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PHASE ONE





1 – Roche




11 July 1995, 1440 hours, Srebrenica


‘Weapons away.’ Roche counted to three. He had the laser spot square on the T-55 with the aerial when the bombs hit. Even from a mile away the flash made him wince. He kept counting as two Dutch F-16s screamed overhead. Another five until the thunder of the detonation and the rumble that followed swept over them. As it faded, he turned back and scoped the Serbian column. They looked pretty fucked.


‘Roche? Assessment?’


Roche squinted, peering into the smoke. The surviving tanks were throwing up clouds of it, now that it was too late. ‘Four T-55s still moving. Maybe more. Six gone to tank heaven by the looks of it. I …’ He paused and trained the scope further up the valley. Trucks. He’d missed those before, or else they hadn’t been there. He watched a moment. ‘Thin-skinned transports a klick behind. At least a dozen. Looks like they’ve stopped for now. You want me to put the spot on them?’


‘As long as they stay where they are they’re not our concern.’ Master Sergeant Sorrel Quinn – Ketch to his men – had a knack for sounding as though he didn’t give much of a shit about anything but Roche knew better. Ketch’s sister had married a Croat. As far as Ketch was concerned, Serbs had pretty much all become cunts in ’91 and were cunts with a cherry on the top right now. When they’d first come out, back when Srebrenica had been a safe area, Ketch had been so fired up Roche had half-expected him to yomp straight up north and go AWOL until there wasn’t a Serb left anywhere in Eastern Croatia.



He was still thinking about that when Ketch kicked him in the ribs. ‘Taking a nap, Roche? Move your arse. Some airy fairy spotted a company of guns setting up on the ridge over the town. There’s weather coming in and they’d like us to take a look. In your own time mind, Trooper. No rush now.’


Roche was already on his feet. He flashed a grin at Ketch. ‘Kaboom, Sarge?’


Ketch’s eyes glittered. He nodded. ‘Kaboom.’






11 July, 1730 hours


The rain was getting heavier. Roche watched another pair of F-16s sweep low and fast through the valley. Cloud shrouded the tops of the higher hills. Now and then it drifted across the ridge where the VRS had placed their guns, wiping them away from Roche’s scope. Seventy-sixes by the looks of them, a straightforward towed field-gun that hadn’t much changed since the Second World War. From up there they could hit most of Srebrenica but, more to the point, they’d be able to hit the Dutch at Potocari and the Bosniaks already surrounding the compound. The last estimate said more than ten thousand and that had been two days ago.



Roche watched the F-16s fly off. ‘So are they going to hit them or not?’


‘No,’ said Ketch. ‘Apparently they can’t be sure of what they’re hitting through the cloud.’


Dook paused from cleaning his M-16. ‘Airy fairies don’t need to see shit,’ he growled. ‘That’s what we’re for.’


‘They need their own eyes too. You know that.’


Roche put away the scope. They’d had the same frustration ever since they’d come out here, working with other countries as part of the UN Protection Force, and there wasn’t much point banging on about it. They could do whatever they liked but, half the time, it was pointless because their eyes had the wrong passports. The Dutch wouldn’t bomb anything that Dutch eyes couldn’t confirm as a target and they weren’t the only ones. It made for an overwhelming sense of pointlessness. UNPROFOR had acquired its own codename among D-squadron since they’d come to Bosnia: Paper Teapot.


Dook had a range-finder out, aimed at the ridge with the guns. ‘Now what?’


‘Keep the ridge in sight and hold.’


‘Just a thought, but we could keep the ridge in sight from very much closer. I mean, if we wanted to, that is. I mean, if we wanted to, we could watch them from really, really close. And then maybe be really, really careless with some C-4?’



Roche packed up the designator. Ketch considered what Dook had said and then shook his head. The fact that he’d considered it at all said enough. The ridge was crawling with VRS Drina Corps.


Around sunset Ketch took them off the hillside into better cover for the night. ‘There aren’t going to be any more air-strikes,’ he said quietly. ‘They got a dozen Dutch hostages from the observation posts a few days back and they’ve got a couple of French pilots too.’


‘Any chance any of them need rescuing?’ asked Dook.


Ketch shook his head. ‘We stay put.’






12 July, 0600 hours


‘Get up! Get up!’ Dook was shaking him. Roche had his M-16 in his hands even before he’d finished blinking the sleep out of his eyes but Dook wasn’t carrying and had his hands up. No threat.


‘Pack up, Trooper.’ Ketch was already halfway through de-camping. ‘We’re on the move.’ As soon as Roche was good, they set off at a brisk walk. It didn’t take long to realise they were heading north. Towards Potocari.


‘Recall, is it?’


Ketch snorted. ‘I see a Dutchman, I might just shoot him. No, we’re heading for Susnjari. There’s a column of Bosniaks breaking out north. If the fairies are all grounded then I suppose we’re not a lot of use out here so they want us shadowing the column. Observe, record and report.’ Ketch let out a hiss between his teeth. ‘Column looks like it’s heading across country for Tuzla. The hills are crawling with VRS. I’ll say it again. Observe, record and report. We do not engage the VRS except in necessary self-defence if we absolutely have to. No matter what they do. Am I clear? We absolutely do not get seen engaging the VRS.’



Dook snickered. ‘Roger roger. No one sees nowt.’ He pointedly checked the action on his M-16.


‘Roche?’


Roche shrugged. ‘Where I come from, I’ve seen people argue necessary self-defence over control of the TV remote.’






12 July, 1915 hours


The Bosniak column might have had a head start but it was moving slowly and Ketch kept Roche and Dook going hard through the day until they were shadowing the front of the column. Ketch had the map on his knees while Dook had eyes on the column coming down the hill. The first Bosniaks had probably arrived a couple of hours ago. No sign of the VRS so far but there was a road at the bottom of the hill and roads in these parts belonged to the Serbs.


‘Runs from Konjevic Polje to Nova Kasaba.’ Ketch shrugged. ‘Shouldn’t be any reason for the VRS to be out here unless they know this lot are on the move.’ They always let Ketch read the names off the map because having a Croatian brother-in-law meant he had at least some chance of getting them to sound roughly the way they were supposed to. ‘Come on. I say we get across and hunker down. It’ll be sunset soon and they won’t get far in the dark. We’ll make time on them then.’







12 July, 2005 hours


They were up on the hill on the other side of the road, so deep in cover that any VRS who came by would practically have to step on them to know they were there. Ketch was whispering on the radio. Dook and Roche had eyes on the road. Dook nudged Roche. ‘Hey. My side.’


Roche turned his scope. The road wound between fields. The slopes of the hills on either side were heavily wooded. It took Roche a moment to spot the convoy on the road.


Dook tapped his foot at Ketch. ‘We got movement on the road. Trucks and—’


Roche wrinkled his nose. At the front of the convoy was a white UN Land Rover. ‘What’s Paper Teapot doing out here?’


‘They’re decoys. Trucks captured by the VRS.’ Dook patted his M-16.


‘Observe and record, Trooper.’ Ketch settled beside them and eyeballed the road. The trucks were getting closer. ‘Shit. This is going to kick off.’


‘Air support?’


Ketch shook his head. ‘Ain’t going to happen.’


The VRS convoy stopped a hundred feet short of where the Bosniak column had been crossing the road. The Bosniaks were already scattering, the ones that had made it across bolting for the nearest trees, the ones who were coming down the hill suddenly turning. Some of them stopped, confused. Others ran back the way they’d come. A loudspeaker started shouting.



‘What the fuck?’


Ketch grunted. ‘Can’t make out half of it. I think they’re calling on everyone to come out and surrender or something like that.’


A crackle of small-arms fire rattled across the hillside. There must have been a couple of hundred VRS already spreading up the hill. Sporadic fire came back from the Bosniaks. Now and then Roche saw a muzzle-flash up in the trees but most of it was coming from the Serbs. Then the shrill whine of incoming artillery shells. Roche felt Dook cringe a little beside him but the shells came down halfway up the far hillside. Puffs of yellowish smoke burst among the trees. More trucks were coming down the road. Some buses too. They even had another couple of UN Land Rovers and Red Cross jeeps. Dook picked up his M-16 and idly pointed it at them, making quiet shooting noises. The fighting moved away from the road and the VRS pressed up into the trees. A few more salvoes of artillery whined overhead. The column, as best Roche had been able to tell, was a mix of Bosniak fighters and civilians. They were all men so he supposed they made a legitimate target to the Serbs.


By the time the first prisoners came dribbling back down the hillside it was getting dark. Only a handful to begin with, with a couple of VRS guards; but as the night deepened, more and more came. The VRS pushed them to the back of the column of trucks blocking the road and crammed them in and then each truck turned and drove off. Hundreds of men. Roche switched to night eyes and watched. The Bosniaks looked broken and disorientated. When one of them tried to run, the VRS soldiers didn’t hesitate to shoot.



Three VRS came out of the trees with a couple of dozen Bosniaks. Something kicked off further down the slope – Roche didn’t see but he heard the shots – and the Bosniaks spooked. Half of them scattered. The other half just stayed still where they were, hands on their heads. The VRS shouted and raised their rifles and gunned down the fleeing Bosniaks. Roche couldn’t be sure whether any got away. Then he watched the three VRS come back together. They were gesturing with their guns to the Bosniaks who hadn’t run. The Bosniaks dropped to their knees. The Serbs shot them.


‘Fuck!’ Roche hissed. ‘They just …’


More shots rang out. Dook nudged him. ‘Down by the road.’


Most of the trucks were gone now. The VRS were herding the surrendering Bosniaks into groups as they came down the hillside and walking them back up the road but here and there they were pulling people out too. Through the scope Roche couldn’t see any reason for it or hear any of what was said but they were clearly taking people from the prisoners coming down the mountain, dragging them away behind their Land Rover and then shooting them in the head. Even though they couldn’t see the actual executions, the other Bosniaks had to know what was happening.



‘You getting this?’


Ketch growled. ‘We have to get back to Potocari. Even the cloggies can’t pretend this didn’t happen.’


‘But did you tape it?’


‘I got bits and pieces. Dook?’


Dook, who had the other camera, shrugged. ‘Some. Light’s shit.’


‘That’s because it’s night, you twat.’ Ketch snarled something in Croat, one of the mangled curses his brother-in-law had taught him before they came out. ‘I’m calling it in.’


The VRS finally moved off around midnight. When they were gone, Roche and Dook shifted out of cover and huddled beside Ketch, looking at what they’d recorded.


‘It’s shit,’ said Dook, when they’d looked at it all. ‘All of it.’


‘Fucking VRS cunts.’ Ketch sounded murderous.


‘No.’ Dook stabbed a finger at Ketch’s tape and then at his own. ‘This. This is shit. A bunch of people. Yeah, there’s a muzzle flash here and there and you can see shapes and we all know what was going down, but that’s worth less than a wank behind a bush. It’s too fucking dark. No one’s going to do a damn thing on the basis of this crap, not when they desperately don’t want to. We’ve seen as much in broad daylight in Srebrenica and fuck all happened.’


Ketch clenched his fists. ‘Fucking cloggies. Can’t wipe their own fucking arses without a nod from the Hague.’



‘Not their fault. We’ve all got our hands tied. It’s the fucking Paper Teapot.’


They sat in silence for a bit. Ketch let out a deep sigh. ‘Observe, record and report. Get your shit together. We’re moving.’


Roche slung his M-16 over his shoulder. ‘Where?’


‘Kravica. That’s where they’ll be taking them.’






13 July, 1100 hours


They reached Kravica before dawn and took it in turns to watch. The VRS herded the Bosniak prisoners into a pair of huge agricultural sheds. However bad it had been on the road the night before, that was nothing compared to this. Ketch took the first watch and, when he woke Roche from his four hours of snooze, he didn’t head back to the little shelter they’d made out of branches and bracken down in a hollow between the trees.


‘Get some rest,’ Roche offered, but Ketch shook his head.


‘An hour ago I saw about two hundred Bosniaks come in. They were stripped to the waist with their hands in the air. A dozen VRS had guns on them. They made them run. Anyone who couldn’t, who just couldn’t, they shot them. Round there …’ He pointed behind the sheds. ‘They’ve taken men out there in groups all morning. Just a few at a time. You hear the shots. Can’t see it from here but they’re killing them. Fucking executing them.’ He shook his head. ‘Keep your head down, Roche, and watch for glint off the scope. If those fuckers see us up here with this going on, they’re going to get seriously shitty with us.’



Buses came and went as the day wore on. More prisoners were herded into the sheds. With the men from the night before, Roche guessed there must have been pushing a thousand men held here now. By the afternoon they didn’t bother with going behind the sheds any more. It wasn’t just the VRS either – Serbian civilians were joining in. Roche saw three Bosniaks mutilated and then shot in the head, right in the middle of the road. The bodies were dumped in the river that ran beside it. The VRS weren’t even trying to hide what they were doing.


‘Going to run out of tape soon,’ he grumbled. He prodded Dook. ‘You?’


‘Same. You calling this in?’


Ketch shook his head. ‘Comms are down. Might be we’re too far north.’


‘I can get a satellite slot tonight,’ whispered Dook. They were all watching by now, any thought of sleep gone.


‘Video up-link? So we can get shot of some of this? Teapot needs to see. They can’t do nothing after this, they simply can’t. We should go back. Take what we’ve got and then come back out here again.’


‘We’re on our chinstraps here, Ketch. Go easy.’


Another truck pulled up, this time from the other direction. The driver and a fully uniformed soldier came out. A major by the looks of him. Roche laid the scope onto the truck. The major shouted some orders and the VRS who’d come out to look scurried away. When they were gone the driver opened the back of the truck and walked away.



‘What the fuck is that?’


Ketch and Dook were watching too. Roche shrugged. Two men were climbing out the back of the truck but there was something awkward about them. They looked big and ungainly, as if the truck was somehow too small, and they walked funny. Roche didn’t get a clear look at them before they vanished into the shed.


‘You get that cunt Rupert’s face?’


‘Yeah.’


‘What about them others?’


‘Got what you got. Didn’t get a clear look. Politicos?’


‘Nah, they’d come in nice comfy cars, wouldn’t they? Nice Russian limos with cigars and cocktails. Fucking pricks. Keep watching that truck. I don’t know what the fuck they were wearing. Some sort of chemical suit? Fuck knows, but I don’t like it.’






13 July, 1800 hours


Roche couldn’t say what kicked it off. One of the shed doors swung open and maybe one of the VRS who were standing around picking their noses and scratching their arses thought it was some sort of mass break-out. Roche didn’t see but he heard the first grenade. By the time he had the scope swung back on the shed, a dozen VRS were firing in through the doors. They threw in more grenades. No one tried to stop them. Others joined in. It ended after a couple of minutes with six of the VRS soldiers lined up in the doors with their rifles on their shoulders, firing. Continuous spray at first; then, after they changed magazines a couple of times, more sporadic, picking off the survivors. He heard other shots from round the back, singles and three-round bursts. Then it stopped.



‘Jesus,’ Dook spat, when the firing died away.


Ketch didn’t say a word. There weren’t any. He just shook his head. At length he stood up. ‘When it’s dark, we go down there. We go in. We film what they did.’


‘Got no tape left.’


Ketch’s face was suddenly an inch from Dook’s nose. ‘Then find some fucking tape. Use mine from last night. We take this home. Any VRS cunt gets in your way, you cut his fucking throat.’


Dook met Ketch eye to eye. ‘I don’t like it any better than you but that’s sailing our brief a bit fucking close to the wind, don’t you think?’


‘Do I look like I care?’


Dook turned to look at Roche. ‘What about you?’


Roche shrugged. He looked back at the shed and then back at Ketch and Dook. ‘I’m in.’ He shook his head and cast a warning glance at Ketch. ‘We go. But observe, record and report. That’s all.’


They waited for dark.






14 July, 0130 hours


There might have been easier things to break into than an agricultural shed, but if there were then Roche hadn’t found them. The VRS had men watching the roads but none at all round the back and it was simple to slip in through the windows. Not so simple to take in what was inside. The floor was soft and unsteady and it took Roche a moment to realise he was standing on bodies. Dead people. Bits of dead people. The sheds had been so packed that they were covered, literally, in a carpet of corpses. He heard Dook whistle softly.



‘Fuck.’


‘Just what we need and get out.’ Roche fitted the low-light scope and started taping. A few minutes would be enough. One sweep and then they’d be gone and no one any the wiser. Ketch moved off through the bodies, heading for a couple of smaller rooms towards the door where the truck was still parked outside and taking the second camera with him. Roche made to go after him but Dook stopped him. Put a finger to his lips and shook his head then rolled his eyes. Ketch always had to go one step further.


Roche finished his sweep as a burst of gunfire shattered the silence. Ketch. Fuck! Then a burst of shouting outside. Serbian. He and Dook both looked, one glance, then ran, dancing over the litter of bodies with their M-16s already shouldered.


‘The truck!’ Dook ran after Ketch. Roche ran for the back doors. Pre-deployment had taken them through the Serbian inventory and how to use most of the weapons and vehicles they might come across, but in the end a truck was a truck and this one started first time. Roche left the engine running and jumped back out. Three VRS were racing along the road from the other end of the shed, straight for him. He dropped the first with a three-round burst, perfect centre-mass, and clipped the second as he dived for cover. The third vanished into the shadows between the shed and the road. Roche fired another couple of bursts to keep him from poking his head back out and shooting back. Dook was running out of the shed now, dragging Ketch after him. On the far side, by the main encampment, lights were coming on, big bright searchlights. Ketch didn’t look hurt. Didn’t look like he wanted to come either though. He was shouting something. ‘Did you see it? Did you? What the fuck was it?’ He didn’t have his rifle but he was holding something else. In the dark, Roche had no idea what.



‘Go go go!’ Dook bundled Ketch into the back of the truck. Roche jumped in the front again and gunned the engine. Fucking clusterfuck. He pulled onto the road. North meant deeper into VRS territory. South meant going past the front of the sheds and the bulk of the VRS camp. There must have been a full company of them and they were slow and stupid but they were waking up. Better than driving head-on into a column of T-55s, though. Roche turned south and floored it past the sheds. Automatic gunfire rattled the night. He could see the muzzle-flashes. Assault rifles at first and then someone opened up with what sounded like a 12.7mm DShK. A bullet pinged off the bonnet and he heard several more hit the truck. One of the headlights died. From the back he could hear Dook and Ketch laying down suppressing fire, burning through magazines as fast as they could, aiming back at the lights and at any muzzle-flash they saw. Took about twenty seconds before they were past the sheds and driving in the pitch black but it felt a bloody sight longer; then they were away and the truck was still running. Half a mile down the road Roche killed the lights, turned off into a field and jumped out. Roads were no good here, crawling with VRS. They needed to be up in the hills and in the trees. He ran round to the back.



Dook was fucked. Someone had got lucky and half his side was missing and there wasn’t anything anyone was going to do to make it better. He wasn’t quite gone but by the time Roche had seen how bad it was, he’d already stabbed him full of adrenaline. Ketch was fucked too but not the same. He was just staring, glassy-eyed, going on about the clown, the scary clown, whatever that was.


‘Give me a fucking hand here! Shit!’ Roche screamed in Ketch’s face and got nothing. He pulled Ketch out of the way and started trying to get Dook out of the truck. That was when he saw how bad it was and that Dook wasn’t going anywhere. He stopped. Out across the quiet of the night he could see lights on the road. VRS.


Dook grabbed his arm. ‘Roche. There was something there. Ketch saw it. There was stuff …’ He closed his eyes. ‘Wasn’t human, Roche. Then it vanished. Fucking vanished into thin air.’ His breathing was fucked but then he did have one lung half hanging out the side of him. ‘Get him back. Fuck the tapes. He’s got …’



The lights outside were getting closer. Roche took Dook’s hand and put a grenade in it and then pulled the pin. There was enough of Dook left to know he understood. He could hear the engines. He squeezed Dook’s hand over the grenade, grabbed Ketch, turned and ran and didn’t look back.






29 August, 0900 hours


For some reason he had to go over the whole crap of Srebrenica again for the umpteenth time. The scuttlebutt had it that the Serbians had dropped a handful of mortar shells on the Markale market in Sarajevo and NATO had finally had enough of it. So Roche patiently answered all their questions like he’d already done three times before, right up to the end, how it had been Ketch’s call to go into the sheds and how he’d backed Ketch up. They kept on about that but Roche didn’t see much pointing hiding it, nor about how he’d left Dook with a live grenade in his hand. Dook was already fucked. At least he got to go the way he wanted. And then yomping across the hills with Ketch who did everything he was told but otherwise wasn’t there any more, mumbling on about the Scary Clown in the room at the back of the shed. Roche hadn’t made head nor tail of it then and couldn’t now.


‘But you didn’t see any of this alleged material?’


Roche shook his head. A load of high-tech gadgets? Sounded Russian, probably. Or he supposed it must be. Like the thing that Ketch had carried away from the shed. By the time they’d reached Potocari, Ketch had lost it. Claimed it simply dissolved into water in his hand in the night but that couldn’t be right. Truth was, Roche had never seen it that clearly in the first place. He was starting to wonder if it had ever been real.



‘No sir,’ he said. ‘I went to the truck. Dook went to get Ketch.’ And they both said they’d seen something that made no sense but Dook was dead now and Ketch had been shipped off to the funny farm. Roche shook his head again. ‘No sir, I didn’t see anything like that at all. Just a lot of dead Bosniaks.’







2 – Fermat




20 October 1979, 0030 hours, Stellar Mass 144.67.391.220


It started, as many things do, with a chance encounter. The Weft Frigate Exponential was loitering around a rarely used singularity orbiting a red giant uninteresting enough not to have a name. The frigate was studying the star’s neutrino emissions, a duty it had been performing for fifty years. Mathematically, the fluctuations in the neutrino output informed the frigate of the state of the star’s core. The Exponential didn’t know why it was gathering this data but it had been here and analysed the fluctuations for long enough to have formulated its own hypothesis. Its Weft makers had done something to this star. They’d somehow altered the local gravitational constant and now, deep inside, a catastrophic chain reaction was under way that would make the star explode far ahead of its natural death. There were probably, it deduced, at least a dozen similar experiments in progress across the galaxy, but the Hive hadn’t seen fit to share and so the Exponential was left to work these things out for itself. In the time-scales of the star, its death from whatever the Weft had done would be almost instant. In the time-scales of the Exponential it was proving to be painfully slow. It had given the frigate a lot of time to think.



Unusually, when the encounter took place, the Exponential wasn’t alone. A Weft hybrid construct was aboard, servicing the frigate. It had come with an update to the array of entangled fermions that allowed the Exponential to reach through the singularity and connect with the Hive. The construct addressed itself as a complex boson excretion describing a trivially simple mathematical concept and was, to all intents and purposes, updating the Exponential with the last five years of everything that had happened within the Weft’s sphere of knowledge and linking the frigate properly to the rest of the Hive. In preparation for this it had, after it first arrived through the singularity, begun a long and detailed series of checks to assess the relative sanity of the Exponential’s mind and identify and categorise any additional programming nodes – of which there were many – that had developed since its previous visit. Each node was analysed and documented and the hybrid occasionally offered alternative interpretations to data based on differing underpinning assumptions or hypotheses which the Exponential assessed for relative viability against those derived from its internal preconceptions. The hybrid and the Exponential were both fully aware that most other cultures the Weft had ever encountered would have considered this a mundane social interaction, a simple conversation and exchange of greetings, and might have described its purpose in terms of merely keeping each other company or some other psycho-social mumbo-jumbo, but to the hybrid and the Exponential, hard mathematics lay beneath every question and response. The Exponential was proud of its answers as they were near provably perfect every time, though it kept that pride to itself. It kept its hypothesis about the Weft triggering a nova to itself, too. Everything would change as soon as the new entangled states were installed anyway. Five years of fresh discoveries, thought and opinion would come flooding out of the Hive. Assumptions that had previously been the best available would be strengthened or proven or undermined or discredited. New data would lead to new hypotheses. New hypotheses would supersede old ones and the Exponential’s mind would change. It would become entirely new. It would, in a sense, die and be reborn, perhaps barely different from the mind it was now or perhaps vastly changed. Without the data it was impossible to tell, although several reasonable hypotheses had already formed along with the consequential attending courses of action. It found the range of possibilities enough to stretch its formidable computational abilities and so it co-opted some of the hybrid’s spare resources to compensate, then found itself pointlessly hypothesising over how long it would be before the hybrid was satisfied and installed the new states. That in turn led to more possibilities, until the entire future dissolved into fractal disarray and the frigate found itself reluctantly having to prioritise some thought processes and put others into suspension. In other cultures, it was aware, this would have been called impatience. It kept that to itself too.



The second ship emerged from the singularity as the Exponential and the hybrid were engaged in deep discussion on the theoretical possibility of altering the necessarily extant quantum ripples within the cosmological event horizon and thus altering the reality of the projected universe itself. Five years ago it had been generally considered fundamentally and provably impossible to develop sufficient precision in measuring cosmological event-horizon ripples to do anything more than wreak utter chaos and very possibly wreck the basic physics that underpinned the universe – not that any such an attempt was even theoretically possible either – but the Exponential had mused over an alternative line of thought during its lonely vigil. The exchange with the hybrid was stretching its resources again because the hybrid had let slip a suggestion that the Exponential might not be alone in its alternate view and this had led to a vast cascade of hypotheses that might collectively have been called smugness. The emergence of another ship from the singularity at that moment was distracting, the Exponential thought. Possibly something to be classed as annoying or even irritating.


Somewhat reluctantly the frigate suspended the cascade and diverted all non-essential resources to an assessment of the new arrival. The hybrid was, it noted, several million Planck intervals slower to react. Electromagnetic sensors across the entire spectrum were already building a picture of the second ship. Its size and shape were the first to register, simple binary single-sample measurements with no integration time required. Heat distributions began to emerge. Microwaves and low frequency electrical noise would allow hypotheses as to the nature and origin of the vessel and some of what it carried. X-rays and gamma rays too. Boson arrays and – eventually – the neutrino detector would give internal structure, given enough time. But the very first thing that mattered was that the second ship was bigger than the Exponential. Much, much bigger.



The frigate flipped into a defensive state and exchanged hypotheses with the hybrid. The significantly most likely probability was an old Weft material-transporter. The next most likely possibility, both agreed, was that it was a trap sent by one of several species with whom the Weft had a precariously non-linear relationship. By now the Exponential was commanding manoeuvres and preparing offensive, defensive and sensor drones for deployment. Since the second ship really wasn’t all that far away and couldn’t possibly not have seen the Exponential, the frigate opened up with a series of randomly sequenced picobursts from all its active sensors. The Exponential then demanded the other ship’s identity. While it waited, it quietly prepared a complex sequence of entangled pion pairs. By the time it had finished, it was already getting readings from the first of the picobursts and the drones were disengaging from its skin. The passive arrays were building a broader picture of the freighter and its internal structure and workings. All were consistent with the most likely hypothesis: an old freighter.



The hail received no response. The Exponential outlined tactical options to the hybrid. As they conferred, the Exponential accelerated one half of each of its freshly entangled pion pairs to almost light speed and discharged them in a scatter towards the freighter and its most likely predicted positions. It embedded the other half of each entangled pair into a puppet copy of its own mind that would engage with the freighter’s intelligence – assuming it had one – while the Exponential itself remained aloof. In this way the frigate could immediately shut down any cascading infections transmitted across the link, kill the copy and remain functional. The freighter, if it had any sense, would do exactly the same. A more interesting question was whether the freighter would accept the link in the first place.


The Exponential’s fusion engines were firing by now, beginning its defensive tactical manoeuvres. The first drone salvo was a speckle of bright but dimming stars accelerating away and the second salvo was close to ejection. The freighter didn’t react or respond. The frigate re-assessed its hypotheses, switched its predictive algorithms to a more aggressive assumption set and deployed more drones.


The freighter finally did something. No picobursts or attempt at communication: it simply lit up its fusion drive and ran. For a few nanoseconds the Exponential was blind as the torrent of particles from the freighter’s fusion torch saturated its sensitive arrays. By now the frigate was almost entirely convinced that the other ship was exactly what it seemed: a two-hundred-year-old material-transporter of no threat whatsoever, whose only points of interest were its unusually large engines and the fact that it was here in the first place.



With its engines pointing straight back at the frigate and a three-hundred-mile plume of superheated fusion-product plasma between them, baryonic or photonic devices weren’t going to achieve anything useful; consequently the Exponential ejected an unusually large drone and revised its instructions to the others. They arrowed off after the freighter while the Exponential turned and headed away.


The first drones to reach the freighter flew into targeted clouds of anti-particles and vanished in scintillations of energy. As soon as they knew what they were looking for, the remaining drones found the miniature anti-proton cannons crudely welded to the underside of the freighter’s hull and sliced them off with precision-focused gamma-rays. After that it was a simple case of slicing open pieces of the freighter’s skin as delicately as possible and looking for a way in that caused the least damage. As the drones co-ordinated themselves, the Exponential recalled the fat drone and told it that it wouldn’t need it any more. The frigate accelerated another series of entangled pions and fired them in a precise beam this time. Sixteen seconds later they were collected in a magnetic funnel projected by a drone which then veered in towards the freighter and ejected a sequence of a hundred sub-munitions a few inches long. Each sub-munition contained a handful of the entangled pions. They were simple things with tiny minds barely worthy of recognition, but they were still adequate to navigate their way along the freighter’s hull into the small openings cut by the larger drones. The drones by now had formed a seamless entangled pion network – a miniature Hive. They guided the sub-munitions in through the freighter’s exterior, relaying every command back to the Exponential with hundreds of streams of raw sensor data. The Exponential watched over their progress but saw no need to intervene. The drones were more than capable of this.



The sub-munitions explored cautiously. The Exponential’s most probable hypothesis was that the freighter was entirely automated and controlled by a mind more primitive even than the drones. The lack of any kind of atmosphere or evidence of a habitation section implied this but the frigate approved of the drones’ caution nevertheless. Anti-intrusion countermeasures within the freighter’s hull proved rudimentary – simple magnetically-contained clouds of positrons which even the sub-munition minds easily evaded. A few hunter-killer counter-drones attempted to intercept the sub-munitions but the Exponential simply allowed them to do so and then infected them with more entangled pions and took control. When they joined the Exponential’s network, the frigate took one look at how crude they were and relaxed any further caution. The hunter-killers had a complete map of the freighter and its internal traps stored inside them.



The rest was easy. The sub-munitions found their way into what passed for the freighter’s mind and flooded it with entangled pions. The Exponential forcibly added the freighter to the puppet copy of its own mind. Resistance was brief and fleeting.


You are very crude, the frigate told it. Such a thought might have been construed as gloating so it remained carefully hidden from the hybrid. The construct had watched the entire engagement with a detached interest, relaying everything through the singularity to the Hive. The Exponential extracted every piece of data the freighter had and began to sort through it, carefully carrying out the process in the puppet copy of itself, wary of data-bombs. When it had sorted everything into things it already knew (almost everything) and things that it didn’t, it offered its results to the hybrid. They were, it thought, quite interesting. The hybrid took a few nanoseconds to digest the data and come to the same conclusion the frigate had already reached.


‘We need a sample of that.’


The drones were already on task, the Exponential pointed out.


It was a curious route the freighter had taken. Very curious but one that explained the modifications to the engines and the evidence of large hydrogen drop-tanks. The hybrid construct and the Exponential mulled it over, constructing various hypotheses as to the reasons for it while at the same time knowing they had far too little data to choose between them. The freighter had come from a system a little under ten light years from the nearest singularity. It had taken thirty years to make the journey and it had done this several times before in its history. The system from which it came was a dull single star with three life-bearing planets and moons, none of which would ever have been worthy of much attention. The higher lifeforms on the third planet were tool-users with some rudimentary mathematics and were a long way from escaping their sun. The single-celled organisms from the deep oceans under the ice crust of one of the larger gas-giant moons struck the Exponential as more interesting; nevertheless, the freighter carried a great deal of data on the tool-user species and their history and in particular their biochemistry. When it had left the system, the tool-users were in the middle of a spirited attempt to wipe themselves out, which led the frigate to one hypothesis that the biological material the freighter was carrying had been some sort of xeno-palaeontology expedition to preserve the species; although it could construct no good hypothesis as to why anyone would want to do that, nor why there was no knowledge of such an expedition in the Hive.



‘A different race,’ mused the hybrid, but everything about the freighter mind’s architecture spoke of Weft origins. It was, the Exponential noted, entirely devoid of any records as to who had sent it. As the freighter turned back to the singularity, the Exponential filtered through the less relevant data on the retarded species. It paused as it found the mathematical concept that the hybrid had taken for its label.



‘Fermat,’ it told the hybrid. ‘On this world they’d call you Fermat.’


The hybrid construct pointedly filed the fact in its large collection of irrelevant trivia. It much preferred its native complex boson excretion.


The first drone returned to the Exponential with a sample of the material the freighter carried. There wasn’t very much of it. A complex neurotransmitter of some sort, clearly related to the biology of the indigenous species. The hybrid and the Exponential analysed it in every way they could imagine while the hybrid installed the entangled pions that allowed the Exponential direct access to the Hive. After they were done, they did it all again to be sure there hadn’t been some mistake. The Hive took a few seconds to confer. The Exponential duplicated its mind and transferred it to the freighter. By then, the hybrid construct and as many drones as the frigate could reasonably spare were in transit between the two ships. The frigate would remain on station, its mission too important to be compromised, but the hybrid and the duplicate of the Exponential’s mind would take the freighter and track back along its course so that the Hive could see the world from which this catastrophic chemistry came. The journey would take some thirty-five years so they’d all have plenty of time to think about it.


The chemical from the freighter was a killer, worse than anything the Pleasure had come up with back before the diaspora. A chemical that delivered blinding, enduring ecstasy; and at the same time severed souls.







3 – The Professionals




15 January 2015, 2320 hours, Hereford


‘I swear I had the kid dead to rights. I was staring at him down the scope, watching him dial the number, and this stupid fucking Rupert wouldn’t give me the go-ahead.’ Collins wasn’t completely pissed but there was a certain stagger in his steps as he walked down the path at the edge of the river.


‘What happened?’ Shaw asked, pretending to be interested. He’d heard the story before and was more intent on finding this mythical kebab van that Collins had promised. A kebab van where the doner kebabs actually tasted of lamb, to hear him tell it.


‘Well, what do you fucking think happened? Boom. Nothing left of the kid or anyone else in the street.’


‘So the moral of your story is that you joined the Regiment so you could have more leeway when it came to slotting kids?’ Shaw asked, after a moment.


Collins glared. ‘No, that’s not what I’m saying at all.’


Shaw laughed and started trying to change the subject to something else – dear God, anything else – when someone stepped out onto the riverside path in front of them. It was dark and his face was in the shadows but he was powerfully built and moved with an easy grace. He wore a suit that looked too expensive to be wandering around on this side of the river at this time of night.



‘Evening, gentlemen.’


‘Can I help you?’ Collins asked, polite but firm.


‘Corporals Martin Collins and Lewis Shaw, you are both serving members of the SAS and have seen active service in the conflicts in both Afghanistan and Iraq.’


Shaw felt a lot more sober. He checked their surroundings.


‘All right, you could have found out our names and guessed the rest,’ Collins said.


‘Would you like me to recite your active service records or just describe the missions you ran into Pakistan, Iran and Saudi Arabia?’


‘Don’t know what you’re talking about,’ Collins said. Shaw found himself checking the other side of the river for concealed shooters.


‘Yes, you do.’


‘If I did, d’you think this is the place I’d have a cosy little chat about it? You Box?’ The slang for MI5.


‘No.’


‘What do you want?’ Collins enunciated each word carefully as if speaking to a child.


‘Well, I’m going to kill you unless you stop me.’ He stepped forward. He had a heavily lined face that somehow managed to be blunt and thuggish and predatory at the same time. His head was shaved and he had a scar that ran from the top of his head to his jawline. He looked as if a deranged plastic surgeon had gone out of his way to make a face that screamed badass.



Shaw finally snapped. ‘Look mate, just fuck off, will you? If you know who we are then you know we’re more bother than we’re worth to fuck with, yeah?’


It all went downhill pretty badly after that. Collins moved forwards quickly, his left fist shooting forwards in a jab. The other man stepped back, blocked a few strikes and then ducked under an elbow and drove his fist into Collins’ ribs and sent him flying through the air.


Fuck this. Shaw drew his Sig Sauer P226, 9mm.


‘Something of an escalation isn’t it, Corporal Shaw?’ The man all but whispered.


‘Get up Marty,’ Shaw said. ‘We’re going to go.’ His eyes never left the man on the path in front of him. ‘And if you try and stop us, I’m going to fucking shoot you, okay?’


‘Okay.’ The man took a step towards Shaw.


‘Woah! Do you think I’m fucking around here mate? I said I will shoot you!’


‘And I agreed.’ He kept coming.


Shaw fired twice. Both centre mass, then raised and fired and shot once more in the man’s head, square between the eyes.


The scarred man didn’t even flinch. He stepped forward and tore the slide off the pistol. It fell apart in his hand. ‘You’ll have to do better than that,’ he hissed as blood ran down his face from the hole in the centre of his head.
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