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      PROLOGUE

      
      You’re not here. Try to remember this.
      

      
      Try not to remember where you really are.

      
      You are in a twisty maze of dark corridors, all alike. You slide down the last of them as smoothly as a piston in a syringe,
         and are then ejected into the suddenly overwhelming open space of the interior. Minutes ago, you saw outer space, the universe,
         and the whole shebang itself didn’t look bigger than this. Outer space is, fundamentally, familiar. It’s only the night sky,
         without the earth beneath your feet.
      

      
      This place is fundamentally unfamiliar. It’s twenty miles long and five high and it’s bigger than anything you’ve ever seen.
         It’s a room with a world inside it.
      

      
      To them, it’s a bright world. To us it’s a dark, cold cavern. To them, our most delicate probes would be like some gigantic
         spaceship hovering on rocket jets over one of our cities, playing searchlights of intolerable brightness across everything.
         That’s why we’re seeing it through their eyes, with their instruments, in their colours. The translation of the colours has
         more to do with emotional tone than the electromagnetic spectrum; a lot of thought, ours and theirs, has gone into this interpretation.
      

      
      
      So what you see is a warm, rich green background, speckled with countless tiny, lively shapes in far more colours than you
         have names for. You think of jewels and humming-birds and tropical fish. In fact the comparison with rainforest or coral reef
         is close to the mark. This is an ecosytem more complex than that of the whole Earth. As the viewpoint drifts closer to the
         surface you recall pictures of cities from the air, or the patterns of silicon circuitry. This, too, is apt: here, the distinction
         between natural and artificial is meaningless.
      

      
      The viewpoint zooms in and out: from fractal snowflakes, rainbow-hued, in kaleidoscopic motion, to the vast violet-hazed distances
         and perspectives of the habitat, making clear the multiplicity and diversity of the place, the absence of repetition. Everything
         here is unique; there are similarities, but no species.
      

      
      You can’t shut it off; silently, relentlessly, the viewpoint keeps showing you more and more, until the inhuman but irresistible
         beauty of the alien garden or city or machine or mind harrows your heart. It will not let you go, unless you bless it; then,
         just as you fall into helpless love with it, it expels you, returning you to your humanity, and the dark.
      

   



      
      
      ONE

      
      SHIP COMING IN

      
      A god stood in the sky high above the sunset horizon, his long white hair streaming in the solar wind. Later, when the sky’s
         colour had shifted from green to black, the white glow would reach almost to the zenith, its light outshining the Foamy Wake,
         the broad band of the Galaxy. At least, it would if the squall-clouds scudding in off the land to the east had cleared by
         then. Gregor Cairns turned his back on the C. M. Yonge’s own foamy wake, and looked past the masts and sheets at the sky ahead. The clouds were blacker and closer than they’d been
         the last time he’d looked, a few minutes earlier. Two of the lugger’s five-man crew were already swinging the big sail around,
         preparing to tack into the freshening wind.
      

      
      Much as he’d have liked to help, he knew from experience that he’d only get in the way. He turned his attention back to the
         tanks and nets in which the day’s haul snapped, slapped, or writhed. Trilobites and ostracoderms, mostly, with a silvery smattering
         of teleostean fish, a slimy slither of sea-slugs, and crusty clusters of shelled molluscs and calcichordates. To Gregor this
         kind of assemblage was beginning to look incongruous and anachronistic; he grinned at the thought, reflecting that he now knew more
         about the marine life of Earth’s oceans than he did of the planet whose first human settlers had long ago named Mingulay.
      

      
      His wry smile was caught by his two colleagues, one of whom smiled back. Elizabeth Harkness was a big-boned, strong-featured
         young woman, about his own age and with a centimetre or two of advantage in height. Under a big leather hat her rough-cut
         black hair was blown forward over her ruddy cheeks. Like Gregor, she wore a heavy sweater, oilskins, rubber boots and gauntlets.
         She squatted a couple of metres away on the laden after-deck, probing tangles of holdfast with a rusty old knife, expertly
         slinging the separated molluscs, calcichordates and float-wrack into their appropriate tanks.
      

      
      ‘Come on,’ she said, ‘back to work.’

      
      ‘Aye,’ said Gregor, stooping to cautiously heave a ten-kilogram trilobite, scrabbling and nipping, into a water-filled wooden
         trough. ‘The faster we get this lot sorted, the more time for drinks back at the port.’
      

      
      ‘Yeah, so don’t stick with the easy stuff.’ She flung some surplus mussels to the seabats that screamed and wheeled around
         the boat.
      

      
      ‘Huh.’ Gregor grunted and left the relatively rugged trilobites to fend for themselves in the netting and creels while he
         pitched in to deal with the small shelly fauna. The vessel rolled, slopping salt water from the troughs and tanks, and then
         freshwater from the sky hissed on to the deck as they met the squall. He and Elizabeth worked on through it, yelling and laughing
         as their sorting became less and less discriminatory in their haste.
      

      
      ‘As long as they don’t eat each other …’
      

      
      
      The third student on the boat squatted opposite the two humans, knees on a level with his broad cheekbones, oblivious to the
         rain pelting his hairless head, and to the rivulets that trickled down his neck then over the seamless collar of his dull
         grey insulation-suit. The nictitating membranes of his large black eyes, and an occasional snort from his small nostrils or
         spit from his thin-lipped, inch-wide mouth were the only indications that the downpour affected him at all. His hands each
         had three long fingers and one long thumb; each digit came equipped with a claw that made a knife, for this task, at least,
         quite unnecessary.
      

      
      Gregor eyed him covertly, admiring the machine-like ease with which the long fingers sorted through the heaps; tangles ahead
         of them, neatly separated columns behind; the butchering strength and surgical skill and clinical gentleness of thumb and
         claw and palm. Then, answering some accurate intuition, the saur rocked back on his heels, washed his hands in the last of
         the rain, and stood up with his part of the task complete.
      

      
      Elizabeth and Gregor looked at each other across a diminished area of decking on which nothing but stains and shreds of wrack
         remained. Elizabeth blinked wet lashes.
      

      
      ‘Done,’ she said, standing up and shaking rain off her hat.

      
      ‘Great.’ Gregor heaved himself upright and did likewise, joining the other two at the stern rail. They leaned on it, gazing
         out at the reddening sky in which the god glowed brighter. The highest clouds in the sky – far higher than the squall-clouds
         – shone with a peculiar mother-of-pearl rainbow effect, a rare phenomenon that had even the sailors murmuring in amazed appreciation.
         Behind them the big sail came rattling down, and the engine coughed into life as the steersman took them in towards the harbour.
         The cliffs of a hundred-metre-high headland, crowned with a craggy castle, the Keep of Aird, rose on the port side; lower
         green hills and fields spread out to starboard. Ahead the lights were coming on in Kyohvic, the main port of the straggling
         seaboard republic known as the Heresiarchy of Tain.
      

      
      ‘Good work, Salasso,’ Gregor said. The saur turned and nodded gravely, his nostrils and lips minutely twitching in his species’
         equivalent of a smile. Then the great black eyes – their sides easily visible in profile – returned to scanning the sea.
      

      
      Salasso’s long arm and long forefinger pointed.

      
      ‘Teuthys,’ he hissed.

      
      ‘Where?’ Elizabeth cried, delighted. Gregor shaded his eyes and stared along the white wake and across the dark waves, so
         much of it there was, until he saw a darker silhouette rise, humping out of the water about a mile away. For a moment, so
         it remained, an islet in the deep.
      

      
      ‘Could be just a whale—’ he murmured.

      
      ‘Teuthys,’ the saur insisted.

      
      The hump sank back and then a vast shape shot out of the surface, rising in an apparently impossible arc on a brief white
         jet; a glimpse of splayed tentacles behind the black wedge of the thing, then a huge splash as it planed back into the water.
         It did it again, and this time it wasn’t black – in its airborne second it glowed and flashed with flickering colour. And
         it wasn’t alone – another kraken had joined it. They leaped together, again and then again, twisting and sporting. With a
         final synchronised leap that lasted two seconds, and a multicoloured flare that lit the water like fireworks, the display
         ended.
      

      
      
      ‘Oh, gods above,’ Elizabeth breathed. The saur’s mouth was a little black O, and his body trembled. Gregor stared at where
         the krakens had played, awed but wondering. That they were playing he was certain, without knowing why. There were theories
         that such gratuitous expenditures of energy by krakens were some kind of mating display, or even ritual, but like most biologists
         Gregor regarded such hypotheses as beneath consideration.
      

      
      ‘Architeuthys extraterrestris sapiens,’ he said slowly. ‘Masters of the galaxy. Having fun.’
      

      
      The saur’s black tongue flickered, then his lips became once more a thin line.

      
      ‘We do not know,’ he said, his words perhaps weightier, to Gregor, than he intended. But the man chose to treat them lightly,
         leaning out and sharing an aching, helpless grin with the woman.
      

      
      ‘We don’t know,’ he agreed, ‘but one day we’ll find out.’ He jerked his face upwards at the flare of white spreading up the
         sky. ‘Even the gods play, I’m sure of that. Why else would they leave their … endless peace between the stars, and plunge
         between our worlds and swing around the sun?’
      

      
      Salasso’s neck seemed to contract a little; he averted his eyes from the sky, shivering again. Elizabeth laughed, not noticing
         or perhaps not reading the saur’s subtle body language. ‘Gods above, you can talk, man!’ she said. ‘You think we’ll ever know?’
      

      
      ‘Aye, I do,’ said Gregor. ‘That’s our play.’
      

      
      ‘Speak for yourself, Cairns, I know what mine is after a long hard day, and I’m’ – she glanced over her shoulder – ‘about
         ten minutes from starting it with a long hard drink!’
      

      
      
      Gregor shrugged and smiled, and they all relaxed, gazing at the sea and chatting. Then, as the first houses of the harbour
         town slipped by, one of the crewmen startled them with a loud, ringing cry:
      

      
      ‘Ship coming in!’

      
      Everybody on the boat looked up at the sky.

      
      James Cairns stood, huddled in a fur cloak, on the castle’s ancient battlement and gazed at the ship as it slid across the
         sky from the east, a glowing Zeppelin at least seven hundred metres long. Down the dark miles of the long valley, lighting
         the flanks of the hill, and over the clustered houses of the town it came, its course steady and constant as a monorail bus.
         As it passed almost directly overhead at a thousand metres, Cairns was briefly amused to see that among the patterns picked
         out in lights on its sides were the squiggly signature-scribble of Coca-Cola, the double-arched golden ‘M’, the brave chequered
         banner of Microsoft; the Stars and Stripes and the thirteen stars – twelve small yellow stars and a central red one on a blue
         field – of the European Union.
      

      
      He presumed the display was supposed to provide some kind of reassurance. What it gave him – and, he did not doubt, scores
         of other observers – was a pang of pride and longing so acute that the shining shape blurred for a second. The old man blinked
         and sniffed, staring after the craft as its path sloped implacably seaward. When it was a kilometre or so out to sea, and
         a hundred metres above the water, a succession of silver lens-shaped objects scooted away from its sides, spinning clear and
         then heading back the way the ship had come. They came sailing in towards the port as the long ship’s hull kissed the waves
         and settled, its flashing lights turning the black water to a rainbow kaleidoscope. Other lights, underwater and much smaller but hardly less bright, joined it in a colourful flurry.
      

      
      Cairns turned his attention from the ship to its gravity skiffs; some swung down to land on the docks below, most skittered
         overhead and floated down, rocking like falling leaves, to the grassy ridge of the long hill that sloped down from the landward
         face of the castle. James strolled to the other side of the roof to watch. Somewhere beneath his feet, a relief generator
         hummed. Floodlights flared, lighting up the approach and glinting off the steely sides of the skiffs.
      

      
      Almost banally after such a bravura arrival, the dozen or so skiffs had extended and come to rest on spindly telescoped legs;
         in their undersides hatches opened and stairladders emerged, down which saurs and humans trooped as casually as passengers
         off an airship. Each gave forth two or three saurs, twice or thrice that number of humans; about a hundred in all walked slowly
         up the slope and on to the smoother grass of the castle lawns, tramping across it to be greeted by, and to mingle with, the
         castle’s occupants. The grey-suited saurs looked more spruce than the humans, most of whom were in sea-boots and oilskins,
         dripping wet. The humans towards the rear were hauling little wheeled carts behind them, laden with luggage.
      

      
      He felt a warm arm slide through the side-slit of his cloak and clasp his waist.

      
      ‘Aren’t you going down?’ Margaret asked.

      
      Cairns turned and looked down at his wife’s eyes, which shone within a crinkle of crow’s-feet as she smiled, and laid his
         right arm, suddenly heavy, across her shoulders.
      

      
      
      ‘In a minute,’ he said. He sighed. ‘You know, even after all this time, that’s still the sight that leaves me most dizzy.’

      
      Margaret chuckled darkly. ‘Yeah, I know. It gets me that way too.’

      
      Cairns knew that if he dwelt on the strangeness of the sight, the feeling of unreality could make him physically nauseous:
         La Nausée, Sartre’s old existential insecurity – Cairns wondered, not for the first time, how the philosopher would have coped with
         a situation as metaphysically disturbing as this.
      

      
      L’enfer, c’est les autres.
      

      
      He turned around resolutely, taking Margaret along with him, and together they set off down from the castle’s heights to meet
         the bourgeois with a smile. Under his left elbow he held the furled and folded flag, the star-circled banner which he’d lowered,
         as was his custom, at sunset. Behind him the steel rope clanged on the mast, bare against the windy night.
      

      
      They descended the spiral stair, down steps a metre and a half wide and about thirty centimetres high, each of whose treads
         had been worn down over millennia into a terrifyingly deep normal distribution curve, as though the stone itself were sagging.
         The iron handrail around the central well was only centuries old, and at the right height for human hands; the electric lighting,
         though dim, was tuned for human eyes.
      

      
      James and Margaret kept close to the wall as they descended. Margaret went first, clattering and chatting merrily; James followed,
         half listening, the rest of his attention devoted to the many fossils embedded in the stones of the wall’s interior cladding,
         some of which generations of curious or reverent fingertips of successive species of the castle’s occupants had polished to
         a mahogany sheen. He trailed his own fingers across the fragmentary remains of fish and dragons and sea-monsters and other organisms
         in a bizarrely Noachic, diluvial conglomerate whose ordering had little to do with their evolutionary succession; as always
         when he climbed up or down these steps, the line he’d used on his children and grandchildren came to mind: this castle had
         been built by giants, mined by dwarfs, stormed by goblins, and left to ghosts long before people on Earth had laid so much
         as one stone upon another.
      

      
      Sounds and smells echoing or wafting from below intensified as the old couple descended. The arrival of the merchant ship
         might or might not have been expected, but the Keep’s staff planned routinely for such a contingency. For this first evening
         nothing much was expected but hot water, hot food and lots of drinking and some kind of bed to stagger off to afterwards:
         merchants just off a ship were usually in no condition for formal negotiations or celebrations. The saurs would require even
         less.
      

      
      The exits from the spiral stair went past, their numbers as fixed in James’s mind as the numerals on a lift’s display. He
         and Margaret stepped out on the ground floor – the stair still had many levels to go, down into the rock – and made their
         way around several zigzag turns of narrow defensive corridor. Antique space-suits stood in artfully placed ambuscade niches.
      

      
      The corridor opened to the castle’s main hall, a cavernous space hung with retro-fitted electric lights, its fifteen-metre-high
         walls covered with carpets and tapestries, oil paintings of members of the Cosmonaut Families, heads and hides of dinosaurs,
         and decoratively arranged displays of the light artillery with which these gigantic quarry had been sportingly slain.
      

      
      
      The wide doors stood open; the hall’s blazing fire and more practical electric radiators did little to repel the chill inward
         swirl of evening air. The merchants, their saur companions and their servants were already mingled with the welcoming crowd
         that had gathered from all quarters of the castle. Mingled, but easily distinguishable: for this evening at least, the castle’s
         occupants – Cosmonauts and stewards and seneschals and servants – outdid the merchants in the style and spectacle of their
         attire. In days to come, the most senior of the Cosmonauts and the richest merchants in Kyohvic would be easily outshone by
         their visitors’ youngest child or lowliest page; their present plebeian appearance, though partly dictated by the necessities
         of interstellar travel, was for all its apparent casualness part of a protocol – setting themselves conspicuously below their
         hosts – whose invariance James Cairns had observed many times before.
      

      
      Right now the new arrivals had discarded their protective clothing in a careless heap in the doorway’s broad vestibule, and
         were padding around in woollen socks and likewise warm gear, shaking or kissing hands with all and sundry, smiling and laughing
         and slapping shoulders. Children scampered and scooted, chased by their own servants, tactfully redirected from the big room’s
         many exits by swiftly posted stewards. Through it all the saurs drifted, their domed heads bobbing in the throng like stray
         balloons.
      

      
      Hal Driver, the Security Man, was in the centre of the pressing crowd, already deep in hearty converse with a mature, burly
         man who had ‘merchant prince’ written all over him, albeit he was dressed like a trawlerman. Red hair sprang in a great shock
         from his head; freckles spattered his broad-cheeked, flat-nosed face; his rich voice boomed above the babble, his asides to Driver now and again dropping to a confidential murmur.
      

      
      Margaret nudged James with a confidential murmur of her own.

      
      ‘Didn’t take them long to figure out who’s in charge here.’

      
      ‘Aren’t you going up to the Keep?’ Elizabeth asked.

      
      Gregor finished hosing the scales and slime off his oilskins and hung them in the locker. ‘Nah,’ he said, pulling his boots
         off. ‘Time enough for that when they have the big bash. Won’t be for a day or two yet.’ He sat on the low fold-down bench,
         tugging off his thick socks and stuffing them in the boots, then carefully eased his feet into his leather shoes. ‘Fancy coming
         along yourself?’
      

      
      Elizabeth reddened. ‘Oh, that’s nice of you, thanks, but I just don’t know if I can.’

      
      ‘Well, the invitation’s open,’ Gregor said, oblivious to her momentary embarrassment, and turned to the saur. ‘How about you?’

      
      The slow-swinging electric light’s reflection made tiny arcs in Salasso’s black eyes, as the saur waited patiently in the
         converted hold’s low narrow doorway. His clothing needed no cleaning or adjustment. Nor, Gregor suddenly realised with a blush
         of his own, would it need any possibly expensive alternative for social occasions.
      

      
      He ducked to lace up his shoes as Salasso said he would certainly come along.

      
      ‘Don’t worry about, uh, dressing up,’ he called after Elizabeth as she stepped up to the deck. ‘You know what the merchants
         are like, they wouldn’t know what the fashion is here anyway.’
      

      
      ‘I’ll think about it,’ she told him, not looking back.

      
      
      Up on deck the three students thanked Renwick, the skipper, who was making the last check of the boat before leaving it for
         the night. The specimens, safe in their various containers, would keep until the morning, when they’d be hauled off to the
         Marine Biology Station.
      

      
      ‘Pint at the Baillie’s?’ Elizabeth asked Renwick.

      
      The skipper shook his head. ‘Nah, I’ll have a short with the crew. Last seen heading for the Shipwright, I think. See you
         tomorrow, folks.’
      

      
      The harbour was so old it might have been natural, but it was merely pre-human. The quarter-mile-long mole was built of the
         same hard metamorphic rock as the castle’s exterior walls, and was reckoned to have been blasted and lifted from the harbour
         basin in ancient times, by either the brute force and primitive ingenuity of multitudes, or by the laser lances and gravity
         sleds of visitors from outer space. It formed one curved arm of the harbour’s embrace, the other being provided by the headland’s
         cliffs. Beyond it, the rocky outcrops gave way to a long white sandy beach, which broke up in the distance to tussocked dunes.
      

      
      Gregor scrambled up the rusty rungs of the ladder and out on to the mole. A few hundred metres across the water, on the harbour’s
         central docks, a small knot of humans and saurs had gathered around the landed skiffs. Gregor glanced at them incuriously
         and turned to gazing again at the sky as he waited for the others to join him.
      

      
      The rainbow clouds had dispersed. Gabriel, the evening and morning star, burned like a lamp low in the west, its light outshone
         by the god standing higher in the sky, and by the auroral flicker of the starship floating on the sea beneath it. High above
         them all hung the icy gleam of Raphael and the tiny spark of Ariel, its moon; and – following the ecliptic around to the east – the bright sickle of the
         new moon, beyond which Gog and Magog, the ringed gas giants of the outer system, glowered like a monster’s eyes.
      

      
      Crossing the sky from north to south, alone in its polar orbit, deserted for two hundred years, went the old ship from home.
         To Gregor, tracking it with a rapidly blinking eye, the Bright Star seemed a stranger and more evocative sight than all the familiar constellations – the Musketeer, the Squid, the Angel’s Wing
         and the rest – that straddled the sky on either side of the Foamy Wake.
      

      
      And, ironically, more difficult for humans to reach.

      
      The two humans and the saur walked briskly along the mole and into the waterfront streets of Kyohvic, turning right along
         a bright-lit, cobbled esplanade to the Baillie’s Bar, its sign a jolly, pint-quaffing grandee in plumed hat and lace cravat.
         Inside it was long, low-ceilinged, its plastered walls decorated with naive murals and shelves and brackets supporting harpoons
         and stuffed ichthyosaurs; its tables and bar-counters half filled with men just off the boats and ships. It was that kind
         of place, at this time of the evening; later, the sawdust would be swept up, the tables wiped, and a cleaner crowd would pour
         in from the shows or the eating-houses; but for now it reeked of sweat and fish, yeast and baccy and hemp, its dim light glinting
         with the glitter of glasses and pots and the glazed, lidded gaze of men relaxing thoughtfully over their long pipes. The regulars
         recognised the students with a nod and a smile; others, seamen in from another port, frowned at the saur. As Gregor waved
         Elizabeth and Salasso to a seat and strode to the bar, he heard hissed mutterings about ‘snakes’. He ignored it; the saur
         himself turned a black, blank glare in that direction; and, out of the corner of his eye, Gregor noticed the most vocal objector getting an urgent
         word in his ear from one of the barmaids.
      

      
      Gregor ordered pints for himself and Elizabeth, and a tall billican of hot fish-stock for Salasso. As he waited for the stout
         to settle and the thin soup to be brought back to the boil, he found himself worrying again about the unerring aim that so
         often connected his foot with his mouth. The awkwardness, he was sure, came not from the difference between the sexes but
         from the perhaps greater communicative gulf of class. Elizabeth Harkness was of predominantly local descent, albeit of good
         family, some of whose members were prominent in the Scoffer heresiarchy; his own ancestry, give or take a good deal of exogamy
         with the locals, came from the Bright Star’s crew.
      

      
      From the bar’s mirror behind the bottles his own face scrutinised him: the same thin nose and grim mouth and long black hair
         swept back from a high hairline that he’d seen in generations of portraits. He still felt their presence like a weight on
         his back.
      

      
      ‘That’ll be five shillings, Greg.’

      
      ‘Oh!’ He blinked and shook his head, with that slight start recognising the barmaid as Andrea Peden, one of the undergraduate
         students whose work he’d occasionally supervised. Her rippling auburn hair was loose on her shoulders rather than tied back,
         and he’d only ever seen her in a lab overall, but still. ‘Uh, thanks, Peden. And, let’s see, an ounce of hemp as well, please.’
         Alcohol was not a saur vice – it was a physiological difference, they assimilated it without intoxication – but hemp had definitely
         taken with the species, centuries ago.
      

      
      ‘Another sixpence then,’ the girl said. She glanced around. ‘And we’re off study, so first names, OK, Greg?’

      
      
      ‘Ah, sure, Andrea, thanks.’

      
      He just knew that if he commented on her working here it would come across as yet another clumsy reminder of the difference
         between his economic status and that of most other students, so he forbore.
      

      
      Back at the table he raised his glass soberly to Elizabeth as Salasso nodded almost imperceptibly at both of them and took
         from a thigh pocket a thin aluminium tube and a long-stemmed bone pipe, its bowl elaborately carved. The saur sucked up fish-stock
         through the tube and began filling the pipe from the paper twist.
      

      
      ‘Hah!’ he sighed after a minute, his mouth opening, snakelike, surprisingly wide and showing little fangs. Gregor winced slightly
         at the momentary waft of carnivore breath. A thin brass rectangle appeared between Salasso’s long fingers like a conjuring
         trick, and he applied its faint flame to the tamped hemp and puffed. ‘Hah! That’s better!’
      

      
      ‘Any idea where the ship’s from?’ Elizabeth asked, as though Gregor might know. But it was Salasso who answered.

      
      ‘Nova Babylonia,’ he said, and inhaled on the pipe. His lashless eyelids made a rare blink, and his third eyelid – the nictitating
         membrane – was flickering more rapidly than usual. ‘Of the fleet of the family Tenebre.’ His voice was reedy and harsh. He
         passed the pipe to Elizabeth.
      

      
      ‘Recognise it, do you?’ she asked, puffing for politeness’ sake.

      
      Gregor was a little disappointed by her seizing on this point. To hell with how the saur knew about it, the ship’s origin
         was what mattered. Ships from Nova Babylonia were rare. From his twenty years, he could recall two such visits.
      

      
      
      ‘Yesss,’ said Salasso, leaning his narrow shoulders against the seat’s tall back. He drew on the metal straw again, hot colours
         briefly flowing in the grey-green skin of his cheeks. ‘I have seen that ship … many times.’
      

      
      Elizabeth gave Gregor a sceptical look as she handed over the pipe. Gregor returned her a warning glance and just nodded at
         Salasso, keeping his face carefully expressionless as he sucked the last vile embers of the hemp. He tapped them out on the
         floor and began refilling the pipe.
      

      
      ‘So you might know some of the shore crew?’ he asked.

      
      Salasso’s shoulders lifted. ‘It is very possible. If so, I’ll find out when I go to the reception at the castle.’ His great
         eyes closed for a moment. ‘Of the family Tenebre, perhaps a few. The human generations pass.’
      

      
      Gregor struck a match on his boot and relit, the cannabis rush roaring in his ears like a burn in spate. He heard Elizabeth’s
         light laugh.
      

      
      ‘This I have to see!’ she said. ‘For this, I would come to your party as I am, rags and holes and boots and all!’

      
      ‘Yeah, you do that,’ he said warmly. ‘Come as a scientist.’

      
      ‘Oh, thanks,’ said Elizabeth indignantly, then giggled. Gregor returned the pipe to the saur, who smoked the rest of it but
         said no more, his body still, his mind gliding into a typically saurian trance. The two humans watched in silence for a couple
         of minutes, supping at their pints, until the pipe clattered from Salasso’s fingers on to the table.
      

      
      Gregor leaned across and stroked the dry, warm skin of the saur’s face. No response was forthcoming.

      
      ‘He’s offline,’ he remarked.

      
      ‘Another pint while we wait?’ Elizabeth asked.

      
      ‘Aye, thanks.’

      
      
      No time, or a long time, seemed to pass before she returned.

      
      ‘Do you think he meant that literally?’ she asked, as he settled in again. The saur’s head, its great eyes still open, suddenly
         lolled sideways against her shoulder. She patted it. ‘Well, that’s me here for the duration!’
      

      
      ‘About twenty minutes, I reckon,’ Gregor said abstractedly. ‘Um, how could he not have meant it literally?’

      
      Elizabeth leaned forward on one elbow, careful not to disturb Salasso, and gazed with what seemed like half-stoned fixity
         into Gregor’s eyes. ‘You know. Metaphorically. Might be that their families, or lines, or whatever know each other from way
         back.’ She laughed. ‘Do you really think our friend here is that old? He doesn’t act like it.’
      

      
      ‘We all know the saurs live a long time.’

      
      ‘Supposedly.’

      
      Gregor looked straight back at her, narrow-eyed. ‘The saurs say it, and I’ve no reason to doubt it.’

      
      Elizabeth nodded slowly. ‘Aye, well, sometimes I wonder if the saurs are … ancient people. That they are what people become,
         if they live long enough.’
      

      
      Gregor laughed. ‘It’s a nice idea. But the saurs, they’re obviously reptilian – or saurian, if you want to be exact!’

      
      ‘And so? The reptilian genes could still be in us, and only expressed much later in life than people normally live.’

      
      ‘You might have a point there,’ Gregor conceded, not entertaining the idea for a second. ‘Nobody’s ever seen a saur dissected,
         after all, or even a picture of a saur skeleton.’
      

      
      He shook the last of the crumbled leaf into Salasso’s ornate pipe. That moment when saurs got well and truly whacked by the
         hemp was the only time they’d open up for a few seconds, and they’d let slip weird things then. But that might just be the drug talking.
      

      
      ‘Has anyone ever asked for one?’ Elizabeth wondered aloud.

      
      Gregor shook his head. ‘And I’ll lay good money Salasso won’t answer any questions we ask him when he comes back to the land
         of the living.’
      

      
      ‘Hmm, I wouldn’t even try. He’d be touchy about it.’

      
      ‘There you go.’

      
      This was an old subject. The saurs’ individualism and prickly sense of privacy made humans look like some kind of garrulous,
         gossiping animal that hunted in packs. They might all look the same to a casual or hostile eye – though here, Gregor had found,
         familiarity made their distinctions apparent – but their personalities were unpredictably diverse. The few traits that they
         shared included a ravenous thirst for knowledge and a great reluctance to divulge any. Their language, their sexuality, their
         social relationships, their politics and philosophies – if any – were as mysterious as they must have been to the first terrified
         savage they’d encountered, many millennia back in humanity’s history.
      

      
      ‘Well,’ Gregor said, lighting up, ‘the least we can do is smoke the last of his weed. He sure won’t be needing it.’

      
      ‘Hmm.’ Elizabeth puffed quickly and returned the pipe. ‘No more for me, thanks. I want to keep my head clear to write up some
         notes.’
      

      
      Gods in orbit, his colleague was beginning to look attractive as her merry eyes stared with fathomless pupils into his mind,
         even though her face and frame were a little more … angular than he usually took to in a woman … That girl Peden at the bar,
         now, she was quite something …
      

      
      
      Elizabeth laughed, and Gregor had a sudden suspicion, sobering as a cold wave over the deck, that he’d actually said what
         he’d just been thinking … But no, his dry lips were still stuck to the stem of the pipe.
      

      
      He licked his lips, overcome by another effect of the weed: sudden hunger. ‘What?’

      
      ‘The way you look, Gregor, I wouldn’t advise you to bother writing any notes tonight. They won’t make much sense in the morning.’

      
      Her voice, or the vibration of her laughter, made Salasso stir and sit abruptly upright, blinking hard and looking around.
         Elizabeth stroked his hand, lightly grasped Gregor’s for a moment of what he took to be stoned affection, and rose.
      

      
      ‘Goodnight, chaps,’ she said, and was gone before Gregor could ask her if she had any plans to eat.
      

   



      
      
      TWO

      
      RESIDENT ALIEN

      
      I wake with my ears ringing and a light flashing in my right eye. It takes a licked forefinger to ungum my eyelid enough for
         the two deliberate blinks that put the incoming video on hold. Then I tug at my left earlobe to take the audio call.
      

      
      ‘Yes?’ I say testily, sitting up. It’s some ungodly hour like eleven in the morning. The bed’s a mess and the whisky I incautiously
         drank while listening to music after coming home from the pub last night is making my head ache.
      

      
      As soon as I hear the coins drop I know it’s trouble. England is the only place outside of sub-Saharan Africa that still has
         coin-operated payphones. My friends use them not because they aren’t bugged – they bloody are – but to signal an unspoken
         message – yes, trouble.
      

      
      ‘Hi, Matt?’ says a familiar American voice. ‘It’s Jadey. Can you meet me at the Market? Say around five?’

      
      Jadey’s our local Yank. She has resident alien status as an exchange student, or something, but spends most of her time running
         ops for the resistance down south. I’ve never been sure quite who she really works for, but I’ve always been happy to modify the software for the hardware fixes she takes with her on visits to London. My hack for the face-recognition
         neural net was a rush job, but, like Jadey said, it beats balaclavas.
      

      
      ‘Yeah, sure,’ I say, trying to sound casual. I have a bit of a thing about Jadey; hopeless, given who she probably is and
         what she probably does, and anyway, she’s away a lot.
      

      
      ‘See you there,’ she says. The money runs out in a dribble of bleeps.

      
      I blink my eye again and patch the other call over to the wall screen. I peel the phone from my cheek, annoyed that I fell
         asleep with it on, throw it in the trash and look at the screen. It’s an offer from one of the agencies, and I check it out
         while scratching absently at the weal the phone left.
      

      
      It’s another quick-and-dirty contract job for the European Space Agency; it’ll involve digging down several levels of emulation
         running on top of each other to find a bug in the underlying operating system; which, knowing my luck, will probably turn
         out to be MS-DOS. I’ll have to rope in an old programmer for that, preferably one who hasn’t been a paid-up life-long member
         of the Linux jihad.
      

      
      I put in a bid – costing and schedule – making sure to allocate myself about double the time the job should take to do properly.
         The agency bounces back instantly with a schedule that’ll give me about half the time I’d need to do the job properly. But
         the fee should cover the code-geek subcontract on top of my other expenses and my own day rate, so I take it.
      

      
      Software project management has always been like herding cats. So I’ve been told, anyway, by old managers, between snorts of coke in the trendy snow-bars where they blow their well-hedged pension funds. In their day, though, the
         cats were human, or at least the kind of guys who are now code-geeks. These days, the programmers are programs, as are the systems analysts. My job as a project manager is to assemble a convincing suite of AIs – not untried,
         but not too far behind the curve either – then let loose marketing strategy webcrawlers to parade their skills before the
         endless bored beauty-contest of the agencies’ business ’bots, take the contracts and ride herd on the whole squabbling mob
         when a deal comes in.
      

      
      You need something almost like people skills to do it, but you need to be practically borderline Asperger’s Syndrome to develop
         these skills with AI. And when you need code-geeks for the bottom-level stuff, you need to be something of a sociable animal
         after all. It’s a sufficiently rare combination to be worth more than the average wage. I’m an artist, not a technician. It
         pays the bills.
      

      
      This contract is the kind I like: a manufacturing control interface for ESA’s asteroid mining project. The asteroid in question
         is 10049 Lora, a stray piece of junk between the orbits of Earth and Mars, about thirty kilometres long, with a low albedo.
         Currently – I vaguely remember seeing – swinging by within a few million miles of Earth. Detected in the 2020s, reached by
         an ESA probe about ten years later, and found to be a carbonaceous chondrite. A potential source of immensely useful organics
         for space settlement, if that ever comes up. ESA’s experimental mining station, built around a ship called the Marshall Titov, has been running for years, with notoriously poor returns: think groundnut scheme, think Mir, think bottomless pit.
      

      
      
      I stare at it for a few minutes, flicking my thumb to tab down the pages; and down: the background info seems excessive, but
         (I check) it’s indexed and searchable. The actual spec is large, but manageable. I can handle it, but not before breakfast.
      

      
      My flat is on the twenty-fifth floor of one of the new Housing Authority high-rises at the top of Leith Walk. The fabric of
         the place is showing its age – five years, about the expected half-life of new-tech constructions – but for four rooms it’s
         cheap. I traverse all of them, ambling from the bedroom through the living room to the kitchen via the bathroom. It’s in the
         bathroom that I conclude that I look like shit.
      

      
      In the kitchen I chew a brace of aspirins and drink coffee and crunch my way through a bowl of cereal. I scroll through the
         morning’s news without much attention, skipping channels. I gaze unseeing through the south-facing kitchen window at the castle
         and the tall towers of the South Bridge. The sky is blue and the clouds are white, whipping across from left to right, east
         to west. Their steady procession cools my mind.
      

      
      The project keeps me busy all afternoon. Whenever I need a patch from outside the EU – and let’s face it, you do – the connections
         turn bumpy. At 4.30, bug-eyed and sore-jointed from jollying the AIs along, I save the story-so-far to a satellite uplink
         and hit the street.
      

      
      Waverley Market was a posh bijou shopping centre until the third week of the Ural-Caspian Oil War, by which time Edinburgh
         was irretrievably enemy territory. A US cruise missile missed the railhead and took out the eastern end of Princes Street,
         and with it the Scottish government offices which had probably been the real target all along. These days it’s a fine example of the role of the flea market in a Socialist Democracy. I browse the electronics and biotech
         stalls in the late-afternoon, late-summer sunlight, shoulders hunched in a parka – Scottish Augusts have been a bit chilly
         since the Gulf Stream downshifted – and elbows on guard against the crowds of tourists jostling for the bootleg foreign tech.
         The Edinburgh Festival is still the biggest in the world, and pulls in tourists from all over the EU: I see a Siberian woman
         pounce on a sliver of nerve-driver memory from Brazil, an Italian couple arguing over whether they can afford a Raytheon eyepatch
         – months obsolete in America, years ahead of our stuff.
      

      
      Our stuff … I can smell it on the wind. New tech, wet tech: bioelectronic manufacture, with its whiff of acetone and alcohol,
         Edinburgh’s familiar technology of brewery and distillery and refinery expanded to produce a whole new range of hardware kit,
         as cheap and disposable and recyclable as paper. All very nice and sustainable, but the old hard tech of America’s fossil/metal
         economy still has the technical edge.
      

      
      Jadey finds me with her usual alarming ease. I look up, and there she is, leaning over the stall. Cropped blonde hair, blue
         eyes, heat-exchanger tank-top, arm-warmers and a mil-green nylon pod-skirt. She has one of those girlie versions of a rucksack
         on her back. Her tired smile matches her London-train drained look.
      

      
      ‘Border hassles?’ I ask.

      
      She shakes her head as she catches my elbow and begins steering me towards a coffee-stall. ‘Nah, but man, I’ve had hassles.’
         Talking’s safe enough, here; the buzz from the gadgetry on sale jams all but the most dedicated surveillance. Most of the
         street-cameras and other sensors in Scotland and the rest of the EU get regularly fucked over by hackers, anyway. The arms race between surveillance and sabotage
         is Darwinian, a Red Queen’s Race in which the hackers are usually a whisker ahead. It’s a bit tougher down south, where the
         authorities use heavier, harder apps and hacking is more effectively suppressed by reverse social engineering. Hence my specialist
         devices for Jadey.
      

      
      She says, ‘The gear didn’t work—’

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘Not your fault. Something’s changed. Most of the cells down there got the old dawn knock this morning. It’s like, shit, all
         our codes are being cracked or something. I think they’re even on to me – the cops at King’s Cross just waved me through with
         that knowing smile they have.’
      

      
      Jadey lives in the cracks between jurisdictions: USA and EU, the Scottish Republic and the Former United Kingdom; within the
         FUK she plays off the jealousies and incompetences of the contending post-war authorities – the English, the Russkis and the
         blue helmets.
      

      
      I buy two paper thimbles of espresso and we sit on a bit of broken wall, sipping.

      
      ‘You mean the resistance is getting smashed as we speak?’

      
      She stares down, fiddles with the drawstring at her skirt’s hem, looks up sadly. ‘That’s about the size of it, Matt. I gotta
         get out.’
      

      
      ‘OK,’ I say, with a pang. ‘What do you need?’

      
      ‘New ID. Oh, not a retinal job or anything, just a new passport and history. If they’re going for bio checks I’ll be picked
         up before I’ve had time to fiddle a DNA hack anyway.’
      

      
      
      ‘Hey, don’t sound so fatalistic. You’re depressing me.’ I jump up. ‘Tell you what. Let me get you something to eat, then we
         can hit the Darwin and see what’s on offer. I’ve got a job of my own to check out there, anyway.’
      

      
      ‘Great,’ she says. ‘McDonald’s.’

      
      ‘What?’

      
      She glances back, already heading up the path to the street.

      
      ‘Last place the cops’ll come looking for an American.’

      
      As we edge through the crowd in the Darwin’s Arms I check the nasal readout in my left eye. Thank God for smokeless cigarettes
         – they make pheromone analysis a breeze. You try pulling that trick in Turkey, or Azerbaijan, and you get botanical data,
         not psychological. The atmosphere’s oddly tense, with an undercurrent of brittle hilarity. Now that I notice it on the air,
         I can pick it up in the sound as well. Jadey, walking behind me and leaving a spreading wake of lust (I can see the little
         red line humping up on the readout) must have caught it too.
      

      
      ‘Edgy tonight, huh?’

      
      Her American accent is making me weak at the knees.

      
      ‘No kidding.’ I plant my elbows on the bar and finger out a card. ‘What you having?’

      
      ‘Cally Eighty.’

      
      I grin my appreciation of her good taste, and order two pints. ‘Let’s take it easy,’ I say. ‘Play it cool. We’re safe here
         anyway, but …’
      

      
      She eyes me across the rim of her raised glass. ‘Okay, cheers.’

      
      We lean against the bar and scan the room as though looking for seats.

      
      ‘Bit crowded, too,’ says Jadey.

      
      
      ‘Uh-huh,’ I reply. ‘Odd. It’s only six o’clock, and the place doesn’t usually get jammed until about eleven, our time. That’s
         when the eastern US hits five p.m.’
      

      
      ‘Yes. And?’

      
      ‘Well, US office hours are peak time for legacy system problems. Keeps our old guys busy most of the afternoon and evening.’

      
      ‘Thought programming was a young man’s game,’ Jadey says wryly.

      
      ‘That was in the old days,’ I say, still idly examining the pub’s clientele. I hope that’s how it looks, anyway. The old crowd
         are in far earlier than usual, and so are the new crowd, the young managers; and more of each than I’ve ever seen in the place
         at the same time. ‘Still is, in a way, for the sort of stuff I do. But programming as such is so tied up with legacy systems
         that it’s practically a branch of archaeology. Even the new stuff is something you can keep pace with past your twenties.
         You’ve heard of Moore’s Law?’
      

      
      She shakes her head, outstaring some geezer who’s looking at her a bit too long.

      
      ‘Not surprised,’ I say. ‘It was the projection that processing power got twice as fast for half the price every eighteen months.
         That curve went flat a long time ago.’ I laugh briefly, taking in the sights. ‘Just as well, or this lot would be as gods.’
      

      
      ‘Scary thought,’ Jadey agrees. She looks into her pint, looks up. ‘Can we talk?’

      
      ‘Hmm,’ I haw. The pub’s secure, that’s its selling-point – they put electronic counter-measures in the dust – but I’m not
         feeling very secure myself.
      

      
      ‘You got some reason to be here? Apart from what I want, that is?’

      
      
      ‘Yeah, sure,’ I say, realising she isn’t being paranoid. Tradecraft, always have a legit cover-story. I idly ramble on for
         a bit about the latest ESA contract, then—
      

      
      ‘Wait a minute,’ I tell her. I’ve finally caught the eye of the guy I seek, and beckon him. Jason, long and lean, black-clad,
         hottest card-sharp in the city, picks up his drink and sidles over. ‘Let’s get inside a game.’
      

      
      The three of us amble over to the only vacant game-table and pull on gloves and glasses. The table tunes in and suddenly becomes
         much broader and a faint, undecided grey. The rest of the pub becomes abruptly remote.
      

      
      ‘What game d’you want?’ Jadey asks, fingertips poised over the keypad.

      
      ‘Quantum Pool,’ says Jason.

      
      Jadey clicks the choice, and the table shimmers to green. The air becomes smoky, layered thick under a low ceiling. Slow light
         illuminates the pool table’s green baize and coloured balls. Outside that light, close by, in a bar that doesn’t much resemble
         the one in the Darwin’s Arms, the barmaid is chatting to one of the men who leans or perches at the counter. Somewhere a games
         machine jangles, and on a juke-box Jagger sings ‘Sympathy for the Devil’. A little farther away, if you look along certain
         angles between gaps in the walls and partitions, is another bar, another pool table, other machines and women and men: the
         place goes on, repeated as though in mirrors. No windows; but there are doors. Beyond one of them, as though through the wrong
         end of a telescope, is the real bar we’re in. Beyond the rest are bars which I hope are fake, but they add to the authentic
         old-world atmosphere.
      

      
      I reach under the table and pull out the Schrödinger box, within which a virtual cat’s virtual life is at the mercy of a randomiser linked to a decaying isotope somewhere out there in the real world.
      

      
      ‘Dead or alive?’

      
      ‘Dead,’ says Jason.

      
      The cat is definitely dead.

      
      ‘Your break,’ I say, closing the box. I slide it into its slot under the table. Jason chalks his cue, leans across, sights
         along it, makes the break. A couple of greens and pinks collide, and each scatters into six blues.
      

      
      Jadey laughs. She’s leaning on something, probably the back of a chair, which the virtuality software has painted up as a
         garish brassy bar-counter. Jason straightens his back and looks over at her.
      

      
      ‘So,’ he says. ‘What’s your problem?’

      
      She rubs her hand around the back of her neck. ‘I need a new passport, and new ID and an exit visa. Like, fast.’

      
      ‘Ah.’ His eyes narrow. ‘You CIA?’

      
      ‘If I was,’ she says, ‘do you think I would tell you? Or need you to work for me?’

      
      He shrugs. ‘A deniable non-denial. That’ll do me.’

      
      It won’t do me, in fact this whole question bothers me a lot, but I keep my mouth shut for the moment.

      
      They dicker over the deal’s details and the spec while I set up my first shot. I move the cue too fast – almost as fast as
         the slow light. The Fitzgerald-Lorentz contraction shortens the tip by a foot and I miss completely.
      

      
      ‘Damn.’

      
      Jason swoops over the baize, leaving me in a tricky position, but not quite irretrievable.

      
      ‘Why’s everyone in so early?’ I ask.

      
      Jason grunts. ‘All the transatlantic connections have been very choppy today.’

      
      
      ‘Yeah, tell me about it,’ I say sourly.

      
      ‘And not much bloody work coming in.’

      
      ‘Aha,’ I say, chalking the cue. ‘Interesting.’

      
      I pull off a neat relativistic shot: allowing for the contraction, slamming the cue ball hard, cannoning one of the small,
         light ultra-violets so fast that its mass increases enough to shift one of the greens, which does a slingshot around one of
         the corner-pocket black holes and sets up a few other balls it collides with to snooker Jason’s next …
      

      
      But he manages a come-back and clears me off completely.

      
      ‘Again?’ I reach for the Schrödinger box.

      
      ‘Nah.’ He shakes his head. ‘Gotta work. Mind if we stay in here for a bit?’

      
      ‘No problem.’

      
      Jadey ducks out into the real world for another round. Jason flexes his fingers. A long, low table trundles through one of
         the virtual doorways and comes to a halt beside us just as Jadey returns with our pints.
      

      
      ‘Don’t put them down there,’ Jason reminds her, just in time. The big table, conjured from his own software, can stop his
         datagloved hand, but ours – and any other real-world object, of course – would just pass through it. Jadey places the drinks
         on the real games table and we watch Jason work. He turns for a moment, frames Jadey’s face with his fingers, then places
         the resulting portrait on the flat and begins morphing it: from passport photo back through employment ID, graduation pic,
         prom, grade-school group picture, baby … Other cards and pictures pop up on the surface of the big table, and he shuffles
         and slides them around with expert speed. Before our eyes a whole new biography of Jadey comes together, from maternity ward to tourist ticket. He sweeps them up into one stack, taps the edges on the table, and makes them vanish up
         his sleeve.
      

      
      Dismisses the table and turns to me, with a broad wink at Jadey.

      
      ‘Time to make it real,’ he says. ‘One for the codegeeks.’

      
      Old programmers never die. They just move over to legacy systems.

      
      They even look that way. Early adopters to the last, they don’t just pop telomere tabs and mitochondrial mixers like the rest
         of us – no, they have to try out untried biotech, so they tend to look a bit patchy: grey skins and smooth beards, sort of
         thing. Jadey, Jason and I circle cautiously around the edge of a raucous, twenty-strong clot of the old villains, all quaffing
         beer and talking at the tops of their voices.
      

      
      ‘What’s with the fucking news?’ someone’s saying, shaking his head and blinking hard. ‘I can’t get CNN, can’t even get Slashdot
         …’
      

      
      This particular clique aren’t all programmers. Sometime half a century ago, back in the nineties, their social circle overlapped
         that of the Scottish literary intelligentsia. Neither group’s fashion sense has exactly moved with the times: the writers
         wear variously distressed jackets in fake-prolo denim or fake-macho leather, the coders go more for multi-pocketed waistcoats
         laden with the hardware for hardware fixes – Gerber and Leatherman multi-tools, Victorinox Swiss Army knives, Maglite torches
         – over faded trade-fair T-shirts: Sun, Bull, SCO, Oracle, Microsoft … this isn’t irony, this is advertising – not of the products
         or the companies (most of them long gone) but of the skills, not at all redundant, of hacking their legacy code.
      

      
      I try to look respectful, like some fanboy at a con, but I don’t respect this lot at all. The ruling Party considers them
         unreliable, but as far as I’m concerned this is just the CPEU being its usual stuffed-shirt self. Vaguely left-wing, precisely
         cynical, they affect a laid-back, ca’canny approval of the so-called ‘imported revolution’ that followed our defeat in the
         war. It was their kind of crap attitude to quality control that let the Russkis past NATO’s automated defences in the first
         place.
      

      
      On the other hand, if you want to hack Unix-based filing systems in dusty metal boxes in schools and hospitals and personnel
         departments all over the continental US, they’ll get on your case without asking questions, especially if you pay in dollars.
         I zero in on Alasdair Curran, a tall nonagenarian with long white hair and boastfully black sideburns.
      

      
      ‘The guy who trained me worked on LEO,’ he brags loudly, ‘and he was trained by some spook who’d been at Bletchley Park, so
         I reckon—’
      

      
      ‘Yeah, Alec, and you’re still shite!’ someone else shouts.

      
      As he rocks back in the general laughter Jadey catches his eye, and I take the opportunity to catch his ear. ‘Got a minute?’

      
      ‘Oh, sure, Matt. What you after?’

      
      ‘Well, I need an MS-DOS subbie—’

      
      Curran scowls, then jerks his thumb at one of his mates. ‘Tony’s your man.’

      
      ‘—and Jason needs somebody with a bit of early-dialect Oracle.’

      
      ‘Ah!’ Curran brightens. ‘That, I can manage.’

      
      ‘We need it, like, now,’ Jadey tells him.

      
      
      ‘Now?’ He looks regretfully at his pint, then back at Jadey. She hits him with her best smile, and he has no defence. Hey,
         it makes my face warm, and I’m not even in the main beam.
      

      
      Back to the quantum pool-room, but this time we don’t even pretend to be playing. Curran boots up some clunky VR database
         manipulator, Jason sets up his cardtable again, and I call up some of my software agents to handle the interface protocols
         and break the American firewalls.
      

      
      I get the uncanniest sensation of pushing at an open door. Within moments Curran’s up to his elbows in US admin databases,
         Jason’s slipping unlogged updates on Jadey’s life-story, and I’m keeping the one and only record of the changes and my AIs
         are booking the new ID an airline ticket.
      

      
      We back out.

      
      Jason passes Jadey a plastic card.

      
      ‘That’s the lot,’ he says. ‘Take it to any copyshop, they’ll print and bind for you. It’ll even have the right bloodgroup
         stains.’
      

      
      I’m shaking my head. ‘Too bloody easy. It’s like all the US codes had been cracked …’

      
      ‘Shee-it,’ says Jadey.

      
      Then I remember too. The English resistance network, unravelling.

      
      ‘Uh-oh.’

      
      Curran’s looking at us sharply as we move back to his lot’s side of the room. ‘What’s up?’

      
      ‘Oh, nothing,’ I say hastily.

      
      Then I notice that the whole place has gone quiet and everybody’s watching the telly wall. There’s that little jazzed-up flourish from the ‘Ode to Joy’ that precedes official announcements, and Big Uncle’s face appears. CPEU General
         Secretary Gennady Yefrimovich normally looks appropriately avuncular, jovial with an underlying solemnity. Right now he just
         looks insufferably smug.
      

      
      ‘Comrades and friends,’ he begins, the translation and lip-synch software maxing his street-cred as usual in all the languages
         of the Community. For this particular nation and region, he comes across speaking English with a gravely Central Belt Scottish
         accent, which I know for a fact has been swiped from old tapes of the Communist trade union leader and authentic working class
         hero Mick MacGahey. ‘I have an historic announcement to make. The exploration station of the European Space Agency Marshall Titov has made contact with extra-terrestrial intelligent life within the asteroid 10049 Lora.’
      

      
      He pauses for a moment to let that sink in. As if from a great distance, I hear a dozen dropped glasses break, in various
         places in the pub. He smiles.
      

      
      ‘Let me first assure you all that this is no cause for alarm. The alien intelligence is no threat to humanity. These organisms
         are extremely delicate, and would be vulnerable to attack or exploitation. It is fortunate for themselves and for us that
         their first encounter with humanity should be the peaceful explorers of the Socialist Democracies, and not commercial companies
         or military forces.’
      

      
      Something about the ironic slant of his bushy eyebrows gives the message that he’s carefully not saying anything that might
         give offence to the imperialist exploiters, but that we all know whose companies and forces he has in mind.
      

      
      
      ‘Needless to say, we warmly invite the closest co-operation with the scientific agencies of the entire world, including the
         United States. Great vistas of co-operation are opened up by this astonishing discovery. I now turn you over to the regular
         news for further details, and wish you well on this historic evening.’
      

      
      Sign-off, with another flourish of trumpets.

      
      Fade to black, with something in the middle of the screen … and then I recognise some of it and the scale of the rest of it hits me.
      

      
      I’ve got chills like water’s running down my back; every hair on my body is standing up, and I’m thinking this is the biggest
         news in human history, this day will be remembered forever. I’m staring at the wallscreen, transfixed like everybody else
         by the images from space. 10049 Lora looks like a lump of clinker, the space station a tiny filigree on its side. I manfully
         resist the rising impulse to give a nervous giggle.
      

      
      ‘Aliens?’ I hear myself squeak. Jadey turns around, almost spilling her pint, as everybody starts yelling at once. She drags
         me bodily away to a table, past old code-geeks whooping and cheering or, in some cases, just staring slack-mouthed with tears
         welling in their eyes.
      

      
      ‘What?’

      
      She’s jammed in beside me in a corner bench, and she looks like it’s only our mutually awkward position that’s stopping her
         from slapping me. ‘Yeah, yeah,’ she says impatiently, ‘giant leap and all that, but—’
      

      
      In one section of screen the Russkis’ prettiest newscaster is twittering brightly about ‘our heroic ESA cosmonauts’ and ‘brilliant
         scientists’; in another, much smaller window a reporter outside the European Parliament drones on about a new scandal, some Trot MEP exposed as taking a bigger wage from Washington, or possibly Langley.
         Any other time, it’d be the hottest item; now, it just seems trivial and tawdry, literally mundane. Why are they running it
         all?
      

      
      ‘Will you fucking listen to me?’ Jadey hisses. I blink and shake my gaze loose from the screen’s hypnotic virtual grip, and focus on her face, tense
         and pale in the warm light.
      

      
      ‘OK. Sorry.’ Jesus. I can feel the urge to look back at the screen, like gravity.

      
      ‘Matt, that ESA station, it’s the one you got a job from today.’

      
      ‘Yes!’ I say. ‘That’s what’s got me so gobsmacked, apart from the’ – huh, I replay her cynical words – ‘giant leap stuff.’
      

      
      ‘Comrades, this is no accident,’ she flips back. ‘Think about it, Matt. There’s just no fucking way this discovery is recent. How long has that station been out there? Bloody ESA must have known about them for
         years. The so-called mining project was a scientific contact mission all along, and Big Uncle’s just come clean on what it
         was all about for a reason.’
      

      
      She gives a quick, disdainful glance at the screen; I take this as permission to do the same. In the bottom corner there’s
         a mugshot of Weber, then a clip of him being bundled into a Black Maria in Brussels, then a quick vox-pop with a shocked constituent
         on some street where sunshine glares on tin shacks and high-rises and palm trees.
      

      
      ‘Where’s that?’ Jadey asks.

      
      ‘French Guiana,’ I answer, unthinking.

      
      ‘As in, famous for Kourou? That place where they have the other ESA launch site?’
      

      
      
      ‘Yeah, he had a big constituency with the space workers—’

      
      I stare at her, with a wild surmise.

      
      ‘Another non-coincidence,’ she says.

      
      We both gaze soberly at the follow-up, an interview with an understandably defensive cadre of Weber’s party, the Ligue Proletarienne
         Revolutionaire. The sound is drowned by one of the old programmers ranting about the code-cracking potential of alien mathematics.
      

      
      ‘Think low-temperature physics, think Bose-Einstein condensates, think quantum computing,’ he explains at the top of his voice.
         ‘Say goodbye to crypto, say hello to the panoptic society. Shake hands with America’s missile launch-codes and open the door
         to the Fourth World War. And that’s not the end of it. That’s just what the Russkis could be doing. What are the aliens up to?’
      

      
      He’s a solidly built man perched on a stool and sprouting curly black hair all over like a burst mattress. He sees us, and
         a widening circle of others, listening, waves his hands and continues enthusiastically: ‘That ESA station is a node on the
         Internet, guys! Who knows what they might have hacked into by now? Hey, if they’ve been here that long, we can’t even trust
         ourselves, they could’ve put trapdoors in our fucking DNA back in the Pre-Cambrian …’
      

      
      And somebody else says, ‘Karl H. Marx on a bicycle, Charlie, aren’t aliens enough?’ and everybody laughs again.
      

      
      I’ll say this for those guys, they adapt to the end of the world we’ve always known faster than I do. They’ve seen a lot in
         their time: the Fall of the Wall, the Millennium Slump, the Century Boom, the Unix rollover, the War, the revolution … by
         the time Jadey and I have got ready to leave they’re talking about how aliens that old must have some really old legacy systems, and that they must be needing contractors, and wondering what their day rate would be …
      

      
      Bastards.
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