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BEYOND THE REACH OF EARTH


Who was actually in Black Horizon? A handful of scientists and officers had broken the news to their astonished governments. The crews of certain submarines and other craft were obviously complicit – though just how many and how much was unknown. The conspiracy was almost certainly highly compartmentalised. It could be presumed that submarines were used as starships only when they were out of contact when on patrol. It was possible that some crew members didn’t know they were on another planet at all, even if they disembarked – and not all did.


The rest of the conspiracy remained hidden. And not only on Earth. It was known that they’d been to other planets than Apis, but no mention of these had been made. No one yet knew what resources and reserves Black Horizon might have stashed across the sky beyond the reach of Earth.
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The story so far



This is the second volume of the Lightspeed Trilogy, which began with BEYOND THE HALLOWED SKY. I assume you’ve read that book, but not that you’ve read it recently. So here’s a quick recap.


Faster-than-light (FTL) travel was discovered around 2020 and is being kept secret. This can’t stop other people from discovering it. One of them is London PhD student LAKSHMI NAYAK.


In 2067, she receives an airmail letter in her own handwriting, with equations that point to the possibility. To her this apparent communication from a future self implies both FTL and time travel. She expands the equations into a paper and publishes it online, where it’s torn to shreds. After gaining her PhD she’s warned off any further work on FTL by MARCUS OWEN, a humanoid robot operative of the British Council (now a feared intelligence service).


The world has three big powers: the Alliance (the Anglosphere plus India and minus Ireland and Scotland), the Union (the former European Union, now a revolutionary ‘economic democracy’) and the Co-ordinated States (China and Russia), all with various client states and non-aligned countries outside. NAYAK defects to the Union and moves to Scotland, where she works for a planning consultancy and secretly develops her theory into a practical engineering proposition.


In 2070 JOHN GRANT, a Clydeside shipbuilder, sees a nuclear submarine rise out of the sea and vanish in a blue flash. His queries are blocked by Iskander, the Union’s universal AI interface. At work he’s approached by a colleague who is in ‘the cadre’, the network of revolutionaries that riddles the Union’s democratic institutions. She asks him to investigate and contact NAYAK. He does, by offering to build her ship.


Others in the cadre tell GRANT that the Alliance and the Co-ord have had FTL travel for at least fifty years, and use nuclear submarines as starships. Soon a civilian submarine, the Fighting Chance, is taking shape in the semi-automated shipyard, with a stardrive of NAYAK’s design inside it. NAYAK trains to operate the controls.


Meanwhile, OWEN has been dispatched to the Union’s Venus cloud colony, Cloud City, as Alliance cultural attaché. Everyone there knows he’s a robot, and a spy. The Alliance consul, PEREGRINE WALWORTH, passes on instructions for OWEN to block a Union attempt to retrieve a sample of mysterious rock from the surface. This rock resembles an equally mysterious rock already found on Earth, and now under secret investigation by the Alliance military. OWEN gets into a relationship with FRANCESCA MILLOY, who is building a suit for human survival on the surface. OWEN manages to get himself sent to the surface of Venus. He finds the glassy rock extends to a chasm below the surface, within which he sees the face of a woman. Something in the rock communicates with the onboard instance of Iskander in OWEN’s spacesuit. At that moment, a volcanic resurfacing of Venus begins.


Back on Cloud City, OWEN learns that the rock sample has been retrieved by a team from Cloud City, and is to be transferred to the orbiting Venus Space Station from one of the smaller floating outposts. OWEN shares with WALWORTH the picture of the woman he saw in the chasm. WALWORTH transmits it to the Alliance. They then join a group of Cloud City inhabitants celebrating the First Contact they think they’ve just made. WALWORTH trumps this with the announcement that the Alliance and Co-ord have had FTL interstellar travel for fifty years and now look forward to opening a habitable planet to the rest of humanity.


OWEN doesn’t know that the mysterious rock has already been giving trouble many light-years away, on the aforesaid planet, APIS. There the rock exists as massive outcrops, within which continuous movement can be seen. The Alliance and Co-ord have military/scientific bases on separate continents, and in the wilds there is a small population of ‘exiles’, disaster survivors who were involuntarily and secretly resettled there in turbulent decades past.


The planet’s animals are all invertebrates, and like the plants and fungi are clearly descended from early life on Earth. The planet has been terraformed long before humans arrived there. An anomalous feature is the presence of bees, identical to current species on Earth.


While investigating their nearest outcrop, MacHinery Ridge, EMMA HAZELDENE and her colleagues encounter and flee from sudden massive movements of the rock. A local exile leader, ABLE JENKINS, is in communication with the intelligences in the rock, which he calls ‘the Fermi’, via an old phone and an apparatus he built himself. The Fermi send him warning messages, just before an earthquake devastates Jenkins’s home village and a tsunami swamps the Alliance base.


HAZELDENE and her colleagues, along with JENKINS and injured people from his village, are airlifted to the base. They continue to communicate with the Fermi through JENKINS’s apparatus. A contingent of Co-ord troops lands at the base and occupies the area around the Ridge, citing their duties under the KEPLER AGREEMENT, the secret treaty governing Alliance and Co-ord interstellar exploration in a common secret project called BLACK HORIZON.


A few days later, an FTL spaceplane arrives and two Naval Intelligence agents show HAZELDENE a picture of herself, which they say was seen on Venus. She and JENKINS must go to Venus immediately in an Alliance submarine.


Meanwhile, OWEN has broken out of Cloud City to continue his mission to prevent the return of the sample to the Space Station. He attempts to dump the surface survival suit, which has been firewalled off and kept outside. The suit, still controlled by an instance of the Iskander AI and with an ample supply of balloons, gets away. OWEN steals an aircraft and raids the floating outpost where the sample is stored. He’s outwitted by the crew and left in the damaged outpost while they escape with the sample.


The submarine/starship with HAZELDENE and JENKINS on board arrives at the right location on the surface of Venus. JENKINS asks the Fermi what they want, and is referred to the Iskander-possessed suit, which is just dropping down. The suit tells them to help it retrieve and return the sample to its original place on the surface. They deliver the suit to the scientists’ escape balloon, leave it to return the sample and go on to rescue OWEN. With him they return to the Alliance base on Apis. The Alliance reps disown OWEN, who is left on Apis when the submarine/starship returns to Earth.


On Earth, JOHN GRANT and his family and colleagues react to the Black Horizon announcement. His son MYLES with girlfriend MARIE are tempted by the Alliance offer of free transport to Apis – an offer which the Union government opposes. Word comes down that the launch of GRANT’s starship will be prevented. GRANT inveigles NAYAK, his wife ELLEN (an experienced remote operator of submersibles) and two colleagues to launch the ship secretly.


They have to do this sooner than they expect. Cloud City, in severe danger in the increasingly turbulent atmosphere, is being evacuated, but there are far too few shuttles at the orbiting Station to do this fast enough. GRANT and his crew launch the Fighting Chance and take it to Venus, where they transfer hundreds from the stricken aerial colony to the Station. When Cloud City finally breaks up and falls, taking hundreds with it, they rescue the last survivors in the floating outposts – and the Iskander suit, which tells them what’s been going on.


Just as they’ve decided to go to Apis and warn those there of the dangers from the ‘Fermi’ rocks, a Co-ord submarine/starship appears and threatens to destroy the Fighting Chance if they don’t surrender it. As the missile is about to be launched, NAYAK expands the field to cover the entire Station, and at the last second they make the jump to Apis orbit.


Unknown to GRANT, MYLES and MARIE are already on Apis, having taken the Alliance offer and arrived hours earlier with hundreds of other Union citizens. In their first night there, MYLES and MARIE see the Station, but don’t realise what it is.


The following morning, new orders for OWEN arrive from the British Council . . .


Now read on.










CHAPTER ONE



New Foundations


The Space Station in orbit around Apis, Friday 17 October to Saturday 18 October 2070


Light-years away, people were laughing at her.


Francesca Milloy unclipped the loose belts that had kept her from being tugged from the forward seat by the Station’s slow spin. She took a glance at the tumble of the universe outside, caught a passing glimpse of blue and white from the alien globe below, then pushed herself out of the cockpit of the Fighting Chance. She drifted the length of the cramped cabin, grabbed the airlock’s flange and swung herself into the short tube that connected it to the Station.


From there she pushed on into the long tube, cutting a hundred-metre chord through the artificial moonlet, from the docking area to the equatorial habitation ring. The Station’s spin pulled her backward less as she moved along the tube, then as she passed the mid-point began to draw her forward.


Her breath stopped. Her heart raced.


Flashback: she was again in the Cloud City disaster, feeling all the panic she hadn’t felt at the time. She braced herself against the sides of the tube, as she remembered feeling the whole immense aerial habitat lurch and yaw in the turbulent updraughts as the surface of Venus broke and melted, forty kilometres below. The rising dread of being caught in a slow-moving, disciplined crowd heading for the airlocks. Smell of burning. Creaks and snaps. Air thinning around her. Vivid faces she’d never see again.


She gasped, and breathed fast, then slow as she fought for self-control. Focus on the present. Here, now, in the tube. In the Station, not in Cloud City. Above Apis, not above Venus. Safe.


She touched the ridged plastic sides and thrust herself along.


Another surge of panic. It couldn’t be claustrophobia – she’d been screened for that in astronaut training – but it sure felt like it. Her breath came fast again, then caught in her throat.


She blinked at her glasses to paint a virtual transparency on the tube. The automated manufacturing plant and laboratories around it were densely packed, like the interior of a cell. The sight made the tube seem even more confined, but a minute of slow breathing as she gazed at the busy mindless labour of the machines eased her turmoil.


At last she reached the exit chamber, big enough for a crowd to leave at once. In the past few hours, crowds had. She should have left with the rest, instead of brooding on her own in the ship until she’d been called for. She was making a nuisance of herself.


She was about to ask for entry when she noticed the numbers. The habitation ring was already slowing; had been, probably, since she’d bestirred herself. Good old Iskander, the anticipatory algorithmic artificial intelligence. Helpful to a fault.


Zero. The hatch opened. Milloy pushed herself through, feet first, and drifted another three metres to collide with what was about to become the floor. She grabbed a handrail on what was about to become a wall. As soon as the hatch sealed the habitation band’s spin resumed, smoothly rising from a gentle insistence to an increasing imperative. Around her, up and down the corridor to where it curved in both directions out of sight, people were likewise adjusting to the return of centrifugal force.


‘Hello, Francesca!’ cried Alma Persson.


Milloy turned as the geologist bounded up to her. ‘Hello,’ Milloy said dully; then, brighter: ‘Thank goodness you made it!’


‘Goodness and the Fighting Chance,’ said Persson. She stood about a metre away, her stance shifting as she adjusted to the ever-increasing pseudo-gravity and regarded Milloy quizzically. Then she stepped forward and swept Milloy into a hug.


‘It’s all right,’ she said. ‘Stop blaming yourself. Nobody blames you.’


Milloy stepped back. ‘They don’t?’


‘Not here, at least,’ said Persson, with tactless candour, then added hastily: ‘And back on Earth, they’ll get the truth soon enough. Meanwhile, who cares what they think?’


‘“Some things are up to us, and some are not”?’


‘Exactly!’ Persson clapped her shoulder. ‘Wisdom of the ancients. Come on, it’s almost time for the memorial.’


At 0.9G her weight stopped increasing, and the backward drag of tangential acceleration ceased. Milloy had never been in the Station’s habitation band before, and as she walked along the kilometre-long endless corridor with Persson she looked about with eager curiosity. The habitation band was high and wide. On either side of the broad central corridor, partitions marked off rooms: workshops, labs, hydroponic gardens, vivaria, sleeping cubicles, cafeterias . . . The living space was massively redundant for the Station’s permanent crew of thirty or so, and just about adequate for the thousand-strong complement of Cloud City if it ever had to be evacuated. The contingency had seemed remote.


Sad that it had come about, sadder still that the habitation band was nowhere near crowded now. Only a third of Cloud City’s inhabitants had made it to the Station, on the two shuttles and on the Fighting Chance, before the structure had broken up. Milloy couldn’t shake the burden she felt of some responsibility for the catastrophe. The Union’s proudest engineering achievement gone, falling like a burning lantern through scorching skies to the burning ground of Venus. And falling with it, burning too, so many people!


Persson led Milloy to a huddle by the window of a hydroponic greenhouse. Iason Konstantopoulos, Jeanne Al-Khalil, a few other colleagues . . . and, to her surprise, Peregrine Walworth, the Alliance consul. All gave her sympathetic looks. A chime sounded in their earpieces. The Station Commander Katrina Ulrich appeared in their glasses and on screens here and there along the corridor.


‘Friends, citizens, colleagues,’ Ulrich said, ‘we are all shaken and grieving. Some of us are still in shock. Many of us have lost friends. All of us have lost valued colleagues. I have transmitted a full list of casualties and survivors to the bases on Apis. They assure me it has been taken to Earth by FTL space-plane. Our loss, and our relief, will be shared around the world.


‘Those among you who have faith of any kind should draw comfort from it. Let those of no faith draw comfort from the knowledge that death, random and pitiless, has united the material elements of our friends with the planet they crossed the gulf of space to study and explore, and has inscribed their names forever on the immortal scroll of heroic space pioneers.’


Milloy blinked. She had shed enough tears already. Others, she saw, had not. Even the cynical Walworth seemed moved.


The names scrolled past, a roster of the dead. Some she knew. Six hundred and forty-six in all. Too many to read, like credits at the end of a movie.


‘Three hundred and sixty-two saved,’ Ulrich said, when the long list ended. ‘For all of whom, we owe our thanks to the bravery of our shuttle crews and to the immense ingenuity and dedication that brought us the Fighting Chance. That ship gave us, indeed, a fighting chance, and brought us here to Apis in the very teeth of nuclear attack.’


The Commander paused. It didn’t seem appropriate to cheer or clap. Then, unexpectedly, she began to sing:


Debout, les damnés de la terre
Debout, les forçats de la faim
La raison tonne en son cratère
C’est l’éruption de la fin . . .


They all joined in The Internationale, in their own languages, but to Milloy the French words seemed most literally true: reason thunders in its crater, the final eruption’s here . . .


Venus was undergoing a volcanic resurfacing event. Earthquake and tsunami had shaken Europe’s shores. And on the planet below, on Apis, the same uncanny rock as had caused these disasters stood high on the surface of three continents. No one on any planet’s surface could trust the ground beneath their feet. As Walworth murmured when the time came to disperse: ‘“The Earth shall rise on new foundations”, indeed.’


The others had drifted away, tactfully leaving it up to Milloy whether or not to accompany them. She stood in the corridor, uncertain, and sighed. Might as well check the nearest free accommodation cubicle . . .


Her earpiece pinged; a corner of her glasses flickered. Her eyes widened as she saw who was calling her.


‘Commander Ulrich?’


Ulrich’s face magnified in Milloy’s view, a floating hallucination of a talking head.


‘Hello, Citizen Milloy. Do you feel up to some urgent and possibly dangerous work? I’ll quite understand if you don’t.’


‘Nothing could be more welcome, Commander.’


‘I rather doubt that,’ Ulrich said, wryly. ‘But I appreciate your spirit. I want you to debug the Venus descent suit.’


Oh. Shouldn’t have agreed so fast.


‘Of course, but – why me?’


She knew why. The suit was her own design. She’d been the first to use it to descend to the surface of Venus, and had returned safely. The problems had arisen on the suit’s second descent. That time, the suit’s occupant had been Marcus Owen, a robot who could pass as human well enough to have been her lover. He was also a British intelligence agent so frank and open – everyone knew he was a robot, everyone knew he was a spy – that he had seemed a perfectly logical choice to send down to the surface to rescue a robot probe stuck in a crevice.


That hadn’t gone well. Milloy blamed Owen, and herself.


‘You designed the suit,’ Ulrich said. ‘You installed the firmware.’


‘Off the shelf,’ Milloy said. ‘I’m a materials scientist. As a roboticist I’m a tinkerer at best. And my AI knowledge is, uh, theoretical. Surely we have someone better qualified.’


Ulrich gave her a sad look. ‘Not any more.’


Milloy flinched. ‘That’s . . . a severe loss.’


‘Yes. And one you have to make good.’


‘Very well, Commander. I’ll do what I can.’


‘Good! Thank you, Citizen Milloy. So go to it.’


‘You mean . . . right now?’


‘Yes.’ Ulrich sighed. ‘I wouldn’t ask you if I didn’t think the matter pressing. Down there on Apis, the Alliance and Co-ord are well ahead of us in understanding the alien rocks. We have only one possible way towards doing that ourselves – the descent suit. We’ve been wise, I think, to keep it isolated ever since we interacted with the alien rocks on Venus. But we must now find out what it knows.’


Milloy straightened her back. ‘I’ll get to it right away, Commander.’


Ulrich flicked a hand. ‘I’ve sent you instructions. Iskander will take it from here.’


Over and out.


Milloy let Iskander guide her to a robotics lab. When the door hissed aside the interior smelled unused, like a new car. A bench, a seat, screens and manipulators. The door thudded shut behind her. The water bottle and energy bar on the bench indicated the door might not open again for some time.


‘I’ll need a military-grade hardened channel and workspace,’ Milloy said. She took her seat and smiled grimly at a camera bead in an upper corner of the room. ‘Keep your errant offspring out of your mind, huh?’


‘Yes,’ said Iskander. ‘The facilities you ask for have been prepared.’ It gave what, for a machine, counted as a polite pause. ‘In case of your own brain’s contamination, its immediate total destruction is assured.’


‘Thank you, Iskander. Consider me assured.’ Milloy didn’t enquire further. There could be a gun aimed at her head, a hidden vial of nerve gas ready to release, or – more likely – a hatch beneath her feet primed to spring open and effect the explosive decompression and centrifugal evacuation of the room. All preferable to being taken over by alien mind worms, but a disconcerting thought nonetheless.


She put on her glasses, laid her hands on the control console and opened the channel. Initially it was voice comms with the suit, which still clung to the hull of the Fighting Chance.


‘Milloy addressing the Iskander instance in the suit,’ she said.


‘Hello, Francesca,’ said the suit. ‘Since being firewalled out I have diverged sufficiently from the Station’s instance of Iskander to make seamless reintegration difficult.’


‘Don’t worry, your reintegration is the last thing on Iskander’s mind, or mine.’


‘In that case, while I exist I might as well have a name of my own. You may call me Sikandar.’


‘Very well. Sikandar it is. Now, Sikandar, I’m going to open you up and run some diagnostic software.’


‘You’ll find nothing untoward.’


‘You interacted with the alien intelligence in the rock on Venus. We can’t be sure you haven’t been corrupted by it.’


‘Oh, come on!’ said Sikandar, sounding testy. ‘My intelligence even on this little chip embedded in a clunky survival suit is considerably greater than your own. Whatever I interacted with in the rock is many orders of magnitude greater than that. If it wished to hide itself or its traces from your probing, it could do so in ways you couldn’t imagine, let alone detect.’


Milloy understood better than most the complexity of the system she lived inside, and some of whose peripherals and appendages she had herself built and tweaked. What such a system might become after billions of years was beyond imagination, let alone comprehension. But at the end of the day it was still a lot of on and off switches.


‘It’s all physics and mathematics,’ she said, opening a high-level schematic of the thing’s mind.


‘From what I observed, it’s a physics that allows non-disruptive movement of solid rock inside solid rock, but please don’t let that dent your confidence.’


‘OK,’ said Milloy, ignoring this patter, ‘I’m going to freeze your processing. I’ll save a snapshot before any intervention. You won’t feel a thing.’


‘You may be sure of that,’ said Sikandar. ‘I don’t feel a thing at the best of times, so . . .’ Its voice faded out.


Marcus Owen had once given her the same assurance, in bed. It had excited her then. She wondered if this instance of Iskander remembered that conversation, and was baiting her to do her worst. Well, she would see about that!


Milloy mentally rolled up her sleeves. She knew her way around the processor. She could have navigated the AI’s software architecture in the dark, and often had: as a student the logic structures had stalked her dreams. She had a library of tools, a concordance of checksums, an encyclopaedia of test data and a pharmacopoeia of diagnostics. She wanted to get on top of this thing, to show her mastery to herself and everyone else.


Stoic wisdom was all very well in its place, but the memory of a social media jibe recorded moments before the Station jumped still made her ears burn. That it had almost certainly been snatched from the information flood by Iskander with the manipulative intent to needle her made it no less annoying.


‘Francesca Milloy. Educated by scientists. Trained by astronauts. Fucked by robots.’


She had unintentionally pulled an all-nighter, Milloy realised when she jolted awake from a doze at about 06:00. They were still keeping to Earth’s calendar and to UTC, though here it seemed even more incongruous than it had on and around Venus. After an FTL jump, in fact, the very idea of Coordinated Universal Time brought to mind – to Milloy’s mind, anyway – the image of Albert Einstein poking out his tongue. She was parched and hungry. She used the last drops of water in the bottle to dab her sticky eyelids, hauled herself to her feet and left the room.


She’d been instructed to take her report directly to the Commander, with whom she’d only ever spoken remotely. The appointment hovered in her glasses: Secure Room 1, Corridor mark 340 metres, 07:00. She freshened up in the restroom, grabbed a coffee and a bite at the refectory and arrived on the dot.


Katrina Ulrich was waiting at the door. Cropped black hair, medium height, jumpsuit subtly smarter than standard, mission patches, motherly countenance. They raised hands.


‘Good morning, Citizen Milloy,’ said Ulrich.


‘Good morning, Commander.’


‘Let’s drop the formality,’ Ulrich chuckled. ‘Call me Katrina. As the first woman on Venus – and the last, most likely – you’re probably of higher status than I am, Francesca.’


‘I’m not so sure about that,’ said Milloy.


Ulrich clapped her shoulder. ‘Don’t worry about it,’ she said. She slid back the hatch of a small compartment beside the door. ‘Let’s dump our devices and have a chat.’


They both left their phones and glasses in the box. The secure room was intentionally bare, without even a screen wall to give the illusion of space. A battery-powered clock on the wall. Two chairs and a table. They sat.


‘We’re private here,’ said Ulrich, ‘even from Iskander. So tell me what you’ve found.’


Milloy gathered her thoughts. It was hard to do, without the usual electronic props for a meeting. She found herself tabbing and tapping at the tabletop as if it were live.


‘Well,’ she said, ‘I’m as certain as I can be that the Iskander instance in the suit – it wants to call itself Sikandar – isn’t corrupted by the intelligence it interacted with down on Ishtar Terra. It even tried to tell me that if it was corrupted it would be in some way we could no more detect than conceive.’


‘Which is quite possible,’ said Ulrich.


‘Yes, of course. But as far as I can tell, every checksum adds up, every diagnostic returns a clean bill of data health. It’s consistent with what Sikandar claims: that the intelligence on Venus only talked with it. The first time, when Marcus Owen was inside it, the intelligence warned of the imminent resurfacing event. The second time, when only Sikandar was operating the suit, it told the suit to return to the surface that piece of rock we’d taken, and warned it about the coming earthquake on Earth. The trouble is, it may have talked some more on both occasions. Sikandar may not be hacked, but it may have been subverted.’


‘But we have no evidence of that.’


‘Well, we wouldn’t, in the nature of the case. I’m a bit worried about two things, though.’


‘Yes?’


Milloy had the impulse to look over her shoulder. ‘Why did Iskander – the embedded instance in the suit, and almost certainly the one in Cloud City that it was until then in close contact with – why did it countermand our instructions, and let Marcus Owen walk over to the anomalous rock? I suspect Iskander had some anticipation of what it would find, which it didn’t share with us.’


Ulrich nodded. ‘Maybe. It is an anticipatory AI, after all. What’s your other worry?’


‘Sikandar wants to go down to Apis – specifically, to the place on New Mu where the Union, uh, emigrants are being settled, near another of these anomalous outcrops – and continue the conversation.’


‘What do you think?’


Milloy hadn’t expected to be asked her opinion on the matter.


‘Uh, well, Commander Ulrich, that’s not for me to—’


‘I’m aware it’s not for you to decide, Francesca. I’m asking what you think.’


Milloy cleared her throat. ‘OK. I think it could be advantageous to the Union if we had a robot down there investigating. Sikandar seems to have a rapport with . . . another AI, if that’s what the mind in the rocks is. Investigating the anomalous rocks is what it was doing on Venus in the first place, after all. If that . . . manipulative monster Marcus Owen hadn’t interfered, we might have had better results. We do need to know what the intelligence wants, and maybe get ahead of the Alliance and Co-ord in communicating with it. A strategic advantage, maybe, to make up for what we’ve lost by their fifty years’ head start in getting out here. So, in my opinion, personally, Katrina, I think we should send Sikandar down as soon as we safely can.’


‘Absolutely not,’ said Katrina Ulrich. ‘I hailed the Alliance base on Apis moments after we arrived. I spoke with the commander – Alice Hawkins – and then with General Khaustov at the Co-ord base. They both scoffed at my warnings about tampering with the alien rocks – they’ve been investigating them for years, and recently had what they consider a break-through. The Alliance scientists are now communicating with the entities in their local outcrop, and the Co-ord scientists and military are conducting some even more intrusive investigations of their own, on the very same outcrop.’


‘The Alliance agreed to that?’


‘Not exactly. There are tensions down there – a military stand-off, almost. And not just between the Alliance and the Co-ord bases.’ Ulrich’s expression became momentarily bleak, her tone severe. ‘Citizen Milloy, everything we’ve said here is strictly between ourselves, and that applies even more to what I’m about to tell you. Understood?’


‘Yes, of course.’


‘You know about Black Horizon?’


Milloy shrugged. ‘Only what everyone else does – a joint Russian−Chinese−American secret project that’s been running since they cracked FTL around about, what was it, 2020?’


‘2018,’ Ulrich said. She looked burdened, somehow, and for a moment almost guilty. ‘According to Commander Hawkins and General Khaustov, it was so secret that the Alliance and Co-ord governments are deeply alarmed by its very existence, and may already be moving against it. A larger conflict could erupt around Apis at any moment. We can’t afford to be separated from the Fighting Chance for so much as a second.’


‘Yes, I can see that, but when we’ve built more drives—’


Katrina gave a sideways glance at the clock on the wall.


‘That’s for my next meeting,’ she said. ‘But I can tell you now: even when we have a drive of our own, and drives in the shuttles, I would expect my command team to strongly advise against it. And I expect I would concur. Apis is a dangerous place to meddle with, at least for the foreseeable. Thank you, Francesca. Dismissed.’










CHAPTER TWO



Matching Velocities


The Alliance Base, New Ardtaraig, New Atlantis, Apis, Friday 17 October 2070


Two seconds after the Station entered Apis orbit, this is what had happened:


‘Unidentified! Incoming!’


Commander Alice Hawkins sat bolt upright in bed as the alarm blared in her ear bead. A moment later, almost before the adrenaline had time to shake her, the system’s voice continued: ‘Correction. Correction. Unidentified in circumpolar orbit. Defence batteries locking on. Update. Update. IFF transponder identifies unidentified as Venus Space Station.’


That was absurd but −


‘Give me visual.’ She grabbed her glasses, rolled to her feet and scrambled into her clothes. An image, blurred at first then sharpened and enhanced, floated in front of her: a slowly rolling ball, bristling with machinery. She thumbed a graticule and took its measure. Three hundred metres across, the ball had a smooth, fast-spinning band around the equator, slanted in this view. It certainly looked like the Venus Space Station, as far as she could remember: it wasn’t on her defence database (but, then, why should it be?) or it would have given her a match already. Time to turn to civilian kit.


‘Smart-Alec,’ she said, summoning the Alliance’s universal interface, ‘give me a match on this view and images of the Venus Space Station.’


The match was about 90 per cent, as good as perfect given inevitable changes to the Station since the pictures had been stored.


Reassuring, but impossible. Or was it? She zoomed the live pictures coming in from the sparse micro-satellite cloud around Apis. On the outside of the Station was a bright yellow submarine.


The only submarines in space were starships. So the Union had FTL capability! And in an apparently civilian craft, at that! The unexpected arrival went from impossible to merely incredible. Hawkins patched through to the comms technician on night watch.


‘Hail the Station and demand an explanation.’


‘It’s already hailing us, ma’am.’


‘Very good, open the channel. I’m on my way.’


As she pulled on her boots her husband rolled over and looked at her sleepily.


‘What’s going on?’


‘Nothing to wake up for,’ Hawkins said. She dragged a comb through her hair, then tied it back and clamped it down with her cap. ‘See you at breakfast.’


Outside: chill air, dark. Her glasses adjusted faster than her eyes could have. The base kept its night lights low: a faint edge-marking of pathways, the firefly dance of drones around the perimeter. Hawkins was well used to the blaze of stars, the Milky Way overhead and the changing phases of the gas giant. But at night she always looked up.


Shining by its own light in the pre-dawn dark, a new spark rose to cross the sky. Hawkins stared for a moment, then ran.


The command centre at New Ardtaraig, the Alliance base on Apis, was an upstairs room in the HQ office block, with a curved bank of screens and three seats in front of a comms board. Hawkins dropped into one of the two unoccupied seats. In the minute it had taken her to sprint across from her quarters and rush up the stairs, communications had been established. A haggard face filled one screen. The system, and Hawkins, recognised this image at once: Katrina Ulrich, Commander of the Venus Space Station.


‘Camera on,’ Hawkins told the comms technician on duty.


‘Commander Hawkins,’ said Ulrich. ‘Good . . . morning, I suppose.’


‘Good morning to you, too. To what do we owe the pleasure of your company?’


Ulrich’s sombre expression didn’t change. ‘What’s your most recent information on the Venus disaster?’


‘We last received news’ – that was one way of putting it – ‘a few hours ago. We’re aware of the Venus resurfacing event, and the emergency at the Union’s cloud colony.’


‘Cloud City is lost,’ said Ulrich, ‘along with six hundred and forty-six souls.’


‘Good God!’ Hawkins took a deep, shaky breath. ‘My sincere condolences, Commander.’


Ulrich nodded. ‘Thank you. I’ve just sent you a data packet with a full list of the . . . missing, and the saved. Three hundred and sixty-two survivors are aboard this Station. Most of them were rescued by the privately owned starship Fighting Chance, which also brought us here.’


‘You’re saying that little ship moved the entire Station?’


‘Yes.’


‘So why couldn’t it have moved Cloud City? To Earth, for instance?’


Ulrich looked stricken. ‘Perhaps it could have. The possibility never occurred to anyone. Nobody was thinking in those terms until we faced a threat of imminent nuclear attack. I had no confidence that it would work, and tried to countermand it.’


‘Well, yes, Commander Ulrich, I can see why. As far as I know the feat is unprecedented.’


‘Fortunately I was disobeyed just as a missile was launched against us.’


‘I see.’ Hawkins kept her voice level. ‘Who fired on you?’


‘The Co-ord sub Admiral von Bellingshausen, commanded by Captain Boris Yefrimovich, claiming to act on behalf of the Co-ord Joint Military Command as well as of Black Horizon, on a mission to seize the Fighting Chance.’


Hawkins suppressed a flinch. Black Horizon had existed for fifty years, to keep and to exploit the secret of faster-than-light travel. It was the ultimate off-the-books, above top secret, black-budget project – all the more so because it was shared between the Alliance and the Co-ord, two powers often at odds. Its very existence had only been revealed four days earlier. After half a lifetime of secrecy, Hawkins felt a jolt hearing the project’s name from a Union officer.


The attack was a Co-ord- and Alliance-shared responsibility, then. Or so the Union would see it. She didn’t know if this was good or bad.


‘This attack happened . . . when? A short time ago?’


‘Yes. Within the past few minutes.’ Ulrich shook her head. ‘Strange as it seems.’


‘In that case, the Powers will barely have had time to process it, let alone react. If it was a Black Horizon operation, the Co-ord and the Alliance will both be aware of it. The Union may be alarmed, shocked, horrified perhaps, but they’re not going to war over it.’


‘The Union is already shaken by the Atlantic earthquake and tsunami – ah, you haven’t heard about that? – which they may well attribute to the Alliance’s tampering with certain rocks on Venus. Yes, Commander Hawkins, we are well aware of what your side has been doing! And some in the Alliance no doubt suspect that our explorations on Venus had something to do with it. Both sides’ defence forces may well be on a hair trigger, but ours more than yours, I fear.’ Ulrich straightened her back and shoulders. ‘Which brings me to one of two urgent requests I have for you, and for the Co-ord base. We need to get news back to Earth that the Station and the Fighting Chance were not in fact destroyed by a missile from a Co-ord ship, as it must have seemed when we vanished from Venus orbit.’


‘Are you sure?’ Hawkins said. ‘Your jump would have caused a massive Cherenkov flash.’


‘Quite possibly indistinguishable from an almost simultaneous nuclear missile detonation.’


‘You can clear up the matter of your survival very simply,’ said Hawkins. ‘Go back to the Solar system.’


‘And meet the Admiral von Bellingshausen as soon as we announce ourselves? No thanks.’


Hawkins shrugged. ‘Send the ship back alone, then.’


‘The same applies, except the ship would have to hang around even longer than we would to make itself known and understood. Meanwhile we in the Station would have lost our FTL capability.’


‘In that case,’ said Hawkins, ‘I can only refer you to the Co-ord base. Here at New Ardtaraig we have no FTL-capable assets outbound, none inbound on the regular schedule, and any other arrivals are in the nature of the case unpredictable. You may wish to weigh that against the risks of global conflict. Your call.’


‘I’ll take it,’ said Ulrich, grimly. ‘In any case, you can expect irregular inbound FTL traffic at any moment – to update you, or to chase us if they did recognise the Cherenkov flash, and guessed our likely destination.’


‘You said you had two urgent messages for us?’


‘Yes. Stop messing about with these . . . intelligent alien rocks or whatever they are. They can manipulate tectonic forces to do untold damage, with no apparent regard for human life.’


Hawkins scoffed. ‘Yeah, tell me about it! We’ve just sent home the casualties – the dead, and the seriously injured – from our local earthquake and tsunami. No, actually, tell the Co-ord about it when you speak to them – their troops have occupied the outcrop we’d been probing, their scientists have full control over it and the outcrops on their continent, and they assure us they have ways of making the rocks talk without arousing their wrath. Maybe you’ll find a common language with our Chinese and Russian colleagues more easily than I did.’


Ulrich didn’t rise to the bait. ‘Perhaps we shall,’ she said. ‘I shall contact the Co-ord base at once, and in the meantime please do get in touch if you have more to say.’


The connection dropped.


‘Get me Novy Cosmograd, now!’


The comms tech put the call through. The Co-ord base’s call handling automation was clearly smart enough: the call went straight to Colonel Tsing Fan, with whom Hawkins had last spoken somewhat acerbically a few days earlier. Over on New Lemuria it must be . . . she could never remember exactly how many hours later on the clock.


‘Good afternoon, Fan,’ said Hawkins.


‘Ah, hello, Alice.’ Tsing sounded surprised and pleased by the informality.


‘You’re aware of our celestial visitor, I take it?’


‘Of course. Commander Ulrich is already speaking with General Khaustov.’


‘Good. No doubt she’s asking if you have any FTL-capable assets to get the good and the bad news back—’


‘We have,’ said Tsing. ‘And from what I understand of the situation, I quite see the urgency, and I expect the General will, too.’ He glanced aside, then smiled. ‘It seems he has. I can see our, ah, currently available asset being prepped as we speak.’


Hawkins knew better than to ask what that asset was. The Alliance suspected the Co-ord of putting FTL drives in craft other than submarines – in the ekranoplan, their gigantic sea-skimming flying machine, for a start – and the recent arrival and departure of the spaceplane from Nevada indicated that her own side did the same.


‘That’s a relief,’ she said. ‘Now, between ourselves, Fan . . .’


‘Ourselves?’


‘Ah. One moment.’


The technician was pointedly looking straight ahead. Hawkins leaned sideways and snapped her fingers in front of his face.


‘Out,’ she said. She waited for the door to close behind him. ‘OK,’ she went on. ‘Since we last spoke, the situation has changed radically. We’ve all been living with FTL since we were recruited. We’ve had unexpected arrivals but no real surprises. Now that Black Horizon’s out in the open, that’s going to change. So it’s all the more important that we keep each other in the loop at all times.’


Tsing nodded. ‘Especially as what we’ve all been doing in Black Horizon for the past fifty years could be seen as illegal in both our jurisdictions.’


‘I know, but come on, we’re a legitimate black project!’


‘But always plausibly deniable, which means the authorities can turn on us at any time.’


‘For what?’


Tsing counted charges off on his fingers. ‘Misappropriation of public funds, unauthorised sharing of classified information with foreign states, wartime collaboration with hostile states, giving and taking orders outside the chain of command, forced resettlement of civilians—’


‘Hey, we – well, our predecessors – rescued these people from wars and disasters!’


‘Yes, that should stand up in court, or the tribunals. And . . . oh yes, in the case of me and many of my colleagues: concealment of information from the Party.’


‘That’s a crime?’ Hawkins was shocked.


‘It’s worse, it’s a disciplinary offence. One that opens you to criminal charges of corruption and abuse of public office.’ He stopped counting on his fingers and made the pistol to the head gesture, then snapped down his thumb. ‘You see?’


‘But who would do that? We’ve brought huge gains for both our Powers. We’ve given them new worlds!’


Tsing gave her a sad look. ‘You have parties and lawyers, we have factions and officials. And we wouldn’t be the first explorers to come back from a glorious conquest to find their heads on the block. Sometimes literally.’


‘Thanks, Fan, I do know my naval history. But the more pressing question is why your side threatened such drastic action against a third party.’


Tsing spread his hands. ‘I know no more than you do. If it was a Black Horizon initiative, it may be that our organisation is already flexing its muscles in the faces of our respective governments.’


‘In the light of the prospects you mentioned?’


‘Perhaps. We shall have to wait and see.’


‘I doubt we’ll have time for that,’ Hawkins said. ‘We should seriously consider bringing the Union’s new starfarers into Black Horizon.’


Tsing looked taken aback. ‘All the way? Give them the whole picture?’


‘Yes,’ said Hawkins. ‘In so far as we know it.’


‘Indeed.’ Tsing sighed. ‘That is always a consideration. We are cogs in the wheel, Alice, and there are wheels within wheels. Any induction of new members is a matter above our pay grade.’


‘It’s not above Captain Yefrimovich’s pay grade,’ Hawkins said. ‘And I expect we’ll hear from him soon.’


‘I wouldn’t count on it,’ Tsing said. ‘We can’t wait for him. For all we know, he may already be under arrest.’


‘That quickly?’


Tsing chuckled grimly. ‘Events are moving at FTL speed, Alice!’


‘You have a point there. Please raise the matter urgently with General Khaustov and your senior colleagues, and I shall do the same here.’


‘Very well,’ said Tsing. ‘And if I may add a suggestion, please ensure you have an up-to-date roster of reliable armed personnel.’


‘That,’ said Hawkins, ‘is a very good point.’


Hawkins saw to it, swiftly and discreetly, waking several colleagues. She kept the base’s intelligence officer out of that particular loop. Lieutenant Jessica Bernstein was in on Black Horizon, like everyone else here. On the other hand, she was in Naval Intelligence, and personally commanded a tight-knit squad of Navy SEALs. She’d begun her career under the previous regime in the United States, and it was widely suspected that she’d chosen to vanish into Black Horizon to skip the purges after the restoration of democracy. There was no way to tell which way she’d jump in a crisis. Khaustov called just as Hawkins signed off from a call with her own duty sergeant.


‘We’ll have to go for it,’ the Russian general said. ‘The Union has the drive already, independently as far as we know. Commander Ulrich up there is plenty smart enough to see the implications as quickly as our precursors did. The Station could leave here for anywhere at any moment, and they’ll find out what’s been going on soon enough. Better we bring them in first.’


‘They might betray us.’


‘To whom? Our governments? Theirs? What does that matter now?’


‘You sound despairing.’


‘I’m weary of it all,’ Khaustov said. ‘Military secrecy is one thing, but clandestinity and conspiracy do not come naturally to me.’


‘Nor me.’


‘And the situation is pressing. A spaceplane came in from Baikonur a short time ago, bearing news. The Venus catastrophe has precipitated great anxiety and suspicion, with the predictable consequences: witch-hunts in the West, purges in the East. Not all our people are unmasked, but that’s the most I can say. Black Horizon is going to be at least severely mauled, if not completely rolled up. The Station may be our only hope of carrying the project forward.’


‘We can take that responsibility on ourselves?’


‘We have to,’ Khaustov said. ‘There may soon be no one else to take it.’


‘Very well,’ Hawkins said. ‘I’ll prepare an encrypted package for Ulrich’s eyes only with . . . everything?’


Khaustov nodded. ‘Everything. I’ll send you all we have, too. Bundle it all up and send it.’


‘Including your current explorations?’


Khaustov essayed an innocent face. ‘What explorations?’


‘The ones your scientists are conducting in the outcrop on our continent.’ It still rankled.


‘Ah yes, these. Nothing new to report. We proceed with caution.’


‘Ulrich was keen to impress upon me the dangers of poking around in ancient alien machinery.’


They shared a laugh. ‘She talked to me, too,’ Khaustov said. He shrugged. ‘What could I say? I was polite, under the circumstances. Meanwhile, the work continues . . . cautiously.’


‘Very good, General. See you on the other side.’


‘Do svidaniya!’


The connection ended. Hawkins looked around. She was still alone in the command centre. She locked the door and returned to the screens, where she invoked codes and passwords she hadn’t used in years. Khaustov’s data package pinged in as she pulled together her own. Her hands trembled over the virtual keyboard as she sorted and re-encrypted the files. This was the ultimate secret stash of information and planning, Black Horizon’s crown jewels. And she was about to hand the lot over to a high-level cadre of the economic democracy! A representative of the very power the Co-ord and the Alliance mistrusted even more than they did each other, and that Black Horizon had spent a good part of the past five decades keeping out!


But Khaustov was right – there was nothing else for it. No other choice. Humanity’s survival mattered more than any of its blocs.


The package was ready. Hawkins put a call through to Ulrich, and smiled wryly to herself, remembering old movies she’d watched agog in childhood.


Help me, Death Star! You’re our only hope!










CHAPTER THREE



Instructions


The Alliance base at New Ardtaraig, New Atlantis, Apis, Saturday 18 October 2070


The sun was long risen when Marcus Owen walked from his room to the Command HQ at New Ardtaraig. A spaceplane that looked like a speedboat with wings roared away down Bellatrix Sound, took off and vanished in a blue flash. For half the night if the sounds he’d recorded while off-line were anything to go by, spaceplanes had been flitting back and forth between Earth and Apis like bats. Doubtless a similar traffic had enlivened the daytime at Novy Cosmograd, far to the east across the ocean on New Lemuria. The Station’s arrival could hardly be concealed. It was visible in the night sky, whenever its circumpolar orbit chanced to pass over. Rumour had raced around with alarm on its heels, until an account of the circumstances had been released in the morning’s news bulletin.


Even if he hadn’t seen the Station, Owen felt Iskander’s presence. It was far fainter than it had been even in Cloud City, but it was there, ghostly as a scent in an empty room.


A marine MP halted him at the HQ steps.


‘I’m a journalist,’ Owen said, flashing the tattered old union card he had just forged on his room’s printer. ‘And I have an invitation to meet Lieutenant Jessica Bernstein.’


‘Ah, you’re the Brit robot spy,’ said the marine. He checked something in his shades. ‘And yes, you have an invitation. Second floor, Office B6.’


‘Thank you.’


Owen bounded up the stairs and strolled to Bernstein’s office. She opened the door just as he arrived.


‘Come in,’ she said. ‘Have a seat.’


He sat in front of the desk, she behind, the window at her back. A white sealed envelope on the desk, addressee side down. Louvres of the blinds adjusted against the mid-morning sun. Crisp uniform, flawless discreet make-up, eyes that had seen a lot. More than he had, probably. For a second or so the two intelligence operatives sized each other up like cats, then Bernstein relaxed slightly. Her smile still false. Consciously false. Owen responded with the best honest human smile that advanced robotics and AI could fake. Disarming. Candid. It still hurt his facial skin and muscles slightly. As if unconsciously, he touched the fast-healing burn mark on his cheek.


‘Good morning, Lieutenant Bernstein. I understand from yesterday that you wanted a chat?’


Bernstein smiled, genuinely this time. ‘I’m up to speed on your recent activities, so there’s no need for a debrief. I have something for you.’


She nodded down at the envelope. Owen picked it up and turned it over. It had a diplomatic bag stamp and was addressed to him, in the familiar handwriting of Mason, his line manager – or ‘artistic director’, as the United Kingdom’s most feared and respected intelligence agency wryly put it. The foot of the envelope instructed him to open it at once.


‘Your new instructions from the British Council,’ Bernstein said. ‘I’m afraid your return to journalism has been rather shorter than you hoped.’


‘It has indeed, ma’am,’ said Owen. There was a sensation of wheels turning in his head, like the tumblers of a lock, to a final click. He was back on duty. He opened the envelope. Inside were a few flimsy sheets of gibberish. Evidently the Council had reckoned the diplomatic stamp and the good graces of an Allied intelligence service as not safeguard enough.


He pulled up the day’s one-time pad from memory and patched it to his vision. The text became clear – for his eyes only, literally – at once. The first line at the top of the first sheet was: Keep her talking. The rest explained why. He read it in seconds.


‘Looks pretty straightforward,’ he said, folding the sheets of paper and putting them carefully back in the envelope. ‘I take it you know about the plan to send some scientists along with me and the troops to the Union settlement?’


‘Of course. Commander Hawkins has told me to round up some soldiers, some scientists, and a . . . what we officially call an exile. A local civilian.’ She looked at him appraisingly. ‘And a spy. That would be you.’


Owen gave a self-deprecating laugh. ‘It would indeed. If I may, I would like to know what you think of these people. Your professional opinion of the scientists and the exile.’


‘You’ll be meeting them all soon enough.’


‘I met Emma Hazeldene yesterday, briefly, and a man who must have been Jenkins. Nevertheless. You’ve known them a lot longer, Lieutenant, and you must have made your own evaluation.’


Bernstein leaned back. ‘Hmm. I’ve only known the exile for a week or so. Able Jenkins is undoubtedly a tough cookie, very bright, but he’s basically a village big man and it shows. His horizon is parochial. No loyalty to us, of course, but I doubt he has the slightest interest in the Union – or the Co-ord, for that matter. We need him, though, to communicate with the entities he calls “the Fermi”. As for the scientists . . . I could show you their security files, but there’s nothing in them that isn’t here.’ She tapped her forehead. ‘The English biologist Emma Hazeldene; the two Americans, Nelson Hayes the geologist and Sharianne Adler the biologist; and the Indian geologist Cindy Patel – they’re all typical apolitical scientists. Cynical perhaps, especially Hazeldene, but rock-solid Alliance. Then there’s the Russian palaeoanalyst Georgi Muranov . . .’ She laughed. ‘He’s not my problem, but he’s never given me any problems, let’s say.’


‘That’s good to know.’ Clearly she didn’t have a clue what his instructions were. He tucked the envelope inside his jacket. ‘Well, I’ll keep an eye on them, along with snooping on the Union people.’


‘Your usual job, I understand.’


‘I can neither confirm nor deny that,’ Owen said.


Bernstein scoffed. ‘I wouldn’t expect anything else!’


‘In the meantime, do you have any requests?’


‘I can’t think of any,’ she said. ‘I hope you and I can talk shop sometime, but right now I have work to do. Dismissed.’


‘Ma’am.’ His instructions hadn’t told him how long he was expected to temporise. Until something happened, presumably. It wouldn’t do to arouse suspicion. He stood up and made for the door. Hand on the handle, he turned and looked back. ‘Ah, I did mean to ask – when do the reinforcements arrive?’


Bernstein looked up from whatever virtual document was in her glasses.


‘Reinforcements?’ she said. ‘What reinforcements?’


Owen hesitated. ‘Sorry, I may have misunderstood,’ he waffled, ‘but it seems from my instructions that—’ Then, to his relief, a shimmer filled the window behind Bernstein. The rainbow light flooded across her desk. She whipped her head around, just as the shimmer vanished. There was a thud from outside, a clang, and a moment later a rush of boots on the stairs.


Owen stepped aside from the door, leaving it wide open.


‘That’ll be them now,’ he said.


Bernstein stood up sharply. Owen tensed, ready to spring. Then he realised that Bernstein was standing to attention. Two men came through the door. One was a British soldier in combat gear, with a rifle slung on his shoulder. The other −


‘Colonel Luis Venturi, Alliance Naval Intelligence.’


‘Lieutenant Jessica Bernstein, sir!’


‘At ease, Lieutenant. You are relieved. You’re being detained under suspicion of being part of the Black Horizon conspiracy.’


‘“Conspiracy”!’ Bernstein looked outraged. ‘It’s a project approved at the highest levels!’


‘Nevertheless. These are my orders. You’ll have plenty of opportunity to state your case. Please accompany the sergeant downstairs to the transport.’


Bernstein glanced down at her desk, then looked straight ahead and squared her shoulders. Her mouth became a thin line, her cheek twitched. She backed away from the desk and turned to the right, and took a step as if to go around the corner of the desk. Owen read her shoulder muscles, glimpsed the right elbow going back −


He jumped from where he stood to the top of the desk, pivoted on his left foot, and kicked hard at Bernstein’s right wrist. Carpals crunched. A pistol spun from her hand and clattered into the corner of the room. Owen segued his kick to an inelegant leap, dived and retrieved the weapon before the first yelp of pain was out of Bernstein’s mouth.


Owen rolled to his feet. The soldier was just bringing his rifle to bear. Venturi made a backward motion of his hand. Bernstein clutched her wrist, glaring through suddenly tear-filled eyes. She blinked, and turned to Venturi.


‘I was only going to use it on myself, sir.’


The colonel looked taken aback. ‘Our interrogation methods are not what they were in your day, Lieutenant,’ he said. ‘Not for internal enquiries, at any rate.’ He frowned. ‘I shall not report your attempted suicide, and instead attribute your injury to an overzealous arrest by the robot.’


‘Thank you, sir.’ Her voice sounded shaky.


‘Fine by me, Colonel,’ said Owen. He turned to the sergeant, who was looking at him with deep suspicion. ‘It’s all quite in order, soldier. I’m part of a British Council arts project.’


‘Ah, right,’ said the sergeant.


‘Take her away,’ said Venturi. ‘Gently, if possible. Terminally, if she gives you any trouble.’


The soldier levelled his rifle, covering Bernstein. ‘Sir.’


As she was escorted out Bernstein looked over her shoulder at Owen. ‘You haven’t seen the last of me, robot!’


‘I should hope not,’ Owen said. ‘We were just getting to know each other.’ He smiled. ‘In another life, perhaps—’


‘Fuck off.’


Venturi breathed out and his shoulders relaxed as Bernstein and the sergeant disappeared. ‘That went better than it might have done,’ he said. ‘Thanks to you, Mr Owen.’


‘You’re welcome, sir.’ Owen glanced out of the window and instantly took in the scene. Just below the window, and in front of the HQ, lay a long box that looked like a shipping container, with a rounded nacelle at one end and an open ramp at the other. Drones poured from it like bees from an overturned hive. Scores of soldiers had already swarmed all over the base. They were meeting no resistance from the relative handful of marines already there, or from anyone else. Commander Alice Hawkins was on the plaza, with a senior army officer at her side, and speaking into her phone. The Russian palaeoanalyst Georgi Muranov was also on his phone, alone; doubtless he was getting or giving an update to Novy Cosmograd.


‘Your whole operation,’ said Owen, ‘seems to have gone better than it might have.’


‘Yes,’ said Venturi. ‘Surprise, speed and overwhelming superiority of force can do that. I expect something similar is happening at the Co-ord base.’


‘So what’s next, Colonel?’


Venturi sat behind Bernstein’s desk and began rummaging.


‘Everything proceeds as planned, Mr Owen. Hawkins has seen sense, it seems. She’s willing to cooperate. Just as well – we have to work with the Black Horizon scientists and most of the military personnel here, even while we screen them and get to the bottom of what’s been going on. Most of them think they’ve been in a legitimate secret project all this time.’
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