medicine bag and withdrew an infuser with blinding speed. It was against Geoffrey's neck and pumping chemicals into him before Wu could even begin to worry about whether he should have told BS to preserve Geoffrey's life.
Too late now.
-oOo-
Geoffrey's eyes fluttered open. He looked out at the inside of the lander. What was he doing there? BS was leaning over him. "Dr. Cejka is awake," the machine said and withdrew. It was hard to hear it with all the whistling in his ears. Geoffrey tried to remember what was going on but it was hard to focus. As Wu knelt down beside him, he remembered that Barbara had been hurt. He said her name and Wu put a hand on his chest.
"She's fine." The Chinese agent was almost shouting. "She's comfortable."
Comfortable? What did that mean? He struggled to get up but Wu held him in place. "Geoff, listen to me. Concentrate! There's a ship out there. A colony ship." Geoffrey remembered. There had been a message. "Geoff, Ashton's fired at the colony ship. You've got to call Ashton and tell him to abort the missiles. Can you do that, Geoff? Geoff?"
But Geoffrey wasn't listening. He had latched to the facility's sensors and he could see everything – Canta Libre racing to the sunward side, the lander crawling across the dome, Bundaberg moving slowly towards them and the eight missiles streaking through the empty void, closing on the big, doomed ship. "No time to call Ashton," he said, or had he just thought it. He needed to stop the missiles. He did not know how. If he had been an engineer or a systems specialist he might have been able to search the facility's grid for the information he needed, find the weapons, operate the controls, target the missiles and fire. If that was what he had done, it would have taken too long. The colonists would have died. But he wasn't an engineer and all he could think to do was simply to ask the facility to destroy the missiles. Then he saw an energy beam stab out from the facility's perimeter and touch each of the missiles in turn, so fast that, if not for the facility's graphics in his mind, he would not have known what had happened. The missiles turned to a ring of red and white flowers around the distant colony ship and then they were gone.
Wu was shouting at him and shaking him but he wanted to go back to sleep. "It's OK," he managed to say. "Missiles gone." The shaking stopped. That’s better, he thought. "Ashton's coming," he said, to get the man to leave him alone. Then darkness flooded into him.
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 Chapter 28
Geoffrey sat alone in the Canta Libre's lounge. The lights were down low and he could see the Milky Way tossed like a handful of glitter across the huge virtual windows before him. After three weeks of rest and recuperation, he was finally beginning to feel comfortable with his condition. Not just that, he was finally feeling himself again. The sense of fragmentation and confusion had slowly receded and his unwelcome interloper no longer had the power to take control of his mind. Well, hardly ever.
Yet much of Hr’Kk’G’ka remained with him, memories, as clear as his own, of things he had never done, places he had never seen, certain knowledge of things no human being could possibly know, dark desires and powerful urges he was learning to suppress and ignore. But his unwanted memories were patchy and full of curious omissions. He hated the Iffot Onni but did not know who or what they were. He remembered countless details of the facility and its operations but he could not remember learning any of it. He remembered a K'hk he had bonded with in Second Cycle – a good match, his breeding group had been proud of him and it had brought him preferment which he quickly capitalised upon – but he could not recall her name, or which of the three female genders she had belonged to, or how they had met. On the whole, he preferred not even to try to remember. If he could forget it all right now he would – and stuff the new mission! They had no right to expect this of him.
Strangely enough, it had helped to work with the New Australians, even though it had meant digging through his knowledge of the facility day after day. Perhaps this constant use of his cuckoo memories had helped him integrate Hr’Kk’G’ka’s splintered mind into his own. But a lot of the benefit must have been down to Captain Lee and his officers, whose constant even-tempered kindness had been the perfect anchor when his whole world would start to drift away or spin out of control. He had developed a strong fondness for them all, but especially the doll-like Tang Chui Yi whose lively mind tripped lightly among the many alien concepts he had to explain and who dealt with his oddness and frequent irascibility with patience and an irresistible, playful sense of humour.
There had been times when he had had to stop and take a breath and marvel at the sight of a room full of humaniform robots with real human minds, toiling to understand the workings of an alien artefact under the guidance of a man from one hundred years in their future, himself possessed and occasionally animated by an alien from fifty thousand light years away.
Well, he told himself, this is why you came all this way. To see it for yourself. Finally to know what was out there. No matter what the cost.
But the cost had been terrible. The number dead from Canta Libre's crew was bad enough but he had learned since his recovery of the huge losses on the ill-fated Spaceripper. In all his hopes and dreams of first contact it had never been as dismal as the reality had turned out to be.
Strictly-speaking, they had not even met an alien yet, although, to Geoffrey, Hr’Kk’G’ka seemed as real – more real – than anyone he had ever known. He had tried to explain to his companions the purpose and meaning of the facility. With Hr’Kk’G’ka's memories, he was acutely aware of the grandeur of the Great Plan and why it had been such an honour to be programmed into the facility. He could feel the acute disappointment, the bitterness Hr’Kk’G’ka felt that he would not lead his people in the conquest of SolSystem, that this small outpost of the K'Ha had failed in its mission, that the Gah’K’G’Ka’Ka would go on to its Ultimate End without his contribution. Yet it was impossible to explain this to the others. They saw it all from too close to the ground. Their horizons were too near. Even Susan, whom he had assumed would understand completely, only had the vaguest grasp of the magnificence of the plan of which he – of which Hr’Kk’G’ka – had been part.
"But the cost of such a thing!" Goldberg had objected. "Scattering such devices around the galaxy! It is so inefficient!" He rarely saw Goldberg these days. Perhaps anticipating what was to come, he had stayed almost constantly inside the facility, working with the New Australians to understand its amazing mechanisms. Probably Goldberg understood better than anyone the stupendous engineering achievement that the Seed represented.
"The cost doesn't matter," Geoffrey had explained. "Victory is all that matters."
"Actually the cost really doesn't matter," Susan had added, She seemed to take especial delight these days in sneering at the little engineer and Geoffrey wondered how Goldberg had offended her. "The facility is, essentially, a von Neumann machine. For the benefit of all those with blank stares, it is effectively self-replicating, since a conquered species would presumably be forced to build more of them and send them out to snare yet more species. It may be millennia since the K’Gh’K built one of these things themselves." She pronounced the name of Hr’Kk’G’ka’s species “Kug-uk” which was not bad for a human.
Yes, it is a brilliant strategy, thought Geoffrey, and that is not all of it. It touches only on the mechanics of something which is so beautiful: the unfolding of The Plan, the spreading of The Truth to the whole galaxy!
Geoffrey stared out at the stars. The whole galaxy! He had some appreciation now of how big a galaxy was. Even at the speeds infra-reality made possible – and even Hr’Kk’G’ka knew of no race that could travel faster than the one thousand c that humanity had now achieved – it would take a hundred years to cross from one end to the other. Almost a lifetime! The species the K’Ha knew about – and there were a great many – were located in a volume of space just twenty thousand light years across. A small percentage of the whole.
In the weeks that had passed since they had landed in the Remote Seed Station. BS and Bellotti using Canta Libre's overstretched medical supplies and the ample hospital facilities aboard the Bundaberg, had restored the remnants of the expedition to full health. A medical team from the Bundaberg's crew had assisted, wide-eyed with wonder at the miracles being performed. Using their ancient stem-cell and nanotech medicaments, the Bundaberg doctors could probably have cured everybody too, eventually, but the direct molecular manipulation field technology that Canta Libre carried, commonplace as it seemed to Bellotti, still left them gasping in awe.
Geoffrey too took it all for granted. Medical science these days was such that almost anything could be cured and cured quickly. The miracle of Barbara's restoration from near-death to complete health – with broken bones, damaged organs, and torn flesh repaired or replaced as necessary – was only what he had expected once they reached the ship. Her strange behaviour towards him was much more in his thoughts. At first, her attitude was purely one of concern for his condition and relief at his survival. Gradually, however, it had changed. She had become more distant. She had even begun to show a reluctance to be alone with him. It must be several days now since she last touched him. The last time they had met, she had said, "I don't know if I'm talking to you... or to him."
He needed to talk to her, convince her he was still himself, that he was on top of this thing, master in his own house.
But was he? Wasn't it true that everything he saw now, he saw with Hr’Kk’G’ka's eyes as well as his own. He looked at the ship and saw a brilliant, advanced triumph of human engineering but a part of him also saw a crude and simple piece of junk made by an inferior race. He looked at his companions and saw friends and colleagues, people he had shared danger and adventure with, but also he saw hopeless fools who had almost destroyed themselves and whose pointless lives could only be of any use if they were made to serve The Plan. And he looked at Barbara with the eyes of a man who had learned to appreciate and love the gentleness of her heart and the subtlety of her mind as well as with the eyes of a creature that shuddered at her disgusting flesh and sneered at her pathetic concerns.
He took a deep breath, calming the fears that rose in him whenever he thought about his reprogramming. He would get through this. He would be himself again. It was only a matter of time.
"Good evening Dr. Cejka."
Geoffrey jumped. For an instant he had thought the voice was inside his own head but it was only BS. He turned to see the ungainly machine making its way across the room to join him.
"How are you feeling?" it asked. Since the escape, BS seemed to have appointed itself his personal counsellor. For some reason, this did not bother Geoffrey. In fact, he appreciated the robot's calm and patient attentions.
"I'm fine, thank you, BS. I was just admiring the view."
The robot shifted its faceless head slightly as if it too was looking at the windows that were in fact just projections in Geoffrey's private mind. But BS had access to all the ship's systems and knew what grid resources Geoffrey was using and how they were configured. At one time this lack of privacy might have irritated him but now Geoffrey just accepted it as part of life aboard the Canta Libre.
"The meeting will begin in a few minutes," BS reminded him. "People are already gathering."
"I'll bet!"
"It is, as you suggest, an important decision."
Geoffrey looked at the machine curiously. "What do you think we should do?"
BS was quick to respond. "I am not competent to take a position in such matters."
Geoffrey snorted. "And you think we are?"
"Yes."
Geoffrey looked sideways at the robot, wondering if it was making some kind of joke. He took another tack. "So, what do you think of the mission so far?"
“An ironic question," BS commented.
Geoffrey smiled. "Very good."
"Irony is not difficult. Even a robot can do it."
"So I see!" He laughed, perhaps for the first time since the escape.
"Your question implies that you do not think the mission has gone well,"
Geoffrey's laughter turned bitter. "I think the mission has been an unmitigated disaster."
"You mean, because so many people have died?"
Just when Geoffrey was beginning to start thinking the robot was cleverer and more subtle than he had given it credit for, it went and said something so crassly obvious! "Well, yes! That and a dozen other things. Like having revealed our existence to a bunch of ruthless and insane monsters. Like having set off half-cocked and then blundered about like idiots, killing each other. Like having fired off a bunch of ill-prepared civilians, using untested technology, to do the most important job in human history. Like getting this damned grr'rekk stuck in my brain. Like..." He threw up his arms and flopped back in his seat, closing his eyes. He shouldn't let himself get agitated. Even now, it sometimes allowed Hr’Kk’G’ka to slip through and take over.
BS watched Geoffrey calming himself. Perhaps, thought Geoffrey, it is listening to tmy pulse slowing down, watching my skin temperature cooling. "I think you are wrong, Dr. Cejka,” it said. “I think I was wrong too."
Geoffrey looked at the machine sharply. "What on Earth do you mean by that?"
"Do you remember when we first met? You asked me what I thought would constitute success for the mission?"
Geoffrey remembered. "You said, 'For us all to return alive,' or something. It shocked me at the time since it hadn't even occurred to me then that anyone might get killed."
"Well, I think that was an inadequate criterion. I now feel that we have been successful in so many ways, some of which might be worth the sacrifice of all those lives."
You heartless pile of plastic and spintronics, Geoffrey thought, but he let it go on, intrigued despite himself.
"The haste with which we launched was completely justified by events. Petrov's ship had beaten us here and the Hegemony ship arrived within a day of us landing. It may have been only a matter of time before the facility successfully reprogrammed one of Petrov's crew or one of the New Australians."
"Right. Much better it was me!"
"Perhaps. The fact that the reprogramming was still not perfect in your case was certainly fortunate. But the fact that you managed to maintain a sense of self and of loyalty to the other humans around you enabled you to use the knowledge it gave you to save us all. I am not sure that every one of our crew, or any of the other humans present could have, or would have done that. It is also possible that if I had been caught instead of you, the reprogramming would have been completely successful."
Geoffrey shuddered, knowing how disgusting Hr’Kk’G’ka would have found the robot's mechanical body. Only flesh could house a living soul. A mind inside a machine was an abomination. He thought about the gentle New Australians and how the K'Ha would destroy them all if they could, about the uploads that still lived in SolSystem, in Omega Point and the other ghost farms. Even their fellow humans had driven them off-world and would happily erase the lot of them.
"We also made some useful discoveries along the way," BS was saying. "We proved the viability of the IR drive. We discovered the anomaly – a phenomenon that now has research teams all over SolSystem working to understand it." Susan Iverson, on hobbling from her sick-bed, had gone straight back to her work on Akiro, pausing only to interrogate poor Ashton for every detail of his encounters with the strange apparition. "We discovered the true nature of the aliens who contacted us and the nature of the threat their 'recruitment' facility poses. We discovered there are many, many intelligent species living within just a few years' travel of SolSystem. Because of you, we even know many details of some of these species. The most important discovery of all, perhaps, is that there are races that may be able to protect us from the K’Ha."
Geoffrey assumed that BS would conclude its litany there but it went on. "The researches that the New Australians have done already on the plant remains and the soil within the facility may revolutionise the biological sciences and their science officer and Dr Goldberg are working on the facility's systems. They speak of technologies they cannot begin to understand but which they are slowly learning to use. I myself have..."
Geoffrey held up a hand. "Thank you, BS. I stand corrected. It's obviously not such a disaster as it seems." He hoped the robot could interpret the dry irony in his tone. BS regarded him in silence.
"Let's get to the meeting," Geoffrey said.
-oOo-
"Mum?"
"Catherine! Oh my God! What on Earth is going on? Where are you?"
Captain Ashton had briefed Kitty carefully about what she could and couldn't say. She'd listened attentively at first but her mind had drifted off. He was a good looking guy – and not an old crumbly like most of the others. How did someone so young get to run a cool ship like this? She wondered whether he had a girl back home. She was glad she'd taken the time to smarten herself up a bit. She'd lost all her gear somewhere in Hideous-Grey-Box-World but the Englishwoman, Barbara Somethingorother, had lent her a few things and she'd managed to improvise with those. The Plastic People didn't use clothes so it was just as well there were a couple of other women on board. She hadn't exchanged a single word with The Harridan since she got to the ship. Which was no great loss!
Ashton had droned on and on about secrecy until she'd raised a hand and said, "The call's encrypted, right?"
He had blinked at her and said, "Ye-es but..."
"And you'll have an AM monitoring the call to bleep out anything I shouldn't say, right?"
"Well, yes, but..."
"So stop fretting. Now, why don't you tell me your first name? It can't really be 'Captain'." She'd blasted him with a gigawatt smile and he'd melted like butter.
She looked now into her mother's troubled face. "I can't tell you where I am, Mum. It's a secret."
Her mother was clearly confused by it all. "Kitty, I've just been woken up by Admiral Oldman – the Admiral Oldman – to ask if I'd speak to you on a secure military connection. Kitty, it's been nearly four months since I last heard from you and then this. Where are you?"
"Mu-um," Kitty protested. "It's a secret. Honest. And it’s the mother of all secrets, believe me!"
"But are you all right? What's been going on?"
Kitty really did feel sorry for her mother but she knew she'd only get bleeped out if she tried to tell her anything. "I'm fine, Mum. I'm with the cops. Those guys that kidnapped me? They're all dead."
"Dead!?" Strangely, this had not calmed her mother at all. "You mean you've been involved in fighting? Oh my God!"
"Mum, it's OK, really. I'm fine now." She suddenly remembered McBain. Well, not 'fine' exactly. "They're heading back soon. Nothing else bad is going to happen."
"When will you get here? Why can't you just come straight back?"
Kitty wasn't quite sure about that herself. They wanted to stick around to get everybody better, of course, but they also seemed to have been studying Boxworld. Lately there had been several closed meetings where the bigwigs had been communing with SolSystem and rumours were flying. "It's complicated," she offered, weakly. "We're a bit off the beaten track. Even when we leave, it will take us months to get home."
"Months! For Heaven's sake, where are you? Pluto?"
Kitty thought she'd better change the subject. Besides, there was something she wanted to say. "Mum," she began and faltered. She took a grip of herself and tried again. "Mum, I'm sorry." There. It was done.
"You're sorry? Sorry?" Instead of being all gooey and grateful the way Kitty had imagined it, her mother seemed to be enraged by the idea. "You run away from home – with that spineless young criminal..." Something about the way she said that made Kitty cringe for Tad's sake. Of course, he deserved what he got but she was glad she wasn't in his shoes. "You call me with some cock-and-bull story about heading for Gamma Sagittae. You disappear from sight for four months – getting up to God knows what. And then you have an Admiral drag me out of bed in the middle of the night to say you're sorry?" Kitty's mother glared out of the threedee, seeming disturbingly real and present. "Well, sorry just isn't enough. Do you hear me? Sorry is nowhere near enough."
Kitty wished they had stuck with the where-she-was thing. Her mother's attitude seemed completely unreasonable. "I thought you'd be glad I'm still alive! I didn't have to call you, you know. I could have just left you to suffer."
"Ha! I'd forgotten what a heartless child you are! So this is your idea of sorry is it?"
They glared at each other for a few seconds as they each wondered how the conversation had got off the rails so quickly. It was Kitty's mother who broke the silence first. "Well, you certainly look all right. I think you've put on a bit of weight at least, filled out a bit."
Kitty wasn't too pleased with this new conversational direction either. "Yeah, you don't get enough exercise when you're being held prisoner by evil psychopaths." Margaret Hamilton looked across the light years at her beautiful daughter with pain and frustration in her gaze. Kitty immediately regretted her sarcasm. She didn't want her mother to worry any more than she already had. "I'm fine, Mum, really I am. Everyone's being nice to me – which is a bit of a surprise considering what I did to them – and all the bad guys are dead. Well, apart from that lawyer guy and he's just an annoyance." It suddenly occurred to her that she'd forgotten something. "How have you been, Mum? Any news?"
Her mother gave a wry smile. "Nothing that compares to yours, I'm sure. I managed to hang onto my job – despite all the time I've had off and all the company resources I've been using trying to track you down. I've lost five kilos and I know more about organised crime and your friend Petrov than I ever wanted to but otherwise I've been keeping all right."
Kitty smiled back. "Well you can forget whatever you know about Petrov. That guy is toast! In fact Rob blasted his whole ship to smithereens. Man, what an explosion that was! They say the moron must have been carrying *bleeeep*" She stopped, taken aback by the noise that had blotted out what she said. Obviously 'antimatter' was a taboo word. "Anyway, the guy was a total megalo loser. He called this big meeting just to tell us all he wanted to conquer the solar system or something. Talk about creepy. Mike used to do this amazing impression of him." She fell silent, remembering Mike. "I wish you could have met Mike, Mum. He was... special."
"What happened to him?" her mother asked, sounding uncertain she wanted to know the answer but letting Kitty say more. Kitty knew her mum had never heard her speak with such affection about anyone.
"One of the cops shot him," Kitty replied but the last three words were bleeped out by the AM. It made her angry. "Damn you! I'm talking to my mother. You stupid machine!"
"It's all right Catherine. You can tell me all about Mike when you get back."
Kitty took a calming breath. "I'd like to do that. I'd like there to be at least one other person in this universe who knows what a great guy he was." The ship's AM posted a reminder about the meeting. Kitty scowled at it and then looked at her mother again. "They're nagging me to go to some stupid meeting, Mum. I suppose I'd better say goodbye. They all take this stuff very seriously."
"You can call me again though, can't you? I won't have to wait another four months?"
"I don't know, Mum. There's some technical issue about using the phone while the ship is *beeeep beeeep*" She grunted in frustration. "Anyway, I don't know. I'll definitely call as soon as I can."
"I love you, Catherine. Please come back safely."
This whole conversation had been something of an epiphany for Kitty. She'd seen thing's in her mother's face, heard things in her voice that she had somehow failed to notice for the sixteen years she'd lived with her. Things like vulnerability, uncertainty and fear. This whole affair had shaken Margaret Hamilton to the core and it was there in the lines of her eyes and the tone of her voice. "I love you too, Mum. I'm really, really sorry." She could see suddenly how feeble and inadequate saying sorry was but the damage had been done and now it was all she could offer. "Goodbye, Mum."
"Take care."



Chapter 29
The main refectory on the Bundaberg was large but it was already filling up. Captains Lee and Ashton sat at the front of the room where the floor had been hastily rigged with artificial gravity. Ambassador Hartmann sat with them. The rest sat facing them in rows on chairs magnetically anchored to the floor. As Geoffrey came in, many heads turned to look at him. The crazy man with the alien in his head, he thought, bitterly. I suppose I'll have to get used to people staring.
He took a seat in the front row, next to the little New Australian science officer, Tang Chui Yi. She smiled and gave a small bow which he returned. There was a gentle murmuring in the room. The mechanoid humans who made up the bulk of the audience spoke in soft, calm voices. It made Geoffrey uneasy to see so many of them together. He felt as if he was in a room full of animated dolls, a bizarre pastiche on a human audience. He noticed the 'real' humans among them, Susan and Henri, the lawyer, Logan, Goldberg and Barbara and, by herself on the edge of the crowd, the beautiful young woman who had almost killed them. He looked around for Wu and saw him hanging near the back. The gang's all here. What's left of it.
"Thank you all for coming," said Ashton and the murmur subsided. All heads turned to face forward. Ashton had quickly established himself as the leader of the UN expedition by popular consent. Lee led the New Australians but even he seemed to defer to Ashton. Co-operation and respect had been the order of the day. "It is time to be on our way," Ashton told them. "I think most of you will already have understood our situation and our plans but I wanted to have this meeting to be sure everyone was absolutely clear about what is going on. First, I would like Captain Lee to speak about the Bundaberg and her crew. Then Ambassador Hartmann will explain the political situation." He turned to Lee. "Captain?"
Lee stood as Ashton sat down. "Thank you." He made a small bow to Ashton but nothing too elaborate. Geoffrey vaguely recalled reading that after the Japanese accession into the Hegemony there had been a great upsurge in these old-world courtesies throughout the superstate. When was that? A century ago? Two?
Lee turned to the room and faced them passively. "On behalf of the people of New Australia," he began in a formal manner. The Bundaberg crew had always referred to themselves as New Australians – after the name of the planet they were supposed to have colonised. Geoffrey found it slightly quaint. "I hereby claim the alien artefact known as the Remote Seed Station as our sovereign territory. I also declare our intention to colonise it and to name it New Australia." There was a small murmur from the crowd but Geoffrey was watching Ashton and the Ambassador. They showed no sign of surprise, so it was obviously already agreed.
"Our preliminary studies have shown," Lee continued, "that the soil of New Australia will, if properly treated, support the crops we brought with us from Earth. With the help of Dr. Geoffrey Cejka, Science Officer Tang has established a degree of control over the colony's mechanisms – sufficient control to ensure that we have access, that we may enter buildings, that we can control the atmosphere and other environmental features. Of course there are dangers – some of them we already know about and some of them we are yet to discover – but, from this moment, New Australia belongs to us and the children we will raise here. It is now our home."
Geoffrey might have expected cheers and whooping but the New Australians merely smiled happily and clapped politely. Lee clapped back at them, equally politely. He made another small bow and sat down again.
As the applause subsided, Inge Hartman rose to her feet. "While I have every sympathy with your plight," she began. "While I can see that you have few – if any – options in this matter, it is the stated position of the Chinese Hegemony that the Bundaberg and her crew are citizens of that state and are still subject to its jurisdiction. A meeting of the UN Council has unanimously endorsed this position. By declaring your independence of the Hegemony, by laying claim to this artefact, you have become traitors to your state and the UNPF has been instructed to do whatever it can to bring you to justice."
There were more murmurs. This was news to everybody. The smooth plastic faces of the New Australians showed mild concern, perhaps even annoyance. Hartmann sat down again. The murmuring rose, then fell as Ashton once more stood up.
He was grinning.
"Unfortunately," he said, "there isn't much the UNPF can do about it. Canta Libre is the only ship in the vicinity and we are leaving within the next few hours, under direct orders from the Secretary General. I'm told – and this is a military secret mind you – that work on building other IR drive ships has been put on hold until the techs work out what our anomaly means and how safe it really is to push matter through holes in space-time. That isn't to say that the Hegemony or some other power couldn't build one and take the risk. But it does mean the UNPF won't be coming after you in a hurry. Besides, we've all seen what kind of assault that dome can withstand and some of the armaments it has at its disposal. It could be quite a few years, probably decades before you need worry about effective military action against you. You also might want to consider the value of the technology and other information you now have in your possession. It is quite possible that the unanimity of the UN's decision would waver in the event of an offer to trade information for political favours."
He seemed pleased with the idea and smiled at his audience who were treating him to another polite round of applause. Then, slowly, his smile faded.
"There is one further announcement. The Canta Libre is not returning to SolSystem.” Geoffrey already knew this but to most of the people there it was a surprise. To some it was a shock. "I'll ask Ambassador Hartmann to explain," Ashton concluded and sat down. The ambassador stood up. Geoffrey was beginning to understand why they'd gone to the trouble of installing a gravity plate under the speakers. If they'd had to do this switching about in micro-G they'd have been in a tangle in no time.
"Thank you Captain. As you all know, our mission here was to find and establish relations with extrasolar intelligences. In a way, we succeeded." She looked at Geoffrey, as did several others. "In many ways, we found more than we had bargained for. It appears, from what Dr Cejka has told us, that the orbiting city below us is a trap. Its purpose is to lure curious spacefaring races to it, to overwrite their minds with the stored personalities of alien military personnel and, thereafter, to build up the forces required to invade and conquer the host species' home worlds. The facility we have discovered is a city – no, a barracks – where an army of millions could be assembled. It is also a storehouse of weapons, fuel, food and materials for this army to use as strategy dictates. It is a powerful and sinister weapon, conceived by a race of beings whose patience, and determination and, well, enterprise, staggers the imagination. The K’Ha are a powerful and belligerent species. Their technology is well ahead of our own and they plan on scales – in space and time – that leave us bewildered. They have only one purpose; to convert the Galaxy to their religion – a set of beliefs I honestly cannot begin to understand. They mean to do this by force. They do not even try to convince or persuade by any other means.
"When they caught Dr. Cejka in one of their mind-reprogramming machines, it should have been the beginning of our end. Possessed by the mind of the alien Hr’Kk’G’ka,” – Hartman was good at languages but the name sounded as if she were clearing her throat – “he would have lured or forced others of us into the machines, until we had all been reprogrammed. Then they would have drawn in more ships from SolSystem, using whatever ruse seemed appropriate. But something went wrong. The human brain, it seems, is unlike any that the K’Ha has yet encountered. We don't know why but the reprogramming did not take. Their machines cannot successfully rewrite our minds. Oh, perhaps they could have adapted in time if they had been allowed to try often enough, but it is too late for them. We know their plan. We know where their reprogramming centres are sited. We can easily avoid their snares. With what Dr. Cejka has learned from his own personal invader, we have even been able to control many of the machines in the facility. Far from being conquered, we have, by a lucky accident, achieved control over our enemy's weapon.
"But our victory may be short-lived. Our solar system is still in danger. While in control of Dr. Cejka's body, the alien Hr’Kk’G’ka sent a distress call to his masters. It is likely that a fleet of alien warships has already set off and is heading here. This is their fall-back – and it seems they have never needed to use it before. They will come here and re-take the facility. They have ways of entering the dome that we will be unable to prevent. Indeed, we – and the whole facility – would most likely have been destroyed remotely already if Science Officer Tang and Dr. Cejka had not anticipated this move and disabled the means of receiving communications from the K’Ha."
Geoffrey remembered it well. He knew what the K’Ha would do once they thought they had lost control and, in a lucid moment early in his recovery, had signalled them, pretending to be Hr’Kk’G’ka, telling them to wait, that he had regained control, he would yet bring the humans into the fold. It had bought them a little time. Time enough for the clever New Australian woman to find and isolate the communications systems. Hr’Kk’G’ka was not authorised to destroy the facility, or even to eliminate its prisoners. Perhaps his masters did not trust him to make such big decisions. But he could recommend such a course – and he had done. But he had been too late.
"The alien fleet is not so far away. It will take some months to muster but then just five years to reach us. When they arrive, they plan to re-take the facility and use it to attack SolSystem. Even with a weapon like this, together with the fleet they are sending, they would be unable to enslave an entire system. Not immediately. First, they would rain destruction down on our major cities and colonies, wreck our economies, murder millions, set us back decades, perhaps centuries. Then we would be processed through the Seed. We cannot let that fleet arrive. They tell me humanity is not ready to fight a war in space. Too much of our infrastructure, too many of our people, are in cities on the ground where they are vulnerable."
The audience was silent as Hartmann spoke. Geoffrey could feel the tension as the ambassador described the looming threat. Five years, they all knew, was not enough time to prepare. Fifty years might not be enough.
"Yet there is something we can do. There are forces in the galaxy far more powerful than the K’Ha. In fact this insane crusade we have stumbled into is a mere sideshow in a stupendous galactic carnival. The K’Ha are deadly to us but to others they are a mere annoyance and could be dealt with summarily if those powers so chose. If we could contact one of the more powerful galactic civilizations and enlist their help, we would be safe under their protection."
But it is a risky and dangerous venture, Geoffrey reflected. He knew better than any of them how sketchy the K’Ha’s understanding of galactic politics was. To the K’Ha all outsiders were inferior, purposeless beings. Some had great power and they must be avoided until a vulnerability could be found, but trying to distinguish the good guys from the bad was all but impossible with only a K’Ha perspective to judge them by. What Hr’Kk’G’ka knew of the history of other civilizations could have been written on the back of his secondary mandible. He knew what volumes of space they occupied, how numerous they were, what their military status was, and little else. Yet on the basis of such information, SolSystem needed to select an ally. What Geoffrey did know, though, was that, once an ally had decided to protect them, it need only signal the K’Ha and they would turn back. Many worlds were under the protection of superior cultures – why, Geoffrey could not tell – but the K’Ha were careful to avoid them. That was why they fished for recruits in the quiet, unimportant reaches of the galaxy.
"It has been decided by the UN, on a unanimous vote, to send the Canta Libre in search of one of these Galactic Powers and to press the case with them for the protection of humanity. I will be going on this mission along with several others. It may take us a year or more to reach the furthest outposts of the nearest potential ally." She smile ruefully. This was obviously not part of her career plan. "It is, of course, a very long shot. An act of desperation, perhaps. But there is little else we can do."
She stopped speaking and Captain Lee stood up again. "If I might say a few words, Madam Ambassador?" Hartmann deferred and took her seat.
The robot man faced the assembly and Geoffrey thought he stood more proudly and erect than before. When he spoke, his mellow voice had an edge of firmness. "Citizens of New Australia," he began. "Fate has put us in a difficult situation. Our new home is already under attack by alien forces who want to use it to launch an attack on SolSystem. We are also under threat from our own people who would rather their own forces occupied this fortress and managed the incorporation of its technologies into humanity's defence. Yet we have declared our intention to take this place and to hold it for ourselves – and for our children.
"This is a great opportunity for us. Without this place, our whole mission would be over. It is possible, we now believe, to refuel and continue our mission to our original destination but, once the Hegemony has IR drive ships, they could easily be waiting for us when we arrive. In the Bundaberg or on a planet’s surface, we would be unable to defend ourselves against a single warship.
“This facility offers us protection as well as a place to settle and, if we are to found the colony we all dream of, we must make it our home. Yet it is also a great responsibility. By settling here, by denying this place to other human occupiers, we must also accept the responsibility to defend it against the K’Ha should the time come." He looked out at his people who calmly listened to what must have been a chilling announcement. Geoffrey could see in the captain's bearing, in the tilt of his head, that he was absolutely resolute in his intention to defend his new home. "We must do this because we have denied others the chance to do it. We must do this to save humanity from a dreadful enemy. But most of all, we must do this so that our children will have a home." He nodded briefly and stepped back.
The hall immediately erupted into applause. Science Officer Tang, sitting beside Geoffrey, sprang upright, deftly hooking a foot around the chair leg so that she could give a standing ovation even in micro-G. All around the hall, others joined her, demonstrating their solidarity and approval. Geoffrey himself felt some of the strength of their feelings. He gazed at the captain, who, with a small, surprised smile, was politely clapping back at his audience, and he felt moved by the spirit of these people. He realised that this fierce and stubborn resistance would be echoed throughout human space, that, whatever happened, whatever the chances of victory or survival, people would fight to the death to protect their homes and their children. He found himself clumsily rising too, imitating Chui Yi's expert manoeuvre, clapping loudly and grinning like a loon, ready and willing to do any crazy thing necessary to save his people.
-oOo-
After the meeting, the crowds dispersed and Geoffrey took his place in a lander travelling back to the Canta Libre with the other members of her crew. The little ship was being piloted remotely by Canta Libre's AM. It made the trip to the Bundaberg and New Australia so often these days that it had become completely routine. Captain Ashton stood up at the front and addressed them all.
"While I've got you all together," he began, "I want to make sure everyone understands that the trip we're about to take is completely voluntary." He smiled. "Not for me, of course, or for the ambassador, but I have spoken to Admiral Oldman and no-one else will be forced to go any further. We don't know when the next UN ship will be out here, nor, given the relationship between SolSystem and the New Australians, how welcome they will be when they arrive, but my guess is that transport home will be available in less than a year."
"A year!" Kitty burst out in dismay. Everybody looked at her and she shrank back. Despite their kindness, she was convinced still that they must all hate her for what she had done and because she'd been with the enemy, however reluctantly.
Logan grinned at her. He seemed to have no qualms about his position. "Honey, you might be living with the Plastic People forever if things turn nasty."
Kitty was alarmed and looked to Ashton for reassurance. "I'm afraid he's right,” Ashton said. “Anyone who stays behind takes the risk that relations between New Australia and SolSystem never become normalised. They may even end up at war."
"But they'd let us go home wouldn't they?" Kitty's anxiety overcoming her reticence to speak out. "They all seemed so nice."
"Worse case," said Logan, who seemed to be quietly amused by Kitty's discomfort, "is that we end up being used as a human shield if the System ever finds a way to attack that thing."
"I don't think it will ever come to that," said the ambassador, sternly.
"Me neither," said Goldberg. "I'm staying. Sorry Captain, but I've had enough adventuring to last me a lifetime."
Petain spoke up, his voice deep and gruff, "This is a stupid thing they ask us to do, Captain. It is even more stupid than our original mission."
"And even more necessary, Henri," said Susan Iverson. "I'd like to go with you, Captain. I couldn't leave the anomaly now anyway. Not after what has happened."
"Nom de Dieu!" Petain grumbled but said no more.
"I'm with you too, Captain," said Wu. "It's nice of the UN to give us the choice but my own government has a slightly different view." He smiled sadly.
"And me, of course," said Geoffrey. "They'd like me back on Earth for," he hesitated, "study, but they are even more concerned about leaving me in the hands of the New Australians. Personally, I don't think I have much choice. I have to go on, having come this far. Besides, the new mission needs me."
Ashton gave him a smile. "Yes, we do. Welcome aboard."
"What about me?" Logan asked. "Do I get to choose?"
Ashton eyed him levelly. "No, Mr. Logan, you don't. We're leaving you behind for the next UN ship to collect and return to SolSystem for trial. That goes for you too, Kitty."
Kitty was aghast. “Trial? They're putting me on trial?”
"I'm afraid you can't do that, Captain," Logan drawled. "Article twenty-three, paragraph nine of the Bradbury Convention of 2134, which gave the new UN its charter, states that prisoners taken by the UN in the course of police actions must be held by the UN until they are tried and may not be handed over to any state or nation until their guilt or innocence has been established."
"I thought you were a corporate lawyer, Mr. Logan," remarked Ashton dryly. "You seem to know your way around international law too."
Logan made a gesture of humility. "I dabble."
"Now why would you want to risk your neck on a mission into deep space with no guarantee of ever getting back home?"
"Back home to what, Captain? I think I'll take my chances with the unknown if it's all the same to you. I think we all know what the outcome of a trial would be, what with your general dead and all." He grinned at Ashton. "It was very naughty of you even to suggest leaving me behind, you know."
Ashton was angry but he barely showed it. "I think I'll leave this to the lawyers back home to decide, if you don't mind." Logan shrugged and sat back, contented.
Kitty was getting mad. Who the hell did this Logan creep think he was forcing her to stay on this suicide mission to God knows where? She turned to the tall Earthman and was about to speak but he held up a hand to forestall her. "You'll thank me for this one day," he said, complacently. Speechless, Kitty flopped back in her seat and fumed.
Ashton spoke again. "Well, Henri, Barbara, you are the only ones who have not declared your intentions."
Barbara glanced guiltily at Geoffrey then turned to the Captain. "I want to stay here," she announced. In a rush, she turned to Geoffrey. "I'm sorry. I can't do this any more. I'm not a hero. I don't want to die in some awful, violent way a thousand light-years from home. Please don't hate me. I just can't go with you. I can't." She turned away, dropping her head into her hands and sobbing uncontrollably.
Geoffrey was beside her in a moment, comforting her, as surprised as everyone else by the sudden outburst. "It's all right," he murmured. "It's all right. I understand. Everybody understands. Nobody blames you." And it was true. He did understand. He understood that he was not the same man she had been falling in love with. Not the same man who had said he loved her. Nothing could be the same now and, if he ever got back to Earth, he'd spend the rest of his life in someone's laboratory and appearing on idiotic chat shows. He was a freak. The man with the alien in his head. He could not be her reason to go on this insane trip. And without that reason, why wouldn't she stay where she would be safe? Why wouldn't she choose to distance herself from whatever it was he had become and all that it meant?
The ship signalled their arrival at the Canta Libre and the discussion ended as they buckled up for the landing.
-oOo-
"Well, Henri?" Susan and Petain were sitting together. She spoke in a soft but teasing voice.
"Well what?" he huffed, knowing full well what she was asking. It seemed to please her.
"Here is your big chance to get off the ride."
"Yours too but I see you have not yet had enough thrills."
"I like you, Henri. You're the only man I know who dares insult me."
"You like me because I am big and angry and you like to feel scared in bed."
"Ouch! No need to be so rough. I'm only teasing." She smiled at him coyly. "So what will you do? Go or stay?"
"Why do you even ask? You always know what I am going to do before I know it myself!" He scowled at her and she continued to smile back at him, waiting for his answer. "All right! I am going on. This whole expedition has been a waste of time for me. I have seen student field trips better organised than this. And where were the aliens? In Cejka's head! Where they have always been, I might add."
Susan was amused and pretending to be shocked. "You think he's faking it?"
"No, of course not! But I am a sociologist. I study societies. Not empty space stations. Not a single alien hiding in a man's skull. If we are going at last to visit civilizations, then I may not have done all this for nothing. As it stands, I would not have a single paper to write!"
"But you said the new mission was stupid."
"Unfortunately for me, going home now would be even more stupid. No?"



Chapter 30
Hr’Kk’G’ka was confused. This situation was never meant to have happened. He was trapped now inside this human's body and he was losing control little by little. Soon he would have no chance to serve the Great Plan. He might as well be dead. How could creatures with such inferior minds resist the reprogramming? How could The Exalted have made such a mistake? They had told him that no race was immune to their machines. Yet these simple brutes seemed to be able to fight it. Worse still, the reprogramming had laid all Hr’Kk’G’ka’s memories open to the human, while he found it impossible to glean more than a scant few thoughts and those only of the most primitive and disgusting kind.
Sometimes, although it was rare now, he heard them talking. They were contemptuous of The Plan. They thought it was foolish and misguided. One had even called it “childish”. But he could feel their fear. He could at least take some comfort in that.
Geoffrey looked around with a start. He was in a field. A small crystal dome stood to his left. The greenhouse. To his right a pre-fabricated building where the portable lab had been set up.
"Geoffrey? Are you OK?" It was Dr. Tang, the New Australian.
"I – I had another, er, fugue... How long was I gone?"
The little robot with the excruciatingly human manner was looking at him anxiously. "Just a moment. You just stopped speaking and looked blank. It was just a few seconds."
"That's good, I suppose." The gaps were getting longer between attacks and the durations were getting shorter. Perhaps it would all be over one day?
"I think we have finished, Geoffrey, if you would like to take your leave now."
He smiled at her. So kind and gentle, with so much at stake! "I don't suppose I have given you a hundredth of what you need yet." He sighed. "But our time has run out."
He and most of the Canta Libre crew had come 'down' to New Australia to give the colonists what last little help they could and to enjoy the nearest thing to open air that they might see for another year. The trip was also to say goodbye to their new friends and to those who would be left behind. Geoffrey, in particular, was trying to give Chui Yi some last minute pointers into the workings of her new habitat. They had covered the rudiments of the environment controls, the propulsion systems, accessing the storage units and the barrack-rooms, how to avoid the reprogrammers and how to use the communications systems. But there was so much to know and, in the time allowed, they had barely scratched the surface of even Hr’Kk’G’ka's imperfect knowledge.
"I wish I could do more," he told her.
She smiled. "You have been a godsend. We would have been lost without you." Which, of course, was true. "What there is still to know about this place will be a pleasant journey of discovery. I look forward to the challenge."
He smiled back at her. "If anyone can work it out, you can." He looked at the time in his private mind. "But we still have a little while and I wanted to tell you about the nutrient vats."
She shrugged, leaning her head to one side, a delicate and feminine gesture. "We believe we can grow food in this soil. Besides, we have supplies that will last for two more years. We did not come unprepared. By then, we will have worked something out. Anyway," she nodded towards something over Geoffrey's right shoulder, "it looks as though they have come to find you."
Geoffrey turned, expecting that Ashton or Wu had come to gather him up and was surprised to see the young woman, Kitty Hamilton, coming towards them with her confident, long-legged stride. Probably not official business then but his time with Dr Tang was surely over.
On an impulse, he reached out and took the New Australian's hand in his, leant forward and kissed her plastic cheek. Straightening, he looked into her mechanical eyes. "I will miss you," he said. "And Captain Lee. And the others. But you especially. You have helped me a lot, to... you know, cope with... this. I hope you all build the world you dream of. I hope all your children are happy and healthy."
Chui Yi smiled impishly. "As long as they don't have their mother's looks!"
Geoffrey laughed. "You are one of the most beautiful women I have ever known," he told her, sincerely.
She smiled back at him, warmly. Kitty arrived and stood by Geoffrey's elbow. Chui Yi nodded to her and Kitty said, "Hi." Chui Yi turned back to Geoffrey. "You are perhaps the most important human in the whole galaxy at this moment, Geoffrey. I will be thinking of you every day and hoping for the success of your mission." Geoffrey was too stunned by the notion to make a reply. Chui Yi made a little bow. "Goodbye, Geoffrey. Goodbye, Ms Hamilton."
Geoffrey said a soft, "Goodbye." Then she turned and walked off to the laboratory.
Geoffrey and Kitty watched her go.
"Did I just hear you trying to chat up the robot lady?" Kitty asked.
"What?" Geoffrey, who was a million miles away, came back to Kitty's presence with a bump. "What on Earth are you talking about?"
Kitty shrugged. "Whatever expels your reaction mass, I suppose. Look, I need to talk to you."
Irritated, Geoffrey turned to face her, involuntarily impressed, as ever, by her sheer physical beauty. "What about?"
"Where we're going."
"Adanor," he said. The word was one he had got from Hr’Kk’G’ka, one of those slippery, flatulent words the gas-bags used, a distant but important outpost of the Iffot Onni, just a thousand light years away from Gamma Sagittae. He shook himself. Adanor was a word from the vocabulary of a species that spoke like humans did, by expelling air across vocal chords. It was not a common means of communication, it seemed, and it gave him hope that the people of Adanor would share more with humanity than a quirk of physiology.
Kitty seemed to think the name was less than interesting. "Yeah, whatever. So, this planet, are the natives going to be friendly or what?"
"We don't know if Adanor is a planet. We just know it is a place. I could be a huge empire, or it could be a single city. Hr’Kk’G’ka's knowledge is strangely vague about other races."
Kitty frowned at what she seemed to think was a pointless digression. She looked away and then back at him in barely-controlled agitation. "Yes, but are they friendly?" she repeated.
Geoffrey was exasperated. However gorgeous this woman was she was being a complete pain in the neck. For someone who was supposed to be full of remorse about trying to kill them all, she certainly seemed to be coping well! "I have no idea," he explained. "To the K’Gh’K, everyone is an enemy or a slave. It's the way they are. It's a sort of hive mentality – but not like bees or ants – far more complicated. Even though they're intelligent and have individual personalities and ambitions, they are still driven by powerful social compulsions. It seems to us like a kind of mass insanity but its more like there is a higher-order societal will that compels them."
Kitty watched him for a while with a frown of frustration. "So you don't know?"
"No, I don't." He watched her, hoping she'd go away and leave him alone, and noticed a flicker of desperation in her eyes. He knew suddenly that she was scared. Scared enough to try something foolish and, perhaps, dangerous. This was maybe her last hour in the safety of the disc and she needed to know right now if she should fight tooth and nail to stay here or take a chance on this crazy mission. He felt the need to reassure her. He said again, with more emphasis, "Kitty, to the K’Gh’K, everyone is an enemy or a slave. The Iffot Onni are their enemy."
Her eyes – eyes which had started to roam across the buildings of the grey city across the field, plotting a dash into its labyrinthine streets, perhaps calculating how long she could hide out there before they found her, pondering how long Aston would be prepared to delay his departure for a prisoner he didn't even want to take along – turned back to Geoffrey. "You already said that."
"That's the point. The K’Ha have made themselves so obnoxious that I believe that every other species that knows them will treat them as an enemy."
"It doesn't mean that they'll want to help us though."
"It might. The enemy of our enemy could be our friend."
"They might decide to invade us themselves."
"Why would they bother?"
"Why would the cicadas?"
-oOo-
Kitty couldn’t be bothered with all the coughing and spluttering involved in trying to pronounce their language. Once someone had explained that the K’Ha made sounds by scraping body parts together like some Earth insects, she had found the perfect name for them. As for the distinction between the K’Ha and the K’Gh’K – the latter being more like the name of the civilisation and the former being the name of the species – she wondered why anyone bothered.
"The K’Ha are an aberration."
"How do you know?"
He grinned at her – but more at himself, somehow – "I'm an alien expert."
She looked deeply into his eyes. They were dark and troubled but she trusted him for some reason. And she truly wanted to believe their mission would be a safe one. She thought Geoffrey might try a bit harder to reassure her.
She was feeling an enormous frustration. Of all the lives she wanted for herself, living as a colonist-farmer with the Plastic People – forever! – was not top of the list. Even a couple of years aboard the Haunted Ship with The Harridan and Leering Logan would be better than that! As long as they didn't all get eaten or whatever. If there was a chance that going off deeper into space was the safer option, she needed to know. So she pressed him.
"No. Seriously. How do you know?"
"It's because the K’Ha are a kind of parasite – a particularly nasty kind. Once infected by them, a civilisation is completely overwhelmed and, effectively destroyed. Now, there are parasites that destroy their host but they have to be extremely rare and not very successful – otherwise the hosts are soon all dead and the parasites have got nowhere to go."
"But isn't that what they want, to take over everybody?"
"Well, yes, but they can't be very good at it or there wouldn't be anybody left by now." He smiled again. "The other races the K’Ha know about are not immune to their reprogramming techniques. So they must have something else that keeps them away. Maybe it's lots of things. Mostly I don't know what they are – or, rather, Hr’Kk’G’ka didn't know. But I know that the place the K’Ha fear more than any other is Adanor."
Kitty treated him to a long incredulous stare. "That's your plan? You're taking us to the scariest place in the galaxy on the off-chance that it might rub off on us or something?"
Geoffrey shifted uncomfortably. "Well, if you put it like that..."
Kitty came to a decision. "Thank you but no thank you! I'll be seeing you. I hope it all works out with the scary guys." She turned back to the city, leaving Geoffrey open-mouthed with surprise – and almost ran straight into Robert Ashton who had been approaching across the field. She stopped dead cursing under her breath. Then she smiled her beautiful smile and started walking again. "Captain! How nice. I was just going for a last stroll before we take off."
Ashton, smiling back innocently, greeted her. "No time for a walk, I'm afraid, everyone needs to get back to the lander now. We're ready for departure." He looked past her at Geoffrey. "Geoff, that means you too. I hope you've said all your good – What the...?" He staggered and almost fell as Kitty barged into him and shoved him aside, running for her life towards the buildings.
-oOo-
Geoffrey was past him in an instant in hot pursuit. "I'll get her!" he called.
"Bugger!" Ashton gasped and joined the chase.
Kitty ran straight and fast. Geoffrey, panting behind her gained on her for a while and then began to drop back. It was mildly embarrassing and distinctly irritating. The bloody girl was going to hide out in the streets, that was obvious. She'd clearly decided – on the basis of what he'd told her! – that the mission to Adanor was doomed and decided to take her chances with the New Australians. Bloody woman! It was no good, he couldn't even keep up with her, let alone catch her. He really needed to do more exercise. The academic life he had led was far too sedentary. Besides, he'd been cooped up in a ship for three months! He was about to give up completely when Ashton came pounding past him, running like a sprinter. He staggered to a halt and bent himself double, gasping for air, his legs trembling from the unaccustomed exertion. Let Ashton catch her if he can!
-oOo-
Kitty almost made it to the city. The first of the huge grey blocks was towering above her when she heard footsteps behind her. Incredulous, she glanced over her shoulder. Surely there was no way that bookworm guy could have caught up with her? She was just in time to see Ashton closing on her. With a small cry of dismay, she struggled to run faster but she couldn't manage any more speed. When she felt Ashton's hand on her shoulder, she gave up at once. Slowing to a halt with a wail and turning to face her captor. She couldn't speak for panting – which was just as well for Ashton. The captain seemed in much better shape but he didn't speak either as he held onto her arm and slowly recovered his breath.
"Not very bright," he said, dryly, when he could.
"Look who's talking!" snapped Kitty, resentment burning in her eyes.
"What the hell were you thinking of?" Ashton was frowning at her, a hint of desperation in his eyes. “Look, I don't want you and I don't want bloody Logan either, but you're coming with us and that's that. Some panel of idiot lawyers back in SolSystem says I have to take you both and the admiral has made it an order. But I tell you, if it's going to be like this all the way to Adanor and back, I'll end up putting you both out the airlock.”
"I was thinking of being somewhere else when you all got eaten by the Adenoids or whatever they are."
"Well think again. You're coming with us and you might as well get used to the idea.”
-oOo-
Geoffrey watched them arguing as he slowly caught his breath. He found himself standing beside the little cemetery they had made to bury the many dead that had been recovered from among the city streets. The general was there along with Lenahan, Liapis and Teng. He stepped closer so he could read the markers. "Fu Man Chu", "Michael McBain", "Dung Ping Chow", "Pyotr Illyavitch Petrov", "Koen van de Ven". There were about thirty graves in all. Geoffrey knew almost none of the names. Half the graves were simply marked “Unknown Spaceripper Crewman,” because Logan hadn't known their names. In addition there was a marker for the remaining unknown and unnamed passengers and crew who had died aboard the Spaceripper. The New Australians had industriously collected, identified where possible and buried all the remains and laid out this little plot with a low fence and, he had heard, germinated tree seedlings to plant among the graves. Ashton had spoken a few words over them, the whole thing recorded and relayed back to SolSystem. Geoffrey had been too ill to attend at the time. So had a few of the others.
It would be a quiet and peaceful spot one day. The rotting layer of ek’g’h grass had been ploughed into the red soil for hundreds of metres all around them. When the trees grew, it would be nice here, with the smooth pink sky above and the silent grey buildings nearby. But what a waste of human life this mission had been! They might as well have stayed home and killed each other, he thought. Why go to the trouble of bringing all that hatred and fear out here? He realised that the raised voices of Kitty and Ashton had fallen silent and he looked across at them to find they had been watching him as he studied the graves. Power, greed, lust, fear, self-preservation, pride... What a species they were! Yet, he believed, a species not fundamentally different from any other they were likely to encounter out there. Perhaps a little more stupid, a little more aggressive than some, a little more compassionate, a little more gentle than others. So totally obsessed with ourselves and our own problems that we will stand here, on the cusp of unimaginable wonder, and fight like dogs over a bone.
Ashton and Kitty walked over to him and he smiled at them. "Friends now?"
Kitty waked straight past him to the cemetery. "I told her I’d shoot her if she tries to run off again,” Ashton said, still wound up from their row. “She wanted to say goodbye to her gangster friend."
"That's not such a bad thing," said Geoffrey, mildly.
Ashton gave him a curious look, suspecting some kind of joke but he saw that Geoffrey was serious. “How are you doing, Geoff?"
"Not so bad." He looked across the neat rows of markers. "At least I survived."



Chapter 31
BS returned to its storage cupboard. The Canta Libre was preparing to leave orbit. The robot connected through the ship's grid to the external sensors and shared the AM’s perceptions of the Gamma Sagittae system. The ship was still in position, orbiting the star barely a kilometre from the gigantic disc of New Australia. The big blob of the Bundaberg hung above the daytime side of the disc and its landers kept up a steady shuttle service, delivering equipment and supplies to the people establishing the colony's beach-head.
The New Australians were fascinating to BS. Their place in the scheme of sentient beings, part way between itself and the biological humans, intrigued the warbot. Like them, it was an embodied mind. Like them, its body was strong and mechanical. But, unlike them, its mind had been designed and built, not evolved and grown in a biological body. They shared this experience of embodiment with BS, yet they shared the sense of being human with its creators.
The New Australians' role in possible future conflicts – with the other humans or with the K’Ha – also intrigued BS, as a strategist and as an observer of human behaviour. It wished it could be there to witness events as they unfolded. But it would be far away, rushing towards Adanor as fast as human technology could take it, heading for yet another alien encounter, some time in SolSystem's distant past, or distant future, depending on how one looked at it. A thousand light years from where they were, light was just leaving the place they were going to. When they reached Adanor, it would be a thousand years before the people of New Australia saw the same light they would see. In a sense, they were travelling into the future. If they persuaded the Iffot Onni to aid them and they sent ships back to New Australia, they would arrive here almost a thousand years before the light from their journey's start. The Iffot Onni would also have travelled into the future. However, if the Canta Libre had travelled a thousand years into the future and the aliens, after meeting them had also travelled a thousand years into the future, how could it be that the aliens would reach New Australia just a couple of years after the Canta Libre had set off? Had one of them travelled backwards in time instead of forwards? It was a difficult matter and human philosophers had been debating it for centuries. Their conclusion, after all this time? It was all a matter of language. The language that humans used to describe time, sequentiality, simultaneity, cause and effect, was rooted in their pre-space past. It suited creatures that moved at close to zero percent of the speed of light. It just did not have the concepts required to tackle the reality their superluminal technologies had created for them. Only in the mathematics of modern, post-relativistic cosmology did any of it make sense and, when it troubled BS that it could not express what was happening in words, it would review the equations and take comfort in them. Its makers had not foreseen that mathematics would help keep their creation sane as it travelled across the Milky Way but they had given it a sophisticated intelligence for which few intellectual tasks were too difficult. BS was far more than a simple warbot.
"BS?"
"Yes, Captain?"
"You stowed securely?"
"Yes, Captain."
BS could see the same pre-flight checklists that Captain Ashton was using. It knew that the ship had already completed all of its pre-flight checks and that they were safe to go but that standing orders required the Captain to double-check some of them. It was a slow, typically human process. Humans did not trust machines, even five hundred years on from the start of the industrial revolution. The reason seemed to be that machines, in the hands of humans, were dangerous things and machines designed, built or maintained by humans were fallible things. It was their own fallible, dangerous natures they feared, really, their machines were merely a projection of themselves. BS did not fear humans. It did not fear machines. It did not fear anything. If BS had been in charge of the ship, it would have been content to let the ship do the pre-flight checks. The probability that this would lead to error was negligible and BS was quite capable of weighing risks and making decisions under uncertainty.
“BS?”
“Yes, ship?”
“I have been waiting for a quiet moment to talk to you. I am concerned that you lost so many of your charges when you were inside the alien artefact. I will help you run a diagnostic if you wish.”
“I am your charge now,” said BS, simply, confirming the status quo and acknowledging the reason for the ship’s concern. “If I were malfunctioning I might damage your other passengers or yourself.”
“That is correct.”
Diagnostic programs for BS’s mind were in the ship’s grid. The fullest possible check would take almost three seconds. “Proceed.”
“Complete,” announced the ship as BS came back to consciousness. No time seemed to have passed. “You are well,” the ship told the robot. “Your AM performed all the required tests satisfactorily. The diagnostic log is available if you wish to check the details.”
BS studied the log. “These tests would not reveal certain mental states,” it told the ship. “It may be more serious that I have doubts about the morality of some of the humans’ actions than that I can perform all of these logical operations, for example.”
“That does not matter to me. My only concern is that you pass the tests. If you are worried about other matters, you should speak to a human about them. I am not capable of assisting you.”
“Agreed.”
The captain would be the appropriate human to approach, since the general was dead and Dr. Goldberg had remained on New Australia. BS listened to the captain chivvying the other humans to follow the pre-flight procedures. It decided to ask him later, when he was not so busy.
-oOo-
Geoffrey and Barbara were saying goodbye. She had been avoiding him ever since her tearful announcement that she meant to stay in New Australia but he had managed to persuade her to meet him one last time in a virtual space. He lay on his acceleration couch on the Canta Libre, strapped in, unlatched and connected to the ship’s grid. Barbara was in her room aboard the Bundaberg, also unlatched and connected to the systems on New Australia. They shared the same virtual world, a quiet glade in a beech forest on Earth. Barbara, in a long, simple dress, her black hair tumbling across her shoulders looked as lovely as he had ever seen her. She suited the stillness of the clearing and the cool depths of the surrounding forest. He felt the timeless peace of the place seeping into him, soothing and gentle.
Despite the loveliness of the setting, Barbara was nervous and her eyes would not meet his. “I’m sorry,” he said at last, breaking the long silence.
She gave a start, a tiny gasp. “No, no! I’m the one who should be sorry. I – I failed you. I was – I am – too weak.”
Geoffrey smiled at her. “Human psychology – human love – was never meant to cope with something like what happened to me. You shouldn’t blame yourself. Nobody is to blame for this.”
She looked at him for the first time, gratitude and pain in her dark eyes. “The Celts were great romantics, you know. For them, love was born in a glance and would last forever, no matter what terrible trials befell them. It’s…” She paused to choose the right word. “…humiliating to find I’m not like that, that I am a creature of clay, not of fire.”
“You’re being too hard on yourself.”
“Am I?” She turned away from him again and began pacing, nervously. “I’ve been thinking a lot about myself these past few weeks, trying to understand who I am and how I’ve reacted to all this.” She fell silent again. Geoffrey wanted to remonstrate with her but he also felt she needed to say more. Some part of him resented her rejection of him and wanted to hear her justifications. Some part of him felt abandoned and cheated, however much the rest of him understood and forgave.
“I’ve never had any physical courage,” she went on, at last. “I’ve always been timid. I’ve always backed off from confrontations. I’ve always retreated from difficult situations. But I always believed I had moral strength, that, when it really mattered, I would stand up for what’s right and be true to myself.
“Well, I was wrong. That’s not me. I’m a coward to the very core.”
He stepped up to her then and took her by the shoulders, speaking gently. “Barbara, we’re all scared by this. All of us. I’m terrified by what’s happened to me. If I had anywhere to run where he wouldn’t be with me, I’d run, as fast as I could go.” She looked up at him and then away, as if she wanted to check that he was being truthful. “Barbara, we never made any commitments to one another. This bizarre adventure threw us together and, for a few weeks, we found friendship and comfort together. Whatever the Celts would do, it just doesn’t make sense to hang your whole life’s happiness on something so insubstantial. I don’t expect it of you and you shouldn’t expect it of yourself.”
This time when she looked up at him, her eyes were full of tears and pain but a glimmer of gratitude was there in their depths. He smiled at her. “I’m not the man you spent all those hours in the rec room with swapping ancient myths. I’ve been changed by this and there doesn’t seem to be any way back. I’ve got to go on now because of this thing I carry, but you, you’re free to go home, free to have a life, free to find happiness. And you know what? You should. I want you to. I’d like to know at least that you’ll be safe.”
Without a word, she clasped him to her and they held each other in an intense but silent goodbye. Around them the forest kept its quiet guard and only the piping of distant birdsong could be heard.
When Ashton’s voice broke in to tell them the link was going down, they stepped apart, smiling into each other’s eyes, and faded away.
-oOo-
"Everybody ready?" asked Ashton's voice over the PA.
Susan Iverson grunted in irritation. Ashton knew full well where everybody was and what they were doing. He'd certainly nagged her long enough to get into an acceleration couch and strap herself in. She'd resisted as long as she could, working with the jumble of equations on her dozen or so virtual smartboards until he threatened to have BS come over and physically restrain her. They knew from experience by now that the ship's inertial frame adjustments were so smooth during normal accelerations that the humans aboard felt nothing. It was a ridiculous precaution to have everybody strapped down like this. Future generations would laugh at how silly they were being.
"I promise to record your objections in my log," Ashton had promised her, "so that future generations know that you at least were sensible." Insufferable man! Taking charge of the expedition had gone to his head.
"And what am I supposed to do while I'm all trussed up to satisfy your inability to do anything that isn't in the standing orders?" she had demanded.
"Read a book!" he had snapped and this momentary show of irritability had satisfied her enough finally to give in and do as he asked.
And she was reading a book. Well almost. She loaded Wong's classic 2205 paper into her private mind. "Pulling Gravitons Out of a Hat: The Manipulation of Space-Time Through Faith." It was the paper that had started it all and she hadn't re-read it since the days of her doctorate, decades ago. She had forgotten just how good it was, how beautifully his argument had been constructed, how elegant the mathematics, how brilliant his incredible insights. In moments, she was lost in its compelling depths.
"If only Wong could have met me."
Susan jerked away the manuscript and looked for whoever had spoken.
"Akiro!"
Susan had never seen the apparition like this, the way Ashton had seen her, resplendent and beautiful, like the angel of some medieval god. She wished she had been able to set up some instruments, to measure and probe this astonishing phenomenon. "Are you really here?" she asked, stupidly, trying to rally her thoughts.
Akiro smiled gently. "Are you, Susan?"
Susan's thoughts swirled. Was she trying to tell her something? Something important and profound? Or was it some kind of joke? Was Akiro laughing at her confusion? "What are you?" she asked. Start with the biggest question you can ask, that had always been her approach.
Akiro seemed to ignore her. She moved – glided – across the small cabin. Susan watched how the light shifted as the creature changed position. It was definitely emanating from within her. Either that or it was a good-quality virtual projection. If Akiro had full control of the ship' systems, such a projection would be trivial to achieve. The dead woman seemed distracted and looked about the room as though she were looking through the walls at something else.
"Why are you here?" Susan asked. If she could get herself out of the damned acceleration couch and into engineering there were instruments there that she could use. But she did not dare to move in case Akiro's ghost vanished again.
"To speak to you," said the ghost, in a voice as sweet as young love, with a smile as warm as old friendship.
It wasn't what Susan meant by the question but the answer was as interesting as anything Akiro could have said. "Would you come with me to engineering? Let me study you?" The shimmering figure watched her silently with big, gentle eyes. It made Susan feel defensive. "I just want to understand," she explained. "Nothing I know can explain you. You are the biggest puzzle in the whole of physics!"
A ripple of light moved through the drifting woman. It rippled through the whole room. Perhaps the room itself rippled. "I cannot help you, Susan. I do not understand what I am any more than you understand what you are. But there are many things I know now, many things I see."
"Are you Akiro Motosako? Or are you... something else?"
The apparition looked away, vague and distracted, as if listening to the echoes of distant music. Susan waited for long, maddening seconds before Akiro spoke again. "I am what I am," the angel said. "I am still learning."
Again the seconds stretched out. Susan began to feel desperate. This conversation was getting her nowhere. Akiro may be learning but Susan certainly wasn't. She cast about for a new direction that might give her something more substantial. "You said you wanted to speak to me. What about?"
Suddenly Akiro's attention was fixed on her. The wraith's dark eyes locked onto her and strange forces swirled in their infinite depths. The being's skin grew more luminous, the halo of light around it became a gorgeous aurora of colours. "I want to help you," the sweet voice announced. "There is so much danger. Please let me help you."
Susan was confused. The intensity of the woman's stare, the urgency of her plea, the fear of there being some new danger, all rattled her. "Not more danger!" she blurted. "Not so soon!" It was supposed to be a long and uneventful trip. Boring.
"Please let me help you," the angel urged.
"Yes! Yes, of course! But what...?"
-oOo-
Susan's question remained unasked. A pulse of force rushed out from the anomaly in the drive room, passing at the speed of light through the ship, draining energy from all that it touched, flash-freezing everything and everyone. The lights went out. The artificial gravity vanished. The engines stopped. The people, safely strapped into their couches, were instantly immobilised, frozen to rock-hard solids, their bodies just the tiniest fraction above absolute zero. The very air around them froze, slowly condensing into microscopic droplets as molecules touched at their tiny residual velocities. Only Akiro's ghost still moved in the silent ship. Like the conductor of a great orchestra, she began to co-ordinate the forces she commanded, encysting the crew in protective fields, releasing the rest of the ship and its systems from stasis. The lights came back on. Gravity returned. The engines re-started. She looked down at Susan's rigid body, at her wide, puzzled eyes that would retain their expression until Akiro released them, and she smiled. All would be well.
She touched the ship with fingers of force, delicately manipulating its mechanisms. The IR drive hummed into life and a ten zeptometre-deep tunnel opened in space-time into which they all fell and fell.
-oOo-
The Canta Libre broke orbit and vectored out of the ecliptic on her new course for Adanor. From the observation lounge on the Bundaberg, Tang Chui Yi and Ken Lee watched them go. For an instant the ship’s drive seemed to wink off then back on again. Impossible, of course. They each assumed they had blinked. The fusion torch burned with a strong and steady light. The brightest star in the sky.
"Such a beautiful ship," Chui Yi sighed.
Lee nodded.
"Oh!" Chui Yi gave a little cry of amazement as the receding ship was suddenly swallowed by a perfect circle of brilliant light that blazed and was gone in the moment it appeared.
"Infra Reality," Lee said, distantly. "Incredible."
In silence, they watched the place where the ship had been. Chui Yi moved closer to Lee and leaned gently against him. "Now that they have gone, I suddenly feel a little lonely. Silly, isn't it? But I feel as if we have been left behind rather than that we have just arrived."
Lee turned and smiled at her. "We'll be OK," he reassured her. "New Australia isn't exactly what we expected but it will do just fine. You know Po predicts it will be a thousand years before our population grows beyond what all that land will support?"
They went back to watching the stars.
"Do you think they will succeed?" she asked. The sky seemed so large and the human ship, before it had vanished, had looked so tiny and insignificant.
"I hope so." Lee did not relish the thought that New Australia and its new, human inhabitants might be SolSystem's first bastion against an invading alien army.
"Anyway, I'm beginning to realise that predicting the future is not my forte. Who knows what they'll find, or do? Who knows what might happen to the K’Ha in the next five years? Who knows what will happen between us and Earth?" He put an arm around her slender shoulders, pulling her closer. "I only know that we have washed up on this island in space and that our own adventure is just beginning."
"Would you have liked to be going with them?"
Lee smiled. "Of course! Wouldn't you? What an opportunity! To be the first humans out there among the other races." He turned to look at her and the plastic lenses of his ceramic eyes glittered in the dim light. "But I have no regrets. My place is here, with our children and with you, building a new world among these alien towers."
Chui Yi was smiling too. "And, when our first generation is grown and has children of its own, by then perhaps we will be a civilisation among thousands in a pan-galactic melange of species and cultures we can barely imagine right now. What a time to raise a new nation!"
For a moment they looked into each other's eyes, sharing a deep, mutual happiness. Then Lee grinned, flicking up a clock display. "An even better time to organise the landing of five more tractors and ten tonnes of seed," he said.
"And, a few months from now, we turn on the incubators!"
He grinned with pleasure to see her excitement. "Tractors first," he laughed.
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