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Vayan Calling 


The dark, cold bulk of the Neána insertion ship had been travelling through interstellar space for twenty-two years before it flew across the faint twinkling specks of the star’s cometary belt. Half a lightyear ahead, its G9 target star shone with a strong silver-white glare, casting its intense rays over a family of twelve planets. The fourth planet, a small, solid world, was emitting a bright babble of radio signals – a source which a Neána abode cluster had picked up when the Vayans began their tentative first broadcasts fifty-three years earlier. 


A trio of moons orbited the warm, life-rich fourth planet in eccentric million-kilometre loops above its white clouds, lush continents and deep blue oceans. Two of them were now also emitting electromagnetic signals; the radio waves were coming from the pioneering research bases which the native Vayans had recently constructed. Forty-seven different Vayan clans were operating space programmes, putting aside their conflict-heavy history to collaborate on the great adventure out across the gulf of space. 


The insertion ship flew in north of the solar ecliptic, shedding cold mass in irregular bursts like a black comet – a deceleration manoeuvre which took nineteen months. This was always the riskiest part of the voyage. The Vayans had thirty-two robot space probes currently traversing their solar system, sending back a great deal of crude science sensor data to their homeworld, as well as to high-powered observatories on the larger moon. The chance of one spotting the insertion ship was slim, but the controlling sentience took no chances. By the time it passed the innermost gas giant, it was down to twenty-five metres in diameter. It had no magnetic field, and the outer shell was fully radiation-absorbent in every spectrum, making it invisible to any telescope. 


As it closed on Vayan, it detected a spaceship departing one of the three stations in low orbit, a nuclear fission rocket sending it on a ten-month flight to the fifth planet. A crew of eleven Vayans were crammed into its small life-support cabin – emissaries of their species’ exuberant spirit, boldly outbound on their first interplanetary flight. Given the Vayans had only launched their first chemical propellant rocket into orbit seventeen years earlier, the insertion ship’s controlling sentience was impressed by the speed of their technological progress. 


During its long, lonely voyage between the stars, it had monitored the plethora of signals broadcast from Vayan, building up an extensive knowledge base of the species’ history and culture. Socially, they were organized along clan lines: a protective imperative bestowed by their distinct reproductive biology. Each female had up to ten mates, who all fertilized her egg cluster over the course of her fifteen-year adult life stage. When she was ready to gestate, she became immobile, feeding on the pre-digested pulp provided by her mates as her wombs began to swell. Giving birth to up to fifty infant Vayans was her last living act – though the insertion ship had recently picked up broadcasts speculating that modern medical techniques might be able to prolong female life after birth. From what the controlling sentience could understand, the concept was regarded as far-fetched and almost heretical – though, so far, the Vayans seemed to have avoided the whole concept of deities and religion. 


Physically, the Vayans had four legs supporting a rounded double-section body with eight upper arm-limbs. There was a long prehensile neck on the top, lifting up an ovoid cranium containing eight eyes and a combination ear/echo sonar organ, providing all-around perception. Their particular sensorium neurology meant they’d evolved past the concept of front and back and now had the capacity for free-ranging motion. That specific analytic ability gave the controlling sentience some difficulty when it came to developing equivalent thought routines for the six Vayan body biologics which it was now growing in its onboard molecular initiators. Fortunately, Vayan biochemistry was relatively easy to replicate. 


As it closed to within a million kilometres of Vayan, the insertion ship discarded the last of its reaction mass as it performed a final deceleration manoeuvre. Now it was basically just falling towards the southernmost tip of the Farava continent. The lights of night-time urban citadels sparkled across the continent, linked by the slender blue-green threads of bioluminescent transport rails. Tiny course-correction ejecta refined the ship’s descent vector, steering it towards the coast, which was still thirty minutes from greeting the dawn. Even if some Vayan telescope chanced to find it now, it would simply appear to be a small chunk of natural space debris. 


It hit the upper atmosphere and began to peel apart into six pear-shaped segments. The remaining matter broke away in fizzing sparks that produced a short-lived but beautiful starburst display streaking through the mesosphere. Below it, sheltered under their blanket of thick winter cloud, the clan packs of Gomarbab – the southernmost urban citadel on Vayan – remained oblivious to their interstellar visitor. 


Each segment continued down, aerobraking with increasing severity as the atmosphere thickened around them. They slowed to subsonic velocity three kilometres above the surface, plunging through the clouds. 


The segments were aimed at a small cove a few kilometres east of the urban citadel, where the gentle undulating frost meadows ended in high cliffs above pebble beaches. A hundred metres from the shore, six large splash plumes shot up into the air like thick geysers, crowning and splattering down on the slushy ice that bobbed about in the sub-zero saltwater. 


The Neána metavayans floated to the surface. All that now remained of the insertion ship’s landing segments were thick layers of active molecule blocks which covered their mottled blue-green hide like a blanket of translucent gel, insulating them from the cold. They began to swim to shore – an action which the native Vayans avoided as much as possible. 


The narrow strip of pebble beach was interrupted by brown bracken fronds shooting up from the wider cracks. A tall cliff loomed above it, with a narrow V-shaped gorge that offered a slippery pathway up to the frost meadows. The metavayans scrambled a short way up the incline as the pale dawn light began to seep through the murky clouds. Their last protective layer liquidized, draining down into the stones, where it would be flushed away by the next high tide. 


‘We made it,’ one emitted in a stream of fast whistles: the local clan dialect. 


‘I was concerned about the landing impact,’ said another, the female of the group. ‘Fortunately, I am undamaged. These bodies are sturdy.’ 


‘My skin is puckering,’ a third said. ‘This locale’s temperature is below optimum.’ 


The first one reached into a bag that had been strapped to his upper body and pulled out clothing modelled on commercial imagery which the Vayans had broadcast six months earlier. ‘I believe we should cover ourselves as quickly as—’ He stopped in alarm. 


A creature emerged from behind a large boulder at the base of the cliff. In all the years the insertion ship had monitored broadcasts from Vayan, no mention had been made of anything like it on the planet. The alien had a bipedal symmetry, with double-segment legs emerging from the base of a flat torso section. A pair of arms with limited articulation protruded from the top, on either side of a squat neck that supported a bulbous head covered in tight, thin-looking ebony skin. Twin eyes gazed down at the metavayans. The creature was more than twice their height and walked towards them in an alarming motion that was mostly lurches. 


It was clad in a thick green garment. An arm was extended, with the five small manipulator digits at the end curling around a metallic cylinder. An orifice on the creature’s head opened and it produced a low, slow hooting noise. 


The cylinder began to talk in Vayan. ‘Pleased don’t be alarmed,’ it said. ‘We have been monitoring your flight for several months. We didn’t try to contact the insertion ship directly, for fear it would self-destruct. We know how determined you are to protect your abode clusters.’ 


‘What are you?’ the first metavayan asked. ‘Do you share this world with the Vayan?’ 


The creature’s head twisted from side to side, and it began its ponderous hooting again. ‘My species is human, and my name is Yirella,’ the translator told them. ‘I’m afraid there’s no such species as the Vayan. We invented them and their entire civilization in order to lure the Olyix here. We never expected a Neána ship to arrive as well. However, I welcome you to this star system and invite you to join us in the fight against our common enemy.’ 









London 


25th June 2204 


The warm twilight sky roofing London was a gentle stratum of pastel colours: a rose-gold horizon washing up to deeper cerise which swiftly drained down to star-clad darkness at the apex. Ollie Heslop had to squint into the fading sunlight as his boardez carried him west along Plough Lane, leaving the old Wimbledon Stadium behind. Big hologram hordings were shining from the stadium walls, their consumer products twisting and turning to display many stylish elements. The last one featured Sumiko, advertising her new drama game. She wore a plunge-necked scarlet silk dress, her divine three-metre-high face smiling down in slow-mo as he slid past. PAK virals spilled out of the hazy glow, pinging Tye, his altme, with the game’s trailers. Ollie had to grin back at that bedtime come-and-get-it look she bestowed on anyone passing below. It was an omen, he decided; he’d had a crush on the Hong Kong actress for years. At fourteen he’d covered his bedroom walls in mov-i posters of her. And now here she was, the goddess of photons, blessing him as he made his way to the raid. 


A happy smile lit his face as the hologram slipped away behind him, and he focused on the darkening pavement ahead as Tye blocked the PAKs. Shadows were growing deceptively deep amid the big plane trees, whose century of growth had turned the road into a major urban greenway. Tye had to trigger a visual-enhancement routine, feeding Ollie’s tarsus lenses with an amplified image so he could sashay the boardez around paving slabs shifted and elevated by the tree roots. Nothing he could do about the boardez’s powerful little wheels fantailing damp pavement algae across his boots, though. He’d chosen those boots specifically for this raid: shin-high black leather, laced tight with sunglo orange straps – pumping the cool factor hard. They were paired with glossed leather crotch-gripper trousers, a snow-white T-shirt – tight to show off toned abs – and a scuffed green jacket that came down to his knees. Sleeves with purple sparkle piping were crumpled back to his elbows. Reproduction antique smartCuffs rode both wrists, containing his darkware. A Leninist worker’s cap in dusky grey felt with a prominent enamelled red star completed his image: poised, youthful good looks, riding the boardez with a strut, radar gaze scanning around, always challenging, telling the world to stand back for the hot street playa. The only thing he wasn’t showing was his own face. A fleshmask adhered to his skin, darkening his pigmentation and rounding out his cheeks. 


Ollie was taking point for his crew, his mates, his blood brothers, who called themselves the Southwark Legion. It was a name known to weary social workers and community police from back in the day, when Ollie was at the borough’s state academy trying to pass his National Digital Industry exams. They’d stuck with the handle after they left and the changes began. Some of the original crew had drifted away into jobs and even careers; others had started to hang when their own crews were broken up. Now there were the six of them remaining – hard core on multiple levels and still in their twenties . . . though Piotr was pushing twenty-eight. 


Tye splashed a scan on Ollie’s lens and he checked the Legion’s positions. Not too close to each other, but tight enough to pull off the timing which the raid demanded. He’d spent a week planning this out, determining everyone’s positions and timing down to the last decimal. Every action interlocked, and for every possible glitch a counter-move. It was his thing, designing and refining, coming at the problem from every angle to try and find the flaws before they happened. 


So now orchestrating their deployment was down to him, too. 


Piotr was twenty metres back, hands clasped urbanely behind his back as he rode his boardez in an impeccably straight line. His chosen fleshmask gave him a vampire pallor, but even so he looked polished in clubbing threads: red shirt, gloss-black lace tie, slick snakeskin grey waistcoat and navy trousers. He hadn’t gone overboard muscling up, but the civilians on Plough Lane that evening instinctively knew what a total hardarse he was and parted obediently for his humming boardez. Piotr was the Legion’s sort-of leader. He knew people in London’s underworld who pulled in contracts and favours, earning the Legion some decent respect among the major families and gangs – the ones they were so desperate to be accepted by. 


Piotr’s bagez wasn’t tagged to his altme – at least not if anyone ran a forensic audit – and it trailed him by a good hundred and fifty metres. Like most London streets, Plough Lane had a perpetual swarm of bugez and trollez trundling after their owners, and more of the little vehicles chasing down the central clear path on delivery routes, both legitimate and otherwise. Nobody kept track of them, or cared. Why would you? Traffic management was the job of the G8Turings. 


The bagez slowed as it wound around a particularly tall plane tree, immersing itself in the deep shadows underneath. Piotr triggered the release. A small hatch opened on the base and three creeperdrones scampered out. They looked like pigmy possums, measuring nine centimetres long and weighing in at forty grams, with an agility equal to the rodents they mimicked. Tronde Aucoin, the Legion’s lord of printing, had spent a couple of days assembling them, extruding components from phials of exotic, expensive crudes. Works of art, Ollie acknowledged, even though it was his own customized code which animated their artificial muscles, giving their sleek bodies a fluid motion indistinguishable from living creatures. And all for the few seconds of exposure before they went underground. 


The tiny creeperdrones dived down a pavement grille and wriggled their way through cracks in the ancient drain walls to reach the utility ducts that ran under the street. If any person or any program did notice them in those precious moments, they must have passed as real. Tye reported zero alerts in the local civic nodes. 


Piotr’s bagez traced a slow curve across the road and trundled off to the Julan Finance office, further back along Plough Lane. 


‘Two minutes,’ Ollie announced. He saw Lars Wallin grin in anticipation, teeth bared like a jungle predator cat snarling as it approached its prey. Lars was ten metres away, on Ollie’s left – a hulking twenty-two-year-old who always wore a gym singlet to show off his physique. Some of the muscles which were straining the fabric were genuine, pumped by weights and steroids; the rest were Kcell grafts. His nose was mashed flat against his face, and both hands had heavily scarred knuckles from more fights than even Ollie could remember. Even now, after a couple of years in the Legion, Lars made Ollie nervous. If you gave the IQ tree a good shake, it wouldn’t be Lars who fell out of the topmost branches, and he took a couple of nark capsules most days to keep his aggression in check. But he’d been cold turkey for thirty-six hours now. 


The tactical scan showed Ollie their taxez approaching from the opposite direction. He was proud of that taxez. It was darkware he’d tailored which had pirated the vehicle from the Heürber Corp, a business which had captured the majority of London’s private passenger vehicle franchises. Further tailoring made the taxez the Legion’s bitch. Tonight it carried Tronde and Adnan; the interior cameras revealed them sitting next to each other on the curving faux-leather bench, looking absurdly relaxed, as if they were heading out on a double date. Ollie disapproved of that stance, worried they might have taken a nark to beat back the nerves that were jabbing up his own spine. Except Tronde never took nark; he even refused to eat printed food, despite or perhaps because of working with printers all day long. Ever since a nasty outbreak of pustulant hives – a bad reaction to the enhancement he’d made to his dick – he’d rejected modern medicine to become a true vegan health freak, and now had homeopathic remedies for every ailment. Tonight he was dressed in jeans and a black T-shirt under a jacket that looked two sizes too big, and wore a fleshmask that had African-black pigmentation. As Tronde’s family roots were pure Nordic, Ollie wondered if that mask could be considered racist – a particularly stupid thought given what they were about to do. Nerves. 


Sitting beside Tronde, and immune to his friend’s new politically incorrect features, was Adnan. The Legion’s tech-head was dressed in a plain white thobe with a long chequered keffiyeh headdress to compliment his minimal fleshmask, which had given him sunken cheeks and a sharp pointed beard for the evening. A wide silvered shade band covered a third of his fake face; he wore it to hide his eyes. Adnan had gone for a complete refit and now had metallic orbs that offered wide-spectrum reception. They allowed him to see node signals, and even tagged the emissions, so he could read the digital code directly, via his altme: Ramoos. Ollie thought that was extremely cool, although he held back from committing himself. There was something about having his eyes taken out that chilled him at a primal level. 


‘Get ready,’ Piotr warned them. 


Ollie watched a green and grey light amplification visual from the creeperdrones as they wriggled their way along the utility duct. It was jammed with dozens of cables, all encrusted with decades of dirt and rodent droppings which rubbed off on the creeperdrones’ fur as they pushed forwards. 


‘Load the packages,’ Ollie ordered Tye. The altme splashed a yellow and purple data grid, showing his darkware packages loading into the solnet nodes along Plough Lane. 


Gareth had coded most of them; the Legion’s nethead nerd, who knew more about software than Ollie, Tronde and Adnan combined – appropriately enough, given Ollie thought his personality must have been written by a Turing. Right now Tye was showing Gareth sitting cross-legged on a low wall close to their target office, which was not where Ollie’s plan had positioned him. Gareth had serious issues with following basic instructions. Ollie just hoped he hadn’t been sitting there for too long; the police Turings would pick up on that. Which Gareth would know better than anyone . . . 


Ah, fuck it. 


Ollie closed in on the rendezvous point. The way he swerved around people with micro shifts of his weight was second nature. He’d been riding boardez since he could walk, and it was all he could do to hold back on powercurves up the wall and angled skid-brake twists to kerb-hop. But the Legion was on a raid: serious shit. The majors wouldn’t appreciate someone still living his youthful moves in the middle of a job. 


The creeperdrones were crawling over the power junction relay that supplied the commercial buildings he was sailing past. Piotr and Lars were closing in on him as he neared the Klausen Nutrition offices just before the junction. The taxez was visible up ahead, trundling carefully along Plough Lane’s central clear path. 


‘Another house has been placed on the market,’ Tye announced. 


‘Now?’ Ollie asked – not that he was surprised a house had come up, but he clearly hadn’t organized Tye’s priority ratings properly. This wasn’t the time to be splashing results from the search patterns he’d loaded. Even so, images zipped across his tarsus lens: a wonderful old French house in lush gardens, atop a rock cliff, the Mediterranean sun sparkling on the waves below. Steps carved into the rock switch-backed down to a small private cove. The asking price was seven point two million wattdollars. 


‘The deal has been closed,’ Tye said. ‘Bidder paid eight point three.’ 


Ollie checked the elapsed time. Twenty-seven seconds. ‘Way too much anyway,’ he muttered. But it looked perfect. One day . . . 


He made an effort to focus on the job, replacing the dream house with a splash of the schedule. Everything was running smoothly. 


‘Ten seconds on my mark,’ Ollie announced. He could feel his heart rate bumping up. Excitement was fizzing around his veins, better than any nark hit. This was what he lived for. The money was only a small part of the deal – okay, essential for him, but still small. The feeling he got from this kind of raid was like nothing on earth. 


The creeperdrones spread themselves wide on the relay casing, tiny claws holding fast. Tye triggered the first darkware package: a basic sensor hijack. The civic surveillance sensors along Plough Lane either started relaying a mix of adverts or powered down. It meant the borough’s cybercop G8Turing would be focusing on the area, running diagnostics and using killswitch blockers on Ollie’s darkware. ‘Go for the diversion,’ he told Tye. 


Another batch of darkware went active inside the nodes. These were coded to infiltrate Julan Finance with ransomware. It started to spread through the company’s office network. 


The creeperdrones exploded, ripping apart cable and relays. All the streetlights went out, along with most of the hologram hoardings – including Sumiko. Green emergency lights started to come on in the commercial buildings, as if Plough Lane was suddenly dressing up for Halloween. 


The taxez braked sharply outside their actual target, the Klausen Nutrition office. Its doors sprang open. Ollie, Piotr and Lars rode their boardez right up to the vehicle and jumped off. The boardez folded themselves up. Ollie picked his off the ground and slipped it into his belt pouch. Tye showed him a flock of police drones closing on the Julan Finance offices four hundred metres away. Underneath the drones, the pedestrians and boardez riders along Plough Lane had stopped to look around in confusion as power and digital connectivity were taken from them – basic human rights since before they were born. Sickly green luminescence revealed the unease manifesting on their faces. 


‘Lars,’ Piotr snapped. ‘Door.’ 


A grinning Lars stepped up to the Klausen office’s sliding glass door and quickly rolled the flat purple charge tape across the glass. 


They all turned their backs and hunched down. 


‘Ollie,’ Piotr said. ‘Entry.’ 


Ollie gave Tye the go-ahead. Darkware overloaded the Klausen Nutrition office network, while in the distance Piotr’s bagez fired eight micro missiles at the Julan Finance office. Their solid rocket exhausts made a high-pitched thunderclap of noise as they accelerated hard, producing dazzling plumes that streaked out across Plough Lane, cutting straight through the leafy plane trees. Too late, the police drones started to scatter. Lost amid the terrific noise, the charge tape detonated. The door’s glass shattered, showering the steps with sharp crystalline gravel. An alarm block high on the wall started shrieking, its red strobe blazing. Piotr raised an arm and there was a small blue flash from inside his cuff. The alarm fell silent, its fragments raining down. 


‘In,’ Piotr commanded, scanning the street to see if anyone was paying attention. As they hurried through the broken door, the Legion’s taxez drove away. 


It was dark inside. Tye increased the resolution on Ollie’s visual enhancement routine, allowing him to see the blank, bland corridors with their identical doors leading to identical offices. The buzz had started for real now. The thrill of being in the office building, of making the play, was overwhelming, magnifying every sight and sound ten times above normal. Ollie never wanted the thrill to end. 


Piotr led them towards the back. The storeroom’s thick carbon door filled the end of the corridor. Ollie scanned it with the sensors in his smartCuffs. ‘Deadlocked,’ he said. ‘The alarm system has backup power, but my darkware is blocking it. You’ll have to reset the system after the power is restored before you can get the bolts to withdraw. Their electromagnets are dead.’ 


Piotr nodded and crooked a finger. ‘Lars.’ 


Lars grinned and eyed the door as he would a late-night challenger in the pub. The rest of the Southwark Legion flattened themselves against the corridor walls. Lars ran at the door, lowering his shoulder. 


Ollie raised his eyes in dismay as Lars ran past, yelling wildly. The door could have been opened with ten minutes of delicate instruments, fibre-optic cable grafts, power-line splices . . . 


Lars hit the door, shoulder flesh thudding into carbon. 


‘Not bad,’ Adnan admitted grudgingly as his cyborg vision measured the door quiver in its frame. 


Lars backed up the corridor. Then he charged again. 


The third charge saw the bolts tear free of the frame, and the door burst open. The carbon facia was undented. Lars would be wearing his shoulder bruise medals for a week, but he grinned his champ grin as he led the Legion into the storeroom. 


Ollie had to admit, sometimes you just needed to go basic. 


The storeroom was full of metal racks, floor to ceiling. Aisles were barely wide enough to walk down. Loadez had stalled at the end: sad plastic cylinders with three robot arms hanging limply. Tiny red LEDs glowed forlornly on their upper casing – a paltry glow that shimmered off the tall designer bottles of nutrient crude and vitamin pastes destined for exclusive food printers. 


Piotr stared around in approval. ‘Tronde, Adnan, take ’em out.’ 


Tronde and Adnan stood at the end of the storeroom. Both of them struck the same pose: arms down, held away from the hips. Bomb drones modelled on spiders emerged from folds in their baggy clothes. In the storeroom’s gloaming, it looked as if the pair of them were dripping big globs of fluid. The little machines had a dark composite casing, with no attempt to make them appear authentic. 


The bomb drones scuttled along the aisles and started to climb the racks, clinging to the shelf supports. Piotr watched until he was satisfied they were positioning themselves correctly. 


‘Let’s go.’ 


They hurried down the length of the storeroom to the one-metre cargo portal, used to transport products from the main Klausen factory. The portal door itself was dark, the entanglement still active but not open. Beside it was a physical door to the narrow road behind the building, with an emergency fire-exit bar across it. Piotr shoved the bar and the door opened easily. 


They piled out into the dark road. Their taxez was there, waiting for them. It was a tight squeeze with all six of them squashed onto the circular bench, but they were giddy with the adrenalin rush. As the taxez began to drive away, Piotr said: ‘Blow it.’ 


Ollie nodded and Tye sent the signal to the bomb drones. Everybody squinted through the taxez’s curving transparent bodywork as the bomb drones detonated in a single synchronized blast, as unspectacular as he’d hoped they’d be. There was a brief, gloomy flare of yellow light from inside the storeroom, and the fire door flapped about from the pressure wave, but that was it. Inside, the racks would be crumpling as their support legs were severed by the tiny, precise charges, collapsing like giant dominoes to send the precious bottles smashing into each other and the floor, their contents ruined. 


‘Oh, yeah,’ Tronde grunted. ‘Champion, us.’ 


Ollie could see how happy Tronde was that his devices had done their job and grinned, giving his friend a big thumbs-up. ‘Nice work.’ 


‘My man,’ Tronde said appreciatively. 


The taxez turned out of the road and began to pick up speed. 


‘I don’t get it,’ Lars said. ‘Don’t get me wrong, I enjoyed it, like. But what’s the point of just smashing stuff up? Why’s Jade paying us to do that?’ 


‘It was a protection job, Lars,’ Ollie said. ‘Klausen didn’t pay what they owed to Jade and Nikolaj, and whatever the hell they’re part of—’ 


‘One of the major North London families,’ Adnan said quickly. ‘It has to be. They got so many contacts.’ 


‘Whatever. The raid was the point, see. We cost Klausen big tonight. Not going-out-of-business big, but enough to make them sit up and take notice. Next time Jade or someone turns up asking for a little insurance payment, they know she’s not all piss and farts and they cough up the readies.’ 


‘It’s more than that,’ Piotr responded smoothly. ‘We showed Jade we can deliver on a contract, that we’re reliable people. That’s the real point.’ 


Lars stuck out his lower lip. ‘Yeah, okay, got it.’ 


‘We came together tight, tonight,’ Piotr said. ‘There aren’t many crews who could pull this off. We just made the majors sit up and take notice.’ 


Ollie grinned at his friends, seeing plenty of happiness in the taxez. This is why Piotr is in charge; he knows how to pull us together. 


‘You think after this Jade is gonna give us the gig for the power relay station?’ Adnan asked, unwinding his keffiyeh headdress. Sweat glinted in his slicked-back ebony hair. 


‘Could be,’ Piotr said. 


‘Come on, we showed her we can pull off a decent gig. She’s got no reason to keep it from us any more,’ Ollie grunted, only half-bitter. The big deal of the relay station had been dangled in front of the Legion for over a year now. Jade and Nikolaj always said there would be bigger jobs once the Legion showed what they were capable of – jobs that never quite materialized. In his mind, Ollie had these scenarios of old-time blags playing out: breaking into bullion vaults, or diamond merchants. The kind of thing that used to happen a hundred years ago, before asteroid mining and starflight turned rare materials into just plain old materials. 


‘Not up to me,’ Piotr said. ‘But I’ll make it clear to her how much we want it.’ 


‘Not too much,’ Gareth said. ‘Don’t make us sound desperate.’ 


‘Like I don’t know how to handle a contract,’ Piotr shot back. 


Ollie smiled and settled back on the taxez’s curving bench, glad to be out clean, and sad that the buzz was starting to fade. But this was them, the Legion, his friends: the banter, hot nightlife, boys, girls, being playas. Everything life could give, he was taking it. 


*


The taxez took just under ten minutes to get them back to Southwark, going through the big portal in the Government and Commercial Services hub to emerge out into its twin on Chadwick Road. From there it was a two-minute drive parallel to the old raised railway. 


The Legion occupied one of the old brick archways under the railway line, just off Consort Road – a disused commercial yard that stretched for a few hundred metres between dilapidated housing stock and the railway viaduct. The way in was past a pair of metal gates smothered in a jumble of overlaid graffiti, with only the newest symbols glowing in weak phosphorescent greens and purples. Local kids rode cranky old boardez along the weed-clogged pavements or grouped-up in doorways, exchanging nark formula files or immersive porn, or gossiped about game celebs. They wore what they could afford to print: poor replicas of the major style houses, with cheap dull tints and pixelated patterns. 


The same kids whose alienation and resentment took out the civic sensors every time a council contracting team came along to reinstall them; the same kids who acted as scouts for the Legion, with a bit of hero-worship thrown in. It was useful; nobody unknown could walk these streets without being clocked. They were the layer of protection no police office G8Turing could predict or subvert. 


Thumbs-up and smiles greeted the Legion’s taxez as it slowed and nudged past the gates. Wheels trundled silently across the long dirty puddles that swamped the undulating concrete. 


Their archway was halfway along the crumbling cliff of dark brick, protected by big wooden doors that hadn’t opened in decades. The taxez pulled up outside and the Legion went in through a small door set into the larger pair. Above them, dark curving brickwork was slimed with algae, while somewhere deeper in the darkness water dripped onto a dank floor. A long metal freight container took up most of the space inside. 


Tronde had printed the locks for it, with Ollie supplying the customized security software. Bolts snicked back as Tye sent the codes. Ollie stepped inside, smelling the too-familiar stale air and weird vapours from the fluids feeding Tronde’s printers. Once upon a time, the interior had been an office that could be hauled onto construction sites. It wasn’t exactly a supervillain headquarters like you’d find in a Hong Kong drama game, but six expensive (stolen) printers were stacked up together against the rear wall, where Tronde produced all kinds of items. Galley kitchen cupboards and tall metal cabinets stored weapons and bottles of crude. The central table held a state-of-the-art game matrix player, with enough processing power to handle six sensesuits and vision-immersion helmets simultaneously. Reaction couches were crammed next to each other, ready for when the Legion went gaming together – something they hadn’t done so much lately. A couple of paper-thin screens stuck over one wall came alive as they swaggered in, the filters pulling reports of the raid on the Klausen offices. It was still too early for an official police statement, but officers were already outside the building, drones unrolling do not cross tape. A Metropolitan Forensics Corp truckez pulled up outside and the techs got out, looking like astronauts in their sealed white clean suits. Various carrez rolled along after them, like baby animals following their mothers. A small crowd hung back around the tape. Ollie noted that the streetlights were all back on. 


An exhilarated Lars clamped his hands on Ollie’s shoulders. ‘What do you reckon? Are we out clear?’ 


Ollie did his best not to flinch. ‘Yeah, we’re clear.’ 


‘Way to go, us!’ 


They started dumping the kit they’d used on the raid. Ollie handed his fleshmask to Tronde, who dropped it and the others into a Clemson vat. A sickly-yellow sludge of eight-letter DNA yeast oozed over the flaccid masks. It would take several days, but the yeast would break them down into fresh monomers that could be printed into something new. The facial patterns the police G8Turings had collected from the raid would be utterly useless. 


It killed him to do it, but Ollie stripped off his trousers and jacket. They went into a different Clemson vat, along with the boots. He kept the worker’s cap, though. That was hardly unique in London’s outlying boroughs. 


His trousers for the rest of the night were flared purple, with gold-snakeskin boots. Jade Urchall arrived when he was threading his belt on, the one with the slim dark-gloss dragon buckle. There was something about Jade that always disturbed him. The woman was probably mid-thirties, but Ollie could never tell if she’d had telomere treatments. She had badly styled sandy hair, a rounded jaw and light brown eyes that always seemed slightly unfocused, as if she was coming down off a high. She wasn’t big, though certainly not petite, either; her clothes were always cheap prints from a fashion file that’d missed a decade of upgrades. Everything about Jade made her utterly unremarkable – not what you’d expect from a member of a major crime family. Which was probably what disturbed him the most. When she was in the room, all he could think about was what kind of peripherals she had. 


Piotr gave her a guarded welcome. 


‘Good job, boys,’ she said, and held up a small bag. The Southwark Legion grinned at the sight of it. When they ran a job for Jade, she always paid half in nark – and normally it was zero-nark, the strongest possible. Ordinary chem-extruders could never get the composition quite right; it took specialist equipment and a topgun chemist. The effort was worth it, however. Zero-nark could be cut over ninety per cent, which made for a huge profit. 


Tronde claimed the bag with a victorious smile and took it over to his bench. 


‘And the rest?’ Piotr asked pleasantly. 


‘Don’t you trust us?’ Jade said, with a hint of a challenge. 


‘Do you trust us?’ 


She shook her head chidingly. ‘Boys, boys. Check your account, Piotr.’ 


Piotr’s eyes closed for a long blink as he read the finance display splashing across his tarsus lenses. He smiled. ‘We got it.’ 


Gareth high-fived Ollie, and the rest of them relaxed – properly now. 


Lars and Gareth wandered over to watch Tronde cutting the zero-nark. Adnan hadn’t stopped staring at Jade. ‘So when are we going to get it?’ 


‘Get what?’ 


‘Fuck’s sake! Come on. You’ve been prick-teasing us about the relay station for months.’ 


If Jade was annoyed, it didn’t register on her bland face. ‘People have been watching your progress. Tonight was impressive, and that was noticed by the right people.’ 


‘Yeah, so?’ 


‘So you’ll hear from me when we need something . . . larger.’ 


‘Oh for fuck’s—’ 


Piotr’s hand closed on Adnan’s shoulder, squeezing. Not hard, but enough to warn him. Personally, Ollie would have been interested to see how Jade would react to an outright threat. 


‘Some news on that soon,’ Piotr said pointedly. 


‘Damn right,’ Jade replied. 


Ollie didn’t really believe her, but at least she hadn’t said no. 


*


Tronde had already started cutting the zero-nark when Jade moved over to his desk. She handed him a small packet containing a dozen plain white hemispherical pads, a centimetre across, fatter than the ones he was preparing. 


‘For you,’ she said. 


‘Thanks,’ he muttered, keeping an eye on the small stainless steel mixing crucible, with its tiny robot arms blending the product to an even consistency. 


‘Be careful with this stuff,’ she told him. ‘Hifli doesn’t normally include benzo and a dopamine lifter as well. This is a dangerous formula.’ 


Tronde shifted his glance to her as he put the hifli pads in his pocket. ‘I know, that’s the point. We need an unbreakable dependency.’ 


‘Oh well . . . as long as you know what you’re doing.’ 


Tronde scowled at the sarcasm in her voice and turned back to the sensitive mix in the crucible. It took another thirty minutes to complete and load the new substance into one-shot medic pads, by which time, thankfully, Jade had departed. Each of the Southwark Legion took their share of the pads. They were mostly going their separate ways tonight, thank crap. Lars, Tronde knew, was going to the Danish Warehouse, where the unlicensed cage fights would carry on until dawn. He’d sell his pads to the other muscle-overloaded spectators, making decent money, but gamble it after on the fights, yelling praise and insults at his chosen contenders. His skin would be flushed demon-red, veins bulging obscenely, pupils tiny as the stupid prick pumped some of the pads for himself. If he got lucky – in his terms – he’d have a fight with some of the crowd. 


Piotr and Adnan were due at a student party over the river at Archway, where university freshers were busy celebrating their new freedoms away from home for the first time. Easy marks for pads, and lacking the courage to argue price or how low the cut was. 


Gareth was off to a different party, some secure crypt with his tech friends, where they’d cruise the lownet – a virtuality closed to the G8Turings, where the darkheads ran their trades. 


Just as Tronde stood up, Lolo Maude arrived. Sie was Ollie’s friend, and in Tronde’s opinion serious bad news. Like every omnia, sie was tall, even taller than Lars – but unlike him, slim and elegant with it. Tronde always reckoned the Utopials were trying to modify themselves into elves, which was pretty dumb. 


Lolo embraced Ollie swiftly, kissed him, then looked nervously around the room, hir shoulders hunched almost fearfully. That, Tronde could understand; if the kids outside didn’t know sie was with Ollie, sie would have been beaten up as soon as sie entered the district. 


Southwark was a strange place for a Utopial to wind up; it was even more obvious how exotic sie was in such a place. Lolo had come to Earth from Akitha on a student exchange programme. And in that respect, sie was unremarkable. As with so many before hir, the temptations of a strange decadent old world had proved too alluring. Sie was beautiful to look at – most of the Legion had noticed a strong resemblance to Sumiko. And with hir mysteriously sensual body, too much for Ollie to resist – not that he’d tried. Tronde was certain sie only chose Ollie for the zero-nark he could supply, because that was the kind of calculating whore sie was. For all hir manners and smarts, sie was brittle and needy, which was a dangerous combination. Tronde worried Ollie would say too much to hir when they were fucking – because sure as whale shit fell deep, sie wouldn’t keep hir mouth shut if the police ever questioned hir. 


‘I’ve had a word with Ollie,’ Piotr had said when Tronde mentioned his misgivings to him. Which ordinarily would be enough, but in this case . . . 


‘We’re out of here,’ Ollie announced happily. 


‘Where to?’ Tronde asked, and there was just enough edge in his voice to make Ollie hesitate, his smile dimming a couple of watts. 


‘Clubbing.’ 


‘I know a great place just off Regent Street,’ Lolo said. ‘Diole.’ 


Nyin, Tronde’s altme, immediately splashed details of the club across his tarsus lenses. It was the kind of place which boasted an A-list clientele, but in reality only had the youthful rich and wannabes. 


‘Have fun, kids,’ Piotr laughed. 


Tronde watched the two of them leave the ageing metal container, unable to help the scowl creasing his face. 


‘He’ll be fine,’ Adnan said. 


‘I don’t give a shit about him, but it bothers me. It’s weird. I don’t trust it.’ 


‘Don’t fret,’ Piotr said. ‘How long has Ollie ever held on to anyone?’ 


Tronde didn’t bother answering, Piotr was right; Ollie was as pan as you could get, craving every experience possible, quickly and often. It meant he went through sex partners like he was upgrading corporate-issue software. None of them ever lasted more than a couple of weeks before he was back hunting fresh meat. It was the main reason Piotr had chosen Tronde out of all of them to take the lead on their most ambitious (and expensive) scam. It had to be played perfectly. Tronde prided himself that he got people: the way they behaved, they way they thought and reacted. Some had a menu of flaws that made them hugely complicated and unpredictable to the point of instability, while others with similar flaws were ridiculously simple. Claudette Beaumant, for one. 


The others all wished Tronde good luck as they left, heading off to celebrate Saturday night the way it should be done: amid heat and hologram light and nark-tweaked senses. Tronde walked away from the old railway arches by himself, heading up Copeland Road to the junction with Rye Lane where the Connexion hub stood. Four minutes later, he was twelve hubs around the loop and in Richmond. 


Claudette Beaumant lived in one of the big houses halfway along Lichfield Road, its painted stone-mullioned windows almost obscured by the leafy horse chestnut trees bordering the central clear path, branches knotted together overhead to form a dark green living tunnel. 


Tronde sent his code to the lock pillar. Sensors scanned him, and the gate swung back. Claudette was waiting in the hall as the door opened, smiling in welcome. Forty-five years old (she claimed), with a face that’d been doused in way too many conflicting treatments during the last two decades in a frantic attempt to retain the fresh, beguiling features she’d possessed when she was twenty-two. As far as Tronde was concerned, she’d wasted a lot of money. Her skin looked like something that’d been sprayed over a plastic framework, then dusted in too much make-up. 


She didn’t even say anything, just kissed him, pressing up tight in anticipation of an eager physical response. Claudette had paid as much attention to her body as she had her looks. Gyms, personal trainers, anti-cellulites, Pilates, diet, all combined to give her an athletic frame that really could have belonged to her twenty-something self. That and implants – expensive printed stem cells, not Kcells – which gave her a great pair of tits. Most of which were on show beneath a lustrous flapper dress with a short skirt. What straight male wouldn’t respond? 


‘Where’ve you been?’ she complained. 


‘Busy with the lads. You know.’ 


‘No, I don’t. Come on. The table is booked for like ten minutes ago.’ She grabbed his hand and pulled him back out of the front door and into the street. A Class One taxez trundled along the clear path and stopped outside the gate. It was a short ride to the restaurant, the whole of which she spent kissing him and fussing about his jacket. It was the one she’d bought for him last week, along with a silk shirt that was hand-tailored – and even Tronde had to admit it looked as good as it felt against his skin. The clothes weren’t cheap, but Claudette wanted to show him off to her friends. Her toyboy. Her hot bit of street rough. The savage she’d tamed, who gave her great sex all night long. Hell, you should see him with his clothes off. But hands off, bitches, he’s mine. 


As the luxury taxez started to slow, she flashed him an anxious glance. ‘Did you bring it?’ 


‘Sure,’ he replied reassuringly and patted his jacket pocket. 


‘Good. We’ll leave early. I want you.’ 


‘You want me because I’m a bad boy. Everybody knows that.’ 


‘Yes.’ A flicker of greed unsettled her cherry-red glossed lips, then she was herself again. The bright dazzling gal about town, the Richmond superstar, the friend you always had a great time with. 


And there they were, all those equally glitzy friends, waiting for her when the taxez pulled up outside the restaurant. 


We could have walked, Tronde thought. It wouldn’t have taken much longer, and it was warm enough. But no, Claudette didn’t walk like some common person; a Class One cab was her minimal requirement when she was out to meet people – and always the right people. That was one of the many things he hated about her, the way everything she wanted she could afford. She never asked or thought what anything cost. 


Her friends swooped with shrill greetings that set his teeth on edge, tossing admiring – and calculating – looks his way. False jollity – so very glad to finally meet you. Air kisses. How he despised those. Big hair like works of art. Short, low-cut dresses, plenty of thigh and cleavage exhibited – almost as prominent as the glittering bling draped around necks and weighing down fingers. No cheap printed repro here; these women wore jewellery crafted by London’s exclusive artisans. 


Their men were indifferent to him. Husbands, partners, even a couple of lads who’d lucked out: male candy with game-star looks and toned muscle, enjoying the pampered ride. Whores. No doubt they thought the same of him. 


The group had a big table in the centre of the restaurant. Their voices were loud all night. Names were gossiped: celebs he’d never heard of and couldn’t be arsed to check with Nyin. Holidays bragged about. It was non-stop. They didn’t just talk; sentences were shrieked out with vocal cords turned up to eleven. A penetrating sonic barrage that threatened a headache. 


Claudette’s hand kept sneaking under the table, playing with his crotch, trying to tweak a reaction from him. He kept his expression deadpan, talking banalities to the woman on his other side. Her leg was pressed up against his, too, rubbing gently. He kept his cool about that and the thousand other small verbal abuses he was subjected to, proving to himself that out of all the Southwark Legion crew, he really was the right one for this. 


Copious wine was poured from two-hundred-and-fifty-wattdollar bottles into large cut-crystal glasses and drunk without any appreciation. Tronde ordered a beer to start with, then kept to sparkling water. The food was delicious, he admitted, artistically presented and cooked to perfection. In his head he was calculating the cost; this one meal was more than the price the Southwark Legion had paid the matcher for Claudette’s name. And it had taken plenty of hard graft to pull so much cash together. 


Finally, it was time to go. Claudette, who was now giggly-drunk on a heady combination of white wine, lust and egotism, swayed against him as she urged him towards the door, their arms entwined. Spirited innuendoes sliced through the air behind them like claws grasping for fleeing prey. 


Claudette managed to keep her persona intact until they got back to the house. Then the cracks began to show. 


‘You have got it, haven’t you?’ she asked urgently. 


Tronde hardened his voice, becoming stern – the way that enlivened her. ‘I told you I have it.’ 


‘Yes, yes, of course.’ 


Tronde realized she wasn’t as drunk as she’d made out at the restaurant. Her eyes flicked about, as if expecting someone else to be in the house – someone who mattered. The police (to catch them and incarcerate them). A journalist (exposing her crimes). Because now she was about to do Bad Things. Excitement and anticipation made her breathless. She kissed him again, desperate to pull him into the intrigue, because this was a stairway down to the thrilling underworld where upper-middle-class women like her never went. 


‘It’s not cheap,’ he said smoothly. ‘This stuff is so rare my usual bloke didn’t have any left. I had to go to someone new, which is risky. This dealer, he’s got connections that go right to the top.’ 


‘Oh god, you were careful, weren’t you? I don’t want you hurt.’ 


He grinned. ‘I’m a bad boy. He knows that. We respect each other.’ 


Her gaze was worshipful. 


‘The money,’ he prompted. 


‘Yes, yes. How much?’ 


Nyin sent her altme a finance transfer package for three thousand wattdollars. The tiniest hesitation crinkled the mascara around her eyes. 


‘I want this again,’ he said. ‘I want us together when we use.’ 


‘Right. Absolutely.’ 


Claudette’s money swirled down a digital sink into the lownet, vanishing. 


‘Good girl. Now what have you got for me?’ 


‘The best,’ she promised. She took his hand and pulled him directly up the stairs. 


Her bedroom was hideous: pink and purple and black, frilly cushions everywhere. Large, salacious charcoal drawings hung on the walls. 


‘I’ll get ready for you,’ she said as she hurried into her en suite bathroom. ‘Don’t go away.’ A flash of concern, insecurities showing. 


He laughed, casual and arrogant. ‘I’m not going anywhere. You know how hot your body is. I’ve been getting hard for days thinking what I’m going to do to you tonight.’ He gave the decorous art porn a meaningful glance. 


Claudette simpered, claiming the role of the boudoir seductress in her lair: feminine wiles irresistible to the unsophisticated boy from the wrong side of the metroloop. 


The smile fell from Tronde’s lips as soon as she shut the door. He had to concede the matcher was worth the money. Outwardly, Claudette was poised and knowing, her social status making her invulnerable. She had breeding – both parents’ families did, stretching back generations. With it came the sure knowledge that she was where she deserved to be in the world. 


Then one day, chance had sent her walking across the matcher’s field of view. He’d seen the flaws, the loneliness her trust-fund money brought, the hidden loss of self-esteem inflicted by both husbands leaving her, compounded by a string of indifferent lovers. An absent uncaring family. Chinks in the glossy armour that Tronde could prise open to worm his way in, before allowing the specially mixed hifli to do the rest. Claudette Gizelle d’Voy Beaumant was vulnerable, a life empty of goals and filled by sameness had left her yearning for something new, something different, something with edge. A young stud worshipful of the body she’d devoted herself to keeping supreme – because that’s what the right people did with their endless golden days. A kid whose poverty allowed her to be completely in charge this time around. And a kid who also had the secret codes to a darker, more exciting, level of pleasure. 


How lucky she’d been that the agency sent him around to repair one of her home printers when it unexpectedly flatlined. He knew his job well, so he wasn’t stupid. A tight T-shirt showed off firm pecs as he gave her some cheeky banter. His stories of a rough childhood and running with the wrong crowd were fascinating to someone of her background. But he was turning things around now, with a job he was good at – so not a danger, every instinct told her. And that torso . . . Appearance was everything to Claudette, to her world. 


Tronde had stripped off by the time she emerged from the bathroom. The stuff she was wearing now . . . He hadn’t got a clue if it was supposed to be lingerie or a bikini. It was made of black wet-look leather strips, stretched taut over what little flesh they did cover. All very nice pretend slave girl. He guessed one of her husbands must have got off on it. 


She gazed down eagerly at his groin. Two years ago, Tronde had spent a couple of days in a clinic getting Kcell implants in his dick. Not just to increase size, but to give him complete control through Nyin. He could stay erect for as long as he wanted, when he wanted. Like now. 


‘Come here,’ he told her. 


Claudette moved like a hostage following orders, quick and awkward so she didn’t disappoint her captor. He enjoyed the display of urgency; it was a sweet preview of what was to come, providing he played this perfectly. It wasn’t a new scam, but it was one her artless rich-girl brain would never think to watch out for. This simply didn’t happen to her. Nobody would do such a thing, not in real life. Some people were bad, but not to this degree, not outside a Hong Kong gangster virtual, because everyone she met was fundamentally decent. 


The hook was in already. The interesting man, naughty but nice. She’d try him out and brag about it amid wild giggles with her girlfriends. Once she got him into bed, he’d sheepishly conjure up a couple of pads. ‘I’ve got some hifli; let’s try it together.’ And who hadn’t heard of hifli, one of the few restricted narks the authorities still took very seriously, on account of the human wreckage it left behind? The nark that scrambled nerve impulses, so the brain interpreted every sensation as pure pleasure: heat, cold, touch, pain, taste, some even said sound . . . Because he wanted them to take it ‘together’, the risk was obviously negligible. 


She found that sex with a hifli-befuddled brain was good. Really good. And that first time he only gave her a weak load. 


But he’d confessed it was the best ever for him, too, even though his pad was blank. 


Can we do it again? 


A couple of times later, with the dose slowly increased, he couldn’t get any. I’m out of money, sorry. That was okay, because she had plenty. So can you bring some? I’ll pay . . . 


Claudette sat on the bed with breathless anticipation, smirking at his tireless erection. Tronde held up the two pads, careful to place his blank tenderly in her eager hand. ‘Look what the bad boy brought you.’ 


‘Lucky me.’ She moved to apply it on her neck, above the carotid, so the hifli would be carried quickly into her brain. 


‘Wait,’ he commanded. 


There was a pout, but he leant forwards and kissed her. Trust; it was all about trust. He was her lusty young rogue who wanted her for the hot dirty sex her fantastic body could perform and nothing else. Certainly not her money. He was validation that she remained a highly desirable sexual animal, justly yearned for on those terms alone. Proof she had got this so very right. 


‘We’re doing this together,’ he’d say, so full of reassurance. And put his pad on her neck. She’d press the identical little white hemisphere to his skin, and they’d squeeze in unison. 


Most times, the scam would last a few weeks, until the girl’s credit was gone and she was a broken husk. But it could be played harder if you were brutal enough and the reward was worth it. If you could find the right victim, one who would give you everything. 


Tronde watched the face he found so abhorrent grow slack, pupils dilating as the hifli sluiced into her synapses. He was pretty sure they didn’t need to use Jade’s special version. The mild doses he’d given her so far had rendered her pliable and hungry for more – but it never hurt to be sure. So the benzo-mix it was. 


It worked, too; she took off her saucy black straps without a qualm when he ordered her to. Breath juddered out of her mouth in jubilant gasps as the fabric slithered over her skin, conjuring up delectable sparkles of bliss. 


If hifli made that feather-light stroke euphoric, sex was devastating. 


He observed her helpless squirming with detached interest as he refined the sinful indignities which proved the most physically stimulating for her. 


Again and again she wept and convulsed as she climaxed on his machine cock, each time leaving her craving more. She was so delirious she never realized the joy wasn’t shared, that they weren’t together after all. It was the implacable Kcells providing him with all the time he needed to overload her nervous system until, at the end, she simply collapsed into a fugue state. 


Tronde walked calmly around the bedroom, opening boxes and drawers so Nyin could catalogue the contents and produce a valuation. Tonight he simply helped himself to a couple of diamond rings; he knew a fence who could get him a decent price and there was no need to be greedy. She would wake in the morning and, without the nark charging her bloodstream, the world would be dry and bland and numb. She’d clamour for more, pester him to bring her the glory that only came from him and the nark. 


Twinned with the dopamine boost, she should start descending rapidly into full-blown addiction, with a strong side effect of mounting neurosis. Paranoia would creep in, to bond with the dependency. And he would supply an eternal quantity of himself and the nark, quenching her all-consuming needs. It would cost her. Satisfaction and relief wasn’t cheap, but there were millions in her trust fund. Played right, he could drain most of that out before her inexorable total breakdown. By then he’d be gone, a name known only to impotent therapists from her tearful screams. 


Tronde stood over her inert body with its unnervingly open empty eyes, watching the twitches that still afflicted her limbs, and for the first time that night managed a genuine smile. The future was going to be a grand place to live. 









The Assessment Team 


Kruse Station, 26th June 2204 


Callum Hepburn walked through the newly threaded portal from the Nkya research base with no idea what was on the other side. A smug Yuri hadn’t volunteered that detail. 


Straight away he found himself face to face with a five-person security team. All of them were tall and dressed in dark energy-absorbing armour, their contoured helmets like outsize silver skulls. Small stub nozzles had risen out of their forearms and shoulders, making them bristle like nervous porcupines. Several small delta-planform drones hovered silently in the air above them, black glass lenses aligned on everyone coming through the portal. 


The security team waited until Jessika crossed the threshold, then formed up around her – a development she treated with complete equanimity. Kandara, who walked beside her, gave the team a significant look. 


‘Treat her with extreme caution,’ she told them. ‘We have no idea what she’s capable of.’ Then she paused and tipped her head to regard Jessika quizzically. ‘Are you a she? An it?’ 


‘She,’ Jessika replied. ‘That’s how I was created.’ 


‘Did you Neána steal humans, too?’ There was an edge to Kandara’s voice, something that told Callum she was itching for an excuse to unleash violence. 


‘Good grief, no! I was developed inside a biologic initiator during our voyage to Earth. We all were.’ 


Kandara shook her head in disapproval. ‘Whatever.’ 


Callum looked around curiously at his new surroundings. It was a large cylindrical airlock chamber, he decided, not much different from the set-up he’d just left behind: the same basic metal tube with a composite grid floor, every surface gloss-clean, with no expense spared on the ancillary equipment ribbing the curving walls. A sleek portal-threading mechanism sat at one end, while the opposite end had blanked-out windows on either side of a circular hatchway. So although it looked like an airlock, it could as easily be a high-security reception cell, and his inner ears could sense the tiny but definite aberration of spin-induced gravity. They were in space somewhere, on a station or habitat. His altme, Apollo, informed him that the local network was restricted, and he wasn’t on the access list. 


‘The node interfaces are very sophisticated,’ Apollo said. ‘It’s a high-level G8Turing in charge. But –’ 


‘Yes?’ 


‘I have encountered this key structure before, when accessing Level One Utopials’ networks.’ 


Callum took another look at the tall security team, then glanced at Yuri, who had just stepped through the portal. The Connexion Security chief had been carrying the initial micro-portal through which the others had threaded, allowing them to leave Nkya; so Callum had assumed they were going to a Connexion facility. 


‘Where are we?’ he asked. 


The answer came from the last person he was expecting. 


‘Kruse Station,’ Jessika said. ‘In the Delta Pavonis system.’ 


Callum stared at her in surprise. All he could see was her swinging the fire axe, its blade shattering Feriton’s skull to cut into his brain. Except it wasn’t his brain; there’d been an Olyix brain nestling in his cranium instead, one that was quantum entangled with the other four in its quint. The aliens had seen and heard everything that’d happened on Nkya; they knew they’d been exposed. In fact, Callum reasoned – given the Olyix had that ability – their spies probably knew every dirty little secret the human race possessed. 


‘Kruse?’ Kandara queried. The corporate mercenary sounded both startled and pleased. 


‘Yes,’ Jessika said. ‘It seemed . . . appropriate.’ 


‘And you know this how?’ Alik Monday asked. 


Jessika gave the FBI agent a sad smile. ‘I’m the deputy director of the Utopials’ Olyix Threat Assessment Bureau.’ 


‘You’re fucking kidding me!’ 


Her smile turned wicked. ‘Who better? Once you get over the irony.’ 


The hatch opened at the far end of the chamber and three more omnia entered. They all wore pale grey uniforms with purple piping along the jacket and down the trouser seams, while slimline overskirts came down to the knee. Also shared was a hairstyle: they’d chosen corn-braiding, arranged in complex curves. Despite living in the Delta Pavonis system for the last ninety-two years, Callum still felt slightly perturbed by the level of conformity running through the Utopials’ culture, and it was becoming more prevalent among the younger generations. As if to emphasize it, the trio shared the same uneasy expression, none of them able to meet Jessika’s gaze. 


‘I’m Captain Tral,’ the oldest said. ‘Welcome to Kruse Station. I’m afraid we will have to run some basic scans before anyone can progress further.’ 


‘Basic?’ Alik said. 


‘The Captain is being polite,’ Jessika said. ‘Sie means as thorough as our technology can provide.’ 


‘Oh yeah?’ Alik folded his arms and stared at Tral. 


‘Just go with it,’ Yuri said in a tired voice. ‘We need to get through procedures and start deciding what to do next.’ 


‘They don’t care about your weapon peripherals,’ Jessika said. ‘They just have to make sure you’re not Olyix, or have any Kcell implants. The scanners are good enough to detect a single Kcell in your body. I know; I helped draw up the specifications.’ 


Alik’s strangely rigid features remained impassive, yet Callum suspected that he was badly tempted to use one of those peripherals to shut her up. The tableau was broken by Lankin and three of his medical staff coming through the portal, escorting a gurnez which carried the unconscious body of Lucius Soćko. The Neána looked so perfectly human that Callum still couldn’t quite believe Jessika’s claim that they were both aliens. Behind that came another gurnez that held Feriton Kayne’s dead body in a transparent biohazard container. 


Lankin looked around, slightly confused by the antagonism tainting the chamber. ‘What now?’ 


‘Now,’ Alik said with forced cheerfulness, ‘we follow procedure.’ 


*


The scan was nothing, of course. On the other side of the hatch was a short corridor with pearlescent walls. You walked down it unencumbered while a multitude of ultra-sophisticated scanners analysed the thirty-trillion-plus cells which made up your body, alert for a very specific anomaly. Kcells had a similar biochemistry to human cells – good enough to function symbiotically with human organs and immune systems – but not identical. 


Callum knew he didn’t have any Kcells, but for some reason he couldn’t help the feeling of apprehension as the hatch shut behind him and he began his solo walk down the short corridor. A whole file of what if scenarios kept playing out in his mind. And if the Olyix had set him up, innocence would be hard to prove. 


A door opened at the far end of the corridor and Callum stepped through into Kruse Station, letting out a shaky breath as he did so. The surroundings continued to remind him of the research base he’d just left behind on Nkya. Less pioneering outpost here, perhaps, but it shared the same efficient utilitarian appearance. 


A couple of Utopials in the station’s grey uniform were waiting and deferred respectfully as they escorted him along more corridors. Apollo was still locked out of the local network. Callum wound up in a conference room that could have belonged to any part of his life. There was a big table down the centre made from some claret-red rock and polished to a shine, comfortable leather executive chairs around it, and even a crystal vase of white lilies giving off a sweet scent. The only thing missing was a window. Conference rooms, in his experience, always had a view – across cities or nature (gorgeous panoramas of jungles, mountains and oceans) or even the astonishing vistas of space, from gas giant rings to alien planetscapes. 


The only reason you wouldn’t have a window was security. Heavy security. Callum’s shoulders quivered as if an Arctic spectre was slipping along his spine. 


‘I got this, chief.’ 


‘Huh?’ Callum turned around then to see that Eldlund had followed him into the conference room. The young omnia was giving him a concerned look, and for a moment Callum felt insufferably old. 


Eldlund held out hir hand, opening hir fingers. A small snow-white pad rested in hir palm. 


‘What the hell . . .?’ 


‘It’s the same for me,’ Eldlund said in sympathy. ‘Look.’ 


Callum realized his assistant’s hand was shaking. He looked down at his own hands to see even more pronounced tremors. ‘Oh, bloody hell.’ He didn’t want to admit it; that was the problem. Didn’t want to acknowledge the terrible violence Jessika had unleashed – and, worse, the shock that the Olyix were implacably hostile. That the human race was being manipulated, the helpless, hapless victim of a superior species. 


‘Here,’ Eldlund urged. ‘The nark’s mild, I swear. It’ll blunt the edge, but you’ll still be able to think okay.’ 


Callum just took the pad and pressed it to his neck. Didn’t bother asking for details, impressed – in a strange way – that Eldlund would even be prepared for such an eventuality. Sie was the perfect assistant, supportive and concerned, with plenty of compassion thrown in. Just like every Utopial omnia. 


‘It’s not just the shock,’ Callum confessed. ‘I’ve known Jessika for getting on twelve years now, and I never suspected a thing. She’s a fucking alien! And . . . nothing. No hint of anything odd, no giveaways. For Christ’s sake, she knows more about popular culture than I do! Smart, good sense of humour . . . How can she not be human? And how could I not see it? Twelve fucking years. Holy shit.’ 


Eldlund gave him a moderately sympathetic grin. ‘If it makes you feel any better, Yuri’s known her for a lot longer, and he’s security. Better: security that was supposed to be watching for alien spies.’ 


Callum smiled weakly. ‘Yeah, he is, isn’t he?’ 


‘Absolutely. So stop beating yourself up over this. Now – take a moment, and I’ll get you a coffee.’ Sie went over to the drinks dispenser and fussed around. 


Watching hir busying hirself with the coffee, Callum felt obscurely grateful that his grandkids were all omnia. We did the right thing coming to Delta Pavonis. 


He felt the nark starting to soothe his hot nerves, allowing him to relax, and returning a comforting level of lucidity to his mind. The way he liked to think, the way an engineer observed and analysed the universe. 


Alik Monday walked into the conference room and gave the two of them a curious glance. Callum was quite envious of how calm the FBI special detective appeared, but then he guessed Alik must deal with violent scenes on a regular basis. Whereas he hadn’t encountered physical conflict since Zagreus, and that was over a century ago now. 


‘I guess you and I are both in the clear, then,’ Callum said cheerfully and took a seat at the table. 


Alik simply scowled. 


Yuri and his assistant Loi came next, conversing with Captain Tral. They were quickly followed by Kandara and Jessika, along with the Neána’s armoured escort and five drones. 


‘I’m going to ask again,’ Alik said as he sat next to Callum. ‘Where are we? What is this place?’ 


‘Kruse Station is basically the Delta Pavonis equivalent of Sol’s Alpha Defence,’ Jessika said. ‘This is where the fight against any alien invasion of this star system will be coordinated.’ 


‘Ironic, considering you’re already inside,’ Emilja Jurich said. 


Callum sat up straight as she walked into the room. The joint founder of the Utopial movement brought an imperial presence greater than any hereditary monarch could ever manage. Today she was wearing another of her customary high-collared dresses, made from turquoise and scarlet Indian silk over which gold Aztec-style symbols slithered like reef fish. Emilja acknowledged him with a sardonic smile, her light grey eyes twinkling. 


‘Thanks for this,’ he said with as much irony as he could project. He’d never wanted to be part of the assessment team, but she had been unusually insistent. 


‘No problem,’ she replied. 


Throughout the years he’d spent as her chief technology adviser, he’d come to respect then admire Emilja’s drive and ambition for the new society she’d helped found. Her political ability, in terms of building consensus amid the stubborn self-righteous grade one citizens of Delta Pavonis, was remarkable, too. And yet for all that time some deep-seated instinct had niggled away that she was holding something back from their working relationship. Now I know. A distrust of the Olyix, just as intense as Ainsley Zangari’s. 


So he wasn’t in the least bit surprised when Ainsley arrived right behind her, escorted by three aides. For someone over a hundred and seventy years old, the CEO of Connexion was in fantastic shape. Callum acknowledged this even while telling himself he wasn’t envious. He couldn’t even begin to guess how much money Ainsley had spent on various genetic treatments – certainly orders of magnitude greater than Callum ever had. Ainsley’s hair was as thick and dark as any thirty-year-old’s, while his skin had none of the motionless sheen afflicting Alik’s face, leaving him with features rugged enough to star in a Hong Kong interactive. Since the single time they’d met in the flesh, a hundred and twelve years ago, Ainsley had grown more youthful. The personality, though, the urbane self-assurance that surrounded him like an old-time saint’s aura . . . That belonged to something ancient, and not particularly benign. 


The self-styled richest man in history gave Callum a wry look. ‘Hello, Callum,’ he said gruffly. ‘Been a while.’ 


Callum matched his ex-employer’s indifference. Two can play that game. ‘Aye, it has.’ 


His composure was only slightly thrown by Alik’s bass chuckle. Ainsley sat next to Emilja on the other side of the table from the assessment team, with a couple of the sharp-suited aides standing attentively behind him, and another sitting at the table. Now that limited access to Kruse Station’s network had been granted, Apollo ran identity checks. Inevitably, the trio were all family. Tobias and Danuta Zangari – Ainsley’s grandchildren, who were in their forties – flanked their grandfather as they surveyed the assessment team with judgemental expressions. And claiming the prestigious chair beside his grandfather was Ainsley III; at eighty-two, he was the oldest of all the grandchildren. He had devoted his life to the company, rising steadily until he was now CEO of Connexion’s TranSol division. Callum wondered if his eerily similar features had been subtly altered over the decades to emphasize the Zangari family bond; they certainly looked like brothers if not almost identical twins. Solnet gossip whispered that Ainsley III was the favoured successor over his own father, Ainsley II. 


Callum was amused by the way Tobias and Danuta both exchanged a fleeting acknowledgement with Yuri’s assistant, Loi. Checking up on a junior family member always came first for a Zangari. 


‘We’ll take it from here,’ Captain Tral told the squad as the Zangaris established that one of their own had come through safe and sound. 


The armed figures left, leaving the drones floating discreetly in the air behind Tral, who took the seat to Emilja’s left. 


‘So exactly who the fuck are you?’ Ainsley snapped at Jessika. 


‘I am a member of a mission sent to Earth by the Neána to warn you about the true nature of the Olyix, and to help you resist them.’ 


‘So you’re not a Neána yourself?’ Ainsley III queried. 


‘Physically, no – and I have no memory of, or information about, what a Neána looks like. My body is a biologic unit, grown by the insertion ship that brought us to Sol. However, I do have certain abilities that humans lack, all of which we are prepared to give you to aid your fight.’ 


Kandara leant in closer, her black tank-top revealing tense biceps. ‘You’re an android?’ 


‘I’m not really sure worrying about definitions is going to be useful at this point,’ Jessika said. ‘But my body is very human.’ 


‘I want to know how much free will you have, or if you’re just following a program.’ 


‘I believe I can be classed as fully self-aware. My thoughts run in a human neural structure. The insertion ship generated my personality around the imperative to help humans survive the Olyix. If I have any hidden commands, they have not yet become apparent.’ 


‘But then you would say that,’ Emilja said. 


‘I certainly would. Our exposure to you was always going to generate deep suspicion. All I can say is that I believe you will come to trust me and my colleagues as the Olyix reveal their true intent.’ 


Ainsley gave Yuri a worried glance, a slow flush creeping up his face. ‘Which is to kidnap us? All of humanity?’ 


‘Essentially, yes. They will send their Deliverance fleet through the wormhole terminus inside the Salvation of Life. Humans will be collected and cocooned.’ 


‘Like those poor bastards we found in the Olyix transport ship your colleague hijacked,’ Alik muttered. ‘Jezus H Christ.’ 


‘When will the Olyix crusade start?’ Emilja asked. 


‘It will have begun the second I put that axe through the quint agent’s head,’ Jessika said. ‘The Salvation’s onemind will work out pretty damned fast that I’m a Neána, so it’ll know that right now you’re either warned, or being warned.’ 


‘Go back,’ Yuri said. ‘The onemind?’ 


‘The Salvation of Life’s controlling intelligence,’ Jessika said. ‘The transport ship on Nkya had a single controlling brain, remember? Well, the same goes for the Salvation of Life. And it’s to scale, too.’ 


‘And where does the Salvation’s wormhole lead to?’ Yuri asked. 


‘Back to a gateway that connects directly into their enclave.’ 


‘Their homeworld?’ 


‘I don’t know. My information is that the enclave is a section of spacetime that has a much slower timeflow than outside, so the effect is one of flying through time – like a relativistic spaceship which doesn’t move. The timeflow can be manipulated, of course – reverting to a normal flow to allow the Olyix’s ships to emerge, and for their network of monitor stations to report the detection of new sentient species emerging in the galaxy. Such a construct would by necessity be large – and presumably big enough to encompass the Olyix homeworld.’ 


‘But you don’t know,’ Alik said. ‘Not really.’ 


‘I have the information I was given, and that’s what I’m here to deliver to you. I don’t see why the Neána would lie, or why they would create me to warn you, if it wasn’t real.’ 


‘You need to give us some kind of proof,’ Ainsley said sharply. ‘Fuck, the decisions you’re expecting us to make on your word – the word of a species we’ve never heard of, and who supposedly hides somewhere between stars . . . If you truly know us, you’ll know that’s an impossible ask.’ 


Jessika gave him a direct stare. ‘Was Feriton Kayne not evidence enough?’ 


‘That revelation was persuasive,’ Emilja admitted. ‘And we’ll know more when the xenobiology department has examined his remains.’ 


‘Its remains,’ Eldlund said. ‘It. Not human.’ 


Callum thought about reprimanding his assistant; this was the grown-ups’ table, after all. But he held back. The kid did have a valid point. 


‘Yeah,’ a discomforted Ainsley said. 


‘Look,’ Jessika said. ‘In order to speed this along and get where we need to, I suggest that you accept what I’m saying with a healthy dose of scepticism – which will fade as you see the Olyix mission begin in precisely the fashion I’ve told you. At the very least, you have to acknowledge that some of your concerns have been borne out by Feriton Kayne. They have infiltrated your senior security organizations and engaged in some serious covert acts, subverting your ability to defend yourselves. That alone should warrant taking my warning seriously. The very least you can do is prepare yourselves.’ 


‘Wait,’ Alik snapped. ‘You’re talking about Cancer, aren’t you? Was she an Olyix?’ 


‘Most likely,’ Jessika said. ‘They’ll have hundreds of cored-out human bodies walking around Sol and the terraformed worlds, gathering information.’ 


‘Fuck,’ Yuri grunted. ‘How compromised are we?’ 


‘It could be worse,’ Jessika said. ‘I initiated the procedures to deep bioscan everyone entering any of the critical facilities in the Delta Pavonis system, and most of Sol’s Alpha Defence command centres have similar protocols.’ 


‘Connexion was starting to initiate an equivalent policy,’ Yuri said, and sighed. ‘Hindsight is a fucking wonderful thing.’ 


‘Look closely, and you’ll probably find Feriton or some other Olyix agents were the ones slowing it down,’ Jessika said. 


‘Sonofabitch,’ Ainsley growled, his fists clenching so tight his knuckles whitened. ‘I fucking knew it!’ 


Ainsley III’s hand came down over his grandfather’s – a reassurance that was also trying to restrain the anger. Callum was nonplussed by the old man’s raw rage; he’d always assumed the larger-than-life persona was part of the act, of being The Ainsley Zangari on the solnet streams. In private, he must be more accommodating and political, surely? 


‘We have one person’s word for it,’ Emilja chided. ‘A person who also claims to be an alien. I’d urge some caution about accepting everything she says at face value.’ 


‘All right,’ the richest man who’d ever been said grudgingly. ‘But what happened to Feriton proves the Olyix have been spying on us, and it can’t be for any good reason. You’ve gotta give me that.’ 


‘I’m not denying what’s happened,’ Emilja said. ‘I’m just saying our response cannot be to lash out blindly. We need to think this through.’ 


‘Okay,’ Ainsley III said in a reasonable tone. ‘Suppose Jessika here is right and the Olyix are worse than we ever figured. What sort of protective measures are we talking about?’ 


‘All of them!’ Ainsley shouted. 


Callum knew the nark he’d taken was working. He should have been in a state of complete panic at the idea of the Olyix invading, but he faced Jessika with curiosity rather than alarm. ‘Earth’s shields,’ he said. ‘How secure are the cities?’ 


‘I can’t make any guarantees,’ she replied. ‘My colleagues and I did our best to expose the vulnerabilities in your defences. You responded quite well. But you’re going to have to declare a full level-one global emergency.’ 


‘Now we’re talking!’ Ainsley said. 


Jessika nodded. ‘The city and habitat shields have to go active now. That way we’ll see which ones actually function. Even if the Salvation of Life launches a Deliverance fleet in the next six hours, it will take them days to reach Earth. That gives us a small window to re-establish control of any shields they’ve disabled.’ 


‘Six hours?’ Yuri asked, aghast. ‘You’re fucking joking, right?’ 


‘No. Now that the Olyix know you have been informed of their true purpose, they will move swiftly. Any hesitation on their part just allows you more time to prepare, so they will want to prevent that.’ 


‘And apart from raising the city shields, what else would you advise?’ Emilja asked. 


‘You need to be on guard for acts of sabotage. What the Olyix need is for governments and security agencies to be incapacitated. They’ll try to cut solarwell power to Earth’s grid, then shut down solnet and most of the Connexion hubs. Without those basics, your society will be unable to function, let alone defend itself. But their biggest problem is the terraformed worlds. The way your portals have allowed you to spread out from Sol in a relatively short time is unusual in our experience. They’ll have to make a huge effort to secure the transtellar portals, which will allow them to take their invasion out to the planets you’ve settled.’ 


‘Won’t they just send more arkships to the stars we’ve reached?’ Loi asked. 


‘They might have to,’ Jessika said, ‘especially if you can prevent them from capturing the portals. But that will take time and add an order of magnitude to the complexity of their invasion.’ 


‘All right,’ Kandara said in a sceptical voice. ‘We alert the security agencies, defend the transtellar portals and switch on the shields. But that’s just passive defence. That doesn’t stop anything; it just buys us time. So how do we defeat them?’ 


Jessika gave her a puzzled look. ‘Defeat them?’ 


‘Yeah. Defeat them. Shoot their Deliverance fleet out of the sky. Blow up the Salvation of Life. Nuke this enclave of theirs back into whatever stone age they had.’ 


‘You can’t.’ 


‘What the actual fuck?’ Ainsley exclaimed. 


‘They cannot be defeated,’ Jessika said, looking around the table, hunting understanding. ‘They are too well established, too powerful.’


‘Then, for Christ’s sake, what—?’


Emilja held a hand up. By some miracle Ainsley halted his tirade, but his face was a mask of rage.


‘So what do you expect us to do?’ Emilja demanded. ‘You clearly have some idea. Whatever sent you here had a reason.’ 


‘To warn you,’ Jessika said. ‘To stall the invasion long enough that some of you can flee out into the depths of space. Your habitat construction ability is impressive. You will be able to build your refuges in the emptiness between stars. This way your species will survive.’ 


‘No,’ Emilja said simply. ‘That is not survival. To even say such a thing shows that you do not understand us at all. We cannot live on, hiding in fear. That would give the Olyix an absolute victory. No. We need to resist this. We need to defeat them, to prevent them from ever doing this to us or any other species ever again.’ 


‘You don’t understand,’ Jessika said. ‘We don’t even know how long they have been persecuting this insane campaign. Millions of years, most likely. Their enclave accelerates through time, lifting them out of life in real spacetime. There is no way in, and no way to reach them. They only emerge to conquer, and to steal your minds for their so-called god. You cannot fight them, for you can never find them. Even if those who survive the invasion go on to develop the most advanced weapons imaginable, what can they do? Remain vigilant for a million years waiting for the Olyix to emerge on another invasion? No society can last that long and retain its purpose. Decadence will set in. You will decay or forget. You will fall from whatever peak you reach. And then they will come again and scoop up whatever remains.’ 


‘Is that what happened to your species?’ Alik snarled. 


‘I don’t know what we’ve done. I don’t know what we became or where we went. All I know is I am here to help however I can.’ 


‘A biological civilization may well fall eventually,’ Eldlund said, ‘but a digital-mechanical one would not.’ 


‘And the relevance of that is?’ Alik asked sourly. 


‘Those who survive this invasion and fly to safety in interstellar space could build an army, an armada that would never die. Our von Neumann ships would visit every star system in the galaxy over that million years and turn them all into armed fortresses. I’d like to see the Olyix survive that.’ 


Emilja directed a humourless smile at Eldlund. ‘Let’s just put the eternal death robot navy in the bank for now.’ 


‘Why?’ Ainsley asked. ‘Sounds like a fucking good idea to me.’ 


‘Because we have twenty billion people who are about to have their bodies taken away from them,’ Emilja retorted. ‘That is our immediate problem. Once we’ve prevented that from happening, we can focus on what to do next.’ 


Ainsley shrugged extravagantly. ‘Whatever. But I still go with not being defensive the whole goddamn time. These sons of bitches need to be shown there’s a price to be paid for what they’ve done.’ 


‘We will hit them,’ Yuri said, ‘and hit them hard. But from what we’ve seen and know, Jessika may well be right about them launching an insurgency offensive. That cannot be allowed. We have to go to alert status. Right, Alik?’ 


Alik Monday flinched, but went on to give Yuri a grudging nod. ‘Yeah. That’s going to be my immediate recommendation. Putting agencies on alert costs practically nothing. If this turns out to be bullshit we lose nothing and everyone had a good drill.’ 


‘It is not bullshit,’ Jessika said forcefully. 


‘I dig that. But you’ve gotta see the politics behind this, right? You want a Sol-wide alert, you got to play the game. Something this big, people up at the top of the chain will be scared shitless of making a false call. They gotta be eased into it.’ 


‘But you don’t think it’s bullshit, do you?’ she persisted. 


Alik took a long breath, his stiff facial muscles shifting towards an expression of concern. ‘No. This is some serious shit going down right now, that’s beyond question. And until we establish exactly what the Olyix’s intensions are, I say, take precautions.’ 


‘Thanks, mom,’ Ainsley growled. 


‘Best you’re going to get,’ Alik said stubbornly. 


‘I need to run Connexion’s response,’ Yuri said. ‘Make sure we’re protected correctly. Specifically, protecting the transtellar hubs.’ 


‘Agreed,’ Ainsley III said. 


Callum glanced at the little clump of Zangaris in mild surprise, but Ainsley himself didn’t seem bothered that his grandson was making decisions independently. 


‘Take Loi with you,’ Ainsley said. ‘Make fucking sure those transtellar hubs are safe. You have total authority to protect them, any resource you need. Keep those bastards out of my company.’ 


‘Yes, sir.’ 


‘I need to get to D.C., right now,’ Alik said. ‘Something this big, you gotta do it in person.’ 


‘Of course,’ Emilja said. ‘Keep me and Ainsley in the loop; we’ll coordinate our response with Earth’s global Political Action Committee contacts. That should give us the political clout to have Sol’s Alpha Defence also brought up to critical alert status within the hour. Callum?’ 


‘Yes?’ He so nearly added: ma’am. 


‘I’d like you to represent the Senior Council at Alpha Defence, please. Make sure they understand just how serious this is for everyone. We can’t afford reticence.’ 


‘Of course.’ As Callum said it, Apollo was splashing a message from Eldlund across his tarsus lens. I want to help. He looked over at his assistant, seeing the silent desperation behind the young omnia’s handsome face. ‘I’ll take Eldlund with me.’ 


That didn’t even merit an answer from Emilja; she just nodded in a distracted fashion. 


‘Danuta,’ Ainsley said. ‘You go with Callum. Help apply some family weight on Alpha Defence.’ 


She nodded crisply. ‘Yes, Grandfather.’ 


Callum refrained from comment. With Loi accompanying Yuri, and now Danuta assigned to him, the old man was using family to oversee everything. Politics or paranoia? 


‘And me?’ Jessika asked. ‘What about me?’ 


‘What about you?’ Ainsley said. 


‘At the very least I can advise.’ 


‘Once – if – this happens, then your continued contribution to our assessment will be welcomed,’ Emilja said. 


‘I understand. I’d like to remain here and wait for Soćko to recover.’ 


‘You think he will?’ 


Jessika smiled slyly. ‘We’re quite resilient; he’ll recover. I hope in the next couple of hours.’ 


‘Very well.’ Emilja stared at Tral. ‘Escort her to the medical facility, but be ready to bring her back up here.’ 


‘Yes, ma’am.’ 


‘I’ll go with her as well,’ Kandara said. ‘Just in case.’ 


‘If that makes you happy and relaxed,’ Jessika said. 


‘My dear, no one is ever going to be relaxed around you again.’ 


Callum stood up and exchanged a glance with Alik, who was also getting to his feet. Weirdly, he felt a surge of optimism, which he didn’t think was entirely down to the nark. ‘I hope you’re persuasive when you put the case to Earth.’ 


‘You believe her, then?’ Alik jerked an accusing thumb at Jessika, who was staring at him with interest. 


‘Until something better comes along, sure thing.’ 
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