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1


Time was when the bar would have welcomed a man from Zantiu-Braun’s Strategic Security Division, given him his first beer on the house and listened with keen admiration to his stories of life as it was lived oh so differently out among the new colony planets. But then that could be said of anywhere on Earth halfway through the twenty-fourth century. In the public consciousness, the glamour of interstellar expansion was fading like the enchantment of an ageing actress.


As with most things in the universe, it was all the fault of money.


The bar lacked money. Lawrence Newton could see that as soon as he walked in. It hadn’t been refurbished in decades. A long wooden room with thick rafters holding up the corrugated carbonsheet roof, a counter running its length, dull neon adverts for extinct brands of beers and ice creams on the wall behind. Big rotary fans that had survived a couple of centuries past their warranty date turned above him, primitive electric motors buzzing as they stirred the muggy air.


This was the way of things in Kuranda. Sitting high in the rocky tablelands above Cairns, it had enjoyed long profitable years as one of Queensland’s top tourist-trap towns. Sweating, sunburnt Europeans and Japanese made their way up over the rainforest on the skycable, marvelling at the lush vegetation before traipsing round the curio shops and restaurant bars which made up the main street. Then they’d take the ancient railway down along Barron Valley gorge to marvel once again, this time at the jagged rock cliffs and white-foaming waterfalls along the route.


Although tourists did still come to admire northern Queensland’s natural beauty, they were mostly corporate families Z-B had rotated to its sprawling spaceport base, which now dominated Cairns physically and economically. They didn’t have much spare cash for authentic Aboriginal print T-shirts and didgeridoos and hand-carved charms representing the spirit of the land, so the shops along Kuranda’s main street declined until only the hardiest and cheapest were left. Themselves a strong disincentive to visit and stay awhile. Nowadays people got off the skycable terminus and walked straight across to the pretty 1920s-era train station a couple of hundred metres away, ignoring the town altogether.


It left the surviving bars free for the local men to use. They were good at that. There was nothing else for them. Z-B brought in its own technicians to run the base, skilled overseas staff with degrees and spaceware engineering experience. Statutory local employment initiatives were for the crappiest manual jobs. No Kuranda man would sign up. Wrong culture.


That made the bar just about perfect for Lawrence. He paused in the doorway to scan round its interior as a formation of TVL88 tactical-support helicopters thundered overhead on their way to the Port Douglas practice range away in the north. A dozen or so blokes were inside, sheltering from the evil midday sun. Big fellas, all of them, with fleshy faces red from the first round of the day’s beers. A couple were playing pool, one solitary, dedicated drinker up at the bar, the rest huddled in small groups at tables along the rear wall. His brain in full tactical mode, Lawrence immediately picked out potential exit points.


The men watched silently as he walked over to the counter, and took off his straw hat with its ridiculously wide brim. He ordered a tin of beer from the middle-aged barmaid. Even though he was in civilian clothes, a pair of blue knee-length shorts and a baggy Great Barrier Reef T-shirt, his straight back and rigid crew-cut marked him out as a Z-B squaddie. They knew it, he knew they knew.


He paid for the weak beer in cash, slapping the dirty Pacific Dollar notes down on the wood. If the barmaid noticed his right hand and forearm were larger than they should be, she kept quiet about it. He mumbled at her to keep the change.


The man Lawrence wanted was sitting by himself, only one table away from the back door. His hat, crumpled on the table next to his beer, had a rim as broad as Lawrence’s.


‘Couldn’t you have chosen somewhere more out of the way?’ Staff Lieutenant Colin Schmidt asked. The guttural Germanic tone made several of the local men look round, eyes narrowing with instinctive suspicion.


‘This place suits,’ Lawrence told him. He’d known Colin for all of the full twenty years he’d spent in Z-B’s Strategic Security Division. The two of them had been in basic training together back in Toulouse. Green nineteen-year-old kids jumping the fence at nights to get to the town with its clubs and girls. Colin had applied for officer training several years later, after the Quation campaign – a careerist move which had never really worked out. He didn’t have the kind of drive the company wanted, nor the level of share ownership that most other young officers had to put them ahead. In fifteen years he’d moved steadily sidewards until he wound up in Strategic Planning, a glorified errand boy for Artificial Sentience programs running resource allocation software.


‘What the hell did you want to ask me you couldn’t say down at the base?’


‘I want an assignment for my platoon,’ Lawrence said. ‘You can get it for me.’


‘What kind of assignment?’


‘One on Thallspring.’


Colin swigged from his beer tin. When he spoke his voice was low, guilty. ‘Who said anything about Thallspring?’


‘It’s where we’re going for our next asset realization.’ On cue, another flight of TVL88s swept low over the town; with their rotors running out of stealth mode the noise was enough to rattle the corrugated roof. All eyes flicked upwards as they drowned conversation. ‘Come on, Colin, you’re not going to pull the bullshit need-to-know routine on me, are you? Who the hell can warn the poor bastards we’re invading them? They’re twenty-three light-years away. Everybody on the base knows where we’re going, most of Cairns, too.’


‘OK, OK. What do you want?’


‘A posting to the Memu Bay task force.’


‘Never heard of it.’


‘Not surprised. Crappy little marine and bioindustry zone, about four and a half thousand kilometres from the capital. I was stationed there last time.’


‘Ah.’ Colin relaxed his grip on the beer tin as he started to work out angles. ‘What’s there?’


‘Z-B will take the biochemicals and engineering products, that’s all that’s on the asset list. Anything else . . . well, it leaves scope for some private realization. If you’re an enterprising kind of guy.’


‘Shit, Lawrence, I thought you were a straighter arrow than me. What happened to getting a big enough stake to qualify for starship officer?’


‘Nearly twenty years, and I’ve made sergeant. I got that because Ntoko never made it back from Santa Chico.’


‘Christ, Santa fucking Chico. I forgot you were on that one.’ Colin shook his head at the memory. Modern historians were comparing Santa Chico to Napoleon’s invasion of Russia. ‘OK, I get you posted to Memu Bay. What do I see?’


‘Ten per cent.’


‘A good figure. Of what?’


‘Of whatever’s there.’


‘Don’t tell me you’ve found the final episode of Fleas on the Horizon?’


‘That’s Flight: Horizon. But no, no such luck.’ Lawrence’s face remained impassive.


‘I got to trust you, huh?’


‘You got to trust me.’


‘I think I can manage that.’


‘There’s more. I need you at Durrell, the capital, in the Logistics Division. You’ll have to arrange secure transport for us afterwards, probably a medevac – but I’ll leave that to you. Find a pilot who won’t ask questions about lifting our cargo into orbit.’


‘Find one who would.’ Colin grinned. ‘Bent bastards.’


‘He has to be on the level with me. I will not be ripped off. Understand? Not with this.’


Colin’s humour faded as he saw how much dark anger there was in his old friend’s expression. ‘Sure, Lawrence, you can rely on me. What sort of mass are we talking about?’


‘I don’t know for certain. But if I’m right, about a backpack per man. It’ll be enough to buy a management stake for each of us.’


‘Hot damn! Easy meat.’


They touched the rim of their tins and drank to that. Lawrence saw three of the locals nod in agreement, and stand up.


‘You got a car?’ he asked Colin.


‘Sure; you said not to use the train.’


‘Get to it. Get clear. I’ll take care of this.’


Colin looked at the approaching men, making the calculation. He wasn’t frontline, hadn’t been for years. ‘See you on Thallspring.’ He jammed on his stupid hat, and took the three steps to the back door.


Lawrence stood up and faced the men, sighing heavily. It was the wrong day for them to go around pissing on trees to mark their territory. This bar had been carefully chosen so the meeting would go unnoticed by anyone at Z-B. And Thallspring was going to be the last shot he’d ever get at any kind of a decent future. That didn’t leave him with a lot of choice.


The one at the front, the biggest, naturally, had the tight smile of a man who knew he was about to score the winning goal. His two compadres were sidling up behind; one barely out of his teens, swigging from a tin, the other in a slim denim waistcoat that showed off glowmote tattoos distorted by old knife scars. An invincible trio.


It would start with one of them making some comment: Thought you company people were too good to drink with us. Not that it mattered what was actually said, the act of speaking was a way of ego-pumping until one of them was hot enough to throw the first punch. Same dumb-arse ritual in every lowlife bar on every human planet.


‘Don’t,’ Lawrence said flatly, before they got started. ‘Just shut up and go sit down. I’m leaving, OK.’


The big fella gave his friends a knowing I-told-you-he-was-chickenshit grin, and snorted contempt for Lawrence’s bravado. ‘You ain’t going nowhere, company boy.’ He drew his huge fist back.


Lawrence tilted from the waist, automatic and fast. His leg kicked out, boot heel smashing into the big fella’s knee. The one in the denim waistcoat picked up a chair and swung it at Lawrence’s head. Lawrence’s thick right arm came up to block the unwieldy club. One leg of the chair hit full on, just above his elbow, and stopped dead. Its impact didn’t even make Lawrence blink, let alone grunt in pain. The man staggered back as his balance was slung all to hell. It was like he’d hit solid stone. He stared at Lawrence’s arm, eyes widening as realization hammered through the drink.


All around the bar, men were pushing back chairs and rising. Coming to help their mates.


‘No!’ the man in the waistcoat shouted. ‘He’s in Skin!’


It made no difference. The youngster was going for the big Bowie knife in his belt scabbard, and nobody was paying any attention to warnings as they closed in.


Lawrence raised his right arm high, punching the air. He could feel a gentle rippling against his wrists as peristaltic muscles brought the darts forward out of their magazine sacs into launch tubules. A ring of small dry slits peeled open above his carpals, black nozzles poking out. The dart swarm erupted.


*


As he left the bar, Lawrence turned the cardboard sign on the door so it said closed, and shut it behind him. He made sure his hat was on square, a fuss action, covering his anger. God damn the Armoury Division. Those bastards never erred on the side of caution, always on the side of overkill. He’d seen two of the men lying on the floor start to convulse, the dart toxin levels set way too high for a simple incapacitation sting. The bar was going to get very noisy with police, very quickly.


A South American couple were sitting at one of the tables on the bar’s veranda, studying the laminated menu. Lawrence smiled politely at them, and walked off down the main street back to the skycable terminus.


*


Ambulances and police vehicles were parked down the length of Kuranda’s main street when Simon Roderick’s TVC77D executive liaison helicopter whispered over the town. They were at all sorts of angles to each other, completely blocking the road for thirty metres on either side of the bar. There were obviously no traffic-regulator nodes to guide anybody through Kuranda’s streets. Thoroughly in keeping with the town’s doughty throwback nature. He shook his head in bemusement at the chaos. Emergency service drivers could never resist the dramatic slam-halt arrival. Tough luck if one of the injured needed a paramedic crew urgently, the closest vehicles were all police. Paramedics clad in green boiler-suits were manoeuvring stretchers round awkward angles, sweaty faces straining from the effort.


‘God, what a bunch of no-brainers,’ Adul Quan complained from the seat behind Simon. The 3rd Fleet Intelligence operative had pressed his face against the helicopter’s side window so he could view the town directly. He never liked utilizing sensor feeds through his Direct Neural Interface, claiming the viewpoint switch made him giddy. ‘We should bid to manage the state’s civil operations. At least offer them AS coordination, bring them into this century.’


‘We have the urban area franchise,’ Simon replied. ‘And all our people have some kind of medical monitor fitted in case there’s a problem. We can retrieve them wherever they are. That’s what matters.’


‘Good PR, though. Devoting resources to helping civilians.’


‘If they want our help they should take a stake in us, contribute and participate.’


‘Yes, sir.’


Simon heard the scepticism in the other’s voice, and made no comment. To get where he was, Adul had built up a large stake in Z-B, but even that couldn’t make him understand what true belonging meant. In truth, Simon thought, no one else except himself did. That would change eventually.


Simon used his DNI to feed a series of commands to the autopilot, and the helicopter swung round over the little circular park at the top end of the main street. As he came back to the scrubland truck lot he’d identified as a landing zone, he saw that some kids had spray-painted an open eye on the corrugated roof of a derelict shop. The fading green and blue symbol was big enough to stare up at all the Strategic Security Division helicopters which zipped through the tropical skies above the town. Like a perfect portrait painting, its gaze followed Simon as the TVC77D extended its undercarriage and sank down on the baked mud surface. Rotor downwash sent a flurry of crushed tins and junk-food wrappers tumbling away from them as the fuselage lost its grey sky-blur integument, reverting to ominous matt black.


He paused for a moment as the turbines wound down. His personal AS had extended trawlers to retrieve all the emergency service e-traffic within the local datapool. The relevant messages were relayed straight through his DNI. A display grid snapped up within his apparent field of vision, the indigo colour, invisible to the human eye, ensuring they didn’t obscure anything in his actual physical sight. But for all the torrent of information presented to him, he was still left lamentably short of hard facts. Nobody on-scene had yet established what had actually happened. So far they just had the one unconfirmed report of a Skin-suited man running amok.


His attention flicked to one of the medical grids. He called it up, and five high-resolution graphs expanded for him as he stepped from the helicopter cabin. The handheld blood analysers which the paramedic teams were applying to the victims were establishing links to the Cairns General Hospital’s databank, working through chemical profiles to identify the agent involved in the poisoning.


Simon put on a pair of old-fashioned wraparound sunglasses. ‘Interesting,’ he murmured. ‘Do you see this?’ He had sent copies of the analyser results to Z-B’s Bioweapons Division AS, which gave him a positive match on the agent. His DNI relayed the secure package to Adul.


‘Skin toxin,’ Adul observed. ‘An updosed incapacitation shot.’ He shook his head in disapproval before unfolding his own sunshade membranes across his nose. ‘One definite fatality. And those two with allergic reactions are going to wind up with nerve damage.’


‘If they’re lucky,’ Simon said. ‘And only if these paramedics get them to the hospital fast enough.’ He ran a hand over his brow, dabbing at a thin layer of perspiration which had already accumulated in the intense heat.


‘Shall I have the antidote dispatched to the Emergency Room?’


‘Incapacitation toxins don’t need an antidote, they clear automatically. It’s what they’re designed for.’


‘That dosage level will put a hell of a strain on their kidneys, though.’


Simon stopped, and looked at Adul. ‘My dear fellow, we’re here to investigate how and why it was used, not to act as nursemaid to a bunch of retarded civilians who are too slow to duck in the first place.’


‘Yes, sir.’


It was that tone again. Simon thought he might soon be reconsidering Adul’s usefulness as a security operative. In his business empathy was a valuable trait, but when it veered into sympathy . . .


The pair of them threaded their way through the maze of emergency vehicles parked along Main Street. The few clear passages were clogged by people – locals sullen and silent, a few tourists frightened and excited. Centred round the bar’s veranda, police officers in their shorts and crisp white shirts milled about trying to look as if they had a reason and purpose. Their chief, a tall captain in her mid-forties, wearing full navy blue uniform, stood beside the rail, listening to a young constable making his excitable report.


Simon’s personal AS informed him the officer in charge was Captain Jane Finemore. A script page containing her service record expanded out of the grid. He scanned it briefly, and dismissed it.


All the police fell silent as Simon and Adul made their way forwards. The Captain turned; there was a flash of contempt as she took in Adul’s mauve Z-B fleet tunic, then her face went protectively blank as she saw Simon in his conservative business suit, jacket slung casually over his shoulder.


‘Can I help you fellas?’ she asked.


‘I rather fear it’s the other way round, Captain . . . ah, Finemore,’ Simon said, smiling as he made a show of reading her discreet lapel name badge. ‘We intercepted a report which indicates someone in a Skin suit was engaged in hostile action here.’


She was about to answer when the bar’s doors slammed open, and a paramedic team carrying a stretcher hurried out. Simon flattened himself against the veranda railing, allowing them past. Various medical bracelets had been applied to the patient’s neck and arms, small indicator lights winking urgently. He was unconscious, but twitching strongly.


‘I haven’t confirmed that yet,’ an irritated Captain Finemore said when the paramedics were clear.


‘But that was the initial report,’ Simon said. ‘I’d like to establish its validity as a matter of urgency. If someone in Skin is running loose, he needs to be dealt with immediately, before the situation deteriorates any further.’


‘I am aware of that,’ Captain Finemore said. ‘I’ve put our Armed Tactical Response team on standby.’


‘With all respect, Captain, I feel this would be best dealt with by a counter-insurgency squad from our own Internal Security Division. A Skin suit would give the wearer an enormous advantage over your ATR team.’


‘Are you saying you don’t think we can handle this?’


‘I’m offering every facility to ensure that you do.’


‘Well, gee, thanks. I don’t know what we would do without you.’


Simon’s smile remained in place as various police officers snickered around him. ‘If I could ask, where did that original report come from?’


Captain Finemore jerked her head towards the bar. ‘The waitress. She was hiding behind the bar when your man opened fire. None of the darts hit her.’


‘I’d like to talk to her, please.’


‘She’s still in a lot of shock. I’ve got some specially trained officers talking to her.’


Simon used his DNI to route a message through his personal AS. The Captain wouldn’t have a DNI herself, Queensland State police budget didn’t run to that, but he could see her irises had a purple tint, so she was fitted with standard commercial optronic membranes for fast data access. ‘Did nobody else witness this man in a Skin suit? He would hardly be unobtrusive.’


‘No—’ The Captain stiffened as the script scrolled down across her membranes. ‘There was just the one sighting.’ She was talking slowly now, measuring every word. ‘That’s why I haven’t ordered a general containment area around the town yet.’


‘Then finding out is your first priority. The longer you wait, the wider the containment area, and the less likely it will succeed.’


‘I’ve already got cars patrolling along the main road to Cairns, and officers are covering the skycable terminus and the train station.’


‘Excellent. May I sit in on the waitress’s interview now?’


Captain Finemore stared at him. His warning message had been very clear, and backed by the state Governor’s office. But it had been private, enabling her to save face in front of her officers. Unless she chose to make it public, and destroy her career in a flare of glory. ‘Yeah, she’ll probably be over the worst by now.’ Said as if she was granting a favour.


‘Thank you, that’s most kind.’ Simon pushed the bar door open and went inside.


Over a dozen paramedics were in the bar, kneeling beside the toxin victims. Orders and queries were shouted amongst them. They rummaged desperately through their bags to try and find relevant counter-agents, medical equipment was strewn about carelessly. Their optronic membranes were thick with script on possible treatments.


The victims shuddered and juddered, heels drumming on the floorboards. They sweated profusely, whimpering at painful nightmares. One was sealed in a black bodybag.


It was nothing Simon hadn’t seen before during asset-realization campaigns. Usually on a much larger scale. A single Skin carried enough ammunition to stop an entire mob dead in the street. He stepped gingerly round the bodies, trying not to disturb the paramedics. Police officers and forensic crews were examining walls and tables, adding to the general melee.


The waitress was sitting up at the counter at the far end of the bar, one hand closed tightly round a tumbler of whisky. She was a middle-aged woman with a fleshy face, and permed hair in an out-of-date fashion. Not really seeing or hearing anything going on around her.


Clearly there wasn’t a single Viral-written chromosome in her DNA, Simon decided with considerable distaste. Given her background, the absence of such vwriting inevitably meant she had low intelligence, bad physiology, and zero aspirations. She was one of life’s perpetual underdogs.


A female police officer sat on a barstool beside her, a sympathetic expression on her face. If she’d taken in any of her specialist training, Simon thought, the first thing she would have done was move the woman outside, away from the scene.


His AS was unable to find the waitress’s name. Apparently, the bar didn’t have any kind of accountancy or management programs. The AS couldn’t even find a registered link to the datapool, all it had was a phone line.


Simon sat down on the free barstool next to the waitress. ‘Hello there, how are you feeling now, er . . .?’


Weepy eyes focused on him. ‘Sharlene,’ she whispered.


‘Sharlene. A nasty thing to happen to anyone.’ He smiled at the police officer. ‘I’d like to talk to Sharlene alone for a moment, please.’


She gave him a resentful look, but got up and walked off. No doubt going to complain to Finemore.


Adul stood behind Sharlene, surveying the bar. People tended to take a wide detour round him.


‘I need to know what happened,’ Simon said. ‘And I do need to know rather quickly, I’m sorry.’


‘Jesus,’ Sharlene shivered. ‘I just want to forget about it, y’know.’ She tried to lift the whisky to her lips. Blinked in surprise when she found Simon’s hand on top of hers, preventing the tumbler from moving off the counter top.


‘He frightened you, didn’t he?’


‘Too bloody true.’


‘That’s understandable. As you saw, he could cause you a great deal of physical discomfort. I, on the other hand, can destroy your entire life with a single call. But I won’t stop there, I will obliterate your family as well. No jobs for any of them. Ever. Just the dole and junk for generations. And if you annoy me any more, I’ll see you disqualified from the dole, too. Do you want you and your mother to be whores for Z-B squaddies, Sharlene? Because that’s all I’ll leave you with. The pair of you will be fucked into an early diseased death down on the Cairns Strip.’


Sharlene’s jaw dropped.


‘Now, you tell me what I want to know. Focus that pathetic mush of flesh you call a brain, and I might even see you get a reward. Which way do you want to go, Sharlene? Annoyance or cooperation?’


‘I want to help,’ she stammered fearfully.


Simon smiled wide. ‘Splendid. Now, was he wearing a Skin suit?’


‘No. Not really. It was his arm. I saw it when he bought his beer. It was all fat, and a funny colour.’


‘As if he had a suntan?’


‘Yeah. That’s it. Dark, but not as dark as an Aboriginal.’


‘Just his arm?’


‘Yeah. But he had the valves on his neck, too. You know, like Frankenstein bolts, but made from flesh. I could see them just above his collar.’


‘You’re sure about that?’


‘Yes. I’m not making this up. He was a Zantiu-Braun squaddie.’


‘So what happened: he walked in and shot everyone?’


‘No. He was talking to some bloke. Then Jack and a couple of the others went over. I guess they were looking for trouble. Jack’s like that; a good bloke really, though. That’s when it happened.’


‘The man fired darts that knocked everyone out?’


‘Yes. I saw him hold his hand up high, and someone shouted that he was in Skin. I got down behind the counter. Then I heard everyone screaming and falling. When I got up, they were all just lying there. I thought . . . thought they were all dead.’


‘And you called the police.’


‘Yes.’


‘Had you ever seen this man before?’


‘I don’t think so. But he might have been in. We get a lot of people in here, you know.’


Simon glanced round the bar, and just avoided wrinkling his nose in disgust. ‘I’m sure you do. What about the person he was talking to, have you seen him before?’


‘No. But—’


‘Yes?’


‘He was Zantiu-Braun as well.’


‘Are you sure?’


‘Yeah. I’ve worked in bars all around Cairns. You get to recognize the squaddies, not just from their valves.’


‘Very well. So the shooter came in and bought a beer, then went straight over to the other squaddie, is that right?’


‘Yes. That’s about it.’


‘Try and remember, did either of them seem surprised that the other was there?’


‘No. The one who was here first was drinking by himself, like he was waiting for the other.’


‘Thank you, you’ve been most helpful.’


Captain Finemore gave Simon a surprised look when he emerged from the bar. ‘What happened?’


‘Nothing,’ he said. ‘It wasn’t a Skin suit. He was using some kind of scatter pistol. I expect the dart toxin was produced in an underground lab. Shame the chemist wasn’t a bit more attentive to the actual molecular structure when he attempted to retrosynth it.’


‘A shame?’ The line of Captain Finemore’s lips was set hard. ‘We’ve got one dead, and Christ alone knows if the rest of them will recover.’


‘Then you’ll be glad we’re getting out of your hair.’ Simon gestured along the clutter and confusion of Kuranda’s main street. ‘It’s all yours. But if you do need any help rounding the shooter up, then don’t hesitate to ask. Our boys can always do with a bit of live training.’


‘I’ll keep it in mind,’ Finemore said.


As before, police and civilians parted for him with sullen silent resentment. He ran quickly through the TVC77D’s startup procedure, and lifted from the baked mud. His personal AS reported there was no unauthorized removal of a Skin suit from the Cairns base armoury.


‘Check this out for me,’ he told Adul. ‘I want to know who it was walking round in Skin.’


‘Some squaddie got jumped in a bar. Do you really think it’s that important?’


‘The incident isn’t. The fact that there’s no reference to Skin missing, is. And I’m curious why two of our people should choose to meet in such a godforsaken place.’


‘Yes, sir.’


*


Zantiu-Braun’s 3rd Fleet base centred on the old Cairns International Airport just to the north of the town. There were no commercial flights there any more, the main transport link was the TranzAus magrail train, bringing cargo and people northwards with smooth efficiency at 500 kph. Now the parking aprons held squadrons of 3rd Fleet helicopters along with scramjet-powered spaceplanes and a few dark, missile-like executive supersonic jets; eight old lumbering turboprop craft maintained by Z-B provided a civil coastwatch and rescue service all the way out to New Guinea. As a result, the airspace over Cairns was the busiest section in Australia apart from Sydney, where the remaining airlines had their hub. Synthetic hihydrogen fuels had replaced natural petroleum products, ecologically sounder but relatively expensive to produce, the cost pushing air travel right back where it started in the twentieth century, the preserve of governments, corporations, and the rich.


With mass tourism dying, and agriculture effectively eliminated by vat-grown food and worsening ultraviolet infall, Queensland had been fast becoming an economic wasteland when Zantiu-Braun was offered zero-tax start-up incentives in 2265 to site a new wave of Earth-to-orbit operations there.


In those days, the operation was purely commercial. Freight spaceplanes boosted factory station modules to low-orbit stations and returned with valuable microgee products, while the passenger variants ferried colonists up to starships. After 2307 that all began to change. Asset realization became the new priority, and the nature of the cargoes which the spaceplanes hauled up to low orbit switched accordingly. The number of colonists flying from Cairns fell to zero inside of a decade, replaced by Strategic Security personnel. 3rd Fleet support systems took over from industrial shipments.


The base expanded, throwing up barracks and married quarters for the Strategic Security Division squaddies. Engineering and Technical Support constructed themselves ranks of blank warehouse-like buildings. New hangars and maintenance shops sprang up to house and service the helicopters. Huge swathes of government land were rented for training grounds. And, essentially, all of the new arrivals required administration. Glass and marble office towers rose up in the foothills, overlooking the base and the ocean beyond.


Simon Roderick had an office which occupied half of the top floor of the Quadrill block, the newest and plushest of Z-B’s little management enclave. As soon as he landed the helicopter on the rooftop pad he was plunged into yet another round of planning committees and tactical meetings. Senior staff came in and out of his office as if it was some kind of transit lounge, each with their own proposal or complaint or report. For an age which relied so heavily on Artificial Sentience, it always astounded Simon that so little could be achieved without human intervention and supervision. People, basically, needed a damn good kick up the arse to get them motivated and acting like adults. Something not even quantum-switch neurotronic pearls could provide.


After three years on-site Simon knew he was going to have to make a drastic recommendation to the Zantiu-Braun Board after the Thallspring campaign. Forty-five years’ constant expansion had made the 3rd Fleet Strategic Security Division so top-heavy with officers and management specialists it was in danger of grinding to a halt from datalock. Everybody’s office generated reports and requests on a continual daily basis; coordinating them even with AS routing management was becoming progressively more difficult. Loop involvement, which was the preparatory-stage management strategy, was a grand forward-looking idea; but after four decades of accumulated optimization the 3rd Fleet software had become classic bloatware, total deadweight. The theory behind loop involvement, experience from the last campaign being inserted at base level, was excellent. Last campaign, these specific platoons ran out of Skin bloodpaks ten days before the usage programs projected, this time therefore we add a special requirements appendant to the logistics profile of those same platoons. Who could argue against providing first-rate support on the front line? But the additional bloodpaks had to be lifted into orbit, which meant more spaceplane flights, which needed maintenance and flight crew time allocation, and fuel; all of which had to be meshed with the existing schedule. A domino effect which triggered an avalanche, every time. Simon was convinced the entire 3rd Fleet structure needed simplifying to such an extent it would actually have to be decommissioned and a new organization formed to replace it. One which had modern management procedures incorporated from the start.


For the last four months, since the Thallspring campaign planning had begun in earnest, he had concentrated on personally supervising the practical essentials, such as starship refit schedules, Skin numbers, helicopter availability, and basic equipment readiness. But then his total priority requests and orders had to be integrated into the already saturated command structure, creating another authority layer which the base management AS struggled to accommodate. He liked to think his intervention had speeded up the overall process, but there was no way of telling. Vanity of the ruling classes. We make a difference.


Adul Quan reappeared as the sun sank down below the hills behind the base. Simon stood by the wall-window watching the thick gold sunbeams probe around the curved peaks as the last of the starship commanders filed out. In front of him the runway lights were becoming more pronounced, the street grid of some imaginary city, calling the helicopters home for the night. Away to the south, the neon corona of Cairns’s Strip was already rising into the darkening sky. Down along the waterside, the clubs and casinos and bars were opening for trade; trashy games and girls smiling with bright come-on calculation at the squaddies.


There were times when Simon almost envied that kind of simple existence; fight, fuck, and tune out, even though it was the antithesis of all he believed in. They didn’t have to endure the same kind of pressure he experienced on a daily basis, though. It was one of the reasons he’d given the Kuranda shooter a higher priority than he probably should have. An excuse to get out of the office.


The office door swung shut after the last commander. ‘Have you got a name for me?’ Simon asked.


‘I’m afraid not, sir,’ Adul said. ‘It’s a bit puzzling.’


‘Really?’ Simon went back to his desk and sat down. He cleared the holographic panes of their script and graphs, giving the intelligence operative an expectant glance through the transparent glass. ‘Proceed.’


‘I checked the armoury first. Skins that are being repaired seemed an obvious choice, our man could have taken an arm while the computer log registered the suit as being worked on. I got every technician to report to me personally, they all swore their suits were fully integrated. No missing arms.’


‘One of them was the shooter?’ Simon queried.


‘Not a chance. You could slip out for maybe half an hour without anyone noticing, but not a trip to Kuranda. I had my personal AS review the internal security cameras, as well. They were all there.’


‘OK. Go on.’


‘Next obvious source was a squaddie on training who slipped away. It can happen in the field easily enough. There were eighteen platoons undergoing training in Skin suits today. The nearest training ground to Kuranda was sixty-five kilometres. All the Skins arrived there this morning, and my AS queried every platoon leader to do an immediate head count this afternoon when I started investigating.’


‘Nobody missing?’


‘Not one. I even got a list of squaddies who weren’t actually on the training ground this afternoon. Three of them were injured, the hospital confirms where they were. Two had suit faults and got sent back to base, the armoury confirms their location.’


‘Interesting.’


‘So I checked with skyscan.’ He nodded at the holographic panes. His DNI routed the file images for him.


Simon watched the picture form in front of him. Kuranda’s main street from directly above, reproduced in a slightly washed-out colour. He recognized the roof with the graffito open eye. From there it was easy to work out which building was the bar. A couple of pick-up trucks were using the street; a few people were scattered about. A white cursor ring began flashing around one.


‘That’s our man,’ Adul said. ‘And God knows what he looks like.’


Simon ordered an image expansion, and smiled, rather enjoying the way this was turning out. Worthy opponent, and all that. The image quality left a lot to be desired, the little spy sats which Z-B used to monitor the entire Earth’s surface were intended to provide only a general review cover. Their designated function was real-time coverage, where they could be programmed for full-focus resolution. But even so, the memory capacity was adequate for this; he couldn’t mistake what he was seeing. ‘A big hat.’


‘Yes, sir. I backtracked the time index, and followed him from the moment he stepped off the train at Kuranda station. He’s wearing it the whole time, and never looks up.’


‘What about the man he was meeting?’


‘Same problem.’ The picture changed, with a time index eight minutes earlier. It showed a snap-motion image of a four-wheel-drive jeep pull up at the back of the bar, someone got out and walked inside.


‘Shopkeepers are obviously doing a roaring trade in these hats,’ Simon muttered. He leaned forward, peering at the frozen picture. ‘Isn’t that one of our jeeps?’


‘Yes, sir,’ Adul said heavily. ‘The skyscan got its number: 5867ADL96. According to the transport pool inventory, it was parked here all afternoon. I even used skyscan to track it leaving and arriving back at the base. It used gate 12 on both occasions, and I have the exact times. No record in the gate log.’


‘Is the gate log e-alpha guarded?’ Simon asked sharply.


‘No. Nor is the transport pool inventory. But it does use grade three security encryption.’


‘They’re good, then.’ Simon nodded approvingly at the holographic pane. ‘I’ll bet you won’t be able to backtrack the shooter getting on the train down at Cairns, nor off the skycable terminal, either.’


‘My AS is working on it.’


Simon dismissed the image, and swivelled his chair so he was facing the window wall again. The impressive sunbeams had gone from the hills, leaving just stark silhouettes jutting against the fading sky. ‘They know how to avoid skyscan, and they can help themselves to equipment from the base without leaving any trace. That means they’re either officers with high-level access codes or very experienced squaddies who know the system from the inside. That waitress said she thought they were squaddies.’


‘That doesn’t make any sense. Why would a couple of squaddies go to all that trouble just to have a drink together? They bust over the wire every goddam night to get down to the Strip.’


‘Good question. They obviously thought it was worthwhile.’


‘What do you want me to do?’


‘Keep working on it. But if that last backtrack doesn’t produce any results, don’t bust a ball. Oh, and keep in touch with dear Captain Finemore. I doubt she’ll come up with anything, but you never know, we might see a miracle yet.’


‘So they get away with it.’


‘Looks like it. Whatever “it” was.’
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It had rained steadily overnight, leaving Memu Bay’s stone-block streets slippery with water early in the morning when everyone was trying to get to work. Soon after, when the tropical sun rose above the ocean, the pale stone began to steam, boosting the humidity to an intolerable height. But by the afternoon everything had cleared, leaving a sweet cleanliness in the air.


Denise Ebourn took the children outside to enjoy what remained of the day. The playschool building was mostly open to the air, with a red clay tile roof standing on tall brick pillars. Vigorous creepers swarmed up them, crawling along the roof, and clogging the gutters with diamond cascades of purple and scarlet flowers. Staying underneath the eaves wasn’t exactly arduous, but like her little charges Denise wanted to be outside with the freedom it represented.


They raced out across the walled garden, cheering and skipping about, amazingly full of energy. Denise walked between the swings and slides, checking that they weren’t overexerting themselves, or daring each other into anything dangerous. When she was happy they were behaving themselves as well as any five-year-olds could, she put both hands on top of the chest-high wall, and took a deep breath, gazing out across the little city.


The bulk of Memu Bay occupied a crescent of alluvial land at the end of a mountain range, a perfect natural sheltered harbour. Its more expensive homes clung to the lower slopes of the grassy hills; Roman villas and Californian-Spanish haciendas with the long steps of terraced gardens spilling down the slope in front of them. Sometimes the glimpse of shimmering turquoise betrayed a swimming pool lost amid palisades of tall poplars and elaborate rose-twined columns that surrounded broad sundecks. However, the majority of the urban zone sprawled out around the base of the mountains. As with all new human cities, it had broad tree-lined boulevards slicing clean through the centre, fanning out into a network of smaller roads which made up the suburbs. Apartment blocks and commercial buildings alike were all painted plain white, dazzling in the bright afternoon sun, their smoked-glass windows inset like black spacial rifts. Balconies foamed over with trailing plants. Flat roofs sprouted sail-like solar panels that turned lazily to bake themselves in the intense light; they cast long shadows over the silver-rib heat-dissipator fins of air-conditioners which sprawled horizontally below them. Several parks broke up the city’s aching glare, verdant green oases amid the whiteness; their lakes and fountains sparkled in the sun.


Denise always found the terrestrial vegetation a peculiar colour, paradoxically unnatural. If she squinted inland, she could see the boundary just visible against the large mountains in the far distance. Terrestrial grass had pushed right up to the edge of the area sterilized by the gamma soak, beyond that Thallspring’s indigenous vegetation swept away into the haze horizon. A more resolute colour, reassuringly blue-green; plants out there had bulbous, heavier leaves and glossy stems.


She’d grown up in the hinterlands – Arnoon Province, where human colonization had little impact on native life. Valleys of settlers escaping the restrictions of the majority civilization, as can be found on any human frontier. They lived amid alien beauty, where the vegetation could prove harmful to the unwary. Thallspring’s botanical chemistry didn’t produce the kind of proteins people or animals from Earth could digest. However, Arnoon’s highland forests did cultivate the willow web, which the settlers harvested. When woven correctly it formed a silky waterproof wool that the city dwellers valued. It wasn’t a fabulously profitable activity, but it allowed them to sustain their loose community. A quiet folk whose chosen life had given Denise a happy childhood; benefiting from a rich education which only a starfaring species can provide whilst remaining firmly rooted in the nature of her adopted world. A life that was more secure than she ever realized due to their private cache of knowledge, subtly enforcing every core value of their lifestyle.


Her good fortune had lasted right up until the day the invaders arrived.


A burst of giggling broke her reverie. Several of the children were clustering behind her, urging Melanie forwards. It was always Melanie, the boldest of them all, she didn’t need any encouragement. A natural leader, not quite like her father the Mayor, Denise thought. The little girl tugged at Denise’s skirt, laughing wildly. ‘Please, miss,’ she implored. ‘A story. Tell us a story.’


Denise put her hand to her throat, feigning surprise. ‘A story?’


‘Yes, yes,’ the others chorused.


‘Please,’ Melanie whined, her expression trembling into unbearable disappointment and the threat of tears.


‘All right, then.’ She patted Melanie’s head as the others cheered. It was moments like this, when their smiles and adulation fell on her, that Denise knew everything was worthwhile.


At first, Mrs Potchansky had been dubious about taking her on at the school. So young, barely in her twenties, and brought up in the hinterlands as well. Her youthcare certificates were all in order, but . . . Mrs Potchansky had some very quaint old notions about propriety and the right way of doing things, ways probably unheard of in Arnoon Province. With a show of cool reluctance she’d agreed to Denise having a trial period, after all a lot of very important people sent their children to the playschool.


That was a year ago now. And Denise had even been invited to Mrs Potchansky’s house for Sunday lunch with her own family. Social acceptance didn’t come much higher in Memu Bay.


Denise sat herself down on one of the wooden swings, arms wrapping round the chains as she slipped her sandals off. The children settled on the grass in front of her, fidgety and expectant.


‘I’m going to tell you the story of Mozark and Endoliyn, who lived a long time ago in the early days of the galaxy.’


‘Before the black heart started beating?’ one of the boys shouted.


‘Around the time it began to beat,’ she said. Many times she’d told the children of the galaxy’s black heart, and how it ate up stars no matter what the Ring Empire did to try and stop it, which made them all squeal and gasp in fright. ‘This was when the Ring Empire was at the height of its power; it was made up from thousands of separate kingdoms, all of them united in peace and harmony. Its people lived on the stars which circled the core of the galaxy, trillions and trillions of them, happy and contented. They had machines which provided them with whatever they wanted, and most of them lived for thousands of years. It was a wonderful time to be alive, and Mozark was especially lucky because he was born a prince of one of the greatest kingdoms.’


Jedzella stuck her hand up, fingers wriggling frantically. ‘Were they people just like us?’


‘Their bodies were different,’ Denise said. ‘Some of the races who were members of the Empire had arms and legs similar to ours, some had wings, some had four legs, or six, or ten, some had tentacles, some were fish, and some were so big and scary that if you and I saw them we’d run away. But how do we judge people?’


‘What they say and do,’ the children yelled happily, ‘never how they look.’


‘That’s right. But Mozark did come from a race that looked a little like us. He had four arms, and eyes all the way round his head so he could see in every direction at once. His skin was bright green, and harder than ours, like leather. And he was smaller. Apart from that, he thought like we do, and went to school when he was growing up, and played games. He was nice, with all the qualities a prince should have, like kindness and wisdom and consideration. And all the people in the kingdom thought they were lucky to have a prince who was so obviously going to be a good ruler. When he was older he met Endoliyn, who was the most beautiful girl he’d ever seen. He fell in love with her the moment he saw her.’


The children sighed and smiled.


‘Was she a princess?’


‘Was she poor?’


‘Did they get married?’


‘No,’ Denise said. ‘She wasn’t a princess, but she was a member of what we’d call the nobility. And he did ask her to marry him. That’s where this story starts. Because when he asked her, she didn’t say yes or no, instead she asked him a question right back. She wanted to know what he was going to do with the kingdom when he became king. You see, although she was very comfortable and had great wealth and friends, she worried about what would fill her life and how she would spend it. So Mozark answered that he would rule as best he could, and be just and listen to what his subjects wanted and endeavour not to let them down. Which is a very reasonable answer. But it wasn’t enough for Endoliyn; she’d looked round at everything the kingdom had, all its fabulous treasures and knowledge, and it made her sad.’


‘Why?’ they all gasped in surprise.


‘Because everybody in the kingdom saw the same things, and did the same things, and were happy with the same things. There was never anything different in the kingdom. When you know everything and have everything, then nothing can be new. And that’s what made her sad. She told Mozark she wanted a king who would be strong and bold, and lead his people. Not follow along and try to please everybody every time, because no person can really do that, you just wind up pleasing nobody. So she would only ever love and marry someone who inspired her.’


‘That’s rude,’ Melanie declared. ‘If a prince asked me to marry him I would.’


‘What prince?’ Edmund sneered.


‘Any prince. And that means when I’m a real princess you’ll have to bow when I walk past.’


‘I won’t!’


Denise clapped her hands, stopping them. ‘That’s not what being a prince and princess in this kingdom was like. It wasn’t a medieval kingdom on Earth, with barons and serfs. The Ring Empire nobility earned the respect they were given.’


Edmund wound himself up. ‘But—’


‘What about Mozark?’ Jedzella asked plaintively. ‘Did he get to marry Endoliyn?’


‘Well, he was terribly disappointed that she didn’t say yes straight away. But because he was wise and strong he resolved to meet her challenge. He would find something to inspire her, something he could dedicate his life to that would benefit everyone in the kingdom. He ordered a great starship to be built so that he might travel right around the Ring Empire and search out all of its wonders, in the hope that one of them might be different enough to make people change their lives. All of the kingdom marvelled at his ship and his quest, for even in those days few people undertook such a journey. So he gathered his crew, the boldest and bravest of the nobility, and said farewell to Endoliyn. They launched the amazing ship into a sky the like of which we’ll never know. It was a sky to which night never truly came, for on one side was the core with a million giant stars shining bright, and on the other was the ring itself, a narrow band of golden light looping from horizon to horizon. Through all these stars they flew for hundreds of light-years, onwards and onwards until they were in a part of the Ring Empire where their own kingdom was nothing more than a fabled name. That’s where they found the first wonder.’


‘What?’ one of the boys squealed. He was quickly shushed by all his friends.


‘The planet’s true name had been forgotten centuries ago. It was just called The City now. A place as mythical to Mozark as his kingdom was to its inhabitants. The people who lived there had devoted themselves to creating the most beautiful buildings it was possible to make. All of them lived in a palace with its own parkland and lake and river, and their public buildings were as majestic as mountains. That’s why their world was called The City, because every building was so big and grand and had acres and acres of its own grounds that they’d spread right over the entire surface, from the deserts to the polar caps, there was nowhere without a building. Now you might say this would be easy, given that the Ring Empire had machines which could build anything. But The City dwellers didn’t want machines building their homes, they thought every person should build their own home, they believed that only if you built it yourself could you appreciate its true grandeur.


‘Now, Mozark and his crew landed there and walked amid all these fantastic buildings. Even though they weren’t the same species as The City’s inhabitants, they could appreciate the splendour of what they were seeing. There were cathedral-like towers slicing kilometres into the sky. Crystal tubes that spiralled up entire mountains, which housed every kind of plant to be found on the planet in every environment. Starkly simple buildings, exquisitely ornate buildings, buildings that flowed into the landscape they were so naturalistic. The City had them all, visual marvels everywhere you looked. Mozark spent many weeks there, he was so staggered by everything he saw. He thought it was the most superb accomplishment any race could make, for every citizen to live in luxury surrounded by beauty. But eventually he called his crew back to his ship and told them that for all its magnificence The City was not for the kingdom. They left, and continued their flight around the core.’


‘Why?’ the children asked.


‘Firstly, because The City had already been done,’ Denise said. ‘And secondly, because after a time Mozark began to see what a folly it was. All the inhabitants of The City did was maintain their buildings. Some families had lived in the same palace for twenty or thirty generations. They added to it, but never changed the nucleus, the essence which made them what they were. The only real interest in The City was shown by outsiders, different species from across the Ring Empire who flocked to marvel at its intricacy and debate its significance. Mozark knew that people could be inspired to build beautiful or gigantic structures, but after that it is always time to move on. The City was magnificent, but decadent. It celebrated the past, not the future. It was everything Endoliyn so dearly wished to escape from. He had no choice but to continue.’


‘Where did he go?’


‘What happened next?’


Denise glanced at her antique watch. A man’s watch, bulky for her slim wrist; her grandfather had carefully adjusted its quartz innards to synchronize with Thallspring’s twenty-five-and-a-half-hour day. ‘You’ll have to wait until tomorrow for the next part,’ she said.


A huge barrage of groans and boos greeted the announcement.


‘You knew that,’ she protested, acting astonished. ‘The Ring Empire is vast, Mozark had lots and lots of adventures on his voyage round it. It’ll take me weeks to tell them all. Now make sure you put the games and toys back in the bins before you go. The right bins!’


Slightly mollified with the promise of more tales of the Ring Empire to come, they wandered back across the grass to pick up the discarded toys.


‘You have such an imagination, my dear.’


Denise turned to find Mrs Potchansky standing a couple of metres away, giving her a slightly concerned look.


‘Ring Empires and little green princes on a quest, indeed. Why not just give them the classics like Pratchett and Tolkien?’


‘I don’t think they’re very relevant to today.’


‘That’s such a shame. They might be archaic, but they’re lovely stories. I really liked dear old Bilbo Baggins. I even have a hard copy book of The Hobbit, printed on Earth for Tolkien’s bicentennial.’


Denise hesitated. ‘The stories I make up do have a moral centre.’


‘I noticed. Although I think I’m the only one who did. You are very subtle, my dear.’


Denise grinned. ‘Was that a compliment?’


‘More an observation, I feel.’


‘Do you want me to stop telling them about the Ring Empire?’


‘Heavens, no.’ Mrs Potchansky was genuinely surprised. ‘Come along, Denise, you know how good you are with the children. You don’t have to fish for compliments from me. I’m just worried you’ll turn professional and put all these colourful thoughts of yours straight down into i-media. Who would I get to replace you?’


Denise touched the old lady on her arm. ‘I’m not going to leave you. I love it here. What could ever change in Memu Bay?’ It came out before she could stop it.


Mrs Potchansky glanced up at the clear turquoise sky, wrinkles around her eyes creasing into a burst of bitter resentment totally at odds with her air of gentility.


‘Sorry,’ Denise said immediately. Mrs Potchansky had lost her son during the last invasion. There were few details other than the date.


‘That’s all right, dear. I always look at how we live now. This is a good life we have here, the best of all the settled worlds. That’s our revenge against them. They can’t destroy our nature, they need us just as we are. I enjoy that irony, I think.’


At moments like this, Denise just wanted to blurt out everything to the gorgeous sweet old lady, all the anger and plans she and the others had brought with them to Memu Bay. Instead she gave Mrs Potchansky a tight hug. ‘They won’t beat us, not ever, I promise.’


Mrs Potchansky patted Denise’s back. ‘Thank you, dear. I’m so glad you found this school.’


*


As usual, some of the children were collected late. Old Mr Anders, picking up his grandson. Francine Hazledyne, the Mayor’s fifteen-year-old daughter, scooping up her little sister, the pair of them laughing happily at the reunion. Peter Crowther eagerly beckoning his quiet son into a huge limousine. Denise took care of them all back in the classroom, giving them big media pads to finger sketch on while they waited.


It took her nearly quarter of an hour after the last one had left to get everything ready for tomorrow. She wiped the psychedelic patterns from the media pads, sorted the games and toys into the right bins, put the chairs back into line, and reflated their one leaky jelfoam mattress. Mrs Potchansky came in before she’d loaded the dishwasher with all the mugs and cutlery, and told her to get off into town. It was a lovely day and she should enjoy herself. The old woman didn’t quite ask if Denise had a boyfriend yet, but it wouldn’t be long. The query came every three weeks or so, along with associated helpful observations on where nice boys were to be found. Denise always hated the embarrassment of having to deflect her from the topic. There were times when it was like spending the day with her mother.


The school was a couple of kilometres inland, so it was an easy downhill walk to the marina for her. On rainy days she would take one of the trams which ran through the major boulevards, but today the afternoon sun continued to shine through a clear sky. She strode easily along the sidewalk, making sure she kept under the broad shop awnings; she was wearing a light dress, and at half-past four in the afternoon the sun was still strong enough to be avoided. The route was familiar enough, and she was on nodding terms with several people on the way. So very different to her first days in the city, when she jumped every time a car’s brakes squealed and more than five people gathered together made her claustrophobic. It had taken over a fortnight before she was comfortable just going into one of Memu Bay’s plentiful cafes and sitting there with friends.


Even now she wasn’t quite used to the triads she saw together out on the street, though she made a point of not staring. Memu Bay was proud of its liberalist tradition, dating right back to the founding in 2160. The city fathers, having left an Earth which they considered encroached upon personal freedoms, were determined to encourage a more relaxed and enlightened atmosphere on their new world. Communes were prevalent during the early days, along with cooperative industrial enterprises. Reality had gradually eroded this gentle radicalism; collective dormitory halls were slowly refurbished into smarter individual apartments, shares were floated and traded to raise capital for factories to expand. The most prominent leftover from all this early social experimentation was the trimarriages, whose popularity continued long after other hippie chic traditions lost their bloom. Though even that wasn’t as popular as it used to be. Trendy liberalism and those first youthful hot randy nights of threesomes tended to deteriorate and sour when middle age approached, inevitably accompanied by school runs, mortgage payments, and domestic demands with their three-way arguments. And trimarriage divorces were notoriously bitter, scarring a lot of children who swore blind they wouldn’t repeat the mistake. Certainly less than a quarter of registrations at City Hall were now trimarriages, and most of those were of the one male two female variety. Gay and lesbian trimarriages were an even smaller percentage.


Car traffic eased off as Denise entered the Livingstone District behind the waterfront; the streets here were narrower and clogged with bicycles and scooters. This was the city’s primary retail zone, where little quirky shops alternated with clubs, bars, and hotels. As this was where the tourists flocked, the city planners had recreated the look of an old-style Mediterranean town. Small windows and slim balconies overlooked squares full of cafe tables that were shaded by citrus trees. At first the streets had confounded her, as if they were deliberately laid out in the most confusing maze possible. Now she slipped through like a native. The marina itself was packed with yachts and pleasure craft. Further along the shore, jetskis and windsurfers curved through the water, weaving round each other with curses and elaborately obscene fist gestures. Passenger boats were bringing divers and snorkellers home after a day exploring the reefs and marine life. Several of the archipelago islands were visible out towards the horizon, tiny cones of native coral clotted with a tangle of vivid terrestrial vegetation. They looked superb, motes of paradise scattered on an alien ocean. In fact, the gamma soak had killed the coral down to three metres below the surface. Civil engineering teams had gone out and capped the islands with concrete to stop them from breaking up. Sand was laboriously dredged up from their surrounding lagoons to form the exquisite white beaches, and desalination plants watered the vegetation through a buried irrigation network. It was all done for the benefit of the tourists. The living coral in deeper waters was spectacular enough to attract thousands of visitors each year, while the marina catered for watersports enthusiasts. Those physical activities combined with Memu Bay’s reputation for an easy-going lifestyle made the city a premier lure for Thallspring’s younger element, intent on having a fun time away from the capital and other sober cities.


The Junk Buoy was right on the waterfront, a popular tavern for tourists on the way back to their hotels and chalets. Not particularly smart, nor expensive, but it was the place where boat and dive instructors hung out as the day wound down, which gave it a big boost of kudos. Tourists could sit out under thatched awnings, watching the sun set behind Vanga peak as they drank cocktails with saucy names served up in long iced glasses.


Denise pushed her sunglasses up on her forehead as she walked in. Several young men watched her move across the room, smiling hopefully for her to join them. Denise ignored the come-ons as she made her way over to the far corner of the tavern, where she knew her colleagues would be. The nightly meat market had begun. The tourists were all in swimwear or small tight T-shirts, casting eager curious glances at each other. Over half were wearing Preferred Sexual Acts bracelets. Some of the devices were flashy gold Aztec charms or mock-high-tech strips encrusted with blinking LEDs, while others preferred to use discreet black bands, or simple readouts incorporated into their watches. They would tickle the wrist unobtrusively when someone else with the same PSA loaded in their bracelet was within ten metres, and conversation would dip as directional displays were suddenly checked with avid enthusiasm.


She was aware of some bracelet wearers checking their directional graphics anyway, seeing if they matched her position. The ‘anything goes’ set, unsurprisingly those with the most flamboyant bracelets.


One-night stands Denise could live with, not that she ever would for herself. But it was the coldness of the PSA system which she resented. It took everything that was human away from what should be the most enjoyable part of a relationship, the discovery of someone else.


Raymond Jang and Josep Raichura were sitting on their usual stools. Also as usual, they had a pair of girls with them; young and impressionable, wearing swimsuits and sarongs. Ray and Josep didn’t need PSA bracelets. For them, this part of the mission was heaven-sent. When they arrived in Memu Bay, they immediately signed up as diving-gill instructors with one of the big leisure companies, which brought them into daily contact with a parade of girls in their teens and early twenties. Diving instructors were universally slim and fit, but Ray and Josep now had perfect mesomorph physiques, tanned to a golden sheen. These days Denise had to think hard to remember the two awkward little boys she’d grown up with in Arnoon, one all gangly, the other hardly venturing out of doors. Now the dweebs were babe-magnets, and relishing every second of it. Even better for them, and worse for Denise, they were supposed to develop casual relationships. It would be essential for the next stage of the plan.


The four of them were having such a good time together that Denise almost felt guilty for butting in. She cleared her throat to attract their attention. The two girls instantly looked her up and down with hostile eyes, working out if she was competition or not. They decided not, Denise was the same age group as their catches, with the kind of slim healthy build that could mean she was a fellow gill-instructor, and her impatient expression clearly marked her down as a no-fun person.


‘Hello?’ one of the girls said, her voice rising an octave with mild derision. ‘Were we friends in a former life?’


Any decent come-back escaped Denise. The girl’s breasts were so large that for the first time Denise got an inkling of that most infuriating male reflex; she just couldn’t help glancing at her cleavage. Surely she was too young to undergo vwriting enlargement?


‘Hi, Denise.’ Ray got up and gave her a demure peck on the cheek. ‘Girls, this is our housemate, Denise.’


They consulted each other silently, and said a resentful, ‘Oh, hi,’ to Denise.


‘We just need a quick chat with Denise,’ Josep said. He gave his girl a quick pat on her bum. ‘Won’t be a minute, and then we’ll see where we can go to eat out tonight.’


The girl licked some salt off the rim of her margarita glass. ‘I’d like that.’ She walked off with her friend, the pair of them whispering in sultry amusement. There were several coy glances thrown back at the boys.


‘Working hard, I see,’ Denise said. Every time she found them with new girls she told herself it didn’t bother her. Every time, her disapproval just splurged out.


Ray grinned. ‘Just following orders.’


Denise steeled herself, and sat on one of the vacated stools. There was nobody near them, and a melodic guitar tune was playing through the tavern’s sound system. Not that the Memu Bay’s police were surveilling them, or even knew about them, but basic precautions now would save a lot of trouble later on. ‘We’re clear today,’ she said quietly. ‘Prime didn’t pick up any encrypted signals on the spacecom network.’


‘They’ll come,’ Josep said.


His tone was understanding, more like the old Josep. He must have picked up on her frustration, he’d always been the more emotionally sensitive one. She flicked a modest grin of thanks at him. His face was broad, with high cheekbones, and lovely wide brown eyes. A thick mop of floppy blond hair was held back from his forehead by a thin leather band – a gift from some girl ages ago. Raymond, by contrast, had round features and a narrow nose, his brown hair cut short. Other than that . . . she looked from one to the other. The only clothing Raymond had on was a pair of old green shorts, while Josep’s denim shirt was open down the front. Twin bodies. Did the girls they shared in bed ever comment on that? she wondered.


‘I know.’ She got a grip on her free-flying thoughts. ‘Anything new from your side?’


‘Actually yes,’ Ray said. He indicated the girls. ‘Sally lives in Durrell, she’s at college there, a geology student.’


‘OK, that’s promising.’


‘And there’s a possible contact we think should be checked out,’ Josep said. ‘His name’s Gerard Parry. He started on my six-day diving-proficiency course today. We got chatting. Turns out he’s local, works up at Teterton Synthetics, a distribution manger.’


The dwritten neural cells in Denise’s brain linked her to the pearl ring on her index finger. Her Prime program produced a brief summery of Teterton, scrolling an indigo script across her vision that detailed a small chemical-processing company which supplied local food producers with specialist vitamin and protein concoctions. ‘Did he sound sympathetic?’


‘That’s for you to find out. But a contact there could be very useful. There’s some compounds we still haven’t acquired.’


‘OK, sounds good. How do I meet him?’


‘We promised him a blind date. Tonight.’


‘Oh, God,’ she groaned. There would barely be time to go home and change.


‘He’s a nice bloke,’ Josep protested. ‘I like him. Sensitive, caring, all that bollocks chicks go for.’


‘Just as long as he’s not like you,’ Denise snapped back.


‘Ouch.’ He smiled. ‘Well, here’s your chance to find out. Here he comes.’


‘What!’


Ray stood up and waved happily. Denise turned to see the man approaching. In his thirties, overweight, with thinning hair. The restrained smile of a professional bachelor, desperate to hide how desperate he was. A broad black-glass PSA bracelet was worn on his right wrist. Several girls around the tavern checked their directional displays, and hurriedly looked away.


Denise stood up to greet him, the heel of her right foot making solid contact on Josep’s toes.


*


She didn’t get home until well after eleven o’clock that night. By that time the weary anger had become a kind of numb indifference to life. All she wanted to do was go to bed and forget the entire evening.


Despite his appearance, Gerard Parry wasn’t a bad man. He could hold a conversation, on local issues at least, and was willing to listen up to a point. He even had a few jokes, though he lacked the nonchalance to tell them properly. She could imagine him working hard to memorize them when he heard them around the office.


They had started off having a couple of drinks with Ray and Josep, much to the girls’ obvious disgust. Then dinner was mentioned, and Josep managed to split them up. Gerard took her to a fairly decent restaurant, which left her free to establish his political sympathies. That was when it all fell apart.


Denise never knew how much blame she should take for personal catastrophes like this. It was strange, considering how she almost unfailingly managed to befriend potential recruits who weren’t single and male. She asked Gerard the questions she needed to, and tried to ask others, to show an interest in his personal life. But he figured out pretty early on that she wasn’t interested in any kind of long-term relationship, or even a brief passionate affair. Men invariably figured that out about her at some time. Always, at the end of such evenings, it finished with her being told she was too intense, or cool, or aloof – twice she’d been sneeringly accused of being a lesbian.


She didn’t even mind the fact that she never made the connection. What she hated was that she could never tell them why. The fact that she’d committed herself to something more important than them, or her. It justified the way she was. But they’d never know. To all of them, she was just another wasted evening.


Gerard Parry got drunk very quickly, especially for a man of his bulk. His conversation turned into a bitter monologue, there were morbid complaints about how he missed out because girls never looked behind his size for the real him, and rhetorical questions about what she and the rest of the female universe wanted from a bloke anyway. During his ramblings, he managed to spill half a glass of red wine over the table, which splashed across her skirt. She got up and didn’t look back. The head waiter called a cab for her.


She sat in the back of the AS-driven vehicle, refusing to cry as the lively town slid by beyond the windows. Inner strength was something that could never be installed, unlike her physical ability. That, she had to supply by herself.


The Prime program in her pearl had recorded the encrypted emissions from Gerard’s PSA bracelet – a gross breach of etiquette; PSAs were supposed to be exchanged. As she reviewed the data she gained a degree of satisfaction knowing what a pig he was. It made her feel a hell of a lot more justified leaving him weeping into his wine.


The bungalow she shared with Ray and Josep was in a small prim housing estate spread along the Nium estuary, outside the centre of town. It meant a twenty-minute commute to work in the morning on the tram, but the rent was relatively cheap. At night there was just enough of a breeze coming up the estuary to keep it cool once the big archway windows were folded back. Jasmine grew up the external walls, a mass of scarlet flowers giving off a sweet scent.


Denise came through the front door and dropped her little shoulder bag on the hall table. She pressed her back to the cool plaster, arching her spine and inhaling deeply. All in all, a really shitty day.


The lights were on in the lounge, turned down low. When she peered in, one of the girls from the Junk Buoy was lying face down on the sofa, snoring with the erratic snorts of the comatose drunk. There were muffled voices and giggles coming from Josep’s bedroom, along with familiar rhythmic sounds. Josep, Ray, and the huge-breasted girl energetically straining seams on the jelfoam mattress together.


It would be all right, Denise thought, once she was in her own room with the door shut. From past experience she knew the soundproofing was good enough to give her complete silence to sleep in. When she looked down at her skirt, she could see it needed spraying right away to get the wine stain out. Once she’d put it in the washing cabinet and programmed the cycle, she remembered the pile of clean laundry hurriedly dumped in the linen basket this morning, including all her other work clothes. She’d intended to do them when she got back from playschool in the afternoon. So there she was at quarter past midnight, tired and utterly miserable, standing in the kitchen in her towelling robe, ironing her blouse for tomorrow while the shrill whoops of other people’s orgasms echoed along the hall.


If there was such a thing as karma, somebody somewhere in this universe was going to get hurt bad to level this out.









3


Lawrence Newton never saw a cloud until he was twelve years old. Until then, Amethi’s light-time skies had been an unblemished azure from horizon to horizon. When the planet’s orbit around its gas-giant primary, Nizana, eventually propelled it into dark-time and the stars came out, they would burn with a steadiness unnatural for any atmosphere, so clear was the frigid air. And with Templeton, the capital where young Lawrence lived, on the hemisphere that permanently faced away from Nizana, he never realized it was possible for anything exciting to exist overhead. In terms of landscape and environment, Amethi was crushingly boring. Nothing moved above, nothing grew on the icy tundra.


To the McArthur Corporation, whose exploratory starship the Renfrew discovered it in 2098, such conditions were perfect. In the late twenty-first century interstellar expansion was at its height, with the big companies and financial consortia funding dozens of colonies. Any planet with an oxygen–nitrogen atmosphere was being claimed and settled. But these ventures were expensive, the alien biospheres which had produced that precious blend of breathable gases were inevitably hostile and poisonous to terrestrial organisms – some were immediately fatal. Establishing human communities amid such conditions was extremely costly. Not so on Amethi.


When the Renfrew dropped into orbit around Nizana, its astronomy team noticed that the biggest moon was isolocked. A hundred thousand years before, the planet had taken a hit from a dinosaur killer; a rogue asteroid big enough to obliterate normal climactic activity. The startled chief spectography officer, James Barclay, took one look at the first image analysis of the abnormal white mane which stretched from pole to pole across the hemisphere tide-locked towards Nizana, and said: ‘Jesus, that’s one hell of an ice cube.’ They named the monster glacier after him.


For all it was technically a moon, Amethi’s evolution had been fairly standard for a world of its size. It started normally, with a reducing atmosphere which slowly changed as life began to emerge from primordial seas. Primitive organisms which could photosynthesize released oxygen. Carbon was consumed by new lichens and amoebas. An unremarkable cycle which was repeated across the universe wherever such conditions occurred. The only difference between this and every other biosphere would be in the shape and structure of the high-order life likely to emerge in a few hundred million years’ time, and the specific proteins employed by this world’s cells. In that respect every planet was unique, the carbon–hydrogen biochemical combinations available to nature were too vast to ever see repetition.


Amethi even had an advantage over its distant cousins elsewhere in the galaxy; its gas-giant orbit meant there were none of the dramatic planetwide seasonal variations to be found on singleton worlds, such as Earth or Thallspring. At 250 million kilometres, Nizana’s F4 star was far enough away to provide a constant level of radiance for the whole year, even its sunspot cycle had a minimal effect. The only change the emerging flora and fauna knew was between light-time and dark-time as Amethi slid along its twelve (Earth) day orbit, and that was a gentle enough transition. Nothing ever hibernated, or migrated across oceans; plants were all evergreens.


In a nod to normality, there were polar caps. But the unusual shape and position of Amethi’s solitary temperate zone was purely a product of its orbit. With the planet tide-locked to Nizana, the hemisphere which faced the huge gas-giant received the least sunlight; always in darkness during superior conjunction, always cooler than the surrounding tropics. Life here was slower and hardier than elsewhere on the surface.


Evolution was progressing along standard lines until the asteroid was drawn in by Nizana’s immense gravity field. Two hundred million years after the first primitive amoebas began fissioning, the seas were full of fish and plants had established themselves across the land. There were big insects with thistledown wings, and even small creatures not far removed from terrestrial amphibian genealogy. They all died in the aftermath.


The impact explosion threw up enough dust and steam to obscure the entire surface. In doing so, it triggered the ultimate ice age. The glaciers which thrust out from the polar caps encroached further and further through the oddly positioned temperate zone until they actually merged at the equator. Seas, oceans, and lakes surrendered their water to the single mega-glacier as it continued to expand. Temperature plummeted right across the planet, combining with the water-loss and darkened atmosphere to eliminate all forms of life except the most resilient bacteria. Amethi returned to an almost primordial state. But now with a fifth of the surface covered in ice to a depth of several kilometres, and the remainder a desert which was Mars-like in its desolation, there was no potential catalyst left to precipitate change. It had become a world trapped in stasis. The isolock.


For McArthur’s Board members Amethi was perfection, with an existing breathable atmosphere and no indigenous life. Whatever world they invested in would have to import and establish a terrestrial biosphere. On Amethi they didn’t have to eradicate the existing biosphere to make room for it. All that was needed was a slight rise in global temperature to end the isolock and restart a normal meteorological cycle.


Templeton was founded in 2115, at first nothing more than a collection of prefabricated igloos with a single track linking it to a runway bulldozed into the frozen dunes. The engineers and administrators who lived there were tasked with establishing a manufacturing base that would be self-sustaining. The idea was that once the initial investment was made, all you needed to do was shovel in local raw materials at one end and ultimately any product you wanted would pop out of the other. After that, the only imports would be people and new designs to upgrade and expand the first few factories. Information cost nothing to transport between stars, while people would buy their ticket to a new land with immense opportunities.


Over the first three years, spaceplanes ferried down their cargo from eight starship flights. At the end of it, industrial facilities in heavily insulated factories could supply most of the burgeoning colony’s needs. But not all. It was always the way, there were a few specialist systems or chemicals essential for the economy or special projects which only Earth with its abundant production facilities could provide. Time after time Templeton’s Governor sent back requests for additional units to be flown out, without which the whole project would stall.


It wasn’t a problem affecting just Amethi or even McArthur. As much as AS management programs struggled to keep colony world industries technologically current within their budget constraint, Earth with its bottomless intellectual resources and research and development laboratories always had the leading edge. Systems and procedures which were just that bit more efficient or sophisticated were constantly exported. Between Earth and the colonies, money always flowed in one direction.


The financial strain which Amethi placed on McArthur wasn’t as bad as most other colony worlds, where human biochemists fought desperate battles against alien biospheres. Here there was just HeatSmash, the climate project, to initiate. Templeton’s first indigenous industrial undertaking was to establish an orbital manufacturing station, Tarona. With that up and running in 2140 (nearly a third of its systems had been shipped in from Earth), they began local production of asteroid-capture propulsion engines. Nizana had so much junk rock strewn around in orbit it could have provided HeatSmash with enough material to reheat a dozen worlds. The inaugural impact came in 2142, when a lump of stony iron rock measuring eighty metres across smacked right into the centre of Barclay’s Glacier.


The explosion vaporized nearly a cubic kilometre of water, and melted a considerably larger quantity. It had refrozen within a week. The steam clouds never even reached the edge of the glacier before they condensed into bullet-hard snowflakes and rained down.


Once the planetary engineers had correlated all the data from their sensors, they estimated that the atmosphere would have reheated sufficiently to induce and sustain glacial melt after a hundred and eleven years of one impact per year, involving asteroids four times the mass of the test impact. That assumed that the carbon dioxide level would increase from its current almost non-existent level to around 1 per cent, which would only happen if enough carbon could be liberated from the dead loam that lay undisturbed on the old continental shelves.


With this mildly favourable prognosis, the colonists set about building their new world. By the time Lawrence Newton was born in 2310, economic and social changes on the old homeworld had modified the nature of the colony. Although the physical task of terraforming the world had progressed without interruption, it was no longer a destination for exultant pioneers searching for a little homestead amid a wilderness that was slowly being resurrected.


*


The big school bus rolled easily along Templeton’s main north highway, fat tyres clinging to the grubby concrete with its lacework of fine cracks. Twenty-five kids, aged nine to twelve, chattered excitably or threw crumpled biscuit wrappers at each other before ducking down behind their seats to avoid retaliation. Mr Kaufman and Ms Ridley, their teachers, sat up at the front, doing their best to ignore what was going on behind. They’d only left the school dome ten minutes ago; it was going to be a long day.


Lawrence was sitting midway down the bus. The seat next to him went unoccupied. It wasn’t that he didn’t have friends at school, he did, as well as several cousins and a tribe of more distant relatives. He just didn’t have any close friends. Teachers described him as restless. He was clever enough, naturally, given that he was a Newton; but that intelligence was never quite captured by any of his academic subjects. Report after report filed with his parents had the age-old comment: could do better. In the competitive environment of the school, where application and achievement received the highest accolades, he was too different to fit in comfortably. Not quite a rebel – he was still too young for that classification – but there were plenty of danger signs that he could fall into the drop-out category if something wasn’t done fairly soon. An almost unknown development amongst Amethi’s well-ordered population. For a member of a Board family it was unthinkable.


So he sat by himself, ignoring the antics of his peers, watching the city go by outside. On either side of the highway were drab curving walls of nullthene; huge sheets of the ultrathin translucent grey membrane which the city domes were made from. The standard size was four hundred metres across, produced in one piece by the McArthur factory, and wholly indigenous. Relatively cheap, and simple to establish, it was used by every town and city on the planet. All you needed was a flat patch of land over which to spread it. The sheet had a built-in hexagonal web of slim tubing made from buckyfilament carbon (extruded up at Tarona) that was pumped full of epoxy. The resultant force was enough to lift the lightweight nullthene off the ground like a giant balloon that never quite managed to become airborne. The edges had to be buried hurriedly, as the membrane’s molecular structure had been designed to act as a near-perfect heat trap. Air inside quickly warmed to temperate and even tropical temperatures, exerting quite a lifting pressure from within. Large circulation and thermal exchange units (also built locally) were installed around the edge, helping to maintain the required climate inside. Once the dome was up and regulated, all that was needed to reinvigorate the soil was water and terrestrial bacteria, and it was ready for planting.


Right at the heart of the city, most of the domes were communal. Above average in size at six hundred metres in diameter, they had a single apartment block skyscraper in the centre, acting as an additional support for the vaulting surface. Inside, rich parkland had been established round the skyscrapers, complete with artificial lakes and streams. Nobody outside top-level management used cars to get about within the city, the domes were all linked by a comprehensive rail transit network. The only vehicles on the road with the school bus were twenty-wheel juggernauts, agroform machinery, and civil engineering trucks, all of them cheerfully pumping hihydrogen fuel fumes out into the atmosphere.


Factories filled the gaps between the dome rims, squat bunkers built from glass and aluminium. Encrustations of dust streaked the big panes, built up over years as heat and moisture creeping out of the city structures loosened up the frozen ground. Even here, the air suffered as it did in every human city, a pollution of particles and vapour that hadn’t known freedom for a hundred thousand years churned up by the whirling zephyrs thrown off by the trains and road vehicles and dome circulation fans. For decades, the only wind on the whole planet. But it allowed plants to flourish. All along the side of the road, Lawrence could see tufts of dark-green grass clogging the ruddy native soil. There were even little fissures where free water had on occasion run, fed by trickles of condensation along badly insulated panels or tattered slits in the nullthene.


Further out from the city centre, food refineries began to replace the domes, industrial sites the size of small towns where pressure tanks and enzyme-breeder towers and protein convectors were woven together with a maze of thick, insulated pipes. Hot vapour shivered the air for hundreds of metres above the dulled metal surfaces as small fusion plants pumped their megawatts into the elaborate processes which kept Amethi’s human population alive. Each refinery had its own quarry, huge vertical-walled craters gouged deep into the frozen soil by AS-driven bulldozers. Caravans of big utility trucks trundled up and down the pitside ramps all day long, bringing hundreds of tonnes of elusive, rare minerals to the catalytic furnaces.


The trans-Rackliff Basin pipe ended somewhere on this side of the city, too. A pipe that stretched a quarter of the way round the planet to the Barclay’s Glacier runoff, bringing that essential component of life: water. It was actually cheaper to pump it in than to melt it out of local soil. Both the domes and the refineries were greedy consumers.


Lawrence watched the various human enterprises that made up the city with detached interest, visualizing how Templeton and its peripherals must look from space. Some weird plastic flower seventy kilometres in diameter, which had blossomed on this barren alien world as the atmosphere warmed. One day it would burst, the nullthene membranes ripping open in the wind so the terrestrial spawn nurtured within could be flung out across the entire planet. Only with that kind of image did he ever begin to appreciate the enormity of the undertaking which was his homeworld. It was the endless statistics and enhanced images which he could never get his head around, everything the school felt impelled to provide and emphasize.


Out past the last of the refineries the tundra extended away to the sharp horizon, dirty vermilion soil broken only by rocks and ancient crumbling gullies. Swathes of darkness cut through it at random. When Barclay’s Glacier formed, sucking the moisture out of the air and sending the temperature plummeting, the forests were still standing. Their trees had long since died from the cold and lack of light, but the slumbering glacier calmed the air rather than enraging it. There were no winds or sandstorms to abrade the sturdy trunks. The scatterings of moisture left in the soil turned to ice, transforming the surface into a hard concrete mantle, keeping a possessive grip on sand and dust particles.


In the centuries after the glacier formed, Amethi’s dead, blackened plants stayed resolutely upright in the still air. Time alone aged them, for there were no elements any more. Over a hundred thousand years even petrified wood lost its strength. They corroded slowly, snowing ebony flakes onto the surrounding soil until enough had been shed to make the whole unstable. Then the entire brittle pillar would crack, tumbling over to shatter as if made from antique black glass. More often than not, in the denser forests, they would bring down a couple of their neighbours, initiating cascades of devastation. Where the forests once stood were now areas where the soil was blanketed with low black dunes of congealed grit.


The children quietened at last as this new landscape unwound beyond the bus; here was where their future was birthing with pained deliberation. The first delicate effects of the HeatSmash were proudly visible. Crevices and tiny rills in the hard ground were host to tiny Arctic plants. They were all heavily vwritten for this world, to endure not only its coldness but also the long light-times and dark-times. Plants that grew above Earth’s Arctic circle with their long wearisome days and equally oppressive nights had the closest environmental conditions to those on Amethi. It meant their genes needed the least viral modification to withstand the hostility of this frigid wilderness.


Several of them boasted flowers, tiny dainty coral trumpets or golden starbursts. The most significant accomplishment of the geneticists, modifying the pollination cycle so that the spores were expelled by ripening anthers into the quiescent air. A haze light enough to drift on Amethi’s minimal breezes, little more than a draft of perfume, yet eradicating the necessity for insects. None of these perennials had needed nurturing in greenhouses and planting out, they were self-set. The first naked terrestrial colonists.


While dark bottle-greens flourished in the earth’s crannies, dry-rubber blotches of sulphur yellow and cinnamon brown encrusted exposed rock, from entire cliff faces down to pebbles scattered amid the carbon dunes of the old forests. The lichens which were first spread across Amethi’s continents from highflying robot aircraft in order to kick-start the new ecological cycle were expanding now as never before in the rush of warmth and rising humidity.


Lawrence liked the colour invasion stampeding across the bleak tundra. It signalled an astonishing level of achievement. Fundamentally reassuring, that human beings were capable of such visionary endeavour. He began to smile, letting his daydreams build out of the landscape where the impossible was happening. It was easy out here, the demands of his family and school restrictions were falling behind as the bus raced on into the realm of possibilities.


His gaze drifted round and up. He squinted, suddenly alert. Hot urgent hands wiped the bus window where his breath was steaming it up, despite the insulating quality. There. In the sky, something very strange was moving. He knocked on the glass to try and show people where they should look. Then, realizing nobody would ever listen to him, he put his hand up above the window and found the red emergency handle. Without ever hesitating, he tugged it down hard.


Anti-skid brakes engaged as the AS driver program brought the bus to a halt as fast as its engineering parameters would allow. A signal was flashed to the Templeton traffic authority, putting emergency services on immediate recovery standby. Sensors inside and outside the vehicle were reviewed for any sign of abnormality. Nothing was found, but the human/manual intervention was not one the AS could ignore. The bus continued its abrupt deceleration, engine and gearbox whining sharply in mechanical alarm. Kids were hauled back hard into their seats as the safety webbing contracted. Yells and screams ran the length of the aisle. Mr Kaufman lost hold of his coffee cup and biscuit as he cried: ‘Fatesbloodysake . . .’


A second later the bus was motionless and silent, a state almost as alarming as the sudden braking. Then the horn started a repetitive bleat, and amber hazard strobes on the front and back blazed away. Mr Kaufman and Ms Ridley gave each other a frantic uncomprehending look, and slapped at their web release buttons. The red light above one of the emergency stop handles was flashing urgently. Mr Kaufman never got a chance to ask whose seat it was before Lawrence was running past him to the front door which had popped open automatically. The boy was zipping up the front of his baggy coat.


‘What—?’ Ms Ridley blurted.


‘It’s outside!’ Lawrence yelled. ‘In the air. It’s in the air!’


‘Wait!’


She was yelling at nothing, he had already jumped down the steps onto the highway. The other kids wanted a piece of the action; they were laughing wildly, shock already fading as they dashed after Lawrence. They formed a big group standing on the sandy verge. Coats were hurriedly zipped up, and hands stuffed into gloves as the bitter air nipped exposed skin. Lawrence stood a little way ahead of them, searching round for the bizarre shape he’d seen. There were several titters behind him as the wait grew.


‘There!’ he shouted. His finger pointed westward. ‘There. Look.’


The rebuke Mr Kaufman had been forming died away. A patch of tufty white cloud was floating serenely through the air. The only blemish in a perfect bright azure sky. Silence fell over the kids as they watched the implausible miracle.


‘Sir, why doesn’t it fall?’


Mr Kaufman stirred himself. ‘Because the density is equal to the air at that altitude.’


‘But it’s solid.’


‘No,’ he smiled. ‘It just looks like it is. Remember when we looked at Nizana through the telescope, you could see the clouds that made up the storm bands. They were flowing. This is the same, but a lot smaller.’


‘Does that mean there are going to be storms here, sir?’


‘Eventually, yes. But don’t worry, they’ll be a lot smaller, too.’


‘Where did it come from?’


‘The Barclay’s Glacier, I suppose. You’ve all seen the pictures of the runoff. This is one of the results. You’re going to be seeing a lot more as you grow up.’ He let them stare at the harbinger for a while longer, then shooed them back onto the bus.


Lawrence was last up the steps, reluctant to abandon his remarkable discovery. And there was also the inevitable censure to face . . .


The teachers were a lot more lenient than he expected. Ms Ridley said she understood how strange the cloud was, but he must ask permission to ever do anything like that again. Mr Kaufman gave a gruff nod, enforcing everything she said.


Lawrence went and sat down as the bus moved forwards again. The rest of the kids forgot their games to chatter in an animated fashion about what they’d just seen. Already, this was the best ecology field trip ever. Lawrence joined in occasionally with a few observations and speculations, his discovery giving him a kudos previously not experienced. Mainly though, he tried to keep tracking the cloud through the window.


He couldn’t stop thinking about the journey it had made. Travelling halfway around the world, with so much unknown territory laid out below it. How ridiculous that a cloud had seen more of Amethi than he ever had. He wanted to be up there with it, soaring over the land and empty seabeds, swooping down to zoom along the crumbling edge of the Barclay’s Glacier where he could see the runoff, a waterfall as long as a continental shoreline. How fabulous that would be. But here he was, stuck in a bus on his way to a poxy slowlife farm, learning about ecology when at some other school he could be learning how to fly. It just wasn’t fair.


The slowlife farm was, like all Amethi’s industrial facilities, an uninspiring glass and aluminium box. It was situated all by itself on the side of a gentle valley, with an empty river course meandering away below it. The Arctic plants were particularly prolific along the low slopes, clustering thickly on the silt bed itself.


Several of the kids remarked on it when they scuttled from the bus to the warmth of the factory. Lawrence was still trying to see the cloud, which had disappeared off to the north some time ago. The lobby’s big outer doors swung shut, and a gust of air washed over the group. They’d all been expecting that; the thermal-trap lobby was standard across Amethi, a giant leaky airlock arrangement with thermal recyclers instead of vacuum pumps to prevent temperature drop in the domes. Here, there didn’t seem much point. The factory was nothing like as warm as any of the city domes, barely a couple of degrees above freezing. They all kept their coats sealed up.


The supervisor came out to meet them, dressed in padded purple coveralls with a tight-fitting hood. Mrs Segan, who with her three co-workers ran the whole operation. She tried hard not to show how narked she was with another bunch of kids touring round and screwing up her timetable.


‘What you’re going to see here today has no analogue in nature,’ she told them as they made their way into the building. This first zone seemed more factory than farm, with dark metal corridors lined with sealed glass windows that looked in on vats of some kind. ‘We grow fatworms here. I’d like to say breed, but the truth is, every one of these creatures is cloned.’ She stopped beside a window. The room beyond was filled with racks of trays, filled with a clotted jelly similar to frogspawn. ‘All slowlife is completely artificial, its DNA was designed for us by the Fell Institute in Oxford, back on Earth. As you know, the more complex an organism is, the more prone to illness and other problems it becomes. Therefore, fatworms are kept very simple indeed. The principal biological streamlining is their complete lack of reproductive ability. That’s also very useful to us, as they are only needed for this stage of the terraforming process. They’ve got a lifetime of about ten years, so when we stop making them, they’ll die out.’ She held up a jar of the jelly substance, handing it to the closest boy. ‘Pass that around, and please don’t breathe on it. All slowlife is optimized to function at sub-zero temperature, your breath is like a flame to them.’


When it came to Lawrence all he could see was a mass of translucent eggs with a pinhead of darkness at the centre of each. They didn’t quiver or shake about as if they were about to burst open – which would have been something. Boring.


Mrs Segan took them through into the farm’s main rearing arena, a long hall with rows of big rectangular plastic boxes separated by raised metal-grid walkways. Pipes overhead sprayed gloopy fluid into each of the open boxes with short regular pulses. The air smelt of crushed grass and sugar.


‘Each of the fatworms is essentially a miniature bacteria reactor,’ Mrs Segan said as she led them along one of the walkways. ‘We place them on a new section of tundra and they burrow their way through the ground, chewing the dead vegetable matter in the soil. When it comes out, it’s suffused with the bacteria that live in their gut. This prepares the ground ready for terrestrial plants, which all need the bacteria in the soil to live on.’


The kids all leaned over the side of the box she indicated, their interest suddenly regained with the prospect of creatures which could poo out fungus and stuff. A glistening mass of oyster-grey fatworms covered the bottom of the box, squirming slowly; they were about fifteen centimetres long, a couple wide. Everyone oohed and yucked as they pulled rictus grimaces at the slimy mini-monsters.


‘Is that why they’re called slowlife?’ someone asked. ‘Coz they don’t move fast?’


‘Partly,’ Mrs Segan said. ‘The temperature they encounter outside means they don’t have a particularly fast metabolism, which makes their physical motion correspondingly slow. Their blood is based on glycerol so they can keep moving through the coldest ground without freezing solid.’


Lawrence sighed impatiently as she droned out long statistics, then started to explain about other slowlife forms. Some were like fish, swimming in the snow-slush runoff rivers round Barclay’s Glacier; others were distant relatives of caterpillars, munching their way across the huge dunes of carbon granules left behind by Amethi’s original forests. He glanced down into the big box again. It was a bunch of worms wriggling around sluggishly. So what? Who in Fate cared what grubbed around under the soil? Why didn’t they come up with birds or something interesting? Dinosaurs, maybe.


Mrs Segan moved on, the group buzzing along behind her. Lawrence trailed at the rear. He craned his neck back, looking through the farm’s grimy glass roof to see if the cloud had returned. The next thing he knew, he’d tripped on some ridge in the walkway, and gone flailing onto his back. One scrabbling hand caught a shallow plastic bin, and when he landed painfully a whole bunch of fully grown fatworms were dropping on top of him.


He rolled away from them quickly, disgust overriding the pain along his jarred spine. These adults were some forty centimetres long, seven or eight in diameter. Their tips waved about blindly. Lawrence clambered to his feet, automatically checking the position of the teachers. Nobody had actually seen him fall. He looked down at the fatworms, the only evidence. Gingerly, telling himself they weren’t in the slightest bit dangerous, he groped down and tried to pick one up. It was revoltingly cold and slimy, with a texture like sodden carpet, but he managed to grip it tight. As he lifted it up, the slight wavering motion began to speed up. Instead of putting it back in the bin, he held on and watched. After a while the fatworm was almost thrashing. He dropped it back down onto the floor, and it slithered off along the walkway. There was a claret-coloured patch around its midsection where his hand had been. ‘All right,’ he murmured. ‘Not so slow after all.’ Which was logical. They were slow in the cold, therefore they’d be fast in the warmth.


He scuttled after the group. ‘Alan,’ he hissed. ‘Hey, Alan. Come and look at this.’


Alan Cramley stopped munching on his Toby bar, curious about the furtive tone. ‘What?’


Lawrence took him back to the adult fatworms and showed him. They quickly turned the discovery into a challenge. Pick up the fatworms in tandem, and hold them for thirty seconds, then drop them on the walkway and see which reaches the end of the grid first. In the end they were holding on to two each, turning it into a real race.


‘What exactly is going on here?’ Mr Kaufman demanded.


Lawrence and Alan hadn’t seen him approach from a walkway intersection. He was staring down at the four fatworms twisting their way across the metal. Several of the other kids were behind him, and Mrs Segan was scurrying up, anxious to see what the fuss was about.


‘I knocked a bin over, sir, and we were trying to pick them up,’ Lawrence said, holding out his icy hands as proof. Slime dripped from white, cold-crinkled fingertips. ‘I’m really sorry.’


Mr Kaufman was frowning, not fully convinced.


‘Don’t touch them,’ Mrs Segan called urgently. She slipped past Mr Kaufman, pulling on a pair of thick gauntlets. ‘Remember what I told you about them being adapted to the cold.’


Lawrence and Alan traded a look.


Mrs Segan picked up the first fatworm. Her eyes narrowed as she took in the big red mark around its middle. She took it over to the nearest bin. ‘What have you done?’ she yelled. All the fatworms inside had the same red mark. None of them were moving. She hurried to the next bin, and gasped. In the third bin there were some fatworms left undulating slowly; Lawrence and Alan hadn’t raced all of them yet. She whirled round. Lawrence took a step back, afraid she’d strike him. Her face was rigid with fury. ‘You burned them all, you little—’ She turned to Mr Kaufman. ‘Tour’s over. Get these brats out of here.’


*


Lawrence had taken over the robot garage several years ago. The compact tracked machines which originally tended to the dome’s elaborate gardens had been replaced by newer, more efficient models when they upgraded their AS groundskeeper program. He’d found the old concrete ramp in the middle of a clump of copper-flowering bushes which had been allowed to expand and merge into a shaggy wall now the entrance was no longer needed. On Amethi, service support structures tended to either be buried or sited beyond the dome rim. When such expense had gone into producing a liveable terrain of limited area, the last thing the owner did was clutter up the valuable surface with small buildings, or even roads and pathways. At the base of the ramp was a swing-up door with stiff old lever arms. It took a commendable amount of effort and persistence for a nine-year-old to prise it open, but Lawrence did it, to be rewarded with a musty concrete cave stretching out ahead of him for a good ten metres. Its roof was less than two metres from the ground, and it had strange metal tracks bolted to the floor, walls, and ceiling where waldo arms had once run. But there was still power, and a data node.


Since then it had become his den. He’d moved in life’s essentials, cluttering it with a dilapidated magenta-coloured leather settee, piles of cushions, a couple of tables, an old-model desktop pearl, a sound system with a decibel level that most hard-rock bands would envy, two active memory towers his father had salvaged from the office for him, an eclectic array of tools, and boxes of toys he never played with. He’d tacked sheet screens over the walls and even part of the ceiling. A mosaic of images played as soon as the door was opened, some from the memory towers and others broadcasting live camera feeds from the datapool.


It was a grand refuge from his family and the rest of Amethi. Even his four younger siblings knew to stay out unless he explicitly invited them in.


He’d gone there as soon as he got back after the ecology field trip. The sheet screens were showing several images of Templeton from cameras mounted on the apex of various domes. One of them showed Nizana’s bright crescent, relayed from a near-side school’s astronomy department telescope. Another was a telescope tracking Barric, the third largest moon.


Lawrence told the desktop pearl to find a spaceport feed and switch it to the biggest sheet screen, the one hanging opposite the sofa, which took up half the wall. The camera must have been sited on the control tower; it showed the thick grey runway stabbing out across the bleak rusty-coloured tundra. Nothing was landing or taking off.


‘Get me a Flight: Horizon episode,’ he instructed the pearl.


‘Which one?’ its AS program asked.


‘Doesn’t matter. No. Wait. Series one, episode five: Creation-5. I want third person with the edit I chose last time. Put it on the big screen, close down the others.’ He flopped into the settee and stuck his feet up on the armrest. The remaining sheet screens blacked out. Right in front of him the credits started to roll and the soundtrack kicked in, making the thin screens tremble.


He’d found Flight: Horizon two years ago when he sent an askping through the catalogues of Amethi’s multimedia companies; as far as he was concerned it was the greatest science fiction series ever made. Not fully i, but it allowed personae selection so the episode could be viewed from any of the principal characters’ viewpoint. And it wasn’t educational like all of Amethi’s i-dramas aimed at the youth audience.


Set hundreds of years in the future, it featured the amazingly cool starship Ultema, which had been sent to explore a section of the spiral arm halfway round the galaxy from Earth; several of the crew were alien, and the weird planets they visited were superbly scary. They were also facing some awesome evil aliens, the Delexians, who wanted to prevent them from getting home. It had been imported from Earth thirty years ago, though the copyright was 2287. There were only thirty episodes in the multimedia company’s library, and Lawrence knew them so well now he could almost recite the dialogue from memory. He couldn’t believe that was all that had been made. The Earth datapool address of the show’s fan club was tagged in the expanded features menu of every episode, so he’d paid a starship carriage fee and sent them a text message asking for more information. Every time a starship arrived back at Amethi he checked its communication AS, but they’d never sent him a reply.


The Ultema was locked in a gigantic energy battle against a blue dwarf star which the Delexians had imprinted with a sentience matrix when a green priority script icon opened in the centre of the sheet screen. The starship froze, and the script scrolled down.


Lawrence, please come to your father’s study.


He checked the clock. Quarter to six. His father had been back home ten minutes. Mr Kaufman hadn’t wasted any time filing his report package. ‘Gimme the study pearl,’ he said.


‘On-line.’


‘I’m busy right now,’ Lawrence said, he pushed some injured annoyance into the tone. The AS running in the study’s desktop pearl was smart.


‘Lawrence, please, I accessed the message from your school and prioritized it. Your father wants to see you now.’


He kept silent.


‘Do you want me to bring your father into this conversation on real time?’


‘All right.’ Grudgingly. ‘I’m coming, I suppose. But you have to explain to the school AS why my homestudy is short tonight.’


‘You’re not doing homestudy.’


‘I am. I just have Flight: Horizon on as background.’


Lawrence swung the garage door shut behind him, and wriggled through the bushes. The garage was near the rim of the main dome, which was approaching the end of summer. There were six of the big structures making up the Newton family estate; the large one in the centre with its temperate climate, and five smaller ones ringing it, each with a different environment inside. It was one of the larger estates in the Reuiza district, which was where the capital’s wealthiest citizens clustered.


He had a three hundred metre walk across the grounds to the house itself. The landscape designer had gone in for split levels, with a chessboard of English manor lawns walled in with near-vertical borders of flowering shrubs and perennials. Each lawn was themed with classical plants, one with roses, one fuchsias, another begonias, magnolias, hydrangeas, delphiniums; for variety several lawns were enclosed by rockeries sprouting dozens of alpines. Two serpentine pools led away into shallow rocky cascades with reeds and lilies sprouting from outcrops and shelves in the slope. Tall trees stood above the corner of every lawn, again selected for traditional appearance: willow, spruce, birch, horse chestnut, larch. Each of them had had boughs that drooped, either naturally or by judicious shaping, forming massive verdant skirts which swept the grass. Fabulous adventure caves for small children. Lawrence had enjoyed a lot of summers playing in the gardens, as his siblings did now.


A stream ran through the dome, a rough horseshoe shape around the outside of the formal lawns, where the grass was permitted to grow shaggy and daisies and forget-me-nots flourished. He crossed over a narrow moss-cloaked humpback bridge, and walked the flagstone path to the house, going up or down steps at the end of each square lawn. Ahead of him, the Newton residence was a stately home built from a yellow stone, with big bay windows protruding from walls swarmed by honeysuckle. Several peacocks strutted around on the gravel path surrounding the house, long folded tails swishing the pebbles about. Their mad penetrating cackle-cry was virtually the only sound in the dome. They scattered as Lawrence crossed the path and made his way up the steps to the front door.


The entrance hall inside was cool. Heavy polished oak doors opened into the formal ground-floor rooms. Their furnishings and decorations were all exquisite antique pieces. Lawrence hated them; he was frightened to go into any of the rooms for fear of breaking some priceless chunk of the family’s precious heritage. What was the point of having a house like this? Nobody could use it properly, not like the real homes some of his schoolmates had. It cost a fortune to build. And it didn’t belong on Amethi anyway. This was how people used to build. It was the past.


A wooden staircase curved up to the first-floor landing. He trotted up it, footfalls absorbed by the dark-crimson carpet.


His mother was standing at the top, holding two-year-old Veronica on her hip. She gave him a worried look. But then that was Mother, always worried about something. His little sister smiled brightly, and held out her hands to him. He grinned and kissed her.


‘Oh, Lawrence,’ his mother said. Her voice carried a unique tone of despair and disapproval that always made him lower his head. It was awful, not being able to look at his own mother. And now he’d upset her again, which was a terrible thing, because she was six months pregnant. It wasn’t that he didn’t want another brother or sister, but pregnancy always tired her so much. Whenever he said anything she smiled bravely and said it was why she had married his father, to continue the family line.


Family. Everything was for the family.


‘Is he really cross?’ Lawrence asked.


‘We’re both disappointed with you. It was a dreadful thing to do. Imagine treating Barrel like that.’


Barrel was one of the family’s dogs, a shaggy black Labrador. Lawrence’s favourite out of the pack that roamed around the house. They’d grown up together. ‘It’s not the same,’ he protested. ‘They’re just worms.’


‘I’m not arguing with you. Go and see your father.’ With that she turned her back on him, and started down the stairs. Veronica gurgled happily, waving.


Lawrence waved back forlornly, and walked slowly to the study. The door was open. He knocked on the wooden frame.


Kristina was just coming out. The new junior nanny for the Newton children. She gave Lawrence a sly wink, which lifted his spirits considerably. Kristina was twenty-one and utterly beautiful. He often wondered if he had a crush on her, but wasn’t sure how you knew. He certainly thought about her a lot, if that’s what qualified. Anyway, crushes were stupid. Beauty aside, it was great when she was on duty; she was fun, and she joined in the games his brothers and sisters played, and she didn’t seem to mind what he got up to or how late to bed he was. All his siblings liked her as well, which was fortunate because she wasn’t much cop when it came to changing nappies and preparing food and things. Pity she wasn’t on duty more often.


Like the rest of the house, the study wasn’t for the use of children. There was a high marble fireplace that had never seen any flames other than the holographic variety. A couple of green leather reading chairs. You had to look hard to see any accommodation to modern technology, but the two largest oil paintings were actually sheet screens, and the desk diary was a case for a pane. The walls were covered in bookcases holding leather-bound volumes. Lawrence would have loved to open up some of the classics (definitely not the poetry) and read what was inside. But they weren’t books to be read, just to be looked at and assigned high dollar values.


‘Shut the door,’ his father ordered.


Sighing, Lawrence did as he was told.


His father was sitting behind the walnut veneer desk, throwing a silver Dansk paperweight from hand to hand. Doug, to his friends, and a lot of people in Templeton fought over gaining that classification. In his mid-forties, though his extensive germline vwriting made it difficult to tell. With a lean build and a face to which smiling came easy he could have passed for twenty-five without too much of a problem. Rivals on McArthur’s Board had mistaken that smile for an easy-going nature. An assumption they never repeated.


‘All right,’ he said. ‘I’m not going to shout at you, Lawrence. At your age it’s just a waste of time, you just curl up into a sulk and let it all wash over you. If I didn’t know better I’d say you were hitting puberty.’


Lawrence blushed furiously. This wasn’t what he was expecting, which was probably why his father was talking in such a fashion.


‘Want to tell me what happened today?’


‘I was just messing about,’ Lawrence said, making sure there was plenty of regret in his voice. ‘They were only worms. I didn’t know getting them hot could kill them. I didn’t mean to do it.’


‘Only worms. Hmmm.’ Doug Newton stopped throwing the paperweight, and stared at the ceiling as if lost in deep thought. ‘That would be the same fatworms that are vital for preparing our ecology, would it?’


‘Yes, but they clone millions of them in there every day.’


The paperweight was tossed between his hands again. ‘That’s not the point, son. This is just the latest episode in a very long line. You’re twelve, I can put up with you misbehaving and slacking off at school, it comes naturally at your age. That’s why teachers send us reports so we can make you do your homestudy and ground you when you pee on the security cameras at the museum. What I don’t like is the pattern that’s developing here. Lawrence, you show a disturbing lack of respect for everything we’re doing on this world. It’s as if resurrecting the ecology doesn’t matter to you. Don’t you want to be able to walk outside the domes in just a T-shirt and shorts? Don’t you want to see grass bloom on the deserts, and watch forests grow?’


‘Course I do.’ He was smarting over the peeing remark, he hadn’t known his father had heard about that.


‘Then why don’t you show that? Why don’t your actions betray these thoughts? Why are you being such a total pain in the arse these days, and incidentally upsetting your mother who happens to be pregnant and is in no condition to be worried by your absurd antics.’


‘I do think them. I saw a cloud today.’


‘And pulled the emergency stop on the bus. Yes, most impressive.’


‘It was fantastic. I really loved that part of the ecology.’


‘Well, that’s a start, I suppose.’


‘It’s just . . . I know how important HeatSmash is for Amethi, and I really admire everything McArthur is doing here. But it doesn’t apply to me as much as it does you.’


Doug Newton caught the paperweight in his left hand, and stared at Lawrence, quirking an eyebrow. ‘As I recall, we had you vwritten for an improved physique and intellect. I don’t recall specifying traits that allow you to live naked and alone on an unmodified isolocked planet. In fact, I’m pretty sure about that.’


‘But, Dad, I don’t want to live on Amethi. At least, not all the time,’ he added hurriedly. ‘I want to be a part of McArthur’s starflight operations.’


‘Oh, shit.’


Lawrence’s jaw dropped. He’d never heard his father swear before. He knew now he must be in some pretty deep . . . well, shit.


‘Starflight operations?’ Doug Newton said. ‘Has this got anything to do with that stupid show you’re always watching?’


‘No, Dad. I watch Flight: Horizon because it interests me. It’s just a drama show. But that’s the kind of thing I want to do. I know I can qualify, I’m doing well in all the subjects you need to get into flight training. I’ve accessed the application packages, and the career structure.’


‘Lawrence, we’re a Board family. Don’t you understand that? I sit on McArthur’s Board. Me. Your dear old father. I make the decisions when it comes to running this entire planet. That’s your future, son. Maybe I haven’t emphasized that enough, maybe I shied away so that you’d grow up as normally as you can, without always having that prospect gnawing away at the back of your mind. But that’s the way it is, and I think deep down you know it full well. Maybe that’s what’s upsetting you. Well, I’m sorry, son, but you’re a crown prince in this bright new land of ours. It’s not easy, but you gain a hell of a lot more than you lose.’


‘I can come back and be a Board member. Captaining a starship will be the best sort of training for that.’


‘Lawrence!’ Doug Newton stopped himself, and groaned. ‘Why do I feel like I’m telling you Father Christmas doesn’t exist? Listen to me. I can see how flying a starship looks like the greatest thing ever. But it’s not, OK? You go from Amethi to Earth, and then Earth back to here. And that’s it. Six weeks locked up in a pressurized module with other people’s farts and no window. Even calling the staff crew members is a polite lie. People on starships either interface with an AS, or they’re mechanics trained in free-fall engineering maintenance techniques. You can interface with an AS here in safety and comfort from an office or a park seat. If you do it from a starship cabin for any length of time, your body will suffer. We’ve got good medicines to cope when your bones thin, your heart muscle decays and your head clogs with every body fluid in existence. They can just about get you through a flight without thinking of suicide, God knows enough of us have done it. I hated going to Earth and back, I was throwing up half the time, I bounced around so much I had more bruises than stepping into a boxing ring can ever give you, and it’s impossible to sleep. But a trip back to Earth is a one-off, people can endure that. If you stay up there ten or fifteen years, even with long planet leave periods, the effects are cumulative. That’s just the ordinary damage. It’s also a high radiation-risk profession. Cosmic radiation will tear your DNA to shreds. And all this is the good job; I’m not even going to mention what’ll happen to you if you become an engineer who has to go spacewalking. If you think I’m joking, or painting it blacker than it really is, just look up the death rates and life expectancy among crew members. I’ll get you access to McArthur’s classified personnel files if you want to do it.’


‘That’s not the kind of starflight I’m interested in, Dad. I want to join a starship on a deep exploration mission.’


‘Really?’


Lawrence didn’t like the look of his father’s amused smile, it implied some kind of victory. ‘Yes.’


‘Find new planets to colonize, make first contact with a sentient alien race, that kind of thing?’


‘Yes.’


‘When you trawled up McArthur’s application form for starship crew, did you bother to look up which of our starships are dedicated to interstellar exploration? It’s in the same information block.’


‘It doesn’t say. That part of operations is all run from Earth.’ He watched his father’s smile widen. ‘Isn’t it?’


‘Nothing is run from Earth, son, not since 2285. In any case, McArthur cancelled all interstellar exploration missions in 2230. We haven’t flown one since, not one. Know why?’


Lawrence didn’t believe what he was hearing, it was all part of some fancy ploy to make him study harder at school, or something. ‘No.’


‘Too expensive. Starships cost a fortune to build, and a fortune to run. And I do mean fortune. We got nothing in return for scouting round this section of the galaxy. It’s an investment black hole.’


‘We got Amethi!’


‘Ah, at last, some pride in your home planet. Yes, we got Amethi; we also had Anyi, Adark, and Alagon. That’s what 2285 was all about. We had to get rid of them. Colonization costs money that shareholders on Earth will never see a return on. We’re never going to make a commercial consumer product and ship it over interstellar distances and sell it for less than it costs to be produced locally. Investment must come from Earth. There was no way McArthur could fund four planets, so we sold three of them to Kyushu-RV and Heizark Interstellar Holdings in merger deals. That cancelled a huge part of the debt we were running up, and in parallel with that we divested some other assets to holding companies and reassigned share ownership of the core company to Amethi residents. It was quite innovative, really, several other companies copied us later. The result is that fifty-eight per cent of McArthur shares are owned by Amethi residents. The company on Earth, with all its factories and financial services, now exists for one thing, to fund Amethi. It also offers Earth-based shareholders the eventual dividend of emigration; it’s like the ultimate benefits and pension scheme.’


‘But there’s so much out there in space we need to see and understand.’


‘No, there isn’t, son,’ his father said firmly. ‘Government space agencies sent ships to just about every kind of star there was to collect data right back at the start of the interstellar age. We’ve examined every stellar anomaly within range, and found more planets than the human race can afford to exploit. We’ve been out there and done it all. That’s over, now. This is the time when we benefit from all that knowledge and effort and expense. It’s our golden age. Enjoy it.’


‘I’ll go to another company, then, join their starship program.’


‘Hello? This is the universe calling Lawrence. Did you not hear everything I just said? Son, nobody is exploring anything any more. There is nothing left to explore. That’s why your school concentrates on the courses you’ll need to manage Amethi. You have to know what’s required to complete the terraforming project. Your future is here, and I want you to start focusing on that, right now. So far I’ve been tolerant of all this misbehaviour, but it ends today. It’s time you started measuring up to this family’s expectations.’
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‘The world had been chosen by the Last Church to site its Supreme Temple because it was close to the Ulodan nebula, which was remarkable for its darkness. Normally nebulas can be the most glorious of all stellar objects. They’re bunched-up, twisted cyclones of gas and dust that measure light-years across, so big they often have several stars inside. The light from those stars makes them glow, fluorescing the dust and vapour into a blaze of scarlet or violet or emerald. But not the Ulodan. The Ulodan was mostly made up from carbon dust, as black as the gulf between galaxies. There were stars inside, including one very famous one which was home to the Mordiff, but they were all invisible from outside. There was no glow, not even a glimmer. The Ring Empire called it the cloud of the dead, especially after their explorer ship found the Mordiff planet. For the Last Church, it was perfect. Standing on their planet and looking up into the sky, the Ulodan eclipsed half of the core suns. It was as if they were being eaten away.


‘Mozark’s ship landed there on the fifth year of his journey. I suppose it was inevitable he would go to the Last Church at some point during his voyage. Everybody at some time in their life at least considers religion, and Mozark was no different. He left his ship at the spaceport, and went to the city of the Supreme Temple. Over the next few weeks he had many meetings with the priests who ran it. They were pleased to receive him, as they were all people. But of course in Mozark’s case they made a special effort. He was a prince from a kingdom in a part of the Ring Empire where they had few churches, and he was looking to enlighten his whole people. With his patronage they could convert many new worlds to the true cause.’


‘What cause, miss?’ Edmund asked. ‘Did they have Buddha and Jesus and Allah?’


‘No.’ Denise laughed, running a hand through her newly shortened hair. ‘Nothing like that. You have to remember the Ring Empire was a very old civilization. They were long past believing people who claimed to have spoken to God, or be related to Him, or to have been sent on a divine mission to enlighten this universe. I’m not even sure “Church” is a very good translation for what the Last Church represented. It was a kind of evangelical physics, really. Unlike all our religions, there was nothing in their doctrine which was contrary to scientific fact, no way their teachings could be weakened as people learned and understood more about the universe. Instead they were a product of that same learning which had given the Ring Empire all of its fabulous technology. They worshipped – again if that’s the right word – the black heart of the galaxy.’


The children drew in breaths of astonishment. There were a few nervous titters.


‘How could they worship nothing, miss? You said the heart of the galaxy is a black hole.’


‘I did,’ Denise agreed. ‘And that’s what it is. A huge great hole into which everything falls and nothing ever returns. It’s already eaten millions of stars, and one day it will finish devouring the whole galaxy. But not for billions and billions of years. And that’s why the Last Church revered it and studied it. Because finally all that will be left of the universe is black holes. They will consume galaxies and superclusters alike. Every atom that ever was will be locked inside them, and then they’ll merge, eventually into one. And after that . . .’ she teased.


‘What?’ It was a frantic cry from over a dozen small mouths.


‘That’s why there was a Last Church, because of the uncertainty. Some of the Ring Empire’s astrophysicists said that at the moment when the black holes unite and become one, then a new universe will be born, while others claimed that it’s the end of everything for ever. The Last Church wanted people who believed that after the unification would come a new universe. You see, as everything in this universe would be absorbed by the black holes, they thought they might be able to influence the outcome. Matter is crushed to destruction inside a black hole, but the Last Church believed it is possible for energy to maintain its pattern inside, either by inscribing it on the crushed matter, or as some independent form. They wanted that pattern to be thought. Souls, if you like. They wanted to send souls into the black heart so that when the end of time came, and the neat order of physics and time fell into chaos, there would be purpose.


‘Now as you can imagine, this appealed to Mozark. The sheer worthiness of the concept dazzled him: making sure that existence itself continued. It was something to which the kingdom could devote itself with vigour and enthusiasm. It would also appeal to Endoliyn, he thought. But then he began to have doubts, the same kind of doubts that always threaten religion, no matter how rational its basis. Life is a natural product of the universe; to believe its purpose is to artificially impinge upon the end of time is a huge article of faith. The more he thought about it, the closer the Last Church’s gospel seemed to be taken from divine intervention. Their very first physicist-priest had made a choice, and in his vanity wanted everyone else to agree with it. Mozark wasn’t sure he could do that for himself, let alone his whole kingdom. For all its grandeur, life is small. To expend it all on a mission that may or may not be necessary in hundreds of billions of years’ time was to demand just too much faith. A life in the service of the Last Church wouldn’t be spent wisely, it would be wasted. That wasn’t what Endoliyn wanted.


‘Once again, Mozark returned to his ship, and left the First Church planet to continue his voyage. He rejected the Last Church’s abstract spirituality just as firmly as he rejected The City’s devotion to materialism.’


Denise looked round at her little audience. They weren’t quite as enthusiastic as they had been when she’d told them about the wonders to be found in The City. Hardly surprising, she chided herself, they’re too young to be preached at.


‘Sometime soon,’ she said in a low, awed voice that immediately gained their attention, ‘I’ll tell you about the Mordiff planet and all of its terrible tragic history.’


The Mordiff planet was another of those legends of the Ring Empire which made the children shiver with chilly delight every time she mentioned it. Thanks to the vague hints she’d dropped it had taken on a form of a particularly aggressive hell populated by well-armed monsters. Which wasn’t quite a fair description, she thought, but for using as a bogeyman threat to get the garden tidied at the end of the day it was just about peerless.


*


After work Denise took a tram up to the Newmarket district of town. A twenty-minute ride, moving slowly away from the substantial buildings clustered around the marina and docks, out into the suburbs where the roads were broad and the shops and apartment blocks had flat unembellished fronts. Long advertisement boards hugged the street corner buildings, no longer sheet screens but simple paper posters. Side roads showed long rows of nearly identical houses, whitewashed concrete walls scabbing and crumbling in the humid salty air, small gardens overflowing with ferns and palms.


She got off a stop from the enclosed mart she wanted, and walked. There were no tourists here, just locals. She strolled casually, taking her time to look in shop windows. The bars that were open all had tables and chairs on the pavement outside; their patrons preferred the inside where the lighting was low and the music loud. A scent of marijuana and redshift lingered around the darkened doorways, thick and sweet enough for her to imagine it spilling over the step like a tide of dry ice.


As she approached one, a triad stumbled out into the bright sunlight, blinking and shielding their eyes while their slim wingshades unfurled from gold nosebridges. They giggled with the profound scattiness which only the truly stoned can manage. Two men in their late twenties, large, manual workers of some kind judging by their overalls, and a woman. She was in the middle, with her arms slung around both of them. Not much of a figure, not terribly pretty, either. Her tongue glistened in the sunlight as she licked one man’s ear, shrieking with delight. His hand closed on her rump, squeezing hotly.


Denise stopped abruptly, and turned away. Despite the sunlight and humidity, her skin was suddenly chilly. She cursed herself, her weakness. It was just the combination that had caught her off guard. From her angle: two men dragging the woman off. Incipient sex. Laughter indistinguishable from cries.


Idiot, she raged against herself. There was a wild impulse to slap herself hard across the cheek. Knock some sense into you, girl. Would have done it, too, if this wasn’t so public.


It was crazy that her body could be so strong, while her mind was so feeble. Not for the first time, she wondered if Raymond and Josep had asked for subtle neurochemical alterations to be incorporated into their modifications. Human psychology was highly susceptible to chemical manipulation. Could you get a drug for cool?


The triad wobbled away round a corner, and Denise started walking again. A couple of deep breaths and squaring her shoulders tautly returned her traitor body to equilibrium.


A curving glass roof ran the length of the mart, branching out in a cruciform shape a third of the way down from the entrance. Inside, the air was conditioned, scrubbed of moisture and dust. Open-fronted shops had speakers blaring out music and amplifying the spiel which the owners shouted without pause. At the front, the majority of shops were protein-knitting; taking raw protein cells from the city’s food refineries and blending them with various hydrocarbons and baseline compounds to produce textual approximations of original terrestrial food. There were greengrocers with coloured globes purporting to be fruits and vegetables, butchers with burger-steak approximations of every animal from sheep to ostriches, fishmongers with glistening white slivers of flesh on crushed ice; shops with fresh pasta, new-baked bread, rice, curry, cheeses, chocolate, speciality teas and coffees. The smells were enticing as she walked past. Plenty of people loitered, haggling over portions, testing their consistency.


Denise made her way to the back of the mart where Likeside bikes had their shop. Like every bicycle shop in the universe it had a small front area cluttered with bikes still in their wrappings, while a counter partitioned off a workshop full of tools and small boxes of spares. There were three main work areas, centred round elaborate clamps which held the bikes at chest height. All of them were occupied with machines in various states of assembly with mechanics working on them. Cycling was a popular mode of transport in Memu Bay, and business was brisk.


The assistant manager, Mihir Sansome, looked up and immediately abandoned the child’s bike he was working on.


‘Hi.’ Denise flashed him a bright smile. ‘Has my order come in yet?’


‘I believe so.’ Mihir glanced at his two colleagues and gave Denise a twitchy grin.


She kept her gaze level; it was almost a rebuke.


Mihir cleared his throat. ‘I’ll check.’ He went back into the workshop and picked up a box from his workbench. ‘Here we go. Front suspension pins, five sets.’


‘Thank you.’ She put cash down on the counter, separating the notes into two piles. Mihir made a show of swiping the box’s strip into the till. Five notes went into the cashbox, the larger pile was deftly folded and slipped into his pocket without his colleagues seeing. He put the box into a carrier bag and handed it to Denise.


As she walked back down the mart, she allowed herself a small smile. Mihir wasn’t the greatest actor, but the bicycle shop with its autoclaves and catalytic bonders was incredibly useful. The risk of his activities being noticed was tiny. And even if he was queried by his colleagues or the manager, they’d just assume it was some kind of illegal scam he’d got himself involved in. That was the beauty of every cell-structured underground group: outside of the command group, nobody knew anybody else.


Even if the worst-case scenario came about and the authorities became aware of a cell, they’d only be able to close down that one unit. Taken by itself, the items Mihir had produced for them would mean nothing to the police. He’d probably be able to describe Denise, but as far as he knew she was just a courier. He’d been recruited by members of another cell, who had been given the information that his cousin had died during the last invasion. After skirting round his sympathies, they’d asked him if he could help out making life difficult for the next occupation force. It wouldn’t even cost him anything, the movement would be happy to pay for his trouble. Once he’d agreed, the only contact he had was through encrypted packages containing the specifications of components. And Denise.


Had it been a normal radical movement, then they would have used a low-level courier to collect the box. This was a little different.


Indigo data scrolled across her sight as the Prime in her pearl ring trawled the datapool for real-time police messages. There were hundreds of them, the majority simple routine contacts and location monitors, a few special investigation branch operations. None of it related to her.


Even so, she kept an eye on her fellow pedestrians, noted the few cars and vans parked along the street, watched the cyclists. None of them seemed interested in her, except for a couple of lads. But then surveillance operatives wouldn’t show an interest, it was recurring faces which she was hunting for.


Only two people got on the tram with her. She switched trams twice before she finally arrived at the workshop, confident no one was following her. It was one of twelve identical workshops in a two-storey block designed to accommodate light industry. The whole place had a fairly dilapidated appearance, with windows covered up with reflective shields or wood panels. A faint whine of air conditioning sounded along the narrow deserted street which led to the rear loading bays. Piles of discarded packaging were accumulating by several of the roll-up doors. She’d never seen anyone put rubbish out, or a city council crew collect any. But the size and position of the piles changed on a weekly basis, so someone else used the workshops.


Denise asked her ring pearl to check the workshop’s security network, which reported that the perimeter was secure. She waved her left hand over the lock sensor, and pushed the door open. It was a large concrete-walled room inside, empty apart from a long wooden carpentry bench they’d set up in the centre, and a metal storage rack that took up half of the loading bay wall. Both windows and the roll-up door had been bricked up and reinforced with carbon webbing.


Josep was already sitting at the bench, milling cylinders of stainless steel on a programmable electron-beam lathe. ‘Did you get them?’ he asked.


‘Hope so.’ She dropped the box on the bench and broke the seal. Two dozen black cylinders spilled out. They both started examining them.


Mihir had produced slightly conical tubes of boron–beryllium composite ten centimetres long. The narrower end was open, while the base was sealed, with a small hole in the centre and an outer ridge. Denise wondered if he knew he was producing bullet casings. The shape was obvious enough, though the high-strength composition could be misleading.


‘Not bad,’ Josep said. He was measuring his casing with calipers, the liquid-crystal display blurring as they closed around the base. ‘Not bad at all. He’s got the dimensions within spec.’


‘I’ll start filling them,’ she said. The casings were the last component. They already had the bullets, the caps, and the enhanced explosive. Combined with the rifle they’d assembled, a single shot would be able to punch clean through Skin from over two kilometres away.


The rifle was just one of the weapons they planned on using. Other weapons and booby traps were being put together by cells across Memu Bay. Innocuous little components locking together into lethal combinations. This time when the invaders arrived, the resistance movement would be there and ready to make life hell for them.


*


Platoon 435NK9 had to wait in the base’s transit lounge for five hours. Lawrence didn’t mind that for himself: the lounge was air conditioned, he had a memory chip loaded with a good multimedia library, the drinks machine was free, mission-time pay had begun that morning. Squaddie heaven. He stretched his legs out over three chairs and relaxed while the big departure sheet screen kept repeating the same messages about their scheduling delay and mechanical service requirements. Somewhere out across the hot runway, teams of mechanics were peering quizzically into the inspection hatches of their assigned spaceplane, trying to find which one of the fifty thousand sub-components the AS pilot was bitching about. AS pilots monitored every component parameter constantly, running the results against International Civil Aerospace Agency performance requirements. Lawrence had heard that operating companies often rebooted their vehicle electronics with AS programs downrated from the manufacturer’s primary installation, allowing a degree more flexibility when it came to determining flightworthiness. The letter of ICAA’s law equalled huge maintenance costs.


If a Z-B AS pilot wanted repairs before it would fly, Lawrence was very happy to have the procedure carried out. The spaceplane would definitely need it.


The enforced hiatus didn’t sit so well with the rest of his platoon. Worst hit was Hal Grabowski, the youngest member, just past nineteen years old. Hal’s flight experience was limited to one subsonic trans-ocean flight to Australia, and five short helicopter trips during the last phase of their training. He’d never been on a spaceplane, let alone experienced free fall. Spaceflight was a novelty he was hungry for, prowling round the lounge in search of some sign that they could embark. A sure giveaway that he’d never seen active service before, either. The ancient armed forces maxim, never volunteer, had streaked over Hal’s head at near-orbital altitude.


‘It’s been three hours!’ the kid complained. ‘Fuck this. Hey, Corp, if they don’t fix it, will they give us another spaceplane soon?’


‘Yeah, I expect so,’ Corporal Amersy muttered. He didn’t even glance up from the screen on his media player card.


Hal’s arms flapped about in disgust. He stomped off to annoy someone else. Amersy looked up, watching the kid’s back, then turned and smiled at Lawrence. The two of them shook their heads in unison. Amersy was a good ten years older than Lawrence, though his thinning hair was the only outward sign of ageing. He was very careful to keep in shape, spending hours each week in the base gym. Good physical condition was a non-negotiable requirement Z-B placed on all its Strategic Security Division squaddies. Amersy was never going to rise above corporal, he had neither the stakeholding nor the connections. It didn’t bother him; the position meant he could take good care of his family, so he worked hard at maintaining it. That worked to Lawrence’s advantage, Amersy was the most reliable corporal in the 3rd Fleet.


Only his face betrayed the time he’d devoted to the frontline of Z-B’s asset-realization policy. A wide patch of skin at the rear of his left cheek was slightly chewed up where a petrol bomb had burned through his helmet fifteen years earlier in the Shuna campaign, before Skin reached anything like its current level of ability. Even that shouldn’t have been too visible, not with the dark ebony colour of Amersy’s skin. But that day the 3rd Fleet field hospital had been inundated with casualties; at the end of a twenty-two-hour shift, the trauma doctor was too fast applying dermal-regeneration virals. They’d done the job they were designed for, infiltrating the corium layer to implant new genetic material that would build his epidermal layer back over deep char ridges. Unfortunately the genes which the virals carried were tailored for a Caucasian. Half of Amersy’s cheek was white, resembling some kind of flat tumour.


Amersy allowed rookie squaddies to have one joke about it. Hal, naturally, had made a second. The kid was taller even than Lawrence, topping out over two metres, with muscles that could match a Skin suit’s strength. It didn’t make any difference, he’d limped for a week after landing badly. The kid had shown the Corporal plenty of respect since then; it was about the only lesson he had ever learned properly in the whole nine weeks since he’d joined the platoon.


‘Are there going to be stewardesses?’ Hal asked Edmond Orlov. ‘You know, some decent-looking pussy.’


‘It’s a fucking military flight, you dipshit,’ Edmond sneered at him. ‘Officers and management get free-fall blow jobs. You get to fuck Karl.’


Karl Sheahan lifted his head, blinking his eyes open. Tiny coloured silhouettes shivering over his optronic membranes shrank to nothing. He gave the pair of them the finger.


‘What about the starship?’ Hal persisted. ‘Any chicks in the crew?’


‘I haven’t got a fucking clue. And even if they were all female, it wouldn’t make sod all difference to you. Crew only ever get the best, that means their fucking coffee machine is smarter and more attractive than you.’


‘Aww, man, that is such a waste. I mean, how many times does a guy have this kind of opportunity? The way I figure, I’ll see six maybe seven campaigns. That’ll give me a total of fourteen spaceflights. I don’t wanna waste none, that’s criminal.’


‘Waste them how?’


‘Boomeranging the padding, man. The big free-fall freefor-all. A midair rodeo.’ He clenched his fists and held them up, pleading. ‘I wanna have sex in zero-gee, man! Every unnatural position you’re not built for. Holy shit. I get hard just thinking about it.’


‘Shut up, you arrested pervert. There’s no such thing. The whole idea’s a myth dreamt up by corporate publicity back when they started flying orbital sightseeing tours. Get it? You even twist your head around fast in free fall and you throw up. You start tumbling round the way you’re thinking of, and every orifice lets fly. And I mean, every. Now forget about it, and give the rest of us a break.’


Hal backed off, looking wounded. Edmond was the closest he had to a genuine buddy in the platoon. The two of them had broken base curfew enough nights to go cruising the Cairns Strip together.


Lawrence waited silently, hoping the kid would finally shut up. There were ten other platoons waiting in the lounge with them, all of them hyped with the prospect of the flight. It wouldn’t take much to start a fight. He didn’t want to start ordering the kid about before the mission had even taken off. None of the others were such a pain, but then they were older, half of them had families, too, which acted like a damping rod on wilder aspects of their behaviour. And all of them had seen duty together.


Hal walked over to one of the big picture windows, pressing his face against it to look eagerly out at the huge spaceplanes that were managing to take off. He took a swig from a Coke can.


‘Hal, stop drinking now,’ Amersy said. ‘You don’t want any fluid in your stomach when we go into orbit. You’ll throw up even if you don’t twist your head.’


Hal glared at the can. He dropped it, and kicked it in the direction of the nearest bin. There was no other form of protest.


The kid would do all right, Lawrence decided, he just needed guiding through the first few crowd encounters and he’d start to learn caution. Pity he didn’t have a steady girlfriend, that was always a calming influence. But at nineteen he was only interested in screwing as many girls as he could impress with his muscles and his credit card.


Four and a half hours into the wait, and the departure sheet screen changed their flight status to boarding. Hal let out a loud whoop and snatched up his small bag. The rest of platoon 435NK9 lumbered up out of their chairs and made their way over to the designated gate. Their spaceplane was rolling slowly into the departure bay as they assembled at the clearance desk.


The Xianti 5005h3 spaceplane was a well-proven commercial ground-to-orbit vehicle; the Beijing Astronautics Company had first flown the original 5005a marque in 2290. Since then there had been over forty variants produced as the manufacturer gradually expanded capacity and smoothed out early bugs. In that time the original passenger complement had risen from a hundred and fifteen to over two hundred, while the current freighter marque could lift seventy tonnes to a four hundred kilometre orbit. The 5005h3 itself was a stretched delta planform a hundred and twenty metres long, with a wingspan of a hundred metres. Eighty per cent of its volume was taken up by fuel tanks. Its carbon–lithium composite fuselage had a broad centre section with graceful curves blending it cleanly into the wing section, a softness in sharp contrast to the knife-blade leading edges. A third of the way down the belly was a single oval scoop intake with an airspike protruding several metres from the rim.


Several gantry service arms rose out of the departure bay’s concrete, carrying pipes and utility cables that were plugged into sockets along the Xianti’s belly. Technicians in silver firesuits were walking about underneath, inspecting the huge wheel bogies and keeping an eye on the fuelling process. A tall girder tower at one side of the bay had clean white vapour flowing silently out of a nozzle on the top, dissipating fast in the warm breeze. That was the only sign that the spaceplane used cryogenic fuel. Its fuselage remained remarkably free from condensation as the on-board tanks were chilled down and filled.


A pair of Z-B spaceflight division staff stood behind the clearance desk, handing out protective black plastic helmets, similar to the kind cyclists used. They made sure everyone put theirs on before embarking. At the end of the sealed walkway a small grimy window looked back along the huge vehicle. That was the last sight Lawrence was given of the spaceplane; a vast expanse of silver-blue wing surface, its size the only indication of the raw power to be unleashed in the flight. As he walked past he felt that familiar small twist of envy, wishing that he was the pilot who hauled this superb monster up through the atmosphere into space and freedom. Except, as all the years since Amethi had shown him, it wasn’t true freedom. At some time, you always had to come back down to earth. That wish was the wonderful deceit which had so far cost him twenty years of his life.


The Xianti’s passenger cabin was remarkably similar to that of a standard aircraft. Same worn-down blue-grey carpet, not just on the floor but the walls and ceiling, too; pale grey plastic lockers above the seats, harsh lighting, small vent nozzles hissing out dry air a couple of degrees too cool for real comfort. There was plenty of headroom, though, and the chairs had deep jelfoam padding as well as being spaced well apart. All that was missing was windows.


Lawrence made sure the platoon stowed their bags and strapped themselves in securely before he fastened his own buckles. Seatback screens ran through a few brief safety procedures. Lawrence ignored them. Not that he was blasé about spaceflight, more like pragmatic. At take off, the spaceplane carried nearly five hundred tonnes of cryogenic hydrogen. No major emergency was survivable.
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