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			There is not and never has been 

			an extraterrestrial presence on Earth.  

			It is important for you to keep believing that. 

			This is why. 

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			Prologue

			Space was astir. In the scatter of asteroids in orbit between Mars and Jupiter, small objects burst into being, like clouds of gnats rising from an unseen pond. They were small, none larger than an average SUV, but as one moment led to the next, these machine-clouds proliferated. Before long, the swarms numbered in the hundreds, and the objects numbered in the tens of thousands. 

			The clouds, mostly unlit barring the faint reflection of the distant sun’s light, dispersed from their point of origin. At astonishing velocities, they set off among the asteroids. Others winged outward, quickly leaving the relatively crowded space of the asteroid belt’s field of rubble. Others raced towards Mars. 

			Over the next few hours and days, the machine-clouds among the asteroids settled on select chunks of rock, some metal-rich, others more comet-like and heavy with frozen water, methane, ammonia and a carbonaceous skin of space-dust. On each of these asteroids, the objects clustered exclusively on one side. Extending filaments they linked up and then settled in. A dozen other clouds converged on the largest asteroid in the immediate area. These too linked up, only to then disgorge smaller machines. These began devouring rock. 

			Out beyond the swathe of rubble left behind by over four billion years of planets being born and planets dying, of still-birthed moons, of impacts and collisions, lone machine-clouds sped through the dark, hunting comets. 

			Inward of the asteroid field, the clouds heading towards Mars converged on the smaller of the planet’s two moons, Deimos, and like their kin, they settled upon its dusty, pitted surface, concentrating upon one side of the misshapen moon, and then linked up. 

			Nothing on Earth, or in Earth orbit, was capable of detecting these events. 

			That only came later, when the machines began dismantling orbital mechanics, and asteroids and comets broke from their ancient paths, and set off, at considerable velocity, towards the heart of the solar system. And when Deimos shifted orbit, to slowly, incrementally, collide with Phobos. 

			By then, however, very few on Earth were really paying any attention. 
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			Chapter One

			City of Victoria, British Columbia, Canada 

			May 19th, 2:19 PM 

			Three smokers were hanging out outside the bar on Cook Street. A woman was carrying a cardboard box filled with old clothes, heading for the consignment shop. Across the street, three house-painters had just climbed the stairs up from the hardware store, burdened with supplies for repairing drywall. A man was walking towards Pandora Avenue and the grocery store on its corner. 

			The street itself was crowded with traffic, congested despite the suicide turn-lane running down the centre. The pace was a crawl in the lane heading south as the last few vehicles caught up to the line awaiting a change of lights down at Pandora. A UPS delivery van had just turned from Pandora, heading north. 

			In total, eleven cameras caught the event, as stills and video. There was an exceptional amount of concurrence among the witnesses when later questioned by journalists and police officers. The event had already gone viral when the official inquiry began. 

			A middle-aged woman had been walking down Cook, on the same side as the consignment store and the bar. She had been well dressed, her stride assured, her hands in the pockets of her charcoal-grey mid-length coat and her fiery red hair long enough to lift in the wind coming up from the south, but not so long as to fantail out behind her. Her face – as the nearest witnesses recalled – was curiously memorable. High cheekbones, flat cheeks, a wide jaw, a face that hadn’t seen much sun. 

			There’d been some clouds overhead, scudding in from the Sooke Hills to the west, so at first no one had paid much attention to the shadow settling across the street. 

			One of the smokers, a Mister John Allaire, was wheelchair-bound. His angle of repose afforded him the privilege of being the first person to sight the dispersal of the cloud overhead, revealing the slightly curved shape of something solid and huge. 

			‘Like the underside of a plate, a china plate,’ John said. In the course of his life up until now, this was his defining event. Things had been pretty shitty for some time. His smoking was killing his legs below the knees. His drinking was pickling his liver. He was sixty-three years old and living on assistance. He’d never won the lottery. 

			‘Like the underside of a plate, a china plate. That then started glowing in the middle. Dead centre. Glowing like you wouldn’t believe. I had to shade my eyes, but that didn’t stop me seeing the beam of light come down. Right on that woman – who wasn’t twenty feet from me. She never knew what hit her.’ 

			Margot Revette agreed. ‘She was just walking. And then the light swallowed her up, and then the light was gone and so was she. I was bringing old clothes in, you know? And an old pair of high heels – can’t believe I bought those. Not meant for human feet. I must’ve lost my mind. But consignment, right? There’s always the chance, I mean, people will buy anything.’ 

			‘The light hit,’ said Rick Shultz. ‘We were just out from the store, me and Jack and Naadi. Carrying shit to the back of the truck. The fucking light stabbed down from that fucking UFO, and bam! The woman was gone. Then the ship just folded up and vanished.’ 

			‘Holy fuck yeah,’ added Jack. ‘She was, like, incinerated.’ 

			‘Folded up and vanished,’ Rick repeated. ‘Damned thing didn’t even fly away.’ 

			Who was she? 

			No one knew. They would have to await reports of someone gone unexpectedly missing. It might take a day or two, and if the woman lived alone, maybe a lot longer. 

			None of the video or still shots caught much of her face. Too bad about that, but then, not surprising. Everyone was filming the UFO. 

			•

			Dr Hamish Drake worked too hard. People who knew him agreed on that, especially his wife. For the past five years, Hamish had been one of only three general practitioners in Greater Victoria who was accepting new patients. It was something of a crisis. 

			He was between patients that afternoon, stealing a few minutes trying to work his way into a stack of test results appended to patient files, when his receptionist, Nurjehan Aziz, entered his office. Startled by the absence of a knock, Hamish looked up over his reading glasses. There was an ashen hue to her face, the kind of look he had seen before, usually when red-flagged results came back on a long-standing patient. 

			Death had a way of stalking the living, a detail both Nurjehan and Hamish understood all too well. It arrived in a pallor, the blood draining from a living face. In Nurjehan’s visage, the shadow was there for him to see, and a cool, dispassionate dread rose in answer from the depths of his gut, even as in his mind he searched his memory for who might be in trouble – someone he’d seen the past week, someone he’d ordered tests on, someone – 

			‘Something’s happened,’ Nurjehan said. 

			Hamish frowned. This was different. She was trembling. He’d never seen his receptionist so rattled. Removing his glasses and setting them down on the desktop, he said, ‘Close the door. Explain.’ 

			His calm, dulcet tones failed to settle her. Instead, she winced. 

			‘I was online – forgive me—’

			‘Not again. Nurjehan, if you’re not here to tell me that a nuclear war has just erupted, I will be—’

			‘There was a UFO. Here in Victoria. There are recordings all over Facebook and YouTube. I looked at the CHEK news site. The police have posted a photo of someone … disappearing. Inside a beam of light.’ 

			‘A UFO.’ 

			Nurjehan held out her cellphone to show him the image she had called up. 

			Too close. He could make out little more than a blurry figure on what looked like a street. Hamish retrieved his glasses, put them on and then leaned forward. 

			‘That’s Sam.’

			As if from some distance, he heard Nurjehan say, ‘The beam of light. From the UFO. The whole thing was recorded.’ 

			‘This is ridiculous,’ Hamish said, reaching for his own phone. He fast-dialled his wife’s number. The response was immediate. Connection failed. ‘Doesn’t mean anything,’ he muttered, dialling again. ‘Even with her online presence, she hardly ever picks up. Sometimes she forgets to even turn the damned thing on.’ Same result. He pocketed the phone and rose. ‘Let me see that video. I cannot believe this.’ 

			

			•

			

			It had been barely three blocks away from the city’s police station. John Scholes set the phone down. Ignoring the flashing lights of multiple lines left open and on hold, he rose from his desk and walked over to the window. 

			Traffic churned past and there seemed to be a new edge to it, although that was likely his own imagination. He looked up. Innocent tufts of cloud scudding past and, much higher, a smear of haze paling the blue of the sky. He watched a float-plane bank to make for a harbour landing. 

			‘That sounded tough,’ said a voice behind him. 

			‘Dave,’ he said by way of greeting, not turning around. ‘Yeah, it was. We’ve got a positive ID. That was her husband on the line.’ 

			‘You sure?’ 

			‘Yeah, surprised I didn’t see it the first time. Granted, the shot was blurry … but that red hair …’ 

			His beat partner moved up to stand beside him. ‘Still got to be some kind of hoax.’ 

			John nodded. ‘Maybe especially now.’ 

			‘What do you mean?’ 

			‘The woman. Samantha August. The sci fi writer. You know, Chasms, the one they made that movie of. That, and other stuff. Vlogger. Politics. Social justice.’ 

			Dave snorted. ‘An SF writer got zapped into dust by a UFO? Man, you can’t make that shit up.’ 

			John shot his partner a sour look. ‘Like I just explained to her husband, we’ve got a missing person, not a dead one. No evidence that she got incinerated—’ 

			‘Can you hear yourself? Evidence? What evidence? That’s the whole point of incineration, isn’t it?’ He waved a hand at the scene outside. ‘A gust of wind. Poof! Gone.’ 

			‘No one saw her burn up or anything. Just vanish. The light swallows her and then it’s gone, and so is she. Man,’ he added, ‘I’ve watched the fucking vid about a thousand times already.’ 

			‘More sightings?’ Dave asked. 

			‘Sightings, kidnappings, anal probes – they’re all coming out of the woodwork.’ 

			‘But nothing else on vid.’ 

			John shook his head. And then, as if amending his judgement, he shrugged. ‘The web’s full of that stuff.’ 

			‘Yeah, grainy, blurry crap in the age of HD. Bad photoshop shit.’ Dave paused, and then said, ‘It all gets debunked sooner or later.’ 

			John shrugged. Truth was, he had no opinion on the subject either way. The days were too damned full as it was, and the darkness growing in his mind made his nights an ordeal. He’d heard an old veteran call it ‘The Walk’ and now he was on it. The walk … away from faith, away from any expectation except the worst when it came to humanity. A gathering up of sorrow, like soiled clothes into a bag of laundry, kicked to the corner of the room. In the meantime, you just got on with things. 

			At the walk’s end, he’d stop caring. 

			Maybe there were other ways through it all. He knew he’d keep looking until … well, until he gave up. 

			‘Want me to take some of these calls?’ 

			John nodded. ‘Appreciate it, Dave.’ 

			‘This one’s fucked you over.’ 

			It had. It took a leap of faith he didn’t have in him. But without it he had nothing. He turned to his partner and said, ‘Her husband was pretty messed up.’ 

			But Dave was already on the phone, taking another hysterical call. 

			•

			

			She was in the house, no matter which room Hamish wandered into, as if he was tracking her passage, with his wife always just out of sight, just past closing the door or turning the corner. He could smell the rank cigarette smell on the stairs leading up to her garret, but it was an old smell, and the faint cloud above the carpeted steps was nothing more than dust lit by the sun’s rays slanting in from the skylight. 

			Her notes and old coffee cup and overflowing ashtray flanked her home laptop, its lid down, its blue power light slowly pulsing. 

			But something of the ghost she had become now infected Hamish, and he wandered like a spirit trapped in the house, the house itself trapped inside a memory already growing stale and lifeless. 

			A marriage of thirty-three years, a practice of twenty-nine. No children. She wasn’t the kind of woman to sacrifice personal habits and pleasures. Besides, children took time, energy, youth, a prison cell and a life sentence willingly walked into. She’d say that with the usual challenging glint in her eyes, as if on the edge of a harsh, possibly bitter laugh. For all his sensitivity and training, Hamish always had trouble reading his wife. She had knife-edges and a habit of dancing on them. It was a personal trait made into a professional persona. Her vlog, Here Now, was loved and was hated, depending on the political divide. She was fearless and a lot of people in the world didn’t like fearless women. 

			The home phone had been ringing, its antiquated jangle of bells startling Hamish every time, the sound insistent and strangely cold. That would be her agent and maybe yes, he deserved a few words, but Hamish left the answering machine to do its work. 

			Her genre compatriots would be on her Facebook page, filling her Twitter feed with endless unanswered queries and pleas for more information from somebody, anybody. They’d be frantically knocking on the door of Here Now. Hamish left them to talk with each other. Beyond the blunt official statement from the police, and all the recorded interviews from the witnesses, there was really nothing else to be said. She was gone, but gone was now a word with a thousand possible meanings. 

			It was dusk and with none of the lights on in the house, the gloom pervaded, making grainy every detail in the living room where he had at last found himself, slumped in his leather chair. He had watched the videos of his wife’s … disappearance? Abduction? Annihilation? It could have been a scene from any of a dozen SF films and television series. That shaky handheld stuff had been in vogue a few years back, and now it had made a comeback. 

			She would’ve called by now. Touching base was important when it was just the two of them, not the kind with any sort of possessive heat; more a familiar brush of lives well known, the usual sharing of droll understatement, sardonic commentary, a handful of genuine phrases. Their private language. 

			A language he had no one to share with, not anymore, perhaps never again. 

			Hamish Drake sat in the living room, in the fading light, unaware of the chaos on the online fan sites, the frantic disbelief and shock among her many writer friends, and then the crowing religious fundamentalists going on about God’s wrath and a woman’s proper place in the world. A war had begun in the ether, centred on a woman no longer there. 

			And of course there was the persistent assertion by many that the whole thing was a hoax, a publicity stunt – was she writing a UFO novel? 

			Her half-dozen advance readers knew nothing about that – she’d been a third of a way into a far-future dystopian-nightmare thriller. It had been slowing down but dribs and drabs were still coming in. They’d agreed (among themselves) that she was tired, possibly even fed up. Thirty published novels, three film adaptations, two television series, one ongoing. A vlog infamous for stirring things up. Her stories were always vicious, the writing cutting like a scalpel, meaning you didn’t know you were bleeding until you saw your own skin part, and out tumbled your guts. Her vlogs did the same, all delivered with a sweet smile. 

			The usual brilliant, furious shit, in other words. Sam August, feminist, humanist, occasional satirist and essayist, not one to be trifled with – no, she wasn’t writing a fucking UFO novel. 

			Gone. Vanished, abducted, incinerated, missing, dead, alive, dead, alive, dead …

			The lights stayed off in the house that night. Dawn found a man hunched over in his leather chair, his face in his hands, his body wracked with silent grief. 

			 

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			Chapter Two

			‘What is there to fear from the future, apart from our impending, utter vulnerability in the face of the unknown?’ 

			Samantha August 

			When she was a child, she’d slipped when running across a pool deck. She woke up a day later in the hospital with no memory of the event. Consciousness had taken a sidestep. Where it went was a mystery, this stretch of static, white noise or, more accurately, absence. Neurologists would compartmentalise the experience. Consciousness, they’d explain, requires memory, the structure upon which experience is built, and experience is the meat and muscle of our sense of the self. An injury to the brain is like kicking an old-style television. The picture flickers, resets. There may be a gap between the last visible scene and the new one. But, if all is well, continuity resumes. 

			She wanted a cigarette. A visceral desire, systemic flags flipped up. The humbling reality of addiction was, she believed, a worthwhile investment in humility. Most of the communication between the body and the mind was murky, swimming the subconscious depths of autonomic necessity. The need to breathe defined itself, instant by instant. Hunger spoke in pangs, a spurt of saliva at the thought of a perfect BLT. Bright light or the flashing proximity of an object snapped shut the eyes. A list of the more obvious exchanges. The other exchanges were far subtler. 

			Beneath notice. 

			But caffeine withdrawal delivered a headache. Nicotine withdrawal a not-quite-itch to the throat. General edginess for both, the wordless want awaiting articulation. Humility was useful, especially for a writer. It made it easier and less personally offensive to see – or imagine – the world in other ways. 

			Contrary opinions on how the way things worked, in all those mercurial mechanisms of human interaction: beliefs, politics, faiths, attitudes, opinions. For the addict, piety was the first self-delusion to go. It yanked the stick out of the arse. 

			So there was the need. For a cigarette. It was probably what dragged her back into awareness, arriving before she opened her eyes which, for the moment, she kept shut. Her senses, awakening, gave her little else. No sound, no particular smell. The surface beneath her back was neither hard nor soft. It was there, to be sure, but in no way did it impinge upon her body’s contours. It simply accommodated them. 

			A decent mattress, then. 

			Was there light upon her still closed eyelids? Yes, but not insistent. 

			‘Oh, fuck it,’ she muttered, opening her eyes and sitting up. 

			The room was small and, it seemed, without doors. Its only furnishing was the bed beneath her. The light was muted and pervasive. She couldn’t see its source and it threw no shadows. 

			None of the obvious explanations fit the scene. This wasn’t a hospital room. None of the grunginess that came to an underfunded place where suffering people were gathered to be cared for. She wasn’t on a drip. There was no crappy television on a metal bracket high on the wall opposite. The bed was without blankets and she was still dressed, although not in her coat. Most of all, it was too quiet. 

			‘Hello?’ 

			‘Welcome, Samantha August.’ The voice was male, well modulated. 

			‘How do you feel?’ 

			Unable to detect the source of that voice, she scanned the room, looking for a speaker grille. The vague off-white walls revealed nothing; not on the ceiling nor, from what she could see, the floor. ‘Where’s my laptop bag? Where’s my coat?’ She was tempted to add ‘And I need a fucking cigarette’ but that was a sentiment eliciting little sympathy these days, so she held off on that for the moment. 

			‘Expectation and anticipation of a modest endorphin surge.’ 

			‘Excuse me?’ 

			‘Your laptop bag and your coat are beneath the bed, and in the coat’s right-hand pocket you will find your cigarettes. You are invited to satisfy your desire.’ 

			‘I must be in Eastern Europe if I can smoke in a hospital,’ Samantha said, slipping down from the bed and then crouching to see her laptop bag and beside it, neatly folded, her coat. ‘But your accent’s all wrong. In fact,’ she added as she found her cigarettes and her lighter, ‘I can’t read your accent at all.’ 

			‘A match to yours, then.’ 

			She allowed a wry smile as she straightened. ‘Touché. Got an ashtray?’ 

			‘The floor will suffice.’ 

			‘It’s too clean,’ she objected. 

			‘And so it will remain.’ 

			She lit her cigarette, sat back down on the bed. ‘Latex rubber? Some kind of gel? The mattress, I mean. I’ve got hips. They hate most mattresses. But this one’s pretty special. I want one.’ 

			‘You will of course be obliged. Feeling better?’ 

			‘My head’s spinning, meaning I’ve been out for a while. What happened?’ 

			‘While walking down a street, on your way to the gym where you work with a trainer twice a week, you were abducted by aliens.’ 

			The ash was building on the end of the cigarette and she was loathe to give it a tap. ‘Well, that doesn’t happen every day … or does it?’ 

			‘No.’ 

			‘If I was heading to the gym, it was early afternoon.’ 

			‘Correct.’ 

			‘People would’ve seen it happen.’ 

			‘People did.’ 

			‘When was this?’ 

			‘Two days ago.’ 

			She stood. ‘And my husband—’

			‘Yes, we are sorry for his suffering …’ 

			But she had stopped listening. Standing up suddenly had decided things for her, the ash breaking off and falling to the floor. Which then swallowed it, reforming an instant later. She stared down, blinking rapidly. ‘You’re not bullshitting me.’ 

			‘No, of course not. We do regret the distressful disorder we have caused, for your husband and your many friends. A public abduction, however, was deemed propitious, with respect to what is coming.’ 

			‘Are we in orbit?’ 

			‘Yes.’ 

			‘I want to see.’ 

			‘We expected as much.’ 

			‘And then I want to call my husband.’ 

			‘Your cellphone no longer functions. We apologise. It was insufficiently shielded from the energy source employed in lifting you to the ship. That said, we have an alternative and it is at your disposal.’ 

			Sam had finished her cigarette. Quite deliberately, she dropped it to the floor, watching it vanish. ‘Forget the mattress,’ she said, ‘I want this floor.’

			

			•

			

			She was asked to compose what was in effect a text message to her husband’s phone. She kept it short, and then, as the voice informed her the message had been sent, she silently castigated herself for the ease with which her mind slipped away from concerns about Hamish, plunging instead into her present, into the immediacy of this impossible circumstance. 

			A moment later she found herself staring at her home planet. 

			She’d never imagined herself a sentimental woman, but the tears blurred her vision and ran down her cheeks, and she just didn’t care. Earth, smeared white and blue, occupied a realm of surrounding darkness. The glitter and glint of low-orbit satellites and other objects skimmed the rim of upper atmosphere on the sunward side, like insects buzzing a lamp. 

			‘We’re in cislunar orbit,’ she said. 

			‘Correct.’ 

			‘And no one sees us?’ 

			‘Long experience has taught us that it is best to remain unseen.’ 

			‘Barring obvious abductions on a busy street.’ 

			‘Yes. Barring that.’ 

			She remained in the same room where she had woken up, but now one entire wall was either a window or a video-screen. 

			‘Do you have a name?’ Sam asked. ‘And when will you show yourself to me?’ 

			‘For this iteration I am named Adam. As for revealing myself, there is nothing to reveal. I am a construct, the equivalent of an artificial intelligence as you would understand it. I am presently extended and cognisant of many points of view within this solar system. Lastly, beyond these words I speak, my state of consciousness manifests in a dimension your technology is not yet able to observe. And this is something all sentients share.’ 

			‘I know a few neurologists who’d disagree.’ 

			‘They would be wrong.’ 

			Sam wiped at her eyes and then her cheeks. She drew a deep breath, still staring at the Earth glowing in its black pool. She nodded towards it. ‘I know this may be a simple picture lifted from NASA archives, as part of some elaborate hoax. Or, more likely, a delusion created by some kind of psychotic break. I’ve seen this shot before, you see. Granted, the real-time effects are impressive.’ She fell silent, and then shook her head. ‘Do you know how many times I have dreamed of something like this happening to me? With our whole fucking civilisation spiralling into utter imbecility, I would think “what if” … oh, well, what does it matter what I’d think? Anyway, it was the floor that convinced me.’ She nodded again at the planet. ‘This is real. I’m here.’ 

			‘It was our assessment that you would not unduly resist the evidence of your senses,’ Adam replied. ‘Imagination is an essential quality of a flexible, adaptable mind.’ 

			‘I have questions,’ Sam said. ‘But I don’t know where to start.’

			‘Begin with the immediate.’ 

			She considered, and then said, ‘All right. Why me? No, wait! Am I the only one you’ve snatched?’ 

			‘For our immediate purposes, yes.’ 

			‘How big is this ship?’

			‘Modest.’ 

			‘Who else is on board?’ 

			‘No one else is on board, Samantha August.’ 

			She could feel her heart pounding. Irritated at this sudden wave of panic, she lit another cigarette. ‘Back to my first question, then. Why me?’ 

			‘The Intervention Delegation has deemed you suitable for its purposes.’ 

			‘Okay. First off, who or what is the Intervention Delegation?’ 

			‘A triumvirate of alien civilisations presently engaged in Intervention Protocol.’ 

			‘Intervening in what?’ 

			‘The continuing evolution of Earth as a viable biome.’ 

			‘“Intervention”, Adam, could be construed as conquest.’ 

			‘It is not.’ 

			‘Then what is it? How do you go about “intervening” and more to the point, what relationship do you plan on trying to establish with the dominant species – namely, us? Because, to put it bluntly, we’re not good with being told what to do.’

			There was a long moment of silence, and then Adam said, ‘We are aware of that. There is hubris involved—’ 

			‘Whose? Ours or yours?’ 

			‘Both. However, only one is subject to challenge in this instance.’ 

			Sam frowned, and then, with an effort, she pulled her attention away from the distant Earth. She began pacing. ‘I think I see. By virtue of your immense technological superiority, your presumption is not relevant, because when it comes down to it, you can do precisely whatever you choose to do, and there’s not a thing we can do about it.’ 

			‘This is correct.’ 

			‘And our hubris?’ 

			‘You presume that humanity is the primary target of our intervention regarding your planetary biome.’ 

			She sat down on the bed. Her cigarette was done. She flicked it to the floor, watched it vanish. ‘You’d rather talk to the whales.’ 

			‘There was some debate as to your fate. Either we neutralise your species, or include it as part of the genuine biome and therefore within the parameters of salvation. Inclusion was decided, despite the added burden of managing your transition.’ 

			Sam barked a laugh, leaning back on her hands. ‘Burden? You have no idea what you’re getting into, Adam.’ 

			‘We have done this before.’ 

			‘Here? With us? “Ancient astronaut theorists say …” That sort of thing?’ 

			‘With other dominant species, on other worlds. Bear in mind, each planet needed to meet specific critical thresholds. A far greater number of worlds have failed to meet the necessary criteria, and so were exempt from Intervention.’ 

			‘And their fate?’ 

			‘Most died, or now exist in a severely truncated state. While the machinery of evolution continually operates via innovation, a world with impoverished resources will limit such diversity.’ 

			‘But Earth has passed your test.’ 

			‘Your world’s present extinction event – as precipitated by your species – is nearing a critical threshold. Left unchecked, you will destroy most of the life on Earth, including, of course, your own species. This in itself is insufficient cause for Intervention. But your planet is middle-aged. Depleted of resources, the new forms of life to emerge from your biome collapse will be limited and relegated to the simplest forms. Complexity will not rise again with the vigour which characterised the aftermath of past extinction events. Fortunately, there is still time to effect healing.’

			Samantha nodded. An exhausted planet with most of the easily accessible resources gone. James P. Lovelock had said as much in his seminal book, The Gaia Hypothesis. But these details were proving distracting. She drew a deep breath, let it out slowly. ‘Let’s back up, Adam. You abducted me in front of witnesses. You’ve begun an “intervention” that will save the Earth, incidentally dragging us into a new world order. And by “dragging us” I mean kicking and screaming.’ 

			‘We too have concluded that there will be some resistance.’ 

			She snorted, and then leaned forward and rubbed at her face. ‘And where do I fit into all of this? What do you want from me that no one else can provide? Why aren’t you talking to, oh, I don’t know, the President of the United States?’ 

			‘It may come as a surprise to many humans,’ Adam said, and there was a new tone to the disembodied voice, ‘but the assumption that an alien civilisation is interested in reaffirming the artificial hierarchy you have imposed upon yourselves is invariably the first one requiring readjustment.’ 

			‘Hmm, something tells me you’re about to put a lot of people out of sorts.’

			‘This is why we have selected you as our facilitator.’ 

			‘I’m sorry, what?’ 

			‘There will be no direct contact between us and your species. We wish for you to speak on our behalf, in a venue permitting the broadest dissemination of information, to keep humanity informed of the progress of the Intervention.’

			‘Wouldn’t you rather have a diplomat?’

			‘Not yet.’

			Sam rose again and began pacing. ‘Okay, let’s trot out the usual suspects. You’re not interested in phoning a president, or prime minister, or a committee or politburo. Why? Because you don’t care to acknowledge our petty expressions of authority. And the time for the UN isn’t now, as you said. Okay. Why not an astronaut?’

			‘Technical expertise is not relevant.’

			‘Exobiologist?’

			‘We are not here to discuss myriad forms of life in the galaxy.’

			An arid, droll reply, hinting of disdain. Sam found that curious, but chose for the moment to let it pass. ‘Okay. But every government must have some secret agency, a selected team put together for just this eventuality.’

			‘Really?’

			‘Well, they’d be crazy not to. You know, Men in Black.’

			‘And their agenda would be?’

			She considered. ‘Well, presumably, it would be to protect the interests of humanity.’

			‘Why would any particular branch of a single government be interested in protecting the interests of all humanity? Would it not, rather, be wholly concerned with protecting national interests, specifically in regard to maintaining social order and security?’

			‘There’s no international group out there?’

			‘And if such a group had been already compromised?’

			She halted, looked back at the Earth. ‘Meaning?’

			‘The protection of humanity constitutes what, in particular?’

			‘All right, I’ll bite. Social order is the base line. Prevention of panic in the streets. Economic chaos. But also, basic human rights in the face of an unknown galactic alien presence. Protocols for transition to advanced technology and new ways of doing things.’

			‘What if your present social and economic structures are incompatible with that galactic presence and, more specifically, all future participation in that community?’

			‘Ah.’

			‘In other words, what if that global Contact Team’s stated purpose is fundamentally flawed in its moral precepts?’

			Sam was silent for a few moments. Then she sighed. ‘I get it. They’d probably say, “thanks but no thanks.”’

			‘This option is not available. Accordingly, we have selected a different point of First Contact with the aim of circumventing the potential impasse.’

			‘In other words, it ain’t up for negotiation.’

			‘Ultimately, this is a question of value systems, Samantha August.’

			‘Go on.’ 

			‘Technology, political structures, cultural and societal traits are constants in the galaxy,’ Adam replied. ‘There is little variation, and few instances of true innovation. Accordingly, the only value system of any significance between sentient species is found in the art each civilisation produces. Appreciation of said art remains both volatile and ephemeral, and value is highly variable. Among our Triumvirate, Samantha August, humanity’s artistic contributions are much appreciated. And that of course includes your own work.’ 

			‘Oh, wait until my agent hears about this. Not to mention my publishers’ legal departments.’

			‘Furthermore,’ Adam continued, ‘you personally have an extensive public presence, which we find propitious.’

			‘Sorry. Still thinking about the legality of galactic bootlegging.’ 

			‘Very soon, Samantha August, wealth – as you humans measure it – will be irrelevant.’ 

			She grunted. ‘Well, all right, that’s an “out” likely to drop the jaws of every lawyer on the planet.’ Sighing, Sam walked closer to the vision of the orbiting Earth. ‘I see the Space Station,’ she murmured, and then, after a moment, she spoke again. ‘Adam, when is this Intervention of yours starting?’

			‘Samantha August, it has already begun.’ 

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			 

			Chapter Three

			‘In space, no one cares if you smoke.’ 

			Samantha August’s first text to her husband 

			West of Djambala, Republic of Congo, Warlord Camp, 

			May 22nd, 6:18 AM 

			Kolo had been nine when the bad men came to the village and took him away. Now he was one of the bad men. The deep forest of the Congo was not the forest of his youth. Back then the branches overhead had been full of life. Monkeys, snakes, lizards, bats. Animals made use of the trails, mostly at night, leaving their tracks everywhere to give proof of that other world, the one where people didn’t belong. Now the forest was silent, silent and empty. 

			Hunger was the currency of this new world, guns, bullets and machetes a working man’s tools. He had eighteen followers, all well armed, all with blood in their eyes. His camp was six kilometres from the nearest road, seven from the nearest village. Eleven children lived with them, some on their way to becoming warriors, others already slaves ready to do a man’s bidding. 

			The morning began like any other. Kolo disentangled himself from Neela’s skinny arms and pushed her to one side of the cot as he sat up. 

			She’d fixed herself just before their lovemaking the night before and was still dead to the world. He studied her briefly from beneath lowered, sleep-heavy lids, to make sure she was still breathing. She was. 

			Addicts made for co-operative slaves. So long as the service expected of them was kept simple and required little effort. She’d told him her age when he had first stolen her from her dead mother’s arms, two years past. Eleven then, thirteen now. They died young, these slaves, but there was a never-ending supply. Not as easy as it once had been – the nearest villages were now all abandoned, their inhabitants having fled the endless raiding, the random killings. So it was getting harder to scrounge food. 

			And slaves. 

			Soon, he told himself as he threw on a ragged Split Endz T-shirt, he’d have to send a runner to the mining camp – the one that had no business being where it was. Some forest people were left, usually getting in the way when it came to digging new pits or felling more trees. A week or so of working for the miners, killing and scaring off the forest people, meant he could feed his camp for a while longer. 

			He had few memories of the time when his country was not an open wound, and no illusions about the blood-suckers who kept it that way. He was one of them, after all. But the guns came from China and the money came from corporations all over the world. Nobody wasn’t dirty. 

			Pulling on his old army pants and slinging on his web-belt and checking the heavy army-issue .45 in its tattered canvas holster, he collected his Exxon baseball cap and left the hut. 

			People were up, but not many. The pickets were coming in from the bush as dawn marked the end of their vigil, and the children were already out, ranging the lifeless forest and dreaming of a fat lizard or a monkey, but ready to settle for grubs and insects. 

			Things that broke down stayed that way. The world wanted this place to stay broken, and nothing was going to change that. But he had his tribe now, and he would do what needed doing to keep it fed. Loyalty was born of necessity and the belly was a wallet and wealth wasn’t what you had, but what you’d still have a week from now. Kolo never planned beyond that week. 

			Manioc was roasting, a blackened pot of coffee was on the boil, and a young naked boy was lying nearby, surgical tubing still wrapped tight around one ashen arm. Kolo walked over and nudged the frail form. ‘Joak! You gave this one too much last night, and now it’s dead.’ 

			Joak, huge and sitting slumped by the fire, his massive scarred hands cradling a coffee mug, lifted a miserable gaze to Kolo. ‘Never would’ve made a warrior anyway.’ 

			‘No. He was a slave.’ 

			Joak shrugged. ‘One less mouth. And we’re short on powder.’ 

			This last statement elicited a dark glower from Kolo, which made Joak nervously lick his lips. 

			Kolo walked up to the man and spoke in a low voice. ‘Shut your fucking trap. You want trouble in the camp? Letting that news get out.’

			Not meeting his eyes, Joak shrugged again. ‘Not saying it don’t change it, Captain.’ 

			‘We’re getting in a new supply. Any day now.’ 

			‘Yes, Captain.’ 

			‘Now drag the body away. To the pit.’ 

			Joak scowled. ‘I don’t like that place.’ 

			‘No one likes that place,’ Kolo replied, ‘but you killed it, you dump it, that’s the rule.’ 

			Sudden motion from the bush to his left made Kolo swing round, one hand smoothly plucking the .45 from its holster. 

			The young ones were rushing back in, on their faces confusion and fear. 

			Kolo stepped forward. ‘Is it soldiers? You!’ He snagged one child by the shoulder and spun her round to face him. ‘Soldiers coming?’ 

			She shook her head. ‘Forest spirits!’ 

			His warriors were up now and gathering their weapons, drawing close to their captain. Releasing the terrified girl, Kolo pointed. ‘You and you, go and see who’s coming.’ 

			He’d chosen two of his youngest warriors, still eager, still in the habit of stroking their AK-47s and strutting past the slaves, hoping to catch a girl’s eye. They hurried off without a question asked. Glancing over, Kolo saw Joak’s jaded regard as the man watched the scouts heading into the bush. 

			He might have to kill Joak soon. Some things couldn’t be helped. ‘The rest of you, load up. Joak, get all the slaves together. Robbie, collect up the drugs. Henry—’

			He stopped upon seeing the sudden return of his scouts. One of them had a bloody nose. 

			‘What the fuck, man? You fall? Who’s coming?’ 

			‘A wall,’ said the second scout, rubbing at one swollen knee. ‘Invisible wall, Captain!’ 

			The first scout spat blood. ‘I run into it. I go down. Then it starts pushing me.’ 

			‘Pushing?’

			‘It’s coming, Captain!’ said the second scout.

			Three warriors who had been standing near the huts to Kolo’s left all staggered in unison, turning in alarm and raising their weapons. 

			Though he squinted, Kolo could see nothing. ‘What fucking game you all playing at?’ 

			One of his men reversed his AK-47 and slammed the shoulder-stock against something that rebounded so hard it knocked the weapon from his hands. 

			‘Step away!’ Kolo ordered. He fought down his terror. The bush was alive with spirits. He knew enough to know that. But nothing like this. Moving cautiously, he edged forward, pistol held out. 

			When he reached the place where the three warriors had been, the pistol collided with something. ‘Fuck,’ he muttered, pushing harder against the invisible barrier, ‘there’s nothing there!’ 

			He ducked when Joak fired off a quick burst. Kolo heard the slugs impact something to his right, less than an arm’s length away. But when he looked, he saw nothing. 

			The invisible wall was advancing, pushing at the pistol in his hand. He moved back quickly and then said, ‘Spread out to either side – find its edges!’ 

			His warriors fanned out in some confusion. They encountered the wall with grunts and curses. One tried to hack it with his machete, but the blade recoiled. 

			As far as Kolo could make out, the barrier was a straight line, slowly crawling over the camp. It had emerged from the deep forest on the western side. A dozen or so warriors attempted to hold back the wall’s advance, and Kolo stared at the absurd scene of men leaning against nothing, their feet being pushed through the dirt. 

			None of the huts on that side of the camp were accessible now, and two drugged slaves had been pushed out through the flimsy wall of their respective huts, and were now rolling senselessly forward. ‘Robbie! Collect them up.’ He holstered his .45 and turned back to his own hut. ‘Collect everything!’ 

			Behind him, Joak asked, ‘Where we going?’ 

			‘We’re getting the fuck out,’ Kolo answered. 

			‘I thought all the forest spirits were dead.’ 

			Kolo halted and turned. He eyed his rival, wondering if the man had been joking. From his closed expression it was impossible to tell. ‘This is no fucking spirit. It’s a weapon.’ 

			At last, Joak’s eyes widened. 

			‘It’s a fucking weapon,’ Kolo repeated. ‘No more hiding in the bush, Joak. No more hiding from anything.’ 

			‘No way.’ 

			Kolo wasn’t interested in continuing the conversation. He turned his back on Joak and continued on towards his hut. Neela weighed next to nothing. He’d throw her over a shoulder. Barring that, there was nothing else he needed in there. He had taken three strides when he heard a click behind him. 

			Kolo spun, pistol in his hand. 

			Joak stood scowling down at his AK-47. ‘Fucking jammed,’ he said, and then, startled, looked back up at Kolo. After a moment, he managed a lopsided smile. ‘You win, Captain.’ 

			‘Better start running, Joak,’ said Kolo in a calm voice. 

			Dropping his weapon, Joak bolted. 

			Kolo raised his pistol and took careful aim. Then he hesitated. Was the man worth the bullet? He doubted he’d see Joak again. Only fools hung around when there was a price on their head. 

			He slid the pistol back into the holster and made his way into the hut. 

			Neela hadn’t moved. ‘Good girl,’ he whispered. ‘You’ll stay loyal. Your kind always do.’ 

			Boulder, Colorado, May 23rd, 4:15 PM 

			Joey Sink sat in his basement surrounded by monitors. Weird shit going down everywhere, he didn’t know which way to look. A tinny voice came though his headphones. 

			‘Joey? You tracking this?’ 

			‘Hey, King Con. Tryin’.’ 

			‘What do you think? Ecoterrorist Super Weapon?’ 

			‘What –’ he then leaned forward, eyes darting from one screen to the next. ‘Oh shit, see what you mean. Can’t believe I missed it. They all started in wilderness areas and then spread out.’ 

			‘A “fuck-you-super-weapon”,’ said King Con, with plenty of nasty satisfaction in his tone. ‘And Sat-feeds are going haywire. Fishing fleets right over big schools of fish, and they can’t drop their nets!’ 

			‘What do you mean?’ 

			‘Shit just piles up on the deck. All those fish and they can’t touch em! Greenpeace must be dancing and why not? They’re probably in on it.’ 

			King of Conspiracy was an old and loyal contact on Joey’s Kitchen Sink Vlog. Wherever the man was holed up, he had access to all sorts of esoteric shit. Rode the waves, always attuned to the next whisper. But for the time being, Joey just let him talk. He was too busy to reply, as he studied the monitors. After a long moment, he leaned back and said, ‘Take a breath, King Con. The mid-lat places are being hit hard. Central America, Chile, Bolivia, Amazon Basin. North Madagascar, all over Africa. Cambodia, Vietnam, Indonesia’s being hammered.’ 

			‘National parks in the States, most of Florida and the Everglades and half of fuckin’ Alaska—’

			‘Hey, what did I tell you about profanity?’ 

			‘Sorry, Joey. Just, uh, getting carried away. Anyway, I’ve got reports from some heavily populated areas, too. All that new ranchland in what used to be the Amazon, the mining and logging towns. Shit in the Congo, too—’

			‘Taiga in Northern Russia,’ Joey cut in. ‘Inland British Columbia, Northern Alberta – wow, everybody’s being pushed off the Tar Sands, equipment and all. Whatever it is, it crushes bulldozers like tin cans.’ 

			‘Eco-Fuck-You-Super-Weapon – you recording us?’ 

			‘That’s what I mean about the profanity, King Con. Now I got to go in and edit and bloop and it’s all a pain in the arse so just cut it out, will you?’

			‘You not getting it yet, Joey? It’s all going down, the whole ff— damned mess! And it’s impenetrable, that forcefield. And you can’t dig under it and drones just crash into it overhead—’

			‘Wait, what’s that about drones? Someone’s doing fly-overs?’ 

			‘Tried,’ King Con replied with a cold, short laugh. ‘Oh, and helicopters and other shit all get collision warnings – but they think it’s dome-shaped and, oh, get this, birds can fly right through it!’ 

			‘Huh?’ 

			‘Birds, man! Birds! Ultra-Eco-Terrorist-Doctor-No-Eco-Fuck-You-Super-Weapon!’ 

			‘I’ll get back to you,’ Joey said in a grating tone. ‘Go wash out your mouth with soap.’ He clicked off. 

			Official statements were coming on. Nobody knew a thing. Nobody was taking credit, and then suddenly all kinds of wing-nut groups were taking credit. Science teams had been dispatched. The military was on alert. Tourists piled up at the entrance to Yellowstone National Park. How big were these things going to get? No idea. Are they all still growing? So far, yes. What’s going to happen to all those displaced people? No idea. Relief agencies have been alerted. Riots in Brazil, but miraculously no one was hurt—

			Joey Sink looked back at that last report. Thousands rioting at a mining town … ‘And no one got hurt? What the fug?’ 

			Ottawa, Ontario, Canada, May 24th, 3:45 PM 

			Officiousness had a way of bloating the ego, all that self-importance conjuring an aura of exceptionalism, of secrets held and the fate of millions hanging in the balance. Alison Pinborough had little time for it. The last administration had made overtures, murmuring about an invitation into the PM’s inner circle, but the very idea had offended her. A photo of the country’s last Prime Minister adorned every office in the science community, studded with darts. That fear-mongering anti-intellectual neo-fascist who had ruled the country, actively shutting down research programmes and muzzling scientists, had set things back by decades. 

			It was worth something, she supposed, that Canada’s new PM didn’t seem to be living in a cave. Still, it was early days, and Alison had little faith in politics. Too many vested interests in maintaining the status quo, even when that status quo was a recipe for suicide. These days, worldwide, reason was an endangered species. 

			Nonetheless, she had finally given in, accepting the appointment as the PMO’s Science Advisor. Clearly, credentials in geology well matched the glacial pace of change in government. 

			The thought elicited a crooked grin as she made her way down the corridor, following the secretary as he led her to the PM’s conference room. As far as cities went, Ottawa felt cold and damp. At least she didn’t have freshmen to teach, or university administrators to battle. And the apartment was decent, with a lovely view of the Rideau Canal. And as for all the briefs from the field agents who’d managed to report back in time, the folders were blissfully closed and tucked under her left arm. A few more seconds remained before she would have to begin discussing the impossible. 

			She didn’t like being afraid, but afraid she was. 

			The secretary reached a door, knocked once and then opened it, turning to invite Alison into the room beyond. ‘Thank you,’ she said, stepping past the young man. Courtesy was one of the few aspects of officiousness that she actually appreciated. In the wake of the last PM’s belligerence and bullying, it was a welcome return – or so she’d been told at the meet-and-greet that accompanied her appointment. People had been relieved, the bureaucracy resettling itself with a new zeal for propriety. 

			The conference room was, of course, well appointed. She was led to her seat and found herself opposite Will Camden, Minister for Natural Resources. On Will’s left was Mary Sparrow, Minister for Parks and Recreation. Neither one looked happy, although something glinted in Mary’s dark eyes that, upon reflection, didn’t surprise Alison. 

			Some pundits had viewed appointing a Metis to oversee the country’s national parks as ironic. Others appreciated the gesture. There was no end to self-ascribed analysts of everything irrelevant yet potentially inflammatory, and their incessant babbling made for a constant background roar to public life. More than a few had crowed with savage glee at Alison’s own history working for Big Oil. 

			Alison and the ministers had not long to wait, as another door at the head of the room opened and in strode the Prime Minister. Lisabet Carboneau, the newest liberal darling of politics, had features sharper in person than they were on-screen. Her regard, which seemed honest to the tracking camera, held a predatory hint when face to face. Until now, there had been only one meeting between Alison and the PM, and that one had been awash with platitudes and the pronouncement of vague expectations.

			Not this time.

			Swiftly seating herself at the table’s head, the Prime Minister fixed Alison with a steady stare and said, ‘I have scanned the public statements issued by other countries. I have watched the newsfeed and sat through token experts doing little more than describing what we can all already see. I anticipate much of the same from you, not due to any disrespect for your competence, Doctor Pinborough, but because what we are facing appears to be inexplicable and therefore unanswerable. Am I correct?’ 

			Alison had set her file folders down on the table in front of her when she had first been seated. She glanced down at them now, fighting an urge to open the first one and begin leafing through the summary. She already knew the contents, of this and every other file. ‘Madam Prime Minister,’ she said, ‘there are some highly unusual properties to these forcefields—’

			Will Camden grunted sourly, but added no further comment since Carboneau’s attention on Alison had not wavered. 

			After a brief pause, Alison continued. ‘Ground penetration radar gave no return signal. In fact, no above-surface radar gives a return signal.’ 

			‘How is that possible?’ the Prime Minister asked. ‘Planes on flight paths taking them towards the forcefields all report collision alarms forewarning the pilots.’ 

			‘Yes, madam, and so naturally it was assumed that, since those collision sensors are radar-based, a solid return of the signal was implicit.’ 

			‘But now you are saying that’s not the case.’ 

			‘Correct.’ 

			‘Yet another impossibility,’ Carboneau said. ‘If these forcefields cannot be detected by radar, then some other form of signal must be activating the collision alarms.’ 

			Alison shook her head. ‘Madam, the sensors are specifically calibrated. They are not equipped to receive or interpret any other signal. Reinforcing this, on-site examination of the forcefields indicate no energy diffusion or emanation. In fact, application of energy against the forcefields also results in zero return.’ 

			Lisabet Carboneau studied Alison for a moment, and then she said, ‘I understand that bullets disappear when fired into the forcefield.’ 

			‘Yes. They vanish. Furthermore, the impact zone cannot be measured. In other words, no energy escapes the point of contact. One might as well be shooting holograms at a blackboard.’ 

			The Prime Minister frowned. ‘Is that an accurate analogy?’ 

			‘Not really, madam. But this effect on hypersonic projectiles is unique. Slower-traversing objects, such a drones, simply break up, in the manner one would expect if they had flown into a wall. In those instances, energy is transmitted outward as a consequence of the impact, following natural laws relating to mass and velocity.’ 

			‘This is not your area of expertise, is it?’ 

			‘No, Madam Prime Minister. Geologically speaking, the forcefield, when passing through, for example, Precambrian bedrock, effects no structural change in the area of intersection. This too defies all expectation. At least,’ she amended, ‘no structural alteration that we can detect from outside the field. But visual examination is in no way impeded.’ 

			The Prime Minister sat back in her chair. ‘Let’s return to the subject of radar and the triggering of collision alarms in aircraft. Speculations?’ 

			Alison hesitated, fighting down a sigh. ‘The forcefield is selective. It possesses agency.’ 

			At that, Mary Sparrow broke protocol by speaking. ‘The Wall of God.’ 

			The statement was startling enough to draw Carboneau’s attention. 

			‘What’s that?’ 

			‘Pardon my interruption, Madam Prime Minister,’ Mary said. ‘A new meme. Someone online related the forcefields to a computer firewall, in that they seem to share the ability to discriminate. For example, there has been no confirmed report of any injuries directly related to the field’s edge. This isn’t Stephen King’s Under the Dome scenario, cutting people in half. Also, wildlife has been observed passing through it.’ 

			Alison cleared her throat. ‘That’s confirmed. The exclusion properties seem to be limited. Human access is denied, including human technology.’ 

			‘Not entirely true,’ Mary cut in again. ‘A report from Brazil reached me just an hour ago. As you know, I have been engaged with the Global Indigenous Peoples programme—’

			‘Yes,’ interjected the Prime Minister. ‘This report?’ 

			Mary pressed her lips together, revealing a flicker of annoyance. ‘The forcefield now covering the pristine regions of the Amazon extends upward for a height of about three hundred metres. Fly-overs are possible, and late yesterday a team of government officials recorded one of the uncontacted indigenous tribes known to exist close to the border with Peru. These are the very tribes being slaughtered by loggers, and we have confirmation that all logging and land-clearing activities inside the forcefield have now ceased, and the camps are abandoned – the invaders have been forced out, but the indigenes have not.’ 

			Alison studied the satisfaction that softened Mary’s face with this last statement, and found no cause to condemn it. The ‘Wall of God’ no longer seemed so absurd. Her own thoughts had been circling the notion for some time, as the data continued to pour in. 

			‘Agency,’ said the Prime Minister. ‘Intelligence. Intent.’ Abruptly she seemed to shift gears. ‘William, how badly has our access to natural resources been affected?’ 

			‘It’s bad, Madam Prime Minister. We’ve lost half the Tar Sands – every block opened in the past three years is now out of reach. Extraction hardware destroyed – and there were claims that some of the machinery had been singled out—’

			‘Singled out how?’ 

			‘The forcefield jumped ahead, broke its own steady line of growth. The numbers aren’t in yet, but the material loss will be in the tens of millions, maybe more. Production is much worse. We’re down to a trickle.’ 

			‘Vengeance,’ stated Mary. ‘They were being punished for their stupidity. You cannot wound the Earth and expect to get away with it.’ 

			‘Enough of that, please,’ the Prime Minister said. The PM was notoriously difficult to offend, and nothing in her expression now indicated anything but mild irritation with Mary’s pronouncements, or the pleased tone with which the Minister uttered them. ‘Alison, how many zones are still expanding?’ 

			‘Very few, madam, and they have slowed down considerably. About a metre a day now, and no longer consistently along the line of advance. There are extensions now, like arms. But a more apt descriptor would be “corridors”.’ 

			‘As in … wildlife migration?’ 

			Alison nodded. ‘Seasonal rounds: northern woods in the winter, summer on the plains.’ 

			‘So, preservation of nature appears to be the emerging theme,’ observed the Prime Minister. 

			Alison nodded again. ‘Fisheries confirm this. Hook and line seems to be an acceptable practice. But not drift-nets, bottom-trawlers, or any other non-discriminating means of ocean harvest. And national boundaries are irrelevant, as the zones relate to fish migration, feeding and breeding grounds. Cetacean pods appear to be individually enclosed by forcefields, which travel with those pods and may well send extensions around outliers.’ 

			‘Makes me wonder,’ said Will Camden. 

			The PM’s gaze flicked to the man. ‘William?’ 

			He shrugged. ‘If eco-terrorists have hooked up with Satanists and someone, somewhere, is busy throwing virgins into volcanoes.’ 

			There was a long moment of silence, and then Mary Sparrow burst out laughing. ‘Oh crap, Will! That’s a good one – can I quote you?’ 

			‘If you did,’ the Minister of Natural Resources replied, ‘I doubt anyone would even notice.’ 

			Abruptly the Prime Minister rose to her feet. She was tall, taller than Alison, leaving her with a moment of intimidation. Despite that, there was something to the woman that Alison couldn’t help liking. ‘Thank you,’ she said, meeting the eyes of each of them in turn. ‘The general consensus among other nations – the ones prepared to discuss this matter – all concur with the inevitable conclusions you have drawn.’ She paused, and then said, ‘We’re being—’

			Washington DC, May 24th, 4:00 PM 

			‘—royally fucked with,’ the President of the United States finished. 

			Ben Mellyk winced. The Science Advisor was old school, and his president’s penchant for crass bluntness was beginning to irritate him. He withdrew his thick glasses and began methodically cleaning them with a silk handkerchief.

			President Raine Kent, meanwhile, had shifted his considerable bulk in his chair to regard the Chairman of the Joint Chief of Staff, Albert Strom. Raine opened his mouth to say something and then visibly changed his mind, turning his attention instead to his Security Advisor. ‘Dan, if there are files you’re supposed to crack open right now …’ 

			‘Files, Mister President?’ 

			‘Files! X-fucking-files! The effect is global. No one with any credibility is taking credit and even if they did, this technology leaves the rest of us in the dust and research like that we’d know about – Ben! We’d know about it, wouldn’t we?’ 

			‘I think so, Mister President,’ Ben replied, restoring his glasses only to take them back off and rub at his sleep-deprived eyes. ‘Energy fields remain in an infant state, and all require massive outputs from a recognisable power source.’ 

			‘So,’ snapped the President, returning his glower to Daniel Prester, his Security Advisor. ‘Bug-eyed aliens. Roswell. Spill it, Daniel.’ 

			‘There are no X-files, Mister President.’ 

			‘Why am I having a hard time believing that?’ 

			‘Sir, you assume a greater capacity for security than is humanly possible. Conspiracies crack. People go rogue. Whistleblowers—’

			‘And how best to discredit them than by ridiculing everything they say?’ Raine Kent leaned forward. ‘That’s a viable and common tactic, is it not? We’ve done it before, haven’t we? Enthusiastic disinformation – I happen to know you have full-time professional sceptics trolling the UFO sites.’ 

			Daniel reluctantly nodded. ‘Experimental aircraft can be hard to hide one hundred per cent of the time, particularly in testing and trials.’ 

			‘So that’s all they’re trolling for?’ 

			Ben saw Daniel’s eyes flicker. ‘It is, sir.’ 

			‘And all the secret moon-bases and secret space fleets and ruins on Mars shit, it’s all rubbish, right?’ 

			Daniel glanced at Ben, who sat straighter. ‘Mister President, there are ruins on Mars. We think. We’re pretty sure,’ he amended upon seeing Kent’s visage darken. ‘We’ve been actively smudging images prior to releasing them to the public.’ They had been doing the same for the Moon, but for a long time these had been matters in which need-to-know had not included presidents. For one very good reason. Presidents came and went, and most if not all of them were reluctant to leave the limelight once out of office. Sitting on the biggest reveal of all time would be tempting as hell.

			This president was some time in calming down. Eventually he sighed. ‘Fuck me. And no one bothered telling me about it?’ 

			‘Sir, you have only been in office three months. Your slate has been pretty full, what with all the protests and riots and whatnot—’

			‘That shit takes care of itself,’ Kent growled. ‘You’re sidestepping, Ben. This isn’t some climate change discussion we’re having here.’

			Ben shrugged. ‘It was not considered a high priority.’

			‘Ruins on Mars. Okay. But ruins, right? Empty. Dead. Ancient.’

			‘Yes, sir.’

			‘So, nothing to make me lose sleep over.’

			‘No, sir.’

			‘Which is why you didn’t brief me, making me wonder how many other things you’re not telling me in the interests of the President getting his beauty rest.’

			Ben said nothing. It seemed the wisest option. 

			Kent’s expression twisted to signal his disapproval. He shifted his attention to Albert Strom. ‘Al, tried lasers? Big fucking lasers? On the forcefields?’ 

			The Chairman blinked owlishly, and then said, ‘Of course, Mister President. As well as microwave, sonic, and depleted uranium projectiles. The forcefields remain impervious and more to the point, entirely unaffected.’ 

			‘That’s American soil someone’s just stolen from us,’ Kent said, his florid face deepening a shade. ‘Ben, what do the SETI people say?’ 

			‘Nothing detected, sir.’ 

			‘NASA?’ 

			‘Nothing detected, sir.’ 

			‘Are you on a fucking loop, Ben? I need more information. Daniel, crack down on the eco-terrorists. Haul ’em in. I want their computers. Their networks. All their contacts. I want the works.’ 

			‘We have all that, Mister President,’ Daniel Prester replied. ‘Homeland’s been trawling that data since the first manifestation, as soon as the environmental angle became obvious. Lots of chatter but nothing concrete, sir. Thus far.’ 

			‘Thus far,’ Kent muttered, as if the words were a personal affront. ‘Why now? That’s what I want to know? Why on my patch? What the fuck did I do to deserve this?’ He sat up straighter. ‘Wait. Can we take credit for this?’ 

			The Chairman of the Joint Chief of Staff choked on his coffee and the cup clashed ominously as he set it back down on its saucer. ‘Mister President, every country would declare war on us!’ 

			Something gleamed in Raine Kent’s eyes. ‘And not one country can do fuck all about it.’ He pointed at his secretary. ‘See how that one plays with the eggheads. Scenarios.’ 

			After a long, tense moment, the Vice-President, D.K. Prentice, cleared her throat. ‘Mister President, we cannot take credit for these forcefields.’ 

			‘Why not?’ 

			‘Because we don’t know what they are going to do next. Thus far, miraculously, there have been no definitive losses of life as a consequence of the manifestation. Nowhere worldwide, sir. But that is no guarantee that our luck won’t change. It would seem that our pre-eminent concern, at the moment, relates to the economic impact of these forcefields. That, and the already growing wave of displacement as entire populations get forced back into already crowded and desperate urban areas.’ 

			Kent frowned, but said nothing. 

			Prentice continued, ‘An extraordinary session has been called at the UN and I think we should—’

			‘Yeah,’ cut in Kent, ‘you do that. Right. You go to that, D.K. See what they’re going to do about all those people because they sure as hell aren’t coming here. Report back to us on that.’ He looked round the crowded Situation Room. ‘Meanwhile I’ve got to address the nation, and I need something to say. I need to tell ’em we’re on this, working on this, figuring it out.’ He looked to Ben. ‘Get your eggheads together, Ben, come up with shit. But not too complicated. Make it plain so the people get it, get what’s going on.’ 

			‘Mister President,’ said Ben Mellyk. ‘That’s just it. We don’t know what’s going on.’ 

			‘Not good enough.’ 

			‘I’m sorry, sir. I wish it were otherwise.’ 

			‘I bet you do. So do I. So does everybody. On my fuckin’ watch, too. If it gets worse, people are going to panic. Should we wake up the National Guard again? Get planes in the air?’ He thumped the table with both fists. ‘How the fuck do we respond to this?’ 

			Silver Steading Farm, Utah, May 24th, 5:16 PM

			The Range Rover had always been an extravagance, Dave Ketchen’s mechanical cage of guilt making a serious dent in his carbon footprint. That and the ATC which he used whenever saddling a horse was just too much bother. In his mind, however, he figured he was still deep into the green, since the virtue of restoring the valley’s natural environment and then planting a tiered canopy of productive fruit- and nut-bearing trees and beneath that a whole host of undergrowth plants of varying seasonal yields … well, that had to count for something, didn’t it?

			He’d stopped believing that about eight hours ago. Sitting in the Range Rover, parked on the open, unbroken scrubland that flanked their valley, he sat cradling a bottle of bourbon in his lap.

			Down below the watercourse glittered between new green leaves. The pond had lost its ice and the family of beavers had been busy all day, thinning the stands of saplings on the banks. Ten years ago, the valley had been bone-dry, the stream a spring occurrence in a good year. The beavers had changed all of that, a poignant reminder that nature could turn a desert into a paradise if people just let it do its thing.

			Sure, this list of virtues was as long as his arm. He and Ev had left the city, dragging their kids with them. Bought this valley. The ranch on the west side had been converted to bison, with Jurgen Banks just about breaking even selling the lean meat to top restaurants back east. The other side was reservation land, an isolated parcel of Northern Shoshone remotely connected to the Snake River group. It had been cattle land for some time before that, with a small ghost town connected to some failed mining operation being the first European settlement in the area. When the Shoshone bought the ranch, they’d sold the cattle off and left the buildings to fall into ruin.

			Dave had done some research, curious about what the Shoshone wanted to do with the land, and as far as he could tell, the answer was ‘nothing’. Which suited him just fine.

			So the valley had been perfect. Whatever leachates might creep down from the higher ground to either side were now entirely natural.

			Ten years. Quite the transformation. Certification of Organic Produce had finally come and the shift from the Farmers’ Markets to high-end speciality food-stores now seemed within reach.

			Until it was all taken away.

			Some Game and Fisheries guy on the tube had described the migration corridors now taking shape, one of them winding its way down from Alberta, Canada, with another narrower one working southward from some place called Southwest Saskatchewan. The western corridor skirted the east side of the Rockies, but then branched out to follow some minor valleys and flat-land. The other one looked to be heading for Kansas.

			‘Why not just cut the country in half while you’re at it,’ Dave muttered. The bourbon had dried his lips. He wet them again with another mouthful. ‘Look at me, the cliché.’ 

			That was kind of funny. The locals in town already had him down as one anyway, the hippy organic farmer, the eco-warrior, the guy with the beard and flannel shirt, driving his brand-new Range Rover. Selling bags of pine nuts every Saturday for a goddamn fortune.

			The forcefield had obliterated Jurgen’s fences. His sixty-three-head herd of bison could now wander at will, down into the valley eager for all that new green growth and leachate was the least of Dave’s concerns.

			Opening the door, he climbed out of the cab. Too drunk to drive back home, even though he’d be nowhere near a road the whole way. There were sinkholes, big boulders, run-off channels. Wouldn’t do to get stuck, roll the thing, or break an axle. Besides, this way he could walk off some of the bourbon. Stumbling in drunk as a skunk in front of his wife and kids wouldn’t do.

			At least she’d understand. They’d just lost everything.

			‘You’d think doing good in the world would mean something.’ Leaning against the Range Rover, he glared up at the cloudless sky. Wishing for a first star but it was still too early in the day for that. 

			And over at the Wild West, where he’d bought the bottle, that shit-for-brains Hal Smart was probably still laughing, asking one more time if he could come on over to shoot him some beaver, hah hah.

			‘Well, no, Hal, you can’t. That’s the whole point of these forcefields. You and your hunting buddies are plumb outa luck, as they say in these here parts.’

			But hey, Dave, ain’t we all outa luck? I mean, you and me both? Oh man, it’s enough to make a man drink, ain’t it?

			‘Just one star, God. Just one.’ He pushed himself off the truck and began walking, the bottle held by the neck in one hand. He could ditch it. But then it might break. There were deer, and elk, and pronghorn. Fine then. He’d stash it in the old outhouse since nobody ever went in there.

			‘Give me a star, Lord. So I can curse it.’

			When a man does good, it shouldn’t be good for nothing.

			Boulder, Colorado, May 24th, 9:56 PM 

			‘So what’s it all mean?’ Joey Sink asked the web cam’s blinking light. ‘They’re calling it the Wall of God. But … really? Seen any angels lately? Fire and brimstone? Or is this just Gaia saying “guess what, humans, as Stewards of the Earth, you’ve just been fired”. Or is someone else saying that? In no uncertain terms? Someone who’s yet to show up, but is about to with a big sign saying “Earth, Under New Management”?’ 

			He left that to hang for a few moments, and then said, ‘So if those big saucers come down to hover over Washington DC and every other capital on the planet … well, we’ve read the script, and it ain’t pretty.’ He cocked his head and offered up a twisted grin. ‘Anybody hear a clock ticking? Or is that just me? 

			‘This is Joey Sink and the Kitchen Sink Vlog, and hey, wasn’t this a heck of a day?’ 

			 

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			Chapter Four

			‘Science and technology are just the clothes we SF writers wear. But every now and then, some of us choose to go naked into the future, and that is an entirely different proposition.’ 

			Samantha August 

			Cislunar Orbit, May 25th, 3:02 PM (by Samantha August’s watch) 

			‘You can’t be doing this,’ Samantha said. ‘You’ve just hit the most disadvantaged people in the poorest countries on the planet.’ Before her on the massive screen was a map of the world, initially startling because it was orientated sideways, with the North Pole to the left. The Exclusion Zones were marked by a translucent grey filter overlying the geomorphic details of the land and the ocean floor. There were a lot of them. She pointed at North America. ‘You’re re-establishing the Great Plains. That’s going to cut the United States nearly in half … all the way down to Kansas. The heart of America’s agricultural bread-basket.’ 

			‘The ongoing anthropogenic deterioration of Earth’s climate will render your “bread-basket” uninhabitable within forty years,’ Adam replied. ‘The present population displacements are minor compared to those you will experience within twenty-five years. Rising sea-levels, drought, desertification, extreme weather events, will all directly impact your species’ preferred habitats, and at that future time none of your countries will possess the capability to deal with the crisis. In effect, if not for our intervention, your civilisation will collapse within this century. Estimated population loss exceeds six billion. Unfortunately, your extinction will take the rest of the biome down with you.’ 

			‘I think that’s enough good news for one day, don’t you? So, you’re going to restore the health of our atmosphere?’ 

			‘It is necessary in order to best preserve the biome. Atmosphere will be returned to early industrial levels with respect to carbon dioxide, methane and other greenhouse gases.’ 

			‘Why early industrial?’ 

			‘To prevent recurrence of an ice-age. Atmospheric circulatory patterns need to be calmed, necessitating redressing in order to effect the proper equilibrium—’

			‘Has all that begun?’ 
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