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      degrees of freedom

      
      He flexed his fingers and lowered his hand slowly into the recess. He knew he was right. The circuit was simple and effective
         – just the sort he would have used if he’d been into bombmaking. He could have knocked one up just the same given half an
         hour, just using bits and pieces lying around his makeshift lab.
     

      
      “You are hesitating.”

      
      “Yeah. Give me a moment. This is still a big deal.”

      
      “You were ready to defuse it when you thought it was nuclear.”

      
      “Stopping fission is easy, if you don’t mind the cloud of uranium particles drifting in the breeze. A couple of house bricks
         thrown in the middle of a gun-style device would work.” Petrovitch pulled his hand out and wiped it against his trousers.
         He adjusted his grip on the cutters and went in for a second time.
     

      
      “Cut the wires,” she said after a few moments more.

      
      “Yobany stos. I’m doing it, all right?” He steeled himself and placed the red wire from the phone between the sharp jaws. “See you in
         Hell.”
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      It was cold. Petrovitch had climbed the monumental mound of rubble in the heat and the rain and the wind, and now the weather
         was turning again. His breath condensed in numinous clouds, breaking apart against his greatcoat and turning into sparkling
         drops of dew that clung and shivered on the thick green cloth.
     

      
      He had a route: he knew which of the fallen metal beams would support his weight, and which of them would pitch him into a
         lake of broken glass; that concrete slab was unstable, but this seemingly inconsequential block rested on solid ground. He’d
         programmed it in, and it showed as a series of waymarkers, of handholds and foot-fasts, but only to him. It had been dangerous,
         winning that knowledge.
     

      
      Dangerous to the extent that he was surprised to see another man making his way towards the summit from the other side. No
         one else had ever tried it before, though he’d never indicated that no one could. It wasn’t like the remains of the Oshicora
         Tower were his in any moral or legal way.
     

      
      
      That he had company had to mean something, but he’d have to wait to find out what.

      
      He wasn’t going to let this novelty get in the way of his ritual, performed as he had done every day at the same time for
         the previous three hundred and forty-eight days. He carried on climbing, barely having to think about his muscles, letting
         the weight and carry of his body fall into a series of familiar, learnt movements.
     

      
      He used the time to think about other things instead: on how his life had gone, how it was now and how, in the future that
         he was trying to shape, it might change. His face twitched, one corner of his mouth twisting slightly: the ghost of a smile,
         nothing more. He was haunted by a vision that held almost limitless promise, yet still stubbornly refused to come into being.
     

      
      He was almost there, but not quite: figuratively and literally. The summit of the ruins of the Oshicora Tower was in sight,
         turned by his successive visits into a hollow crown of arching, twisted steel. He stepped up and over, and was already searching
         for something symbolic to throw.
     

      
      He kicked at the surface detritus, at the pulverised dust and the shattered glass, the cracked ceiling tiles and strips of
         carpet, the broken particleboard and bare wires – all the things the tower contained before it was collapsed by cruise missiles.
     

      
      There was the edge of a plastic chair. He reached down and lifted it up, pulling it free. It was pink, and had become separated
         from its wheeled base. It was cracked almost in half, but not quite. It would do.
     

      
      He took it to the precipice, and held it up over his head. It had become street theatre for the crowds below, but that wasn’t
         why he was doing it. When he’d started a year ago, it had been raining horizontally and he’d been soaked to the skin. There
         had been just Lucy and Tabletop and Valentina as witnesses. He hadn’t even told them what he was doing: he’d have preferred to
         be entirely alone on that first day, but they hadn’t let him. After that, it had taken on a life of its own, with thousands
         now surrounding the wide ring of rubble to watch him ceremonially, futilely, try to dig out the AI buried underneath.
     

      
      They came, he climbed, he picked something up from the top and threw it to the ground. He descended, and they went. Pretty
         much it.
     

      
      He flexed his arms. The pink seat flew through the crisp, still air, trailing dust. It bounced and tumbled, picking up speed
         as it fell. It pitched into the crowd, who ducked and dodged as it whirled by. It disappeared behind a mass of bodies, and
         he lost interest in it. Six weeks ago, he’d accidentally hit someone with the edge of a desk, but they’d come back the next
         day with a bandaged head and a shine in their eyes.
     

      
      He wasn’t sure what to make of that sort of … devotion.

      
      Petrovitch was about to turn and head back down when he remembered one of them was coming up to meet him. Because it was the
         first time it had happened, he wasn’t quite sure how to react. He wasn’t beholden to anyone, anyone at all. He could just
         go, or he could stay.
     

      
      He looked out over the crowd. Normally, they’d be dispersing by now: he’d thrown his thing, his image had been captured by
         innumerable cameras and streamed for a global audience. They should go. They all had jobs to do, because that was why they
         were in the Freezone.
     

      
      But they were staying, watching the figure scrabble forward, slide back just as far. Petrovitch was uncertain whether the
         crowd were willing him on or trying to haul him down with their thoughts.
     

      
      
      He sat down, his legs dangling free over the edge of the rubble. It was risky, certainly. Part of him realised it and relished
         it. It wasn’t as if the remains were in any way stabilised. They would, and did, occasionally shift.
     

      
      The man making his way up was taking a yebani long time. The clock in the corner of his vision counted out the seconds and minutes, and a quick consultation with his diary
         told him he needed to be somewhere on the other side of the Freezone in an hour.
     

      
      “Are you going to get on with it, or should I come back tomorrow?” he called down.

      
      The man’s face turned upwards, and Petrovitch’s heart spun just a little faster.

      
      “You could come and help me,” said the man.

      
      “Why should I make it easy for you? You never made it easy for me.”

      
      “You could have asked for someone else to officiate.” He stopped and straightened up, giving Petrovitch a good view of the
         white clerical collar tucked around the neck of his black shirt.
     

      
      “Madeleine wouldn’t have anyone else. And whether she was punishing you or me, I still haven’t worked out.”

      
      “Both, probably.” The priest scrubbed at his face. He was sweating, despite the cold. “We need to talk.”

      
      “It’s not like I’ve been hiding.”

      
      “We need to talk, now.”

      
      “I’m not shouting the rest of the conversation.”

      
      “Then help me.”

      
      Petrovitch considered matters. It’d be entirely reasonable to raise his middle finger and strand the priest on the side of
         an unstable rubble pile, leaving him the equally difficult climb down.
     

      
      
      “I should tell you to otvali.”
     

      
      “But you won’t. You’re tired, Petrovitch. The things you want most in the world are just as much out of your reach as they
         ever were.”
     

      
      Perhaps it was true. Perhaps he’d grown weary of continual confrontation. Perhaps he had, despite himself, changed.

      
      “Meh.” He jumped down and slithered the ten metres between them, closing the distance in bare seconds. He tucked his coattails
         underneath him and sat down where he’d stopped. “Here’s good. Say what you have to say. Better still, say why you couldn’t
         have said it anywhere else. Unless you crave a ready-made audience.” Petrovitch frowned and sent virtual agents scurrying
         across the local network nodes. “You’re not wired, are you?”
     

      
      “Priests, above everyone else, should be able to keep secrets.” Father John looked around him for a suitable perch, and Petrovitch
         rolled his eyes: servos whirred, and tiny pumps squeezed some more moisture out to coat the hard surfaces of the implants.
     

      
      “It’s not comfortable for me, and I don’t care if it is for you. I have somewhere else to be soon enough, so you haven’t got
         me for long.”
     

      
      The father crouched down on his haunches and tried to sit. He started to slip, and Petrovitch’s arm slammed, not gently, across
         his chest. It forced him onto his backside.
     

      
      “Plant your feet, you mudak. Be certain.” When he was sure the priest wasn’t going to start a landslide, he put his hand back in his lap. “It’s all about
         confidence, misplaced or otherwise.”
     

      
      “A metaphor for your life?” Father John rocked slightly from side to side, trying and failing to create a buttock-shaped depression
         underneath him.
     

      
      
      “Poydi’k chertu. It’s worked well enough so far.”
     

      
      “So far,” said Father John, “but not any longer. You’re stuck, aren’t you?”

      
      “Jebat moi lisiy cherep.”
     

      
      “And if you’d stop swearing at me and listen, I might be able to help.” He risked falling to gesture at the people below.
         “So might they.”
     

      
      “I …” started Petrovitch. He looked at the crowd. He zoomed in and panned across their faces. He could have, if he’d wanted,
         named every one of them from the Freezone database. “They come here, day after day, and they don’t say anything. None of them
         ever say what they want.”
     

      
      “You must have some idea.”

      
      “I haven’t got a yebani clue.” Petrovitch shrugged. “I’ve never been too good at the human stuff.”
     

      
      “That much is true. Did it never occur to you to speak to them? That that’s what they’re expecting?”

      
      Petrovitch’s mouth twitched again, and he pushed his finger up the bridge of his nose to adjust his non-existent glasses.

      
      “What?”

      
      “For the love of God, man.” It was the priest’s turn to be exasperated. “You might be reviled by every politician from the
         Urals westward, but they,” and he pointed downwards again, “they love you. You saved them. Twice. The ones who actually think
         about it know they owe their lives to you. Even those that don’t think you’re a living saint are indebted to you to a degree
         that any leader, religious or secular, would give their eye teeth for.”
     

      
      “I don’t ask for it or need it.”

      
      “Yes, you do. You come up here every day and do this, this thing that you do. You know it’s futile, pointless even. You could
         have spent your time lobbying the EU, the UN, but as far as I know, you haven’t talked to anyone about what’s trapped under
         here.”
     

      
      “Not what. Who. He has a name.” Petrovitch felt the old anger rise up, but he knew how to deal with it. Breathe slowly, control
         the spin of his heart, play a brainwave pattern designed to mimic relaxation.
     

      
      “Michael,” said the father. “That girl said …”

      
      “She has a name too. Lucy.”

      
      The priest looked troubled for a moment.

      
      “We’re not talking about Lucy now. Or ever. So stick to the subject because the clock’s ticking.”

      
      “How long is it going to take you to dig out Michael from under here, using your bare hands?”

      
      Petrovitch leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “When you say the magic words over your bread and wine, is it
         you who changes them to body and blood?” He knew he was on controversial territory, but he was doing more than enough to pay
         for the right, just by sitting and listening.
     

      
      “No. It’s by the power of the Holy Spirit – not that I expect you to believe that.”

      
      “So why say the words at all?”

      
      “Because the words are important.”

      
      “And you have the answer to your question.” Petrovitch stroked his nose. “This is a symbol.”

      
      “But it has no efficacy.”

      
      “What?”

      
      “This. This throwing something down off this mountain. You’ll be dead before you finish and the A … and Michael will still
         be trapped. The sacraments have the power to save. This is nothing but an empty gesture.” Father John waved his hands in the air, to indicate just how great the nothingness was.
     

      
      “One man’s empty gesture is another’s meaningful ritual.” Petrovitch pursed his lips. “You don’t want to go down that road.
         Not with me.”
     

      
      The priest pulled a face. “Look, I’ve been sent here. Sent here to ask you a question, and this is the only time you’re ever
         alone.”
     

      
      “It’s not like my answer is going to change in company.” His interest was piqued, though. “Who sent you?”

      
      “The Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith.”

      
      Petrovitch raised his eyebrows. “The Inquisition? That’s unexpected.”

      
      “Give it a rest. They haven’t been called the Inquisition for over fifty years.”

      
      “So what do they want?”

      
      “They want to know whether Michael can be considered to be alive. And if he is, does he have a soul?”

      
      “Really? He’s been trapped under this mound of rubble for almost a year and it’s only now they decide to take any notice.
         Where have they been?” He snorted. “Up their own collective zhopu?”
     

      
      “I don’t expect you to understand,” said the priest. “They’ve been doing nothing but debate this since the Long Night. What
         if an AI shows signs of independent, creative thought? What if it can empathise? What if it has the capacity for generosity,
         altruism, compassion?”
     

      
      “I could have given them the answers eleven months ago.”

      
      “That’s not the point. They needed to decide theoretically about all those what-ifs. If it could, what should we do about
         it, if anything? They have,” and he hesitated, “a protocol they’ve drawn up. A sort of Turing test, except it doesn’t measure intelligence. It measures animus.”
     

      
      “So the Vatican wants to know if Michael is a spiritual being, or the equivalent of meat.” Petrovitch blinked. “Yobany stos. They want to know if it can be saved.”
     

      
      “Something like that. The Holy Father ratified the protocol last night. The Congregation called me straight away. They haven’t
         been sitting on their hands; for the Church, this counts as indecent haste.”
     

      
      Petrovitch considered matters, then made his decision.

      
      “No,” he said.

      
      “No? I haven’t even told you what the Congregation wants.”

      
      “Doesn’t matter.” He got up and brushed the tails of his coat down. “The answer’s the same. I’m not playing.”

      
      “If the Church declares Michael ensouled, then there’s a moral duty laid on every Catholic to help free it.” Father John tried
         to stand too, but Petrovitch had moved far enough away to be out of reach. The priest’s feet started to slide again. “I thought
         that’s what you wanted? You need us.”
     

      
      “Yeah. So you say.” Petrovitch reached out and took hold of a broken iron beam. He knew it would take his weight, and he swung
         up on it. From there, he could regain the summit.
     

      
      “Petrovitch! I thought you’d be pleased.”

      
      That stopped him. He looked back over his shoulder and shook his head slowly. “What the huy made you think that? Listen to me, because I’m only going to waste my breath saying this once. I don’t care what a bunch
         of old men – and they are all men, aren’t they? – I don’t care what they say about Michael, whether they think he has a soul
         or not, whether he’s worthy enough to be freed or whether he’s going to be left here to rot for as long as his batteries last,
         slowly going mad in the dark. He is my friend, and I will not let him die. Vrubatsa?” He turned to leave, then realised he had one more thing to say.
     

      
      “What?” said the priest.

      
      “Stay away from Lucy. If I find you’ve so much as glanced in her direction, I’ll gut you from neck to navel with a rusty spoon.
         You can tell Cardinal Ximenez that, too.”
     

      
      “That’s not …” Father John gave up. “You can’t stop them. Your cooperation is not necessary.”

      
      This time, Petrovitch did give the priest his middle finger. “You’re about to find out just how wrong you are.” He climbed
         up, and out of sight.
     

      
      The crowd shifted nervously. They were missing something, but couldn’t tell what. Most of them started to drift away. Others,
         the hard-core watchers, decided that they’d wait for someone to tell them what had happened.
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      Petrovitch shook their hands: solid, Germanic greetings that went on for slightly longer than strictly necessary. The elder
         Krenz was a bullet-headed Bavarian with a clear liking for potato dumplings. The younger had sandy hair and an athletic build,
         but it was going to be a bruising fight with his genetic inheritance if he wanted to keep them.
     

      
      “Guten tag, Herren.” Petrovitch looked at their suits, and decided that they were as uncomfortable with them as he was. “Welcome to the Freezone.”
     

      
      “Thank you,” said the younger man. He looked around the empty dockside – empty but for the one container that had just been
         lifted off a ship and onto the quay. “This is ours?”
     

      
      “Yeah. Sorry for having to drag you all the way over here, but my immigration status is a bit up in the air at the moment.”

      
      “Yes. So I understand.” He hesitated. “What do I call you?”

      
      “Petrovitch will do fine, Herr Krenz. No matter what you’ve heard to the contrary.”

      
      
      “Doctor Petrovitch, then.” He looked at his father. “We can demonstrate the system for you, mostly wherever you like. We have
         included the formers for the five- and fifteen-metre structures, which is the largest we can go without prepared foundations.”
     

      
      “How about here?” Petrovitch shrugged. “It’s as good a place as any.”

      
      There followed a moment of confusion, while the two Germans conversed in their native tongue.

      
      “We thought that we were going to have a, a larger audience. Sonja Oshicora perhaps. Someone else from the Freezone Authority.”

      
      “Gentlemen. The Freezone Authority’s mandate runs out in a couple of weeks’ time. If this was a demonstration for them, they’d
         be here. It’s not: it’s a demonstration for me.” He rubbed at his nose. “Is that going to be a problem?”
     

      
      “I … nein. No, I mean.”
     

      
      “I know what you mean. I have a massive online dictionary and grammar checker open, and I can translate pretty much everything
         you say, whether it’s in Hochdeutsch, Mandarin or Navaho.” Petrovitch put his hand on the container’s long-levered handle.
         “Shall we get on with it?”
     

      
      Inside the container – very much the size of his old domik – were crates and bundles and, at the back, barrels of solvent
         and bulging black bales of granulated polymer. The two Germans started to unroll a large plastic sheet out on the gritty surface
         of the quay, while Petrovitch poked around.
     

      
      He’d seen the company’s videos. He’d seen the pictures of the finished product. What he wanted, almost more than anything,
         was to see one for himself.
     

      
      He dragged the generator out on its sledge, and plugged the industrial fan in. Krenz the elder watched him.

      
      
      “You have the knowledge, yes?”

      
      “I know pretty much what to do. I could have probably done all this myself, got all the makings for it, but I would have ended
         up making the mistakes that you’ve already fixed. I don’t have time to make mistakes, Herr Krenz.”
     

      
      “You have fear?” He snorted like a bull. “You?”

      
      “I know my reputation precedes me. But I’m not like that, really.” He looked up at Krenz. “I just have a lot on my plate at
         the moment.”
     

      
      “It is not for me to give you the questions.” Krenz checked the fuel gauge on the genny and thumbed the starter button. “I
         have one only.”
     

      
      The motor puttered into life, and he checked its performance by cocking his ear and listening to the quality of the sound
         it made.
     

      
      “The question is this: how will you pay? No Freezone, no EU, no UN. No Oshicora.” Krenz wiped at his bald head. “I meet Samuil
         Petrovitch. That is enough for today, but I am not a …” He struggled for the word.
     

      
      “Charity.” Petrovitch saw that the younger Krenz was attaching tubes to the top of the plastic sheet. Almost ready to inflate.
         “Don’t worry, Herr Krenz. If you want money, I’ve got an extensive overdraft.”
     

      
      “A wass?”
     

      
      “Credit. Two and a half billion euros’ worth. Should be enough.”

      
      Krenz carried on working, fastening the plastic former to the fan by way of a flexible hose. Then he stopped. “Billion?”

      
      “Yeah. I won’t tell you the bank’s name in case you mention it to them and a human manager takes exception. But their computer
         is fine with it.” Petrovitch reached past Krenz and flicked the fan’s switch. The blades cut the air with an audible chop, then it speeded up, sending a draught down the thick
         hose and causing the plastic sheet to ripple. The structure started to swell.
     

      
      “They must find out. Tomorrow. Next week.”

      
      “The line of credit’s only temporary, to be paid back in full tomorrow. In the meantime, if they kick up a fuss, I have a
         list of their other customers.” Petrovitch smiled. “It includes some really very unpleasant people, and I’m guessing that
         unless they want half of Africa camped out on their doorstep demanding their stolen money back, they won’t want it made public.”
     

      
      After twenty minutes, a shiny grey hemisphere quivered tautly on the dockside. In the meantime, the Krenzes had cooked up
         a batch of filler, and now started to pump it down the tubing.
     

      
      “How long?” asked Petrovitch over the noise.

      
      Young Krenz answered him. “Half an hour to fill. Five minutes to cure with the ultraviolet light.”

      
      “If I wanted one, I don’t know, a hundred metres across? How would you do that?”

      
      “We do not, we cannot …”

      
      Petrovitch brushed his excuses aside. “The science is sound. It’s just an engineering problem.”

      
      “Why would you want one that big? The domes are connectable. You just build more.”

      
      “I really want one bigger than that. Two hundred, maybe two fifty across. The solution for one hundred will be the same as
         for two hundred.”
     

      
      “But, Doctor. The air former would collapse under the weight of the uncured polymer.”

      
      “Yeah. But you don’t cure as you go, do you? You fill completely, then set it solid with the UV. What if you fixed the bottom part of it even as you were pumping more on top? That’s how Brunelleschi built his domes. Six hundred years ago.”
     

      
      “Yes, I understand that. I can only say we have never been asked to build one as big before now.” Young Krenz frowned. “Why
         would you want to?”
     

      
      “Because,” said Petrovitch, “I saw it in a dream. Then when I had the time to look into it, I found your company. They’re
         exactly the same. Just smaller.”
     

      
      “But a two-hundred-metre dome? You could put a village under it.”

      
      “Yeah. Something like that. Along with heat exchangers, a water reclamation system, hydroponics, air scrubbers. You do a passive
         photochromic coating for when it gets sunny, but there’s no reason why you couldn’t do a translucent photovoltaic one instead.
         It’s pretty much free off-grid power. Use it to make hydrogen and store it for a fuel-cell power plant.”
     

      
      Older Krenz interrupted. “Herr Doktor. Why do you need us at all?”

      
      “I could steal your tech. I could buy your company. Or I can behave like a decent human being for once and trade with you
         rather than ripping you off or taking over. Why don’t we wait until we’re ready before we talk terms?”
     

      
      The pump finished filling the space between the two skins of the former, and the UV tubes already underneath flashed darkly
         into life. Petrovitch rested his hand on the grey outside and felt the warmth of the uncured resin. He pulled his hand away,
         only to see the slight impression remain. It had gone hard already, and had preserved his palm-print for posterity.
     

      
      He turned around. Older Krenz had an old-fashioned stopwatch which he turned face out towards him.

      
      “You must wait. Three minutes.”

      
      
      He reluctantly backed away and, at the end of three minutes, the Krenzes set to work on the former, disconnecting the pipes
         and cutting through the thick plastic sheeting with short, curved knives. Petrovitch made a mental note that the formers he
         was going to use ought to be reusable.
     

      
      They disconnected the fan and turned off the generator. After the constant noise, the silence was profound. There were sounds
         in the distance – the heavy, rhythmic thud of a pile-driver, the light chatter of a road-drill, and from across the river,
         traffic and sirens – but nothing to distract him from the imminent unveiling.
     

      
      Young Krenz took one side, his father the other, and together they peeled the outer covering off the dome. The internal former
         had fallen away. All that was left was a trick of the light, an optical illusion.
     

      
      The material was crystal clear: only the lensing effect made its presence visible. Petrovitch walked forward, the fingers
         of one hand stretched out in front of him, stepping slowly until his fingertips brushed against a smooth, oily surface. He
         left smears that seemed to hang in mid-air.
     

      
      “Yobany stos.”
     

      
      He paced around it, watching the way the images of the Krenzes warped and shifted through the plastic shell, until he arrived
         back at the start.
     

      
      “Is it what you wanted?” asked Young Krenz.

      
      Petrovitch hesitated before answering. In a moment, he was old again, looking down on a shoreline that was pocked with domes,
         while above him in the blue sky, flecks of light were rising out of sight. He was dying, and he didn’t care.
     

      
      “Yeah.” He didn’t need to imagine what it would look like scaled up. He’d already seen it. “Let’s deal.”

      
      
      He offered them straight cash, in return for a licensing deal, access to their plans and their suppliers. He offered them
         enough that Young Krenz assumed that his father was going to take it, but Older Krenz had other ideas.
     

      
      “I would make you a hundred-metre dome. I would that you show me the way to make it. I believe that, yes, we make playhouses
         and greenhouses and swimming pool covers, but we can make them bigger? You show me how. You show me these coatings. We are
         family business: small and reliable, but not …”
     

      
      “Imaginative,” interrupted Young Krenz. He looked rueful, as if he’d had this conversation a hundred times before.

      
      “Yes, yes, that. You tell us how to build bigger, and we will do it for you.”

      
      “I won’t be asking for just one dome. I’ll want several to start with, then more. I want to be able to do this myself. With
         help, sure, but something that a few people can put up in a day or so. Are you worried that I’m going to set up in competition
         against you?”
     

      
      Krenz nodded.

      
      “Herr Krenz, in two weeks’ time, I’m going to need somewhere else to live. When the Metrozone Authority takes over, it’ll
         be a matter of hours before I’m dragged in front of a judge on one extradition warrant or another. I’m not interested in Petrovitch
         Industries, I’m interested in my own survival. So, how about this? I will give you everything I can think of. Every last technical
         detail of every innovation I can come up with. In return, you do the same for me. Everything. No hiding anything to get a
         commercial advantage, because there won’t be any. You’ll be the only one selling Krenz domes. Think you can do that?”
     

      
      “A … what is the word?”

      
      
      “Partnership. I think.”

      
      The Krenzes looked at each other across the quayside, and at the smaller figure standing between them.

      
      “Okay. Where do you want the first one built?”

      
      Petrovitch started to laugh, and he laughed so hard that his lungs ached. “That, gentlemen, I can’t tell you.”

      
      “But …”

      
      “Because I don’t exactly know.”

      
      “You do not know?”

      
      “Not yet.”

      
      “How can we then go forward?”

      
      Petrovitch dug his hands in his pockets. “Go home. Order formers for a hundred-metre dome. A dozen of them. Get all the stuff
         together that you’ll need – I’ll send instructions for the extra kit. Then you wait for my call. If it clicks past two weeks
         and I’m all over the news chained up in an orange jumpsuit, you’ll have to assume the deal’s off.”
     

      
      “We will be rich, or bankrupt.” Young Krenz digested the news, and Older Krenz scratched at his head. “This is not a choice
         I wanted to have.”
     

      
      “That’s fine. I’ll give you two million up front.” Petrovitch blinked. “Done. Don’t spend it all at once.”

      
      He started to walk back towards where the new skyscrapers were taking shape, where the cranes were tallest and the sounds
         of construction the loudest, when Young Krenz called after him.
     

      
      “Do you want nothing in writing? A signed agreement? Something? Anything?”

      
      Petrovitch twisted around and walked backwards, unerringly navigating any of the obstacles in his path. Just because he couldn’t
         see them didn’t mean he wasn’t looking. He considered telling the Krenzes that he’d recorded everything that had gone on: every word, every gesture, every detail of the equipment and the chemicals they’d used. He decided that would weird
         them out completely, and he needed them.
     

      
      “I have your word. Do I need anything more?”

      
      “I suppose not. This is most irregular, though.”

      
      “CNN called me an international criminal mastermind this morning. The Jyllands-Posten only has me down as the most dangerous man alive, which is slightly better, but not much. Yeah, of course I’ll sign something
         if you want. Or we can keep this below the radar for as long as we can. Your call.”
     

      
      “We will do as you say, then. Two weeks? That does not give us much time.”

      
      “You and me both, Herr Krenz.” Petrovitch took one last look at the dome, glittering in the low winter sun. The surface was
         cooling, and attracting moisture. If that was the case, he could have dew traps all around the base …
     

      
      Then he turned again. He went back on the ’net, searching for anything of significance, while he let client software take
         over his walking.
     

      
      It seemed like the whole world was intent on tearing itself apart, and he was setting himself up as the only one who could
         mend it again. Stupid, stupid, hubristic delusions. And yet he’d contacted a couple of obscure German engineers in their quiet
         Bavarian town, and they’d come of their own free will. No one had put a gun to their heads: a tactic Petrovitch was so used
         to, he’d grown sick of it.
     

      
      His phone – the virtual one in his head – rang. He absently picked up the call before he’d checked the number, before he’d
         run it though a search program to tell him where the dialler was and who they were. He was distracted. A mistake, and he didn’t
         often make that sort of error.
     

      
      
      “Yeah?”

      
      “Is that Samuil Petrovitch?”

      
      The voice was American. The face attached to the voice tickled a memory buried deep inside his mind: it was clean-cut, wellfed,
         healthy. That was now, but back then he’d been bruised, ragged, terrified and desperate.
     

      
      “Just to get this straight: your name didn’t used to be Petrovitch when you lived in St Petersburg four, five years ago. You
         worked for a man called Boris. He kidnapped me …”
     

      
      “Chyort. Dalton.”
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      “I suppose this conversation was inevitable, but I’m pretty certain that when we went our separate ways, we had an unspoken
         agreement that we’d never talk to each other ever again.” Even though Petrovitch was transmitting voice-only, there was no
         point in denying who he was.
     

      
      “That,” said Dalton, “had always been my intention, too. Forget St Petersburg, forget Boris, forget you. Then suddenly a year
         ago, you became public enemy number one. It was kind of hard to ignore you. Walmart were selling caricature masks of you for
         Halloween.”
     

      
      “Yeah, well. What happens in St Petersburg, stays in St Petersburg.” Petrovitch took a long look at Dalton, the office behind
         him, and the view from the window in what must have been an achingly tall tower of glass and steel. “You seem to have bounced
         back.”
     

      
      “What do I call you?”

      
      “A lot of people ask me that. I tell them the same thing: Petrovitch.”

      
      
      “Doctor Petrovitch?”

      
      “If they’re being kind. You were always Dalton when I remembered you. Just call me Petrovitch and have done with it. Speaking
         of which, you shouldn’t really be calling me anything. I’m the Antichrist, the devil incarnate and the villain in a thousand
         badly written and factually incorrect stories. You could be arrested for even talking to me.”
     

      
      Dalton stroked his fantastically smooth, tanned, moisturised chin. He leaned over and opened a slim cardboard file. The first
         sheet of paper had the picture of a man, a little younger than Petrovitch, with a shock of black hair falling over his left
         eye. “Know who that is?”
     

      
      He did. “That’s Anarchy. Wannabe-überhacker. Hit the NSA three months ago with a modified trojan, caused all sorts of problems,
         some of which they’re still sorting out. Yeah, he’s several steps ahead of the usual script-kiddies, but he got caught.”
     

      
      “He’s a client of my firm. He assured me that this line is entirely private.”

      
      “There’s no such thing as private any more, Dalton. Not in this brave new world. Information wants to be free.”

      
      “Private enough, then. Enough to take the risk in contacting you.”

      
      “And why would you want to do that? You seem to have been doing fine without me.” As Petrovitch talked, he was searching the
         public and not-so-public records for an indication as to just how fine. “There you go: partner in the business, equity share,
         big corner office, married, a son and daughter, and another on the way – congratulations – house in the Hamptons. Kind of
         expensive, but you married money. Your wife’s father is a hardcore Reconstructionist, a senator, no less. You have done well.
         Too well to want to blow it all on saying hello to me.”
     

      
      
      Dalton seemed to be having trouble breathing. “Whoa. Marie’s pregnant?”

      
      “She went to a specialist yesterday. The day before, she bought three different off-the-shelf testing kits. It looks likely.”
         Petrovitch coughed. “Sorry if I ruined the surprise.”
     

      
      “I’ll have to pretend I don’t know.” Dalton had his fist closed over his chest. “Are you just yanking my chain?”

      
      “Not this time, tovarisch. She’s probably just waiting for the right time to tell you. Sure you don’t want to hang up on me?”
     

      
      “I made my decision a while back. I … I’m a coward, Petrovitch. You know that better than most. I went to pieces, and it was
         only because you kept your head that I’m here today. Everything I have now, I owe it to you. I want – five years too late
         – to thank you.”
     

      
      “Dalton, I raped your bank accounts. I took pretty much everything you had at the time. I beggared you. Or have you forgotten?
         Maybe you’ve forgotten too about all the other people that Boris kidnapped and I didn’t help? Or the ones where something
         went wrong – when the ransom wasn’t paid or there was a trace on the account – what about them? The ones he killed. The ones
         where he put his hands around their neck and crushed their larynx so that they’d suffocate, nice and slow. Every time that
         happened, I just turned the page on whichever textbook I was reading, and was glad it wasn’t me.”
     

      
      “Petrovitch, I’ve been in denial ever since I got back from St Petersburg. Some mornings I woke up and I even wondered if
         it had even happened to me at all. Then your face was all over the news and I found I couldn’t suppress the memories any longer.
         But who can I talk to? This man, this Russian kid who saved me, is the same one who’s an enemy of the state. Maybe if I’d have come clean a year ago, things would have been fine. I couldn’t, because I was a coward then, and I’m a coward
         now.”
     

      
      “You’re not a coward, Dalton. You didn’t ask to be kidnapped. None of Boris’ victims did. And I wasn’t some yebani angel, sent from above to help you. You were the opportunity I needed to bail out, and it could just as easily have been
         someone else.”
     

      
      “You don’t understand, Petrovitch …”

      
      “Then explain it better, man!”

      
      “I’m trying to. In court, I’m this silver-tongued magician. Opposing counsel are actually afraid of me. Me? Can you believe
         that?”
     

      
      “Okay. You feel like you owe me something. I want nothing from you. I took what I needed at the time. I can even pay it back,
         though that’s as likely to get you into trouble as anything else.”
     

      
      “The money means nothing to me.”

      
      “You weren’t impressed at the time.”

      
      “You made me reassess all my priorities. Everything I have dates from the moment I stepped back onto US soil. My family, my
         career. I earned more money in the twelve months after I came back than you took from me.”
     

      
      “It was enough. Enough to get me away, enough to hide me. I was, if not happy, fulfilled. And I hadn’t had to kill anyone
         to be that way. It was a good deal, Dalton. Both of us got something we wanted out of it. It was fair. Okay, your thanks is
         welcome, but why drag this up now, unless you’ve suddenly developed a death wish? What are you going to tell your wife when
         she asks you how work was?” Petrovitch’s eyelid twitched. “She doesn’t know any of this, does she? When you said, who could
         you tell, what you meant was, you haven’t told her anything.”
     

      
      
      Dalton made a little gesture of defeat with his shoulders.

      
      “I’ve been married for just over a year,” said Petrovitch, “and even I know that not telling your wife stuff is bad.” He went
         off on his own reverie for a moment, before snapping his concentration back to the American. “Doesn’t mean I follow my own
         advice, though.”
     

      
      “Every time you come on the news – and that’s a lot – she starts up on this tirade of abuse. About how you’re like Hitler
         and Stalin, Pol Pot and Mao all rolled into one. That you’re coming for us while we sleep, because freaks like you don’t need
         sleep; about how you’re plotting to take away our country and our values and our children. She’s smart, and loving, and kind.
         She runs charity fundraisers for good causes. She’s leader of the women’s circle at church. She’s a good person, Petrovitch,
         a godly person, the mother of my children.”
     

      
      “All three of them.”

      
      “That. And every time she starts, I want to shake her and shake her until she stops because you’re the reason I’m there at
         all.”
     

      
      Petrovitch tilted his head to one side. “You could just stop watching the news with her.”

      
      “I have to tell her. I have to tell her tonight.”

      
      “That’s up to you, Dalton. I wouldn’t. I’d bury it so deep it’d take a geological age to bring it to the surface again. You
         have a good life: don’t throw it away. Look – what she believes might be true. I tricked Boris into letting you go, and in
         doing so, I betrayed the trust of a man who’d shown me nothing but kindness. The money he gave me kept me and my mother and
         my sister fed. It allowed me to study. When I fucked Boris over, I did it for cold, hard cash, and I still haven’t dared to
         find out what happened to the rest of my family. You can keep on fooling yourself about my motives for saving you, but I know what went through my mind that night.”
     

      
      Dalton leaned back in his chair and looked around his office, at all the accoutrements of his position and his power. “I’m
         a lawyer, right? I do corporate law. The guys I work with, both clients and partners, play hardball with each other to get
         even the slightest advantage. They don’t give anything away, either. Sure, we’re all brothers in the Reconstruction: we all
         stay sober and clean, we don’t swear or hire hookers, we all smile and gladhand each other and ask about each other’s wives.
         Maybe some of them actually believe it.” He put his tongue in his cheek and rolled it around, the bulge visible from the outside.
         “The thing is, what they’re doing to each other is all the more savage and brutal because they have the outward appearance
         of being decent, dependable men – while the truth is, every last one of those robbers would have left me to rot in that St
         Petersburg basement.”
     

      
      Petrovitch tried to voice his objections, but didn’t get any further than a stuttered “I …”

      
      “You had all my money, hundreds of thousands of dollars of it. You could have cut and run. Instead, you came back for me.
         You scammed Boris and if he’d known any of it, if he’d suspected a single thing, he would have killed the pair of us in an
         eyeblink. You risked your life to save mine.” Dalton jabbed his finger at the camera. “I know your secret, Petrovitch. I know
         that you are a good person and you will always be that way.”
     

      
      “Yeah, well.” Petrovitch blew out a stream of air. “Don’t spread it around. I’ve a reputation to keep.”

      
      “I want to help you. I want to do for you what you did for me.”

      
      “I’m not lying on a filthy mattress in a kidnapper’s freezing-cold basement getting trashed on cheap vodka just to stay warm.”

      
      “Your colleague Doctor Ekanobi is. Apart from the vodka part.”

      
      
      “We had one of your CIA agents in custody, and I’d hoped for an exchange, but Sonja said she was forced to just hand her back.
         We got nothing in return.” Petrovitch pursed his lips. “No one has seen Pif for ten months. Homeland Security have her … somewhere.
         Even I can’t find out where. You know, all your really confidential stuff is done on hand-written notes now. You use typewriters.
         You courier it in briefcases wired to incinerate their contents if they’re tampered with. I have nothing, Dalton. I can’t
         even suggest where to start looking for her.”
     

      
      “Why don’t you let me deal with that?”

      
      “If the Nobel committee can’t find her, what makes you think you can?”

      
      “Because I’m flying to California tomorrow with a writ of habeas corpus in my pocket. I’m going to serve it in the State Supreme
         Court, and I expect them to rule on it in a couple of days. Wherever she is, whoever has her, will have to bring her to court
         and argue their case in front of a judge.”
     

      
      “Far be it from me to point out some flaws in your plan, but are you a complete mudak? Apart from the fact all they’re going to do is laugh in your face when you wave your little piece of paper at them, you’re
         going to end up dead on the court steps. If someone doesn’t shoot you first, a rent-a-mob will beat your brains out with their
         fists.”
     

      
      “They won’t laugh at me, Petrovitch. The justices take their responsibilities very seriously indeed. They have to act. They
         have no choice. Habeas corpus applies equally in all courts. It applies to every branch of the judiciary and the executive.
         It applies to everyone, citizen or not. They have to produce her person and give their reason, in law, why they can continue
         to hold her. There are no exceptions to this rule, and believe me, I’ve done my homework.”
     

      
      
      “So why the chyort has no one done this before?”
     

      
      “Because you have no friends over here. No one’s going to stand up for you, or her. I know you tried to ginger up some interest,
         but you’re fighting against Reconstruction. We all know what waits for us if we step out of line.”
     

      
      “What I don’t get is why you’re willing to risk that. Dalton, we were done. We had a deal and we carried it to a mutually
         beneficial conclusion. It’s over. You don’t owe me anything, any more than I owe you.”
     

      
      “I’ve read everything about you. I know what you’ve done, what you had to go through to do it. I know about the Sorensons
         and the CIA. I know about this … thing you call Michael and where it came from. I know about the Long Night. I know what you
         are. I know you. You don’t get me because you’re not me. You don’t know anything about me, about the thousand little compromises
         I make every waking hour just to fit in with this vast, cold monolith called Reconstruction. If you knew me, you’d curse me
         and call me a coward, because that’s what I’ve been like every day for five years.” Dalton looked above the camera. There
         must have been a clock on the wall behind it. “I was only supposed to be on for five minutes. Six max. No matter how careful
         I’m being, they can still trace this call.”
     

      
      “I can deal with that,” said Petrovitch. “You know they’re going to crucify you. You’re going to lose everything. Your wife
         is going to leave you and take your kids with her. Her daddy’s going to ruin you. And you’ll be so fired, I’ll be able to
         see the detonation from orbit.”
     

      
      “I know.”

      
      “And you’re still going to go through with this?”

      
      “Yes. Flight’s booked. My case is packed. I’m leaving tomorrow.”

      
      “I don’t know what to say. I’m supposed to be the king of the futile gesture, and here I am, trumped by some stupid Yankee lawyer. I can only say this one more time: Dalton, don’t
         do it.”
     

      
      “The time when you could tell me what to do is long past, Petrovitch. I don’t think I’ll have to call you again to let you
         know how I’m doing. I think that’s going to be pretty obvious.”
     

      
      “Just … when all this is over, and you need somewhere to hide: I can do that for you, too.”

      
      “Thank you.” There was a tone, and a woman’s voice announced that his next appointment was outside. “I won’t keep him a minute,
         Adele.” Dalton muted the intercom. “Not that it’s going to matter. All my clients will drop me like a scalding-hot stone when
         they find out.”
     

      
      “You’d better go.” Petrovitch blinked. He’d walked all the way to Limehouse. A truck was rattling slowly up behind him, its
         back full of blue-overalled nikkeijin: an Oshicora work crew. He raised his hand to the driver, who brought the vehicle slowly to a halt.
     

      
      “Goodbye, Petrovitch.”

      
      “Goodbye, Dalton. And good luck.” Petrovitch caught the outstretched arm of one of the workers and clambered up over the tailgate.
         The men and women shuffled aside to make room for him, and he sat down, back against the low metal side.
     

      
      “Petrovitch-san,” said the foreman, “you are crying.” He proffered his own packet of paper tissues, of which there was one
         left.
     

      
      “It’s dust. And these yebani eyes.” Petrovitch tapped the white of his left eye with his ragged fingernail so that it made a distinct hollow tock. “It
         always happens when it’s cold.”
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      The truck took him all the way to Green Park, through the area worst affected by the Outie advance: the East and West Ends,
         Commercial Road and Whitechapel, Aldgate and Holborn, and Aldwych.
     

      
      A few of the damaged buildings were being saved. Most had been torn down, the remains of them carted away to be picked through
         and recycled by Metrozoners south of the river and desperate for work. There were lucrative contracts for that, like there
         were contracts for everything these days.
     

      
      In place of the lost historic facades, towers of steel and glass rose up to touch the sky – and the Freezone was making sure
         that each and every one of them could generate their own power, cool themselves down in summer and heat themselves up in winter,
         and be as safe and clean and bright as they could be.
     

      
      The architects loved Petrovitch, too.

      
      As soon as the truck stopped, he vaulted off the back and onto the road. He made his sayonaras, and started down Piccadilly. He glanced up at the ruins of the Oshicora Tower, its pinnacle catching the low winter sun
         as it sneaked through a gap in the high cloud.
     

      
      Father John had evidently made it down again. Petrovitch didn’t care much if he’d done so in one piece. It was tempting to
         make the ascent again, just for himself, like it had been in the beginning. He toyed with the idea before dismissing it: if
         he broke the established ritual, someone might ask why. Which would be bad. He needed to keep everyone’s attention focused
         on the things he did in the open, so that they wouldn’t start looking for his sleights-of-hand.
     

      
      Misdirection. It was harder work than mere secrecy.

      
      He rounded Hyde Park Corner. He had a suite of rooms in the nearby Hilton, what was left of it. No one would be there, though:
         Valentina and Tabletop would be stalking the streets, searching for the unaccounted-for CIA agent Slipper, while Lucy was
         busy – at least, should be busy – in Petrovitch’s lab. New lab. There wasn’t much left of the old one, or anything else around
         it. V’nebrachny Americans.
     

      
      They were building on Hyde Park, just like they seemed to be building everywhere, though the work was slower because of the
         bodies they kept on exhuming and carrying away to a temporary mortuary on the edge of the site. But they worked none the less.
         Cranes, lorries, workers. Pile-drivers, welders, scaffolders. So much noise where there had been only silence.
     

      
      He dug his hands into his pockets and kept walking, right past the end of Exhibition Road, still cordoned off with temporary wire barriers while the college and the State Department argued about who was responsible for the damage. Petrovitch
         lingered again: all that remained of the whiteboard Pif had used to extract the first of her equations was a grainy photograph taken on her camera. His original floating sphere was somewhere
         underneath it.
     

      
      Everything was temporary. Nothing lasted for ever, not things, not people, not love, not time itself.

      
      He shrugged and walked on. Of course there was no question over who was responsible, just one over who was going to pay for
         it. In the meantime, he carried on past the Albert Hall to the building just next door – an arts college – which he’d co-opted
         until they could find some artists.
     

      
      Glass-fronted edifices had fared badly, and this one had been no exception. The front was swathed in heavy plastic that rippled
         in the wind and did nothing to insulate the inside from the biting cold. But there was electricity, and light, and network
         access. He’d decided that it was good enough, and set up shop in the basement.
     

      
      He peeled his way through the doorframe and let the translucent sheet fall back behind him. The sounds of outside became muffled
         and changed. It was more like a ship at sea now, crackling and groaning with every gust and gyre.
     

      
      “Hey,” he said.

      
      Out of sight, Lucy answered into her mouthpiece. “I was waiting for you.”

      
      Petrovitch headed for the stairwell. “Are you done?”

      
      He could hear her breathing: she would insist on balancing the microphone just too high so that it was between her nose and
         her upper lip. “I don’t know. I mean, I followed the instructions, and it looks like it could work. There were some bits left
         over.”
     

      
      “There always are.” He trotted down the stairs and through the fire doors.

      
      
      “It’s not going to blow up, is it?”

      
      “No.”

      
      “Sure?”

      
      “Yeah. Well, the flywheel might. As long as you don’t stand directly in the way, it’ll be fine.” He barged through another
         door. The room had originally been for the curation and restoration of old paintings, big enough for what he wanted, but the
         machine in front of him was now too tall, too wide, to ever make it outside. He looked back at the exit. “Can’t think of everything.”
     

      
      Lucy peeled her headset off and threw it casually on the side of a sink. “For what it’s worth,” and she made a little show
         of revealing her creation, as if she were a magician’s assistant.
     

      
      Which, in a way, she was.

      
      She looked so painfully young, so painfully alone. Petrovitch was a poor substitute for a parent: he had no idea how to make
         it better. Keeping her occupied like this was the best he could do, but it didn’t stop her from waking in the night, calling
         out for her lost mother and father, and sobbing when she realised that they were never coming back.
     

      
      “Are you going to start it up, then?”

      
      She went back to her printed notes. “Okay. Turn it on at the wall – done that. Take the manual brakes off the flywheel and
         the oscillator.” As she spun the two wheels that released the clamps, she asked, “Did you get a call today? From a Catholic
         priest?”
     

      
      “Yeah. No; he came to talk to me in person. Haven’t seen any old guys in red robes wandering around yet, but it’s only a matter
         of time.”
     

      
      “What’s it all about? He asked me about Michael, whether I’d be willing to talk to some committee or other. I’d said he’d
         need to check with you first.”
     

      
      
      “He had checked with me first. I told him I’d rip his arms off and beat him with the wet ends if he bothered you.”

      
      “I guess it’ll suck to be him, then.” She looked down at the sheet of paper in her hand, and flicked two switches.

      
      “Tell me if he tries to contact you again. Or anyone else on the same subject.” He wondered how far to take it. “I’m not going
         to forbid you from talking about Michael – not really my style – but, you know. I’d prefer it if you didn’t. Not to them.”
     

      
      “I won’t.” She tugged at her ponytail and flashed him a smile. “Don’t worry.”

      
      “The judge said it’s my job to worry about you.”

      
      Her smile slipped, and she turned her back on him.

      
      “Sorry,” he said.

      
      “Stop apologising. Just, just press a button, or something.”

      
      Petrovitch sighed and reached past her to thumb the big red button on the front of the control panel. The machine’s central
         column sank down smoothly, then with only the top part of it showing, it rose again to its full height. It paused for a moment,
         then started to sink again, repeating the cycle.
     

      
      Lucy looked up. “That bit works.”

      
      “Engage the magnetic coupling.”

      
      “You love this, don’t you?”

      
      “You’ll learn to love it too.” Petrovitch watched as she closed the circuit-breaker on the electromagnets. There were actual
         honest-to-god sparks, fat blue ones that leapt out at the copper contacts.
     

      
      She gave a little squeak, but there was no harm done.

      
      A needle started to pulse across a meter, creeping ever closer to the end-stop. The machine began to sing with a low bass
         note.
     

      
      
      Petrovitch eased Lucy aside and inspected all the dials and readings. At some point he was going to have to modify the test
         rig so that it gave a digital read-out that he could then arrange in neat graphs and publish in a reputable peer-reviewed
         journal.
     

      
      For now, he contented himself with making a recording of everything he saw, storing it away on the hard-drive he kept in his
         pocket.
     

      
      The flywheel was starting to push the limits which he’d set and, with no load, there was nothing to stop it eventually spinning
         itself to destruction. The pitch it was calling at was beyond a middle-C: time to let it slow down. He heaved the switching
         gear back and thumbed the red switch.
     

      
      The central column stopped its steady rise and fall, and the flywheel’s note slowly ran down through the octave.

      
      “So what did we just do?”

      
      Petrovitch lined up the footage he’d shot, editing it down and splicing it to a convenient thirty-second clip that a news
         channels could stream without effort. “Solved the world’s energy needs for the foreseeable future.”
     

      
      “How?”

      
      “By using a second-quantum repulsor to lift a weight, which then falls and does work. But the energy we use to power the repulsors
         to raise the load is less than we generate when it goes down. It’s a perpetual motion machine.” The video clip and the accompanying
         notes were ready to go. “If you’ve got shares in energy companies, tell me now.”
     

      
      “Hang on.” Lucy walked around the base of the machine. “We put electricity in. We get electricity out. More comes out than
         we put in, so we can use that electricity to run the machine and still have some left over. Right?”
     

      
      
      “And it’ll never stop. Once you’ve built one, you have free power – until it breaks down, of course. Even I can’t prevent
         that.”
     

      
      “How much free power?”

      
      “Out of this thing? Barely enough for a two-bar electric fire. But they’ll get bigger, better. No one will ever build a power
         station again that doesn’t use these.”
     

      
      “You’re serious.”

      
      “Yeah. I mean, it’s not really free energy: it has to come from somewhere, because otherwise that’s just wrong. But we don’t
         have to do anything to get it. We just press a button and there it is.” There was nothing stopping him. “Sure about those
         shares?”
     

      
      “They’re going to get hosed, aren’t they?”

      
      “Yeah. That’s progress for you.” And he sent the footage out into the ether. “It’s way past lunch. You eaten yet?”

      
      “No.” She went back through the checklist, turning everything off, before finally unplugging the device from the wall. “I
         didn’t feel hungry.”
     

      
      “Neither did I, but I suppose we ought. I’ll buy.”

      
      “You’re going to have to. Your idea of a regular allowance is once every six months.” She looked at him. “Anyway, since when
         have you had to pay for anything?”
     

      
      “Yeah. Okay, so let’s go out and see what we can scrounge.”
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