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Earth Calling


Drifting through interstellar space, three lightyears out from the star 31 Aquilae, the Neána abode cluster picked up a series of short, faint electromagnetic pulses that lasted intermittently for eighteen years. The early signatures were familiar to the Neána, and faintly worrying: nuclear fission detonations, followed seven years later by fusion explosions. The technological progress of whoever was detonating them was exceptionally swift by the usual metric of emerging civilizations.


Metaviral spawn chewed into the cometry chunks which anchored the vast cluster, spinning out a string of flimsy receiver webs twenty kilometres across. They aligned themselves on the G-class star fifty lightyears away where the savage weapons were being deployed.


Sure enough, a torrent of weak electromagnetic signals were pouring out from the star’s third planet. A sentient species was entering its early scientific industrial state.


The Neána were concerned that so many nuclear weapons were being used. Clearly, the new species was disturbingly aggressive. Some of the cluster’s minds welcomed that.


Analysis of the radio signals, now becoming analogue audio-visual broadcasts, revealed a bipedal race organized along geo-tribal lines, and constantly in conflict. Their specific biochemical composition was one which, from the Neána perspective, gave them sadly short lives. That was posited as the probable reason behind their faster than usual technological progression.


That there would be an expedition was never in doubt; the Neána saw that as their duty no matter what kind of life evolved on distant worlds. The only question now concerned the level of assistance to be offered. Those who welcomed the new species’ aggressive qualities wanted to make the full spectrum of Neána technology available. They almost prevailed.


The spherical insertion ship which left the cluster – it didn’t know if it was one of many being dispatched, or alone – measured a hundred metres in diameter, a mass comprising active molecule blocks. It spent three months accelerating up to thirty per cent of lightspeed along a course to Altair, a trip that took just over a hundred years. During the lonely voyage the ship’s controlling sentience continued to monitor the electromagnetic signals coming from the young civilization that was its ultimate goal. It built up an impressive knowledge base of human biology, as well as a comprehensive understanding of their constantly evolving tribal political and economic structures.


When the ship reached Altair, it performed a complex flyby manoeuvre that aligned it perfectly on Sol. After that, the physical section of the sentience’s memory which contained all the astrogration data of the flight from the cluster to Altair was jettisoned, and the constituent blocks deactivated. Its weakened atomic structure broke apart into an expanding cloud of dust which was quickly dispersed by Altair’s solar wind. Now, if it was ever intercepted, the insertion ship could never betray the position of the Neána abode cluster – for it no longer knew where it was.


The last fifty years of the voyage were spent formatting an emplacement strategy. By now, human ingenuity had produced starships which were flying past the insertion ship in the other direction, in quest of new worlds out among the stars. The information blasting out from Earth and the solar system’s asteroid habitats had become increasingly sophisticated, yet conversely there was a lot less of it. Radio signals had been in decline since the internet began to carry the bulk of human data traffic. For the final twenty years of the insertion ship’s approach it received little apart from entertainment broadcasts, and even those were shrinking year by year. But it had enough.


It flew in south of the ecliptic, shedding cold mass in irregular bursts like a black comet – a deceleration manoeuvre which took three years. This was always the riskiest part of the voyage. The humans’ solar system was scattered with a great many astronomical sensors scanning the universe for cosmological abnormalities. By the time it passed the Kuiper belt, the insertion ship was down to twenty-five metres in diameter. It emitted no magnetic or gravitational fields. The outer shell was fully radiation absorbent, so there was no albedo, making it invisible to any telescopes. Thermal emission was zero.


No one perceived its arrival.


Inside, four biologics began to grow within molecular initiators, attaining physical patterns that the ship’s sentience had designed, based on the information it had acquired during the long voyage.


They were human in size and shape; skeletons and organs carried the mimicry down to a biochemical level. Their DNA was equally authentic. You would have to go a lot deeper into the cells to find any abnormality; only a detailed audit of the organelles would reveal alien molecular structures.


It was the minds of the biologics which gave the insertion ship the greatest difficulty. Human mental processes were complex, verging on paradoxical. Worse, it suspected the performances in all the fictional dramas it received were over-emphasizing emotional responses. So it constructed a stable primary architecture of thought routines while including a fast learning and adaptive integration procedure.


As it closed to within a million kilometres of Earth, the insertion ship discarded the last of its reaction mass as it performed a final deceleration manoeuvre. Now it was basically just falling towards the southernmost tip of South America. Tiny course correction ejecta refined the descent vector, steering it towards Tierra del Fuego, which was still thirty minutes from greeting the dawn. Even if it was detected now, it would simply appear to be a small chunk of natural space debris.


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


Each segment carried on down, aerobraking with increasing severity as the atmosphere thickened around it. They slowed to subsonic velocity three kilometres above the surface, plunging through the clouds, still unobserved by anyone on the planet.


The segments were aimed at a small inlet a few kilometres west of the city, where, even in AD 2162, the rugged land lay unclaimed by developers. Two hundred metres from the shore, four tall splash plumes shot up into the air like thick geysers, crowning and splattering down on the slushy ice that bobbed along the waters of the Beagle Channel.


The Neána metahumans floated to the surface. All that now remained of the insertion ship landing segments was a thick layer of active molecule blocks covering their skin like a pelt of translucent gel, insulating them from the dangerously cold water. They began to swim ashore.


The beach was a narrow strip of grey stones cluttered with dead branches. A dense woodland occupied the slope above it. The aliens scrambled a short way up the incline as the pale dawn light began to seep through the murky clouds. Their protective layer liquidized, draining down into the stones, where it would be flushed away by the next high tide. For the first time, they drew air down into their lungs.


‘Oh, that is cold!’ one exclaimed.


‘Good classification,’ another agreed through chattering teeth. ‘I’ll go with it.’


They looked at each other in the grey light. Two were crying from the emotional impact of arrival, one was smiling in wonder, while the fourth appeared singularly unimpressed by the bleak landscape. Each carried a small pack of outdoor clothing copied from a winterwear advert broadcast eighteen months earlier. They hurried to put it on.


When they were fully dressed, they set off along an ancient track up through the trees until they came to the remnants of National Route Three, which led to Ushuaia.







   

The Assessment Team



Feriton Kayne New York, 23rd June 2204



I was never really that impressed with New York. The natives always banged on about how it was the city that never slept, how it had elevated itself to the centre of the human universe. Self-justifying their choice of living in cramped, over-priced apartments – even today, when they could live anywhere on the planet and commute in through a dozen different Connexion hubs. They claimed it still had the buzz, the vibe, the kick. Bohemians came to dose up on the experience, maaan, which helped them create their art, while corporate drones sweated through their junior management years to prove commitment. But for service staff proximity was simply convenient, while the truly poor couldn’t afford to leave. And yes: guilty, I lived in SoHo. Not that I’m junior management. Right there on my desk the nameplate says: Feriton Kayne, Deputy Director, Connexion Exosolar Security Division. And if you can work out what I actually do from that, you’re smarter than most.


My office is on the seventy-seventh floor of the Connexion Corp tower. Ainsley Zangari wanted his global headquarters in Manhattan, and did he ever want everyone to know about it. There are few other people alive who could get a site on West 59th Street just along from Columbus Circle. He had to keep the facade of the old hotel as the base of his hundred-and-twenty-storey glass and carbon monstrosity – why, I don’t know, it had no architectural value as far as I can make out, but City Hall listed it as a landmark structure. So there you have it. Not even Ainsley Zangari, the richest man there’s ever been, can argue City Hall out of heritage.


I’m not complaining. My office gives me the greatest conceivable view out over the city and Central Park – one which the mere super-rich along Park Avenue can’t afford. I’ve actually had to position my desk so I work with my back to the floor-to-ceiling window. I’d be too distracted otherwise. Mind, it is a swivel chair.


That cloudless June afternoon I was standing looking out at the view, mesmerized as always; the vista resembled one of those seventeenth-century oil paintings where everything glows with heavenly radiance.


Kandara Martinez was shown in by a receptionist. The corporate mercenary wore a plain black singlet under a jacket from some mid-range fashion house. The way she carried herself made it look like a military uniform. That part of her life just never left her, I guess.


Sandjay, my altme, splashed the data at me, which the tarsus lenses I wore over my eyeballs presented as a grid of green and purple text. The file didn’t tell me much I didn’t already know. She had enrolled in Mexico City’s Heroico Colegio Militar when she was nineteen. After graduation she saw several active deployments in the Urban Rapid Suppression Force. Then her parents were killed by a drone bomb some bunch of anti-imperialist anarchist whack-jobs launched at the sneering symbol of their evil foreign economic oppressors – or, in English, the Italian remote drone systems factory where her father worked. After that her escalating kill rate in action started to ‘concern’ her superiors. She received an honourable discharge in 2187. Freelance corporate security ever since – the real dark jobs.


In the flesh she was a hundred and seventy centimetres tall, with chestnut hair cut short, and grey eyes. I wasn’t sure if they were real or gened-up; they didn’t quite seem to belong with the rest of her Mexican ancestry. There’d certainly been some bodywork. She kept herself trim – in her line of work that was survival 101 – but that couldn’t account for the thickness of her limbs; her legs and arms were heavily muscled. Gened-up or Kcells; the file didn’t say. Ms Martinez left a very small dataprint on solnet.


‘Thank you for accepting the contract,’ I said. ‘I’m a lot happier knowing you’re coming with us.’ Which was only partially true. Her presence made me uncomfortable, but then I know who she’s eliminated during her career.


‘I was curious,’ she said, ‘because we all know Connexion has so few people in its own security division.’


‘Yeah, about that. We might need something that goes beyond our guys’ paygrade.’


‘Sounds interesting, Feriton.’


‘My boss wants protection, serious protection. We’re dealing with the unknown here. This expedition . . . it’s different. The artefact we’ve found is alien.’


‘So you said. Is it Olyix?’


‘I don’t see how it could be.’


A small smile lifted her lips. ‘Not going to hide from you, I’m very interested. And flattered. Why me?’


‘Reputation,’ I lied. ‘You’re the best.’


‘Bullshit.’


‘Seriously. We have to keep this small; the three other people coming with us represent some serious political interests. So I wanted someone with a genuine track record.’


‘You’re worried that rivals will find out about where we’re headed? What sort of artefact have you found?’


‘Can’t tell you that until we’re en route.’


‘Are you retro engineering its tech? Is that why you’re worried about rivals?’


‘This isn’t about new technology and market impact. We have a bigger problem than that.’


‘Oh?’ She lifted her eyebrows in query.


‘You’ll get a full briefing when we’re underway. Everybody does.’


‘Okay, that’s a reasonable containment strategy. But I do need to know: is it hostile?’


‘No. Or at least, not yet. Which is where you come in. We need to pack a large punch in a small place. Just in case.’


‘Even more flattered.’


‘One last thing, which is why you and I are having this meeting before I introduce you to the rest of the team.’


‘This doesn’t sound good.’


‘There are some first-contact protocols involved, severe ones. Alpha Defence insisted. We’re going to be very isolated for the duration of this mission – something none of us are familiar with. Today, no matter what disaster hits you, everybody can shout for help wherever they are. Everyone functions under the assumption that an emergency team is two minutes away. It’s all we know. I consider that to be a weakness, especially in this situation. If things go wrong – badly wrong – that’s when the Alpha Defence first-contact protocol applies.’


She caught on fast. I could see the slight change in body posture, humour retreating, muscles tightening.


‘If they’re hostile, they can’t know about us,’ she said.


‘No prisoners. No data downloads.’


‘Really?’ Her humour swept back in. ‘You’re worried about an alien invasion? That’s very quaint. What does Ainsley Zangari think they’re going to plunder, our gold and our women?’


‘We don’t know what they are, so until we do . . .’


‘The Olyix turned out okay. And they had a shitload of antimatter on board the Salvation of Life. There isn’t another conventional power source powerful enough to accelerate a vessel that size up to a decent fraction of lightspeed.’


‘We were fortunate with them,’ I said carefully. ‘Their religion gives them a whole different set of priorities to us. All they want to do is travel across space in their arkship to the End of Time, where they believe their God will be waiting for them. They don’t want to expand into new star systems and bioform planets to live on; it’s a whole different imperative to ours. I guess we didn’t really understand what alien meant until they arrived in the Sol system. But, Kandara, do you really want to gamble our species’ survival on every race being as benign as the Olyix? It’s been sixty years since they arrived, and we’ve both benefited from trade. Great, but we have a duty to consider that at some time we’re going to encounter a species which isn’t so benign.’


‘Interstellar war is a fantasy. It makes no sense. Economically, for resources, for territory . . . it’s all crap. Hong Kong doesn’t even make drama games about it any more.’


‘Nonetheless, we must respect the possibility, however remote. My department has developed scenarios we don’t ever reveal to the public,’ I confided. ‘Some of them are . . . disturbing.’


‘I bet they are. But at the end, it’s all human paranoia.’


‘Maybe. However, the non-exposure protocol must be enacted if the contact species turns out to be hostile. Will you accept that responsibility? I need to know I can rely on you if I’m incapacitated.’


‘Incapacitated!’ She took a moment, breathing in deep as she finally realized what I was asking.


Getting her assigned to the mission on that basis – that thanks to her quirks she was genuinely dedicated and fearless enough to initiate the self-destruct sequence – had been an easy sell to Yuri. He had never questioned my choice.


‘All right,’ she said. ‘If it comes to that, I’m prepared to press the big red button.’


‘Thank you. Oh, and the other three, they might not appreciate—’


‘Yeah. We’ll keep that part to ourselves.’


‘Good. Let’s go meet them, then.’


Exosolar Security occupies seven consecutive floors. The departmental conference room is on the seventy-sixth floor. I took Kandara down the big spiral stairwell in the middle of the tower.


Naturally, the conference room occupies a corner of the tower, giving it two glass walls. The oval teak table stretching along the middle of the floor probably cost more than my salary. That day it had fifteen chairs spaced round it. More chairs lined the non-glass walls for flunkies to sit in. Pure psychology, emphasizing the importance of those invited to sit at the table with the grown-ups.


There were seven people waiting, none of them using a wall chair. As far as I was concerned, only three of them were relevant, the representatives of true power: Yuri Alster, Callum Hepburn and Alik Monday.


Yuri was sitting at the far end, with his executive assistant and tech adviser Loi next to him. He’s one of the real old-timers, born back in St Petersburg in 2030; all broody and sullen like only Russians who emigrate from the Motherland can be. Couple that with his age, and I doubt his mouth was even capable of smiling any more. He’d got his first telomere extension therapy about a century ago and then progressed to gene-up to keep himself alive. If you call that living; most people call all the myriad extension therapies the undying, stretching out their existence at any price. I’ve seen people who never got rich until their eighties then go for treatments. It’s not pretty.


All those treatments and procedures had left Yuri’s appearance suspended in his late fifties, with his round face slightly bloated and his thin sandy hair shading lighter as it was infiltrated by grey strands that’d resisted the gene-up. Hooded grey-green eyes completed the image of a man who was suspicious about the whole universe.


But for Yuri an eternal fifty wasn’t so bad. As well as his deferred face there had to be replacement organs, too. For a start, no original liver could survive immersion in that much vodka. His replacement parts would all be high-end bioprinted clone cells. He was too xenophobic (and maybe snobbish) to use Kcells. The alien biotechnology was the main trade item between the Olyix and humans, cells with a biochemistry compatible with a human body, which could be assembled into organs and muscles at a significantly lower cost than gene-up treatments and printed stem cells. They had a reputation (unfounded, in my opinion) of being slightly inferior to human medical technology. But, in making advanced medical treatment available to millions of people who had been too poor to receive it before, it had become the biggest boon to social improvement since Connexion Corp started providing universal egalitarian transport through its portal hub network.


I nodded respectfully at him. After all, he was my boss, and the author of this whole expedition. Me, I’d seen it for the terrific opportunity it was.


As usual, Loi was wearing an absurdly expensive suit, as if he’d strayed in from Wall Street. Not too far from the truth, given he’s Ainsley’s great-grandson (one of many). Twenty-eight years old, and always keen to tell you about his shiny new quantum physics degree from Harvard – earned, not bought, as he’ll explain. Right now he was desperately validating himself by working his way up through Connexion Corp the way everyone does. Because everyone aged twenty-eight pulls an assistant’s job with a department head as soon as they join. Just a regular guy, all smiles, after-work drinks with colleagues, and bitching about the boss.


Interestingly, Callum Hepburn had chosen to sit next to Yuri. He’d arrived twenty minutes ago from the Delta Pavonis system, where the Utopial culture was based. These days he was one of their senior troubleshooters, possessing a craggy face that gene-up had failed to soften with age. His thick crop of hair was the bold silver-white that all redheads turn, rather than the insipid grey that lies in wait for most humans.


I could sense a great deal of unhappiness behind those blue-grey eyes of his. From my briefing with Ainsley, I gathered Callum hadn’t exactly volunteered for the expedition. Allegedly, the Utopials with their perfect democracy can’t be ordered to do anything, no matter what level of citizenship you’ve attained (and he’s grade two). So that must be one hell of a favour domino Ainsley Zangari knocked into Emilja Jurich – given Emilja was the closest thing the Utopials had to a leader, and therefore the only one who could pressure Callum into coming back to Earth.


And I don’t suppose having Yuri along on the expedition was helping his temperament. The two of them hadn’t talked since Callum left Connexion in what I can only describe as intriguing circumstances a century ago, after he officially died.


Actually, it was a hundred and twelve years ago. Whatever. That’s an impressive amount of time to hold a grudge. But then he’s Scottish, and in my experience they’re just as stubborn and dour as Russians. It says something about the alien artefact we’d found that those two were prepared to put personal issues aside and cooperate – however nominally. Having them together in the bus was really going to make this a full-out funtime trip.


Callum had brought two assistants with him from Delta Pavonis. Eldlund was obviously from Akitha – the Utopials’ main world, orbiting Delta Pavonis. Like all people born into the Utopial movement today, Sie was omnia; genetically modified to be both male and female, spending hir adult life in a thousand-day cycle between genders. That baseline genome alteration to every person born into the Utopial culture – enabling and enhancing their core philosophy of equality at a fundamental level – had been hugely controversial when it first began, back in 2119, condemned as extremist by some religions and old-school moralists. There had been plenty of discrimination and even violence against the omnias to begin with, by the usual suspects – the ignorant and prejudiced and fearful. But, as always, what was once exceptional decayed to mundane over time. Today, Eldlund could probably walk down most streets on Earth without any trouble. Sie would be noticed, mind you, but that was down to hir height; all the omnias were tall. And Eldlund was an easy fifteen centimetres taller than anyone else in the room, and also marathon-runner thin with it. Normally I’d call that willowy, but there was nothing fragile-looking about hir – although sie had a very pretty face with sharp cheekbones highlighted by an artfully trimmed beard.


And I could tell just how much confrontational attitude was coiled up in that rigid pose. Utopials from Akitha are always the most evangelical about their way of life; I hoped that wasn’t going to be a problem. Sandjay’s data splash listed hir as a Turing specialist.


Callum’s other companion was Jessika Mye, the greatest political flip-flopper of us all. A Hong Kong native who at twenty went all radical and aligned herself with the Utopial ethic so she could train as an exobiologist on Akitha, only to flip back politically, enabling her to earn those dirty capitalist big bucks available in the Universal culture. I knew she was seventy-four; my altme was spraying the data up as my glance swept across her. She didn’t look it. Interesting fact: she worked for Connexion Security back in the day, which is where she got the money for telomere therapy in her early thirties. Then, after one volatile case, she upped and moved back to Akitha, where her experience dropped her right into their Olyix Alien Observation Bureau. Five years ago she was promoted to Callum’s senior assistant – an appointment which clearly gave her plenty of time off to work out in the gym. If I was the cynical sort, I’d say Callum appreciates that.


And finally we had Alik Monday. Access ‘corrupt’ in the dictionary, and it’ll likely give you his name. A genuine made-in-America bastard. Occupation: FBI senior special detective, operating out of D.C. Believe it or not, when I tried a data mine, his age was classified. He’s a walking talking Federal secret, all personal data restricted. Connexion’s Security G8Turing could have hacked his profile easily enough, but cracking an FBI core would be a huge deal, and not just for the Feds. I’d have pattern sniffers all over my ass, and Yuri would be asking questions I could do without. I needed him to keep thinking this was his mission. Some things you just have to let go.


Anyway, I guessed Alik at about a hundred and ten; he wasn’t so much an undying as a reanimated corpse. Easy tells. That plastic smooth skin came from so many therapies you’d have to use electric shocks to get his facial muscles to express an emotion. And I suspected the colour was gened-up, too. Most African Americans are a light brown, but Alik was black as if he’d been sunbathing on the equator for a decade; you can’t get any darker. Full bodywork, too. Take his shirt off, and you’ll see the physique of a twenty-year-old Olympian, with every replacement muscle designed and bioprinted in a top San Francisco clinic. I’d give good odds there were some aggressive peripherals lurking in amongst all those perfect tendons and muscle bands, too.


But . . . all that time and money, wasted. Anyone looking at him knew he was old, and terribly calculating.


He was connected to the globalPACs operating out of D.C., the rich old men who really run Earth, who make sure Universalism, the established democratic-capitalist society, stays in place and doesn’t get seduced away from its oh-so-holy guiding principles by shiny new concepts like Utopialism. Just like everyone, the PACs wanted to get a jump on the implications from the artefact. And Alik was their eyes on the prize, with a loyalty that only serious quantities of dollars can buy.


I sat with my back to Central Park and smiled graciously. ‘Thank you all for coming, and the people you represent for agreeing to this.’


Alik frowned at me. ‘You’re in charge? I thought I was requested because Alpha Defence was running this.’


‘Technically they are,’ I said. ‘We’re running this investigation under their authority. But it is Mr Alster’s expedition. I’m basically just admin.’


‘Keep ’em in their place, huh, Yuri?’ Alik grinned.


Yuri’s impassive gaze looked down on Alik from some immeasurable height. ‘Every time.’


I caught Alik mouthing ‘smartass’.


‘What’s the schedule?’ Callum asked.


‘We’ll go from here directly to Nkya in the Beta Eridani system. Our transport is ready. Journey time from the base camp to the artefact should take about forty-eight hours, maybe a bit longer.’


‘Fuck’s sake,’ Alik grunted. ‘Why so long?’


‘Quarantine,’ Yuri said tersely. ‘We need to keep it completely isolated. Physically and digitally. So that there’s no portal opening to it; we’re going the old-fashioned way, by ground vehicle.’


‘Digitally isolated?’ Alik’s stiff face registered nothing. It didn’t have to; his tone revealed all. ‘Please tell me you have access to solnet on site?’


‘No access,’ Yuri said. ‘It’s the Alpha Defence contact protocol. We can’t take the risk. I’m sure D.C. appreciates that.’


Callum smirked.


‘There’s a science team already on site,’ I told them and gestured at the three assistants. ‘And we welcome the additions you’re bringing.’


‘The additions,’ Jessika said. ‘Makes us sound like a band.’ She and Eldlund shared a smile. Loi ignored them, staring directly at me.


‘You’ll be given total access to the science team’s data,’ I continued. ‘And if there are any further aspects of the artefact you want to examine, we’ll prioritize them for you. In effect, you’ll be determining the direction of the investigation.’


‘How long will we be there for?’ Callum asked. I could still hear an Aberdeen burr in his voice, even though the file said he hadn’t been back there for over a century.


‘Our investigation has two priorities,’ Yuri pronounced. ‘First priority is to assess the artefact’s threat potential. Is it hostile, and if so to what extent? Secondly, based on that, we’re required to formulate a response recommendation. That’s going to take as long as it takes. Good enough?’


Alik wasn’t happy, but he nodded.


‘If there’s nothing else?’ I queried. Nobody seemed to have a question. ‘Excellent. Please follow me.’


The seventy-sixth floor had a portal door direct to Connexion’s Exosolar Division in Houston. Alik Monday was a hundred and eighty-eight centimetres tall, so he walked straight through after me, but Eldlund had to duck slightly. Connexion Corp portal doors are a standard two metres fifteen centimetres high. Maybe sie didn’t really need to duck, but no denying it, sie was tall.


We came out into a circular hub with fourteen other portal doors around the edge. Bright morning sunlight shone in through the glass cupola above. Air conditioning thrummed loudly as it battled Texan heat and humidity. Our trollez were all waiting for us in a cluster at the centre of the hub: metre-high pearl-white cylinders with very flexible wheels, carrying all our personal luggage. Sandjay pinged mine, and it locked on. Of course, Loi had two trollez. All those designer shirts need careful packing.


I walked clockwise round the wall, trying not to peer through the portal doors. Some led into neat department lobbies while a couple opened directly into big assembly halls that looked empty.


The door to Connexion’s Exoscience & Exploration Department was the fifth one along. I stopped in front of it and waited until all the trollez had caught up with us before going through.


Given that interstellar travel is the most glamorous activity the human race has ever undertaken, the building housing E&E is surprisingly ordinary. Concrete, carbon and glass, just like the thousand other corporate blocks scattered across Houston’s technology zone. The entrance lobby had four portal doors opening into it, all of them with a picket of security barriers – slim silver bars spaced close enough to prevent physical access. That was the visible obstacle. There were other more discreet, and lethal, security measures (the company got quite jumpy after the incident a hundred and twelve years ago that caused Callum to switch from being a good and loyal Connexion Corp employee to a full-on Utopial). The G8Turing that managed building security interrogated Sandjay and scanned us all. Then the bars slid down into the floor.


Geovanni, the Beta Eridani mission director, was waiting for us just beyond. He bobbed about uneasily as so many alpha visitors stepped into his domain. Introduced himself, shook hands tentatively. And finally said: ‘This way please.’


He led us down a long corridor, with pictures of various starfields and cheerless exoplanet landscapes on the walls. Our trollez trundled along quietly behind us. The few Connexion personnel we passed gave us curious glances; most of them recognized Yuri. Amazing how many people suddenly look guilty when they’re face to face with that level of authority.


‘What’s the planet like?’ Kandara asked.


‘Nkya? Fairly typical, if you can say that about exoplanets,’ Geovanni said. ‘Let’s see: ten thousand three hundred kilometres in diameter, which gives us a gravity of point nine, Earth. Thirty-seven-hour days; so not good for our diurnal rhythms. Atmospheric pressure is two thousand pascals, which makes it two per cent Earth sea level pressure; that’s made up mainly of carbon dioxide, with traces of argon, nitrogen and sulphur dioxide. It’s orbiting five and a half AUs out from the Beta Eridani, so cold cold cold. Minimal tectonic activity, meaning no volcanoes. No moons, either. Nobody’s going to be terraforming this baby.’


‘So no indigenous life?’


Geovanni turned round and grinned at her. ‘Not a chance.’


‘Does Beta Eridani have any other planets, save Nkya?’


‘Three. Two small solids, both in close orbits to Beta Eridani, as hot as Mercury and tidal-locked so you could melt bricks on their lightside. One gas mini, fifteen AUs out; makes Nkya look tropical.’


At the end of the corridor, a pair of solid doors swung open for us, taking us through into a nondescript anteroom. Then Geovanni practically rushed through an identical set of doors on the opposite wall. The Nkya egress chamber looked remarkably like an industrial warehouse. Smooth polished concrete floor, high blue-grey composite panel walls, black composite roof obscured by bright lighting strips hanging down over the aisles. Metal racks ran almost the length of the chamber, three times Eldlund’s height, stacked with white plastic pods and bulky metal cases. Commercial cargo trollez rolled along, either collecting supplies from a couple of portal doors that led away to distribution centres and slotting them into the correct place on the racks, or picking equipment from the racks and taking it down to the portal at the far end.


One wall was inset with long windows that looked into a series of labs where samples were analysed. Technical personnel wandered round their benches loaded with expensive equipment, dressed in double-sealed white environment suits, peering through bubble helmets.


‘Sure there’s no indigenous life there?’ Kandara asked, staring into the labs. ‘Looks to me like you’re taking contamination protocols very seriously.’


‘Standard procedure,’ Geovanni replied. ‘It takes seven to twelve years to receive preliminary Sol Senate Exolife Agency clearance, confirming there’s no autochthonous microbiology. Personally, I think that ought to be increased to fifty years, with a quadrupled sample range, before you can formally announce an all-clear with any form of authority. But that’s just me. Over the years we’ve found some interesting microbes on some otherwise inhospitable planets.’


Kandara stared round as if she was trying to memorize the facility. ‘Any chance you missed something on Nkya?’


‘No. Beta Eridani was a classic by-the-book arrival procedure. Kavli spent a couple of months decelerating down from point eight C. She arrived in-system this February. We sent a squadron of astronomy satellites through her portal. So far all standard and good; my people know what they’re doing.’ He waved a hand at the semicircular room at the end of the labs, nearest the portal to Nkya. It was a control centre, with two lines of big high-resolution holographic windows all along the curving wall. Several desks had smaller screen stacks, with senior researchers and their gaggle of graduate astronomers drooling over images of strange, dark planetary crescents, orbital paths, fluctuating data tables, starmaps and rainbow graphics that to me resembled bad abstract art. ‘We picked up the signal straight away. Hard not to. It was multispectral, low-power but constant.’


‘Signal?’ Alik barked in surprise. ‘Nobody said this was an active artefact. What the fuck are you sending us to?’


Geovanni gave Yuri a quick, resentful glance. ‘I don’t know. I don’t have clearance.’


‘Go on, please,’ I told him. ‘What happened after you detected the signal?’


‘It was just a beacon signal, coming from the fourth planet, Nkya. So we followed protocol, and informed Alpha Defence. A robot lander was flown down from orbit, keeping a minimum designated quarantine distance from the source. Once the lander put a portal on the surface, we started sending equipment through.’ He pointed at the big circular portal at the end of the egress chamber. ‘I’ve never set up a base camp so fast. Just about the first thing we sent through was a twelve-person science ranger vehicle. Connexion Security drove it and two Alpha Defence officers out to the artefact and came straight back. That was ten days ago. Next thing I know, Alpha Defence has ruled the whole expedition ultra-classified, and I get orders to send a secondary base through. That’s a joke, because it’s actually better than base camp; it even includes its own hospital, for crap’s sake. Some trucks hauled it out to the artefact, and an engineering crew set it up. They only got back yesterday. The preliminary science team left seven days ago, with another convoy of trucks packed with research equipment. Now you guys are here, and I’ve been ordered to give you total priority.’


‘Sorry about that,’ Loi said.


‘Why?’ I asked him. ‘Everyone is doing their job.’


The kid blushed, but had the smarts enough to shut up.


Geovanni took us right up to the five-metre-diameter portal. They don’t come much bigger; it was circular with an elevated metal ramp bridging the rim at the bottom so the cargo trollez could drive over unimpeded. Bundles of thick cables and hoses snaked through to Nkya underneath the ramp. Three sentinel pillars stood on either side, blank ash-grey surfaces concealing the formidable weaponry they contained. God help any alien that tried to come through without Ainsley’s approval.


Not that it would ever come to that. The G8Turings would cut power to the portal in a millisecond if any bug-eyed tentacled monster even approached the other side.


I stared through the broad circle. It opened directly into a thirty-metre-wide geodesic dome, also stuffed full of supply racks. Two multisensor globes on chest-high posts were positioned on either side, letting the G8Turing scan anything that approached.


‘This is it,’ Geovanni said proudly, sweeping an arm towards the portal. ‘This is what we do. Welcome to another world.’


‘Thanks.’ I went up the ramp’s shallow slope after him. I couldn’t help a little flash of unease as I drew level with the portal’s rim. The Nkya base camp was less than a metre away from me now – a single step, as Connexion’s famous first advert said. A step which would span eighty-nine lightyears.


Using ordinary Connexion Corp portal doors to walk between the company’s Earth-spanning network of hubs never bothered me. The most distance one of those doors covered was transoceanic, maybe six thousand kilometres. But . . . eighty-nine lightyears? You couldn’t not be aware of the time and effort it’d taken to cover that awesome gulf.


Long before Kellan Rindstrom demonstrated quantum spacial entanglement at CERN back in 2062, human dreamers had been coming up with semi-realistic plans for starships. There were proposals to mine Jupiter’s atmosphere for helium3 that could power a town-sized pulse-fusion ship which would scout nearby stars. Country-sized sails a molecule thick that would ride the solar wind out to the constellations. Skyscraper-sized laser cannon that would accelerate smaller lightsails. Antimatter rockets. The Alcubierre drive. Quantum vacuum plasma thrusters . . .


Kellan Rindstrom’s discovery consigned them all to the history folder marked quirky-inventions-that-never-made-it-past-the-concept-study. When you can connect two separate physical locations via a quantum entanglement portal, so many problems cease to exist.


Even so, starships require a phenomenal amount of thrust to accelerate up to a decent percentage of lightspeed, and Connexion Corp’s modern designs achieve in excess of eighty per cent. Before Rindstrom, that would have required carrying vast amounts of energy and reaction mass on board. Now, all you do is drop a perfectly spherical portal into the sun. Meta-hot plasma slams into that hole at near-relativistic speed. At the same time, the portal’s exit is fixed at the apex of a magnetic cone, which channels the plasma into a rocket exhaust. There is no limit how much plasma from the sun you can send through, and the starship masses very little – just the portal and its nozzle, guidance units and a smaller portal communication link to mission control. It can accelerate fast.


When it reaches a star, it decelerates into orbit, delivering a portal link back to Earth’s solar system. That means you can start sending through entire pre-assembled asteroid industrial complexes straight away. Within a day you’re ready to start crunching minerals and begin manufacture. The pioneer crews build habitats which house the workforce, which builds the next generation of starships, which fly off to new stars. It’s almost an exponential process. And in their wake the newly discovered exoplanets are ripe for terraforming.


Connexion Corp has been one of the major players when it comes to sending starships out from Earth, building and flying them for over a hundred years. Every new Universal settled star system is another huge income source for the company. Beta Eridani is the furthest star humans have reached. Eighty-nine lightyears from Earth.


One step.


I felt the slight drop in gravity as soon as I was through the portal. Not quite enough to mess with my balance, but I took the down-ramp carefully just in case.


The dome was a smaller version of the egress chamber back on Earth, piled high with pods and equipment cases. A quarter of it was given over to life-support equipment: big spherical tanks, air filters, pumps, ducts, quantum batteries, thermal exchanges; everything to keep humans alive in a hostile environment. If the main portal, and the redundant emergency portals, were closed for whatever reason, those chunks of machinery could sustain the base personnel for years if necessary.


Sandjay coupled to the base camp’s network and splashed local schematics across my tarsus lens. Connexion Corp’s foothold on Nkya was laid out in a simple triangular array, with passageways leading out radially from the main dome to a trio of slightly smaller domes.


‘Ordinarily, this would be full of geologists and exobiologists,’ Geovanni said as he headed for one of the three big airlocks at the edge of the dome. ‘But right now we’re keeping base staff to an absolute minimum. We’ve taken local samples, but further field trips are on hold. The only people here today are engineering support and your security teams.’


He took us through the airlock, which was large enough to hold all of us and our trollez while it cycled. The passageway on the other side was a plain metal tube with lightstrips and cable conduits running overhead. Even with all the insulation layers built into base camp’s structures, the surface had a faint mist of condensation – proof of just how cold Nkya was.


The air in the garage dome held a throat-tickling sulphur tang. It was cool, too. But I didn’t pay that much attention; I was too busy staring at the waiting machine. The Trail Ranger occupied the floor like a possessive dragon come to cosy down in its lair. Like everybody in this day and age, I’m completely unfamiliar with ground vehicles. This brute was wildly impressive. It came in three sections. A cab and engineering section were at the front, with a smooth fluorescent-green egg-shaped body. Lights resembling insect eyes clustered round the blunt nose, just below a curving windscreen; smaller sensor wands protruded like thick black stubble hairs on the underside. The heat radiators were four slim mirror-silver strips running perpendicular down both sides, as if the designers had added missile fins just for the hell of it.


Behind the cab, linked by an articulated pressure coupling, were the two cylindrical passenger sections. They were made of the same smooth metalloceramic, with slit windows on both sides.


Each section rode on six fat tyres, individually powered by an electric axle motor. The damn things were as high as me, with tread patterns deep enough that I could put my hand in them.


Everybody was smiling in appreciation; even Alik managed to twitch his lips with interest. I joined them. I wanted to drive the beast; it was an impulse I guessed most of the team were experiencing. No such luck. Geovanni introduced us to Sutton Castro and Bee Jain, the Trail Ranger drivers.


The interior convinced me Yuri had ordered the Trail Ranger printed specifically for us. I don’t believe Connexion’s exoscience staff would generally be bussed about a new planet in such comfort. The rear section contained sleeping pods with a locker for everyone’s trollez. Forward of those, I peeped into one of the four small washroom cubicles, finding a miracle of convertible units and compact storage cabinets to cater for every need, from a toilet to a shower. There was also a tiny galley with packets of gourmet meals that a servez was still loading into the fridges.


Our lounge dominated the middle section, fitted with luxurious reclining chairs. Everyone settled down in there as the drivers went forward to the cab. A couple of stewards came in and asked us if we wanted any food or drink. It was all slightly surreal. I’ve seen old videos that included plane flights and travelling on the Orient Express. For a moment I could believe the portal to Nkya had actually transported us into the twentieth century. This was travelling in history.


I have to admit, there was a degree of elegance to it. If it wasn’t so ridiculously time consuming, I could probably get used to it.


‘We’re sealing up in two minutes,’ Sutton Castro announced over the PA.


Sandjay splashed the garage airlock schematic, showing me both doors closing and undergoing pre-start pressure tests. I didn’t ask for it, but Sandjay was an adaptive altme, about as smart as an old G6Turing, so it can pretty much anticipate what I want and need to know. The biometrics my medical peripheries were reading would’ve revealed rising heart rate, a small adrenalin flush and raised skin temperature. All its core algorithms would interpret that as one thing: anxiety rising. So Sandjay did what it could to reassure me and showed me lots of systems working smoothly.


The garage dome pumped its atmosphere away. ‘Access the vehicle net,’ I whispered soundlessly. The peripheral fibres riding alongside my vocal cord nerves picked up the impulses, and Sandjay coupled to the Trail Ranger’s net. ‘Give me an external camera feed.’


I closed my eyes and watched the image splash. In front of the Trail Ranger, the big garage door was opening, slowly hinging up.


It was dark outside. Grey sky lidded a rust-brown rock plain. A fine dust suspended in the super-thin atmosphere gave everything a hazy quality. Yet I could see tiny zephyrs twirling along across the metamorphic mesa, sucking up spirals of sand. Spectacularly sharp mountains shredded the eastern horizon. The sight was entrancing. Virgin land, desolate and alien.


The Trail Ranger rolled forwards. I could feel the movement, the slight rise and fall of the suspension pistons as if we were a yacht sailing over mildly choppy waters. Then the tyres were biting into the loose regolith, churning up big fantails.


I opened my eyes and Sandjay cancelled the camera feed. Yuri, Callum and Alik were all doing the same thing as me, watching the images coming from the Trail Ranger’s net, while Kandara and the three aides had chosen to stand, pressed up against the long windows, seeing the landscape for real. I guess that’s a comment on age.


It wasn’t long before the base camp domes were white splinters on the horizon. The Trail Ranger was purring along at fifty kilometres an hour, with the occasional lurch as we rolled over a ridge. Sutton and Bee were following a line of marker posts that the original science rover had dropped every four kilometres to mark the route, their scarlet strobes flashing bright against the sullen rock.


The stewards came round again, taking drinks orders. I asked for a hot chocolate. Most of the others had something alcoholic.


‘Right,’ Alik said. ‘We’re out of range from base camp, and I can’t access solnet. What the fuck is out there?’


I glanced at Yuri, who nodded. ‘I can give you the initial team’s report,’ I said, ordering Sandjay to release the files for them.


Everyone sat down, closing their eyes to survey the data.


‘A spaceship?’ Callum blurted in astonishment. ‘You’re taking the piss.’


‘I wish we were,’ Yuri said. ‘It’s a spaceship all right.’


‘How long has it been here?’ Alik asked.


‘Preliminary estimate: thirty-two years.’


‘And it’s intact?’


‘Reasonably. It didn’t crash, though there is some hard-landing damage.’


‘I’m surprised by the size,’ Eldlund said. ‘I’d expect a starship to be bigger.’


‘The drive – if that’s what it is – doesn’t use reaction mass. We believe it has exotic matter components.’


‘A wormhole generator?’ Callum asked sharply.


‘Currently unknown. Hopefully the science team will have some results for us when we arrive. They’ve had a week’s lead on us.’


‘And there’s no sign of whoever built it?’ Kandara asked thoughtfully.


Yuri and I exchanged a glance.


‘No,’ I said. ‘However, some of the . . . cargo is intact. Well, preserved, anyway.’


‘Cargo?’ She frowned. ‘What’s the file number?’


‘There’s no file on the cargo,’ Yuri said. ‘Alpha Defence ruled that we absolutely cannot afford a security breach on that one.’


‘Something worse than an alien starship?’ Callum said. ‘This should be good.’


‘So . . .?’ Kandara narrowed her eyes.


I took a breath. ‘There are several biomechanical units on board which can only be classed as hibernation chambers, or modules that . . . ah, fuck it, you’ll see. Whatever: they contained humans.’


‘You are shitting me,’ Alik growled.


‘Again no,’ Yuri said. ‘Somebody took humans from Earth thirty-two years ago and flew them out here. The implications are not good.’


I smiled at Kandara. ‘Still think we’re paranoid?’


She glared back at me.


‘How many humans?’ Eldlund asked; sie sounded badly shaken.


‘Seventeen,’ I told hir.


‘Are they alive?’ Jessika asked quickly.


‘The hibernation chamber machinery appears to be functional,’ I said diplomatically. ‘Half of the science team we sent out are medical personnel. We’ll be given a more definitive answer when we arrive.’


‘Fuck me,’ Alik said, and took a big drink of bourbon from his cut-crystal tumbler. ‘We’re eighty-nine lightyears from Earth, and they flew here thirty years ago? Is the ship FTL capable?’


‘Unknown. But possible.’


I watched them, Callum, Yuri, Kandara and Alik, as they stared round at each other, trying to read their expressions, to see any forgeries amid the shock and surprise. They gave nothing away. And I still didn’t know which one of them was the alien.







   

Juloss


Year 583 AA (After Arrival)


‘They’ve gone,’ Dellian declared with a mixture of excitement and resentment as he raced out of the changing pavilion and onto the short grass of the games fields. His head was tipped back to gaze up at the bright blue sky. For all of his twelve years, there had been a great many sharp points of silver light orbiting far above Juloss, like stars that could be seen in daytime. Now several of those familiar specks (the larger ones) had vanished, leaving the remaining skyforts to their lonely vigil, constantly alert for any sign of the enemy’s warships approaching their homeworld.


‘Yeah, the last traveller generation ships portalled out last night,’ Yirella said wistfully as she tied back some of her hair.


Dellian was fond of Yirella. She was nothing like as solemn as the other girls in the Immerle clan, who were uniformly quiet and smiled so very little. And, unlike her, none of them ever joined the boys in the pitches and arenas as they played their team competitions. But Yirella had never been content to take her place in the arena’s command pens, observing and advising.


As he stared up into the empty sky he could feel the sweat starting to bead on his skin. Immerle’s estate was in the planet’s semi-tropical zone, and this close to the coast the air was permanently hot and humid. With his red hair and pale skin, Dellian always used to slather himself in sunblock for the five afternoons a week when the kids played games on the estate’s sports fields. But since he and his yearmates had reached their tenth birthday, they’d moved on to more combative games in the orbital arena.


‘I wonder where they’ve gone?’ he asked.


Yirella pushed her shaggy ebony hair aside and smiled down at him. Dellian liked that smile; her rich black skin always made a flash of white teeth seem quite dazzling – especially when it was directed at him.


‘We’ll never know now,’ she said. ‘That’s the point of dispersal, Del. The enemy will find Juloss eventually, and when they do they’ll burn its continents down to the magma. But when that day comes, the generation ships will be hundreds of lightyears away. Safe.’


Dellian answered with a grin of his own, acting as if it didn’t matter to him, and looked round at his muncs to check they were paying attention. All the clan’s children were assigned a group of six homunculi on their third birthday to act as permanent companions and playmates. It was Alexandre who had told the breathless and excited children that the stocky human-shaped creatures were ‘homunculi’ – a word that Dellian and his clanmates shortened to muncs within a minute, and it had stuck ever since.


The muncs were genderless, a hundred and forty centimetres tall, with thick arms and legs that were slightly bowed, alluding to a terrestrial ape heritage somewhere in their DNA. Their skin had a glossy grey and chestnut pelt, with a thicker, darker fur on their scalp. They were also extremely affectionate, and always anxious to please. Their creators hadn’t given them many words, but they had instilled a strong sense of loyalty and empathy.


Around his ninth birthday Dellian had finally grown taller than his cohort. It had been a thrilling moment when he realized he’d gained that advantage, after which their play-tumbling took on a different aspect, becoming more serious somehow as they all squirmed round on the dormitory floor, laughing and shouting. He still adored them – a feeling now mingling with pride as they read his intent, providing an instinct-driven extension of his body during games. The years spent with him during childhood allowed them to learn his moods and identify his body language perfectly, which would pay dividends later in his life when he began his military service. The best integration in his yeargroup, Alexandre had acknowledged approvingly. And Alexandre’s approval meant a great deal to Dellian.


Dellian and Yirella shuddered in unison as they heard the distinctive drawn-out ululation of a lokak’s menacing hunting cry coming from beyond the estate’s perimeter fence. Thankfully they rarely saw the agile, serpentine beasts slipping through the snarled-up forest outside. The animals had learned not to stray too close to the estate; but the fence and the sentry remotes that patrolled in endless circles were a constant reminder of how hostile Juloss could be to anyone who let their guard down.


The arena’s portal was on the edge of the sports field, sheltering under a small Hellenic roof. Dellian shook off his chill as he walked through. He and Yirella stepped directly into the arena, a simple cylinder seventy metres long, with a diameter of a hundred metres, with every surface padded. He breathed in happily, feeling his heartbeat rise. This was what he lived for, to show off his prowess in the tournaments and matches, for with that came the prospect of beating the opposing team, of winning. And nothing on Juloss was more important than winning.


The arena was in neutral mode, which was spinning about its axis to produce a twenty per cent Coriolis gravity around the curving floor. Dellian always wished there was a window – the arena was attached to a skyfort’s assembly grid, orbiting a hundred and fifty thousand kilometres above Juloss, and the view would have been fabulous.


Instead, he did what he always did when he came in, and studied the arena’s interior to see if the stewards had made any changes. Floating above him were thirty bright hazard-orange hurdles: polyhedrons of various sizes, also padded.


‘They’ve bigged them up, look,’ Dellian said enthusiastically, as he took in the hurdles, committing the positioning to memory. Alexandre had promised the senior yeargroup they would receive their databuds in another couple of months, uniting them directly with personal processors and memory cores that would handle all the mundane mental chores Dellian had to labour away at right now. He considered it monumentally unfair that all the clan’s adults had them.


‘You mean they have enlarged the hurdles,’ Yirella said primly.


‘Saints, you’ve gone and joined the grammar police,’ he moaned. At the same time he saw how intently she was studying the new layout, and smiled to himself. They started to walk along the floor, necks craning up, his cohort studying the hurdle layout as attentively as him.


The rest of Dellian’s yearmates started to show up. He saw the boys grinning at the larger hurdles suspended above them, relishing the extra bounce the wider pentagonal and hexagonal surfaces would give them – if they landed true, of course.


‘Saints, we’ll reach the axis like lightning,’ Janc said.


‘Going to ace this,’ Uret agreed.


‘Is it going to be a capture the flag, do you think?’ Orellt asked.


‘I want to play straight takedown,’ Rello said wistfully. ‘Just hit them and knock them out of the arena.’


‘Inter-clan matches are flag captures,’ Tilliana said loftily. ‘They allow a greater range of strategy options and cooperative manoeuvres. That’s what we train for, after all.’


Dellian and Falar exchanged martyred grins behind Tilliana’s back; the girl was always dismissive of any enthusiasm the boys showed to expand the tournament. Even so, she and her pair of muncs were reviewing the new arrangement keenly.


‘Where are they?’ Xante exclaimed impatiently.


They didn’t have long to wait. The visiting team from the Ansaru clan, whose estate was on the other side of the eastern mountains, came jogging into the arena in a single regimented line, their munc cohorts forming columns on either side. Dellian scowled at that: the Ansaru boys had discipline. With his own yearmates spread halfway round the curving floor, joking around, their cohorts scattered and jostling spiritedly, it already put the Ansaru team ahead on style. We should organize like that.


Alexandre and the Ansaru referee came in, talking together cheerfully. Dellian was grateful he had Alexandre as his year mentor; some of the other adults who looked after the clan children didn’t have hir empathy. He could still remember the day, six years ago, when he and his yearmates had it gently explained to them that they weren’t omnia like the adults, that their gender was binary, fixed – like people on Earth millennia ago.


‘Why?’ they’d all asked.


‘Because you need to be what you are,’ Alexandre had explained kindly. ‘It is you who will be going out to face the enemy in combat, and what you are will give you the greatest advantage in battle.’


Dellian still didn’t quite believe that. After all Alexandre, like most of the adults, was nearly two metres tall. Surely soldiers needed that size and strength, and sie’d also told the boys they were unlikely to reach that height.


‘But you will be strong,’ sie’d promised. Only that was a poor consolation for Dellian.


He always felt mildly guilty whenever he studied their mentor too closely nowadays, drawing comparisons in his head. Despite Alexandre’s considerable height, Dellian could never consider hir as strong as a body that size could (or should) be. Of course age played a part in that.


Out in the middle of the zone floor, Alexandre remained reasonably robust-looking; though Dellian did wonder if the black V-neck referee’s shirt sie wore revealed maybe too much cleavage for someone with so many years behind hir (dorm rumour put hir at a hundred and eighty). But Alexandre’s cinnamon-shaded skin was practically wrinkle-free, contrasting nicely with hir thick honey-blonde hair, which was always cut in a severe bob ending level with hir chin. Wide grey eyes could express a great deal of sympathy, yet as Dellian had found on the many occasions his misbehaviour had been discovered, they could also be stern. And this year Alexandre had decided to grow a thin beard. ‘Because it’s stylish,’ sie told the kids, slightly defensively, when they asked and snickered. Dellian still wasn’t sure about that.


Alexandre caught his eye and gestured: Get into position.


The teams started to line up along the centre of the floor, spacing themselves evenly, each taking a half, with the referees between them. Dellian and his cohort claimed his customary place in the middle of the Immerle team’s semicircle. Yirella was at his side, her two muncs flanking her. Girls only had two muncs each – why would they need more? Dellian craned his neck, giving the visiting team a fast appraisal, seeing which player’s cohort seemed tightest and most responsive.


‘Their number eight,’ Yirella said. ‘I remember him from last year. He’s good. Watch him.’


‘Yeah,’ Dellian muttered absently. He remembered number eight as well – remembered spinning tackles which sent him cartwheeling away from the hurdles, cursing as his opponent streaked away with the flagball.


Number eight was a thickset boy with brown hair oiled back over his skull. From a quarter of the way round the arena floor he gave Dellian a fast dismissive look, calculated to insult; his munc cohort copied it perfectly.


Dellian’s fists closed in reflex.


‘Mistake,’ Yirella chided. ‘He’s goading you.’


A quick flush rose to Dellian’s cheeks. She was right and he knew it. Too late to try and return an insult; number eight was no longer looking in his direction.


The Ansaru team’s three girls took their place in the command pens around the rim, walking across the floor with a grace Dellian envied; his own gait resembled a boulder leading an avalanche – no style but it did get him places. However, he enjoyed their obvious disapproval as they registered Yirella remaining in the arena, wearing her protective bodysuit and an easy forty-five centimetres higher than the tallest boy. Teams were restricted to thirteen members, including tacticians, but there was nothing in the rules about one of the tacticians actually taking part. Yirella had won that argument a long time ago.


With a theatrical flourish, Alexandre and the Ansaru referee produced two flagballs each, holding them up high; the Immerle pair started flashing with a red light, Ansaru’s were yellow.


Both teams grinned as they saw them.


‘Two,’ Dellian breathed in delight. Now that’s more like it. Until now, they’d always played one flagball. This was going to be a real test of skill and teamwork. He and the rest of the team put on their helmets, giving each other slightly nervous looks.


This was both the pain and joy of being the first generation of binary humans to be birthed on Juloss. There wasn’t an older year to pass down the wisdom, like warning them that the arena game rules would change. Dellian and his yearmates were always dropping hints to the younger years about how to handle themselves in games and tournaments. But they were the pioneers, everything they underwent in the estate’s training programme was fresh and new. Sometimes it felt an unfair burden – not that he’d ever admit that to Alexandre.


‘A point will only be given when both flagballs are put through the goal,’ Alexandre announced. ‘Winner is first to fifteen points.’


‘Janc, and Uret, play defence on one flagball,’ Ellici’s voice announced in Dellian’s helmet comms. ‘Rello, you take the second.’


‘Gotcha,’ Rello announced greedily.


‘Hable and Colian, go midblock on Rello’s flagball,’ Tilliana said. ‘Let’s lure them in. Only intercept when they’re on final snatch flight.’


Dellian breathed out in relief. He’d been fearful the girls would assign him defence – again. He knew he was so much better at intercept.


‘Ready one,’ Alexandre said loudly.


Everyone tensed up. Dellian’s munc cohort clustered round him, holding hands to form a ring.


‘Ready two?’ the Ansaru referee asked.


Ansaru’s boys yelled: ‘Yeah!’ Dellian and his team let loose their signature call – a hooted warble they’d developed over the last couple of years, which to their ears sounded magnificently savage.


Alexandre smiled tolerantly. The lightstrips ribbing the arena walls turned gold. Dellian felt the gravity start to reduce further as the arena’s spin slowed. All the boys swayed about like seaweed in a current. As always, falling gravity made him feel bizarrely lightheaded. The referees both threw the flagballs upwards. All four of the flashing globes soared up towards the axis.


Gravity reached about five per cent. Alexandre blew the whistle.


Dellian’s muncs crouched down fast, thrusting their clenched hands into the centre of the ring they were forming. Dellian hopped onto the platform of stumpy hands, squatting down. The cohort read his every muscle movement perfectly; he jumped as if he was trying to power himself all the way to the planet below. The muncs flung their arms up in perfect synchronization, slim flower petals bursting open.


He rocketed upwards, body turning a half-somersault as he headed for the first polyhedron – and a hexagonal surface that was angled just so. Drawing his knees up almost to his chin. And hit-kick. The power bounce. Soaring towards the polyhedron two up. The air around him full of flying boys. Tracking them and the flagballs, trying to project where they were all going. Then the muncs were rising, from above looking like an impossibly hefty bird flock startled into the air.


Dellian saw which of the Ansaru boys was going defensive on one of their flagballs. ‘Intercepting a D,’ he yelled.


As he thumped down onto the next polyhedron, he altered his angle and bounced on a good interception course.


‘Mallot, take Dellian’s D-2,’ Tilliana called. ‘Yi, snatch it.’


The Ansaru defender saw him coming, and curled up. Dellian rotated round his centre of gravity, drawing his legs up, ready for the kick.


They collided hard. The defender tried to grab Dellian’s feet (technically illegal, you could only bump opponents, not grapple), but Dellian only used one foot, which gave him an unexpected slant. The defender’s hands swung through empty air. He made good contact on the boy’s hip, sending him spinning away to thud into a polyhedron, which whirled him off along a horizontal trajectory.


Yirella zipped past him as Mallot struck the second defender. She bounced accurately off a polyhedron and streaked straight towards the yellow flagball. Dellian’s cohort caught up with him and formed up in a globe cage of tense limbs with him in the centre. Together they bounced off a hurdle, four munc legs kicking to give extra velocity. He rose towards Yirella, providing cover.


The arena lightstrips flashed violet for three seconds. Dellian grunted in dismay. The cohort bundle read his micro-flexing and twisted, legs rigid, arms extended so they spun slowly – ready.


The gyroscopic shells which contained the arena shifted round and spun faster. The centrifugal gravity direction altered sharply. The hurdles suddenly appeared to be moving through the air, like solid clouds in a stormfront. A couple of cohort bundles were swatted, flailing away chaotically. Tilliana and Ellici were both yelling instructions, redirecting the team. Dellian saw a hurdle approaching fast, and his cohort bundle shifted their dynamic slightly. Hit and bounce-kicked in roughly the right direction. Not that he’d ever been at sea, but Dellian thought the arena’s irregular shifts must be like being in a ship as it was tossed about by a hurricane.


Yirella had stayed on course. She grabbed the Ansaru flagball, and shot through the axis. Her muncs clung to her hips, producing a X shape. They twisted gymnastically, flipping her as they went through the axis – and even Dellian was impressed by the smoothness of the manoeuvre. Yirella bounced off a hurdle to dive headfirst towards the floor that now had an apparent tilt of forty-five degrees.


‘Yi, incoming three o’clock Z,’ Ellici called. ‘Now! Now now!’


Dellian bit back his own comments; the girls always got over excited in the games, he felt. They were supposed to be the calm analytical ones. He saw the Ansaru defender (number eight shirt) at the centre of a cohort star formation, pinwheeling towards Yirella.


‘Got him,’ he yelled. A hurdle on his right. His awareness and posture had two munc arms shooting out, slapping, which gave the whole bundle a fast roll – putting them on course for the next hurdle. Bounce – and he crashed into the number eight’s bundle a couple of seconds before he took Yirella out. The impact was strong enough to break the bundles, and muncs and boys twirled apart like explosion debris riding a blastwave.


Yirella made one more bounce and landed hard on the angled floor, rolling gracefully to absorb the impact. She raced to the Immerle goal hoop and dropped the ball into it.


Dellian smacked painfully into a hurdle and flailed about, trying to stabilize himself. Two of his muncs scrambled over a hurdle and jumped towards him. Lightstrips started flashing violet.


‘Oh, Saints,’ he groaned as the arena shifted again. A hurdle came sweeping through the air at him. A munc caught his ankle. They spun end over end, and he just had time to crouch and bounce.


‘Zero on Rello,’ Tilliana commanded. ‘Quick quick!’


Dellian searched round frantically. Saw Rello cartwheeling next to their flashing flagball. Three Ansaru bundles were heading for him. Instinctively, Dellian bounced another hurdle and flew, arms outstretched in summoning. In five seconds his cohort had coalesced around him again and together they flashed across the arena to help Rello.


The Ansaru team managed to capture an Immerle flagball and dunk it into their goal hoop, then fifty seconds later Xante snatched the second Ansaru flagball. The arena stabilized, and both teams bounced gently down to the floor.


‘Two minutes,’ Alexandre announced.


Dellian and the rest of the team went into a delighted huddle. Getting first point was always a good sign, and it demoralized the opposing team. Tilliana and Ellici started telling them everything they’d done wrong. They barely had time to snatch a gulp of juice before the referees called them back to play.


The four flagballs went zipping high into the arena. Alexandre’s whistle blew.


Immerle was 11–7 up and playing the next point when things changed. The arena was producing centrifugal gravity at right angles to the axis – which Dellian always hated – when the hurdles themselves started tumbling.


‘What the Saints?’ Xante exclaimed in panic as he bounced off a moving surface in a completely unexpected direction.


Dellian just laughed in delight. The lights flashed violet, and the arena shifted again; it had been barely thirty seconds since the last shift.


‘Concentrate, for Saints’ sake!’ Tilliana yelled furiously, as a flailing Janc missed the Ansaru flagball he’d been aiming to snatch. He careered into a hurdle, whose rotation flung him away towards the arena’s centrepoint.


Dellian glided towards a hurdle, manipulating his limbs carefully. His cohort bundle flexed responsively, and he could tell which surface they were going to land on, how it would be angled. He altered fractionally, and munc legs bent accordingly. The bounce propelled him straight up towards the Ansaru flagball. Four munc hands reached out as if they were lifting a trophy in victory.


Yirella sailed across his trajectory and snatched the flagball. Curling round to land square on a hurdle.


‘Too slow,’ she chided, laughing – and bounced.


Admiration for her agility mingled with the annoyance at being beaten to the flagball. Dellian studied the tumbling hurdle he was now heading for and judged the rotation almost right. Bounced to follow Yirella down, ready to provide support against any Ansaru intercept.


Two Ansaru players tried. But the moving hurdles were an unexpected complication for them, too. Both missed, swishing ineffectually behind Yirella as she flew true towards the goal hoop below.


Violet light flashed again.


‘Oh come on,’ Dellian groaned. If the arena kept this up, it would take them hours to get the final points. And he was already tired.


He could see from the course Yirella was on that she only had one more hurdle bounce planned out, which would put her directly on the floor. Then he caught sight of Ansaru’s number eight going for a last-minute intercept. The boy was good, he admitted grudgingly as he watched his munc bundle smack into a hurdle and break apart in a complex slingshot-spin that transferred a lot of kinetic energy to him. Number eight soared out of his collapsing cohort, alone and at a speed that startled Dellian.


Things came together in his mind as he examined number eight’s trajectory: that the boy would have to slow down, because to strike anything at that speed would hurt, maybe even break some bones; that he couldn’t slow because there was no hurdle close by to bounce off and transfer momentum. The way he flew, with arms thrust out above his head and hands clenched into fists – that was deliberate, calculated to injure Yirella. Then there was the sullen resentment number eight had shown throughout the game when Yirella scored a point, and she’d got six of Immerle’s total. That was back with a vengeance.


It’s not the flagball he’s going for, Dellian knew. His arms jerked round, hands in a grasping motion. The muncs reacted instantly, elongating the bundle shape. One of the muncs hit the side of a hurdle, managing to grab an edge for a brief moment. It was enough. The hurdle’s rotational velocity was transferred through the cohort, and they slung Dellian away.


Now he was the one going far too fast.


‘What . . .?’ Tilliana gasped. ‘No! Yi, Yi, look out!’


Dellian’s elbow punched into number eight’s side, and the two of them rebounded, veering sharply away from Yirella. The force of the impact dazed him as something like fire engulfed his arm. Somewhere close by he heard his target cry out in pain and fury. They were both twirling round each other like twin stars bound in a single orbit. The arena’s lights strobed scarlet as a siren went off.


Dellian hit a surface hard enough to knock the breath out of him. It must have been the wall, because he was immediately slithering down to thud into the floor. Number eight landed on top of him.


A fist struck Dellian’s leg. He shoved back. Both of them were yelling wordlessly. Hands scrabbled at each other. Then Dellian made a fist and drove it into number eight’s stomach. The boy let out a howl of anger and pain, and immediately headbutted Dellian. Their helmets made it pretty ineffectual, but the adrenalin was pumping now. Dellian tried to chop his opponent’s neck.


‘Stop it!’ Tilliana and Ellici were both shrieking in his ears.


Then both cohorts of muncs arrived and jumped on the wrestling boys. Yirella was shouting. Small fingers clawed at the boys; high-pitched squeals of distress rose. Little pointed teeth snapped viciously. Dellian hit out twice more as they writhed round, only to receive a punch which dislodged his helmet, squashing it into his nose. Blood started to flow out of a nostril. No pain, just rage. He brought a knee up with all his force, feeling it sink deep into his enemy’s abdomen.


That was when Alexandre and the other referee arrived. Hands closed round the snarling kicking boys, prising them apart. The scrum of muncs were going berserk, both cohorts tearing into each other. It took another couple of minutes for them to break apart and cluster anxiously round their beloved masters. By then Dellian was sitting heavily on the arena floor as it spun up to full gravity, gripping his nose to try and staunch the unsettling quantity of blood pouring out. Number eight was curled up, hugging his stomach, his dark complexion now sickly pale as he drew juddering breaths. The two teams had grouped together on opposite sides of the antagonists, staring belligerently at each other. Even the girls had joined them.


‘I think the match is now officially over,’ Alexandre said firmly. ‘Boys, back to the pavilion, please.’


The Ansaru referee was also ordering hir boys out of the arena. Alexandre consulted with hir for a moment, the two of them nodding together and keeping their voices low, as adults always did when a serious infraction had been committed. ‘And no team tea,’ they both announced.


Dellian walked slowly through the portal, emerging blinking into the bright afternoon sunlight searing over the estate’s pitches. Boys from the younger yeargroups were playing football, oblivious of the drama that’d just transpired in the arena. The normality of the scene somehow made Dellian feel sheepish.


The Ansaru referee was walking with hir team, keeping them in line as they marched off towards the guest team changing pavilion. Several of the boys glowered at Dellian. He stiffened, wondering how far he should take it . . .


An arm came down on his shoulder. ‘To Zagreus with them,’ Orellt said. He raised his voice: ‘We won! 12–7.’


The Ansaru team switched their glares to Orellt.


‘Enough,’ Alexandre snapped behind them.


Orellt grinned unrepentantly. ‘Saints, but you got him good,’ he confided to Dellian.


Dellian managed a weak grin of his own. ‘I did, didn’t I?’


‘No you didn’t,’ Ellici said.


Both boys looked round and up at the girl looming over them, their expressions locked into guilt. ‘You put no thought into it,’ she continued. ‘That’s tactically stupid. You should have planned how to strike. People can be incapacitated with a single blow. All you had to decide on was the severity of the damage you wanted to inflict.’


‘I didn’t have time, it was too fast,’ Dellian protested. ‘He was deliberately going to hurt Yirella.’


‘It was nice that you thought to protect her, I suppose, but the Saints know the way you did it was stupid,’ Ellici said. ‘Next time, either shout her a warning, or be more forceful when you attack.’


‘More forceful,’ Orellt said softly in wonder as Ellici dropped back to talk to Tilliana.


‘Not a bad idea,’ Dellian admitted.


‘I think you were forceful enough with him. Alexandre is going to chuck you into the world’s deepest hole. And then Principal Jenner will fill it in – probably with poo.’


‘Maybe.’ Dellian shrugged. He looked round at his cohort. They all had bruises and scratches, and two were limping. ‘I’m proud of you guys.’


The muncs nuzzled up against him, each wanting the reassurance of touch. He stroked the glossy fur on their heads, smiling fondly. Dellian glanced round for Yirella, the one person who hadn’t thanked him or even said anything. She was walking behind Tilliana and Ellici, her face devoid of expression.


As if nothing’s happened, he thought, or too much.


In the home team changing pavilion the boys took their muncs away to clean up first. Sports kit was thrown into the laundry hopper, then the cohorts showered, soaping then sluicing their pelts before standing on the air-dryer, where they larked about under the warm jets. Finally they put on their everyday tunics – simple sleeveless one-pieces which went over the head. Dellian had chosen a fabric of orange and green stripes for his cohort, which stood out from the blander choices of his yearmates.


Once the muncs were done, he showered himself. Standing under the hot water, he suddenly felt profoundly tired. His nose was swelling badly now, and it was aching. His arm felt horribly stiff, and a little numb. Bruises were making themselves known. The brief flight replayed in his mind, and strangely he began to appreciate Ellici’s comments. It was all dumb instinct, no thought, no strategy. Hit and be hit. ‘Stupid,’ he told himself.


Uranti, the munc-tech, was waiting in hir clinic. Arena matches always produced a variety of injuries and bruises among the cohorts that sie patched up. This time Uranti’s head shook in bemusement as Dellian brought his cohort in.


‘My, my, what have we got here?’ sie said with acid sarcasm. ‘Am I tending your cohort or you?’


Dellian stared at the floor. Uranti was female cycling, which Dellian always found more intimidating than when sie was in a male cycle. He didn’t know why; he just did. When the grown-ups were female it somehow managed to make any guilt bite deeper. With a groan, he remembered Principal Jenner was also in hir female cycle now.
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The clan’s dormitory domes were all clustered together in the middle of the Immerle estate – grand white marble buildings with tall arches around the base, and inset with slender dark windows. After he finished in the clinic, Dellian started off towards them through the lush gardens, but when he was still a hundred metres away he caught sight of the figures racing round the thick base columns, heard the chatter and laughter of his clanmates – all so perfectly normal. He promptly turned off the path and wandered through the tall old trees (great for climbing), winding up in one of the sunken lawns surrounded by high hedges of pink sweet-scented flowers. There was a stone-lined pond in the centre, with two fountains playing in the middle. He sat on the edge and watched the long gold and white koi carp slide about below the surface, hiding from the curious muncs under big lily pads.


Right now he just didn’t feel like company. He knew his yearmates would be gathering in the lounge, gossiping about the match. By now the news of the fight in the arena would have spread to every yeargroup. The clan would be talking about it for days; all the younger kids would ask him a thousand questions.


But I did the right thing, he told himself. He was going to hurt Yirella.


It wasn’t long before he heard someone coming down the stone steps behind him. His muncs all turned round, but he kept staring at the fish; he was pretty sure who it was. All the clan kids reckoned the adults who looked after them could mainline the genten which managed the estate; it was how they kept track of where everyone was the whole time. Because, sure as Zagreus, this wasn’t a random encounter.


‘Something on your mind?’ Alexandre asked.


Dellian supressed a grin at being right. ‘I’m sorry.’


‘Why?’


‘Huh?’ Dellian twisted round to find a surprisingly lively smile on hir lips. ‘But . . . we were fighting.’


‘Ah, but why were you fighting?’


‘If he’d hit Yirella at that speed he would have hurt her. It was deliberate, I was sure of it.’


‘Okay, that’s good enough for me.’


‘Really?’


Alexandre’s arm swept round. ‘Why do we have a fence round the estate?’


‘To keep the beasts out,’ Dellian replied automatically.


‘Right. If you haven’t learned just how unsafe Juloss is by now, you never will. The enemy is out there, Dellian; they search for humans constantly. And because we have to be silent, we never know how successful they are. We live in a dangerous galaxy, and it may be that Juloss is home to the last free humans. You have to look out for each other to survive. That’s the real lesson you’re learning here. And you practised it today. I’m pleased about that.’


‘So . . . does that mean I’m not in detention?’


‘Very calculating, Dellian. No, you’re not in detention. But you don’t get a reward either. Not yet.’


‘Yet?’


Hir smile grew wider. ‘We’ll leave that for when you get to the real battle games in your senior years. For now, you need to learn about strategy and teamwork, which is what the arena tournaments are all about. So let’s concentrate on getting that right first, shall we?’


‘Okay!’ He grinned, and his cohort began reflecting his relief, smiling and flapping their hands in contentment. ‘Good good,’ they cooed.


‘Now get yourself back to the dormitory. You need to eat something before afternoon class. And the longer you put off talking to your clanmates, the longer they will want to talk.’
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The afternoon class for Dellian’s year was held in the Five Saints Hall, which sat at the western end of the estate, a good five-minute walk from the dormitory domes. He always enjoyed the stories they heard in the Five Saints Hall, because they were always about the Five Saints, who one day would defeat the enemy.


‘How’s the nose?’ Janc asked as they sauntered along the palm-lined path. The fronds were just stirring above their heads, a sign of the evening breeze starting its daily journey along the massive valley from the sea.


Dellian just managed not to touch it in reflex. ‘Okay, I guess.’


‘Saints, I still can’t believe you didn’t get detention!’


‘Yeah, me too.’ He saw the three girls up ahead, keeping together as they always did. ‘Catch you later.’


The girls turned as one when he called out. Tilliana and Ellici gave Yirella knowing looks. For a moment Dellian thought she might not stop – or worse, the others would wait with her. Thankfully, they walked on.


‘Sorry,’ he said as he caught up.


‘For what?’


He looked up into her heart-shaped face, troubled that she was treating him like this. They normally got on so well. Girls were all destined to be smart – a lot smarter than boys, Alexandre had explained; it was how their genes were sequenced. But he just knew Yirella was going to be the smartest of them all. Having her as a special friend was something he didn’t want to lose. ‘Are you angry with me?’


She sighed. ‘No. I know why you did it, and I am grateful. Really. It’s just . . . it was very violent. Saints, Dellian, you were both going so fast when you hit! Then there was fighting. Your nose was bleeding. I didn’t . . . it was awful.’


‘Ellici said I should be more forceful next time.’


‘Ellici is right. You can debilitate with a single strike, you know. Then it would all be settled quickly.’


An image of the boy’s expression inside his helmet at the moment of impact flashed through Dellian’s mind. ‘I know. Maybe I should learn how.’


‘In three years, we’ll get combat tutorials for the battle games.’


‘I bet you could hack the data now.’


Her lips twitched. ‘Of course I could.’


‘Seems funny to be talking about it. Hurting people.’


‘It’s a dangerous universe out there.’ She indicated the four-metre-high fence they were approaching. There was only silence outside in the valley’s tangled vegetation, which somehow managed to be even more threatening than when the creatures were on the prowl.


‘So everyone tells us.’ He stared through the fence. Twenty-five kilometres away, across the flat expanse of the valley floor, the crystal and silver towers of Afrata rose up amid the lower slopes of the mountains. Even now the old city was impressive, which Dellian found quite sad. No humans had lived in it for forty years. It seemed that every day the verdant vines and creepers had twined their way several more metres up the skyscrapers. The streets had long since been engulfed by wild greenery. And all those fancy apartments were now home to the various predatory animals of Juloss who stalked each other along Afrata’s broken boulevards.


‘Doesn’t make it right,’ Dellian said. ‘Saints, I know we’re all okay and safe living here in the estate. It’s just . . . I want to be out there!’


‘We’ll get there,’ she said sympathetically. ‘One day.’


‘Ugh, you sound like Principal Jenner. Everything good’s going to happen tomorrow.’


She smiled. ‘It is.’


‘I want to walk outside the fence. I want to climb one of those towers. I want to go to the beach and swim in the sea. I want to be on board one of the warships they’re building up there, and fight the enemy.’


‘We’re going to do all those things. You. Me. All of us. The clans are what’s left, we’re the pinnacle of Juloss, the best and greatest of all.’


Dellian sighed. ‘I thought the Five Saints were the greatest?’


‘Their sacrifice was the greatest. We have to live up to that.’


‘I’m never going to make it.’


Yirella laughed. ‘You will. Out of all of us, you will. Me? I just dream the Sanctuary star is real.’


‘You think it is? Marok is always saying that Sanctuary is just a legend, a fable that the generation ships carry with them between worlds.’


‘All myths start from a truth,’ she said. ‘There must be so many humans spread across the galaxy now; it isn’t hard to think they found one star that’s safe from the enemy.’


‘If it is real, we’ll find it together,’ he promised solemnly.


‘Thanks, Del. Now come on, I want to hear what Marok has to tell us about the Saints.’
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Five Saints Hall was the most ornate building in the estate – a long entrance hall with glossy black and gold walls leading to five big chambers. Hot sunlight was diffused to a pervasive glow as it shone through the gold-tinted crystal roof.


The fifteen boys and three girls of Dellian’s yeargroup filed into chamber three. It contained plump sprawling chairs of faux-leather that they could flop into, the cushions undulating to take their weight like sluggish liquid. Up above them, the crystal roof was etched with monochrome images of the Saints themselves, while softboards around the walls had dozens of pictures pinned to them, drawn by the younger clan kids, the phosphorescent parchments glowing gently. This wasn’t a classroom in the usual sense. They didn’t make notes, there would never be an exam. The tutors wanted them relaxed, eager to take in the stories of the Five Saints. This was to be something they wanted to know, to learn.


Marok, the estate’s Sol historian, came in and smiled. Sie was in female cycle, so sie’d grown hir chestnut hair to down to hir waist. Hir face was composed of long thin bones, giving hir a very attractive if somewhat delicate appearance. Dellian always thought that, if he’d been lucky enough to have a parental group like the people who’d left on the generation ships had, he’d want Marok to be part of it.


‘Settle down,’ sie told the kids. ‘So then, has everyone recovered from the arena?’


There was some giggling, and plenty of glances thrown in Dellian’s direction. He bore it stoically.


‘I ask because violence isn’t something we’ve really talked about concerning the Saints,’ sie continued. ‘Up until now we’ve only dealt in generalities. Today, I’m going to start filling in formative events. To put the Five Saints in context and to appreciate what they did, we need to examine their activities in greater detail. Just what motivated them? How did they come together? Did they really get on so perfectly as the tales you’ve heard said? And, most importantly, what was going on around them? All these things need to be looked at properly.’


Xante stuck his hand up. ‘Weren’t they friends, then?’


‘Not necessarily, no. Certainly not at the start. Remember how Callum and Yuri had parted a hundred years earlier? It wasn’t on the best of terms, was it? So who can tell me the two reasons they were brought back together?’


‘Politics and treachery,’ everyone chorused.


‘Well done.’ Marok smiled softly. ‘And where did that happen?’


‘New York!’


‘Quite right. Now, New York in 2204 was a very different city from anything you know, even from Afrata. And Nkya was even stranger . . .’







   

The Assessment Team



Feriton Kayne Nkya, 23rd June 2204



When the Trail Ranger was an hour out from Nkya’s base camp, the stewards started serving dinner. The gourmet food packets were microwaved, but they still tasted pretty good to me. I chose seared scallops on mint-pea risotto for a starter, followed by minute steak and fries with red wine sauce. The wine was a three-year-old Chablis. Not bad. I finished with lemon crème brûlée drizzled in raspberry sauce. I ate mostly in silence; everyone else was running through the files, consuming every piece of data we had on the alien ship. It wasn’t enough to draw any definitive conclusions. I knew. I’d been trying to work out what had happened for ten days.


‘Have you identified any of the humans on board?’ Callum finally asked as he finished off his salted almond truffle tart.


‘No,’ Yuri told him tersely. ‘We can’t do that.’


‘Can’t, or won’t? An identity check is one of the easiest search requests to load into solnet. Nobody can hide in our society, right, Alik?’


The FBI agent gave him a soft smile. ‘It’s difficult,’ he conceded. ‘Government keeps an eye on people.’


‘For their own good,’ Callum sneered.


‘How many terrorist attacks have there been in the last fifty years? The last seventy-five, even?’


‘Not many,’ Callum agreed grudgingly.


‘Your infamous pre-emptive rendition,’ Eldlund said sharply. ‘Arrest people because a G8Turing thinks they might do something based on behaviour and interests. What sort of justice is that?’


Alik shrugged. ‘What can I say? Pattern recognition works. And FYI, every National Security removal warrant has to be signed off by three independent judges. Nobody gets exiled without a fair hearing.’


‘That must make your citizens feel so much safer. What is it every authoritarian government says? If you’ve done nothing wrong, you have nothing to fear.’


‘Hey, you want them to be free to emigrate to Akitha or one of the Delta Pavonis habitats, pal?’


‘That’s not a justification, that’s a threat.’


Alik’s stiff mouth managed to crank out a self-righteous smile, and he poured himself a shot from the bottle of vintage bourbon he’d brought in his luggage.


‘Why haven’t you tried to identify them?’ Callum asked. His gaze had never left Yuri.


‘The same reason there is no solnet out here, and that Alpha Defence insisted we keep a very secure separation distance between portal and ship. Security.’


‘Man! You’re still fucking doing it, aren’t you? Still claiming everything you do is the right way, the only way. Anyone who says or thinks different isn’t just wrong, they’re evil with it.’


‘Because this happens to be the right way. Try thinking about this – because that’s what you’re actually supposed to be here for, to produce an impartial informed opinion. Though fuck knows why Emilja and Jaru sent you.’


‘Because I’m actually capable of having a rational thought, not just paranoid ones.’


‘You’ll give it away,’ Kandara said in a weary voice. She’d taken her jacket off, exposing heavily muscled arms as she sat in the recliner, picking at the vegetarian meal on her fold-out tray.


Yuri and Callum both turned to stare at her.


‘What?’ Callum asked.


‘Sorry, but Yuri is quite right,’ she said. ‘The aliens, whoever they are, are going to know who those people in their ship are. So if we start loading their image or DNA sequence into solnet, they’ll know we found the ship. And as keeping this discovery secret is our one advantage . . .’ She shrugged.


‘Thank you.’ Yuri grinned. ‘What she said. Which is what I was trying to explain.’


Callum growled and held up his empty tumbler. A steward came over to pour him a shot of malt whisky.


Alik sat back, swirling his bourbon round the glass. He looked at Yuri, then Callum. Came to a decision. ‘Okay, I gotta ask. What did happen with you two? Even the Bureau doesn’t have files on it, but I heard rumours. And now here you are, both of you trying to make nice – and screwing that up.’


‘This is bigger than us,’ Yuri said sourly – a tone that would have made anyone else stop as if they’d run smack into a stone cliff.


‘Showing some humanity now, are we?’ Callum said.


‘Fuck you,’ Yuri spat back.


Jessika, Loi and Eldlund watched the scene, intrigued, and maybe a little nervous. Understandable – you don’t often see two powers of this magnitude go head to head.


‘You’re a corporate robot,’ Callum said. ‘You were back then, and nothing’s changed. You’re not just employed by Connexion, you’re its high priest, leading the worship.’


‘You’re alive, aren’t you?’


‘Am I supposed to be grateful?’


‘It wouldn’t hurt!’


‘Really?’ Callum sneered. ‘You want me to tell them? Let them judge? Because it’s not just my story, is it?’


‘Go ahead,’ Yuri said belligerently. He reached for the bottle of iced vodka.


Callum looked round at the rest of us in turn. Uncertain.


‘Do it,’ Kandara said with a small smile, daring him.


‘It was a long time ago.’


‘Ha!’ Yuri snorted. He downed his vodka shot in one. ‘Was it a dark and stormy night, too?’


‘You didn’t know where it started. That was a huge part of the problem. And you didn’t know because you don’t fucking care about people!’


‘Fuck you! I cared – about her. Not you. Nobody cared about you. Asshole.’


‘The real beginning was in the Caribbean,’ Callum said, his expression softening at whatever ancient memory he was reliving. ‘That’s where Savi and I got married.’


‘Illegally,’ Yuri countered. ‘If you’d told us like you were supposed to, it would never have happened.’


‘It wasn’t illegal. For all its size, Connexion is a company, not a government, and we didn’t need your fucking permission! Just because Ainsley paid our salary didn’t mean he owned us. So screw your fucked-up corporate policy! And it did happen.’


‘We have those policies for a reason. If you’d told us you were in a relationship, if you’d been honest, everything would have been different. You created the problem. Don’t try and make me out as the bad guy.’


I couldn’t have planned it better. I wanted their stories, especially Yuri’s. It had taken me a while to convince him he should come along on the mission in person, rather than just rely on my reports.


And now here they were, angry but uncensored, with something to prove. All they could use against each other now was the truth, because it was truth that could inflict damage more accurately than any smart missile strike, and their animosity hadn’t even begun to heal over, not after a hundred and twelve years. It always amazes me how long humans can hold on to grudges.
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