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  HERB 1: 2210




  Herb looked at the viewing field and felt his stomach tighten in horror. He had been expecting to see a neat cityscape: line after line of silver needles linked by lacy

  bridges, cool silver skyscrapers shot through with pink-tinted crystal windows; artfully designed to resemble the spread of colours on a petal. Instead he saw . . . bleak nothingness. Cold,

  featureless, gently undulating wasteland spreading in all directions.




  Something had gone badly wrong. Suddenly the cosy white-leather and polished yellow-wood lounge of his spaceship was not the safe cocoon he had grown used to over the past few months. Now they

  would be coming to prise him from this warm, cushioned shell to cast him shivering into the real world, all because he had made one tiny mistake.




  Somehow he had made a mess of the code that should have told the Von Neumann Machines to stop reproducing and start building.




  Herb’s machines had eaten up an entire planet.




  But there was nothing to be gained now by crying about it. Herb had known he was on his own when he embarked upon this project. It was up to him to figure out what had gone

  wrong, and then to extract himself from the situation.




  He opened a second viewing field next to the first and called up an image of his prototype Von Neumann Machine. A cylinder, nine centimetres long, with eight silver legs spaced along its body

  giving it an insectile appearance. Six months ago Herb had dropped out of warp right over this planet, opened the hatch of his spaceship, and stood in solemn silence for a moment before dropping

  that same machine onto the desolate, rocky surface below.




  What had happened next?




  Herb liked to pace when he was thinking, and he had arranged his spaceship lounge to allow him room to do so. Two white sofas facing each other occupied the centre of the room. A wide moat of

  parquet flooring filled the space between the sofas and the surrounding furniture that lined the walls of the room. The smell of beeswax polish and fresh coffee filled the cabin. Herb closed his

  eyes as he ran through the order of events after he had released the Von Neumann Machine – a mental dry run to try and isolate the problem.




  He imagined that first VNM turning on six of its spindly legs, lifting them in a high stepping motion as it sought to orientate itself. The remaining two legs would be extended forward, acting

  as antennae, vibrating slightly as they read the little machine’s surroundings. It would have walked a few paces, tiny grains of sand sticking to its silver grey limbs, then maybe changed

  direction and moved again, executing a random path until it found a patch of rock of just the right composition, and then settled itself down, folding its legs around itself to bring its osmotic

  shell in contact with the surface.




  His thoughts on track, Herb began to pace in a circle around one sofa, soft ships’ slippers padding on the wooden floor. He was naked except for a pair of paper shorts. Two hairs grew from

  his sunken chest, whose pallor had caused the ship’s computer to steadily increase the UV content of the lighting over the past two days, in order to stimulate vitamin D production. Okay,

  what next?




  In his imagination he saw that first machine absorbing matter, converting it, working it, and sending it around that half twisted loop that no human mind could comprehend. Soon there would be

  two identical machines standing on the rock, their legs waving in an explorative fashion. And then four of them, then eight . . .




  The program was perfect, or so the simulations had told him. When they reached the optimum number the machines should have begun constructing his city out of their own bodies, clambering on top

  of each other using the sticky pads on the ends of their feet. Herb was proud of the design of those pads: each seemingly smooth foot ended in a chaotic branching of millions upon millions of tiny

  strands. Press one foot down and the hairs would spread out, reaching down and around to follow the contours of the surface beneath them so perfectly that they were attracted to it at a molecular

  level.




  Not that any of that mattered now. This was the point where the error lay. The machines hadn’t paused to build his city. They’d just gone on reproducing, continued eating up the

  planet to make copies of themselves until there was nothing left. He opened his eyes again to look at the viewing field. Maybe he had only imagined it.




  No way. Herb groaned as the view zoomed in on the cold grey shifting sea beneath. He could make out the busy motion of millions of VNMs walking over and under each other, struggling to climb

  upwards to the surface only to be trodden on and forced down by other VNMs, each equally determined about seeking the light. Wasn’t that part of the end program? City spires, growing upwards,

  seeking the light in the manner of plants? Herb groaned again at the endless perpetual motion beneath his ship. Everywhere he looked, everywhere the ship’s senses could reach – out to

  the horizon, down to the submerged layers of machines – it was the same: frenzied pointless activity.




  He paused and felt a sudden thrill of horror. That wasn’t quite true. Something was happening directly below. He could see a wave building beneath him: a swelling in the grey, rolling

  surface. Thousands of pairs of tiny silver antennae were now waving in his direction. They sensed the ship hanging there. They sensed raw materials that could be converted into yet more silver

  VNMs. Herb felt a peculiar mix of horror and betrayal.




  He croaked out a command. ‘Ship. Up one hundred metres!’




  The ship smoothly gained altitude and Herb began to pace again. He needed to think, to isolate the error; but he couldn’t concentrate because one thought kept jumping in front of all the

  others.




  He was in serious trouble. The EA would have been upset enough by the thought of a private city being built on an unapproved planet. Never mind the fact that the planet was sterile and

  uninhabited, they would still point out the fact that a city wasn’t part of this planet’s natural environmental vectors.




  ‘We are uniquely placed to manipulate not only our environment, but also that of other races as yet unborn. It is our responsibility not to abuse that privilege.’




  The message was as much part of Herb’s childhood as the smell of damp grass, the dull brown tedium of Cultural Appreciation lessons and the gentle but growing certainty that whatever he

  wanted was his for the asking. Everything, that is, but this. Everyone knew the EA’s philosophy.




  So what would the EA think when they discovered that in failing to build his illegal city he had accidentally destroyed an entire planet instead?




  Herb didn’t remember setting out a bottle of vanilla whisky on the carved glass slab that served as a side table. Nonetheless, he poured a drink and felt himself relax a little. His next

  moves began to fall into place.




  First he had to try and destroy any evidence linking this planet with himself.




  Next he had to get away from here undetected.




  Then he had to slot back into normal life as if nothing had happened.




  Then, and only then, could he pause to think about what had gone wrong with his prototype.




  The first objective should be quite straightforward. The original VNM had been designed with anonymity in mind: standard parts, modular pieces of code taken from public libraries. The thought

  that someone might accidentally stumble across his planet had always been at the back of his mind. He gulped down some more whisky and an idea seemed to crystallize from the concentrated alcohol.

  He prodded it gently.




  Of course, so far as Herb knew, no one else even knew that this planet existed. He had jumped across space at random and set his ship’s senses wide to find a suitable location. What if

  this planet were just to disappear? What if he dropped a second VNM onto it – one with a warp drive and access to a supply of exotic matter? Set it loose converting all the original machines,

  and then, when that work was done, just jump them all into the heart of a star?




  Could he do it?




  Getting hold of enough exotic matter to build the warp drives of the modified VNMs would be a problem; but his father had contacts, so that could come later. He had to get away first.




  He could do that. A random series of jumps around the galaxy, eventually returning to Earth. Enough jumps, executed quickly enough, and nothing would be able to retrace his course.




  Good. Now, how about slotting back into normal life? Would anyone suspect him? More to the point, would the EA suspect anything? Their senses were everywhere. They said the EA could look into

  someone’s soul and weigh the good and evil contained therein to twenty decimal places, and yet . . . and yet . . .




  Herb was different. He had known it since he was a child. Sometimes it was as if he was merely a silhouette. Like he was there in outline, but they couldn’t fill in any of the specific

  details.




  If anyone could get away with it, it was Herb.




  A gentle breeze brushed his face and he felt his spirits lift. He took another gulp of whisky and felt its reassuring warmth as he swallowed. Alcohol and the flooding sense of relief made the

  lounge resume its feeling of comfort and security. The plan was good. He could get away with it.




  ‘I can get away with it,’ he whispered to himself, his confidence growing. Another drink of whisky and that familiar sense of his own invulnerability swung slowly back into place.

  Get back home, and he would be able to examine the design of his VNM and discover what had gone wrong with it. He drained the glass and began to stride around the room, feet padding on the wooden

  floor, energy suddenly bubbling inside him.




  ‘I’m going to get away with it!’ he said out loud, punching at the air with a fist, whisky slopping from the glass held in his other hand. And then, once he was home, once he

  had found the error in his design, he could find himself another planet. Build his city there instead.




  ‘I will get away with it!’ he cried triumphantly.




  ‘No you won’t.’




  The glass slipped from Herb’s fingers. He spun around and fell into a crouch position; ready to run or fight, though where he would run to in a three-room spaceship his body hadn’t

  yet decided.




  A slight, dark-haired man with a wide, white, beaming smile and midnight-black skin stood on the sheepskin rug between the facing sofas. He wore an immaculately tailored suit in dark cloth with

  a pearl-grey pinstripe. Snowy-white cuffs peeped from the edge of his sleeves; gleaming patent leather shoes were half hidden by the razor-sharp creases of his trousers. The man raised his hat, a

  dark fedora with a spearmint-green band, to Herb.




  ‘Good afternoon, Henry Jeremiah Kirkham. My name is Robert Johnston. I work for the Environment Agency.’




  Herb slowly straightened up. He felt naked and exposed.




  ‘What are you doing on my ship?’ he said, the faintest tremor in his voice.




  Robert Johnston gave a sad little shrug of his shoulders.




  ‘Oh Herb, I don’t like this any more than you do, but, well, I have no choice. You have put me in this position; your actions have led me to this juncture. I’m afraid that I am

  going to have to punish you for the destruction of this planet.’ He shook his head in regret.




  Herb frowned back at him. He felt more confused than angry.




  ‘No, that’s not what I meant. I meant, how did you get on my ship? You can’t have stowed away; it’s too small. I’d have heard the alarms if you tried to come

  through the airlock.’




  He bit his lip in thought. ‘Ergo, you can’t be here,’ he murmured. ‘What are you? Externally projected V-R?’




  Robert Johnston gave another sad little shake of the head. ‘Sorry, Herb, no.’ He suddenly became more animated. ‘I’m as real as the next man. I’m here in person, in

  the flesh. Accept no substitutes, the One and Only, the real McCoy, The Cat in the Hat.’ At this he skimmed his broad-brimmed hat across the room towards Herb, who ducked quickly to avoid it.

  The hat spun over his head and hit one of the glass ornaments on the sideboard, knocking it over. It fell to the floor and shattered. Herb ignored the noise. His anger was building, his arrogance

  asserting itself. He fanned it, forced himself to hold Robert Johnston’s gaze and speak with a level voice that belied the tension that was building in his stomach.




  ‘Okay, if you’re real, how did you get in here? This ship’s integrity has not been breached since we left Earth, or I would have known about it. Every particle of onboard

  matter will have been tracked by the ship’s AI since it was loaded, and you are to be found nowhere on the manifest. You cannot be here. I can only surmise that I am hallucinating.’ He

  looked thoughtfully for a moment at the bottle that sat on the floor near his feet and murmured to himself, ‘Possibly drugged by this vanilla whisky that I don’t remember putting out

  here on the table . . .’




  He frowned. Robert Johnston tilted his head back and gave a delighted laugh. His neatly knotted green and pearl tie shimmered in the light.




  ‘The lengths some people will go to to avoid the simple truth! The whisky has been tampered with, but only to the extent of adding a mild sedative. This is what is allowing you to stand

  there arguing rationally with me, rather than following the more natural urge to crouch shivering in the corner. Anyway, if I’m a hallucination, how could I have put the whisky bottle there

  in the first place?’




  Herb frowned thoughtfully. He did feel a lot calmer than he would have expected to in the circumstances, and yet, there was something so odd about the situation. There was a definite air of

  unreality hanging around the smartly dressed man with the brilliant smile that had seemingly sprung from the polished wooden floor of Herb’s lounge.




  ‘Why have you drugged me?’ said Herb, after a pause.




  ‘The EA is concerned about your health. The shock of me suddenly appearing in your ship could have severe consequences.’




  ‘Good for the EA. So how did you get here? Matter displacement?’




  ‘No. Nothing so exotic. I came down the secret passage.’




  Herb was silent for a moment as he considered the statement. When he spoke, it was with icy calm.




  ‘You don’t have secret passages on spaceships.’




  ‘Yes you do. There’s one underneath that armchair. Look.’




  At that Robert Johnston walked across the room, the heels of his shoes clicking on the polished, patterned wooden floor as he went. He seized the armchair by its back, his fingers making deep

  dimples in the soft white leather, and pulled it to one side. The outline of a trapdoor could be seen, a knife line through the contrasting colours of the parquetry. Robert Johnston pressed one

  corner of the outline with an elegantly manicured finger and the trapdoor popped up with a soft sigh. He pulled it back to reveal a long metal tube dropping away into the distance. Herb felt the

  gentle pull of air leaving his lounge, sighing its way down the dark, yawning passageway.




  ‘I don’t believe it,’ whispered Herb softly. ‘Are you sure you’re not a hallucination?’




  ‘I feel it in my bones,’ said Robert Johnston.




  They both crouched down by the edge of the secret passageway, staring into its depths.




  Robert Johnston stroked his chin. ‘The floor of your lounge is built into the port wall of your ship. I attached my ship to yours just after you completed your first jump from Earth. The

  pipe you can see is the connection between us. A simple deep scan ensured that the hatch was located for concealment beneath your armchair.’




  Herb gazed at Robert Johnston in disgust. ‘What are you talking about? How could you attach your ship to mine without me noticing it? I’d have picked it up the first time I scanned

  any system on reinsertion from warp.’




  Robert Johnston shook his head sadly, his wide beaming grin belying this gesture.




  ‘Oh Herb. And you’re supposed to be quite intelligent.’




  ‘What do you mean, quite intelligent?’ snapped Herb.




  ‘Do you find that offensive? I’m sorry.’ Robert Johnston gazed at the tips of his fingers for a moment, an enigmatic smile playing around his lips, and then continued.




  ‘What I mean is that I’m surprised you haven’t worked it out. Surely you have heard of stealth technology?’




  ‘I have. I don’t believe it is sophisticated enough to fool my scanners,’ replied Herb shortly.




  ‘Oh, it is,’ said Robert Johnston softly. ‘It is.’




  They crouched by the hole for another moment in silence. Herb’s pale-blue eyes locked with Robert Johnston’s dark-brown gaze. Herb was used to playing this game, and usually he was

  the last to look away. Not this time. He blinked and looked back down into the shadows.




  ‘Okay,’ he muttered softly, ‘I believe you. You attached a stealth ship to mine.’




  ‘I didn’t say that,’ said Robert Johnston.




  Herb jumped to his feet in anger. ‘Hell’s teeth!’ he shouted. ‘What is your problem? Why do you keep playing games with me?’




  The smile vanished from Robert Johnston’s face, and Herb found a very different person looking at him. Without the smile, Robert looked hard and unforgiving. There was no emotion in his

  face, just the cold certainty that Robert Johnston – and only Robert Johnston – was in charge of the situation. The complete lack of warmth frightened Herb; there were no emotional

  handles on a man like this.




  Robert spoke in the softest of tones. ‘I just wanted to establish, right at the beginning of our relationship, that I could. I’m not one of your father’s lackeys, paid to be

  pushed around.’




  The smile snapped back onto his face, and Herb felt a rush of relief.




  ‘However, let me explain. I did not say that I used a stealth ship, I merely pointed that out as a possible solution to the problem: namely, how did I attach my ship to yours without you

  noticing?’




  Robert Johnston rose to his feet and walked across to the sofa facing the viewing field that Herb had opened earlier. Herb paused to run his finger along the rim of the hatch Robert had opened

  in his ship. The parquetry was joined to the metal of the hatch like the crust on a loaf of bread: one material faded into another without any definable boundary. However the join was achieved,

  Herb had not seen the effect before. Reluctantly, because Robert was waiting, he pulled the hatch shut and went to sit on the sofa opposite him.




  When Herb had designed the lounge of his spaceship he had intended it to be light and airy. White-leather furniture and slabs of glass sat above the non-repeating, tessellating

  pattern of the parquet floor. The walls were left quite plain, only the occasional tall ornament or sculpture set out around the perimeter of the room acted to relieve their blankness. The ceiling

  was hung with the fragile white balls of paper lanterns that gently illuminated the room. To Herb’s eyes, Robert Johnston, sitting on the white sofa, stood out like a turd in cotton wool. His

  dark suit may have been immaculately tailored, his sharp starched cuffs may have slid from the sleeves of his jacket as he smoothed a crease on his trousers, but as far as Herb was concerned there

  was something jarringly wrong about the man sitting opposite. As he was thinking this, the answer to the problem occurred to him.




  ‘You suppressed my ship’s AI, didn’t you?’ Herb said. ‘My ship is completely under the control of your ship’s AI. Your ship has processed every command

  I’ve made, and filtered out any information it didn’t want me to see.’




  ‘Very good,’ said Robert Johnston. ‘You are pretty intelligent, but I knew that. However . . . I want you to understand that everything you have done over the past six months

  has been catalogued by the EA. We have the proof you destroyed this planet.’




  ‘It was an accident.’ Herb narrowed his eyes. ‘If you’ve monitored everything that I’ve done, you will realize that.’




  Robert Johnston gave another sad smile.




  ‘Oh, I realize that. But Herb . . . It’s not an excuse. You’ve still destroyed a planet.’




  ‘It was completely lifeless. I checked first.’




  Herb knew that it was the wrong thing to say as soon as the words left his lips. Robert Johnston’s eyes darkened, the smile snapped away again to be replaced by an expression of pure

  anger.




  ‘You checked, did you? Ran a full spectroscopic analysis of the atmosphere for airborne plankton? Performed a high-resolution deep scan in case microbes were clinging onto life beside hot

  vents deep at the heart of the planet?’ He flicked his right hand in a dismissive fashion. ‘Or did you just run a five-minute local sweep for Earth-like life forms?’




  Herb opened his mouth to speak but Robert Johnston interrupted.




  ‘Don’t!’ he shouted, holding up a hand. ‘We both know the answer to that, don’t we?’




  Herb cringed at the violence with which the words erupted. Robert Johnston’s expression froze. Herb grew tense, wondering what was going to happen next. Robert Johnston remained perfectly

  still, his arm raised as if to strike, the edge of one perfectly pressed and gleaming white cuff emerging from the sleeve of his jacket, the tide line between the pale and the midnight-black skin

  that travelled around his hand dead centre in Herb’s vision.




  Robert Johnston held that position, held it and held it, and then his eyes moved slowly to the left to gaze at his own hand. His mouth creased back into a wide smile and he relaxed. The upraised

  hand was dropped.




  ‘. . . but that’s all in the past now. A crime has been committed, and now we must decide upon the punishment.’




  Herb felt his stomach tighten again. Maybe the effect of the drugged whisky was wearing off, because he felt more panicky than before.




  He began to babble. ‘We don’t have to do this, you know. My father is a very important man. I’m sure we can come to some arrangement. Besides, I’m sorry. I’ve

  learnt my lesson. I won’t do anything like this again. Look, face it, I’ve got a lot to offer society. I put together those VNMs to my own design. My technical skills have got to be

  worth something, it would be a real waste to lock me away where I couldn’t achieve anything worthwhile . . .’




  ‘Pre-emptive Multitasking?’ said Robert Johnston, innocently.




  Herb paused in mid flow, his mouth moving soundlessly.




  Robert Johnston began to adjust the viewing field. The greyish square hanging in the air above the coffee table began to grow.




  ‘I mean, I know that it reduces the overall intelligence slightly, but it does mean that a perfectly good brain can work on five or six different jobs at the same time.’




  The viewing field had now expanded to a square about three metres across the diagonal. Robert Johnston began to apply a slight curve across its surface, continuing to speak as he did so.




  ‘So, we could have your body locked up in a nutrient vat in a station in the Oort cloud, whilst we apply your intelligence to controlling five or six different maintenance

  craft.’




  The viewing field darkened and a few stars began to appear.




  ‘We could leave you a time slice of consciousness for your own use: a time for you to think and dream, to be yourself. Depending on how you co-operate we could locate that consciousness

  inside your body, in the vat . . . though that would be very boring . . .’ Robert Johnston turned from the viewing field to smile at Herb. ‘. . . or maybe controlling a robot with the

  run of the station. That way you could get to mix with some members of the crew.’




  Depth was added to the picture in the viewing field. A section of a black sphere grew in the living room, diamond stars winking into existence inside it. Herb was looking at a star field. His

  mind, however, was far away across the galaxy, trapped in a tight-fitting metal coffin filled with lukewarm nutrient soup, whilst his eyes stared into infrared and the empty drones under his

  control crept and crawled beneath the cold remnants of starlight.




  ‘I don’t want that,’ said Herb softly. His eyes were filling with tears.




  ‘What makes you think you have a choice?’ asked Robert Johnston. ‘You’re not a child anymore, your father isn’t going to come along and say, “Okay, maybe not

  this time if you really, really promise not to do it again.” We’re dealing with cause and effect here. You do the crime, you do the time. That’s it, you can’t go back.

  Anymore than we can restore the life to this planet that your self-replicating machines have just spent the last few months destroying.’




  ‘Oh.’ Herb couldn’t think of anything else to say. He looked around the lounge of his spaceship and already it seemed to belong to someone else. He had passed from one world to

  another. He sat down heavily on one of the sofas and put his head into his hands.




  ‘Will you tell my father?’




  ‘You will have the opportunity to do that yourself. You will have access to a public comm channel. That’s a basic right of any intelligent being.’




  Herb shrugged his shoulders.




  Robert Johnston continued to manipulate the viewing field. Stars began to move across it. He appeared to be searching for something. Herb said nothing. He began to run his fingers over the soft

  white leather of the sofa, enjoying the sensation of luxury whilst he still could.




  Robert Johnston paused in his search and glanced towards him. ‘Don’t you want to know how long your sentence is?’




  The thought that a finite sentence made any difference to his current circumstances hadn’t occurred to Herb. The thought of going to the Oort cloud was too big. Coming back was too remote

  a possibility, be it in ten or a hundred years’ time. He just gave a shrug in answer.




  Robert Johnston gave a grin as he brought the stars’ movement to a halt.




  ‘That’s an unfair question of course. We don’t know the answer. How long will it take for you to atone? Only the EA knows. We don’t get that many cases of planetcide

  – one a year, if that. I’d guess your sentence would probably be more than your natural lifespan. We’d probably have to take an e-print of your consciousness.’




  ‘Are you deliberately tormenting me?’ asked Herb, a feeble twist of anger gently uncurling in his stomach. Robert Johnston turned towards him again with an approving smile.




  ‘Good. You do have some spirit, don’t you? No, Herb, I’m not tormenting you. I’m just trying to impress upon you the seriousness of your predicament.’




  There was a silence, and Herb had the first inkling that maybe his fate wasn’t yet decided. He paused, wondering if he dared hope otherwise.




  Eventually he had to speak. ‘Why?’ he asked, wonderingly.




  Robert Johnston gave another grin. If Herb hadn’t known better, he would have thought the other man was pleased with him.




  Robert Johnston had finally found what he was looking for. He set the viewing field to full locale. Herb was floating in interstellar space on a white-leather sofa. A star rushed towards his

  face, growing in size. It veered to one side just before hitting him and a smaller, darker object swam into view. A planet with the size, and the apparent intent, of a fist now hung in front of

  Herb’s nose.




  ‘Take a look at it,’ said Robert Johnston. ‘I’ve enabled the tactiles.’




  Herb reached for the planet and turned it around in his hand, the rest of the universe spinning around the room in a dizzying pattern of lights as it maintained the correct orientation with

  Herb’s viewpoint. The planet was a grey featureless sphere, like an old ball bearing Herb had once seen in a museum.




  ‘What is it?’ he asked, fascinated. As he stared at the object in his hand, the surface of the planet seemed to ripple slightly.




  Herb frowned. ‘Those ripples must be hundreds of kilometres high, to be seen at this scale. What’s going on?’ As he spoke, an answer occurred to him. For a moment he had

  thought he was looking at his own planet, the one that seethed just outside the door of his ship. Then he had noticed the patterns of the star field.




  ‘It’s the remains of another planet, isn’t it? Someone else has done what I’ve done here.’




  Robert Johnston’s smile loomed in the blackness of space, his teeth glowing blue in the reflected starlight.




  ‘A few people, actually. Oh, don’t look so disappointed, Herb. I thought you were sorry for what you’ve done. Look at that planet, though. Look at the way it’s writhing

  in your hands. Think about the sheer power behind those machines. Just compare them to yours.’




  ‘Mine were designed to build a city. Raw power is all very well—’




  ‘Oh Herb. Don’t be so sensitive. I was only making a point.’




  Herb bristled. ‘Not necessarily. As I was trying to say, power isn’t everything. It’s all down to the design of the original machine. If that hasn’t been thought through

  properly, all the power in the world won’t ensure its integrity.’




  Robert Johnston was silent. Herb let go of the planet that he held in his hand and tried to see him through the darkness, without success. He started at a sudden movement beside him. It was

  Robert Johnston, sitting down on the same sofa.




  He leant close to Herb’s ear and spoke softly. ‘So what you are saying is that you are not worried by what you can see before you? If I asked you to, you could neutralize those

  machines?’




  Herb said nothing. He breathed in and out slowly, gazing at the planet. So that was the deal.




  ‘Yes . . .’ He hesitated. Robert Johnston was staring at him intently, instilling the idea that he would not tolerate empty promises. Herb took another breath, and his habitual

  confidence rekindled.




  ‘Yes,’ he said again. ‘Yes, I could do it. I’m sure I could. I know I could.’




  ‘Excellent,’ said Robert Johnston, slouching back in the sofa. ‘I hoped you could. I knew you could. Set a thief to catch a thief, that’s what I said to them.’




  He crossed his legs, his left ankle resting on his right knee, and began to tap out a rhythm on his thigh.




  Herb stared at him. ‘So?’ he said.




  ‘So what?’ asked Robert Johnston.




  ‘So we have a deal. I neutralize those VNMs that have converted the planet, and you let me off.’




  ‘Oh, Herb.’ Robert Johnston shook his head sadly. ‘I can’t let you off. Your crime is much too great for that.’




  Again, Herb felt a great weight descend upon him. He slumped forward, all energy draining from his body. Robert Johnston leant forward quickly and placed a hand upon Herb’s knee.




  ‘That doesn’t mean that we couldn’t cut a deal though,’ he said hurriedly. ‘I could have you transferred to an Earth prison, instead. Get your sentence cut to about

  a year. Even arrange for some remedial training in the responsible applications of self-replicating machines.’




  Herb sat up straighter, though without as much enthusiasm as he would have expected. His constantly changing fate was making him feel drained and passive.




  As it was supposed to.




  He gave a weak smile. ‘Would you?’ he said.




  ‘Oh yes,’ said Robert Johnston. ‘If it was anyone else but you.’




  He rolled out of the chair easily before Herb could seize him by the throat and then backed casually around the room, ducking and dodging as Herb tried to catch him. Herb was incoherent with

  rage: shouting and swearing as he tried to punch, kick, scratch and bite his tormentor. Eventually Robert Johnston tripped him up with one elegantly shod foot. Herb curled up on the floor and began

  to cry.




  ‘Why are you doing this to me? Why are you playing with my mind?’ he sobbed.




  Robert Johnston looked puzzled. ‘I’m not. I’m sorry. I’m not explaining myself very well. Come here.’




  He reached out and took hold of Herb by the hand. Gently, he led him back to the sofa and sat him down.




  ‘I think you need some more vanilla whisky.’ He refilled the glass and pressed it into Herb’s hand. Herb gulped down the sweet, warming liquid and stared into the space that

  filled the room.




  Robert Johnston’s voice was low and comforting. ‘You see, Herb; I didn’t mean that I wouldn’t cut a deal with you. No. Any time you want me to cut a deal, just say so,

  and it’s cut. You can trust me. But Herb, I have your best interests at heart and I don’t think you could handle this. You have to believe me: there is more to that planet than you

  think; a lot more. If you agree to make a deal with me, there is no going back. You can’t change your mind. You have to see this through. Do you understand?’




  Herb nodded.




  ‘I don’t want to go to the Oort cloud,’ he said.




  ‘I know that,’ said Robert Johnston, patting his hand. ‘But there are even worse things than service in the Oort cloud. Are you sure you want me to go on?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Very well.’




  Robert Johnston sat back in the other white sofa, facing Herb, the converted planet they had been looking at earlier still hanging between them. He placed the tips of his fingers together,

  gazing at Herb over them. The universe wrapped itself around him in trails of brilliant stars and rich black depths. His voice was rich and low.




  ‘Very well, Herb, listen to me. You, me, this planet we see before us, the planet below us, we are all linked together. The roots of the events that bring us together here today run deeper

  than you might guess. You are at the end of a process that started when an ape first picked up a bone to use as a weapon. When humans began to bury their dead and to raise ziggurats so that they

  could speak to their gods, they hastened this process. When the first electronic counting engine was built, humankind knew that someday they would end up in this situation, with people like you and

  me sitting together in a room looking at a planet like that one before us in the viewing field.’




  Herb looked at Robert suspiciously. The whisky was calming the dull edge of his fear, helping him to think clearly.




  ‘Are you sure?’ he said carefully, expecting Robert to flare up in anger. To his surprise, Robert remained calm.




  ‘Trust me, Herb. If we get to the end of this you will see that I am right.’




  ‘If?’




  ‘Yes, if. Were you not listening? This goes deeper than first impressions would suggest. This planet we see before us is just the first pebble skittering over the scree at the foot of the

  cliff. Bouncing down behind, you may hear the clattering of other pebbles and rocks, and you may be fooled into thinking that this is just a minor slippage, and that soon everything will come to a

  halt and the balance will be restored. Don’t think that. That silence you can hear will just make the ensuing avalanche sound that much louder.’




  Herb licked his lips, trying to understand what Robert was saying.




  ‘You mean there are other planets like that one?’




  ‘Oh yes,’ said Robert. ‘Something in that region of space has begun reproducing. We don’t know what it is, but it has taken root and is growing fast; faster than anything

  we have so far encountered: faster even than us. Just as your VNM destroyed this planet, whatever is at work in there is viciously converting whole systems. If we live in the Earth Domain, then

  that region of space is the Enemy Domain. In a very short time it has grown from nothing to something that threatens totally to engulf us and everything we know.’




  Robert leant closer. ‘I’m putting together a team to do something about it and I want you to be part of that team. Do you think you will be useful? Could you help us fight

  it?’




  ‘I can fight it,’ said Herb. ‘Yes. No problem.’ He paused, and looked contemplatively at the glass in his hand.




  ‘Are you sure?’ said Robert Johnston. ‘Because I want you to understand, I cannot guarantee that you will return to Earth at the end of this.’




  Herb paused. Pushing through the smothering wall of the whisky that he had drunk, Robert’s words had a sobering effect. But following them came the thought of the Oort cloud: years spent

  living as multiple copies of himself at the edge of nothingness, cold and forgotten. Better that he should take his chances out here.




  ‘I understand,’ he said.




  ‘Again, I ask, are you sure? The EA picked you for this team because of certain qualities that you possess. Those qualities may enable you to complete your role as a team member, but

  nothing more. Are you willing to take that risk?’




  ‘I am,’ said Herb.




  ‘Excellent.’ Robert proffered his hand. ‘We are about to shake on a contract. There will be no going back.’




  ‘No going back,’ echoed Herb. He placed his whisky glass on the floor and shook Robert Johnston’s hand firmly.




  Robert Johnston beamed widely. ‘We’ve got a deal.’




  Herb felt himself relax a little. It was going to be all right, he thought. Anything was better than the Oort cloud. Anything.




  The feeling of relief that welled up inside him was so intense that he went quite limp. Robert switched off the viewing field and set some gentle music playing. Herb listened and drank more

  whisky. He didn’t think back over the past half-hour or so. He didn’t see how expertly he had been distracted by Robert’s entrance, or how he had been kept off balance by the

  rapid pace of events or the constant changes of direction in Robert’s approach.




  Most importantly, he didn’t think about how carefully Robert had worded the terms of his agreement.




  Herb was proud. Even if it could recognize it, his subconscious would shy away from this fact:




  Herb had been suckered.




  





  EVA 1: 2051




  Eva had a headache. This was the day she had been working towards for the last three months and she had awoken with a headache.




  Sitting at the tiny kitchen table, she forced herself to drink a glass and a half of water, then rested her head in her hands, elbows propped on the daisy-patterned surface of the tabletop, and

  tried to think. Her stomach was bloated with stale water, she felt sick and hung over, this despite the fact that she hadn’t had a drink in months. Maybe if she ate something, filled her

  stomach with something solid, she would feel better? There were plenty of things to eat in the flat: the fridge even held a microwave burger she had brought home from work last night. She had had

  to buy food to maintain the pretence. Any deviation from her routine and they would have been around, tapping politely at the door. All those professionally friendly people with their

  sincere smiles and concerned frowns and their ‘Could we come in for coffee? Just passing, you understand. Saw your light was on and thought we’d pop in for a chat.’




  Still, if things went according to plan, by this evening she would be free of them. They would be left tapping at the door, stretching up on tiptoes to peep through the windows, stooping to peer

  through her old letterbox, and Eva would be hundreds of miles away . . .




  But first she needed to shift this headache. The next few hours were the most crucial, and it was vitally important that she was able to think clearly. So, first something to eat, then get

  dressed, then down to the garage shop to buy some Somaspirin or Panacetamol.




  She took the burger out of the fridge and set it spinning in the microwave, the smell of strawberry-flavoured meat quickly filling the room. After watching it turn a few times, she decided to

  get dressed whilst her breakfast cooked.




  The sun was shining through the faded yellow curtains of her bedroom. Eva sometimes wondered who had hung them there originally, all those years ago. And when the next tenant came to the flat,

  would there be anything left behind to remember Eva by? She doubted it. The white paper ball of the light shade caught her eye and cheered her up slightly. She had bought it seven years ago, just

  after she had moved in, to replace a glass shade that had filled the room with red light. Maybe someone would lie on the bed and gaze up at her paper lantern and wonder about the person who had

  hung it there? Brewster, her threadbare teddy bear, sat on the bed, gazing at her with a glassy-eyed stare that reminded her she still had things to do.




  She opened the wardrobe door. Three outfits in burger bar colours. It was tempting to put one on: she got extra credit in her pay for every hour she was seen wearing the uniform outside the

  firm’s time. She flipped past her good dress and some not-so-good skirts and trousers, all hung neatly on their hangers. She paused as she reached DeForest’s forgotten suit, still

  hanging in its expensive blue storage bag, left behind when he had been recalled from her life and relocated to who knows where. She gazed at it for a moment, lost in thought.




  The microwave chimed and her head throbbed in time to the notes. She pulled out one of the burger bar suits and quickly got dressed. She found a purple-and-red uniform baseball cap rolled up in

  the trouser pocket. Eva threaded her prematurely grey-white hair through the hole in the back to make a little ponytail as she walked back into the kitchen/lounge.




  Her burger sat steaming in front of the microwave.




  ‘Would I like fries with this?’ she asked herself, picking it up and taking a bite. It tasted as delicious as always. Two bites and a swallow and her headache was getting worse. She

  forced herself to eat the whole of the burger slowly and finished the remaining half glass of water. Then Eva picked up her purse and keys and walked out of the flat, down to the garage.




  Reasons for escaping:




  I couldn’t even get myself promoted at the burger bar.




  The greyness of South Street is seeping into my soul.




  I have no friends to speak of.




  They killed my brother.




  Eva ran through the list in her mind as she stepped out into the unpleasant morning air. She didn’t dare write down her reasons. They would see, as they saw everything. Then

  they would be around to visit her with their professional concern, something they learnt in the second year of the Social Care qualification.




  ‘Eva, why are you unhappy?’ they would ask. ‘Why is promotion so important to you? What do you mean by the greyness of South Street? Why do you want to leave? But where would

  you go? Your problems will just come along with you, Eva; you must know that. You’ll never solve anything just by running.’




  But there were still places they didn’t control. Places they couldn’t see. Eva had heard the rumours like everyone else. Eva knew one such place, and she had planned

  her flight there with meticulous care.




  The late morning rush hour was easing off. All those people who paid good money to live in the supposedly clean air of the country were helping to make each breath Eva took just that little bit

  more unpleasant as they drove past to their city centre jobs. Across the road, the garage was a brightly coloured plastic blancmange mired in a grey sea of cracked and crumbling concrete. She

  dodged through the traffic to reach it, stepping gratefully from the hot air reeking of raspberry-scented petrol into the cool antiseptic atmosphere of the retail area. She thought it was funny,

  the way the cleanest places in the city were responsible for the greatest proportion of its pollution. She staggered to the pharmacy shelf and looked for something to take the throbbing pain from

  her head. It was all that she could do not to laugh at the irony of her purchase.




  Eva found a yellow-and-red-striped pack of tablets and took it to the counter, along with a pink can of cola. She felt in her pocket for her e-card as the young man behind the counter scanned

  the pack of pills. He frowned at his screen.




  ‘It says here you’ve been going through quite a few of these lately. I’ve got to ask you when you finished the last packet.’ He blushed as he spoke, the flesh-toned cream

  he used to hide his acne contrasting nicely with his reddening skin. Eva reckoned he couldn’t be aged more than thirteen. Only just old enough to hold down a part-time job.




  ‘I finished the last packet last weekend. I was having a very heavy period. Does it mention that there, too?’ The boy turned a deeper crimson and tapped at a button.




  ‘I’ve got to ask if you have any alcohol at home.’




  ‘I gave that up months ago. That computer must know that. It monitors everything that goes into my flat, and it counts every empty packet and bottle that comes out.’




  ‘Sorry Eva,’ apologized the boy.




  ‘Call me Ms Rye. You don’t know me.’




  ‘Sorry Ms Rye.’ He placed her e-card on the counter and held out the painkillers. ‘Your account has been debited.’




  Eva snatched the packet from his hand, popped the top of the cola can and took a deep swallow. She slid two pills from the packet into her mouth and then chased them down with another gulp of

  cola.




  ‘That’s better,’ she said.




  ‘Good morning, Ms Rye.’




  She ignored him and pushed her way back out into the raspberry-stinking air. As she strode towards the middle of South Street she ran over what she had to do in the next few hours.




  The most important thing was to continue acting normally. If there were any hints that she was deviating from her normal routine, they would spot it. She had learnt that lesson the hard

  way, when they had killed her brother. So she walked down the road as she did every Wednesday, heading towards the shops to buy sweets and magazines. What better way to spend her day off than

  curled up in bed reading and pigging out? Well, lots of ways actually, but you had to take what was available to you. Her phone vibrated in her back pocket.




  She hit the answer button. ‘Hello.’




  ‘Hello there, Eva. What would you think about one hundred and fifty credits for ten minutes’ work?’




  The voice was colourless and sexless. Their voices always were. She thought quickly: she couldn’t afford to lose time from her schedule on this day of all days; at the same time she

  didn’t want to attract suspicion. She made her voice sound tired and listless.




  ‘I’ve got a splitting headache. Ask someone else.’




  ‘Three hundred credits, Eva. All we’re asking is that you take a detour down Keppel Road on your way to the shops. Three hundred credits could pay for a new washing

  machine.’




  ‘I don’t need a new washing machine.’




  ‘You will in about three weeks’ time. Built-in obsolescence is a pretty exact science these days.’




  Eva was about to agree, she didn’t have time to argue. But she stopped herself. She had to act normally. What would the normal Eva have done? Bargain, of course.




  ‘Five hundred credits,’ she said.




  ‘Done,’ said the voice. ‘Near the station end of Keppel Road there is a hawthorn tree. Hawthorn trees have twisty brown trunks and small ragged green—’




  ‘I know what a hawthorn tree looks like.’




  ‘Of course you do. There may be some small pieces of metal stuck in and around the base of that tree. We would like you to tidy up the mess. It should take you no more than twenty

  minutes.’




  ‘You said ten.’




  ‘That’s right, we did. When you’ve collected the metal, place it in a mail tube. We’ll let you know the address you need to send it to later. Bye.’




  The line went dead just as Eva reached the end of Keppel Road. She turned down it, heading towards the Lite Station. She guessed that some stealth plane had suffered minor damage over the city

  the previous night and she had been detailed to collect the wreckage. The thought put DeForest in her mind again. Like all company people, he had denied the existence of stealth ordnance, and, like

  all young people with ideals, Eva had teased him mercilessly about this denial.




  She remembered a January afternoon. The last one they would ever spend together, though Eva hadn’t known that at the time. They had sat snug in her flat, the heating turned up full, the

  lights turned on against the grey day, whilst they drank red wine and watched old movies. DeForest was flying back that evening, back to his wife and his other life in Connecticut. Eva hated the

  early evening flights; the day would drag by without either of them being able to settle to anything. On the screen before them the hero was being dragged into the shelter of a doorway by his

  mystery female protector.




  ‘All that sweat and not a hair out of place,’ said Eva scornfully. ‘I wish I knew where she got her clothes from, too. She’s been completely drenched in oil and they

  still look good on her.’




  ‘I’m impressed by the way she’s avoiding the search planes. All that infrared detection equipment on board, and she fools them by setting fire to a few newspapers.’

  DeForest took another drink of wine and gave Eva a little squeeze. She wriggled herself into a more comfortable position.




  ‘There are one or two things about those planes I’d take issue with,’ said Eva, sliding her eyes sideways to look at DeForest’s expression. ‘For a start, how come

  they’re visible?’




  DeForest gave a tolerant laugh. ‘Oh, here we go again. Ms Conspiracy Theory 2047. The Earth is monitored by a fleet of invisible aeroplanes all reporting back to the evil Artificial

  Intelligence that evolved in the Internet.’




  Eva elbowed him in the stomach.




  ‘Oh sorry, Mr Free Enterprise 1987. I forgot that the world is actually run by a series of multinational companies that put the needs of the poor and the environment before their own

  profits.’




  ‘My company gave several million credits to charity last year. And we sponsored the Llangollen dam project.’




  ‘And I bet you spied out the territory using invisible planes, just so your competitors didn’t try and muscle in on your plans.’




  ‘Why should we do that? The dam is a non-profit-making project.’




  Eva grinned at him.




  ‘. . . and we don’t have any stealth planes, anyway,’ he added smoothly.




  ‘Too slow.’ She laughed, and raised her arms to acknowledge imaginary applause. ‘Thank you! Thank you, people. I was right and DeForest was wrong!’




  ‘No you weren’t.’ DeForest grinned, and pinched her backside.




  ‘OW!!!’ squealed Eva, pinching him back. They began to pinch at each other some more and then to kiss and then . . .




  And then, later on, DeForest had flown back to his other home and had never contacted Eva again. When she attempted to reach him, her calls were intercepted by the company. First she was told

  that he had been relocated to Korea, then that his wife had had a baby and he had decided to concentrate on his real family. Finally she had been told to stop contacting the company, and a block

  had been placed on her comm lines. C’est la vie, she thought bitterly.




  Eva reached the hawthorn tree. Crataegus monogyna. The Latin name rose in her mind unbidden, and she wondered where she had once read it, to remember it now. The hawthorn was one of the

  trees that lined the road on both sides, its brown trunk twisted out of a dusty grey square of earth and gravel at the edge of the pavement. Its roots had forced up the old paving slabs roundabout

  it to form a mound. She walked around the tree to see three feathered darts stuck in its trunk. She pulled them out and looked around. A fourth dart was buried in a nearby gate; she pulled that out

  too. Eva felt as if the two rows of terraced houses that bordered the road were watching her with their blank windows. Her phone vibrated, and she jumped.




  ‘What is it?’ she said.




  ‘There are two more darts. Can you see them?’




  ‘No. Where should I be looking?’




  ‘Try behind the wall next to the gate that had the dart stuck in it.’




  ‘What if I’m seen?’




  ‘Don’t worry. We’re distracting people in the immediate vicinity. Phone calls, overheating chip pans, malfunctioning electrical appliances . . . They’ll all be looking

  the other way.’




  Eva sucked at her bottom lip, nervously. She glanced up and down the street and then pushed open the gate. There was a narrow gap between the wall and the bay-fronted house, mainly filled with

  old gravel and weeds. A tortoiseshell cat slept in a corner, partially sheltered behind a stack of window glass that leant against the wall. Eva saw one of the darts straight away; lying at the

  foot of the rain-streaked panes. She picked it up and looked frantically around. The last dart could be hidden anywhere in the weeds that sprang from the old gravel. She needed to find it quickly:

  she had a train to miss.




  She glanced around the empty street again. Cracked red bricks and grey pebbledash, blind windows reflecting the April sky. Nobody was coming, but she still felt incredibly exposed. She bent down

  and began to run her hands through the weeds, parting the stalks to search the gravel beneath. Nothing.




  She paused, her arms folded tight against her chest. Her phone vibrated again.




  ‘Hurry up. We can’t keep this street clear forever.’




  ‘I’m looking,’ snapped Eva. ‘Are you sure the last dart didn’t get stuck higher in the tree?’




  ‘Positive. We’re detecting its signature at ground level. About half a metre from your left foot.’




  Eva looked around again, and realization dawned. The cat behind the glass wasn’t asleep: it was dead.




  ‘It’s in the cat,’ she said.




  ‘Where?’




  ‘I don’t know. I’m not looking. Get someone else to do your dirty work.’




  There was a moment’s pause and then the voice spoke again.




  ‘Fine, fine. Get out of there quickly. Your payment will be reduced to four hundred credits. Go to Mehta’s Information Shop.’




  ‘I’m going.’




  Eva pushed her way through the gate and walked quickly down the street. Across the road a curtain twitched and, out of the corner of her eye, Eva caught sight of an old woman, watching. Eva

  dodged left and headed down a side street. A man in his slippers stood on the pavement talking to a woman in a dressing gown. A front door stood open behind them, an untidy cluster of bell pushes

  screwed haphazardly into its frame. As she walked past, Eva overheard a snatch of their conversation.




  ‘He went running out of the house just after midnight last night. Kept shouting “my eyes”, sounded as if he was in pain. Disappeared around the corner and then collapsed. Heart

  attack, the doctor said.’




  ‘What are you going to do with his things?’




  Eva continued down the road, as the reason for her contract took shape in her head. What price her part in the concealment of a murder? Four hundred credits.




  The world was slipping down into Hell, and everyone was helping it on its way. Everyone accepted a little bit of money, and a little bit of blame, and that way we could all walk around with a

  conscience that was just a little bit off-colour. Just a little bit, but add all those bits together . . .




  Another reason why Eva had to escape.




  If Eva had believed in fate, she would have had to admit it was finally coming round to her side. Her headache had almost cleared, and the diversion to pick up the darts had

  resulted in her arriving at the place she had been aiming for all along. She walked into Mehta’s Information Shop deep in thought and headed to the back of the retail area. First deal with

  the darts, then lose her card, then finally back home. After that, she would begin her escape in earnest.




  A stack of blue mail tubes lay on a shelf near the back. Eva picked one up and reached in her pocket for the four darts. She examined one before dropping it into the plastic container. A short

  fat needle, the red ‘feathers’ at the back sliding smoothly into the metal barrel for concealment. Her phone vibrated once more.




  ‘Hello.’




  ‘Drop them in quickly. You’re drawing attention to yourself.’




  ‘Do the red feathers pop out at your signal, to help make them visible to collectors?’ said Eva.




  ‘Classified information, Eva.’




  ‘Why don’t you just make them disintegrate?’




  ‘That’s not technically feasible. I think you’ve been listening to too many conspiracy theories. Just drop them in the tube and address it to 4A53.FF91.2E22. B7C2.’




  Eva scrawled the figures on the tube with a black marker pen that had been thoughtfully left on a nearby shelf.




  ‘Okay. Deposit the tube in the secure slot. We would like to thank you for your efficiency. Your account has been credited with four hundred credits, plus seventeen credits for the

  postage. Goodbye, Eva.’ The line went dead.




  Eva dropped the tube in the correct slot to a faint popping sound and then made her way to the front of the shop. It was time to resume her intended schedule.




  She picked up five magazines from the shelves near the entrance doors and carried them to the checkout, pulling her e-card from a pocket as she did so. The young girl behind the counter scanned

  the card and the magazines. She recited each purchase as it appeared on the screen.




  ‘Literary Examiner, Women’s Things and Research Scientist. You know you have bought these three magazines here every week for the past five years? If you took

  out a subscription you could save forty per cent of the cover price and have them delivered direct to your door.’




  ‘Do you know you have told me that same thing every week for the past four years and nine months?’




  ‘Sorry Eva.’




  ‘Call me Ms Rye. You don’t know who I am.’




  ‘As you wish. That will be five credits for the magazines and seventeen credits for the postage. That makes twenty-two credits.’




  Eva placed her e-card on top of Women’s Things, her heartbeat accelerating. This was the crucial moment. The young girl scanned the card, Eva picked it up, together with the

  magazines. Then, trying her best to keep her voice natural . . . ‘Oh.’ She held up a copy of Women’s Things apologetically. ‘I’ve picked up three copies of this

  magazine by mistake. I’ll just take the other two back to the shelf.’




  She picked up the two unwanted magazines, doing her best to appear flustered, and carried them back to the shelf where she slotted them back into place, the e-card sandwiched securely between

  them. After that she returned to the counter and picked up her purchases before escaping from the shop. Eva walked down the road as casually as she could, her nervousness gradually receding. Maybe

  she was actually going to get away with it. No. Think positively. She was going to get away with it.




  Back at her flat Eva looked around its shabby rooms for what she hoped would be the final time. Her suitcase was already packed: some clothes, her makeup bag, a swimsuit she

  would never use, but when your every move was monitored by lifeless eyes you had to go through the pretences. She placed Brewster on top of the case, his lumpy body flopping forward in a teddy bear

  roll off the bed. She picked up the threadbare toy and balanced it carefully in place.




  ‘I’ll put you in a carrier bag, Brewster,’ she decided out loud, and headed into the kitchen.




  The clock on the microwave read 10:15. Twelve minutes until she would leave. Timing was of the essence. Eva had walked the distance to the Lite Station many times, whilst surreptitiously timing

  herself. She knew the exact duration of the journey to the International Station. She would arrive there at exactly the right time. Now if only some busybody didn’t discover her e-card too

  soon . . .




  She took a carrier bag from the cupboard under the sink and pushed Brewster inside it, then sat him back on the bed, his eyes peeping over the top of the bag at the picture of the horses that

  hung on the wall. Her heart turned cold at the sight. She had forgotten about it, barely noticed it anymore. Eva’s father had bought her the picture when she was a little girl. She felt a

  wrench at the thought of leaving it behind, but then, who took pictures on holiday with them?




  10:17. Ten minutes to go. Not for the first time, Eva had doubts. She would be leaving the flat for good. She would never sit on the faded duvet again, its filling gathering in lumps in the

  corners. Was that really what she wanted? What if something went wrong? Her whole plan turned on the fact that she would deliberately miss the direct train and have to take the stopping one

  instead. What if someone had discovered her e-card?




  10:18 and Eva went into the kitchen and poured herself a glass of water. She drank it very slowly, then rinsed the glass and dried it with a tea towel, then replaced it in the cupboard.




  10:20, seven minutes to go. Eva went to the toilet, flushed it, poured bleach down the pan, washed her hands, checked her face in the mirror and walked back into the bedroom.




  10:24. She checked through her bags again, squeezed Brewster’s lumpy paw for luck and then walked around the flat for the last time, checking the windows were locked and everything was

  tidied away.




  10:26 and she began to gather up her things. She walked out of her old life, locking the door behind her at exactly 10:27.




  Eva walked quickly through South Street and reached the Lite Station just as her train was pulling in. She climbed aboard and stared out of the window as the train slid

  smoothly from the faded and badly restored Victoriana of the Station and glided through the centuries towards the tall glass towers of the twenty-first-century city. More and more railway lines

  seemed to be infiltrating Eva’s city. They were creeping across the world, growing all by themselves. She had read about it in Research Scientist. They had a new way of making them, a

  spin-off from the technology that had built the robot Martian factories. She gave a sad smile. It was an incredible world to live in, for some people at least.
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