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1. Just Another Snake Cult




London | 2 July


Four days till she was due to appear before the parliamentary select committee, Chloe Millar couldn’t take it any more. The rehearsals and group exercises, the pre-exam nerves and pointless speculation, the third degree about the New Galactic Navy…No to all that business. She banged out of there and minicabbed it down the A13 to check out a lead in Dagenham. Traffic glittering in hot sunlight, factories, housing estates and big box retail outlets, sewage works and power stations. A glimpse of the Reef’s dark blister and the river beyond. A welling feeling of relief with an undercurrent of guilt that she tried to ignore.


The minicab was negotiating the Ripple Road junction when her phone rang. Jen Lovell, Disruption Theory’s office manager, wanting to know where she was and what she was up to.


‘I’m chasing a lead. A good one.’


‘We’ve all had to give up our Saturdays. Even you, Chloe.’


‘There’s a cult. Definitely turned, about to break out. They announced it on Facebook, a public meeting supposed to start at one o’clock. I’m late, but these things never run to schedule. I won’t have missed anything important.’


‘Preparing for the select committee: that’s what’s important.’


‘They haven’t shut us down yet,’ Chloe said. She wasn’t going to feel guilty. She was doing her actual job. ‘It’s probably just another snake cult, but I can’t be certain until I see it in action.’


Her destination was a displaced-persons camp at the eastern edge of Old Dagenham Park. A row of single-storey prefab barracks and half a dozen L-shaped stacks of repurposed shipping containers, built a decade ago for refugees from flooding caused by climate change and rising sea levels, privately rented now.



Chloe found a bench in the shade of a gnarly old chestnut tree, ate chips out of a cardboard clamshell, and watched people gathering around a makeshift stage where a scrawny old geezer in tattered jeans and T-shirt was setting up a microphone stand and a stack of speakers. Young children ran about, transformed by face paint into rabbits and tigers. A pair of policewomen watched indulgently. They were wearing new-issue stab vests, spun from tough self-healing collagen derived from a species of colonial polyp that rafted on Hydrot’s world ocean. The Met’s logo stamped in dark blue on the pearlescent material. High above, an errant balloon bobbed on an uncertain breeze, a silvery heart blinking random Morse code in the hot sunlight.


It reminded Chloe of the music festival where she’d first been kissed, seriously kissed, by a boy whose name she’d forgotten. She’d been, what, fourteen. A late starter, according to her mates. She remembered a Hindu procession that wound through the streets of Walthamstow to the temple each year: drummers, men with painted faces in fantastic costumes, men animating giant stick-puppets of gods and dragons. She remembered one Hallowe’en, the first after First Contact, when every other kid had dressed up as a Jackaroo avatar.


The geezer bent to the microphone, dreadlocks hanging around his face as he gave it the old one two one two. And a shadow fell across Chloe and someone said, ‘Give us a chip.’


She looked up, saw Eddie Ackroyd in his uniform of black jeans, black T-shirt and abraded and creased black leather jacket. His pallid face was shaded by a straw hat; his ghostly blue eyes swam behind slab lenses in heavy black frames.


‘The café’s over by the tennis courts,’ Chloe said. ‘You’ve plenty of time to get there and back before the fun starts.’


Eddie didn’t take the hint, settling beside her with a grunt and sigh, taking off his hat and fanning himself with it, fixing it back over greying hair he’d backcombed to hide a bald spot. He smelled of kif smoke and old sweat. The slogan on his T-shirt read I’m a secret lesbian.



‘Lostgirl X, large as life and twice as pretty. You may have taken the corporate shilling, but you still dress like you work the street. Kudos.’


‘When did you become the fashion police, Eddie?’


Chloe was wearing her usual weekend gear: baggy knee-length shorts, a market-stall T-shirt with a stencilled peace symbol, New Balance hiking shoes. Her messenger bag, one seam patched with Elephant tape, leaned against her thigh.


Eddie said, ‘I bet you still carry that little blade. The one you pulled on Gypsy Nick that time.’


‘Keep pushing me and you’ll find out.’


The members of this little cult were driven by urges they probably didn’t understand, prompted by some kind of alien algorithm or an eidolon, a memory fragment, that had crawled out of an Elder Culture artefact and infected them like bird flu, but they were also having fun. Chloe had been happy, waiting for them to put on their little show in the summer sunshine, but now Eddie Ackroyd’s sour little cloud was raining on her parade.


He said, ‘It’s been a while, hasn’t it? I don’t see you in the market or the Ten Bells…’


His fish-eyed stare reminded her that he was the kind of guy who liked to sneak a glance at your tits when he thought you weren’t looking


She said, ‘I guess we move in different circles now.’


‘And you don’t seem to be editing on LFM any more.’


‘You said that the last time you saw me, Eddie. Remember what I told you?’


Chloe resented his assumption that they were colleagues. They had both been part of the Last Five Minutes wiki since its early days, they were both in the Elder Culture business, but as far as she was concerned that was it.


When he didn’t answer her question, she said, ‘I quit. I have other things in my life now.’


‘We could use your help. There are still too many crazy people trying to impose their crazy ideas.’


‘That’s why I quit.’



It wasn’t the only reason. It wasn’t even the main reason, which was that she’d finally realised that she’d never find out what had happened to her mother, and she wasn’t angry about it any more. But yeah, she’d also become tired of dealing with the relentless bat-shit paranoia of the green-ink merchants, and she’d suspected that Eddie and some of the other editors had been actively colluding with them. Most of the people involved with the maintenance and curation of the LFM wiki had lost parents or partners or children; Eddie had become an editor because he loved conspiracy theories, liked to believe that he was one of the chosen few with special insights about the Jackaroo and the Spasm, the lone-gunman plague, the Big Melt, blah blah blah.


He said, ‘So how’s it going, running errands for those sociologists? Looking for stuff to prop up their theories – is that why you’re here? Or are you doing a little work on the side?’


‘I’m chasing a lead, Eddie. How about you?’


‘Well, right now I’m wondering if you’re following me.’


‘I might wonder the same thing about you.’


Eddie pointed his chin towards the people bustling around the stage. ‘I’ve been working on them for three weeks. And this is the first time I see you.’


‘You’ve been working on them? What does that mean? Interviewing them? Gaining their confidence? Becoming their best friend?’


‘I’ve been keeping close tabs on them. Recording their stories for a client. And now they’re about to reach critical mass, the first time they try to reach out to the world, you just happen to pitch up.’


‘It isn’t a secret,’ Chloe said. ‘They put it up on Facebook.’


It wasn’t much, a poster designed by someone who thought that rainbow gradients and dropshadowed text were cool. An image of a man with a Santa Claus beard photoshopped against a false-colour alien landscape overprinted with The Master Is Coming!!! in a shimmering banner, and a modest line of type stating time, date and place. A typical symptom of a small-scale breakout, but this one had caught her attention, she’d needed a distraction from the nonsense about the select committee, and here she was.



‘I found them,’ Eddie said, staring at her from beneath the brim of his hat, ‘the old-fashioned way. Asking questions, following leads. One of them from LFM, as a matter of fact. Someone who thinks they can predict significant breakouts. You would have seen it too, if you hadn’t “quit”.’


He actually drew the quote marks in the air.


‘I found them because they’re trying to reach out to everyone,’ Chloe said. She was amused by Eddie’s petulance, wondered if he’d already taken a down payment for something he knew he probably couldn’t deliver. ‘Don’t take it personally. Besides, it doesn’t look like they’re anything special.’


‘That’s what you think,’ Eddie said. ‘I’ll tell you what we’ll do. How we’ll sort out this little conflict of interest. I found them first, so I get first dibs on whatever these people are selling. After that, if your pointy-head academics want to interview them, add them to their database or whatever, it’s fine by me.’


Chloe smiled. ‘We aren’t in the playground, Eddie. If these people stumbled on something useful, came into possession of an active artefact or whatever, I’ll tell my boss, and he’ll make an offer. And you and your client, if you have a client, can do the same.’


Eddie stuck out his lower lip like a disappointed child. ‘So it’s like that.’


‘Same as it’s always been,’ Chloe said, ‘out here on the street.’


Eddie stalked off to a spot in the shade of a stack of shipping-container flatlets and fired up a small drone that wobbled away towards the stage. A tall young man wearing blue jeans and a black windcheater was chatting to the two policewomen. Chloe spotted the Bluetooth headset plugged into his right ear and guessed that he was from the Metropolitan Police’s Breakout Assessment Team, a junior officer who’d drawn the short straw and given up his Saturday afternoon kick-about to check out this little gathering.


Girls and boys in grey jumpers and black trousers or black skirts filed onto the stage and, conducted by a motherly woman in a dashiki, began to pipe out ‘Amazing Grace’ on recorders. Chloe dumped her half-eaten lunch in a recycling bin, put on her spex and walked towards the stage, and the guy in the black windcheater cut across the grass to intercept her, saying that he was surprised to see someone from Disruption Theory.



‘Isn’t this pretty vanilla for you guys?’


‘Everything’s a data point,’ Chloe said, quoting her boss, Daniel Rosenblaum.


‘Are you planning to interview Mr Archer and his acolytes?’


Chloe supposed that Mr Archer was the white-haired guy on the Facebook page. She said, ‘Would that be a problem?’


‘Depends on how they do. Probably not. What about Mr Ackroyd?’


‘You’ll have to ask him.’


‘I expect I will. Take care, Ms Millar.’


Just to let her know that he had her number.


The schoolkids ran through a pretty good version of ‘Scarborough Fair’, bowed to the scattering of applause and were led off the stage by their conductor. Chloe could feel an energy gathering in the little crowd. An MC took to the stage, an amazingly confident young woman dressed in a metallic silver leotard and black tutu who hunched into the microphone and to a backing track of car-crash rhythms began a rap about the great change coming and hard times ending. When she was done and the whoops and applause had died down she asked everybody to raise their hands for the man with the plan, the man who knew.


‘Give it up for Mr Archer. Mr Archer going to speak the truth to you right now.’


There was an awkward pause, some kind of hitch. The MC stood at the edge of the stage, talking to people, shaking her head. The sound system started to reprise the clanging smash of her backing music, then cut off abruptly. Several people were helping someone climb onto the stage.


Mr Archer was a slight old man wearing what was probably the suit he planned to be buried in. His white beard was neatly trimmed; his pink scalp showed through his cap of fine white hair. The MC ushered him to the microphone stand and he clung to it and looked around like a grandfather dazed with pleasure at his own birthday party. A hush fell over the small gathering.



Chloe’s spex were capturing everything. Eddie’s little drone hung in the sunlit air. The moment of silence stretched.


‘Uth,’ Mr Archer said. ‘Uth! Uth!’ And, ‘Penitent volume casualty force. Action relationship. Flow different. Uth! Uth!’


Most in the audience chanted Uth! Uth! too. Those who weren’t part of the cult, who hadn’t drunk the snake oil, looked at each other. A couple of kids in front of Chloe started to jeer.


Chloe felt a sinking sense of disappointment. She’d seen it all, in her time. Fiery-eyed preaching. A woman who spoke through a pink plush alligator. People standing face to face, staring into each other’s eyes, sharing significant gazes. Ritual bloodletting. A young girl walking amongst her followers with a silver wand, touching them at random, causing them to fall into faints and foaming fits. A hundred different attempts to express thoughts for which there were no human equivalents, no words in any known language. Speaking in tongues was commonplace. She’d seen it a dozen times.


Mr Archer spoke for some time, enthusiastically expounding his thesis in his private language, repeating his catchphrase at intervals, smiling as his followers chanted in response. The two kids who’d been jeering walked away; others followed. Chloe wondered how it would end, a procession or a mass hug or a conga line, but instead the old man simply stopped speaking, laboriously stepped down from the stage, and hobbled off at the centre of a cluster of acolytes. His audience gathered up their children and drifted towards the camp. They looked pleased. They had spoken in public. They had marked their territory. They had let out the ideas jostling in their heads, like that ancient rock star who’d shaken out a box of butterflies at an open-air concert in Hyde Park. Most of the butterflies had died, but it was the gesture that counted.


This was something that couldn’t be quantified by Disruption Theory’s surveys: the happiness of the people possessed by alien impulses and strange memes. The ecstasy of expression. The simple childlike joy of creating a channel or connection. Although the breakout was nothing special, Chloe was glad to be reminded of that. She took a flyer from one of the kids who were handing them out to the few non-believers who remained, slipped it into her messenger bag and got out of there while Eddie Ackroyd was packing up his drone.



It was too late to head back to Disruption Theory, and she was too buzzed to fold herself into her studio flat. She returned to the park’s café and sat with a carton of iced coffee and wrote up a short report on her tablet. She studied the flyer: the speaking-in-tongues Santa Claus, Mr Archer, photoshopped against an alien landscape, with a single word, BELIEVE, printed above his head. After a minute, she pulled up the copy of the Facebook page that had led her to the park. The same kind of landscape in the background, a cluster of towers or spires in some kind of red desert.


Chloe looked from screen to flyer, flyer to screen, then dropped the Facebook page into an image editor, cropped out a portion of the background and fed it into a search engine. Got a hit for the website, a bunch of old sci-fi flicks, landscape photos from the fifteen worlds gifted to the human race by the Jackaroo…And, hey, look at that, a set of images posted on a tumblr by someone calling themselves Mangala Cowboy. Drawings and paintings of red cliffs, dunes of red sand saddling away towards distant hills, a crowd of thorny spires glowing in orange sunlight. A view of the spires from a distance, a view from a high angle, as if from a plane or helicopter. The same spires at night, outlined in dabs of red phosphorescence. A close-up of thorny projections silhouetted against a pink sky. They looked like teeth, or the ends of broken bones. A tangle of grey vegetation with a fleck of incandescent yellow burning in its centre. A pavement of black slabs winding around red rocks. Some kind of room or space outlined in dense black scrawls. A flock of what might be balloons drifting across the freckled face of a fat sun. And over and over again, the same cliffs, the same dunes, the same spires.


One summer, fifteen years old, restless with self-pity and unexamined anger because she felt that the death of her mother, how her mother had died, had denied her any kind of ordinary life, Chloe had taken to cycling long distances. From Walthamstow into the City of London. Down the course of the River Lea, past the Olympic Park to Bow Creek, where she now worked. Across Epping Forest, through the banal suburban landscapes and strip malls of Enfield. She’d taken her bike on trains out to Kew and Richmond; once, one day close to midsummer, she’d ridden all the way to Amersham. And from Amersham she had cycled through a maze of B-roads into the Chilterns, and as the sun had begun to set she’d come out at the top of a ridge and seen a patchworked valley spread beyond: immemorial England parcelled into fields and stands of trees aglow in that magic hour when light is a property of the air. As if she had intruded on a secondary world, a fairyland where everything wore its True Name.



She felt that same vertiginous recognition now. A freezing pleasure, an emotion as deep and poignant as nostalgia for places she’d never before seen. And then she thought of Eddie Ackroyd, slouching like a malignant shadow through the displaced-persons camp, searching for Mangala Cowboy, and a sliding sense of urgency seized her and sent her hurrying through the late afternoon sunlight and the ordinary little park.


The stage and sound system had been cleared away, but a gang of little children were chasing each other across the dry grass and several pre-teen girls clustered around the bench under the chestnut tree, sharing images and clips on their phones. Chloe went up to them and got into a conversation with their leader, Niome, a sharp-faced girl dressed in pink shorts and a blue T-shirt, hair scraped up and exploding in an afroball at the top of her head. Chloe told her about Disruption Theory, asked about Mr Archer. Who’d just been this geezer until a couple of months ago, apparently. No bother to anyone, spent most of his time sitting outside his front door or in the café gossiping with other geezers. He carved stuff, Niome said, birds and shit like that from bits of wood. Sometimes gave them away, sometimes sold them in the local street market.


‘Then he started having meetings,’ Niome said. She was perched on the back of the bench, leaning forward with her elbows on her knees and her bright red sneakers planted on the seat. ‘Him and a few geezers at first. Then other people too. It was like they were in church. Like Mr Archer was giving a sermon, or they were singing hymns. But in this funny language.’



Chloe asked her if she or her friends had ever gone to these meetings.


‘I didn’t,’ Niome said. ‘Get mixed up with that chump ranking? No way. But Bunny did. Her mum got caught up, and she took Bunny along. She played recorder today, didn’t you, Buns?’


Bunny was a shy plump girl who ducked her head and shrugged.


‘Tell her what it was like,’ Niome said.


Bunny shrugged again, pleased and embarrassed, said she couldn’t exactly explain.


Chloe showed the flyer to Niome, said that she was wondering who had made the picture.


‘Oh, that,’ Niome said. ‘That’s one of Freddie’s.’


Freddie Patel and his little sister, Rana, had come to live in the camp about three months ago. No sign of their parents, according to Niome, who didn’t seem to think it was anything unusual. Mr Archer was Freddie’s upstairs neighbour, she said, and the old man had taken a shine to him because of his drawings.


Chloe said, ‘Is he part of this thing of Mr Archer’s?’


‘He isn’t really part of anything.’


‘But he did the flyer for Mr Archer. And a poster they put up on Facebook.’


‘Yeah, but Freddie was never into Mr Archer’s church stuff. I mean, you never seen him there, did you, Buns?’


Bunny shook her head.


‘Freddie mostly keeps himself to himself,’ Niome said. ‘Man of mystery innit.’


‘Niome’s in love with Freddie,’ one of the other girls said, half-singing it in a teasing lilt, and Niome said, ‘I am so not. He’s lush, yeah, but he’s sort of weird, too.’


‘Weird in what way?’ Chloe said.


‘Like he’s lost in his head. You say hi to him, he say hi back. But otherwise it’s like he don’t see you.’


‘What about his sister?’


‘Oh, Rana’s just a cute little thing.’


‘A normal little girl.’


‘I guess.’


‘She doesn’t ever talk about ghosts, or anything similar?’



The stuff that encoded eidolons interacted with people’s optic nerves on some deep quantum level, generating weird, blurry images. Shadows and shapes. Ghosts and monsters.


Niome said, ‘I don’t think so. She’s just this little girl.’


Chloe said, ‘Have you seen anything weird, you and your friends?’


Niome laughed. ‘You mean like spooks and such?’


‘Or strange animals, strange noises, strange dreams.’


‘What kind of strange dreams?’


‘Dreams about the kind of places Freddie draws, for instance.’


Niome asked to see the flyer again. She studied it carefully, shook her head, showed it to her friends. ‘This mean anything to you?’


More head-shaking.


‘There’s this bunch of shiners who sit around the other end of the park,’ one of the girls said. ‘They see all kinds of stuff that isn’t there.’


‘She means ordinary people seeing, like, super-strange paranormal shit,’ Niome said, and smiled at Chloe. ‘If you want, we can ask around. Do some detecting.’


The girl was bright and bold and inquisitive, far more together than Chloe had been at her age. It occurred to her that Niome had never known a time when there hadn’t been aliens in the sky and a lottery for easy travel to other planets. It made her feel old.


She gave one of her cards to Niome, and a couple of five-pound coins for her help. Niome asked if that meant she was one of Disruption Theory’s informers now.


Chloe said, ‘Be sure to let me know if you hear about any super-strange stuff. Meanwhile, how about pointing me at Freddie’s home?’


It was in the nearest cluster of container flatlets. The steel boxes had big windows at either end and were stacked side by side in an L shape three storeys high, with steel-mesh walkways on the inner side. People sat on stairs, in open doorways. The mingled murmur of TVs and radios, a domestic hum and clatter.



Freddie Patel’s flatlet was in the middle of the second storey of the short arm of the L. Like most of its neighbours, its window and glass-panelled door were blanked with curtains. Freddie Patel twitched the heavy blue material aside when Chloe rapped on the glass, then cracked the door open to ask what she wanted.


He looked much younger than she’d expected, a slender teenager a good head taller than her, dressed in cargo shorts and an oversized T-shirt. When Chloe showed him the flyer and asked if he was the artist, his suspicious look darkened.


‘Who wants to know?’


Chloe introduced herself, speaking quickly before he could shut the door in her face. ‘The people I work for are interested in happenings, festivals, that kind of thing. Like the one here today? I was wondering if you could help me, answer a few standard questions for a survey. It will only take a couple of minutes, I promise. And there’ll be a small payment for your time and trouble.’


‘Mr Archer’s meeting? I wasn’t even there. You want to know about that, you should talk to him,’ Freddie Patel said.


He was looking past her, scanning the walkway as if expecting to see someone else. Over his shoulder, Chloe could see a wedge of wall tiled with a mosaic of mostly red drawings.


She said, ‘You helped Mr Archer with his flyer. His website, too.’


‘So?’


‘It caught my attention. It’s a sweet piece of work. Would you mind talking about it? Your inspiration, and so on,’ Chloe said, putting on her spex.


‘You want to record this?’


‘It’s our standard procedure. I mentioned a small payment, didn’t I?’


‘No way.’


‘That’s okay, we can do it without,’ Chloe said, and made a big deal of taking off her spex and folding them away. Hoping that she’d got a nice steady shot of the pictures.


A chubby little girl of four or five, cute as a button in dungarees with an appliqué flower on the bib, came up behind Freddie and gave Chloe a bold stare. When Chloe said hi she looked away, looked back. Ringlets tangled over her forehead. A piece of paper was crumpled in one fist.



Chloe said to Freddie, ‘Is this your sister?’ Said to the little girl, ‘How are you, sweetie? Rana, right?’


‘I made a drawing,’ the little girl said, and held up the multicoloured scrawl so that Chloe and her brother could inspect it. A red string was tied around her chubby wrist, a single green bead threaded on it.


Freddie told her, ‘I’ll take a look in a minute. Go on inside now.’


‘Ugly Chicken says she’s nice,’ the little girl said.


Freddie’s tone hardened. ‘Go on inside. Now.’


The little girl waved bye-bye, hand flapping at her wrist, and toddled away.


Chloe said, ‘So your sister’s an artist too.’


‘Exactly what is it you’re trying to sell me?’


Freddie Patel was attempting to project an attitude, but he looked away when Chloe met his gaze. He didn’t have the fuck-you stare of a real street kid.


‘I work for a little company, Disruption Theory. Here’s my card,’ she said.


Freddie glanced at it, shrugged.


‘You can check out our website, see that we’re totally valid. What I’m interested in, all I’m interested in, are your pictures. If you have anything else like the flyer, I’d love to see them, talk about them.’


‘No way,’ Freddie said again, and started to close the door.


Chloe said quickly, ‘Maybe I could buy one.’


‘You don’t go away, I’ll call the police,’ Freddie said, and the door clicked shut and the curtain fell.


Chloe wrote call anytime on the back of the card Freddie hadn’t taken from her, and stuck it between the glass door and its frame. A bare-chested man sitting on a canvas stool at the end of the walkway was watching her. She resisted the urge to give him the finger and went down the stairs, feeling that something or someone was tracking her, following her through the stacks of containers and into the park beyond. But when she looked around, half-expecting to see Eddie Ackroyd or his damn drone, there was no one there.







2. Landing Day




Mangala | 24 July


Astronauts and aliens paraded down Petra’s main avenue. The astronauts were the surviving members of the Thirty-Eight, the first people to land on Mangala. Dressed in white tracksuits and standing on the backs of two flatbed trucks, waving to crowds that pelted them with confetti and paper streamers. The aliens marched behind the trucks. Lizard aliens, frog aliens, cat aliens, gorilla aliens. The cats brandished ray guns; the gorillas wore space helmets with spiral antennae. There were people dressed in black leotards stuck all over with clusters of black balloons; people in aluminium foil costumes and silver facepaint and blue wigs. A solitary Dalek trundled along, squawking about extermination. There was a troupe of dancers costumed as Jackaroo avatars, black suits and white shirts and gold-tinted plastic masks, high-stepping in jerky stop-go synchrony. There were floats and three school bands, a steelpan orchestra on the back of a truck decorated with artificial turf and fake palm trees and two real parrots. The Mayor and his wife rode in a vintage open-top Mercedes imported by a tomb raider who’d struck it rich, followed by a phalanx of motorcycle cops, four fire engines, the Salvation Army brass band, representatives of two dozen professions and trades, and a group selected from the latest arrivals on Mangala, newbies dressed in white T-shirts and blue jeans and blue denim jackets, the uniform of the orientation camp.


It was the thirteenth anniversary of the first landfall of the shuttle that tirelessly cycled between Earth and Mangala, of the first human footsteps on one of the fifteen worlds gifted by the Jackaroo. The shuttle had returned from its latest trip to Earth just two days before. A ring of fireworks had exploded around the giant spacecraft as it slid out of the sky, and there were more fireworks now, flowering in the chill sky above the city.



The last cannonade was fading and falling as Vic Gayle plunged into the narrow streets of the old quarter, heading towards a Landing Day party with a bunch of comrades from the early days. Back then, this had been all there was to the city. Quonset huts, a couple of big steel-frame sheds, small mud-brick domes built over the entrances to cut-and-cover bunkers. A precarious foothold in the howling alien wilderness. There were almost a million people on the planet now, most of them living in Petra, and the huts and bunkers in the old quarter had been made over into restaurants and tanning parlours, cafés and souvenir shops. Man, look at that: a Starbucks.


Vic’s friends had taken over the big round table at the back of the city’s oldest Chinese restaurant. They were all veterans of the second shuttle to Mangala, making a lot of noise, helping themselves from little dishes and bamboo baskets as waiters brought more food and fresh bottles of wine, brought Vic a bottle of Tiger beer. Most were much older than Vic, baby boomers who’d won the emigration lottery and decided to shed their old lives and chase after dreams of their Space Age childhoods. Thomas Müller owned two supermarkets and a thriving import/export business. Alice and Marek Sienkiewicz dealt in Elder Culture artefacts. Victoria Cheshire had built up a transport company that ran road trains between Petra and Idunn’s Valley. There were lawyers, surgeons, teachers. Maria Luis Pereira owned a chicken farm, the biggest on Mangala.


Vic Gayle was an investigator in the city’s police, a stocky middle-aged man in a dark brown suit and black shirt and green tie. Close-trimmed hair going grey at the temples, sleepy eyes that didn’t miss much. Sitting quietly amongst his friends as they ate crispy duck and pancakes, drank white wine from Idunn’s Valley or imported beer, talked about the old days, their children and grandchildren back on Earth, the latest political scandals, the big dust storm blowing up out of the west, the panic buying in shops and supermarkets. Vic finished his beer and switched to jasmine tea. Although he was on call, working on Landing Day so that colleagues with families wouldn’t have to, he’d decided at the last minute that he didn’t want to miss the annual party with his old friends, had told his new partner to hold the fort for a couple of hours, ignore the phone if it rang, call him if there was a problem. But now that he was here, he was feeling out of place. Everyone was talking about new business opportunities, their new cars and houses, their kids, their plans for the future, and he was back to living in an efficiency apartment, his ex was nagging him about collecting the last of his shit from what had been their home, and he was still working violent crimes, putting down murders. A righteous calling, no doubt, but after seven years it was beginning to feel like the same old same old.



Someone said, ‘Next year, we should do this in Red Rock Falls.’


Someone else said, ‘Only tourists and newbies go to Red Rock Falls these days.’


‘Time we reclaimed it, then.’


‘Who ordered these chicken feet?’


‘I hear StrangeWare is organising another attempt on the North Pole.’


‘Those people have more money than sense.’


‘They can afford to bet on long shots. And who knows what’s under the ice?’


‘A secret Jackaroo base.’


‘Atlantis.’


‘Every sock ever lost.’


‘The mapping satellite didn’t find anything.’


‘It’s a lot of ice.’


‘It had sideways radar.’


‘It’s a lot of ice. Forty kilometres deep in places.’


Familiar faces animated in the red light of the sconces on the red and gold walls. Laughing and talking. Hands wielding chopsticks, fluttering in the air over bowls and glasses.


‘Did anyone ever find out what happened to that satellite?’


‘A secret Elder Culture city shot it down.’


‘Two of its gyroscopes failed,’ Maria Kawelec said. She was an engineer and an amateur astronomer. ‘It couldn’t be aimed at anything any more, so it was de-orbited.’



‘They should put up another.’


‘They should send probes to the other planets. Seriously,’ Maria said. ‘Anything could be out there.’


‘That’s where we should go for our fiftieth. The North Pole.’


‘And miss the parade?’


‘I wouldn’t miss it. Every year the same.’


‘That’s why I love it.’


‘The kids love it.’


‘My kids don’t. Too old. Jaded at eight and ten,’ Faith Madeuke said, and looked across the table at Vic. ‘Are you okay, honey?’


‘Absolutely,’ Vic said.


‘You’re quieter than usual, is all,’ Faith said. She wore a gold and red dress and had wrapped her dreadlocks in a matching scarf. She had been the first in their circle to have children here, some of the first children born on Mangala.


‘I thought of skipping the bash this year,’ Vic confessed.


‘I’m glad you didn’t. Tell me one of your horrible stories.’


Vic smiled. ‘About police work or about my life?’


Mark Brown leaned in. ‘There was a shooting in my neighbourhood two weeks ago. In the park. A motorcycle went past some young men hanging out by the café and the pillion passenger popped off a couple of shots. This was Saturday afternoon,’ Mark said, his voice rising with indignation. ‘People were having picnics. Families were out with their kids.’


Vic had heard about it in the daily briefing, told Mark that the perps were being tracked down.


‘Probably gang-related,’ Thomas Müller said.


‘My question is, where do they get the guns?’ Mark Brown said.


‘People smuggle them in,’ Thomas Müller said. ‘People print them. Am I right, Vic?’


‘There are definitely too many guns,’ Vic said.


‘Kids with guns,’ Mark Brown said. ‘When did that start happening?’


Faith said, ‘Did you see the newbies in the parade? Didn’t they look weirded out?’


Vic, grateful for the change of subject, said, ‘You land on a strange new planet and – wah gwan? You’re marching behind the Salvation Army band and the crookedest politician in twenty thousand light years, who’s waving at the crowds from a vintage car. Who wouldn’t be weirded out?’



‘Anyone interesting in the new batch?’


‘You mean anyone famous or anyone useful?’


‘Famous people are famous on Earth, so why leave?’


‘They’d be more famous here.’


‘They’d be famous for being famous for about five minutes. And then what? What would Robert Pattinson do here?’


‘I have a couple of ideas,’ Faith said, and gave her trademark filthy laugh.


‘What happened to that guy who came here to make movies? Sci-fi movies on an actual alien planet.’


Vic said, ‘We had a nuclear war, we had an alien invasion, and now we’re living on alien planets. How could you make up anything to beat that?’


There was a vibration in the pocket of his jacket. His phone. He left the table and found a quiet spot near the restaurant’s pass-through.


‘We’ve got one,’ Skip Williams said.


Vic automatically checked his watch. Seven twenty-two.


He said, ‘You picked up the phone. Didn’t I tell you about not picking up the phone?’


‘Sorry about your meal and everything, but I was the only one here. Bodin and Espinosa are attending a shooting over at the Flats.’


Vic gave the address of the restaurant. ‘You’d better come by and pick me up.’







3. Disruption Theory




London | 4 July


Disruption Theory’s office was near Bow Creek, the top floor of a Victorian warehouse protected from the extended reach of the Thames by a construction-coral stopbank. Chloe commuted to work by ferry, across the river from Greenwich. The first to arrive on Monday morning, she disarmed the security system and primed the industrial coffee machine; after a sequence of thumps, rattles and jets of steam the earthy scent of its brew began to permeate the quiet still air of the open-plan workspace. Sunlight fell through the glass wall that fronted the conference room and Daniel Rosenblaum’s corner office, glowed on the workstations and tables under the oak beams and dusty skylights of the high ceiling.


When Jen Lovell came in, Chloe was reviewing the cut she’d made from footage of the breakout meeting and the brief interview with Freddie Patel. Jen clattered about her office for a couple of minutes before pouring herself a cup of coffee and carrying it across the room to the table where Chloe sat.


‘How did your lead pan out?’


‘Better than expected,’ Chloe said. ‘It definitely wasn’t your average snake cult. In fact, I’m hoping to follow up on it.’


Jen didn’t rise to that. A calm, chunky woman who favoured business suits and amber jewellery, she took a careful sip from her cup of coffee and said, ‘There’s a meeting in an hour, to go over today’s schedule and raise any snags. After that you have a one-on-one with Helena to fine-tune your preparations. And then there’s the group briefing this afternoon.’


‘I don’t know why we’re making such a big deal of the New Galactic Navy thing. Even the tabloids said we had nothing to do with it.’



Jen took another sip of coffee. ‘I don’t blame you for being nervous. We all are.’


Disruption Theory was in the gunsights of Robin Mountjoy, one of the leading lights of the Human Decency League. His party campaigned on a single issue: the removal of all traces of the Jackaroo and their fellow travellers from Great Britain. It had made big advances in the last general election; although the minority Conservative government hadn’t entered into a formal alliance with it, there had been several major concessions. Which was why Robin Mountjoy was chairing the Alien Technology Committee. He wasn’t about to take on the multinationals, so he was going after small companies like Disruption Theory instead. And Disruption Theory was an especially tempting target because of Daniel Rosenblaum’s high-profile promotion of its work, and because it was bankrolled by Ada Morange, the controversial French entrepreneur. Her company, Karyotech Pharma, had been a leading contender in the early days of exploitation of Elder Culture tech and alien biota, with a presence on ten of the fifteen worlds. At one point, after Karyotech Pharma’s initial public offering of shares on Euronext, she’d been a paper billionaire, but much of her fortune had dissipated in a long battle against a hostile takeover and a series of lawsuits over patents and prior art. So Disruption Theory was squarely in the sights of the select committee, but lacked the defensive firepower of the big players. Robin Mountjoy was boasting about taking a tough line with what he called fellow travellers of the Jackaroo; Ada Morange was threatening to shut down Disruption Theory or move it to France, absorb it into one of her companies; everything was up in the air.


Chloe was tired of all the fuss, the preparations and anticipation and anxiety, but knew that she shouldn’t take it out on Jen, who’d probably spent her Sunday doing all the admin work that she hadn’t been able to get done last week, and said meekly, ‘What time is my one-on-one?’


‘Helena will be here at eleven,’ Jen said. ‘You’re the first on her to-do list. Take her advice seriously, Chloe. She actually knows what she’s talking about.’



Chloe promised that she’d behave. She flicked through the images she’d snurched from Mangala Cowboy’s tumblr and spent a little time with Ram Varma, then sat around the long table with the rest of Disruption Theory’s small crew while Jen Lovell went over the last preparations for the committee and reminded everyone not to talk to the press or the blogging community. When she’d finished, Daniel Rosenblaum gave a brief homily: we’re in great shape, one last push and we’ll be bombproof, don’t believe anything you see on the news feeds, so on, so forth.


Chloe moved quickly when the meeting broke up, sidestepping Jen, asking Daniel if she could have five minutes to discuss something really interesting that had turned up.


‘You have a call from France at eleven,’ Jen told him.


‘I haven’t forgotten,’ Daniel said.


‘Also a month’s worth of worksheets to sign off.’


Daniel looked at Chloe. ‘Five minutes, you said?’


‘It might take ten,’ Chloe said, chancing it.


‘The artist is Freddie Patel, aka Mangala Cowboy,’ Chloe said. ‘Seventeen, eighteen years old, whereabouts of his parents unknown, lives with his little sister in a box he rents in a DP camp in Dagenham. He moved in about three months ago. Soon afterwards, some of his neighbours started speaking in tongues. And then they had a little breakout.’


Daniel said, ‘This is the thing you ran off to on Saturday.’


‘I’m seeing the lawyer after this, and I’ll be at the briefing this afternoon,’ Chloe said. ‘Anyway, the breakout wasn’t anything special, but then I found out about Freddie Patel and his pictures.’


They were in Daniel’s office, a corner room with big steel-framed windows that looked across the flat top of the stopbank and the flood of the Thames to Greenwich. Ladders of shelves were cluttered with books and mementos of past investigations. Disintegrator-ray projectors powered by AA batteries, components of antigravity machines, teleportation devices and other improbable and completely non-functional devices built by monomaniacs infected with Elder Culture algorithms and eidolons. A row of 3D printed avatar faces, like golden death masks of matinee idols. Jackaroo dolls. A model of a Jackaroo spaceship made from toothpicks. File boxes stuffed with self-published theses about the location of the Jackaroo’s home world, conspiracies linking the Jackaroo to nationalist groups and rogue states supposedly behind the nuclear bombings and other terrorist spectaculars of the Spasm, or hidden images of the Jackaroo and other aliens in Palaeolithic cave paintings, Ancient Egyptian wall paintings, Mayan calendars, and Indian temple sculptures. Attempts to unify classic and quantum physics using only algebra. Notebooks written in cyphers or secret languages or ‘automatic’ writing. All of it evidence of deep changes in the collective human psyche, according to Daniel Rosenblaum. The usual detritus of ordinary craziness and eccentricity skewed by the strange attractor of the Jackaroo, according to his critics.



Daniel sat with his back to the riverlight, a tall, imposing man with a corona of curly grey hair, wearing one of his trademark brightly patterned waistcoats over a black shirt. Images from the tumblr hung in a cube of virtual light over his desk. Watching her boss carelessly flip through them, Chloe realised that they didn’t speak to him the way they spoke to her, didn’t evoke the kind of recognition she’d felt when she’d first seem them.


‘I admit they’re very nice. Exemplars of their kind,’ Daniel said, ruffling through the pictures again. He stopped at one of the briar-patch scribbles, studied it. ‘This is rather intense.’


‘Some kind of room, I think,’ Chloe said. ‘Ram and I tried to match the pictures with Elder Culture sites on Mangala and the other worlds. No luck so far. There are ruins on First Foot that look a bit like those spires, but only a bit. And they’re in the middle of a lake.’


‘This kid is involved with an outbreak of an Elder Culture meme,’ Daniel said. ‘All around him, people are trying to express the new ideas that have infiltrated their minds. This is his attempt, pieced together from images of the fifteen worlds, from ads and sci-fi films, from his imagination. It’s interesting, but why is it special?’


‘It’s the same landscape, over and over. The same spires, different views, close-ups of different parts. It’s a place that’s very real to him. And it seems very real to me. Authentic,’ Chloe said, disappointed and frustrated that Daniel wasn’t seeing what she saw. ‘I think that something got inside his head, and then it got inside the heads of his neighbours. It may have infected his little sister, too. She mentioned something she called Ugly Chicken. The question is, what is it? And where did it come from?’



‘You’re certain this kid was the primary?’


‘According to my information, the leader of the cult started behaving strangely soon after Freddie moved into the flat below his. So that’s one thing. But there’s something else, too. A freelance scout, Eddie Ackroyd, was on the scene. He’s been chasing Elder Culture artefacts for longer than I have. He told me that he has a client interested in the cult and its breakout—’


That got Daniel’s attention. ‘Who, exactly?’


‘I don’t know yet. The thing is, Eddie told me that someone on the Last Five Minutes wiki had tipped him off about the cult.’


‘The bomb thing?’


‘The bomb thing.’


The bomb was the nuclear device that had detonated in Trafalgar Square fourteen years ago. 12 September, 12:21 p.m. Just before the Jackaroo had made contact, when every country in the world had been caught up in riots, revolutions and counter-revolutions, civil wars, border wars, water wars, netwars, and plain old-fashioned conflicts, mixed up with climate change and various degrees of financial collapse. All this craziness culminating in a limited nuclear missile exchange and a string of low-yield tactical nukes exploding in capital cities. The Spasm.


The Trafalgar Square bomb had been a tactical weapon stolen from the stockpiles of the former Soviet Union, with an estimated yield of 0.4 megatons. It had obliterated a square kilometre of central London, igniting enormous fires and injuring over ten thousand people and killing four thousand. Including Chloe’s mother, who had been working at the archives of the National Portrait Gallery – research for a book on Victorian photography – and had vanished in an instant of light brighter and hotter than the surface of the sun.



Chloe had been twelve when the bomb had exploded her world, had just turned thirteen when the Jackaroo revealed themselves and told everyone in the world that they wanted to help. A few years later, she discovered the Last Five Minutes wiki, a gathering of people dedicated to analysing recently released CCTV footage from that day. There was video footage from traffic and security cameras, too, and photographs and video clips posted to the web or sent by email just before the suitcase nuke detonated.


One sequence was infamous even before the pixel wizards had started to work on it. It had been shot by a CCTV camera on the east side of Trafalgar Square, across the road from St Martin-in-the-Fields, and began forty-eight seconds before detonation.


A beautiful sunny September day. Traffic at a standstill along Charing Cross Road. Sun flashing off the roofs of cars and vans, people walking past, a young woman lighting a cigarette, another young woman gesturing animatedly as she talked into her phone, a living statue painted grey and standing on a plastic crate, a man photographing two women, the twinkle of a child’s balloon drifting in the middle air. And someone flings open the door of a white van and jumps out and runs. A man, white, young, blue jeans and a grey hoodie. Threading between two black cabs, elbowing past a knot of Chinese tourists, running across the square at a slant, past the plinth of one of Landseer’s bronze lions, startling pigeons into flight. A policeman in a yellow stab jacket chases after him, head dipped as he says something into the radio clipped to his vest, both of them passing out of the camera’s field of view, and the footage ends in blocks of frozen pixels at the instant of detonation.


The chase had been caught by other cameras, but this was the best view. Recovered from a hard drive in the CCTV centre in the ruins of Oxford Street, every millisecond and pixel of the sequence had been analysed by a small army of experts and amateurs looking for clues to the identity of the perpetrators, whose names and motives were still unknown after years of investigation by police and MI6 and MI5, government enquiries, and millions of words of speculation in newspapers and on the internet. Chloe had watched it hundreds of times, unsuccessfully searching its fringes and deep background for glimpses of her mother.



Records from her mother’s mobile phone put her in the blast zone. She had called a friend at the British Museum; they had arranged to have lunch together. The friend had survived, had told Chloe and her brother that their mother had called her a few minutes before the bomb detonated, saying that she was running a bit late. Chloe knew that her mother was dead, but didn’t know how she had died. Whether she had been mercifully close to ground zero and had died instantly, or whether she’d been at the edge of the nuclear fireball. Chloe, who’d seen the horrors of the bomb’s aftermath in documentary footage, wished and wished and wished that her mother had vanished in a bright instant, dead before she knew that she was dead.


She had spent a solid year working on the LFM wiki, studying footage, posting theories, chasing leads. LOSTGIRL_X. Up in her childhood bedroom, curtains drawn, eating random meals at random times. It was the only time she and her brother ever had any real stand-up fights. She’d thought then that he’d been conspiring to stop her finding out the truth; she knew now that he’d been worried that he’d lose her to her obsession.


Although she had failed to discover any trace of her mother, she had found a great deal of comfort in the community of like-minded people that had grown around the wiki. Her first real boyfriend had been one of its image-processing experts. Jack Dennis, a seventeen-year-old computer whizz who’d introduced her to another polder of obsessives: the scouts for Elder Culture artefacts and other alien stuff brought back on the great shuttles that travelled between Earth and the fifteen worlds gifted to humanity by the Jackaroo. Her thing with Jack hadn’t lasted long, but by the time she left school she already had a part-time job helping a woman who had a stall in the Sunday market in Spitalfields, selling alien fossils and polished slices of rock from half a dozen worlds. From there, she’d worked up a freelance career as a scout in the artefact trade, sourcing lucky stones from Spire Lake on First Foot, raptor teeth from Hydrot and fragments of so-called temple carvings and ‘heavenly beads’ from Naya Loka. She’d made and sold jewellery incorporating off-world gemstones or fragments of Boxbuilder polymer, had done some work for the University of Middlesex, chasing rumours of escaped alien animals and plants. Which was how she’d met Daniel Rosenblaum, and joined Disruption Theory.



Now, Daniel was giving her a look of tender concern. He knew about her mother, how she had died. He said, ‘I thought you’d given up on that.’


‘I had. I have.’


Over the years, the LFM wiki had been infiltrated by conspiracy geeks. They filled its bulletin board with their chatter, subverted every discussion thread with their crazy ideas. That humans controlled by the Jackaroo had planted the bombs. That the Jackaroo had been influencing human history for centuries. That they were actual devils, or the distant ancestors of humans, or godlike artificial intelligences playing an elaborate game for their amusement, on and on, an endless tide of stupidity and insanity. Chloe had more or less given up on it around the same time she’d joined Disruption Theory. Her brother had been pleased. He thought that she had grown up at last, was putting the past behind her.


She told Daniel, ‘The thing is, Eddie is one of the wiki’s editors, and he told me that someone was posting predictions of significant breakouts on it. So I had a look, and I found something interesting.’


Actually, because she was slightly paranoid, because she believed that Eddie Ackroyd might be keeping watch and didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of knowing that he’d made her look, she’d asked another editor, her friend Gail Ann Jones, to check it out. Gail Ann had found a folder on the editor’s board that Eddie checked regularly. It seemed to be empty, but Gail Ann had been able to retrieve three erased postings.


‘None of them has any text,’ Chloe told Daniel. ‘Only headers. But all of them point towards places where breakouts have occurred. Godyere, the name of a landowner, which mutated into Golders Green. There was a breakout there a year ago, in one of those big gospel churches. Chilly Field, the original name of Chelsfield Village in Bromley, where patients in the hospital were affected by singing sickness. And Decca’s Homestead. The original name of Dagenham.’



She watched Daniel think about that. He said, ‘So these are hints about the general area. But how would Eddie Ackroyd pin them down to a specific place?’


‘The same way I work. Checking out blogs and the local media. Pounding the pavement. I’m wondering,’ Chloe said, ‘if the person sending these messages is Eddie’s client.’


‘But why all this cloak-and-dagger nonsense? And why doesn’t this client check out the breakouts himself?’


‘I don’t know, but I’d like to find out. The point is, someone seems to be able to predict breakouts. It would be pretty amazing if we could make use of that.’


‘You know what they say about Dagenham? It’s two stops past Barking,’ Daniel said.


‘I know it sounds like crazy shit—’


‘It could be a scam. The messages could have been sent after the breakouts, with false dates.’


‘That’s one thing I need to check out. The veracity of those messages, and who sent them. I’d also like to interview Freddie Patel again,’ Chloe said. ‘I left my card, but he hasn’t called. I thought I could go back and talk to him again. I’m pretty sure that he owns some kind of Elder Culture artefact. Something containing an active eidolon or some kind of bad algorithm. It would be a good idea to make an offer for it before Eddie Ackroyd does. It wouldn’t be much. A few hundred pounds—’


She’d gone too far. Daniel held up his hand like a traffic cop. ‘I don’t doubt your enthusiasm. And maybe there’s even something to these mysterious messages. But right now, Chloe, we have to put our work on hold. We have to focus all our energy into justifying ourselves to a committee of unfriendly politicians who have the power to cause us all kinds of trouble. Once we get past that, we can get back to work. Okay?’


He was staring intently at her.


She said, ‘Okay.’


Daniel sat back, steepling his long fingers across his waistcoat. He bought them from a little shop in Brixton Market. He said, ‘If you don’t mind me saying so, you seem a little agitated. Febrile, with a touch of monomania. You might have caught a touch of meme fever from this kid, or from the breakout. Perhaps that’s why these pictures seem so important.’



‘If I start speaking in tongues you’ll be the first to know,’ Chloe said, trying to turn it into a joke.


But Daniel wasn’t listening to her. ‘Ever since first contact, our minds have been altered by alien memes and ideations. Even the simple fact of the Jackaroo’s existence has changed our ideas about what we are, and our place in the universe. Before we can understand the Jackaroo and their gifts, we must understand what they are helping us become.’


He was treating her to the full wattage of the sincerity and charm that had served him so well when he’d helmed a popular TV series that had put a contemporary spin on Charles MacKay’s Extraordinary Popular Delusions and the Madness of Crowds. He’d been a professor of anthropology in Middlesex University then, a consultant on what he called peripheral phenomena for several financial companies, author of a bestseller about what he called human fallibility. After the Spasm, after the Jackaroo’s presence had begun to leak out on the internet, after their avatars had appeared at the UN General Assembly, he had immediately offered his services to the British government. And when he’d been rebuffed, he’d persuaded Ada Morange to bankroll his investigations of phenomena that were, according to him, manifestations of the ways in which the Jackaroo were, by design or by accident, altering human collective consciousness.


Chloe laughed. ‘Jesus, Daniel, you don’t have to make your pitch to me.’


He had the grace and self-knowledge to look embarrassed. ‘After the last couple of weeks it’s become force of habit. You should hear the lectures I give to the bathroom mirror every morning. Listen: I don’t want you to think I’m making light of your passion. I hired you because of your expertise in chasing down apparitions and artefacts. Because of your talent. You’re good at it. You see things that others don’t. But this isn’t the time to explain it to me. Right now, everything has to be put on hold until we get past the select committee. Promise me, no more bunking off. And I promise you that I’ll give this my full attention as soon as I can. Okay?’



Chloe promised she wouldn’t bunk off again. She sat through the briefing with Helena Nichols, Ada Morange’s lawyer. She attended the strategy meeting that stretched out all through the afternoon. She was on the ferry back to Greenwich when her phone rang. It was Niome. She said that she had some news about Freddie Patel.


‘He’s only gone and done a flit.’







4. The Shadow of the Shuttle




Mangala | 24 July


The murder scene was near the gate of the shuttle terminal’s freight yard, at the end of a track that ran past a construction site and petered out in a slope of grey heath. The shuttle’s tapering skyscraper reared into the dark blue sky like God’s own exclamation mark, its vast shadow falling across the yards and the low white terminal buildings, the construction site and the four-lane highway that ran out towards the city. Beyond the shadow’s edge, the playa burned like hot iron in the sunlight.


A cold wind blew across the heath. Clots of vegetation shivering in the dull half-light, ropes of red dust curling down the unpaved track. Vic Gayle had attended wrongful deaths in every kind of location, from luxury ‘executive’ apartments to Junktown hovels. As far as he was concerned, this one was about as bleak as they came.


The security guard who had found the body was sitting with her Alsatian in a golf buggy, parked behind the cruiser of the uniform who’d responded to her call. He leaned against his vehicle, smoking a cigarette, watching the two investigators work. A veteran who knew to keep away from the body. You can only kill someone once, but you can murder a crime scene a hundred times in a hundred different ways.


It was on its back, the body: a white male, late thirties or early forties, dressed in a thin black jacket over a grey sweater, black trousers, work boots. So freshly dead that a trace of astonishment could still be recognised in his face. Eyes half-open, not yet glazed or sunken. Blood had run from his ears and puddled under his head.



A scooter lay a little way off, a dent in the bodywork under its saddle. Skip Williams pointed out the rental sticker in the lower left-hand corner of the windshield and said it should be easy to trace.


‘My guess is our guy isn’t a local.’


‘Anyone can hire a scooter,’ Vic said.


They were wearing plastic bootees over their shoes, blue nitrile gloves.


Skip said, ‘For sure. But his clothes and boots look brand new. Could be he’s fresh off the shuttle.’


‘Let’s not jump to conclusions,’ Vic said, and winced when Skip walked directly to the body. It was Vic’s habit to circle it first, spiralling inward, checking everything around it, but hey, the kid had answered the phone. The case was his, he had to learn by trial and error how to do things the right way.


Skip Williams had been assigned to violent crimes a week ago. Vic, who’d been working alone since his long-time partner had retired, had been saddled with him. ‘Try not to break him,’ Sergeant Mikkel Madsen had said.


Investigators in the violent-crimes unit usually worked in two-person teams. The person who picked up the phone when a call came in became the principal on the case. Anyone with too many open cases got a Hail Mary pass, but it wasn’t a good idea to accumulate unsolved cases because you’d have to explain yourself to Mikkel Madsen and Captain Colombier. You were answerable to the captain, she was answerable to the chief on the sixth floor, and he was answerable to the city’s mayor and the UN commissioner. Who were currently unhappy with the homicide rate – 637 last year in a city of less than a million people – and the percentage of unsolved cases.


Skip Williams was young, a big blond handsome guy in his late twenties whose shoulders strained the seams of his suit jacket. Unusually, on a world where most of the population was from Europe, he was Australian. Winners in the UN emigration lottery were free to choose their destination, but most preferred the world where people like them lived, served by a shuttle that took off from their own country or close to it. The shuttle to Mangala took off from France; most of the settlers were from the European Union. On First Foot it was Americans, Canadians and, because of an odd geopolitical agreement, Taiwanese and a good number of people from Hong Kong. On Hydrot, mostly West Africans. On Yanos, mostly Russians. And so on. But Skip had been working in London when he’d won his ticket, and instead of returning home and taking the Timor shuttle to Syurga, he’d chosen instead to go up and out via the nearest shuttle, to Mangala.



Like all new arrivals who either couldn’t afford to buy their way out or lacked a professional qualification that would exempt them, he’d spent his first three months on Mangala in the civic labour programme, earning his right to become a citizen. He’d done his stint on a farm in Idunn’s Valley before moving to Petra and joining the city police. He’d been quickly promoted from foot patrolman to investigator, working for just a year in street crime before moving to the Mayor’s security detail, which had given him the boost to violent crimes. There was a rumour that one of the colonels had taken a shine to him, was grooming him for the prosecutor’s office.


He was cheerful and easy-going, and seemed smart enough, but Vic believed that he was inexperienced and had been promoted too far, too fast. Most murder police were seasoned and cynical. They needed to be, because they had to deal with the worst thing one human being could do to another. Skip was too quick to jump to conclusions, to take things and people at face value.


But he had answered the phone. It was his case. He had to decide where to take it, and Vic had to throttle back his impulse to take charge or give unwanted advice.


Now Skip switched on his torch and ran its light over the body, staring at it as if trying to force it to yield its secrets by sheer willpower. The secret was that it was dead, and didn’t care. It was up to Skip to care. It was up to him to speak for his dead.


At last, he clicked off the torch and said that there was no sign of gunshot or stab wounds.


Vic said, ‘That you can see. I had a case a few years ago, a guy lying dead in the street, not a mark on him. I couldn’t find anything, the crime-scene techs couldn’t find anything. It was like he had dropped dead from a heart attack. Then they rolled him, and a bullet fell out of his ear.’



‘If this bloke was shot, he managed to put up a struggle first,’ Skip said, gesturing at the trampled vegetation around the body. It was a dense tangle of thick wires, knee-high, springy as pubic hair. What they called wiregrass, although it really wasn’t much like grass. The cuffs of Vic’s trousers already bristled with friable fragments. The area around the body had been crushed and flattened. Broken stems gave off a sharp, not unpleasant smell, a little like mentholated mouthwash.


‘You can check any pockets you can reach,’ Vic said. ‘But don’t roll him. Leave that for the techs.’


‘I know,’ Skip said mildly. He squatted beside the body and felt inside the thin jacket, then reached into the front pockets of the trousers with scissored fingers.


‘Watch for needles,’ Vic said.


‘A guy dressed like this won’t be a skin-popper,’ Skip said, another assumption he shouldn’t have made, and pulled out a wallet, holding it up between ring- and forefinger. He showed Vic the items it contained. A credit card issued by the Petra City Bank in the name of John Redway. A fat fold of plastic notes, UN scrip, in a money clip. Several business cards: John Redway, consultant, Cybermat Technologies Inc, an address and telephone number in London. And a key card from the Hotel California.


‘So I was kind of right,’ Skip said, as he dropped the wallet into an evidence bag. ‘Our Mr Redway is a newbie, all right, but a corporate newbie. A legitimate businessman who fell into bad company. This is just the kind of place for a clandestine meeting. Or a shakedown. No cameras. There was an argument, our guy got himself shot, and the bad guys bailed when they saw the security guard coming.’


Vic didn’t say anything.


Skip said, ‘So what’s wrong with that picture? What did I miss?’


‘I don’t think you have enough to make a picture,’ Vic said.


‘We should definitely check where he was staying.’


‘We can do that once the techs arrive.’


‘I called them again,’ Skip said. ‘They’re still caught up in that bar killing, checking everyone who was in it for blood spatter and whatever. Might be another hour.’



‘Our friend isn’t going anywhere.’


Vic cast around, found tyre tracks in the vegetation cutting away towards a string of Boxbuilder ruins at the top of the slope. He stared off in that direction, then walked back to the road, where Skip was interviewing the security guard.


She had been walking the perimeter fence when she’d heard what sounded like fireworks, her dog had started to bark, and she’d glimpsed a van bucking away across the heath. She thought it was white; she didn’t know its make.


Skip went through this twice, with gentle patience. When he was finished, Vic asked the guard how many scooters she’d seen.


The woman gave him a suspicious look, as if he’d asked her a trick question. ‘Just the one. Over there by the poor man.’


Skip and Vic walked a little way off down the road. Skip said, ‘What was that thing about how many scooters?’


Vic showed him the tracks. ‘There are two sets. These must be the van’s. And these are a scooter’s. I’d say one was chasing the other.’


‘You think our man had a pal?’


‘I think we should follow the tracks, see if the people in the van caught up with the guy on the scooter.’


Skip drove slowly over the bumpy ground, wiregrass scraping the underside of the car, while Vic leaned out of the open window and called out directions. The tracks cut past the Boxbuilder ruins, curving back towards the highway to the city, disappeared when the vegetation petered out into a broad stretch of stony sand. They got out of the car and cast around, but if there had been any tracks in the sand the wind had erased them. Several warehouses stood a little way off, strung along the highway. Sunlight burning off the flat land beyond. The shuttle looming over everything.


Back in England, in Birmingham, they’d have had a full squad of police and specialists at the scene, access to a network of traffic cams that watched every centimetre of the road system, and drones imaging everything in HD and infra-red and ultraviolet, sniffing for DNA and trace chemicals, following the spoor of the scooter and van like bloodhounds. Here on Mangala, they had to make do with a couple of investigators using their eyes and instincts, the promise of a cursory examination by overstretched techs, and more questions than answers. Such as: did the guy on the second scooter get away, or was he lying dead somewhere out there?



Vic said, ‘We might be able to call in some uniforms tomorrow, have them search the area.’


‘I hope he escaped,’ Skip said. ‘And I hope he has the good sense to come in and tell us what he saw.’


‘He was most likely involved in a criminal enterprise. Good sense doesn’t come into it.’ Vic turned from the cut of the wind, stared up at the shuttle’s enormous exclamation mark.


He said, ‘This guy gets a ticket to ride an alien spaceship to another world. He’s here two days and gets himself whacked. If I were him, I’d ask for a refund.’







5. Midnight Flit




London | 5 July


The Jackaroo avatar stood on a dais made from an upturned plastic milk crate and a circle of silver-painted plywood, confronting a cluster of tourists taking turns to be photographed with it. Black suit, white shirt; black tie, white gloves; a Hallowe’en mask of gold-tinted plastic gleaming under a bowler hat. When one of the tourists dropped a coin in the cardboard box in front of the dais, the avatar gave a stiff robotic parody of a bow.


Other costume artists stood along the path at the edge of St James’s Park. Mickey Mouse. Superman. Batman. Super Mario. A generic Disney Princess.
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the aliens are here.
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