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      SIDE 1

      DEEP SKY COUNTRY






      
      
      ONE

      
      COMBAT ARCHAEOLOGY

      
      As soon as she stepped through the gate Lucinda Carlyle knew the planet had been taken, and knew it would be worth taking
         back. It bore all the thumbprints of hurried terraforming: blueish grass and moss, low shrubbery like heather. No animal life
         was visible, but she had no doubt it was there. Five kilometres away across an otherwise barren moor dotted with outcrops
         and bogs a kilometre-high diamond machine speared the sky. Complex in aspect, somewhere between a basaltic cliff and a cathedral,
         it had shown up on the robot probe, but that was nothing compared to actually looking at it.
     

      
      She turned away from it and looked back at the gate. It was marked by a hilltop henge, whether by the gate’s builders or by
         subsequent, less sophisticated minds she couldn’t guess: two three-metre slabs upended, and topped by a third. One by one
         her team stepped forth from the unlikely shimmer and gazed around at the landscape. A yellow G5 sun blinked a bleary, watery
         morning eye over the horizon.
     

      
      
      ‘Grim place,’ said Macaulay, the ordnance fellow, as drizzle gusted. ‘Minds me ae Scotland.’ He heaved a Charnley plasma cannon
         to his shoulder, mimed a shot at the distant edifice, and – abashed by Carlyle’s sudden glare – looked to the robot walkers
         that carried the heavier gear.
     

      
      ‘Divil you were ever in Scotland,’ jeered Amelia Orr, comms op and Carlyle’s great-great-grandmother, who had been.

      
      ‘Shut it,’ said Carlyle. She flinched slightly at her own words, but she was in charge here, and she had to stamp authority
         on seniority, and fast. She strongly suspected that Orr had been put on the team to keep an eye on her, and harboured contingency
         plans to take over if Carlyle faltered. On the inside of her helmet the names of the rest of the ten-person team lit up one
         by one. Meanwhile the suit’s firewalls fenced with the atmosphere. The planet was habitable – inhabited, even, damn their
         cheek – but its bacteria, viruses and fungi all had to be neutralised. It would be an hour or more before the suits had passed
         on the new immunities to the team’s bloodstreams, and the suits, or at least the helmets, could be dispensed with.
     

      
      ‘Are you picking up anything?’ she asked Orr, in a carefully polite tone.

      
      The older woman tight-beamed a glyph of <shrug> to Carlyle’s head-up. ‘Usual encrypted chatter.’ <smile> ‘Some music. D’ye
         want to hear it?’
     

      
      Carlyle raised a suit-gloved hand. ‘No the now.’ She swept the hand forward. ‘Come on guys, this is gonna be a slog.’

      
      It was.

      
      Two hours later their suits were covered in mud and stained with bits of the local analogues of bracken, moss and lichen,
         crawling with tiny ten-legged analogues of arthropods, and their firewalls were still running the virtual equivalent of fever,
         but they were all standing in front of the glittering cliffs. Carlyle let the team deploy a hundred metres away from the first visible ground-level gap and consulted her familiar. Professor Isaac Shlaim was an Israeli comp
         sci academic whose vicissitudes since the Hard Rapture could have filled a book, and had. So far Carlyle had resisted his
         entreaties to have it published.
     

      
      ‘Whaddae ye make of it?’ she asked.

      
      The familiar’s icon filled a quadrant of the head-up. The icon was a caricatured face that Lucinda varied whenever she felt
         too uncomfortably reminded that Shlaim had once been human.
     

      
      ‘From after my time,’ he said, a slightly smug tone overlying his usual mixture of resentment and resignation to his plight.
         ‘Can you confirm that it is the only such artifact on the planet?’
     

      
      ‘No.’

      
      ‘May I access your remote sensing equipment?’

      
      Carlyle hesitated. The familiar’s efforts to escape the circuits of her suit were as predictable as they were persistent.
         On the other hand, she needed his assistance more than usual.
     

      
      ‘I’ll scan then gie ye a download,’ she compromised.

      
      ‘Excellent!’ said Shlaim. Even centuries removed from muscle-tone and breath, his cheerful compliance sounded forced.

      
      The radar and sonar pings and full-spectrum scan took about a minute and returned a mass of data quite incomprehensible to
         Carlyle, or to any individual human. She filed it, isolated it, and tipped it and a copy of Shlaim into a firewalled box.
         Let the poor bugger fight whatever demons might lurk in the electromagnetic echoes of the posthuman relic before them.
     

      
      Macaulay was chivvying his iron gorillas into setting up the field pieces to triangulate the provisionally identified entrance.
         Orr was lying on her back surrounded by small dish aerials. The other team members were prone on the lip of a dip, periscope sights and plasma rifles poking over it, for
         whatever good that would do. From here the irregularities of the diamond cliff looked like crenellated battlements, its high
         black hollows like loopholes. But there was no evidence anywhere Carlyle could see of firing on the moor: no burn marks in
         the knotty ankle-high scrub, no glazed slag. The sense of being watched was overpowering, but she knew from experience that
         this meant nothing. She’d felt the same tension on the back of her neck in front of natural cliffs.
     

      
      She ducked to stay beneath this nominal skyline and ran over to Jenny Stevenson, the biologist, who had one hand on her rifle
         and with the other was picking bits of grot off her suit and feeding them into an analyser.
     

      
      ‘How’s it looking?’ Carlyle asked.

      
      Stevenson’s brown-eyed gaze flicked from her head-up to focus on Carlyle, and crinkled to show the top of a smile. Her grubby
         glove’s thumb and forefinger formed an ‘0’.
     

      
      ‘Compatible,’ she said. ‘After we’ve got the immunities, we could turn they plants into food, nae bother.’

      
      Carlyle flicked a finger at a clump of scrub, jangling its tiny violet bell-shaped flowers. ‘Is this really heather?’

      
      ‘Naw really,’ said Stevenson. Her smile brightened. ‘Just an analogue, like. Somebody’s done a real sweet job on this. Took
         some ae the native life and adapted it. Ye can still see bits ae the native sequences in the DNA, braided in wi the terrestrial
         stuff. Every cell here must be running two genetic codes simultaneously, which is quite a trick. I’m picking up signatures
         of they Darwin-Gosse machines fae way back, where was it?’
     

      
      ‘Lalande 21185.’

      
      ‘Aye, that’s the one.’

      
      ‘Good work,’ said Carlyle. This was a puzzle; AO, the main population of terraformers, mistrusted Darwin-Gosse machines, but it was always possible that a deviant sect had bought some. ‘That’ll maybe gie’s a handle on the squatters.
         Speaking of which.’
     

      
      She rolled to Orr, staying outside the barrier of aerials. ‘Have the locals spotted us yet?’

      
      Orr remained staring upward, at some combination of the real sky and the images being patched in from her apparatus. She didn’t
         turn around; probably still smarting.
     

      
      ‘No’s far as I see. Place is under satellite surveillance, sure, but I’ve no ta’en any pings. Most ae the action’s round the
         other side of the planet, and all we’re picking up here is spillover. I got a few quantum demons grinding through the encryption.
         Should be cracked in an hour or so.’
     

      
      ‘Any low orbit presence?’

      
      Orr waved a dismissive hand skyward. ‘Scores of satellites. Sizes range between a grape and a grapefruit. No exactly heavy
         industry. Typical fucking farmers.’
     

      
      ‘Any deep space stuff?’

      
      ‘Aye, a few, but it’s hard to tell fae leakage ae tight-beam transmissions. The odd asteroid miner, I reckon. Maybe a fort
         or two.’
     

      
      Carlyle chewed a lip, sucked hot coffee from her helmet nipple. ‘Makes sense. The squatters don’t seem to be AO, whoever they
         are.’
     

      
      Orr sniggered. ‘Squatters coulda picked a better place to fittle into. Makes me wonder why they didnae fittle straight back
         out.’
     

      
      ‘Yeah,’ said Carlyle. ‘Well, assuming.’ Assuming a lot about the squatters’ tech level and motivations, was what she meant.
         She sat up, hunkered forward, elbows on knees, looking around. ‘When your demons have finished we might have something to
         go on. Meanwhile …’ She toggled to an open circuit. ‘Time for a bit ae combat archaeology.’
     

      
      *

      
      
      The mission profile was straightforward. They were neither to hide from nor confront the squatters, but instead pull down
         from the busy sky as much information as they could about them, then scout the diamond machine-mountain for any traces of
         usable tech and/or dangerous haunts, and get the hell out before sunset. Her familiar had found no signals in the noise bounced
         back from the precipitous face, but as Carlyle stalked forward alone, the Webster reaction pistol strapped to her hip, her
         back-up team behind her to keep her covered, she felt her knees tremble. It wasn’t so much the possible soul-searing dangers
         presented by the incomprehensible posthuman artifact, as a fear of screwing up. This was her first big job for the firm, one
         she’d fought hard to get, and she had no intention of blowing it. And on the plus side of the ledger, there was always the
         chance that the tech in here would be radical and capable of being parlayed into wealth beyond the dreams, etc. There was
         always that, but it wasn’t enough. It wasn’t what kept you walking forward, like a soldier into enemy fire. The Carlyles led
         from the front, always had, from the days when the worst any of them faced was a chibbing in a Glasgow close.
     

      
      From a few metres away she saw that the lower part of the face, to about head height, was overgrown with moss and grass, evidently
         on the slow stacking of windblown dust. Above that the slope was sheer, the surface so smooth that nothing could gain purchase.
         The gap, a triangle ten metres high and three across at the base, had been dark only from a distance, and by contrast. As
         she walked into the cleft Carlyle could see that the interior was almost as bright as the outside. The passage itself was
         only a few paces long.
     

      
      The ground level of the space opened out before her. It was so like a forest of frost-rimed low trees that for a moment she
         wondered if it was indeed that, perhaps a region of the heath trapped under this machine and preserved. A closer look at the nearest of the objects showed her that there was nothing biological there: the clear crystalline structure
         was replicated on an increasing scale from the frost that covered the needles through to the needles themselves, and the branches,
         to the main stem that sprouted out of the floor.
     

      
      The floor was like ice, its transparency diminishing with depth. Looking up, Carlyle saw that the entire interior of the machine
         was encrusted with similar tree-like structures, the ones above hanging down like enormous chandeliers, their prismatic bevelled
         sides shining with every colour of the visible spectrum in the sunlight that slanted through the outer surface.
     

      
      ‘It’s diamond all right,’ said Shlaim.

      
      ‘How much carbon is locked up in this?’ Carlyle asked.
     

      
      ‘Many millions of tons,’ said the familiar. ‘An entire coal-measure, I would say, save that coal-measures seem unlikely here.’

      
      ‘Or an entire carbonaceous chondrite? Could they have done that?’

      
      ‘If so it would be a quite profligate use of antigravity.’ Shlaim sounded sceptical. ‘Or they could have lowered it from a
         sky-hook, I suppose, but it would seem pointless …’
     

      
      Carlyle laughed. ‘Since when has that ever ruled out anything they did?’
     

      
      ‘In any case,’ said Shlaim, ‘it appears to have been grown or manufactured in situ. From atmospheric carbon, like a plant.’
     

      
      ‘It’s no just carbon,’ Carlyle said.

      
      ‘Indeed not.’

      
      Looking down the aisle between rows of diamond shrubbery Carlyle could see other, metallic colours interrupt the riotous monotony
         of the prisms. The frequency and size of these interruptions increased towards the centre of the artifact, where an arrangement of copper and steel, conical in outline, complicated in detail, rose a hundred metres or more
         from the floor. The grail in this cathedral, or the host. It looked more like a machine than the rest of the structure did,
         its hints of organic form echoing animal rather than plant structures.
     

      
      She walked along to the nearest apparently metal object. About a metre and a half high, it seemed a miniature of the thing
         in the centre. Squatting beside it, she peered at the intricate surface. Fluted, mirror-smooth steel, veined with copper that
         could have been tubing, in a series of varied but individually precise diameters. In among the copper were other lines, green
         and red, that resembled and might even be plastic insulation around wires. Checking her head-up, Carlyle saw that this object
         was slightly above the ambient temperature of the artifact. She switched to IR and looked again at the central cone. It too
         glowed, more strongly than its smaller counterparts.
     

      
      ‘Something going on here,’ she said. ‘Some kinda circulation. Flow of electricity, maybe fuel.’

      
      She reached a hand towards it.

      
      ‘Don’t touch it!’ warned Shlaim.

      
      ‘Course not,’ said Carlyle. ‘Just waving the inductance—’

      
      ‘I would still caution against—’

      
      Something fizzed and melted on the object’s surface. A jolt of heat or electricity jack-knifed Carlyle’s arm back.

      
      ‘Shit!’ She wanted to suck her fingertips. She jumped up and backed off, clutching her numb elbow. The thing was moving, flowing
         as though melting into the floor. It spread, and long tendrils that looked like dribbles of mercury reached the bases of a
         few of the diamond bushes. These too began to move, branches clicking into new and different shapes like a multitool with
         nanchuk blades, the trunks becoming dislodged from now-revealed grooves in the floor as they did so. Carlyle backed off farther, and drew the Webster. Within seconds the metal object had become the central component
         of a frightening arachnoid array of skittering legs and waving arms, the whole free-standing and rotating as though deciding
         where to pounce. She could see lenses, formed through some complex infolding of prisms, and they were scanning her.
     

      
      ‘I think at this point there is nothing to lose by firing,’ said Shlaim, with irritating calm.

      
      The Webster roared and bucked in her hands. The machine leapt backwards several metres but was otherwise unaffected. Projectiles
         ricocheted for what seemed a long time. Before the sounds tinkled to a halt Carlyle turned to sprint for the opening. All
         around her, machines were assembling themselves. She fired as she ran, hitting the metal cores before the diamond carapaces
         could form around them, here and there with effect. Liquid bled and burned.
     

      
      Out of the opening she sprinted as far and as fast as she could, then threw herself forward and rolled.

      
      ‘Fire at will!’ she shouted.

      
      A Charnley bolt singed the air a metre above her. There was a flash. Then a cacophonous sound deafened her from her radio
         speakers. Something shorted in her helmet, stinging her neck. She rolled farther, over the lip of ground. The team were all
         blazing away at the opening. The banshee outcry ceased. Carlyle slammed another clip in the Webster and fired at the gap in
         the wall. The robot walkers were rocking back and forth on their spring-loaded legs as they lobbed shells from their field
         pieces, to no effect Carlyle could see apart from chewing up the soil around the face of the edifice. The diamond walls hadn’t
         taken a scratch.
     

      
      ‘Cease fire!’

      
      The shooting ran down to a ragged patter then stopped. Carlyle lay prone and peered at the hole as the smoke cleared. One of the multi-legged machines stood there, not moving forward or back. It had, she was pleased to see, taken some
         damage. Not much.
     

      
      She was momentarily blinded as a laser beam from the machine slashed a line of fire across the ground a couple of metres forward
         of their position.
     

      
      ‘Hold it!’ she yelled.

      
      Nothing further happened.

      
      ‘Looks like we’ve been warned off,’ she said heavily. ‘Time to pull out. We can come back wi a search engine.’

      
      They picked up their gear and retraced their steps towards the gate.

      
      ‘No a bad recce,’ said Orr.

      
      ‘Thanks,’ Carlyle grunted. The back of her neck was sore, partly from the burn and partly from the tension brought on by the
         thought of the laser at their backs.
     

      
      ‘See there’s mair ae they dolmens,’ said Stevenson, with a sweep of the arm at the horizon.

      
      Carlyle glanced around, confirming, counting ten. They were easy to spot, when you knew where to look, on the crests of the
         surrounding hills.
     

      
      ‘Make sure we’re heading for the right one,’ she said.

      
      That got a laugh. ‘Maybe they’ve aw got gates,’ someone said, and got another.

      
      ‘Anybody else get short-circuits from that electromagnetic blast?’ Carlyle asked.

      
      They all had.

      
      ‘Shit,’ she said. ‘Any idea what it was?’

      
      ‘It was a signal,’ said Shlaim, breaking in to her mike. ‘And no, I have not analysed it.’

      
      ‘Just so long as you haven’t recorded it,’ snarled Carlyle. She hated being upstaged by her familiar.
     

      
      Something banged in the sky. They all looked up, and saw black fragments flying apart and falling down from a couple of thousand metres overhead. Then a screaming noise started, and glancing a way off they all saw a larger black object separate
         into six parts, which peeled away from each other, banked around, and began a controlled and rapid descent towards them.
     

      
      ‘Modular aircars in disposable hypersonic shell,’ said Shlaim.

      
      ‘Locals!’ yelled Carlyle. ‘Don’t shoot first!’

      
      The team and the robot walkers formed an outward-facing ring, bristling with weapons.

      
      Four of the aircars began a loitering patrol that circled from above the artifact to directly overhead. The other two came
         down a hundred metres before and behind the team, edging forward on racketing downdraught fans. They were smooth-shelled,
         streamlined two-seaters, like no aircar model Carlyle had seen before. They worked, she guessed, by aerodynamics. From the
         one in front a black-suited occupant vaulted out, leaving a pilot in the front seat, and stalked forward, rifle in hand but
         slanted down. The other hand came up.
     

      
      ‘Who’s in charge here?’ a male voice boomed.

      
      A default American-speaker. AO, then, most likely.

      
      Carlyle stepped forward. ‘I am.’

      
      The man stopped and raised his visor, revealing a handsome olive-skinned countenance.

      
      ‘What the hell are you doing here? Don’t you know the law?’
     

      
      Carlyle cleared her faceplate to two-way transparency. The man’s face showed an odd flicker, as though something had startled
         him but he was reluctant to reveal his surprise.
     

      
      ‘We know you people don’t have anything to do with that stuff,’ Carlyle said, with a jerk of her thumb over the shoulder.
         ‘But it’s all right, we can handle it.’
     

      
      ‘The hell you can! Who do you think you are?’

      
      
      ‘We’re the Carlyles.’

      
      He stared at her. ‘The what?’
     

      
      ‘Oh, don’t kid on,’ she said. ‘Everybody knows who we are. And we know who you are. You’re AO, right?’
     

      
      ‘AO?’ He said it as if he’d genuinely never heard it before.

      
      ‘America Offline,’ Carlyle grated. He stared uncomprehendingly. Carlyle relaxed and found herself grinning. This was a joke. She pointed upward
         and waved her finger about. ‘You farmers, come from sky, yes?’
     

      
      The man didn’t find this funny.

      
      ‘All right,’ he said. ‘Enough. You’ve—’

      
      He cocked his head, listening to something. His face paled, then reddened. He jabbed a finger at her.

      
      ‘Do you know what you’ve done?’ His voice shook. ‘You’ve wakened war machines! You fucking stupid, stupid—’ He stopped himself. ‘Drop your weapons,’ he said flatly. ‘We’ve got you covered. We’re taking you
         in.’
     

      
      ‘There’s no need for that,’ Carlyle said, with willed calm. ‘We know about the, uh, war machines. Just let us go and we’ll
         come back in an hour and crunch them up.’
     

      
      ‘Oh yeah? With what?’

      
      ‘A search engine.’

      
      The man sneered, flicked down his visor and raised his rifle. From the corner of her eye Carlyle saw two of the circling aircars
         swoop.
     

      
      ‘In your own time, Macaulay,’ she said, and dived. The robot walkers had finished firing before she hit the ground. She rolled,
         glimpsing four smoke-trails, two flashes, feeling the crunch of the crashes through her bones, and then she was up and had
         the Webster jammed in the man’s groin. Another crash. Heather was burning off in the distance. Carlyle dragged the muzzle
         up to the man’s belly, flipped up his visor with her free hand and leered in his face.
     

      
      ‘Get yer hands up.’

      
      
      He cast away his rifle and raised his hands.

      
      ‘Now tell yer team to lay off.’

      
      ‘Disengage,’ he said.

      
      The two nearby aircars were still intact, hovering uncertainly, covered by the team and the robots.

      
      ‘Now,’ she said, ‘you’ll be so kind as to gie us a lift to the gate.’

      
      ‘The what?’ She was getting a bit sick of this. Guy must be a complete yokel or something. She stepped back and pointed.

      
      ‘That fucking cromlech thingie up yonder.’

      
      He half turned, looking over his shoulder. ‘The henge?’

      
      ‘That’s the one. Now move.’

      
      She escorted him at gunpoint to the nearest aircar, motioned him to get in the passenger seat as she straddled the flange
         behind it. Orr, Stevenson, and a couple of others ran forward and lay across the stubby wings, clinging to their leading edges.
         Glancing back, Carlyle saw Macaulay supervise a similar deployment on the other vehicle.
     

      
      ‘Now forward easy,’ she said. ‘Remember, if you try to shake us off or anything, the robots have still got you in their sights.’

      
      The aircars flew forward, engines labouring, a few metres above the rough ground, increasing in speed as the pilots gained
         confidence that their unwelcome passengers weren’t about to fall off.
     

      
      The man found a shared frequency and hailed her above the noise. ‘What about the injured?’

      
      ‘Your problem,’ she said. ‘You sort them out when we’re gone.’ A thought struck her. Anyone who’d survived the aircar downings
         might be beyond repair, and in pain. She curved her arm and waved a hand in front of his face, mimed cocking and firing with
         two fingers and a thumb. ‘We could ask the robots to take care of them now, if you like.’
     

      
      
      His head jolted back. ‘No thank you.’ He muttered something else under his breath. So much for being nice.

      
      The henge loomed. Carlyle waved the other aircar to overtake, then yelled for a halt. She called her team off, one by one,
         and one by one they slithered from the craft and ran for the gate, until only she and Macaulay, astride the rear of each aircar,
         were left.
     

      
      ‘Go, Macaulay!’

      
      The gunner vaulted down and sprinted to the henge, vanishing in the space between the tall vertical boulders. Carlyle pressed
         the Webster muzzle at the nape of the neck of the man in front of her, just under his helmet. She suddenly realised that she
         hadn’t asked Macaulay to pass control of the robots to her. She hoped the other side hadn’t made the connection.
     

      
      ‘No funny business,’ she said. She put a hand on the smooth ridge between her knees, slid one leg upward. Without warning
         the craft bucked wildly, hurling her off. The suit moved her head, arms and legs to an optimal position before she could so
         much as gasp. She landed on the backs of her shoulders and tumbled, coming to a jarring halt against a low rock. The Webster
         flew from her hand. She scrabbled for it. A pair of feet thumped on to her forearm. She invoked the suit’s servos and flexed
         her elbow. The feet slipped off. Before she could jump up the aircar had already come down, slowly and precisely in a storm
         of downdraught, its skids pressing across her ankles and chest.
     

      
      The engines stopped. She heaved at the skids, but it was too heavy; punched up at the shell, but it was impervious, stronger
         even than the suit. There were two people with guns at the stone pillars. The leader stood looking down at her.
     

      
      ‘All right,’ she said. ‘I’m not surrendering, right, but I’ll stop fighting and I won’t try to get away.’

      
      
      The man raised his visor and bared his teeth, then sauntered off. She watched as he sent one of his comrades around the other
         side of the gate. He picked up a stone and tossed it between the uprights. It disappeared. Then the other man threw a stone
         from his side. The stone landed at the first man’s feet. He threw it back, and it disappeared. They repeated this experiment
         several times.
     

      
      The leader levelled his gun at the gate.

      
      ‘Don’t do that!’ Carlyle yelled.

      
      The man stalked back over. ‘Why not?’

      
      ‘Somebody might get hurt,’ said Carlyle.

      
      ‘That,’ said the man, ‘is what I had in mind.’

      
      ‘Then expect return fire.’

      
      The man stared down at her. ‘You mean what you say about not fighting or fleeing?’

      
      ‘Sure,’ said Carlyle.

      
      ‘I’ll have to ask you to take that suit off.’

      
      ‘Just a minute.’ She checked the internal readouts. ‘Looks like I’ve got the immunities,’ she said. ‘OK.’

      
      She unlocked the helmet, pulled it off and shoved it aside. For a moment she lay gasping in the cold air, then she did the
         same with the shoulder pieces. She squirmed out of the hole thus left at the top of the suit, moving by shifting her shoulders
         and buttocks awkwardly until her arms were clear of the sleeves, then hauling and pushing herself out. The headless suit remained
         trapped under the aircar, still bearing its weight. She rolled away from under the craft and stood up in her thin-soled internal
         boots and close-fitting one-piece, feeling exposed and vulnerable but determined not to show it. With the light utility belt
         still around her waist, she didn’t feel entirely disarmed. The man again gave her that strange look, as if he was surprised
         but too polite to show it more explicitly.
     

      
      There was a bang overhead as another hypersonic shell disintegrated. Two of the six aircars that descended were white, marked with what looked like one part of the DK logo. Carlyle
         pointed.
     

      
      ‘What are they?’

      
      ‘Black Sickle,’ the man said. ‘Battlefield resurrection techs.’

      
      The Black Sickle. Oh my God. She had a momentary flash of her earliest bogeyman. If ye’re no a good girl, the ladies fae the Black Sickle’ll come an get ye! Carlyle felt her jaw tremble. She controlled it with an effort.
     

      
      ‘You don’t take back-ups?’

      
      This time he gave her a very odd look. The aircars settled near the distant device. Figures got out and started rushing around.
     

      
      ‘OK,’ he said. ‘Matters seem to be in hand.’ He waved towards the gate. ‘What’s going on there?’

      
      ‘It’s the gate to a Visser-Kar wormhole,’ she said.

      
      ‘So I had gathered,’ he said. ‘Why does it only work from this side of the henge? Or is it like a Moebius strip, with only
         one side?’
     

      
      Carlyle felt somewhat nonplussed. The man wasn’t as ignorant as she’d thought.

      
      ‘It has two sides, and it works from both sides,’ she said. ‘Except, when you throw the stone in from that side, it would
         come out before you had thrown it, or at least before it went in. Causality violation, see? So it doesn’t.’
     

      
      ‘Doesn’t what?’

      
      ‘Go through the wormhole.’

      
      ‘How does it know?’

      
      She smiled. ‘That’s a good question.’

      
      The man scowled.

      
      ‘What’s your name?’ he asked.

      
      She stuck out a hand. She refused to consider herself a prisoner. ‘Lucinda Carlyle.’

      
      
      He returned the gesture. ‘Jacques Armand.’ He said it as though expecting her to recognise the name. ‘Also known as “General
         Jacques”.’ He pronounced it ‘Jakes’ this time, and with even more expectation of recognition.
     

      
      ‘Not a flicker,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘All right, I’ll accept that something strange is going on.’ He lowered his visor,
         presumably checking something on his head-up for a few seconds, then raised it. ‘As it seems I must. No one recognises you.
         And the satellite pictures show your arrival. You are not from here.’
     

      
      ‘You find this surprising?’

      
      ‘You could say that.’ His tone was as guarded as his words.

      
      ‘Where is here, anyway?’

      
      ‘We call the planet Eurydice. The star – we don’t have a name for it. We know it is in the Sagittarius Arm.’

      
      ‘No shit!’ Carlyle grinned with unfeigned delight. ‘We didn’t know the skein stretched this far.’

      
      ‘Skein?’

      
      She waved her hands. ‘That wormhole, it’s linked to lots of others in a sort of messy tangle.’

      
      He stared at her, his teeth playing on his lower lip.

      
      ‘And you and your … colleagues came here through the wormhole?’

      
      ‘Of course.’ She wrapped her arms around herself while the thermal elements in the undersuit warmed up. ‘You didn’t know this
         was a gate?’
     

      
      Armand shook his head. ‘We’ve always kept clear of the alien structure, for reasons which should be obvious, but apparently
         are not.’ He pointed a finger; the sweep of his hand indicated the horizon, and the hilltop henges. ‘We took the circle of
         megaliths to be a boundary indicator, left by the indigenes. Today is the first time in a century that anyone has set foot
         within it. We keep it under continuous surveillance, of course, which is why your intrusion was detected. That and the signal burst. It went off like a goddamn nuclear EMP, but that’s the least of the damage.’ He glared
         at her. ‘Something for which you will pay, whoever you are. What did you say you were?’
     

      
      ‘The Carlyles,’ she reiterated, proudly and firmly.

      
      ‘And who’re they, when they’re at home?’

      
      She was unfamiliar with the idiom. ‘We’re at home everywhere,’ she said. ‘People have a name for the wormhole skein. They
         call it Carlyle’s Drift.’
     

      
      Further conversation was interrupted by more bangs overhead and the rapid deployment of a variety of impressive ordnance around
         the gate, and yet more around the artifact. Carlyle watched in silence. She wasn’t sure at all how to take Armand’s claimed
         ignorance of her origins, and of the existence of the gate. His references to the artifact as alien, and to indigenes, were
         likewise perplexing. Aware that her own ignorance of the situation was almost as great, and that anything she said might be
         disadvantageous, she said nothing. Whoever they were, this lot weren’t from any culture she’d ever heard of.
     

      
      Within minutes a robot probe emerged from the gate. It stepped out on the grass and scanned the surroundings rapidly. It was
         instantly lunged at by the two people guarding the gate, whereupon it scuttled back through.
     

      
      ‘That was a mistake,’ said Carlyle. ‘Next time, expect something tougher.’

      
      Armand grunted. ‘We can cover it.’ He was directing the deployment, waving to someone to lift the aircar that had landed on
         the suit. He barely spared her a glance.
     

      
      ‘Look,’ said Carlyle, ‘I don’t know who you people are, and it looks like you don’t know who we are, so can we just sort that
         out and then let me go back through and calm things down?’
     

      
      
      ‘Don‘t let her do that!’ said a loud voice from the suit’s speaker. The empty suit was getting to its feet, holding the helmet and collar under
         one arm like a stage ghost. Everybody in the vicinity turned on it, staring.
     

      
      ‘Shut up, Shlaim,’ said Carlyle. How the hell had the familiar managed to hijack the suit’s motor controls? That wasn’t supposed
         to happen.
     

      
      ‘What is this?’ demanded Armand.

      
      ‘My familiar,’ said Carlyle. ‘It’s acting up, sorry.’ She gestured Armand to keep out of the way and walked up to the suit,
         touching the private-circuit mike at her throat as she did so. ‘Don’t you say a fucking word,’ she subvocalised, ‘or you’ll
         fucking regret it.’ She reached for the emergency zapper on her belt to back up this threat, and was still fumbling with the
         catch of the pouch when the suit, to her utter astonishment, swept her aside with a glancing but acutely painful blow to the
         elbow and stalked over to Armand. He and the nearby personnel had the thing covered, and looked quite ready to blast it. It
         raised its arms, letting the accoutrements drop, and held its hands above where its head would have been.
     

      
      ‘Professor Isaac Shlaim, Tel Aviv University, Department of Computer Science, deceased. I wish to surrender to you as a representative
         of a civilised power. Let me do that, and I promise I’ll tell you all you want to know about the bloody Carlyles.’
     

  



      
      
      TWO

      
      BLACK SICKLE BLUES

      
      Carlyle glared at the treacherous machine, but, before she could warn her captors not to listen to it, the bulbous, armoured
         prow of a search engine lurched through the gate. She ran towards it, waving her arms, as everyone else – including her runaway
         suit – fell back to behind the field pieces a few tens of metres downslope from the henge. The great grinding tracks of the
         search engine crunched over the scree as its flanks barely cleared the dolmen’s uprights, then it tipped forward and began
         to move slowly down the hillside. Its elongated half-ovoid of shell gleamed like a beetle’s back. Carlyle heard the spang of bullets ricocheting from it and threw herself flat. She wished desperately that she still had her suit. As it was she
         just clamped her hands over the back of her head and hoped the Eurydiceans recognised an impervious carapace when they saw
         one.
     

      
      Perhaps they did. The rattle of rifle fire and the whizz of bullets ceased. Carlyle peered up just in time to see a white-hot
         line form in the air between one of the field pieces and the search engine. Not laser, not plasma – she had only a second to wonder at it, and then the line extended from the stern of the vehicle to the top of the gate. The supposedly impenetrable
         search engine had been cored right through. The line persisted, buzzing in the air. The transverse stone of the dolmen suddenly
         disintegrated, and there was a bright flash from the gate, with a Cherenkov-blue flare that Carlyle recognised as an energy
         condition collapse. A moment later the search engine crumpled inward like an air-evacuated tin can and burned to white ash.
         Against the Eurydicean weapon it might as well have been made of magnesium.
     

      
      Carlyle lay there blinking away tears and after-images, shaken by dry heaves. Three people in white suits ran to the wreck
         and began poking through it, then walked away. No doubt everyone in it had been backed up, and whatever had happened was quick,
         but it was still shocking. Even without finality, death was death. Some of the people she’d been with less than an hour earlier
         were dead: people on her team, dead on her watch, therefore her responsibility – that was how it would be seen back home,
         and she couldn’t help seeing it that way herself. What was more shocking yet, as the implications sank in, was that the gate
         had been closed. It might not reopen for weeks. Until then she was stranded on Eurydice. The firm would rescue her eventually,
         she was sure of that, and in the meantime she could try and find some way to fittle out, but the fact that she’d never heard
         of a colony in the Sagittarius Arm, and the colony had never heard of the Carlyles, made that unlikely. The place must be
         really isolated.
     

      
      Armand walked up, rifle at the ready, and kicked her in the ribs.

      
      ‘Get up, you slaveholder bitch.’

      
      ‘What?’ She rolled away and staggered to her feet. ‘What the fuck was that for?’
     

      
      ‘Your so-called familiar,’ said Armand. ‘He’s a human being.’
     

      
      
      ‘He was once,’ said Carlyle. ‘He’s posthuman now. You know? The talking dead? One of the bastards who did all this? Talk about
         having it coming. Don’t give me this slaveholder crap, farmer.’
     

      
      Armand frowned and lowered the rifle, visibly calming down.

      
      ‘We have matters to discuss,’ he said. ‘Later.’

      
      He strode over to the henge again and threw a stone. Then he stepped through it himself, walked around the back and returned.

      
      ‘What happened there?’

      
      ‘Your weapon overloaded the gate. It’s collapsed.’

      
      ‘Will it stay closed?’

      
      She wondered if there was any advantage in lying about it. Probably not. She shrugged.

      
      ‘Couple of weeks maybe, a month at the outside.’

      
      ‘Let us be thankful for small mercies.’

      
      ‘Yes, you won’t be isolated for long.’

      
      From the expression on Armand’s face she gathered that this was not the mercy he meant.

      
      Enough people were to remain around the relic for there to be more than enough room in the aircars that were returning. Armand
         gestured to Carlyle and she climbed into one of them, behind a pilot who returned her gaze with a blank-visored nod. The seat
         was hard but adapted instantly to her shape, the restraints automatic and insistent. She settled in. The canopy thudded shut.
         It was of a better grade of glass than she was used to, practically invisible. Jets whined and vibration built, thrumming
         her spine; the aircar rose and accelerated, pressing her down. As it banked to the south-west she glimpsed vertiginously the
         tilted moor and the hills, an expanse of blue-green and brown with flashes of yellow and flickers of sunlight reflected on
         innumerable tiny lochs, like light showing through holes in a pricked curtain. Then, with another surge of power to the rear jets, the aircar
         rose into a cloud. After a moment of clammy greyness it emerged on the upper side, climbed further and levelled out at, she
         guessed, eight or nine kilometres up, from which height there was little to see but the endless similarity and uniqueness
         of the cloud-tops, and glimpses of the land between and beneath them.
     

      
      Carlyle could look at clouds and lands without boredom, but she was too angry to appreciate them. She had known discipline
         and discomfort, but always they had been willed and accepted by herself. Not since childhood had she felt thus helpless, ordered
         about, confined. She willed herself to calm; turned her head from habit to suck at a coffee nipple that wasn’t there; raged
         again. There was a bottle of water clipped to the back of the pilot’s seat. She drank it and grimaced, finding it lukewarm.
         It quenched her thirst but not her anger; and of course, as soon as she pushed the bottle back in its clip, she felt a strong
         need to piss. In her suit she could have done it, without discomfort or consequence, but not here. She compressed her lips
         and knees and looked out at the bright illusory solidities of clouds.
     

      
      The clouds gave way in the distance to blue, white-flecked sea, and the aircar tipped forward and in to a fast, spiralling
         descent: either a show-off, or a military habit. She suspected the former: Armand’s lot, somehow, didn’t strike her as familiar
         with contested landing-grounds. Through and under the clouds, to thin rain, a long beach and breakers, and alongside the beach
         a huddle of low buildings and domes, and a kilometre of tarmac strip at one end of which the craft came rocking to a halt,
         followed shortly by seven others.
     

      
      At the same end of the strip a much larger transport stood, delta-winged and needle-nosed, with a narrow strip of tiny windows along the fuselage. Carlyle stood up as the canopy sprang back, and stepped out after a nod from the pilot. A
         stiff breeze came off the sea. When she licked her lips she tasted salt. Her undersuit’s heaters creaked into action, warming
         her in coils.
     

      
      Armand’s people hustled her across the rainswept tarmac to the larger transport. It was, she reckoned, hypersonic. Its seating,
         though in two rows, seemed even more cramped than the aircar’s. The fighters and the medics strolled aboard, giving her unfriendly
         grins as they took off their helmets. Her own suit was still carrying its helmet and shoulder pieces, like some bizarre case
         of walking wounded; she would have glared at it but wasn’t sure where to look. The door sealed and the aircraft rolled forward
         with a full-throttled roar, in the fastest acceleration she’d yet experienced. She peered out of the porthole beside her and
         saw the beach whip past and then drop away, the angled ocean, a blink of grey, and the sky going from blue to purple in minutes.
         Below was ocean, and clouds in overlapping layers. As the craft banked again she twisted her neck to look to the zenith, and
         saw a star. After the transport had levelled off the seat-belts stayed fastened. She felt the slight jolt as the craft went
         supersonic, then the sudden quiet that reminded her how loud the noise had been. A crew member in casuals walked down the
         aisle, taking requests. She asked for the toilet. He released her, escorted her there and back, and with a half-smile of apology,
         buckled her in again. She was given coffee, and surprisingly good food. Nobody searched her utility belt. She could have cut
         the restraints, taken the crewman hostage, and hijacked the aircraft, but – satisfying as that fantasy was, at one level –
         she had no alternative destination in mind.
     

      
      Armand and a few others from his team and from the Black Sickle had taken off their combat suits and now sat in the same narrow compartment, a few seats behind her and out of earshot, talking to the familiar in the suit. Every so often
         Armand let out a sort of yelp of surprise, with an overtone of incredulity. After a while he got up and strode forward, and
         closed the cockpit door behind him. He didn’t meet her eyes when he came back.
     

      
      Shortly thereafter, she heard murmuring voices behind her, one Armand’s and the other a woman’s. The woman’s steps came up
         the aisle and then she sat down in the adjacent seat. She wore white trousers and tunic, with the black sickle embroidered
         over her left breast. Her skin was darker than Armand’s, she smelled faintly of cinnamon, and she was outstandingly beautiful.
     

      
      ‘Josephine Koshravi,’ she said. There was some tension about her eyes, but her voice was warm, as was her hand.

      
      ‘Lucinda Carlyle.’

      
      Koshravi smiled, showing even white teeth. She jerked a thumb at the insignia. ‘It’s all right,’ she said. ‘I’m not going
         to cut your head off.’ She said it self-consciously, as if it was a clichéd joke.
     

      
      ‘Oh,’ said Carlyle, suddenly making the connections: battlefield resurrection medic, Black Sickle, heads … she shivered momentarily,
         forced a smile. ‘Right. So what do you want?’
     

      
      ‘Just to talk. If you are allowed to do that?’

      
      ‘Allowed?’ Carlyle’s voice rose indignantly. ‘I’m a Carlyle!’
     

      
      ‘I … see,’ said Koshravi. ‘Professor Shlaim has told us about the Carlyles, and about where you come from. We are all very
         shaken. You see, we didn’t know until today that there were any other human survivors at all. We didn’t know what had happened
         back on Earth, and we didn’t know faster-than-light travel was possible.’
     

      
      Carlyle decided there was not much point in not telling them the truth. Shlaim would undoubtedly spill every last bean, and all she could do was tell her side of the story.
     

      
      ‘But you must have fittled,’ she said, ‘– travelled FTL to get here.’

      
      Koshravi looked worried. ‘Or you have travelled in time, from the past.’

      
      Carlyle shook her head firmly. ‘No, that’s no how it works. I mean you can time-travel, sort of, so long as you don’t violate
         causality. But that’s not what we are doing, wi the skein or the ships. The light from where we started, say ten thousand
         light-years away really won’t get here for another ten thousand years.’
     

      
      ‘That might account for the difficulty our astronomers have had in locating our exact position,’ said Koshravi drily.

      
      ‘You really thought the date was tens of thousands C E?’

      
      ‘At least. It was all quite indeterminate. We counted time by some legacy clocks from the ship. According to that the Earth-standard
         date now is’ – she fiddled with a watch – ‘2367.’
     

      
      Carlyle nodded. ‘Yup, that’s the year all right. How come you didn’t take the hint?’

      
      ‘It was assumed these clocks had been stopped during the actual journey. Nobody even imagined we had, ah, fittled.’

      
      ‘I’m baffled,’ Carlyle said. ‘How could you travel FTL and not know it?’

      
      ‘That’s a good question,’ said Koshravi. ‘We – that is to say, our ancestors – were a space-based population who had escaped
         the Hard Rapture. Together with people whom they rescued from Earth in the subsequent war, they fled to Mars and the Jovian
         system. They had a choice: to take the fight back to the war machines that had conquered Earth, and were spreading outward
         from it, or to get as far away as possible. The choice became a conflict between the Returners, as they were called, and the
         Reformers. The Reformers – the side that wanted to build a starship – won, but …’
     

      
      She hesitated, pink tongue flicking between full, dark lips. Carlyle eyed her and tried not to visibly gloat. She knew now
         whom and what she was dealing with. When the Carlyles arrived here in force, it would be payback time on some large and long
         overdue debts.
     

      
      ‘Well,’ Koshravi went on, ‘there was no way to build a starship capable of carrying a large human population – many thousands,
         by that time, around the end of the twenty-first century – to the stars. Instead, they decided to build a much smaller and
         faster ship, and digitize their own personalities into information storage for later downloading to the flesh. In order to
         do this they had to build superhuman artificial intelligences, and, well …’
     

      
      Carlyle couldn’t help guffawing. ‘They torched off their own Hard Rapture!’

      
      ‘It now appears that they did, yes. However, the project worked, in that it accomplished what we had set out to do, even if
         not in the way we thought. The ship found a viable planet, and set in motion the nanomachines to construct larger machines,
         and so on, and terraformed the planet, and downloaded and reconstructed the stored passengers, and here we are.’
     

      
      ‘Here you are, indeed.’ It was weird; no one had ever imagined humans re-emerging from the other side of a Hard Rapture. ‘What
         happened to your posthumans?’
     

      
      Koshravi frowned. ‘Obviously we have artificial intelligences, the ones our ancestors constructed, but they are not in runaway
         mode. Those that were, the ones that created the FTL drive, must have … gone away, leaving no information about what they
         had done. From what Shlaim tells us, this sort of thing has happened elsewhere.’
     

      
      ‘Too right,’ said Carlyle. ‘Every time. Once you reach Singularity, there are further Singularities within it, faster and faster, and in very short order the intelligences involved have fucked off out of our universe, or lost interest in it
         – we don’t know. What’s left is incomprehensible artifacts and stuff like the FTL drive and the wormhole skein.’ She laughed
         again. ‘You all needn’t have run away. By the time you left, or very shortly after, around about 2105 or so, the posthumans
         had already abandoned Earth, and the Solar System. And my ancestors – and lots of other survivors – were picking up the pieces. Took us another sixty-odd years to claw our way out
         of the ruins. Both sides in the war and the skirmishes afterwards had developed really cool but rugged tech while they were
         fighting, and left plenty of wrecks littering the battlefield. My family found some crashed aerospace craft, fixed them up,
         and bootstrapped their way to Mars. Where we found your ruins, and the first wormhole gate. Fae there it wis literally a step tae get hold ae posthuman stuff, antigravity and FTL
         and such. If you’d only stuck around you could have been in on the ground floor, you’d have been well ahead – hell, you could
         have been in charge of the skein, instead of us.’
     

      
      ‘I see the irony,’ said Koshravi. ‘However, that is not the worst of it, as you know.’

      
      ‘I don’t know.’
     

      
      ‘The alien artifact, of course,’ explained Koshravi. ‘You see, this planet once had its own intelligent species. Ten million
         years ago, they were wiped out by their own singularity – one that must have been of military origin, just as ours was. They
         were destroyed by their own war machines, which your meddling with the artifact has reawakened.’
     

      
      Carlyle shook her head, grinning at the woman’s naivety. ‘That artifact was built by posthumans, not aliens. It’s probably
         the remains of your own ship!’
     

      
      ‘No,’ said Koshravi, firmly. ‘The fossil evidence is quite clear. The crushed remains of machines similar to the ones you awakened have been found in what we call the Artificial Strata: the traces of their industrial age, just before the mass
         extinction. Needless to say, we have avoided going anywhere near that artifact since we discovered it.’
     

      
      ‘I’ll bet.’ Carlyle paused, trying to warp her mind into the right frame to explain the facts of life. ‘Look, nobody believes
         in aliens any more. There’s single-celled life all over the place, but nothing else. Look at it this way: what are the chances
         that your ship would happen to hit upon the one other place in the Galaxy where intelligent life has arisen independently?’
     

      
      ‘We’ve thought about that, obviously,’ said Koshravi. ‘Our best guess is that it sought out and chose the planet for reasons
         of its own.’ She shrugged. ‘However improbable it may be, the fact is that it happened. The fossils are there.’
     

      
      ‘That’s wonderful,’ said Carlyle, sincerely. ‘This place will be swarming wi scientists and tourists once we get things up and running.’
     

      
      Koshravi sat back in her seat and gazed away towards the front of the plane. ‘It is not for me to decide,’ she said thoughtfully.
         ‘But when the Joint Chiefs – that’s our government, more or less – listen to your poor thrall, it’s very unlikely that they’ll
         let the Carlyles “get things up and running”.’
     

      
      ‘I hope they’ll gie me the chance to put a word in,’ Carlyle said. ‘After all, he’s biased.’

      
      Koshravi’s head turned sharply. For a moment, Carlyle saw in her face the same look that Armand had delivered with a kick.

      
      ‘What he may say is not the point!’ Koshravi snapped. ‘That he exists in that condition is enough!’
     

      
      Carlyle opened her mouth to protest, then closed it. She was, she now realised, among potential enemies, of whose motivations
         and capacities she knew dangerously little. The less she said, the better. She just clenched her teeth, shrugged one shoulder, and stared out of the window beside her in
         silence, until the blue, grey and white of ocean broke to the ragged green and brown and black of a coastline, and the aircraft
         tipped forward for the descent.
     

      
      Cyrus Lamont hung in a web of elastic ropes that made every move, and the sustaining of any position, an ever-changing effort.
         The Yettram coils in his suit maintained his bone mass, but that did nothing for his muscle tone in freefall. Hence the webbing,
         which also served as a multi-directional acceleration couch. Good for evasive manoeuvres. The tumbling of irregularly shaped
         asteroids was chaotic, unpredictable even in principle, and approaching them was always hazardous.
     

      
      Right now Lamont’s ship, the Hungry Dragon, was approaching a rock about two kilometres in its major diameter. Initial spectroscopy of the minute sample Lamont had
         laser-vapourised from its surface, as well as its orbital dynamics, indicated that the asteroid’s composition was about five
         per cent iron, and even visually at twenty klicks its clinkery surface betrayed the gleam.
     

      
      Not bad, not bad at all. Eurydice’s system, dominated by its single-mooned gas giant Polyphemus, and otherwise composed of
         two rocky terrestrials and a sparse asteroid belt, was metal-poor. Whether this was attributable to its original formation,
         or to subsequent mining by the long-gone indigenes, remained controversial. What wasn’t controversial was that this made asteroid
         prospecting worthwhile, at least for people with more patience and ambition than current credit. The tonnage in this rock
         would be enough, Lamont calculated, to tilt the material balances to a point where he could retire if he wanted, or, more
         realistically, prospect further off for the metals, the demand for which their very delivery would increase.
     

      
      Lamont was a tall man, somewhat etiolated by his six years in space, and, for reasons not too deep in his hundred and forty-three
         previous years of life on Eurydice, in no hurry to resume human company. The complicated and spectacular implosion of a family
         business a century in the making and a month in the unravelling had left him in a condition where the most demanding emotional,
         intellectual and sexual relationship he had felt up to handling was with that business’s sole remaining asset in his possession,
         the ship.
     

      
      ‘What the fuck was that?’ said the Hungry Dragon.
     

      
      Lamont jumped in his restraints. ‘What?’

      
      A screen on the display in front of him lit up with a line, broad and intricate.

      
      ‘A very powerful signal,’ explained the ship. ‘Like a nuclear EMP, but content-rich. It originated on the day side of Eurydice.’

      
      Lamont knew exactly what that meant. The contingency, remote though it had always seemed until now, had been comprehensively
         analysed and war-gamed. He found himself shaking. The news was still too big to be real.
     

      
      ‘An encounter with war machines, or a local outbreak.’

      
      ‘That would seem to exhaust the likely possibilities,’ agreed the ship. ‘I shall await a general alert.’ The AI paused for
         a moment. ‘Should we abort our approach?’
     

      
      ‘Why?’

      
      ‘There could be war machines in that rock,’ the ship pointed out. ‘The signal could be directed to them.’

      
      Lamont hung, pondering, as the asteroid slowly grew in the scope. Five klicks, now.

      
      ‘If we were to take that attitude,’ he said, thinking aloud, ‘we’d have to keep our hands off every seam of metal in the system. So far, we’ve mined lots of rocks and haven’t encountered any alien apparatus. No reason why that should change everywhere
         just because somebody’s wakened up something on Eurydice.’
     

      
      ‘That agrees with my stochastics,’ said the ship.

      
      It was, however, with more than usual attention and apprehension that Lamont brought the ship to a halt about five hundred
         metres from the rock. He kept the lasers powered up and on a dead man’s switch. He sent a swarm of hand-sized probes to scuttle
         around the rock. One by one they reported back, confirming the remote analyses: there was nothing metallic in the asteroid
         but pure meteoric iron, unchanged since the system had condensed out of its proto-planetary disc.
     

      
      Relaxing somewhat, Lamont released another swarm, of miners and manufacturers this time. Self-organising to a degree, they
         were nevertheless kept on a tight-beamed leash by the ship’s AI. Their task was to set up the big solar mirrors and small
         power stations, and to build the machinery of extraction and refining as far as possible from the material of the rock itself,
         from a small seed stock of replicators and assemblers.
     

      
      Lamont disengaged himself from the webbing and drifted over to the shower pod. Cleaned by recycled piss, dried by recycled
         air, he kicked himself through the hydroponics corridor, harvesting fresh vegetables on the way, and threw a meal together
         in the kitchen unit. As he ate he caught up with news, text and pictures and audio, on the deep-space channels, everything
         half a light-hour out of date. He noted and acknowledged the Joint Chiefs’ general alert, wondering idly if he and his ship
         could or would be conscripted, if the struggle really came. He watched the Armand company’s recording of the emergent machines
         in the ancient relic with a sort of fascinated horror. He replayed it several times, just to get the images stabilised in his head, just so they didn’t run off on their own and give him nightmares.
     

      
      With flicks of his fingers and toes he made his way back to the control room and webbed himself in and zoomed up some images
         of the past hour’s progress. What he saw made him recoil so hard that the webbing sang. The miners and manufacturers were
         making machinery all right: war machines identical to those he’d just seen on the recording.
     

      
      ‘Abort abort abort!’ he yelled, stabbing switches that didn’t get any response.

      
      ‘I’m afraid that will not be possible,’ said the Hungry Dragon.
     

      
      From the narrow window nothing was visible of their destination, only the rolling and varied green of countryside with few
         roads, and then, quite suddenly, the long strip of tarmac and fleeting glimpses of flat buildings and bright-painted vehicles.
         After the aircraft had landed Carlyle hoped to see more of where she was, but something docked with the door as soon as it
         came to a halt, and there was nothing to see but ribbed translucent plastic. She and the other passengers shuffled forward
         through the long tube to a terminal building. There was a minute or so of milling about in some kind of windowless antechamber.
         Carlyle managed to place herself momentarily beside the renegade suit. It now had the helmet and shoulder pieces back on,
         so it looked less bizarre, as long as you didn’t notice the helmet was empty. She seized the opportunity to speak to it.
     

      
      ‘Don’t do this,’ she hissed. ‘You’re just making trouble for yourself when the rest of us arrive. Stick with us and we’ll give you
         anything this lot have to offer—’
     

      
      ‘How uncharacteristic,’ sneered Shlaim. ‘How very kind. How very … late.’
     

      
      ‘Full manumission!’ Carlyle whispered. ‘We can wipe your slate totally, throw in a free download and free upgrade.’
     

      
      
      The suit didn’t have to face her to look at her, but it did.

      
      ‘Do you seriously think,’ Shlaim’s voice said, ‘that I would pass up the first chance I’ve had to escape to civilisation,
         in exchange for a promise from you?’ Its armpiece gesticulated at the surroundings. ‘What makes you think I would want to
         live among the Carlyles, even free?’
     

      
      ‘You can go anywhere. Anywhere you like.’

      
      ‘So far, I like it here.’ It turned away.

      
      ‘Suit yourself,’ said Carlyle, smiling. She had just thought of a way to sabotage his chances of escape.

      
      Then Armand moved in between her and the suit, and Koshravi to her other side. They escorted her to a door which opened on
         to a wide plaza surrounded by low glass-fronted buildings. Aircars were taking off and landing, others were parked near the
         sides. The sun was by now near its zenith, very high; they must have travelled far to the south. A dry heat struck sweat instantly
         from her face. The air smelled of dust and plants. People strolled or hurried to and from the aircars, thin colourful clothes
         flapping in the downdraughts. The noise, echoing off the buildings, was horrendous. The whole set-up looked like a massive
         design flaw in some utopian architectural showpiece.
     

      
      Armand led the way to a four-seater aircar. Ducking under gull-wing doors, Koshravi and Carlyle took the back seat, Armand
         and the suit the front.
     

      
      ‘The Joint Chiefs,’ said Armand, leaning back, keeping his hands away from the manual controls. The craft took off vertically,
         then as it rose above the square shot forward in a sharp climb. Carlyle felt herself pressed against the back of the seat.
         As the aircar levelled off at two thousand metres she looked out of the window. They were just clearing the edge of the skyport.
         Ahead of them a city filled the landscape almost to the horizon. Sea glinted beyond its far side. The buildings over which
         the aircar flitted were large complexes, hundreds of metres high, separated by parkland, linked by roads and monorails. Aircars and other small craft that looked like
         giant bees whizzed about at various levels. The ground traffic looked about half as fast and twice as dangerous.
     

      
      ‘What city is this?’ Carlyle asked.

      
      ‘It’s called New Start,’ said Armand. ‘Capital of Eurydice.’

      
      ‘You have only one government?’

      
      ‘If that,’ said Armand. ‘There’s an elected Assembly which has an Executive that’s in charge of routine stuff, but the final
         authority is a sort of emergency committee. A junta, to be frank.’
     

      
      ‘The Joint Chiefs are the collective presidency of the Reformed Government,’ said Koshravi, stiffly, frowning at Armand’s
         flippant tone.
     

      
      Armand responded with a placating wave. ‘Let’s not argue the point.’

      
      They were approaching a higher and larger central block of buildings, which as the aircar descended resolved into the tall
         towers of a city centre, their lower levels joined by walkways, suspension bridges and trellises, looped by the monorail lines,
         the whole infiltrated by greenery and fringed by lower buildings in a warren of narrow streets. The aircar dropped to a rooftop
         and landed on a pad marked by a large circled ‘A’.
     

      
      As Carlyle followed Armand to the top of a liftshaft her knees wobbled. Behind her the aircar birled back into the sky. In
         the fast-dropping elevator her head felt lighter than her feet, and she took a single quick step to recover her balance as
         the lift decelerated.
     

      
      ‘Are you all right?’ Koshravi asked.

      
      She swallowed hard, ears popping. ‘Fine.’ She glanced down at herself. Her knees were still knocking. ‘Where are you taking
         me?’
     

      
      
      ‘To see the Joint Chiefs,’ said Armand.

      
      Koshravi knocked lightly on her shoulder. ‘Don’t fret,’ she said. ‘They’re only human beings.’

      
      ‘In a manner of speaking,’ added Armand, with a dark chuckle.

      
      The doors sighed open on an acre of carpet.

      
      She found herself walking in step beside Koshravi and behind the suit, not sparing the guards a glance, her heels coming down
         firmly on a carpet that deadened their thud and ate their dirt. Through big pseudowood doors with uniforms saluting and rifles
         presenting at either side, to stand before a table of the real deal, its hardwood fragrance filling the air like an unlit
         expensive cigar. The table had nine people sitting behind it. Six men, three women, all with the subtle but unmistakable signs
         of age on their smooth faces. In front of each was a pad and a pen, a glass of water, and a little racked nameplate showing
         their post. The Joint Chiefs all wore antique grey or black suits with white shirts or blouses, severely plain.
     

      
      ‘Good afternoon,’ said Chair. ‘At ease. Take a seat.’

      
      Armand sat on the left between Carlyle and the suit, Koshravi to her right. Carlyle looked back at the Joint Chiefs with a
         faint, polite smile. They might be potential enemies, but like they were also potential clients. Everyone was a potential
         client; you just had to get them hooked, or duff them up a bit.
     

      
      ‘You are not a prisoner,’ Chair said to Carlyle. ‘Neither are you an accredited representative of another power. We have,
         at the moment, no provision for diplomatic relations. Nor are you one of our citizens. We can offer you the status of resident
         alien, pro tem.’
     

      
      Carlyle nodded. ‘That’s acceptable, if it has no hidden catches.’

      
      ‘Very well. We have examined a transmission from Mr Armand. It includes a deposition by a piece of software claiming to be an uploaded human personality, one Isaac Shlaim, currently
         running in this suit, which I gather is your property. Before further questioning the upload, we wish to hear what you have
         to say.’ He leaned forward with a look of open interest and query. The others all pinned her likewise with their gaze.
     

      
      ‘All right,’ she said. ‘Before I say anything further, I’d like to point out that we may have a difference of opinion as to
         the legal status of my, uh, former familiar, and that I understand you find my view of its status unacceptable. I have no
         wish to antagonise anyone by arguing over that.’
     

      
      ‘The facts will be quite enough,’ said Chair.

      
      ‘Fine. Well, I don’t dispute that it’s who it says it is – an upload of a Professor Shlaim.’

      
      ‘With respect,’ said Space, ‘that is not the most pressing question before us. We wish to hear your version of who you are
         and what you represent, and of what’s going on in the galaxy.’
     

      
      ‘Oh, right,’ said Carlyle. ‘Well, I’ll come back to the matter of Shlaim presently. As for the big picture. My name is Lucinda
         Carlyle. I’m a member of an exploration team sent to this planet by my family. The Carlyles are, you might say, a family business.
         We specialise in exploring the wormhole skein and organising traffic through it. The skein stretches aw the way back tae the
         Solar System, and takes in, well, a whole load ae planets.’
     

      
      ‘Do you claim to own or rule these planets?’ asked Chair.

      
      ‘Good God, no! Just the skein and the gates.’

      
      ‘I … see,’ said Space, wincing slightly. ‘And who does rule them?’

      
      She shrugged. ‘What our clients do is their business, see? But if you’re asking who else is out there, well, there are three
         other powers that we know about, kindae wee empires like. There’s the one we thought you were at first: America Offline. They’re farmers – terraformers. They’re descended from
         the folks who escaped the Hard Rapture due to no being wired up, and they kindae continue like that. We get on aw right wi
         them, they trade through the wormholes an’ sic, but they’re no sae keen on us poking around in the posthuman tech. And there
         usually is some lying around, near the gates, so we sometimes, well, fall out if you see what I mean. But we run into a lot
         more trouble wi the next lot, the Knights of Enlightenment, they’re mainly Japs wi some Chinks and Indians an’ that, and they
         try to kindae understand the posthuman tech without becoming posthuman themselves. They’re intae hacking rather than salvage,
         if you like.’
     

      
      ‘And what is, ah, salvage?’ asked State.

      
      Carlyle smiled at her brightly. ‘What we do, like what we were doing this morning. Tae hear they Japs go on about it you’d
         think it was clearcutting or strip-mining or something. I mean, it’s no like we don’t leave enough for them.’
     

      
      ‘Uh-huh,’ said State. ‘Please go on.’

      
      ‘And they’re no intae terraforming, nor mining on planets either. In fact they object tae it. Some kindae religious thing,
         or maybe scientific. Anyway, that’s AO and KE for you. The third lot, DK, they’re a whole different kettle ae fish.’
     

      
      ‘DK?’ Space sounded as though the acronym had troubling echoes.

      
      ‘We think it stands for Demokratische Kommunistbund or maybe Democratic Korea or Kampuchea for all I know. As to how they
         got started, ye can guess. Guerrillas and peasants and what have you. Whatever, they’re communists, and they’re space settlers.’
         She waved a hand in a circle. ‘Intae orbital habitats. Their big thing is increasing their population. They don’t terraform,
         but they do strip-mine terrestrial planets. Tend tae avoid the posthuman tech, but they’ll buy it fae us, or license it fae the Knights.’ She sat back. ‘That’s it,’ she said, looking at a row of faces
         frozen in various degrees of disbelief. ‘Course,’ she added, ‘they all have starships. They aw fittle. But the skein is way
         more convenient for a lot ae stuff. So we dae deals wi them all.’
     

      
      Chair took a deep breath and scratched his chin. ‘These powers, they … come into conflict with each other?’

      
      ‘Oh, sure, but it’s complicated.’ Carlyle frowned, then brightened. ‘You know that kids’ game: sea, ship, fish?’ She gestured
         with a flat palm, two fingers like scissor blades, and a fist, several times. ‘Sea floats ship. Ship catches fish. Fish swims
         through sea. It’s like that.’
     

      
      Chair leaned back. The Joint Chiefs all looked at each other, as if conferring silently.

      
      ‘What you’ve told us,’ Chair said at last, ‘tends to corroborate Professor Shlaim’s deposition. He described three competing
         barbarian migrations, and one gang of criminals.’
     

      
      ‘Who are the criminals?’ Carlyle asked, gamely trying to make the question sound genuine.

      
      ‘Yourselves,’ Chair said. ‘The Carlyles.’

      
      ‘Oh aye? And who’s the law?’

      
      ‘That,’ said Chair, ‘is a reasonable question. It’s why we are not treating you as a criminal. We do however insist on freeing
         your slave.’
     

      
      Carlyle made a smoothing-over gesture. ‘Please yourselves,’ she said. ‘But there is one thing I’d warn you about, before you
         try tae download the Professor. As I’m sure you can see, there is no way in the normal course of things that he could take
         over my suit. Whatever it was allowed him to do that didnae come fae me, and I’ll bet it didnae come fae youse lot, either.
         Am I right?’
     

      
      She turned to glare at Armand, who nodded reluctantly.

      
      ‘OK,’ she said. ‘So my guess is, it came fae that big burst signal that Mr Armand was so worried about. You’re dealing wi a thoroughly corrupt piece of software here. Don’t expect the
         wetware tae come out any cleaner.’
     

      
      The suit clenched its glove and banged its knee-joint. ‘This is outrageous—’

      
      Koshravi joined in the subsequent burst of general laughter and reached across Carlyle’s lap to the suit. ‘Don’t worry, Professor
         Shlaim,’ she said. ‘We have thorough debugging protocols for human downloads. For us it’s an old problem, and a solved problem.’
     

      
      ‘Not if it’s aliens you’re dealing with,’ said Carlyle, shrewdly but desperately.

      
      ‘The principles are the same,’ said Koshravi.

      
      ‘Indeed they are,’ said Chair. ‘Mrs Koshravi, if you would be so good as to arrange the matter?’

      
      ‘Of course,’ said Koshravi. ‘After you, Professor Shlaim.’

      
      The medic and the suit left the room.

      
      Space was staring at Carlyle. ‘You mentioned starships,’ he said. ‘We have always understood that faster-than-light travel
         raised the possibility of causality violations.’
     

      
      ‘Oh aye, it does an aw, except if you try tae bring one about you run intae the CPC.’

      
      ‘CPC?’ Again with the troubled echo.

      
      ‘Chronology Protection Conjecture. Say ye try tae send a signal intae the past, or your ship’s course mucks about too much
         wi the light-cone consistency conditions. Ye’ll find the transmitter disnae work, or your course takes longer or goes a different
         way than you plotted it, or – as the saying goes – she was never your grandmother in the first place.’
     

      
      ‘Do I take you to imply that God intervenes, or the Universe somehow arranges matters to prevent causality violations?’

      
      ‘God, or Nature, aye, that’s one way of looking at it. Another is, well, it just cannae be done, like trying to build a perpetual motion machine, or making two plus two equal five. It adds up tae the same thing, you might say.’
     

      
      ‘But—’

      
      ‘Let us leave philosophy to the physicists,’ said Chair. ‘I understand the gate on North Continent is closed. Can we expect
         starships from your … family to turn up? Will they be able to find us?’
     

      
      ‘Oh, sure, once you’ve been through a gate you’ve got the real-world co-ordinates. Just feed them fae your suit’s instruments
         tae a starship navigation computer, and away ye go. I expect some of our ships tae turn up in few weeks.’ She gave him a reassuring
         smile. ‘But don’t worry, they’ll no turn up last week.’
     

      
      Carlyle brushed the palms of her hands together, and sat back. ‘In the meantime,’ she added, ‘it would behoove you to be nice
         to me.’
     

      
      ‘Quite so,’ said Chief, abstractedly. He sighed. ‘Let us move on.’

      
      The Joint Chiefs turned their attention to Armand.

      
      ‘What do you recommend?’ asked Defence. ‘To deal with the war machines, not the Carlyle starships.’

      
      ‘Pull back the troops and nuke the relic,’ said Armand.

      
      Carlyle almost jumped out of her seat, but said nothing. A tactical nuke would keep the gate closed even longer, which might
         be no bad thing, even if it did waste the posthuman artifact.
     

      
      ‘Nuclear groundburst in atmosphere?’ said Airborne. looking up from something invisible above her pad. ‘This had better be
         for a good reason.’
     

      
      ‘You’ll have seen the recordings,’ said Armand, in a level tone.

      
      Airborne pursed her lips. ‘Precipitate,’ she said. ‘Wouldn’t you say?’

      
      ‘No,’ said Armand. ‘I would say dilatory.’

      
      
      Some of the fine lips smiled at that.

      
      ‘Nevertheless,’ said Space. ‘Now that the transmission has taken place, observation and isolation would be more appropriate.
         Horse, stable door, et cetera. You do realise that following up the signal, if such it was, with the unmistakable signature
         of an EMP could only make matters worse?’
     

      
      Armand shrugged. ‘Assuming that signalling is the only function of the machinery. I beg leave to doubt that.’

      
      ‘You doubt our capacity for containment?’ asked Surface.

      
      ‘With respect, sir, I do. My views are—’

      
      ‘A matter of tedious public record,’ said State, with a wave of her hand. She blinked rapidly, accessing some new menu. ‘However,
         as my colleague at Space suggests, we have to deal with the situation with which we are presented. So we maintain containment
         around the relic, and of course the gate. Full alert of space defences, civilian vigilance upgraded to orange, all defence
         companies on public contract, and reserve mobilisation funds released. That includes yours, Mr Armand.’
     

      
      ‘Thank you,’ said Armand. He leaned forward slightly. ‘Does that include resurrections?’

      
      ‘Over my dead body,’ said Chair.

      
      ‘Selective, of course,’ Armand hastened to add, ‘and subject to individual security approval—’

      
      Chair looked at Armand as though mildly surprised to find him still there. He flipped his fingers: ‘Dismissed.’ He frowned,
         glanced across at Carlyle, then back to Armand. ‘Take care of this woman.’
     

      
      Crossing the carpet prairie again Carlyle muttered, ‘Now what did he mean by that?’

      
      Armand waited until they were out of the door before replying. ‘He didn’t mean dispose of you.’

      
      The elevator sucked them to street-level, the lobby sighed them out, the doors of the Government building thudded shut behind them. After the air-conditioning of the interior the hot air struck her again, not humid exactly but sweaty and
         jungly. Carlyle teetered on the edge of a flight of a dozen wide marble steps balustraded with cosmonaut caryatids bearing
         a marble sweep of stylised contrail ending in the upward swoops of chrome-plated rockets each at least two metres long and
         shaped like V2s. A backward glance showed her a marble cliff-face of likewise daunting civic pomp. Turning hastily forward
         again she looked out over a plaza surrounded by smaller but still grand buildings, over the roofs of which taller and more
         technologically advanced towers and spires loomed like trees. The plaza, a hundred metres across, was filled with a crowd
         of ever-increasing density whose forward ranks surged back and forth at the foot of the steps like lapping waves. The clothes
         of the people were light and loose, varied in colour and texture but with an underlying uniformity in that very emphasis.
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