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The object was in the Oort Cloud, still five thousand astronomical units from the sun, when it was first detected. It was bigger than a planet, but too small to be a star. Eighty times the mass of Jupiter, but of the same size, it was moving fast, at a shade over two hundred kilometers a second relative to the sun. It had a baleful appearance, glowing a subtle dim red, its surface churning and shifting like the waves in a stormy sea. 

As it passed through the Oort cloud, the effect on the surrounding debris and detritus, all left over from the formation of the Solar System, was hardly noticeable. Even if it had disrupted the orbit of some comet, and sent it hurtling towards the inner Solar System, the risk to Earth was so low that it was practically zero. The real problem was not the presence of this object in the Oort Cloud, but its trajectory. By a massive stroke of bad luck and timing, an event that had occurred tens of millions of years earlier, a near miss with a star, had shifted the trajectory of this object, so that it was now on an intersection course with the inner Solar System, where its speed and mass posed a far greater risk.  

As the years and decades passed, the object continued on its course, without affecting anything. All the damage that it would cause happened within the space of just a few months, more than a century after it had first been detected. As it entered the Solar System, the object swept through the orbital paths of Neptune and Uranus without any noticeable effects, as it missed these planets by a wide margin. Two and a half months later, the object crossed the orbit of Saturn, but again, the planet was almost on the other side of the sun when this occurred, and so there was no immediate impact. 

A month later, the object made its closest approach to Jupiter.

The impact on Jupiter was catastrophic. The object disrupted the planet’s orbit, dragging it along like a puppet on a string, first elongating it, and then pushing it into an elliptical path that made it careen closer to the sun. The moons of Jupiter started moving erratically, as if they were trying to decide whether to follow the object, or stay with Jupiter, and could not make up their minds. Io, the third largest of the moons, started spiraling in towards Jupiter; it would break up and form a ring around Jupiter within a few years. Ganymede and most of the smaller moons were flung about like small boats in a storm. Ultimately, many of them escaped Jupiter’s gravity, and were ejected from the Solar System; but some followed the object as it continued towards the inner Solar System. 

The object crossed the orbit of Mars less than a month later, disrupting its orbit so completely that it started corkscrewing along a path that swung away from the sun. In less than two years, like many of Jupiter’s moons, Mars would be flung out of the Solar System into the depths of space, forever lost to the sun. It was accompanied by debris from the asteroid belt, some of which followed Mars out of the Solar System, like bees following honey. However, most of this debris, now including the wreckage from various collisions in-between Jupiter’s moons, remained within the Solar System, large and small pieces colliding and smashing against each other. Even if the object had disappeared at that moment, the inner planets would have become exposed to impacts from this debris, an echo of the epoch of heavy bombardment four billion years earlier, when debris left over from the formation of the Solar System had pulverized the inner planets, and turned their surfaces into heaps of molten lava.

But the object did not stop there, and continued relentlessly on its deadly path towards the sun. It missed the Earth by a wide margin, but then was itself influenced by the sun’s gravity. Like as if it were a stone in a gigantic slingshot, the object curved towards the sun, accelerating as it came close to Venus, which simply followed it, and was then consumed by it. The object absorbed and assimilated Venus into itself, its surface boiling and glowing brightly where Venus had impacted it.

The object then swung around the sun, now in a widening arc, but still well within the inner Solar System, almost exactly between the orbit of Earth, and what had once been the orbit of Mars. It was now moving much faster, getting ready to escape the Solar System forever, leaving behind a trail of destruction, and a Solar System so disrupted that it would take millions of years to stabilize again. But before it did so, in the path of its travel, far away, looking forlorn and weak and feeble in the emptiness of space, lay a pale blue dot.
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A

dam huddled together with the soldiers in his group, moving slowly through the trees until they reached the edge of the forest. The Volani town that was their target sprawled below them, a maze of streets and small houses, with crooked and irregular streets running in all directions. Adam had seen old pictures of the settlement as it had been before the Long War, and the contrast could not have been greater. There had once been pretty houses set among meadows and terraced fields going down the three passes towards Vale, Sagar, and Discovery Bay. But now, while the terraced fields remained, those houses had long been abandoned, as the people huddled together for safety.

The ten clans of the Volani tribe, once split up into individual settlements along the terraces, had somehow managed to retain their identity in the layout of the town, though he would not have known it without going over the maps in detail. Each clan had its own neighborhood, with its own clan hall, but the houses of each neighborhood merged seamlessly with the next in a confusing jumble of narrow streets. Adam had visited the town twice before, tagging along with the Council members who had come to negotiate with the Volani. His interest had been more in the mountain passes, particularly the one that led to Sagar, rather than the negotiations themselves, so he had spent hours walking through the town, going from one side to another. After two visits, and many hours of walking, he had still been unable to orientate himself, and had managed to get lost on a regular basis. It was obvious that the town had been put together in a hurry, without much planning or foresight.

Tyan, the commander of the attacking force, had split her army of two thousand soldiers, with instructions to take over each clan holding as fast as possible, and with minimal bloodshed. “Remember,” she had said in the briefing before they had left Vale, “We are not interested in vanquishing them, or humiliating them. We just want them to surrender, and give us control over the passes. I want to avoid bloodshed as far as possible, because we don’t want to have to deal with an unruly population afterwards. So, overwhelming force, coupled with as little killing as possible. Move swiftly, and strike decisively.” 

Like their father, and unlike him, Tyan was not a person of many words, and always preferred the most direct approach if she had a choice. He knew that her original preference had been to conquer and then exile all the Volani, so she would not have to worry about an unruly population at all. But she had assessed the situation in one of the strategy meetings of the Vale Military Council, and had agreed with the others that this was not a cost-effective solution. Adam had also attended that Council meeting, and had felt uncomfortable about how casually the exile of thirty thousand people had been discussed, and then dismissed only because it was not worth the effort, not because it was immoral. But we live in desperate times, he thought, and tried not to dwell on it too much.

Now she was standing next to Adam, shivering slightly. The air was surprisingly chilly; it was not something that they were used to. Adam wished, not for the first time, that he was back in Vale, working on the real problems that they were facing, instead of getting embroiled in what he considered to be an unnecessary battle. Just another distraction, he thought gloomily, while the real problem lurks in the background, like a monster about to pounce. 

She had selected a group of just one hundred soldiers, including him, to weave their way through the town, and head for the Abode, the Volani term for their chief’s dwelling. Ironically, the Abode was the least well defended part of the Volani chiefdom, because the chief’s clan was the smallest. As was usual in such situations, the weakest family had been the only acceptable compromise when there were too many strong families competing for the prize. But they still needed control of this royal family, as Adam thought of the chief and his family, in order to control the Volani. Their intelligence reports had suggested that the chief was not very popular, and his capture would give the clan leaders all the excuse they needed to cut their losses, and stop fighting.

Their strategy was simple; use the attacks on the clan houses as a distraction for the real prize, which was the Abode. The only problem was that the Abode was deep inside the town, and almost at the other end from where they were. To attack it, they would have to get as close to the Abode as possible before dawn, and wait until the general attack had commenced. This meant that their small group would have to traverse almost the whole width of the town, and get to the other end through the winding streets, without getting lost, or being discovered. 

Moving quietly but as fast as they could, they left the edge of the forest and walked downhill, quickly crossing the open area between the forest and the town, until they reached the town wall. A small and silent drone lifted a rope and fixed it at the top, allowing them to scale the wall, which was less than five meters high, with laughable ease. It was sleep night, and the Volani had become complacent over the last few years, so there were no guards around. But they still kept the drone moving ahead of them as they traversed the town, feeding information back to them, so they could avoid any stragglers or guards who happened to be around. At that moment, Adam knew that there were five more groups like theirs also moving through the town, each group heading for its designated targets.

Adam had wondered about the use of drones for their little adventure, as Tyan called it. “How did you convince Aay?” he had asked her. “I thought that she would have never allowed her drones to be used for warfare.”

Tyan had just laughed. “It’s just a matter of how you talk to her,” she had said in an offhand manner, like as if it was nothing important. “Remember that we are using the drones to save lives.” He would not have believed that this would have been sufficient to convince Aay, but the fact that the drones were here proved otherwise.

The town had been built following the contours of the land, so the streets were not just winding, they moved up and down, making orientation difficult. Without the information being fed by the drone, it would have been virtually impossible to find their way to the Abode, but as it was, they got to the main plaza well in time, with an hour to spare. After the narrow streets, the plaza looked immense and out of scale. It was surrounded by houses, with the Abode, one of the few two-story structures in the town, forming the main face of the plaza. Adam knew that behind that facade was a sprawling structure which reached the town wall at the back, overlooking the pass to Sagar. None of them believed that anyone would be crazy enough to try to escape into Sagar, but they would nonetheless have to move quickly to isolate and trap the royal family once the alarm had been raised.

They crept past the tribal hall that lay adjacent to the Abode, and waited for their cue to attack. After some time, just as the first faint light of dawn was creeping out over the plaza, they heard sounds in the distance, signifying the simultaneous attack on the ten clan houses. A few guards, armed only with truncheons, ran out of the Abode to investigate, and were quickly overpowered, allowing the soldiers of Vale to slip into the Abode with ease. They split into two groups, Tyan taking one wing, while he took the other. 

Suddenly, so surprisingly that Adam almost fell, a Volani soldier seemed to appear out of nowhere, and swung his truncheon at him. Had the blow connected, he would have been badly injured, or worse. As it was, he barely managed to duck, and let his companion behind him overpower the soldier, stun him, and then quickly tie him up. Adam drew his sword as he continued moving forward, hoping that he would not have to use it. On the inside, the Abode was actually a series of buildings connected by open courtyards and passages. They had no information about where the royal family was likely to be located, so they would have no choice but to go methodically through every building and every room, until they found their targets. 

Adam ran into another Volani soldier who came straight at him, sword drawn. Better prepared this time, Adam pushed him against the wall with repeated thrusts, and then used the stun gun in his left hand. A light touch to the soldier’s body, and he was down, shaking. Adam left him there, confident that someone would get to him, and bind him, before he had a chance to recover. 

They went systematically through the wing, isolating and emptying each building, crashing open doors, stunning any soldiers they came across, and then pushing the occupants out towards the plaza, their group splitting up as they forced their way through. Lots of people, administrators and retainers and attendants by the look of it, and a few soldiers, but no sign of the royal family. Adam started to worry. Had they made a mistake? Was the chief’s family somewhere else, maybe even out of town? He hoped that Tyan had found them, because they had reached the last building, and it didn’t look like the royal family members were in this part of the Abode. 

Adam noticed some open stairs to his right, going up to a platform. It didn’t look very substantial, and by now he was sure that the royal family was not here, but he ran up the stairs anyway, wanting to make sure. The stairs led to a large open terrace from which there was a breathtaking view down the flank of the mountain, towards the plain of Sagar below. Green, verdant, and beautiful, the top of the trees were glowing as they caught the early morning light, giving no hint of the deadly secret that lay within. 

He turned around and saw that there was a walled pavilion located on the terrace, with framed glass doors. He went in, just to make sure that there was no one hiding there. The inside of the pavilion consisted of one large seating chamber, obviously a place for entertainment and relaxation. He could almost imagine people sitting on cushions, and admiring the view, but by the looks of it, the place had not been used for a long time. It was dusty, and had the decrepit look of an abandoned house. Apart from some cushions that had seen better days, and were strewn about haphazardly, the room was empty. Then he noticed two doors in the wall at the back, probably small rooms for servants, or maybe washrooms. It didn’t look like there was anyone here, but he decided to check the rooms out anyway.

The first door led to a small bathroom which was also empty. He walked towards the second door, and just as he was about to reach it, the door opened suddenly, and a masked figure came out, sword drawn, and moving fast. His stun gun was knocked out of his hand, and he fell backwards, tripping over some cushions. He managed to hold onto to his sword, and rolled over as the masked figure’s sword came down where he had been moments before. He sprang to his feet quickly, and they parried and thrust across the room. The soldier was dressed all in black and was wearing a black turban, in the manner of the Discovery Bay tribes. One end of the turban was wrapped around the face, so only the eyes were visible.

He assessed the situation quickly. No armor. A small frame, probably twenty percent less weight than him. Familiar with a sword, but not very skillful – it was only the surprise attack that had floored him. The royal family had five people, the chief, his wife, and three children – two daughters around fifteen years old, and the youngest, a twelve-year-old son. So this swordsman was not from the royal family. In fact, it was unlikely that this figure was even a Volani; from the way he was dressed, he was probably a visitor from one of the Discovery Bay tribes. Better not to kill him, he thought, we have enough problems with the tribes as it is, without getting embroiled in a blood feud.

The figure attacked again; this time the lack of skill was quite evident. This was going to be easy, but he didn’t want to cause any serious harm, so he stepped back and parried the thrust. He let the tribesman push him back, feigning weakness, until he saw that the tribesman’s sword arm was over-extended. Then he suddenly turned around and to the side. He swung his sword upwards, knocking the sword out of the tribesman’s hand. He followed that with a hard punch to the side, just below the ribs, knocking the wind out of the tribesman, and pushing him backwards. The turban flew off as the figure fell with a grunt of pain, and long tresses flared out. All right, he thought, so this is a woman. This was surprising. He had not thought that the tribes would even allow a woman to hold a sword, much less teach one how to fight. 

To his surprise, while the woman gave a cry of frustration, she did not give up. She suddenly kicked at his feet and then, in one fluid motion, turned around and picked up her sword, coming back to her feet at the same time. Her face was taut with pain, but she made no sound, and just stepped back, waiting for him with sword drawn. For a moment, he wondered whether he should just attack and get it over with. He knew that he would be able to overpower her, but if he couldn’t find his stun gun, then she would just attack him again, unless he really, really hurt her. And if she was not Volani, but staying in the Abode, then she could be from the royal family of one of the Discovery Bay tribes; wounding her would open a can of worms.

“Listen, I don’t know where you are from,” he said, “but our quarrel is not with you or even the Volani. We have no desire to hurt anyone.” He was talking slowly, trying to make sure that she understood what he was trying to say. While all the tribes theoretically spoke Standard English, he knew that the separation over the last fifty years had caused some regional variations in dialect to creep in, and he didn’t want to take any chances. The woman just looked at him, her face expressionless. 

“Do you understand what I am saying?” he asked, again being careful to pronounce each word carefully and distinctly. “There is no need for you to fight. Please drop your sword.”

There was no answer, not even a nod to acknowledge his words. Then, suddenly, she lunged at him again. He parried her blow with ease. She attacked him again and again, blow after blow, like as if her life depended on it. He wondered what she was trying to do, and why she was continuing to fight so desperately. Then it hit him suddenly; she was trying to distract him. What an idiot he had been, he thought, not checking the room she had come out from. She saw him glance towards the room, and ran towards it, jumping over some cushions. She stood in front of the closed door, sword drawn and ready to fight.

“You can’t go in there,” she said. She was breathing hard, and her face was flushed. Could the royal family really be hiding in that room, in this abandoned area of the Abode, and guarded by this wisp of a girl? He found that difficult to believe. But she was protecting something. Refusing to waste any more time, and feeling a little bit guilty about it, he overwhelmed her with repeated parries, until she was almost on her knees, trying desperately to keep her grip on the sword. Finally, she could not hold him off, and the sword fell from her hand. He grabbed her hand and pulled her forward, using his left leg to trip her. She fell hard on the floor, the wind knocked out of her. She would have a few bruises tomorrow, but nothing serious. 

He picked up her sword and opened the door, quickly surveying the room. There was no one inside. In fact, there was no furniture of any kind at all in the room; it was just a small room, obviously set up for prayer and meditation. Oh, crap, she had gotten him twice today, he thought suddenly. He ran out, and saw the girl still lying on the floor, wincing with pain, but looking at him triumphantly. Out in the terrace, he noticed a rope that had been tied to the railing. He ran out, just in time to see a small figure disappearing into the forest that lay some distance from the bottom of the terrace wall. For a moment, he considered jumping over and following, but decided that this would not be a prudent thing to do. He didn’t know what the situation in the town was, and the forest was too dense, providing a hundred places to hide. He walked back to the stairs, and saw two soldiers from his group running up.

“Where have you been?” one of them said. “We have been looking all over for you...are you alright?”

“Just checking this area out,” Adam replied. “Did we get the royal family?” 

“Yes,” said the other soldier, “well, all except the youngest son, Lanek.”

“What about the rest of the town?” he asked.

“Everything is under control,” said the soldier, giving him a thumbs-up, a big grin on his face.

Adam was relieved that everything had gone according to plan, but then suddenly looked back at the terrace edge. “How old was Lanek again, twelve, right?” 

“Yes, twelve years old,” said the soldier.

“Oh, no,” said Adam. He walked back into the room and sat on a high cushion, looking at the girl. “Who are you? Why did you fight to save Lanek?” She just looked at him, still holding her chest. With a sinking feeling, he realized that her silence meant that his suspicions were correct – it was Lanek who had escaped into Sagar. 

He wanted to tell her that she had just sent a child into the Zone, but decided against it. She probably had not expected the kid to escape in that direction, and there was no point to talk about it now. He wondered whether he should be sending a search party, but decided, reluctantly, that it would be too risky. The boy could have gone anywhere, and it would take too long to find him.

He left the girl there on the floor, and walked back down the stairs with the soldiers. Once they were in the plaza, he saw Tyan standing with their father, Peter, the Marshal of Vale. Adam went up to her and hugged her, softly congratulating her on a job well done. She hugged him back, smiling broadly, her face flush with victory. This had been her first mission as a military leader, and by the look of it, she had succeeded brilliantly. All the clan chiefs had surrendered, he soon learnt, and there had been no casualties except for minor wounds on the Valean side. Most importantly, only three of the Volani had been killed. The number of Volani who had been wounded was in the hundreds, but as his father had promised, the medics were already here, and no one else would die.

“So I heard you got the royal family,” he said. 

“You bet I did,” said an exultant Tyan. “Well, except for the youngest kid.”

“You mean Lanek?” replied Adam. “Unfortunately, he managed to escape from my grasp.”

“Oh no,” said Tyan, frowning. “What are you standing here for? We need to send out a search party immediately. I don’t want any loose ends.”

“Well, that’s the thing,” said Adam, feeling a bit sheepish. While he felt good that his sister was so happy, it was irritating that he had not managed to capture the one member of the royal family that he had come across. And that too, a twelve-year-old. “He escaped down the pass into Sagar before I could get to him.”

“Into Sagar? Are you sure?” asked Peter. “Well, we could station some guards there just in case he decides to come back, or manages to come back. No need to send any search parties though, right, Tyan?” 

There was a triumphant look on the faces of his sister and father. The youngest son was the least important member of the royal family, and it was obvious that both Tyan and Peter thought that he was never coming back. Adam tried to convince himself that it was all that girl’s fault, but he could not stop himself from feeling a little bit guilty when he thought of what would happen to the boy, trapped and alone in the death zone of Sagar.
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T

he day, the day, as Venkat thought of it later, began like any other day, except for the cooker. 

In later years, he would think of this day as a hinge, a point at which the direction of his life changed completely. There was one life before he opened the folder, and another, completely different life after that; it almost felt like there were two separate Venkats, the first one concerned about the mundane details of life, like a cooking range not being delivered on time, and a second Venkat, a reincarnated Venkat, the same and yet completely different from the first, obsessed with one thing only.

When the day began, he was seething – something that rarely happened – because the Walmart men, who were supposed to come and install the cooking range in his newly bought house, were two hours late. He had offered to stay behind while Lakshmi took Gayatri to a playgroup, thinking that it would just require his presence for an hour or so. Instead, repeated calls to the delivery service had just resulted in promises of only ten more minutes, for the last two hours, with no sight of either the men or the cooking range. 

The range left by the previous owner was perfectly fine, he thought, and actually was in a very good condition. But Lakshmi was a Jain, so she would not cook on something that could have been used for cooking meat, even if the damn cooker had been scrubbed and scrubbed by the strongest and most abrasive cleaners. He knew that for sure, because he had done the scrubbing, trying to convince her that the cooker was now fine, and completely free of impurities. But of course, that was not good enough for Lakshmi, because, as she put it, the cooker still carried the pain of the animals that had been fried, boiled, and sauteed on its flames. So out went the cooker, and in came Venkat, fuming and upset at being late for work. The fact that his feelings of resentment were about Lakshmi made him even more irritated, because he just hated feeling anything negative about her.

But the day had just started, and though he did not know it yet, it was going to get worse.

Much, much worse.

When he finally got to the Center, uncharacteristically late, he was surprised to see a note on his desk, asking him to go and see Dave Smith, the Director, head honcho, chief strategist, or whatever you felt like calling him. Dave had no formal title, in fact he was not even a scientist like the rest of the staff, but almost everyone reported directly to him. He also seemed to be the only one who knew where the funding was coming from, and who would get the grants, so everyone had tacitly assumed that he was the boss.

Not wanting to appear tardy, and already feeling a bit guilty about being late, Venkat dropped his backpack at his desk, and walked straight to Dave’s office, walking in through the always-open door. Dave, who was sitting at his desk, looked up at him with a smile.

“Hello Venkat,” he said, “take a seat. What can I do for you?”

“Actually, someone left a note asking me to come and see you,” he replied, feeling slightly surprised at the question. 

“Oh yea, sorry, I forgot. Grab a seat, and I’ll join you,” Dave said, pointing towards one of the two sofas on the side. He then went and closed the door, before sitting down next to Venkat. 

“I believe that we are at a point where I can share something with you,” Dave began. “Something really, really confidential, which cannot be divulged to anyone. Do I have that understanding? Remember that you have signed a secrecy agreement which is enforceable under the Espionage Act.”

The room was the same, and so was Dave. But all of a sudden, Venkat felt like a wraith had passed through the room, making everything darker and colder.

“That sounds ominous,” said Venkat finally. 

He had always wondered about the source of the funds that were paying his salary, and the innocuous title – Center for Innovation – that graced the main entrance. In fact, it had been a source of worry when he had been invited to join the Center with a highly attractive package, and almost complete freedom to carry out his research as he liked, no strings attached. But the package had been attractive, and the chance to move to Denver, with its breathtaking beauty, away from the craziness of New York, had been just too tempting.

So now I get to see the strings, he thought. There are always strings attached. Nothing is for free. He decided to go for broke.

“What happens,” he said, “if, after you share this...secret with me, I decide that I want no part of it, and want to leave? Are you going to put me in jail? Kill me?” It did sound a bit crazy when he said it, but he had simply verbalized the first worrying thought that had come into his brain.

Dave looked startled. “Is that what you think this is all about? Really?”

Venkat felt a bit sheepish. “OK, I may have over-dramatized a little, but how do you expect me to react when you talk about secrecy agreements? And on top of that, the Espionage Act?”

Dave laughed slightly and placed a reassuring hand on Venkat’s shoulder. “OK, maybe I started off too strongly. I understand your concerns, but trust me, Venkat, after you know the whole truth, you will understand why you cannot tell anyone, and you definitely will not want to leave.”

He paused for a while, and then continued. “Do you remember, when I was interviewing you, how you raised a concern about the purpose of this Center? As I recall, you were worried that your work would be weaponized, and be used to kill people.”

“Yes, to be honest, I was,” said Venkat. To be even more honest, he still was. 

“And what did I tell you?

“That my work would be used to save lives. Countless lives.”

“Well,” Dave said, “now you can see for yourself what I was trying to say.” He walked over to another door, which Venkat had always assumed was a private bathroom, and unlocked the door, walking in. When he came out, he was holding a slim folder, which he placed on the coffee table in front of Venkat.

“Sit here, take your time, and read this document,” said Dave. “The information contained within this folder is so sensitive that only a few hard copies of this document exist, and each copy is numbered. After you read this, you will see why we have to be so careful about security, and why your work could be crucial.”

Hesitantly, Venkat picked up the folder, his apprehension now skyrocketing. The cover was blank, except for “TOP SECRET – RESTRICTED ACCESS” written in large red letters, running diagonally. 

“I recommend,” Dave said, “that you start with the executive summary.”

Venkat opened the folder. There was a table of contents, which he skipped, and went straight to the summary, as Dave had suggested. He scanned it quickly, and felt his blood running cold. He closed his eyes for a while, trying to calm his brain down, and quell his raging thoughts. He then turned back to the report, and read it again, this time more slowly and carefully.

Executive Summary

This report summarizes the evidence for the existence of a large object, many times the mass of Jupiter, which has been identified and located within the Oort Cloud. Its current trajectory cannot be determined with precision, but there is a high probability that this object, provisionally called Nemesis, is on a course that will take it through the inner part of our Solar System.

Venkat looked out of the window. It was a bright winter’s day, and the snow lay deep on the ground. He could see the carpark, now much less empty as compared to when he had first arrived here, as the Center had continued on its hiring spree. There were trees everywhere, their delicate branches weighed down with snow. In the background, the trees went up the mountains until they seemed to combine and form a delicate filigree pattern, dark against the snow and the clear blue sky. If he ignored the carpark, then the scene outside could have been from some calendar, perhaps for the month of December. Pristine snow-covered mountains, picture postcard perfect. For some reason, words from the Old Testament, something he had been forced to study in the convent school he had attended, came unbidden into his mind; there would come a time when the mountains would melt and flow into the valleys, like water pouring down a hill.

He continued to the next paragraph.

The discovery of Nemesis occurred through a fortuitous chain of events. When the Hubble telescope was launched in 1990, it had imaging problems arising from a flawed mirror shape. After these problems were corrected at the end of 1993, a series of calibration tests were carried out to double-check the accuracy of the repair works. In early 1994, one of these tests appeared to show a defect, as a background star disappeared from the field of view; after several hours, the star reappeared. When other tests showed that the aberrations in the telescope’s mirror had been corrected, the conclusion was that some object had temporarily occulted this star. One scientist even theorized that the much-discussed Planet Ten had been discovered at last.

Tenth planet? For a while, Venkat was confused. Then he remembered that in 1994, Pluto had still been classified as a planet, so the mysterious planet would not have been Planet Nine, but Ten. His rational mind, always looking for logical flaws, wondered what orbital speed a planet that was well beyond Pluto would require, in order to occult a background star for a few hours. Impossibly slow. It could not be something that was orbiting the sun.

Not much attention was paid to this anomaly, and the matter was largely forgotten in the excitement that Hubble’s images started to generate. However, the physicist who had first picked up the anomaly, Dr. James Ho, remained curious about what this occulting body could be. He managed to sporadically reserve telescope time on the Hubble over the next few years, to try and detect the reason for the anomaly he had picked up, convinced that something large was out there. However, despite repeated observations, nothing unusual was detected, although Dr. Ho did discover a few small Kuiper belt objects. In 2004 and 2005, when other scientists discovered two more dwarf planets that were comparable in scale to Pluto, Dr. Ho concluded that some other Kuiper belt object of a comparable size had been responsible for the occultation.

Four and half billion years, Venkat thought. That was how long it took for this planet to reach this stage from its fiery birth. For most of that time, there was life on the planet, but just single-celled, and then simple multicellular organisms. The Cambrian explosion only occurred about five hundred and fifty million years ago, when ninety percent of Earth’s life to the present was already over. And it took hundreds of millions of years after that for sentient life to develop, self-aware and capable of rational and abstract thought. No one could be sure, but self-aware life was at most two million years old, and most likely less than that. If the earth’s entire history was compressed to a year, then multi-cellular organisms would arise in November, and sentient life would come into existence in the last four hours. If Earth’s experience was valid for the rest of the universe, then sentience would be extremely rare.

Dr. Ho did not let the matter drop completely, and decided to book time on the Spitzer Infrared Telescope, which was launched in 2003. For five years, his applications were rejected because there were more urgent areas to explore. When he finally got his chance, his observations detected a faint object, visible only in the infrared, with the spectrum of the body peaking at a temperature of 1800K. From an analysis of the redshift, the relative speed of the object was determined to be in the order of a few hundred kilometers per second, and the direction of movement suggested that it would traverse the Solar System. 

The object was dubbed Nemesis, after a hypothesized red dwarf companion star to the sun, which was earlier proposed as the reason for the cyclical mass extinctions on Earth that have been discovered in the geological record. More detailed studies over the last few years have given us a clearer understanding of this object, and the preliminary conclusions are listed below. 

Firstly, Nemesis is sixty to one hundred and twenty times the mass of Jupiter. It is most likely a Class L star, commonly referred to as a brown dwarf, and is similar in size to Jupiter, despite its much larger mass. Secondly, in 1994, when it was first discovered, it was about five thousand Astronomical Units away, within the Oort Cloud, but is on a trajectory that will cause it to intersect with the heart of the Solar System in less than a century, with the point of closest approach to Earth being around the year 2100. And finally, given its mass and speed, it is likely to cause massive disruptions to the orbits of the inner planets as well as the asteroid belt, and potentially even affect the outer planets. The end result is likely to be catastrophic for life on Earth, as well as for the stability of the Solar System.

It is fortuitous that Dr. Ho’s involvement with some Defense projects allowed news of his discovery to be kept confidential until more information is available to ascertain the extent of the threat, and the means to counter it. 

The object is now under close scrutiny, so that its final trajectory can be determined, and the impact on the Solar System modelled. 

The sun is in such a safe part of the galaxy, Venkat thought. Away from the galactic center, with its black hole. No red supergiant stars nearby – nothing that could turn into a supernova and obliterate all life on Earth. Even the makeup of the Solar System appeared to have been designed to protect Earth, with an outer ring of gas giants to deflect most errant objects from the inner planets. If everything failed, then there was still one last line of defense against impacting objects – the gravitational pull of Earth’s relatively large moon. It did not always work, but it worked well enough to make Earth a safe place. Until now, the only real danger humanity had faced was itself – nuclear war, climate change, ideological fanaticism. And then this crops up. What were the odds?

There was a lot more information in the file, technical documents, spectra, calculations of orbital trajectories, and so on, some of which Venkat did not even understand, nor did he need to. He went across and sat in the chair in front of Dave’s desk, saying nothing, waiting for Dave to speak.

Dave looked up at him over the reading glasses half-perched on his nose. “I am sorry, but you can appreciate why we have to keep this kind of information confidential, for as long as possible. Already, some astrophysicists have detected the anomaly through its gravitational effects, although they are all calling it Planet Nine. It won’t be long before news gets out. Our job is to have a strategy in place before the proverbial stuff hits the fan.”

“Strategy?” asked Venkat. “What strategy are we going to have to stop a brown dwarf, or divert its course? And who is this ‘we’ that you keep referring to?”

“You are right. If the worst-case scenarios are correct, then there is not much we can do about Nemesis. But what we can do is find ways to shelter humanity, or as much of humanity as we can, until Nemesis is done with us. Given its likely velocity, it is not going to hang around in the Solar System, so to speak.”

“What about the ‘we’ part?” asked Venkat.

“I was getting to that,” replied Dave, without a hint of annoyance. “Once we had enough information to be sure that Nemesis was going to be a problem, a high-level Council was formed to initiate and give impetus to what we call The Shelter Project. We are monitoring Nemesis closely, and expect that in ten years or so, we will have enough information to more accurately model its trajectory, and therefore the likely effect it will have on all of us. Until then, all we can do is accelerate development of all the technologies we have – nanotech, artificial intelligence, rocket propulsion, and so on. Anything that can be useful for The Shelter Project.”

“Who is on the Council?”

“Right now,” said Dave, “the Council is composed of mostly Americans, some of whom you will recognize from the news. Do you think it’s a coincidence that artificial intelligence research has been accelerated over the last few years, or that some entrepreneurs are desperately trying to figure out how to establish colonies on Mars?”

“Mostly Americans?” asked Venkat, with an arched eyebrow. “Don’t you think that the rest of the world should know about this?”

“Yes, Venkat, we get that there is a world beyond America,” said Dave, a smile on his face softening the impact of his words. “We do understand that this cannot be an all-American effort, and membership of the Council is being expanded even as we speak. The initial contacts are government-to-government, at a very high level. But the intention is the same. We don’t want politicians on this Council. What we want is entrepreneurs and scientists, people who will come up with technically viable solutions.”

“So, tell me how I fit into this equation,” said Venkat finally. Someone had tapped him for a very specific reason, and he was curious to learn what that was.

“By now,” replied Dave, “you may have guessed that there are other Centers of Innovation, all of which are in effect an excuse to throw money at talent, and see what the best thinkers can come up with. Even if Nemesis turns out to be a red herring, we cannot go wrong.”

When Venkat had been invited to join the Center, the reason for his invitation, he had been told, was his research idea to adopt a radically different approach to the field of artificial intelligence. Instead of using existing computer architecture with its electronic chips, and then trying to mimic intelligence through algorithms, brute machine learning techniques, and software, he had proposed to create hardware that mimicked the structure of the brain. 

Venkat did not agree with mathematicians and computer scientists who thought that artificial intelligence could be created with a few million lines of code. To him, their attempts at creating variants of artificial neural networks was an ugly and inelegant short-circuit – it was like trying to make a human body by gluing limbs together. The human brain, he had argued, performed immensely powerful computations, some of which were beyond the reach of supercomputers, while consuming a minuscule fraction of the energy of a supercomputer. So why not start instead with an electronic computer that was based on the human brain’s neural architecture, or a neuromorphic brain, and then work up from there? In that case, the intelligence would emerge from the initial conditions, from the inherent structure of the brain. It was not a novel idea anymore, but when he had first proposed something along those lines ten years earlier, in 2014, it had not been considered technically feasible to build electronic circuits that mimicked the brain’s neural architecture.

However, since then, various techniques had been discovered, though still in their infancy, to build up metal crystalline structures that self-assembled themselves into the functional equivalent of nerves and synapses, potentially forming the trillions of connections similar to that of a human brain. The pathways could act like the processors in a computer, with levels and hierarchies defining a problem from the specific to the general, very much like what happened in the neocortex of a human brain. These pathways, depending on which were reinforced through repeated use, could also be used to store information. Thus, like in the human brain, processing and memory would be combined, unlike in a traditional electronic computer, except that there was theoretically no limit to the possible levels of information processing, and all computations could take place at electronic rather than neural speeds.

In fact, when Venkat had mentioned the technical problems during his interview process six months earlier, Dave had rattled off some names of companies that would assist Venkat in providing the required manufacturing support. Venkat now realized that some of these companies, household names whose products you could buy all over the world, probably had CEO’s who were on this shadowy Council. 

“I repeat,” said Dave, “that this information cannot be shared with anyone. And by that, I mean, no one.” He emphasized the last two words, looking intently at Venkat.

“But how long do you think this will remain a secret?” asked Venkat. “Sooner or later, the news will come out.”

“Yes, we all appreciate that, but the later, the better. Ten more years, and we will have a much clearer picture of what is likely to happen, and how serious the threat is. If it turns out to have been a red herring, well, then, Venkat, my friend, you will have invented an artificial brain that will be used to make video games, rather than save the world.”
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he plaza, which had been deserted and quiet when Adam had first walked across it, was now a beehive of activity. The Valeans had set up two temporary domes as command centers in the middle of the plaza, and there was a constant stream of people, soldiers and civilians, moving in and out of the domes. Vale was now in full control of the Volani territory, and the soldiers of Vale were stationed at every key area of the town. Their black uniforms, with minimal gold braids, stood in stark contrast to the colorful and flowing gowns of the Volani. 

As Adam was walking towards the dome where his father and sister were waiting, there was a sudden altercation to his right. He saw a young Volani man, who could not have been more than eighteen, suddenly take out a hammer from underneath his gown, and strike the soldier next to him on the head. The soldier fell to the ground, his head bloodied. The young Volani then ran into one of the narrow streets branching away from the plaza. A group of Volani men and women, who just happened to be in the vicinity, managed to block the entrance to the street just as the pursuing soldiers reached there. There was shouting and commotion, and a number of the Volani men fell to the ground before the soldiers had cleared their way through. Adam was sure that by this time, the attacker had vanished into one of the side streets, and would not be found.

Reports of attacks were pouring in from all over the town. They were mere pin pricks for now, and the Valean soldiers had so far managed to control the situation without overreacting, but he knew that it was just a matter of time before someone would lose his cool, and a Volani would die. It’s been only three days, he thought, and they were soon going to lose control of this situation. According to Valean intelligence reports, the Volani were supposed to hate their hereditary chief. But it was obvious that they hated the invaders even more. The Valeans had gained an easy victory, but would soon lose the peace.

Tyan and his father were ensconced in the second dome, waiting for the arrival of the clan chiefs and the royal family, to receive their formal surrender, and dictate the terms of the peace. This should have happened the very day that we conquered them, Adam thought, instead of waiting three days for them to get over the initial shock. Now the Volani were regrouping mentally, a few among them were rebelling, and soon the Valeans would have a full-fledged insurrection on their hands. And all this was for a town that they had absolutely no interest in. 

He walked into the dome, which had been set up with a long rectangular table in the center of the room, the long side facing the entrance, with chairs on both sides. His father and Tyan were already sitting on the opposite side, facing the entrance. The other members of the Military Council started taking the seats on either side of the two. Tyan gestured towards an empty chair next to her, motioning him to join them.

“So, what is going to happen next?” he asked Tyan, who was dressed, like his father, in full battle regalia. She looked severe and taut, her long dark hair pulled in a tight ponytail behind her. But when she looked at him, her eyes softened immediately, and she gave him a smile that went all the way to her eyes. It was amazing, he thought, how different they were from each other, and yet she was the person he was most comfortable with.

“Well, we are going to receive the royal family, and the ten clan chiefs, and we are going to accept their surrender,” she said, without any trace of worry as to what was starting to happen outside. “We will then tell them that we have no interest in their poor little town and its verdant terraced fields, the ones about which they still write poems in Discovery Bay. We only want to control their borders.”

“And what if they refuse?” he asked.

She gave him a sweet smile again, but this time her eyes had that familiar hard glint. “Then they will lose their town, and their fields, and everything they have. We are not here to play games, Adam, and the sooner they understand that, the better it will be for all of us. We have been screwed once because of our complacency, but it will not happen again.”

There was a movement outside the door. For a moment, he thought that it was another attack, but then realized that it was the clan leaders. One by one, they filed in, all dressed in their ceremonial gowns and turbans. Again, he was struck by the contrast between their vibrant look, and the austere attire of the Valeans. He also noted that three of the leaders were women, which came as a surprise. He had assumed that the Volani would be like the Discovery Bay tribes, where women had a subservient status.

The clan leaders did not greet them, but moved to their assigned chairs, leaving five seats empty in the middle. He guessed that the five seats had been left for the royal family. That reminded him once again of that twelve-year-old boy – he had forgotten the name – who had gone down the terrace. He hoped that boy had had the sense to double back and go to Discovery Bay, or come back.

Once the clan leaders had been seated, the royal family entered. The first to enter was Aleksander, the chief of the Volani. He had a tall and regal bearing, and Adam had to admit that he did not enter like a defeated leader, more like someone who was coming to meet with his equals. His family followed close behind, and Adam was surprised to see four people rather than the three he had been expecting. Had the boy come back? But when he looked closely, he noticed that the group consisted of an older woman – he surmised that it was Aleksander’s wife Letizia – and three girls, two quite young, around fifteen years old, and a young woman. The young woman looked familiar, and then he realized, with a shock, that it was the same girl that he had fought with a few days earlier. A retainer of some sort? It would be quite unusual, he thought, for Aleksander to bring a servant to this gathering. So he had guessed correctly – she must be a royal guest from Discovery Bay. But then why had Aleksander brought her here? Something did not feel right.

The royal family sat down at their assigned seats. Aleksander sat in the middle seat, with his wife and the young woman on either side. He noticed that the young woman looked tense and unhappy; she had probably taken the blame for the disappearance of the young prince. Adam had sent out high level drones, so that they would be as unobtrusive as possible, to search for the boy, in case he was still in Sagar. But so far, they had turned up nothing. Three days have passed, he thought, and if the kid is still in Sagar, then time is running out for him.

Peter stood up and started addressing the chief and his clan leaders. “Thank you for coming here. We regret the necessity of the actions that we have taken, but we were left with no choice, following the breakdown in negotiations. We assure you that we are not here as conquerors, and do not wish to intrude upon your way of life. We only want to protect our borders, and believe that we can come to a settlement that will protect your interests as well as ours.”

He paused and looked directly at Aleksander, echoing the words that Tyan had just spoken to Adam. “However, if we cannot come to a settlement, then we will have no choice but to impose one. It is a route I earnestly hope will not be necessary for me to take.”

There was an uneasy silence on the other side of the table. The clan leaders were looking straight at the Marshal of Vale. Their faces were expressionless, with no hint of compromise or defeat. We should not have given them three days to mull things over, Adam thought uneasily. It would have been better for us to impose martial law and enforce our will. That would have been less costly in the long run.
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