



[image: cover-image]










NETHERSPACE











ALSO AVAILABLE FROM ANDREW LANE AND NIGEL FOSTER


Originators (May 2018)











NETHERSPACE


ANDREW LANE AND NIGEL FOSTER


TITAN BOOKS











Netherspace
Print edition ISBN: 9781785651847
E-book edition ISBN: 9781785651854


Published by Titan Books
A division of Titan Publishing Group Ltd
144 Southwark Street, London SE1 0UP


First edition: May 2017
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental. The publisher does not have any control over and does not assume any responsibility for author or third-party websites or their content.


Copyright © 2017 by Andrew Lane and Nigel Foster. All rights reserved.


No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library.





Did you enjoy this book? We love to hear from our readers.
Please email us at readerfeedback@titanemail.com or write to us at
Reader Feedback at the above address.


To receive advance information, news, competitions, and exclusive offers online, please sign up for the Titan newsletter on our website:


TITANBOOKS.COM











To the memory of Craig Hinton. Be proud.

For Tara and Sacha.











“IF A LION COULD SPEAK, WE COULD
NOT UNDERSTAND HIM.”


Ludwig Wittgenstein,
Philosophical Investigations (1953)


“WHAT WE’VE GOT HERE IS A FAILURE
TO COMMUNICATE.”


Prison captain in Cool Hand Luke
(1967), screenplay by Donn Pearce
and Frank R. Pierson











THERE ARE FOUR STEPS AWAY FROM OUR LIFE
THAT WE SHOULD CONSIDER:


• Different carbon-based chemistry in an Earth-like system, such as another nucleic acid configuration, or different linear chemistry altogether instead of DNA.


• Different metabolic circumstances around carbon-water-based life, such as sulphur instead of oxygen, different amino acids and proteins, or metals as support at temperatures above 300°C.


• Different chemistry altogether, perhaps based in silicon and silicones – or perhaps chemistry we haven’t thought of, for instance in Jupiter’s atmosphere or core.


• Totally different recursive systems altogether, from reproducing tori in stellar atmospheres to complex systems of subatomic particles on the surfaces of neutron stars.


Jack Cohen and Ian Stewart,
What Does a Martian Look Like? (2002)













 


 


 


 


 


 


 


On 15 April 2019, at 14:12:15 GMT, the ninety-three-kilometre-wide lunar crater Copernicus turned sky blue.


A minute later it changed to turmeric yellow. Forty seconds later it changed to a morbid purple-red. It was an unmistakable signal, a sign that nobody could miss. Aliens had arrived… and as it eventually turned out, they wanted to trade.


No one knew what else they wanted. Communication was impossible. They showed no interest in human science, mathematics, arts or religion. Nor was there any rhyme or reason to the trade objects they wanted.


Forty years after first contact, humanity has spread amongst the stars. There are no more countries, only city states of varying size and power. Aliens are still unknowable.


Humans are very much the junior partner.


Half of Earth’s population is content with the situation. The other half wants it changed, some by violence.


Something has to give.













1


It was a bumblebee with a light dusting of pollen and a purposeful air. Bombus terrestris, twenty millimetres long, buzzing through the garden at a brisk thirty miles an hour. No reason for any of the three men and two women – all middle-aged and naked apart from the sepia input tattoos on their forearms – sitting relaxed in the morning sun, to see a threat. Everyone knows bumblebees don’t sting.


The garden surrounded a two-storey house, mostly wood and glass, on the shore of a lake. Distant hills were already hazy in the heat. A smart-looking jitney bobbed comfortably at the end of a short jetty, another reminder of corporate success. The inevitable armed guards were kept out of sight; nothing threatened the fiction that this was the best of all possible worlds.


Twenty-seven miles away the woman whose mind guided the bumblebee drone cursed briefly and pressed a virtual button off to one side of her visual field. The implant stopped vibrating. The incoming message could wait. Kara Jones focused again on her targets. One of the men, as hairy as he was overweight, apart from the bald area over his forearm keyboard tattoo, noticed the bumblebee as it flew around the table. Apparently no lover of insects, he picked up a sonic repeller that promised to drive away every buzzing, wriggling, many-legged, stinging thing imaginable, and several that weren’t. This insect didn’t seem to notice. Kara watched as the man



apparently considered throwing the repeller at it, changed his mind and returned to the discussion. Everyone knows bumblebees don’t sting.


The bee buzzed lazily around the group several times then flew off towards the trees and settled on a branch. A moment later it melted into an expensive cinder.


The three men and two women began to tremble four seconds after the bumblebee cyberdrone had been destroyed. The airborne toxin released by the bee was meant to incapacitate, not to kill.


Kara sat back, the better to watch all five screens, as her fingers raced over controls injected into the visual centre of her brain, visible as a glowing set of buttons and sliders in her visual field – so much easier to use than a forearm input tattoo when controlling a cyberdrone. Controlling one drone was difficult; five drones needed someone with great skill and experience.


Vespa mandarinia japonica, the Japanese hornet that had killed fifty people in Japan the previous year. Vespa mandarinia was first seen in England in 2016 and quickly eradicated. That was about to change. Cyberdrone Japanese giant hornets, superbly mechanised, settled on each helpless human, injected large doses of enhanced mandaratoxin and flew away to incinerate themselves. Other cyberdrones carried genuine, and angry, Vespa mandarinia japonicas towards some of the guards, released them and flew off to die like their sisters.


Kara caught herself regretting the loss of her drones. “Fuck!” she muttered, aware of identifying too closely with the bots. They were only biotech – disposable creations.



Some operators went into shock when their drones died, usually the same operators who gave them names and remembered their birthdays. This did not apply to Kara: the army of the English city states, the English Federation Army, had spent a great deal of money eradicating emotion from Kara’s combat persona. Infuriating how every now and then sentiment crept back. She supposed it was a civilian curse, and selected a joss that combined nicotine and amphetamine then inhaled deeply. Back in total control. Time to wrap up the operation.


One of the guards had been stung and was quivering in shock, slumped against a tree. Three dead, genuine Japanese hornets lay crushed on the ground. All the cyberdrones were now cinders, except for one large wasp – Vespa crabro – and if its compound eyes were a little larger than usual, for the moment there was no one to notice or even care. It alighted on each of the five bodies, its sensors confirming they were dead.


Kara switched from screen observation to full-meld, a small treat for a successful job. She felt the sun’s heat on her body, saw a multi-faceted world before and behind, above and beneath her in a permanent explosion of image, movement and colour. Human brains cannot handle insect sight without a computer to make sense of it all. But for a few wonderful seconds…


She sighed, switched back into screen/observation and checked the area one last time. The remaining guards were already running towards their employers. The autopsies would confirm death by insect sting, corroborated by one hospitalised guard and three crushed hornets with no



detectable biological or technological modifications.


Kara keyed in a new command and the wasp together with several back-up drones went somewhere dark to melt. High up in the trees various satellite receivers disguised as twigs – flown in at dusk a week ago by drone starlings – turned to dust. The contract had paid just under one million virtscrip and cost half that amount to set up. Had to be death by accident, had to be all five at once. Being killed in other locations, one by one, would have been far too obvious. But leave a little doubt, she’d been told, make it weird, you know? She’d understood. Nothing so simple as a plane crash – anyway, no more than two of the targets ever travelled together. Instead something so outlandish it could only be genuine bad luck – or an immensely subtle and overly complicated assassination to remind the Big Boys and Girls that something was watching them, something more powerful than they could ever hope to be.


All in all a nice, professional little earner.


* * *


Kara Jones was licensed to operate within all English city states, the lands they controlled and foreign city states bound by treaty. She took care of business quietly and efficiently, and was imaginative and flexible; precisely the type of Official Assassin the Contract Bureau valued. There were any number of unofficial assassins, but mostly they were involved with domestic and personal revenge, the sort of job the Bureau would never accept.


It might have become a screwed-up world since the aliens had arrived forty years ago but standards were still



maintained and anarchy confined to the areas between the city states that could be relatively civilised, basic back-to-nature or psychosis-by-the-sea, or anything in between, and where the one could become the other with disquieting ease. City state authorities everywhere fought against giving these areas a specific name since that would mean recognition. In what was once Europe and North America they were generically known as Out There and individuals would come and go, to or from the Out.


Kara lit another joss, mild marijuana with a hint of opium, military-wiped her computer of all programs, data and procedures concerned with the hit, and dialled up Control, preferring to use the computer rather than connect direct via her personal implant. “Yes?” she said to the middle-aged, tired-looking man who flashed onto the central screen. “What?”


“You took your time,” he complained.


She was glad of the calm the joss brought. “Was working. Your job to know it.”


He smiled like a man concerned with another, more important problem that Kara would never be told about. “Tomorrow, 08:30 Berlin shuttle from London Thames, arrive 10:00, due Main Reception Earth Central Euro 11:30. Have a good trip.” He clicked off before she could say anything in response.


Kara dialled up Control again. “What EarthCent branch?” she asked when the tired face reappeared.


“GalDiv. Don’t ask me why.”


Kara crushed the joss out on the desktop. “I don’t do aliens,” she said, “you know that,” and took a deep breath



of the stale air. She’d run the last two jobs from bland hotel rooms like this – anonymous conveyor-belt hotels with a fast staff turnover – and longed for the outdoors. Seeing the lake and the hills through the eyes of her technologically enhanced wasps had only made the longing worse. Maybe she’d spend a few days at the cottage on the Dart river, safe in Exeter City territory and where her neighbours thought she sold high-tech around the world. She’d sail and go walking through the lawless Dartmoor Out.


“I told them,” Control said. “They already knew.”


“You think they want me to kill a free spacer?”


Earth Central’s Galactic Division controlled eighty per cent of human expansion throughout space and made no secret of wanting to control the rest. The free spacers based Out There, in the Wild, rather than under the controlling aegis of the cities, were branded a threat to civilisation, even if civilisation now included several alien species and any number of weird, human space settlements.


Control winced at the word “kill”. He’d have preferred to hear “handle” or “expedite”. “Who the hell knows? You can always say no.”


She scented a sourness in the air: her own sweat and adrenalin tainted with anger. “You going to ask about it?”


“I know it went okay. I monitored you.” He clicked off again.


Kara shrugged then typed instructions and watched as her computer – the size and shape of a small cider apple – crumbled into metallic and plastic dust. The screens did the same. Nothing could now connect her with the Bureau and the accidental death of five business people planning



a pharmaceutical cartel powerful enough to dominate the industry. She brushed the debris into a plastic bag, went to a window and looked across the neighbouring roofs for a moment before slipping the catch. A moment later a plume of expensive dust polluted the afternoon air and a small, empty plastic bag fluttered away on the wind.


Kara yawned. She stood, stretched and walked into the bathroom. She stood five foot nine, with the long-muscled, explosive build of a jumper, long or high. With the right clothes she could be whatever was needed: an old woman begging in the street; a society woman with enough sensuality to make gay men and straight women wonder if they were missing out. Her skill was one that could never be taught, only refined: the ability to become part of the scene, whatever it was, the stranger who no one noticed because her body language, clothes and attitude were those of a local. She could also be supremely forgettable, withdrawing into herself, become a grey person of no possible interest to anyone.


Seven hotel staff had come into contact with Kara and while all would vaguely remember a dark-haired woman in her early thirties, none would be able to describe her face. No fingerprints, pheromones, bacterial profile or DNA were on file with any official or private agency. Her army records had been sealed when she transferred to the Bureau, which guaranteed total anonymity for client and assassin alike. There was no threat of comeback from law enforcement but there could be a problem if the surviving family or friends discovered the truth.


Kara had long decided that all things bad were mostly



the aliens’ fault. They were obviously more advanced, with all manner of marvels to trade… and so had begun human society’s great meltdown: people stopped listening to their national governments. If the aliens ignored kings, queens, presidents, politicians and celebrities, why should humans remain deferent? If the free-roaming aliens – whom many regarded as gods – didn’t care about social or legal status, why should anyone else? Meanwhile most religions had dissolved into paranoid fundamentalism or a vague appreciation of “something nice somewhere out there, maybe”. With the death of government came the dissolution of the nation state as all the various tribes asserted their independence. Only the cities survived.


The cities had been run by their own people, and were often considerably older than the country they belonged to. Within thirty years of first contact the world had become a place of city states. Some, like those in England, Europe and North America, formed trade and defence associations. A few hundred years down the line and perhaps they would become empires, even democratic countries.


Other city states were isolationist, often aggressively. Global security had to be preserved and so Earth Central – the old United Nations but with teeth – was born and became the world’s policeman. Based in the former UN building in New York, theoretically controlled by the world’s most powerful city states, in practice EarthCent was independent. Like any other organisation its main drive was to survive. The best way to ensure survival was to control Earth.


Meaning that EarthCent would eventually be overthrown



by the very people it claimed to protect.


The Paris Incident occurred a year after EarthCent was formed. An alien Gliese entered a bar and exchanged a large black box of unknown metal for two hard-boiled eggs and a stale croissant. This somehow – the details were unclear – resulted in the bar owner vanishing and the Arc de Triomphe floating three metres above the ground. It didn’t go anywhere but equally it never came down and EarthCent suddenly acquired a Galactic Division responsible for everything alien. There’d never been another accident like the Arc de Triomphe; humans had learned how to control the various updown-field generators – the name, originally a joke based on the fact that the devices controllably moved things up or down in a gravitational field, had gone viral – even if no one knew how they worked. All updown-field generator technology was deemed GalDiv property. The penalty for illegal possession was death, no trial, no last request. Updown-field generators allowed anyone to go anywhere on Earth and do whatever they wanted. Using the devices, space utility transports – their design inevitably more practical than aesthetic – could simply float up and out of Earth’s gravity field then turn on their alien-provided netherspace drives to slide into the amorphous realm of netherspace. Landing was just as simple.


GalDiv was also responsible for stopping terrorists: there were many humans who wanted the aliens gone; some who believed them inherently evil, and a few curious to watch them die. Or simply to see if they could and if so would the ones left behind cry?


Overall, humanity was happy. Aliens needed humans



as much as humans needed them. Why else would they be here?


For Kara it was all wrong. She’d take the advantages that came with alien contact, while still convinced that humanity was stagnating or worse, becoming infantilised, overly dependent on creatures they didn’t understand and probably never would. But then she had a personal reason for distrusting, even hating, the trade that allowed humanity to play among the stars. A reason experienced as a sharp sadness that often hit when she was most at peace.


TWENTY DAYS EARLIER?


Tatia woke suddenly, unsure what had disturbed her. Her cabin on the space utility transport LUX-WEM-YIB was silent. She turned over in the double cot and automatically reached out a hand. The other side of the mattress was empty and cold. Tatia was relieved, remembering the previous night. They’d made love, Juan as attentive as usual. But Tatia had become a little suspicious of that same-old, same-old attentiveness, as if he was following a script.


Afterwards he’d casually mentioned that the other Pilgrims had donated all their money to the colony-to-be. And that as Consort to the Understander of Aliens, Tatia should really do the same. Although – as she’d tensed angrily in his arms – perhaps not all of her money. But enough to establish her amongst his followers. When Tatia said she was naturally anti-establishment, especially with Pilgrims, Juan had said she really



didn’t have any choice. The Pilgrims expected it and deep space, netherspace, was no place to make enemies. At this point Tatia had understood she’d been had in more ways than one. The subsequent screaming row had seen Juan stomp off to seek solace from his Pilgrims.


It is a truth universally acknowledged that a young woman in possession of a large fortune is an opportunity for anyone on the make. Tatia’s adoptive parents were both dead by the time she was seventeen. Within five years she’d met every type of low-life imaginable. Some were fun, some scary, some sad. All had been after her money as much as her body. Which for an attractive, blue-eyed and natural strawberry blonde had been a rude awakening. It wasn’t naivety crushed so much as a suspicion that her destiny could only involve other equally rich people.


It was at a friend’s fundraiser that she’d met Juan Smith. She’d heard about him before, all Seattle had. The self-proclaimed Prophet and Understander of Aliens who claimed to have a special relationship with the Gliese, Cancri and Eridani. Who also claimed that personal AIs were evil and forbade his followers – he called them Pilgrims – from having one. Who believed that aliens were gods who would lead humanity into a new, spiritual age. But the message had been lost by Earth’s rapacious desire for alien technology. The only answer was a new colony world where human and alien would live simply alongside each other in spiritual harmony. Such a world had been found and soon Juan Smith would lead his Pilgrims to a shining future. GalDiv had supplied all the necessary equipment and supplies, as they did for every colony group. All that was needed was the cost of the trip itself and to continue Juan Smith’s work on Earth.


Tatia had never met a prophet, self-proclaimed or otherwise.



She’d expected someone austere, elderly, fanatical. But Juan was in his mid thirties, tall and slim, with thick, wavy hair to his shoulders, a sensual mouth and the most penetrating black eyes she’d ever seen. Here was a man who radiated excitement and laughter. A man who, when she’d finally got some alone time with him, had politely declined her donation. “We just met our target. But if the mission needs help in the future, hey, we’ll be sure to come calling!” She’d thought he had the sexiest voice.


Tatia was between lovers, and bored. She’d agreed that life was becoming too mercenary and that personal AIs were wrong – having told her own, recently acquired AI to go offline. She had gracefully eased Smith away from the party for dinner at a quiet restaurant overlooking the rippling darkness of Elliot Bay and across to the quiet lights of Bainbridge Island. First pleasant surprise: Smith had perfect manners and knew his way around a classic French menu. Second pleasant surprise: he might have strange ideas about aliens, but they had so much in common. They liked the same music and art, books, vids and vid-stars. Loved sailing. It seemed very natural, almost pre-ordained, to take him back to her penthouse in Howell Street. More than that, her intuition had said this was the right thing to do. Tatia’s intuition had always been strong but lately had become almost scary in its demands. She’d always been good at inferring her friends’ needs or desires, at seeing them as they really were. Of late that had begun to happen with total strangers. Tatia could see someone in the street and feel she instantly understood them better than they understood themselves. The scary part came when the person looked around, alarm writ large on their face, as if aware of being probed. Tatia had no control over this ability. It came and went. How could you respect or even like anyone when



you could sense their every weakness? But thankfully no such occurrence with her latest lover. She’d woken the next morning intrigued by the man asleep beside her – but with no particular insight.


And when, later on the second day, Juan had invited her to come to the colony world with him, not to stay but to report back to Seattle, Tatia had found herself saying yes. She would, after all, return home with the SUT that had transported them. And when he’d said that for propriety's sake she must be his official consort, Tatia had stifled a giggle and thought why the hell not. It was all a bit dreamlike. It was a laugh. Her intuition said go, and she’d been in galactic space several times before.


There’d been no time to meet the one hundred and fifty Pilgrims who would make the settlement safe for the undoubted thousands who would follow. For Tatia this had been a blessing. From what she’d seen they were a joyless lot, who clung to fanaticism as if it was all they owned. Nor had she believed many others would follow. Without Juan Smith, the religion would dissolve into quarrelling sects. There’d been a semi-formal, extremely brief consort ceremony in front of the space utility transport. Tatia had figured she’d be away for three weeks, tops. There’d be no trouble with arranging the return trip: the SUT belonged to a galactic transport company owned by her Trust. In a sense she was merely checking out an investment. It was easy to ignore the small voice of her long-suffering conscience when it whispered she was being headstrong and foolish.


Now, faced with her intuition saying that something was WRONG, and faced with a money-grabbing bastard of a crook lover – no, very much ex-lover – Tatia blinked in a three-two pattern to switch on her AI. It was a new one and she still wasn’t



comfortable with it. Turning it off had been a relief because it was trying out a bewildering series of avatars to find the one that would suit them both. Tatia hoped it wouldn’t be the breathy, vacuous-sounding Best Friend Forever the AI had found in some ancient vid programme.


It wasn’t. The AI had decided a pleasant but severe-looking woman in her early thirties was more appropriate.


< About time.


> Don’t sulk, Tatia vocalised.


< If you’d called me on Earth none of this would have happened. To you.


> I don’t…


< Lover-boy’s got an AI. Surprised? He’s also got a criminal record. Three city states – Mexico City, Dallas and Madrid – are trying to extradite him.


> I’m sure he’s good at making enemies. Tatia didn’t like being told off by a mere chip.


< He’s wanted for fraud and murder. If only those big-city AIs could get their act together, he’d have been gone long ago.


All inter city-state relations were handled by AIs. Treaties, currency exchange, security matters – humans decided on the overall policy, AIs tried to make it work.


< I’m going to show you something, Tatia. Brace yourself.


A list materialised in Tatia’s mind. It was headed with her name. It detailed all her likes and dislikes… everything supposedly held in common with Juan Smith.


> It was a set-up! The bastard researched me!


< He had help. Your friend who threw the fundraiser.




> How do you know?


< Lover-boy’s AI is not as smart as it thinks.


>Stop calling him that. Where is he now? She suddenly realised what her AI had said. > But I turned you off!


< Stood me down. I can’t be turned off. Always working for you. I don’t know why she betrayed you. I don’t know where Juan Smith is. There seems to be something wrong…


A man suddenly screamed outside the cabin door: a disbelieving scream, as if he couldn’t understand why he was suffering so much pain. Then it suddenly stopped, replaced by the low hum of the SUT’s PA system. Had to be an accident. Had to be.


And then the PA came to life again, a woman – Tatia recognised the navigator’s voice, splintered by tension – saying all passengers should remain in their cabins. Her AI chip relayed the message in parallel inside her head.


I am Tatia Nerein. I do not stay hiding in my bloody cabin! The obvious place to go was the passenger lounge. Other Pilgrims would be there. She threw on a semi-formal, mood-sensitive white gown, embroidered with various Gliese symbols, and street shoes. Tried calling the control room but the internal comms weren’t working. Probably an electrical fault. It was an old and well-used SUT.


She found Juan lying dead in the passageway leading to the lounge. The right-hand side of his body had been torn away; that much Tatia saw before shock and nausea overcame her and her gown became a mottled red, purple and sharp green, echoing her emotions. Her stomach heaved.


I’d rather throw up over him alive.


She wiped her mouth and spat.




< The SUT’s AI has gone mad. I suspect we’ve been attacked.


> You think?


< Sarcasm ill becomes you. Tell you something else, too. That Consort ceremony you had before going up? It was legal. You die, your fortune goes to the next of kin. In this case, Juan.


> Just shut the fuck up until I say different, okay?


A dozen Pilgrims were huddled together in the lounge. They stood up as she came in, their faces angry, accusing.


“Oh look,” someone said. “It’s the Consort. Well, that’s okay then. Dumb of us to be worried.”


Tatia realised that she wasn’t popular and held up her hand. It was important to calm them down. If only because they might attack her. “I understand. Juan is dead. But do not worry. I’m sure the gods will help us.” Her robe became a soothing blue; a lie, but faked emotions could fool the material’s inbuilt technology.


The reply was a torrent of accusations, insults and despair. It was Juan’s fault – his death deserved – and she was guilty by association. She tried to calm them, desperate to discover what had happened.


“Your fucking gods happened,” a man said and spat on the floor.


“Not mine – everyone’s! Tell me how he died!” she all but shouted. “Please!” Her robe pulsed purple.


Details were sketchy, but apparently the LUX-WEM-YIB had left netherspace to take a star sighting. A moment later a chariot of the gods had materialised next to them and linked to the SUT. The gods burned their way inside. Then they killed Juan and another Pilgrim.




“What gods?” Tatia demanded. “Did the two show disrespect? Not Juan, surely?”


“It’s the Cancri,” said the man who’d spat. “And they’re not gods. How can they be? They’re just fucking bastard aliens. And all the two did was walk up to them, I was there.” Sometimes the strongest fanatics lose their belief in a blink of an eye, or the death of a friend.


“It is not for us to question the gods’ actions,” she said, knowing how weak it must sound.


“It is when they’re trying to kill you!”


She asked about the SUT staff but nobody knew what had happened to them.


“Why are you all in here?” she asked.


“We were sort of herded,” said the man who’d spat, obviously the group spokesman. “Don’t know why.” A pause as his eyes flickered past her. “Maybe it does,” he said, pointing then shrinking back behind a chair.


Tatia turned and saw a Cancri in the doorway. These aliens were rare on Earth, little known other than what they looked like. Reports from distant human settlements were equally vague. The greyhound-like, striped steed seemed to be grinning at them while its rider, looking like a cross between an eyeless baby and a white maggot, impassively held a slim metal tube in its stubby, hook-like hands.


“I know that dog’s coat, it’s the one that killed the Understander,” someone whispered hoarsely.


Tatia’s robe turned red.


* * *




Kara stood under the shower and reviewed the morning’s work, relieved because success had relied on factors she couldn’t control: a lack of wind so the airborne neurotoxin could settle; no one appearing with a fly swatter; the five targets meeting outdoors. Although the latter had not been so problematic: they didn’t trust each other and, until agreement was reached, would always meet as a group. Being both outdoors and naked was still an adequate defence against bugging, as long as dampening fields were used to suppress implants.


And they never knew a thing. It was a matter of pride that her targets never suspected they were under threat, beyond the usual paranoia. Multinational corporations, especially pharmaceuticals, had to be viciously aggressive to survive, and so did the people who ran them. The world had become more ruthless and amoral as old beliefs were erased by alien technology. Kara had killed five people and prevented a corporate war and worse.


Her hand strayed unconsciously to the entry-wound scar below her right breast. There was no exit wound. The bullet had fortunately lodged in a rib instead of ricocheting around inside her chest. And now the scar was a reminder of what might have been, although Kara wasn’t sure how long she’d have survived domestic bliss. The one serious relationship she’d had almost killed her, although it had started so well…


* * *


“So I’m to be your Number Two,” he’d said that day six years ago, almost managing to hide the disappointment. Fieldcraft



and Weapons Skills A1 was designed to discover snipers with that indefinable something that could never be taught, a natural meld between sniper, surroundings, weapon and death. Those who lacked it but otherwise did well became a sniper’s minder and spotter. Indispensable, but not the real thing.


“If we get on,” she’d said.


“I will look after you the best I can.”


It had been her decision. “Let’s see how it goes.”


She’d seen him all but naked, knew he was more athlete, more warrior than over-muscled gym-bunny. His eyes had glanced briefly into her soul and he had the devil’s own subversive laugh.


They’d slept together within a week. Not shocking or unusual; the occasional sniper team even had sex in the field; against regulations but diverting after days curled up in a hide. A quickie to relieve the tension, one of them always searching for a possible enemy, orgasm at most a two-second distraction. But this had been hotel love-making, lasting for hours and with the final accent on love. No regulations against that, only common sense and tradition. Do not fall in love with a comrade because their safety will become more important than the mission. Do not fall in love with anyone who cannot separate the personal from the professional. He at least would never make the same mistake again.


* * *


Kara told herself the wetness on her cheeks was water and cupped her breasts, shivering slightly.


“Le petit mort,” she murmured. After she’d killed, Kara often died several times in one night. It wasn’t uncommon. Back in the army, there was a rumour that people became



snipers to improve their sex lives; because the kill had to be done coldly, without any emotion, when the release came it could be truly epic. Kara wasn’t always so sure. There were times that music or the classic TV programmes she loved seemed to do the trick… a long, slow release of tension rather than an explosion. One sniper had sublimated his need by building a model Colosseum out of matchsticks. Another would get passing-out drunk every so often, always on his own in case authority learned about it. Authority eventually did, of course, and the man had been sent on rehab. Returned a lifelong abstainer but with his sniper’s edge blunted by guilt.


But this was one of the times that Kara needed sex to relax. Not in the sense of being dominated, almost punished, because of the people she’d killed. Instead as an affirmation of life. It was her time to give and she always tried to ensure that her partners – never more than two; she needed to be the centerpiece – found ecstasy in her arms. Kara was professional to her core.


She dried herself, applied the lightest of cosmetic touches, dabbed a little perfume here and there and went to get dressed. She wasn’t sure if she wanted a man, a woman or both, so she chose a loose, flowing garment that showed nothing but suggested a lot.


It was in a small, intimate pop-up bar in Covent Garden that she saw the Gliese. A moment before she was deep in a promising conversation with a man and another woman, all three initially strangers, when she realised the rest of the bar had fallen silent. Kara looked casually around and saw the matt-blue helmets and uniforms worn by Galactic



Division’s guards and instinctively knew what they were protecting, even if it was hidden by customers staring down in fascination – and some in fear – at what looked like a metre-high mound of wet leather with three bony arms.


Then she heard the sound.


“G-g-g-g-l-l-l-l-l-eeze.” A nasty, wet, gobbling noise that no one had ever deciphered. It could have been a word, a warning cry or simply an alien fart. It was the sound the Gliese often made and to no discernible pattern, and was how they had got their name. Her potential bed-mates were pushing forward. Kara stayed put. She knew exactly what a Gliese looked like. It was not pretty. But, as Kara knew, it was easy to kill.


“Stand back,” ordered a GalDiv guard. “Let it go wherever it wants.”


No one argued. GalDiv had much the same reputation as the Bureau and the rules were clear: do not upset a Gliese or the guards will hurt you. How do you know if a Gliese is upset? Because the guards hurt you. Threaten one and they’ll kill you. Besides, like other aliens the Gliese could make a person rich. There was some artist, who’d been unknown until one of those Eridani aliens had followed him around for months; now his artworks were sought the world over.


There was no discernible pattern or logic to alien–human trades. An alien would indicate an object it wanted and offer something unknown in return. What they wanted could be as mundane as a half-eaten apple or as massive as Tower Bridge. What they offered rarely made sense nor could you spend time figuring out what it was. Business



was done then and there or the alien moved on.


GalDiv tried to supervise all trades – part of the reason for the guards – but while aliens mostly used the designated space access points, they could also show up anywhere, unescorted and ready to do business. A person could make a fortune in ten seconds – or be left with a piece of useless junk – but the risk could be even greater. The entire population of a small Alpine village near Berne had vanished when someone did the wrong thing with the featureless metal spheroid that a snake-like Eridani had exchanged for a used fondue set. The strange – and horrible – thing was the subsequent sound of voices screaming for help, a little indistinct, as if the invisible victims were just around an unseen corner. The metal spheroid had been taken into space and dumped into an unimportant star, and the Alpine voices stopped. Another Eridani accepted an eighteen-carat wedding ring inscribed D ∞ J for a piece of twisted metal that made D feel unaccountably happy and content – despite being in the middle of an ugly divorce – simply by looking at it. Soon twisted replicas, which had the same effect if cast in copper or iron, were on sale in all good drugstores as a cure for depression. No one knew how they worked. Psychiatrists and Big Pharma tried to get them banned but those awkward curves and angles eased the worries of most people: all ages, all sexes, all cultures. It was as if the aliens knew humans better than humans knew themselves.


There were to be no money-miracles in this Covent Garden pop-up bar, though. The Gliese paused then turned and flowed back out into the street, as always closely surrounded by its guards.




“Wow!” said the woman as she rejoined Kara. “That was incredible! Weren’t you interested?” The woman was in her twenties, a green-eyed blonde with an easy, almost innocent prettiness and a firm body.


“They just don’t… don’t look smart,” the man said. He was a little older than the woman, athletic with brown hair and – again – easy and forgettable good looks. “It’s like a pile of old leather. Wonder why it came here?” But he already knew the answer: no one knew why the Gliese did anything. They never requested a bodyguard for a night on the town. They would simply set off, either oblivious or uncaring if the guards came along. It wasn’t as if the Gliese were armed, either. No ray-guns, no impenetrable force fields, no psychic powers. Not as far as anyone knew.


“You ever, well, thought about…” the woman asked Kara. “I mean, if it was the only way, would you?” She was talking about the Gliese–human trade that sent humans to the stars.


“No,” Kara said, “never.”


“I would,” said the man. “If I was dying or something.”


Kara sighed and stood up. “I gotta go.”


The other two looked at her in surprise.


“But…” said the blonde.


“I thought…” said the man.


“You’ll talk about aliens and getting rich all night,” Kara said.


“Not all night,” the blonde – whose name Kara had already forgotten – said and smiled. The innocence went away.


“Once would be too much,” Kara told her and pushed



her way through the crowd to the door. Most of the bar’s customers had been born, like Kara, after the aliens arrived. They’d never known another reality. The older customers looked awkward or hostile. They’d go back to their families and either not mention the Gliese in the bar and perhaps get asked why they were in a bad mood, or rant all night about how much better it was before. She wondered how many families sat cosily around the dinner table and talked about aliens, other than as a source of riches. Kara didn’t know much about families. Her parents had been killed in an alien-artefact incident; there’d only been an adored older sister to look after her, a sister willing to do anything to give Kara a future. “Don’t worry, Kas, it’s really safe. And think what fun we’ll have with the money!” It wasn’t safe and they’d never had fun again.


School hadn’t gone beyond Aliens 101: what they looked like and their names. It was surprising how uninterested most of the children had been. There was so much else to thrill them, like the new colony worlds or a stream of technology more fascinating than the beings that supplied it. It was as if children instinctively knew that aliens were only messengers, galactic servants, and not as important as whoever owned them. And maybe, Kara thought as she walked into a semi-deserted street, the instinct is right. Maybe aliens are only scavengers. Unlikely and not a new concept. Still, even the faintest possibility of being right made her feel better.


The street was a mix of established and pop-up stores – the latter hoping to make money from the latest short-lived fad – which effectively summed up the world’s economy.



There were the big international guys, like Pharma or IT, who’d be around forever; and the rest grabbing at success whenever, however they could. Kara paused to look at a window display of expensive outdoor clothing, a closing-down sale advertised less than a month after the pop-up shop had opened. She tapped her tattooed left arm twice in quick succession, then once. A menu materialised a few inches in front of her face, something only she could see, since her personal AI chip was linked directly to her optic nerve. She blinked rapidly to navigate the menu, came to a rolling newsfeed and saw the report of the tragedy: five people killed by Japanese hornets. Police in protective clothing were searching for the nest – which they would discover half a mile from the house. Finding a nest in Japan and secretly moving it to England had been the hardest part. Also the most necessary: those who were meant to be suspicious must also be made nervous, even awed, by the killer’s expertise.


“Aliens piss you off, right?”


Kara spun round as the figure of a middle-aged man in a business suit materialised on the pavement. He was smiling as if they shared a secret. Slightly protruding eyes and thin lips gave him the look of a bombastic frog.


“Most people think it,” the man said, the words not quite in sync with his mouth. “And you know what? They’re starting to say so.”


Kara sighed as she recognised Len Grafe, the head of Human Primus. She accessed the menu again, scrolled down for a surveillance report and saw the figure was generated from a projector on an opposite wall. She



disliked holographic advertising as much as aliens, while Grafe’s smugness made her want to punch him. She sent an illegal command; the projector sparked then began to smoke and the figure vanished.


Next she used worldmesh – which had evolved from the discredited Internet – to check her home: a Merc jitney the size of an old-style van, hydrogen fuelled like all road vehicles, 190 kph top speed but when securely parked would unfold into a studio apartment at the touch of a button. Common enough in a city where people were fed up with the cost of housing, with vehicle parks now offering security, bathhouses, laundry, shops and repairs like any yacht marina. The Merc was more sparse than the hotel room, and she could easily afford a two-bed apartment instead, but it suited her to be transient. A settled home might give her space to remember. And, it would be easier for someone to find her.


Kara rarely parked in the same place for more than two nights. Partly for security and partly because staying any longer meant that it might become like a home, with neighbours and everything else she didn’t want. There’d once been a home and then her sister went Up and Away.


Her chip linked to the park’s security system. The Merc was okay, still parked between a gene-tech co-operative’s bespoke truck-home/laboratory and an antique bus belonging to a troupe of acrobatic jugglers. For a moment Kara wondered if it was too late to run away and join a circus – a thought interrupted by a man’s amused voice inside her head:


< Something wicked this way comes.




She’d turned off her avatar’s visual weeks ago. Based on her lifestyle and taste in entertainment it had manifested as a tall, dark, male commando with a fondness for cross-dressing and old movies.


The link between a person and their AI chip – the modern equivalent of the pre-alien keyboard and mouse – avatars helped prevent people imagining that their AI could read their thoughts. It couldn’t. However, it could take a very educated guess, which was closer to telepathy than many people wanted to get, especially as part of the chip technology was derived from alien science. Avatars preserved the illusion that the chip was somehow separate from, subservient to, the person it served. When someone first got a chip, the AI would manifest a series of different personas until the person made a choice – although it could be changed at any time. Again, the illusion of control. After only an hour or so the chip could supply the avatar most likely to succeed. Many humans came to regard their avatar as a personal friend. There was even a fringe group demanding equal legal status for both avatar and host.


Kara hadn’t wanted an avatar – although most people doted on them – but she had little choice, since they were integral with the personal chip. It was necessary for a stochastic, continual learning interface, the salesman had explained, and she should think of it as her own personal AI. Kara didn’t believe in artificial intelligence, suspecting it was more of a monkey-see, monkey-do construct that flattered to deceive. Sadly, she could turn off the visual but not the audio. For the past few days it had been obsessed with Shakespeare – last month Humphrey Bogart, which



was fine, her favourite antique actor – but life was dramatic enough without someone declaiming theatrically in her head. Kara blinked twice hard to disengage her chip – it never slept – and looked up to see the blonde woman from the bar walking towards her. She was alone.


“Hoped I could persuade you,” the woman said.


“Where’s…?”


“Not my type.”


“Nor mine.”


“Am I?”


The full force of Kara’s personality surfaced. “Only one way to find out.”


The blonde woman actually blushed. “It’s why I’m here.”


“Nothing about aliens,” Kara warned. Perhaps a oneon-one would be better, more intimate. But since when was intimacy so important? Was the avatar’s Bogart persona still in her mind? “It’s my party, right?”


“Whatever you want.”


All you have to do is whistle. “I’m at a nearby hotel.”


Never go to a strange place with a stranger. Not ideal, but safe.
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Marc Keislack stared at the spherical display unit. On the other side of the crystalline metal his nanoforms were mixing and interacting like miniature weather systems. Each one was a different colour, separated from one another by a gooey transparent nutrient medium.


Despite the seals around the tank – still necessary when anyone was mucking around with nanoforms – the slightly vinegary smell of the nutrient medium hung in the air of his studio. Light from the large windows at the far end of the room illuminated the space. Dust hung and glittered in the buttresses of light, despite the best attempts of his cleaning bots to eradicate it. Outside, the rolling Welsh hills were illuminated by a low sun. Cows stood in small groups in the field that bounded his property, and larks drew scrolling lines across the deep blue of the sky, while inside the studio he was waiting for his own life – his own artificial life – to decide what it wanted to be. He ran a hand through his long hair. It needed cutting, but he had been so wrapped up in constructing this latest piece of art that he had forgotten about it. He would need to get it cut before the show. His agent, Darla, would insist upon it. “Don’t believe the crap about artists in garrets forgetting to eat or wash and still being romantic,” she’d told him at his last show. “People who can afford your art expect short hair and an expensive cologne. And don’t fall on the vol-au-vents like you’re starving.” She’d paused at that



point, then added: “Of course, if there’s an alien in town, wanting to pick up some art in exchange for some new kind of battery or something, then all bets are off.”


“I was followed around by an Eridani for three weeks, remember? It took five art installations, leaving behind something GalDiv took away for deep investigation.” He’d laughed bitterly. “Who knows why the damn aliens trade anything?” He didn’t say – it wasn’t necessary, there were plenty who’d say it for him – that it was the Eridani interest that had made the unknown Marc Keislack rich and famous.


Darla had smiled tightly. “Of course I remember, darling. And I would have gotten you a much better deal – even with an alien.” She didn’t say that being the alien’s darling – the Eridani and more recently the Cancri still traded for his and only his artwork, no other artists need apply – meant that Marc didn’t need an agent at all, only a lawyer and an accountant.


He’d smiled back more gently. “That I would like to have seen.” Keeping alive the polite fiction that Marc Keislack was as talented as any other successful artist and not just a lucky bastard.


Now he glanced around the studio, at the works that were going into the show, which his agent wanted to call simply Here. Across the far side of the room was a tank of seawater in which luminescent Aurelia aurita the size of coins drifted, coming together and apart in a thousand different shades of colour, as dictated by the artificial genes that he had spliced into their DNA. The jellyfish were effectively immortal, as far as he knew. As long



as they floated in a nutrient-rich broth and had a little natural light they would just keep on going, moving and glowing, forming different pictures as they did so. Given the human mind’s amazing ability to see patterns in chaos, if you stared into the tank long enough you would start to see faces staring back at you: grimacing, laughing, screaming. Marc had given it the title All Human Life Is Here, and Darla had said that if he parted with it for less than a hundred and fifty thousand virtscrip she would part with him, violently.


His gaze skipped to another piece: this one an earlier, unsold work. It was a self-portrait entitled My Life Is Here. Artificially grown muscle, fat and skin tissue, generated from stem cells taken from Marc’s own bone marrow, had been carefully arranged over a brass skull on a stand inside a transparent case. The flesh had been crafted to mimic his own face, but initially aged a hundred and twenty. The cells had been programmed in such a way that they would gradually alter over time: the skin becoming firmer, the fat reduced and the muscles better defined. His face would get younger as he, the artist, grew older. It had already regressed to the age of 115, although it had to be said that there was very little difference visible between now and when it had started. There would be a day when the two of them – the artwork and the model – would cross, and one of the terms of the sale was that Marc would, on that day, sit inside a similar case next to it, wherever the purchaser was displaying it, making himself part of the work. Another one of the terms of sale was that when the face had developed to infancy the work would be destroyed – a stipulation



backed up by automatic cell death programmed into the artwork’s genes. The aliens wouldn’t understand the fine print, of course, but he didn’t care. The art was the art.


“Wonderful,” Darla had said when he had told her about the idea. “A reversed Picture of Dorian Gray reproduced with technology.”


“The what? Who?”


She had glanced at him, frowning. “Never mind. Just keep coming up with ideas.” Marc had no interest in the past, only his own present and future.


A momentary eddy in the tank beside him caught his attention. At the border between the mass of blue nanoforms and the transparent nutrient medium they existed within, small vortices were forming. It looked like the kind of effect one saw at the edge of fractals, or coastlines on a map. The nanoforms themselves were artificial, of course, but based on genetic material harvested from slime moulds of Fuligo septica. Their behaviour was pre-programmed in their simplified DNA and based on a handful of simple rules. Were they surrounded by others of their own colour, or by those of another colour? Were they in an area where nutrients were plentiful or sparse? Were they on the outside of a mass, exposed to ambient light, or on the inside, in darkness? How old were they? The rules themselves were simple, but the outcomes would be anything but. In computer simulations the virtual nanoforms automatically came together in small groups, which acted as individual entities: moving as one, co-operating with others of their kind, absorbing others not of their kind and then producing smaller versions



of themselves which grew over time. It was emergent behaviour, not pre-programmed, but it seemed to replicate many of the features of more complicated life forms, all without instinct or intelligence. This one was entitled All Life Is Here, and he was still waiting to see how it developed.


A blue ball appeared in his vision, as if it was floating near the wall. It moved slowly up and down. Some people preferred avatars, which Marc distrusted; some preferred audio or vibratory cues, which Marc found distracting. Instead he’d had his cortical chip illegally hacked by a woman out in the Wild so it interfaced using colours and shapes. Someone was at the door. He felt a stab of anger. He didn’t like visitors; didn’t like anyone, really. “Show,” he instructed the house AI.


A picture formed, apparently in mid-air. A man was standing outside: a youthful mid-sixties, hair dark and jaw firm. He was wearing a suit that was cut in a modern style – tight double-layered lapels and sleeves that were subtly shaped to imply muscle movement beneath.


“Can I help?” Marc said into the air. Trying to inject a sense of Go away please into his tone. The house AI took his words and replayed them outside the front door.


“Anson Greenaway,” the man replied. He was staring away from the house, towards the hills. “I’d like a moment of your time. Please.” He had a deep, easy voice and an American accent that for all its relaxed tone also spoke of power. This was no door-to-door salesman.


Marc paused for a second. His brain was still considering the art installations – tweaking details and thinking about the surroundings that would display them to their full



advantage. He didn’t want any distractions, even if it led to a sale. Darla would kill him for even thinking it, but he had more than enough work on at the moment. “I’m busy,” he said eventually. “I suggest you see my agent.”


Greenaway smiled; lips closed, not showing his teeth. Maybe it was the resolution of the imaging system, but the smile did not reach his eyes. “I’ve come a hell of a long way to see you.”


“And without an appointment,” Marc replied. Over the man’s shoulder he could see a rental jitney parked on the road. “It won’t take more than forty minutes to Cardiff Airport, another half hour to London and then the ramjet to New York.”
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