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      theoriesofflight

      
      He shouldered the door, and tumbled out onto the great plain of the roof. The black figure was really limping now, but still
         moving at a speed that put him halfway across the grey-green surface.
      

      
      He could shoot and miss. He could force him up against the edge of the roof and make certain. He kept on going.

      
      The man ahead jumped up onto the parapet and leapt. There was no hesitation, no momentary stall; a fluid up and over. Petrovitch’s
         waist slammed into the barrier. He looked. A lower roof, and the man still running, still favouring his left leg.
      

      
      It was at the limits of what Petrovitch thought he could hit, but he’d do it anyway. He took a deep breath, held it, and looked
         down the length of the gun. He had no heartbeat to bounce the sights, and he was, all of sudden, brutally calm.
      

      
      Squeeze the trigger.

      
      And the man jinked sideways. The roof where he’d been pocked and insulation fluffed out.

      
      He had real-time satellite data. That cost money.

      
      It was a long way down to that second roof. The man had done it, so Petrovitch was going to do it too.

   
      
      BY SIMON MORDEN

      
      Equations of Life
      

      
      Theories of Flight

      
      Degrees of Freedom

   
Copyright

Published by Hachette Digital

ISBN: 978-0-748-12294-3
 
All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Copyright © 2011 by Simon Morden

Excerpt from Degrees of Freedom by Simon Morden
Copyright © 2011 by Simon Morden

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

Hachette Digital

Little, Brown Book Group

100 Victoria Embankment

London, EC4Y 0DY

www.hachette.co.uk


      
      FOREWORD

      
      When I was a very new writer, I – for reasons explained in the dedication for Equations of Life – fell in with a bunch of horror writers. It was more by accident than design, but one of those happy accidents I’ve never
         regretted. It started in the early days of what became “the web”, when things were beginning to move off the newsnets and
         list servers. Message boards were becoming popular, and I ended up at the place where most of the UK’s young horror writers
         hung out. That site was Masters of Terrors.
      

      
      Now, to think of the bunch of us – and most of us still meet up every year at the British Fantasy Society’s FantasyCon – as
         young … well, we were once. Honest. Now we’re pretty much all in our forties, bald or balding, with a preponderance of black
         T-shirts and silly beards. There’s been some fall out: some people we don’t see any more, some have gone on to do other things
         and live different lives. But the number of us from Masters of Terror, from that first pub meeting in London (at the Dead
         Nurse, I think), who are still active in writing is quite startling.
      

      
      We write fantasy and crime and horror and SF: short stories, novellas, novels, screenplays and script and tie-ins. All sorts,
         whatever pays the bills and keeps us interested. Some have become publishers, even. What hasn’t changed is that we still like
         to tell each other tall tales and we still try to scare our friends and our readers. Learning how to terrify someone through
         the medium of prose – mere words – ought to be a weapon in every writer’s armoury. And I learnt how at Masters of Terror.
      

      
      So this one’s for Masters of Terror’s webmaster, Andy. Thanks, mate.
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      Petrovitch stared at the sphere in his hands, turning it slowly to reveal different parts of its intricately patterned surface.
         Shining silver lines of metal in curves and whorls shone against the black resin matrix, the seeming chaos replicated throughout
         the hidden depths of the globe; a single strand of wire that swam up and down, around and around, its path determined precisely
         by equations he himself had discovered.
      

      
      It was a work of art; dense, cold, beautiful, a miracle of manufacture. A kilometre of fine alloy wound up into a ball the
         size of a double fist.
      

      
      But it was supposed to be more than that. He let it fall heavily onto his desk and flicked his glasses off his face. His eyes,
         always so blue, were surrounded with red veins. He scrubbed at them again.
      

      
      The yebani thing didn’t, wouldn’t work, no matter how much he yelled and hit it. The first practical test of the Ekanobi-Petrovitch
         laws, and it just sat there, dumb, blind, motionless.
      

      
      Stanford – Stanford! Those raspizdyay kolhoznii amerikanskij – were breathing down his neck, and he knew that if he didn’t crack it soon, they’d either beat him to his own discovery
         or debunk the whole effort. He was damned if he was going to face them across a lecture hall having lost the race. And Pif
         would string him up by his yajtza, which was a more immediate problem.
      

      
      So, the sphere didn’t work. It should. Every test he’d conducted on it showed that it’d been made with micrometer precision,
         exactly in the configuration he’d calculated. He’d run it with the right voltage.
      

      
      Everything was perfect, and still, and still …

      
      He picked up his glasses from where he’d thrown them. The same old room snapped into focus: the remnants of Pif’s time with
         him scattered across her old desk, the same pot plants existing on a diet of cold coffee, the light outside leaking in around
         the yellowed slats of the Venetian blinds.
      

      
      Sound leaked in, too: sirens that howled towards the crack of distant gunfire, carried on cold, still winter air. Banging
         and clattering, hammers and drills, the reverberations of scaffolding. A tank slapping its caterpillar tracks down on the
         tarmac.
      

      
      None of it loud enough to distract him from the hum of the fluorescent tube overhead.

      
      He opened a drawer and pulled out a sheet of printed paper, which he placed squarely in front of him. He stared at the symbols
         on it, knowing the answer was there somewhere, if only he knew where to look. He turned his wedding ring in precise quarter
         circles, still finding it a cold and alien presence on his body.
      

      
      Time passed. Voices in the corridor outside grew closer, louder, then faded.

      
      Petrovitch looked up suddenly. His eyes narrowed and he pushed his glasses back up his nose. His heart spun faster, producing
         a surge of blood that pricked his skin with sweat.
      

      
      Now everything was slow, deliberate, as he held on to his idea. He reached for a pencil and turned the sheet of paper over,
         blank side to him. He started to scratch out a diagram, and when he’d finished, some numbers to go with it.
      

      
      Petrovitch put down the pencil and checked his answer.

      
      Dubiina, he whispered to himself, durak, balvan.
      

      
      The ornate sphere had taunted him from across the desk for the last time. He was going to be its master now. He reached over
         and fastened his hand around it, then threw it in the air with such casual defiance that it would have had his head of department
         leaping to save it.
      

      
      He caught it deftly on its way down, and knew that it would never have to touch the floor again.

      
      He carried it to the door, flung it open, and stepped through. The two paycops lolling beside the lift caught a flavour of
         his mood. One nudged the other, who turned to see the white blond hair and tight-lipped smile of Petrovitch advancing towards
         them at a steady gait.
      

      
      “Doctor Petrovitch?” asked one. “Is there a problem?”

      
      Petrovitch held the sphere up in front of him. “Out of the way,” he said. “Science coming through.”

      
      He ran down the stairs; two storeys, sliding his hand over the banister and only taking a firm hold to let his momentum carry
         him through the air for the broad landings. Now was not the time to wait, foot-tapping, for a crawling lift car that gave
         him the creeps anyway. Everything was urgent, imminent, immanent.
      

      
      Second floor: his professor had given him two graduate students, and he had had little idea what to do with them. The least he could do to compensate for several months of make-work
         was to include them in this. He needed witnesses, anyway. And their test rig. Which may or may not be completed: Petrovitch
         hadn’t seen either student for a week, or it might have been two.
      

      
      Either way, he was certain he could recognise them again.

      
      He kicked the door to their lab space open. They were there, sitting in front of an open cube of wood, a cat’s cradle of thin
         wires stretched inside. An oscilloscope – old school cathode tube – made a pulsing green line across its gridded screen.
      

      
      The woman – blonde, skin as pale as parchment, eyes grey like a ghost’s … McNeil: yes, that was her name – glanced over her
         shoulder. She jumped up when she saw Petrovitch’s expression and what he was carrying.
      

      
      “You’ve finished it.”

      
      “This? Yeah, about a week ago. Should have mentioned it, but that’s not what’s important now.” He advanced on a steel trolley.
         In time-honoured fashion, new equipment was built in the centre of the lab. The old was pushed to the wall to be cannibalised
         for parts or left to fossilise.
      

      
      He inspected the collection of fat transformers on the trolley’s top shelf. When he squatted down to inspect the lower deck,
         he found some moving coil meters and something that might have been the heavy-duty switching gear from a power station. “Do
         either of you need any of this?”
      

      
      He waited all of half a second for a reply before seizing the trolley in his free hand and trying to tip it over. Some of
         the transformers were big ferrite ones, and he couldn’t manage it one-handed. McNeil and the man – Petrovitch’s mind was too
         full to remember his name – looked at each other.
      

      
      “You,” he said to the man, “catch.”
      

      
      He threw the sphere and, without waiting to see if it had a safe arrival, wedged his foot under one of the trolley’s castors
         and heaved. The contents slid and fell, collecting in a blocky heap on the fifties lino.
      

      
      He righted the trolley and looked around for what he needed. “Power supply there,” he pointed, and McNeil scurried to get
         it. “That bundle of leads there. Multimeter, any, doesn’t matter. And the Mukhanov book.”
      

      
      The other student was frozen in place, holding the sphere like it was made of crystal. Hugo Dominguez, that was it. Had problems
         pronouncing his sibilants.
      

      
      “You all right with that?”

      
      Dominguez nodded dumbly.

      
      The quantum gravity textbook was the last thing slapped on the trolley, and Petrovitch took the handle again. “Right. Follow
         me.”
      

      
      McNeil trotted by his side. “Doctor Petrovitch,” she said.

      
      And that was almost as strange as being married. Doctor. What else could the university have done, but confer him with the
         title as soon as was practically possible?
      

      
      “Yeah?”

      
      “Where are we going?”

      
      “Basement. And pray to whatever god you believe in that we’re not over a tube line.”

      
      “Can I ask why?”

      
      “Sure.” They’d reached the lift. He leaned over the trolley and punched the button to go down.

      
      “Okay,” she said, twisting a strand of hair around her finger. “Why?”

      
      “Because what I was doing before wasn’t working. This will.” The lift pinged and the door slid aside. Petrovitch took a good long look at the empty space before gritting his teeth and
         launching the trolley inside. He ushered the two students in, then after another moment’s hesitation on the threshold, he
         stepped in.
      

      
      He reached behind him and thumbed the stud marked B for basement.

      
      As the lift descended, they waited for him to continue. “What’s the mass of the Earth?” he said. When neither replied, he
         rolled his eyes. “Six times ten to the twenty-four kilos. All that mass produces a pathetic nine point eight one metres per
         second squared acceleration at the surface. An upright ape like me can outpull the entire planet just by getting out of a
         chair.”
      

      
      “Which is why you had us build the mass balance,” she said.

      
      “Yeah. You’re going to have to take it apart and bring it down here.” The door slid back to reveal a long corridor with dim
         overhead lighting. “Not here here. This is just to show that it works. We’ll get another lab set up. Find a kettle. Stuff
         like that.”
      

      
      He pushed the trolley out before the lift was summoned to a higher floor.

      
      “Doctor,” said Dominguez, finally finding his voice, “that still does not explain why we are now underground.”

      
      “Doesn’t it?” Petrovitch blinked. “I guess not. Find a socket for the power supply while I wire up the rest of it.” He took
         the sphere from Dominguez and turned it around until he found the two holes. His hand chased out a couple of leads from the
         bird’s nest of wires, spilling some of them to the floor. The lift disappeared upstairs, making a grinding noise as it went.
      

      
      They worked together. McNeil joined cables together until she’d made two half-metre lengths. Dominguez set up the multimeter
         and twisted the dial to read current. Petrovitch plugged two jacks into the sphere, and finally placed Mukhanov and Winitzki’s
         tome on the floor. He set the sphere on top of it.
      

      
      “Either of you two worked it out yet?” he asked. “No? Don’t worry: I’m supposed to be a genius, and it took me a week. Hugo,
         dial up four point eight volts. Watch the current. If it looks like it’s going to melt something, turn it off.”
      

      
      The student had barely put his hand on the control when the lift returned. A dozen people spilled out, all talking at once.

      
      “Yobany stos! ” He glared out over the top of his glasses. “I’m trying to conduct an epoch-making experiment which will turn this place
         into a shrine for future generations. So shut the huy up.”
      

      
      One of the crowd held up his camera phone, and Petrovitch thought that wasn’t such a bad idea.

      
      “You. Yes, you. Come here. I don’t bite. Much. Stand there.” He propelled the young man front and centre. “Is it recording?
         Good.”
      

      
      All the time, more people were arriving, but it didn’t matter. The time was now.

      
      “Yeah, okay. Hugo? Hit it.”

      
      Nothing happened.

      
      “You are hitting it, right?”

      
      “Yes, Doctor Petrovitch.”

      
      “Then why isn’t the little red light on?” He sat back on his heels. “Chyort. There’s no yebani power in the ring main.”
      

      
      There was an audible groan.

      
      Petrovitch looked up again at all the expectant faces. “Unless someone wants to stick their fingers in a light socket, I suggest
         you go and find a very long extension lead.”
      

      
      Some figures at the back raced away, their feet slapping against the concrete stairs. When they came back, it wasn’t with an extension lead proper, but one they’d cobbled together out of
         the cable from several janitorial devices and gaffer tape. The bare ends of the wire were live, and it was passed over the
         heads of the watching masses gingerly.
      

      
      It took a few moments more to desleeve the plug from the boxy power supply and connect everything together. The little red
         light glimmered on.
      

      
      Petrovitch looked up at the cameraman. “Take two?”

      
      “We’re on.”

      
      Petrovitch got down on his hands and knees, and took one last look at the inert black sphere chased with silver lines. In
         a moment, it would be transformed, and with it, the world. No longer a thing of beauty, it would become just another tool.
      

      
      “Hugo?” He was aware of McNeil crouched beside him. She was holding her breath, just like he was.

      
      Dominguez flicked the on switch and slowly turned the dial. The digital figures on the multimeter started to flicker.

      
      Then, without fuss, without sound, the sphere leapt off the book and into the air. It fell back a little, rose, fell, rose,
         fell, each subsequent oscillation smaller than the previous one until it was still again: only it was resting at shin-height
         with no visible means of support.
      

      
      Someone started clapping. Another joined in, and another, until the sound of applause echoed, magnified, off the walls.

      
      His heart was racing again, the tiny turbine in his chest having tasted the amount of adrenaline flooding into his blood.
         He felt dizzy, euphoric, ecstatic even. Here was science elevated to a religious experience. Dominguez was transfixed, motionless
         like his supervisor. It was McNeil who was the first of the three to move. She reached forward and tapped the floating sphere with her fingernail. It slipped sideways, pulling the cables with it until it lost momentum and stopped. She waved
         her hand under it, over it.
      

      
      She turned to Petrovitch and grinned. He staggered to his feet and faced the crowd. “Da! Da! Da!” He punched the air each time, and found he couldn’t stop. Soon he had all of them, young and old, men and women, fists in
         the air, chanting “Da!” at the tops of their voices.
      

      
      He reached over and hauled Dominguez up. He held his other hand out to McNeil, who crawled up his arm and clung on to him
         in a desperate embrace. Thus encumbered, he turned to the camera phone and extended his middle finger – not his exactly, but
         he was at least its owner. “Yob materi vashi, Stanford.”
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      At first, Petrovitch thought the buzzing coming from his leg was the first sign that his circulation was failing like it used
         to do, and his heart needed charging up again.
      

      
      Then he realised it was his phone, the one that Maddy made him carry on pain of death – his, naturally. He unVelcroed his
         pocket even as staff and students swirled around him, slapping his back, shaking his hand, kissing him. Some of them were
         crying, wetting his cheeks with their tears of joy.
      

      
      It was party time, and he’d brought the best present of all.

      
      He palmed the phone and glanced at the screen. He was clearly lucky to get a signal at all down in the depths. He checked
         the caller ID, and frowned. It wasn’t his wife, and he wasn’t aware of anyone else who would know his carefully guarded number.
         He ducked clear of the crowd, which seemed to be growing by the minute, and walked further down the corridor to answer the
         call.
      

      
      “Yeah?”

      
      “Doctor Samuil Petrovitch? Husband of Sergeant Madeleine Petrovitch?”
      

      
      It definitely wasn’t her. And with all the noise around him, it was almost impossible to hear the man at the other end of
         the connection.
      

      
      “What’s wrong?”

      
      The reply was lost, and Petrovitch growled in frustration. He jammed his finger in his ear and tried to cup his hand around
         the phone.
      

      
      “Say again?”

      
      “Sergeant Petrovitch has been injured. She’s been taken to …” and that was all he could make out.

      
      Petrovitch lowered the phone and yelled at the top of his voice: “Past’ zabej! I’m trying to talk to someone here.” When the sound level had dropped below cacophony, he tried again. “Where is she?”
      

      
      “St Bart’s. She’s—”

      
      “She’s what?” he interrupted. He had no control over the speed of his heart. It had no beats to miss, but it felt like it
         had momentarily stalled. “Do I actually have time to get there?”
      

      
      “Walking wounded. Three rounds to the chest, but the armour held up. But that’s …”

      
      “Yebani v’rot,” said Petrovitch, exasperated, “shut up and listen. Who are you?”
      

      
      “Casualty clearing orderly.”

      
      “Is she going to die?”

      
      “No.”

      
      “Has she asked for me?”

      
      “Yes.”

      
      “Then why the chyort didn’t you say any of that in the first place? I’m on my way.” He cut the call and plunged back into the mass of people,
         heading purposefully for the lift.
      

      
      McNeil caught his arm. “Who was it? Press?”
      

      
      “The militia. I have to go.” He tried to advance, but she held him back with surprising strength.

      
      She leaned in close. “You have to talk to the press. Get the news out about what’s happened here today,” she said.

      
      “They’re going to find out soon enough, with or without my help.” He pried her fingers away. “Why don’t you and Hugo talk
         to the cameras. You’ll do just fine.”
      

      
      Petrovitch pushed through to the stairs to find she was still on his heels.

      
      “We can’t do that!” she complained. “We don’t even know what you did!”

      
      “The field attenuates to the seventh power. Upstairs, it had nothing to push against: down here, it does. Can you handle it
         now, because I really need to go?”
      

      
      “Doctor, the head of department is here,” she called after him. “He wants to congratulate you.”

      
      Petrovitch was already starting to climb. “You know what? Do pizdy.”
      

      
      She tried one last time. “But Doctor Petrovitch: science!”

      
      He stopped and brought his knuckle up to his mouth. He bit hard into it to stiffen his resolve.

      
      “This … this is going to be with us for ever,” he said. “Now we’ve discovered how to do it, everybody will be copying us.
         Good luck to them. My life is more than this now. Someone else needs me, and that won’t wait. Give my apologies to the head.
         Tell him … I don’t know – tell him my wife’s been shot. He’ll understand.”
      

      
      He left her, her mouth forming a perfect O, and ran up one flight of stairs to the ground floor. He was passed on the way
         by more people, some of whom turned their heads as they recognised him, and some, like the ninja reporter with a broadcast camera and an armful of studio lights, so intent on
         getting to the site of the miracle that they failed to spot the prophet.
      

      
      He skipped past the ground floor and kept on going: he wasn’t dressed for outside, and he’d need money, travelcard and identification
         if he was going to get across the central Metrozone and not get stranded, arrested or worse en route. It had never been the
         easiest of journeys: now it took wits as well as patience.
      

      
      Back on the fourth floor, he took everything he needed out of his top drawer and threw on the scorched leather coat that had
         become his prized possession. In his pocket were clip-on lenses in a slim case. He slid them over the bridge of his own glasses,
         and the world became info-rich.
      

      
      He knew the temperature, the wind speed, the likelihood of rain. He knew that the tube was still completely out, shallow tunnels
         crushed, deep tunnels flooded, but that there was a limited bus service along the Embankment as far as London Bridge. He knew
         that there was Outie activity around Hampstead Heath – firefights all along the A5/M1 corridor as well – but that was too
         far out to affect him. A bomb in Finsbury Park earlier, with twenty dead and a legion of whackos ready to claim it for their
         own.
      

      
      As wedding presents went, the clip-ons were pretty cool. Even cooler when he’d hacked the controller and got it to display
         lots of things the manufacturers hadn’t meant it to.
      

      
      Back down four floors to the foyer: a mere ten minutes after he’d discovered artificial gravity. There was still a steady
         drift of people heading for the basement, enough that it had started to become congested and the paycops didn’t quite know
         what to do with everyone.
      

      
      Petrovitch was ignored, and in turn, he ignored them. He headed for the street, passing through the foyer doors and experiencing
         one of the flashbulb flashbacks he sometimes had. The present blinked into the past, and he was striding out into the night,
         Madeleine behind him. A packet of hand-written equations burned in his pocket.
      

      
      The scene vanished as abruptly as it had arrived. He was back with weak daylight, the sound of people, the swoosh of automatic
         doors.
      

      
      It had been quiet and cold when he’d trekked in from Clapham A and through the govno-smeared realms of Battersea – even the Outies had to sleep sometime. Now it was even colder, and there was an electric tension
         in the air, not helped by the battle tank parked on the corner of Exhibition Road, gun muzzle trained across Hyde Park. There’d
         always been direction to Metrozone pedestrians – a purpose for being on the streets, A to B, going to work, to school, to
         the shops – now there wasn’t. There were gaps between people, and they spilled aimlessly along the pavements.
      

      
      The city was broken, and he hated the thought that something he’d spilled good, honest blood over was losing its way. He hated
         it, and still he stayed.
      

      
      He headed south towards Chelsea, where he had to pass through an impromptu checkpoint thrown hastily across the road. Even
         though it was nothing more than a few waist-high barriers, a white van with MEA stencilled on the side and two paycops with
         Authority armbands, he took them seriously because of their guns. He affected a calm, cool exterior as he approached the
         screen. The cops were edgy, looking for those who might dodge through the unscreened, northbound stream in an attempt to avoid
         the scanner. They were edgy in a way that suggested they might shoot without warning.
      

      
      It was his turn. He walked smartly through the arch and kept going. No contraband, no weapons: he was clean. There was nothing
         for the computer to latch on to, and no human operator to spot anything out of the ordinary.
      

      
      Petrovitch’s hand went to the back of his neck, where his hair had grown uncharacteristically long. His fingers touched surgical
         metal.
      

      
      The buildings around him bore scars, too. The visible tidemark on their street-side faces rose higher the closer he got to
         the river, and such was the pressure of population, some people found themselves forced to live in the stinking lower floors,
         amidst walls and floors and ceilings still damp and contaminated with gods-knew-what.
      

      
      He came to the Thames, brown and sluggish, shining wetly. A barge, once embedded in a riverfront property, lay broken and
         sad on the mudslick that had been a line of trees. Across the Albert Bridge, he could almost see home.
      

      
      The Embankment road had been scraped with a bulldozer, washed down by pumps. The white line was visible again down its centre,
         and off to one side beside the Regency town houses swathed in scaffolding was the temporary bus stop. The virtual arrow above
         it was almost unnecessary, but finding he only had a five-minute wait was welcome news.
      

      
      There was a queue. There always was. He took the opportunity to view the chasm carved through the London skyline, right through
         the heart of Brompton and out onto the Chelsea embankment. Across the river, the clear-cutting of buildings continued along
         the shoreline before petering out.
      

      
      He was one of the few who knew it was the route of the Shinjuku line, mark two, terminating at the Oshicora Tower. Almost everyone else saw it as a random wound, born of chaos like
         everything else that night.
      

      
      The bus, windows glazed with grime and protected by close-meshed grilles, strained along towards him. It sagged at the kerbside
         and folded its tired doors aside. Inside, it was literally standing room only. The vehicle had no seats apart from the driver’s:
         they’d been stripped out and thrown away. Passengers grabbed at a pole or a hang-strap, or each other. Cattle-class for all:
         egalitarian transport for the twenty-first century.
      

      
      Petrovitch slid his pass across the sensor and elbowed his way towards the back, where the crush would be less and the air
         a little clearer.
      

      
      The journey along the north bank of the Thames was dreary and dull. The filth on the windows was sufficiently thick to render
         the view outside nothing more than variations in dark and light. With his info shades on, he was provided with a virtual map
         of his journey. Most of his fellow passengers had to rely on the driver’s announcements over the tannoy to give them clues
         as to where they were.
      

      
      But no matter their status, they were all stuck together on the same bus, rocking this way and that, jerked by the inconstant
         acceleration and braking, clinging on to handles welded to the roof.
      

      
      Chelsea Bridge, Claverton Street, Vauxhall Bridge, Lambeth Bridge – where the putative Keiyo line was driven through, narrowly
         missing Westminster Abbey – and Westminster Bridge. At each stop, people got on or off in an exchange that was interminably
         slow. No one would move out of the way from simple courtesy, choosing instead to shuffle sullenly aside. Fights were common, but there were no paycops on the buses. MEA, always on the verge of bankruptcy, couldn’t afford them.
      

      
      He used his pocket controller to catch a news wire. The Metrozone’s litany of disasters was usually relegated to the third
         or fourth item on any given day, unless someone pulled off a spectacular. Top of the cycle was rioting in Paris – l’anglais causing problems as Metrozone refugees filled up French parks. Second was a late-season hurricane bearing down on Florida.
         Third, was him, managing to push the Outies’ latest incursion into fourth.
      

      
      Antigravity demonstrated in London Metrozone lab.

      
      That it wasn’t actually antigravity didn’t bother Petrovitch. It behaved like it – or like the popular perception of it –
         so why get cross? Instead, he nodded with satisfaction. At least they were reporting a science story. Stanford would be reading
         the wire at the same time as he was. MIT and CalTech, too, Pasadena and Houston; all those scientists, all that money, beaten
         by a once-great but now impoverished institution haemorrhaging talent like it had contracted academic Ebola.
      

      
      After Charing Cross was Waterloo Bridge, where boats had lost their moorings in the Long Night and ploughed into the spans,
         rendering it useless for motorised traffic. On to Temple, and as that stop was announced, Petrovitch started to move forward,
         easing himself through the mass of grey passengers until he could move no more.
      

      
      The bus shuddered to a halt. The doors opened. The first few people waiting tried to get on before those already on could
         get off. There was some pushing and shoving. Someone outside fell back after gaining a foothold in the entrance, and the disturbance rippled out from there, inside and out.
      

      
      It died away after a few moments, as most of those involved were just too tired to get riled. A stamp of the foot, a jab of the elbow, it was all they could manage.
      

      
      Petrovitch squeezed out and escaped the crowd, walking to the back of the bus and behind it to get his bearings. Not far now.
         He turned his head, watching the street names pop up, and the information that there was a press conference being called at
         Imperial.
      

      
      ‘Live from London’ would have to happen without him. He shrugged at no one in particular. The university didn’t need some
         sweary Russian kid causing an international incident, and Petrovitch didn’t need his face beamed across the planet – a win
         for everyone concerned.
      

      
      He headed up Farringdon Street, to where the flood waters had pooled under Holborn Viaduct and it still smelled of black mud,
         and cut through to Smithfield. His glasses told him the entrance to the hospital was there on his right.
      

      
      It was, too: guarded by cops and MEA militia, a concertina of razor wire and a sandbagged machine-gun emplacement. Concrete
         blocks had been scattered like teeth to deter truck bombers.
      

      
      He stared critically at the scene. He was now living in a city where a hospital was seen as a likely target. He made a face,
         feeling something close to physical pain. Once upon a time, he’d said that the centre could not hold. He’d been right, as
         usual.
      

      
      Past the fortified entrance, behind the façade of boarded-up windows and the grey stonework, was his wife.

      
      So many things about him had changed, and she was the chief cause of most of them.
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      They finally let him in, and a harassed woman on the reception desk told him where to find Madeleine. There was a wide-screen
         TV bolted to the wall of the foyer, and it happened to be showing a small black sphere – the silver wire tracks didn’t show
         up well – floating without visible means of support. There was a commotion going on in the background, and a voice cut through
         the noise: “Past’ zabej!”
      

      
      It appeared that the kid with the camera phone had been syndicated.

      
      Petrovitch looked up at the ward names and started down the corridor. His boots squeaked loudly on the lino floor, contrasting
         with the soft-footed urgency of the hospital staff, all passing him at a trot.
      

      
      A MEA militiaman, body armour thrown over one shoulder, rifle over the other, limped towards him. They were about to pass
         each other: Petrovitch moved to the left and readied a respectful nod, but the man stepped the same way. Three more switches from one side of the corridor to the other weren’t an accident.
      

      
      A palm jutted out and shoved Petrovitch backwards. The man with spiky blond hair snarled from deep inside his throat.

      
      Petrovitch didn’t have time for this. “Mudak,” he said and tried to go around the man. For his troubles, he got pushed again, hard, against the corridor wall. His spine
         jarred against a door frame, and the hand on his chest attempted to pin him there.
      

      
      “What’s your problem?” Petrovitch jammed his glasses up his nose and eyeballed the soldier. The tab over the man’s pocket
         read Andersson with two esses, and he had corporal’s stripes on his arm.
      

      
      “You are,” said Andersson, “fucking civilians. We’re bleeding …”

      
      “I’ve given already.”

      
      “… bleeding every day, to keep you safe from the Outies.” He leaned in and shouted full in Petrovitch’s face, spittle flying.
         “You’re not worth it. None of you. Especially a coward who expects his wife to go out and fight while he sits on his arse.”
      

      
      Andersson’s armour slipped forward off his shoulder. In the momentary distraction, Petrovitch brought his knee up hard, stepped
         sideways and reached for the corporal’s belt. He snagged a loop and pulled hard, slamming the crown of Andersson’s bowed head
         against the door.
      

      
      “Let’s get one thing absolutely straight.” Petrovitch wasn’t even breathing hard, while Andersson was lying on the floor,
         clutching himself and whimpering. “I will not be making a complaint about this, today or ever. Everyone’s allowed to make
         a stupid mistake now and then, and this is your turn. But if you so much as lay a finger on me again, I will break it off
         and ram it so far up your zhopu, you’ll need to swallow a pair of scissors to keep the nail trimmed. Got that?”
      

      
      The man on the ground swallowed against the pain. “You don’t deserve her.”

      
      “I make a point of telling her that every morning, but she seems happy enough to keep me around.” Petrovitch snorted. “If
         I offer to help you up, would you take it?”
      

      
      “Go to hell.”

      
      “Lie there and count your yajtza, then.” He batted at his coat and walked away. He had an audience of two green-overalled nurses and a technician. He inclined
         his head as he passed them. “Enjoy the show?”
      

      
      The technician did a double-take. “Hey. Aren’t you that … ?”

      
      “That what?”

      
      “On the news. Just now. The flying thing.”

      
      “Yeah. Look,” he said, “can one of you point me to the Minor Injuries Unit?”

      
      “Turn right at the end of this corridor,” said the tech. “But you’re, like …”

      
      “Like really smart? I know.” He started to walk away.

      
      “Famous. I was going to say famous.”

      
      “Oh, I hope not.” He waved his hand in dismissal and finally found the sign telling him which way to go.

      
      There were double doors with glass inserts, which he peered through. He could see her, sitting in the waiting room, her hands
         in her lap, fingers flicking through her rosary beads. Her eyes were closed, her lips barely moving. Piled next to her was
         her armour, folded neatly with her helmet on top. There was a gelatinous green pool of leaking impact gel collecting on the
         floor beneath.
      

      
      Her hair had started to grow on the previously shaved front and sides of her head. She kept threatening to cut the plait off that extended from her nape to her waist, but he’d once offered
         the opinion that he quite liked it and, so far, it had been spared.
      

      
      He pushed against one of the doors and slipped in, sitting down next to her in an identical plastic chair. Her battlesmock
         was open. When he leaned forward, he could see the purple bruising above the scoop of her vest top.
      

      
      “Hey, Sam,” she said without opening her eyes.

      
      “Hey,” he said. “You okay?”

      
      “Greenstick fracture of the seventh rib, left side. Could have been worse.” The rosary beads kept clicking.

      
      Petrovitch nodded. “There’s a shortage of perfect breasts in this world. It would be a pity to damage yours.”

      
      “Don’t make me laugh, Sam. It hurts.”

      
      “But you do have per—”

      
      “Sam.” She opened one eye, then the other. She gave him a sad smile and gathered up her beads. “Can we go home?”

      
      “Yeah. Maddy, what else?”

      
      “What else what?”

      
      He put his elbows on his knees. “You’ve been shot before. You’ve never called for me.”

      
      She tried to take a deep breath, and winced halfway through. Her hands trembled, and Petrovitch put his own hand over hers.

      
      “It can wait,” he said. “When you’re ready.”

      
      “It …” she said, and she was crying, and hating herself for doing so, and crying all the more because of that. “Oh.”

      
      Petrovitch just about managed to reach around her broad shoulders. She slumped against him, her cheek resting on his head.
         He felt her shudder and gasp for a while, then fall still.
      

      
      Finally, she said, “I saw my mother today.”

      
      Petrovitch blinked. “Your mother?”

      
      “It was her. She actually looked sober.”
      

      
      “Where was this?”

      
      “Gospel Oak. North of there has been declared an Outzone, and the railway is now the front line. We were told to hold it.”

      
      “Did you?”

      
      “Yes.”

      
      “Good.”

      
      “She was the one who shot me.”

      
      “Chyort. That shouldn’t happen.”
      

      
      “There’s a school, right next door to the station. A group of Outies came across the tracks and got into the building. We
         went in after them. Firefight, short range, all ducking through doorways and hiding behind furniture. Except this was a primary
         school, and tables built for five-year-olds don’t give me much cover.”
      

      
      “And one of the Outies was your mother.” Petrovitch frowned. “How could that happen? I thought she was Inzone.”

      
      “She was, is.” She shook her head. “Maybe they recruit as they go. I don’t know. But we still got to face each other down
         the length of a corridor. For the first time in five years. I assumed she’d drunk herself to death, yet there she was, larger
         than life, pointing a gun at me. And I dropped my weapon. I dropped my weapon and shouted ‘Don’t shoot!’”
      

      
      “I take it she shot you.”

      
      “The first put me on my back. I tried to get up, get my visor out of the way, so she could see who it was. She walked over
         to me and shot me twice more. There would have been a fourth to the head, but then the rest of my squad turned up, and she
         ran.”
      

      
      “Pizdets.”
      

      
      She sighed. “Haven’t told you the best bit yet. I was screaming ‘Mum, it’s me, Maddy’ over and over – and she had to have heard me, she was standing over me with a pistol pointed at my heart
         – and she still pulled the trigger. So yes, pizdets just about covers it.”
      

      
      He squeezed her closer. They sat like that for a while.

      
      “There’s a poem,” he said. “The one about your parents, how they …”

      
      “I know it.”

      
      “It’s true, though. They do.” Petrovitch held out his left hand and examined his ring finger. “Probably a good job we didn’t
         invite her to the wedding.”
      

      
      She snorted. “You’re a bad man.”

      
      “The very worst. Come on, babochka, let’s get you back to sunny Clapham.”
      

      
      Madeleine disentangled herself and gathered up her dripping armour. Petrovitch took the full-face helmet by the chin-strap
         and let it dangle. She caught him looking at her.
      

      
      “I’ll be okay,” she said. “Just, you know.”

      
      “Yeah.” He opened the door with his foot and held it as she struggled through. “I should be carrying that.”

      
      “It’d be easier wearing it, except that it’s pretty much unwearable. It’s only going as far as the front gate. MEA can pick
         it up if they want it, or just bin it.”
      

      
      They turned the corner and walked down the long corridor to reception.

      
      “Do you know a guy called Andersson?” Petrovitch asked as they past the dented door.

      
      “Jan Andersson? He’s just been transferred in. Tall, Norwegian.”

      
      “Yeah, that’s him. Is he all right?”

      
      “He was in here with me. He tripped over something, hurt his knee. They stuck a needle in him and told him to go home.” Madeleine looked askance at him. “That’s not what you mean,
         is it?”
      

      
      “No: he picked a fight with me, right about here.”

      
      “What? In the hospital?”

      
      “The self-defence lessons paid off.” He shrugged, and she stopped, which forced him to stop too.

      
      “Sam? What did you do?”

      
      “Apparently, I sit at my desk scratching my arse while my woman goes out to fight the barbarians. It seems to offend him.
         So much so, he tried to push me backwards through a wall.”
      

      
      She didn’t know what to either say or do, so Petrovitch took up the slack in the conversation.

      
      “You’ve not mentioned him before, so I was just wondering how he got so concerned about our domestic arrangements.”

      
      “He. What?” Both words were pronounced separately, indignantly.

      
      “I kind of guessed as much. I’ll leave him to you, shall I?”

      
      “How. Dare. He.”

      
      “Maddy, people are going to figure that now you’re not a nun, they can get in your pants.”

      
      “But. I’m. Married!”

      
      “They probably also figure I’m not going to be much competition, either.” Petrovitch shrugged again. “You’re going to have
         to get used to the attention. I’m going to have to get used to it. We’ll manage.”
      

      
      Her face, previously white with pain and fatigue, had coloured up. “How can you be so calm? How can you just stand there and
         be so matter of fact?”
      

      
      “Because in the four months we’ve been married, you haven’t got ugly. I know you’re a mass of neuroses and insecurities about
         your looks, but you turn heads when you walk down the street – and it’s not because people think you’re a freak. I know that
         when they see me next to you, they’re saying ‘How the huy did a pidaras like him end up with a woman like that?’ And …” He turned away. “I wake up every morning and wonder that myself.”
      

      
      Madeleine’s shoulders, tense before, slowly slumped down. “Sam,” she started. Something distracted her, and Petrovitch looked
         round to see the technician from earlier.
      

      
      “What?” he said.

      
      “Can I,” she said hesitantly, glancing between him and Madeleine, “can I have your autograph?” She brought her hands from
         behind her back. There was a pen in one, a spiral-bound notebook in the other.
      

      
      Petrovitch raised his eyes at the ceiling. “You really picked your moment,” he said. Then he relented, took the biro and scrawled
         his name at a slant across the page. He tacked on the zero potential Schrödinger, and a smiley face. When he handed it back,
         she almost curtsied to him before running back up the corridor, notebook clutched like it was first prize.
      

      
      “Sam?”

      
      He held her helmet to his chest and flexed his fingers against its cold ceramic surface. “It’s not important.”

      
      “What’s not important?”

      
      He started for the exit again, and this time forced her to follow. She repeated her question to the back of his head.

      
      “I didn’t want to mention it. You know: yeah, so what if your long-lost mother just tried to kill you? I don’t care how upset
         you are because I made gravity today.” He slid his glasses up his nose and tightened his lips. “I’m not like that. Not any
         more.”
      

      
      The news was still playing on the wall in the foyer. He’d overtaken both Florida and Paris, and coverage was pretty much universal. One side of the screen was the loop from the camera
         phone. The other was a scientist he vaguely recognised talking animatedly about how the future had changed irrevocably.
      

      
      Madeleine trailed after him, and she stumbled as she saw her husband declare to the world just what he thought of Stanford
         University.
      

      
      “That’s you.”

      
      He went back for her, took her arm and guided her outside. “You get to see me all the time.”

      
      She tried to re-enter the foyer. “You were on the news.”

      
      “Yes. And in twelve hours, they’ll have forgotten all about me.”

      
      “But shouldn’t you be, I don’t know, somewhere else?” She looked over her shoulder to catch a glimpse of the rapidly shifting
         images. “You did it. You made it work.”
      

      
      “You called me. I came.” Petrovitch clenched his jaw, then forcibly relaxed it. “I thought that was the deal. No matter what
         we were doing, if one of us wanted the other, they’d come. No questions, no ‘I’m a little bit busy right now’. That was what
         we promised each other. Or have I got it completely wrong? Probably better I know now than find out later.”
      

      
      She dropped the armour and enfolded him in her arms, pressing him against her and not letting him go, even though it had to
         be hurting her.
      

      
      “Thank you,” she said.

      
      Petrovitch could hear the beat of her heart, strong and steady. “That’s okay,” he mumbled.
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      She was sleeping in the bed, and Petrovitch was sitting at his screen, wearing a glove to gesture to the images on it. The
         crest of the news wave had reached east Asia, where Chinese technocrats in their glass towers and Mongolian yak-herders
         living in yurts were having breakfast to his sweary cry of triumph.
      

      
      His phone rattled against his thigh again – and it couldn’t be Maddy this time either. He slipped it from his pocket and wearily
         thumbed the button.
      

      
      “Doesn’t anybody use email these days?”

      
      “Congratulations, Petrovitch.” There was a pause. “I can’t hear the champagne corks popping.”

      
      “If you thought you could use me to get into a party, you don’t really know me at all.”

      
      Harry Chain cleared his throat noisily. “So you’re bunkered down in Clapham A, waiting for the storm to die down. Perhaps
         you should have chosen a quieter career.”
      

      
      “Quieter?” Petrovitch swung his bare feet up on the desk. “Quieter than high-energy physics? Yeah, we’re all yebani celebrities these days. Why did you call?”
      

      
      “Apart from to say well done? How’s Madeleine?”

      
      He looked at her reflection in the screen, the long curve of her spine and the shadows formed by her waist. “She’s fine. A
         bit shook up.” He didn’t tell him about her mother.
      

      
      “Look, Petrovitch; we need to talk. Not over the phone, either.”

      
      “About … ?”

      
      “Really not over the phone. I can come to you. Half an hour, forty minutes.”

      
      “I don’t want to leave her, but I don’t want you coming to the domik either. You know where Wong’s is?”

      
      Petrovitch heard the tap of a stylus against a screen.

      
      “I do now,” said Chain. “Half an hour? Please?”

      
      “You’re buying.”

      
      “I always do.” The connection clicked off.

      
      Petrovitch slid the phone back into his pocket and turned in his chair. Madeleine was still but for the slight rise and fall
         of her rib cage. Her hair was coiled on the pillow. Her hips were shrouded by a sheet. The expanse of pale skin between was
         perfect, unmarked by scar or blemish.
      

      
      She was a thing of wonder, and she was in his bed. He shivered, even though he wasn’t cold.

      
      His boots were by the door, his coat on a stick-on hanger next to it. He got ready as quietly as he could, but then came the
         point that he had to wake her. He kissed her shoulder, and waited for her to stir.
      

      
      “Hey,” he said.

      
      “Hey yourself. What’s time?”

      
      “Eight thirty. In the evening.”

      
      Her eyes, large and unfocused, narrowed. “You’re going out?”
      

      
      “I’m going to Wong’s. Harry Chain called. Said it was …” he shrugged, “he didn’t say what it was, but that in itself is worrying.”

      
      “Okay.” Her eyelids fluttered shut, and she was instantly asleep again.

      
      He took a moment to inspect the bruising that was seeping in a yellow and purple tide across her front; even her breasts,
         which were still as magnificent as he remembered them from that morning.
      

      
      She’d need stronger painkillers than the pitiful bottle dispensed to her by the hospital.

      
      He reluctantly turned away and zipped open a holdall on the floor. In Madeleine’s methodical way, each item inside had its
         own ziploc bag. He rummaged through the CS spray, the sheathed knives, the taser and assorted coshes for the Ceska. He slipped
         the pistol into his hand and went back in for the almost toy-sized bullets. He tidied away when he was done.
      

      
      He threw on his coat, dropped the gun into his pocket, and looked back as he started to unlock the door. She’d still be there
         when he got back, which was in itself a reason not to be too long.
      

      
      Wong scowled at him as Petrovitch kicked the door open.

      
      “Hey. Why you no use handle like everyone else?” he complained, but he was already pouring coffee in a scalding black stream.

      
      Petrovitch pushed the door back with his heel, shutting out the mist and the dark. “Because I’m not like everyone else. Where
         I come from the door opens you.”
      

      
      “That still make no sense. You say that like it mean something, when it all nonsense.”

      
      “Yeah, whatever.” He stuck his hands in his pockets and felt the weight of the pistol as he sized up the rest of the café’s
         clientele. “Quiet?”
      

      
      “No one come in and shoot us up. Not today.” Wong slid the coffee over the counter. “On house.”

      
      Petrovitch had come out without a credit chip, or even a few coins, so he had no choice but to accept. “Thanks. Why?”

      
      “You great man now. Shows fortune cookie right again.” His face cracked into an unpleasant grin. “I have sex with the Stanford
         faculty’s mothers!”
      

      
      Petrovitch looked over the top of his glasses. “Is that how they translated it? I prefer my version.” Still shaking his head,
         he retreated to the very back of the shop and nursed his scalding black coffee until Chain barged his way in.
      

      
      “Hey,” started Wong.

      
      “He’s with me,” Petrovitch called.

      
      Chain squinted into the distance and finally located the source of the voice. He patted his jacket down for his wallet, and
         let Wong charge him twice for the same drink without him noticing. He brought his coffee to Petrovitch’s table and slopped
         it down before collapsing in the chair opposite.
      

      
      “You all right?” asked Petrovitch.

      
      “A bit, you know. Strange days.” He pressed his squashed nose into his mug, inhaling the bitter fumes. “Everything is wrong.”

      
      “That, coming from a policeman, doesn’t fill me with happy thoughts.”

      
      Chain’s face twitched. “I’ve been seconded. Metrozone Emergency Authority militia. Intelligence.”

      
      Petrovitch just about managed to swallow. He coughed hard to clear his throat. “Ha!”

      
      “Don’t start. Not now. Besides,” he said, reaching inside his jacket, “I’ve got something for you.”
      

      
      He slid a slim metal case the size of a cheap paperback across the table. Petrovitch stared at it for a moment before looking
         up into Chain’s rheumy eyes.
      

      
      “Is that what I think it is?”

      
      “Since I dropped the last one in a swamp, I supposed I owed you.” Chain nudged it closer. “Consider it a late wedding present.”

      
      “I thought my present was your convenient forgetting of all the illegal things I’d done.” Petrovitch picked up the case and
         turned it in his hands, watching the play of light and shadow across the brushed steel surface. He touched the recessed button
         and the case split apart. “If you’ve loaded this up with spyware … What am I saying, if? The first thing I’m going to do is
         bleach the insides.”
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