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PREFACE

			All spelling and grammar in this book is UK English, except for proper nouns and those American terms that just don’t anglicise. If I had to sum up the main difference between UK and US grammar, by which I mean the stuff that affects the rhythm of the language, it’s that UK English uses more hyphens and fewer commas. You’ll also notice variations in constructions like stop doing (common UK usage) and stop from doing (US usage), round and around, and so on.

			I write both dialogue and narrative in the style and grammar of the character, and occasionally their spelling, so it varies from scene to scene. Those discrepancies are meant to be there. This drives editors mad, but it’s part of how I do characterisation. The spelling standard I use is the Shorter Oxford English Dictionary. Where there are differences between the SOED and the Oxford English Dictionary, I let Oxford Dictionaries Online have the final word. Very rarely, none of them gives me a solution that I feel makes it clearer for the reader, so if a hyphen helps, I hyphenate.

			Now the science. 

			I work by putting three-dimensional characters in real situations where the consequences of reality constrain them. In other words: here’s the problem, now fix it. I do a lot of research to make my books as scientifically accurate as possible. But if I’m writing about colonisation of the galaxy, I have to bend reality a lot. There’s not much colonisation possible if humans never go anywhere because there’s not enough energy in the universe to bend space-time to our travel plans, and if relativity has no patience with our brief lives and our need to get things done fast. So this book isn’t hard SF, and it isn’t meant to be.

			The Nomad books are primarily about people: human people, non-human people, and people we build in labs. I’ve taken real science and bent it enough to pose the ultimate questions that we can ask ourselves. When the chips are down, who do we stand with? Who would we die for? Who would we sacrifice? And what defines us as human? 

			These are the decisions we might make ourselves. Enjoy. And consider what makes the best of us.

			 

			 

			Karen Traviss

			December 2018

			



	

PROLOGUE

			Transit Camp, East Coast,

			Former United States of America: February, 120 Years After the Start of the Decline 

			Fingers should always be broken first. Never start with the bolt cutters. 

			Breaking is educational. It hurts like hell, but bones heal, so it’s a lesson in how bad things could get if permanent damage is inflicted. My advice: don’t chop anything off before you’ve tried it, because you need to leave yourself some space to escalate. You’d be surprised how fast you can run out of body parts when you’re trying to make someone see sense.

			But Zakko’s already had his first warning about thieving. Now we’re short a box of meds from the camp supply, so I don’t think I made my point clear enough last time. This kind of explanation is best done in the privacy of Zakko’s cabin. 

			“Come on, Zakko.” Jared’s got him pinned down, one arm up his back and the other held flat on the table, but if Zakko keeps squirming like that he’s going to lose the whole hand. I grip his wrist, just resting the meat cleaver on his forefinger. I’ve tied a piece of string tight around it, yakuza style, to stop the bleeding, just in case things go the distance. “What did you do with the meds? We do not thieve from our own or from the townsfolk. How many times do I have to tell you?”

			Everyone thinks the forefinger is the one you can’t afford to lose, because the kidnapper in the movies always lops off the pinkie like it’s a spare you don’t really need. Wrong. Along with your thumb, it’s one of the two digits you’ll really, really miss. 

			Try gripping without it. The pinkie’s more or less a miniature thumb, the same kind of muscles and almost as mobile. How do I know that? Well, it’s a long story. Just trust me. We’re not the only animal with an opposable thumb, but we’re the only one with a thumb long enough to make a proper precision grip with the fingers. So if you ever find yourself in Zakko’s shoes and you have to choose which finger you can live without, pick the index. It might look the most important, but it’s the least useful. You can even squeeze a trigger without it just fine. Next time — well, there shouldn’t need to be a next time. 

			If I stop for a moment and wonder whether this is what I’ve become, or if this is what I always was, the answer doesn’t matter. There are still things that I have to do. 

			Here’s my problem. I get that good people do dumb things, and sometimes even evil things, but what I don’t understand is why Zakko did it. All he has to do is ask Chuck, the old corpsman who organises the first responders. We’re not short of much. We keep the area free of undesirables — two-legged, four-legged, it’s all the same to us — and the townsfolk pay for the service with supplies. Zakko can have what he needs. But he steals. We can’t have that.

			Jared doesn’t say a word. He just looks at me, fed up. It’s cold and he’s probably getting a cramp from holding Zakko down.

			“Talk to me, Zakko.” I need to know. “Last chance. Where are the meds?”  

			Believe me, I don’t like this. But two communities count on me. I can’t turn a blind eye to this, because that’s how things eventually fall apart. Rules are the difference between us and the scavengers and marauders out there. Just because we decided not to live under the town’s regulations, it doesn’t mean we want anarchy.

			So I visualise the arc of the blade and raise the cleaver. I’m one held breath away from bringing it down as hard as I can.

			“No — no, no, no, no!” Zakko caves. “I swear it was just this once. There was a woman. She was on her own and she had this real bad infection. I said I’d try and help her out.” He nods in the direction of the metal-frame bed pushed against one wall. “I didn’t get the chance to go find her again. The meds are under my mattress.”

			Yeah, we have a problem now. But a totally different one. 

			“Did you touch her?” Well, shit. If he’s caught anything, I’ve got it. I’ve been holding him down and so has Jared. Maybe the whole camp’s been exposed. It’s too late. I nod at Jared to back away, but he does a very slow, single shake of his head and doesn’t move a muscle, so I hang on too. Zakko might just be playing for time. “When did this happen? Why didn’t you report a contact right away?”

			“A couple of days ago. I didn’t lay a finger on her.”

			“So how do you know she had an infection?”

			“Her hand was bandaged. She said she had a wound that wouldn’t heal.”

			Sometimes you pray even when you think you don’t believe. I hope this was just some random conversation and Zakko was trying to impress her. But I have to work on the basis that we might have the beginning of an epidemic, or a raid. Of the two, I’ll take the raid. I can handle that. 

			“And you thought playing Mr Nice and giving her medical aid would get you somewhere with her.” We’ve all done dumb things for women. Even the smartest guys can’t think straight when there’s a woman involved. “So on the off-chance of a quick fling with some anonymous female, who might have untreatable TB, tox, anthrax, super-staph, hemo, flu, or whatever, you took pity on her because she hurt her hand.”

			“I said I never touched her.” Zakko’s now panicking about more than losing a finger. “She was camped on the river. By the old jetty. I didn’t get closer than ten yards, I swear.”

			Well, if he’s telling the truth, at least he hasn’t got something spread by contact. “Did it ever occur to you she might be scouting for marauders?”

			“She was on her own. Just a skinny girl with a crappy tent. I’d have known.”

			People look to me to keep things under control. I don’t lose my head and I always have a plan, or at least that’s how it looks on the surface. “What did she say? Did she ask for refuge here?”

			“No. She just wanted to know if she was anywhere near somewhere called Nanton Park.”

			“Never heard of it.”

			“That’s what I told her.” Zakko starts getting hyper. “Okay, okay, just do it. Get it over with. Cut the frigging finger off.”

			I really was going to do it. I’m sure I was. I did shit like this in another life, and that makes it easier, but it doesn’t make it better. I’m almost glad I’ve now got something bigger to worry about so I can put the cleaver away. 

			“Stay where you are, okay?” This time I let go of his wrist and gesture at Jared to stand clear. “You set one foot outside this shack and I’ll shoot you. You’re quarantined.”

			“Nah, I’ll take care of that,” Jared says, patting his holster. “You go do whatever you need to.”

			He walks outside with me and takes up his sentry stance by the door. The air’s freezing and I can hear the chock-chock-chock of someone splitting logs nearby. The two Monroe girls are playing out front. One of them starts heading our way, but Jared waves them back. We need to keep clear of everyone until we’ve been checked by the doc.

			“Zakko might be sick,” Jared says. “Quarantine until we say otherwise, okay?”

			The girl gives him a big grin and a thumbs-up. He returns it. If I’d known what Zakko was up to, I’d never have put Jared at risk.  

			“Sorry, buddy.” Either we tell people now and worry them before we have answers, or we let it ride and risk something spreading. There’s no second chance to learn lessons these days. “Call Doug and tell him I need to meet him. Usual place.”

			Jared shrugs. “Understood.”

			I turn to walk away, but I still feel I owe him an explanation for why I didn’t listen to him about Zakko in the first place. He warned me that the guy wouldn’t fit in. Jared’s got a nose for that kind of thing and it’s saved our asses more than once.

			But I never leave anyone behind. 

			“I’ll make Zakko a useful member of society if it kills me,” I say.

			“This is the best time to take out the trash, Chris. He’ll only do it again. Or worse.”

			“Okay. Whatever.”

			“Still on for beer and vids tonight? Provided we’re not dead.”

			“Sure. Not that time-travelling vigilante crap, though. I hate that one.”

			I hate it because it’s hard to watch any let’s-change-the-world stuff these days without wondering exactly which moment you’d jump back to and who you’d shoot to head off a disaster. Where do we stop the show? Fifty years ago? A hundred? When the epidemics started, or the famines, or the endless small wars in every damn place? We’ve been going down the pan a dozen different ways for the last century, and now we’ve finally gotten around to nukes and agriweapons just to make sure we kill ourselves off properly.  

			Eventually, you reach a tipping point. Straws and camels’ backs. You can maybe ride out individual disasters, but when they all pile up, things collapse. So if anyone ever asks me what that last straw was, not that they will, I’m going to blame the agriweapons. 

			This is what happens when you’re working on an engineered crop virus to kill pests or something — or create infected bugs to destroy an enemy’s agriculture, whichever explanation you believe — and it’s stolen from the lab by folks who know folks who’ll pay good money for that kind of thing.

			This is what happens when terrorists, who’ve indeed paid good money for it, find it’s so effective that it wipes out half the US wheat crop in two seasons. 

			This is what happens when the die-back virus moves into soy, causes a shortage of animal feed, and then gets into rice and maize, and everybody panics — especially Asia, which closes its borders, locks down, and destroys millions of acres of its own forests and farmland to fire-break the infection.

			This is what happens when a few years pass and we still can’t fix it, when famine’s killed millions and we’re overwhelmed by burying and burning bodies, and an Asian and Pacific States force nukes our infected vegetation to stop the die-back reaching them, starting at the West Coast and moving inland.

			Seriously, I don’t blame them. I wouldn’t even call it a war. I’d do the same. 

			After that, it’s kind of a blur. Europe’s mostly a no-go area, but then it already was. 

			The world’s changed out of all recognition in just over a century. We’re living in the Decline. They say North America’s lost four-fifths of its population since 2200 — epidemics, famine, emigration, big companies headquartering overseas, civil wars, gang wars — so most of the people who kept the modern world running are gone. That means nuclear power stations, chemical factories, water plants... which is why we’ve got contamination everywhere as well. Cascade failure, our old commanding officer called it. Or at least he did before the cholera got him.  

			Yeah, it’s hard to pick an intervention point for a time machine to put things right, but I’d go back for the first guy in a white coat. Obvious. So Jared had better find a nice simple action movie. Identify enemy, aim, shoot. Job done. 

			Anyway, I’ve got work to do. It’s a twenty-minute walk into town. That’s a healthy distance for neighbours, close enough to keep an eye out for trouble, but far enough apart to lead our own lives — or contain an outbreak. The direct route takes me down the hill. From the ridge, you can see the whole area laid out like a map: the town of Kill Line, population eleven hundred, and to the north-east, behind a serious security perimeter, the Ainatio Park research facility, where they’re supposed to be working on some remedy for die-back. 

			Still, at least Ainatio stayed. They didn’t abandon the country — or abandon Earth — like the rest of the corporations. They never say how many people are working in there now, but the farmers guess about five thousand, judging by how much food they supply. 

			An acre feeds a man. Kill Line has ten thousand under cultivation or pasture, and that’s why it has to be defended from marauders, whether they’re human or animal. We’re three small tribes marooned on a fertile island, not neighbours by choice, but we have food, we have fuel, and we’re safe for the time being. 

			And we have one flag in common. For all the differences in how we got here, there are three flagpoles and three American flags, so with or without a government, we know who we are.

			Nobody alive today remembers the good old days anyway. Did they ever happen? Did the likes of us ever get anything out of it? There’s always been disaster and war, ups and downs, dark ages and golden eras. It’s not the first time that something’s wiped out a big chunk of life on the planet, either. But each time that happens and the world recovers, some species don’t make it. This time it just might be us.  

			The track worn down the hillside by scuffing boots takes me past sheep scraping at the thin snow to graze, and now I can see Doug in the distance, walking through the fields with his grandson. He’s bundled up in his sheepskin coat, puffing clouds on the cold air, heading for our rendezvous point, the sign at the entrance to the town. I know the words embossed on that sheet of metal by heart.

			 

			WELCOME TO KILL LINE

			STOP AND WAIT WITH YOUR VEHICLE

			YOU WILL BE FIRED UPON

			IF YOU CONTINUE PAST THIS POINT

			 

			Yeah, welcome to Kill Line. Sometimes I’m not sure if Doug likes me, or even if I like him, but you don’t have to like someone to trust them.

			And we do have to trust each other, me and Doug. We have an understanding. I do the killing and he does the farming. That’s how we stay alive.
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			I won’t live to see mankind settle the galaxy, but I can enable the journey of future generations. We all need the faith to plant acorns. We also need those who will keep that faith.

			Tad Bednarz: AI engineer, philanthropist, and president of Ainatio.

			Kill Line, Eastern United States

			“Grandpa, why don’t we go to Mars?”

			Doug poked around in the frozen soil between the rows of sturdy leeks dusted with snow. They had a look of dogged permanence, more like a defensive palisade than crops, little stylised palm tree profiles that wouldn’t have seemed out of place on the walls of an Egyptian temple. The fields of overwintering leeks, cabbages, and parsnips always cheered him more than spring flowers because they just wouldn’t quit, not even in the darkest days. There was a lot to admire about vegetables. 

			“What would you want to go to Mars for?” Doug watched Elliott trying to scoop up the thin layer of snow to squeeze the slush into grubby snowballs. They were more soil than snowflakes. “You want to live in a bubble? A glasshouse? Because that’s what Mars is like. You can’t even go outside for a walk, not without a suit.” He gestured at the cloudless blue sky. “And you’d never see a sky like that.”

			“But they’re going to make it like Earth. With proper air.”

			“Terraforming takes a really long time, Elliott. You’ll be older than me by the time it’s ready.” No, it won’t even be in your lifetime. “Why go to Mars when we need to sort out Earth?” 

			“China landed there. They’re building houses.”

			“Well, they were.” News was hard to come by, but maybe that was for the best. Good or bad, there was nothing they could do about it here. “But it’s still not Earth, is it?”

			“Maybe there’ll be more lighthuggers. Then we can go to other stars.”

			Where were those generation ships now? The last ones Doug had heard about had left twenty-odd years ago. “That’s even worse,” he said. He didn’t want the boy to latch on to the idea that they’d been abandoned, even if they had. “Imagine spending your whole life cooped up in a spaceship and never reaching your destination. Folks will be born on them and die on them. It’ll be their great-grandchildren who get there.” 

			Elliott scuffed at the soil again. “They don’t want ordinary folks like us anyway. They just want scientists and politicians and rich people.”

			“I bet they’re not very happy, though. The rich people are probably a pain in the butt, the politicians are bound to be bossing everyone around, and the scientists... I read that some of them had pretty strange ideas. How much crazier are they going to get without normal folks around to talk some sense into them?”

			“They’ll probably get smashed up by asteroids or something anyway,” Elliott said, dismissively matter-of-fact. “So can we visit the ocean instead, Grandpa?” 

			“There’s still miles of contaminated land between us and the coast.”

			“I know. But it won’t stay like that forever, will it? I’m going to cross it one day.”

			Elliott studied the snowballs with a determined frown before lobbing them across the field. What could Doug tell him? There was no disguising that Kill Line and the surrounding county were almost cut off. Ainatio had spent years creating a sterile cordon around the area, a ring of completely bare ground two miles wide in which every plant had been killed to stop cross-pollination. Elliott could see it for himself if he climbed Gorman’s Peak, but Doug couldn’t kill the boy’s hopes. Asia had kept the die-back at bay. There were still places for a boy to dream of exploring.

			“Yes, it’ll all be okay one day,” Doug said. “Ainatio’s going to find a way to grow plants normally again.”

			Elliott nodded sagely. “It’s like the Black Death, except lots of other things went wrong this time. Whole towns died then as well. But things got better in the end. They always do.”

			“Is that what Mrs Alvarez is teaching you?” She seemed to have given the class an upbeat message without avoiding the brutal reality. Doug left the education committee to its own devices. “Well, she’s right. Humans survive disasters.”

			“I asked her why I can’t work at Ainatio when I grow up. She said everything’s possible.”

			It was a kind lie. Ainatio was a closed society in every sense. It had been a secret research centre for more than a hundred years: its personnel had lived behind secure walls and fencing, a separate world for as long as Doug could remember. Apart from the environmental technicians and the supply managers, he saw very few staff, and he wasn’t sure how the company maintained a workforce now that it was impossible to find new people. There had to be people too old to carry on working and even deaths like in any other company, but somehow, Ainatio kept going like an ant farm. 

			Yes, scientists were weird. He’d hadn’t really lied to Elliott about that.

			“I saw Col out testing the soil this morning.” Elliott carried on collecting snow, carefully placing the misshapen grey lumps in a pile, then pointed up the hill, squinting against the sun with one eye closed. “Here’s Mr Montello. Can I call him Chris?”

			“No, you may not. Mind your manners.” Doug watched the man walk carefully through the field, rifle slung over one shoulder. It was hard to tell if he was trying not to slip or just worried that he was trampling crops hidden under the snow. He was considerate for a city boy. It didn’t fit somehow. “You’re going to be late back to school. Get moving, buddy.”

			“Is he coming in for coffee?”

			“Not today. Off you go.”

			Elliott abandoned the snowballs and ran off along the furrows, jumping between them as if he was playing hopscotch. Doug took the track around the edge of the field and headed south down the road out of town. By the time he reached the sign, Chris was already waiting for him a few metres outside the unmarked boundary, another reminder for Doug that time hadn’t just caught him up. It had finally overtaken him.

			Chris held up his hand. “Don’t come too close. Did Jared explain?”

			“He said you need the doctor to check out one of your guys.” This was routine. There was no need to start torching the place. “She’ll be with you as soon she’s finished her morning surgery. Give her an hour.”

			“Thanks. I’m going to head out and see if I can find this woman he’s supposed to have met. Just for reassurance.”

			“You really think she’s infected with something serious?”

			“No, but I need to be sure she wasn’t sent ahead to check out our defences.”

			“Oh. Okay. You need any help with the search? Drones? Men?”

			“It’s best if I do it alone with a dog. The fewer people moving around, the better.”

			“I haven’t told Ainatio, by the way,” Doug said. “Seeing as we don’t actually know if we have a situation.”

			“Don’t worry. They only care when it affects their food supply. They’re safe in the Forbidden City.” Chris shrugged, looking awkward, as if he wasn’t sure that making small talk was a good idea. “We’ve all got our own little fantasy territory, haven’t we?” 

			Doug wasn’t sure what he meant, but it wasn’t the time to ask. Standing around in the freezing cold wasn’t doing either of them any good. “Is there anything else you need? Got enough coffee? Liquor?”

			Chris looked awkward again. “We’re good, thanks.” He turned to walk back the way he’d come. “See you around.”

			Doug watched him go, still trying to get the measure of him after nearly two years. He was polite and professional, hair and beard always neatly trimmed, leather jacket and boots battered but polished, pants a little frayed but clean and pressed, nothing like the drifters the town had had to see off with shotguns in the past. Doug was still waiting for something to ignite the man and peel back the mask to reveal something feral, a steel core needed to keep the transit camp together, because it sure as hell had to be there. How old was he? Thirty, thirty-five? All Doug knew was that he’d served in the State Defence Force and had led a group of vets and refugees to this relative safety, no easy task with most of them on foot. He’d also given Doug the impression that he’d been in prison but he didn’t say why. Chris wasn’t chatty. Doug didn’t press him.

			Maybe I should try inviting him over again.

			Maybe, though, the depth of conversation that would follow a couple of beers would tell Doug more than he wanted to know about how his boundaries were patrolled and kept safe in a world where the old laws meant nothing. He didn’t need to know exactly what had happened when more refugees had tried to follow them here. He didn’t want a reason to see Chris as anything but a good guy standing between the town and chaos.

			The heads on spikes thing is just a dumb story. Just a rumour to scare off unwelcome visitors. I’ve never seen anything when I’ve been driving around.

			As Doug headed back into town, the fried food aroma of a very old engine running on recycled cooking oil hung in the air. He was walking in the wake of Bill Dawud’s ancient tractor. Bill was at the side of the road, tinkering with the engine while it idled. 

			“Take it out and shoot it, Bill,” Doug teased. “It’s a kindness.”

			Bill wiped his hands on his pants. “It’ll outlive me.”

			“You could have a nice new hydro model from Ainatio.”

			“Sure, but it wouldn’t be my grandma’s, would it?”

			That bucket of bolts had to be a hundred years old, at the very least, and it had so many replacement parts that it was probably more replacement than original. But that was the point. It wasn’t about being frugal. It was about roots, about having an anchor in the past in a world where most of it had vanished. Doug liked to see the tractor as daily proof that things could survive long after everyone thought they should be dead. 

			“Is Mariam still coming to the pot luck supper?” Doug asked.

			“You bet. She’s making tepsi baytinijan. When she starts that, a cough isn’t going to stop her.”

			“Give her my best.”

			“Col’s looking for you, by the way.”

			“Okay. Thanks.”

			Doug could navigate through the town by smell alone. After the cooking oil, there was malt, pumped out on the steamy air venting from the brewery. Then there was the almost perfumed sawdust from the mill, then manure, and then baking — sweet pastry, if he wasn’t mistaken. He paused to close his eyes and inhale. It was a smell of permanence, like the town had been here forever and always would be, its people working in trades that his ancestors would have recognised five centuries ago. But Kill Line’s roots weren’t ancient, and they weren’t rural. There was no statue in the town square commemorating a rugged founding pioneer dressed in frontier buckskin. If there’d been one at all, it would have been a scientist in a lab coat. The town was only here because Ainatio was. The company needed an isolated research facility with a secure water supply and food source, so they took over run-down Nanton Park a hundred and thirty years ago and created a community to service it. Even the town’s name was just the location of where the original housing block had once stood — the kill line, the stop-or-I-fire point of the old security perimeter when Ainatio had much bigger grounds.

			But Doug was content. Whatever its name and origin, this was a happy community with a school, a church, a social centre, and a little cable station showing endless reruns because that was all they had, living with the natural rhythm of the seasons. This was how humans were meant to be. What was it that Chris Montello had said? We’ve all got our own little fantasy territory. Well, this was Doug’s. He understood that very well.

			Colin was outside the town hall, scraping yesterday’s refrozen snow from the roof of his Ainatio pick-up. The guy showed up once a week, collected soil, water, and plant samples, and sent a report to the town council. Had any plants been compromised yet? Had the contaminants from all the failed remedies and accidents over the years started to kill everyone slowly? Col’s tests would tell them. 

			“Hey, Col.” Doug nodded at him. “Everything okay?”

			Colin gave him a big smile. He’d been coming here for at least ten years, but Doug still couldn’t recall his surname. He had two daughters and a rather miserable wife who’d turned up once at the town fair. 

			“Someone with a whiter coat than me needs to check that,” Colin said. “But I found some snowdrops on the western boundary. That’s a first.”

			Doug tried to think where they might be. “My grandad used to rip them up. He was cranky about non-native species. Haven’t seen snowdrops since my school days. Where are they?” 

			“You’re not going to root them out, are you? They don’t compete with other plants.”

			“No, I’m just getting old and nostalgic.”

			“Here.” Col held out his personal screen so that Doug could see the map and sync it with his own. “It’s marked as McKinnon’s Farm on the old county survey. Got it?” 

			Doug tapped his device. “Thanks.”

			They were just plants, but he felt the need to see them. They wouldn’t be in flower for long and he never counted on still being around in a year’s time himself. He signed out the town council’s truck and drove down to the boundary.

			Hart County — the part that was still safe for habitation — was now reduced to ninety square miles with an outer perimeter that took it to two hundred. That didn’t sound like much, but it was plenty of space to get lost in and more than enough to hide a colony of snowdrops. Doug drove west, keeping an eye on the dosimeter on the dashboard. The road eventually became a winding track through the woods, then a bumpy gap just wide enough for the truck. 

			He stopped a couple of times to watch deer browsing in the bare red branches of dogwood trees. Did they have ear tags? Yes. There was no need to panic. If they didn’t have the bright yellow tags that identified them as the local population, they’d be animals that had somehow breached the cordon and could have brought in contaminated plant material. Chris’s patrols were always on the lookout for intruders, regardless of species. Doug mulled over the thought of venison for the freezer, but he didn’t have his rifle with him.

			And we’ve got plenty of meat. Leave them in peace.

			It took him fifteen minutes on foot with a compass to find the McKinnon site. The only signs that a farm had ever been there were the rubble of a long collapsed chimney and a couple of decaying fence posts. He almost missed the snowdrops, but suddenly there they were: white on white, a carpet of green leaves poking up through the thin layer of snow between the trees. Doug pulled out his screen to take a picture, kneeling to get a closer view of the green-streaked blooms, and decided that the woods could spare a few bulbs. He dug up some with his hunting knife, wrapped them carefully in his handkerchief, and got to his feet. His knees hurt like hell. But he had snowdrops, the first for a very long time, and like the leeks, they refused to give in to frost and snow. They were a defiant symbol of the sheer tenacity of life in inhospitable places.

			Joanne would love them.

			She was making bread when he got back, her usual batch of a dozen loaves for their own use and a dozen for the food exchange. She stopped pounding the dough as he held out the bundle of uprooted plants. Her mouth opened slowly.

			“Oh my,” she said. “Where did you get those?”

			“Near the boundary. Col said he’d seen them, so... well, there were hundreds of them, so I thought we might plant some here. Remember they don’t really establish themselves in the first year.”

			“So it’ll be two years before I get a decent display.”

			“Afraid so. Don’t worry, you’ll still be here to see them.”

			“And so will you. Don’t talk like that.” 

			Grandad wouldn’t have approved, but Joanne did, and that was all that mattered. After lunch, she went outside to plant them in the shadow of the bushes. Doug climbed the rickety ladder to the attic to see if there were any old photos of the McKinnon farm.

			 The Brandt family photos were more of a crate than an album. The collection was a pile of boxes stuffed with envelopes full of paper prints, digital storage, and even physical film, much of it copied and recopied to paper or chip as technologies fell out of use over the years. He’d forgotten that some of it dated back to before his grandad’s time. He rummaged around until he found an envelope marked in his father’s draughtsman hand: HART COUNTY, GENERAL. 

			The oldest landscapes in the photos showed the change in vegetation. Views from Gorman’s Peak a hundred years ago were still pasture and woods as far as the eye could see, but it didn’t look that way now. Doug fanned the prints like playing cards, looking for old buildings. An image caught his eye. 

			On first glance he thought it was a headstone, but then he studied it and a memory bubbled to the surface. It was a monument, a bronze plaque mounted on stone or concrete. It was hard to tell which, because whoever had taken it had zoomed in to capture the inscription, and there was nothing in the shot to tell him what the plaque was part of, or where it stood. But the inscription was self-explanatory.

			 

			TO THE MEMORY OF THE SHIP’S COMPANY

			OF SURVEY VESSEL CABOT

			LOST WITH ALL HANDS

			WE WALK IN THE UNCHARTED PLACES

			AND ARE NOT AFRAID

			Doug remembered now. The memory was complete and clear, but it had popped up so quickly out of nowhere that he wondered if he’d imagined it. It was an Ainatio mission, the one that had killed their space programme and reduced them to environmental projects at home. They’d sent a manned mission beyond the solar system — he couldn’t even remember where it was heading — but the ship was lost. It wasn’t a tech corporation lighthugger full of crazies, either. It’d had a proper military crew, and they’d been put into cryosuspension for the journey, which everyone said was way too far and too big a risk. But they did it anyway. 

			At least the crew would have known nothing when the disaster struck. Doug took some comfort from that.

			Where was this plaque, then? Maybe it wasn’t even around here.

			Joanne appeared in the attic doorway, her nose and cheeks red from working in the cold. “What are you looking for?” 

			 “Oh, just the McKinnon place.” Doug held out the image to her. “Do you remember this?”

			“Cabot? Wow, yes. How could you forget it? It was all over the news for weeks.”

			“I don’t think I ever saw this memorial.”

			“Me neither. Some honouring we did.” Joanne frowned at the photo. “You’d think they’d have put the crew’s names on it.”

			“Wasn’t it a couple of hundred people? That’s a lot of names.”

			“I don’t know. But I remember they all had to be single with no family to leave behind because it was going to take so long. That seemed so sad. All the more reason to commemorate them properly.”

			Doug studied the plaque. He wondered what kind of men and women would be willing to leave behind everything they knew and loved, and risk the unknown for a mission that meant they’d probably never see home again even if it succeeded.

			Had they wanted to, though? Maybe, like Chris and his band of vets, they’d just thought it was their duty. He’d never served. He’d never know.

			“Yes,” he said, shaking his head. No families and no grave: anonymous and forgotten. You couldn’t get more dead than that. “Dreadful.”

			* * *

			Transit Camp, Near Kill Line:

			2 hours later

			Dr Morris arrived suited up and put on her mask as soon as she got out of her truck, then stopped and did a discreet double take, first at Chris’s rifle and then at the road through the camp.

			Chris couldn’t remember the last time she’d visited. Maybe she was expecting to find mud huts and signs of recent cannibalism. It could have been the rifle, of course. Everyone here who could use a personal weapon carried one at all times, but few of the townsfolk seemed to. Morris looked down the rows of uniform cabins and straight dirt roads between them, edges marked with stones and carefully cut pole rails, nodding to herself. 

			“Very orderly,” she said. “You’ve done a lot of construction.”

			“Yeah, we’ve got all the skills in-camp. Plumbing, carpentry, logistics, the works.”

			“Have you got quarantine plans if your guy tests positive?”

			“Yeah. We’ve always got a plan.”

			“You certainly seem to.”

			Chris almost recited the numbers to her, but it felt like he was justifying himself. One hundred and four people lived here, fifty-two of them military in one way or another, if not State Defence Force or retired then active-duty men and women from other services with no units left to return to. That was a lot of skills, but also a shared culture that just snapped together like a well-made machine. They’d been trained to deal with the worst that life could throw at them, and Chris had watched them do exactly that, even the ones he’d doubted. Everyone who’d joined them had survived, civilian and service personnel alike. 

			I promised I’d get them to safety, and I did. Am I forgiven yet? How do you know when you’ve atoned for the shit you’ve done? Do you suddenly just feel better about yourself, or do you hear some kind of klaxon that tells you your time’s done?

			The end of the world had its advantages. The connected, recorded, filed, archived world had been broken apart, and nobody could run checks on anyone and decide they were undesirables. Morris probably wouldn’t have picked him for a neighbour if she’d known him better.

			“Let’s do Mr... ” She studied something on her screen. “Zakkarija Chetcuti, yes? If he tests positive, I’ll make a start on the rest of the camp right away.” 

			Zakko was still sitting in his cabin, looking sheepish. He was in his late twenties, a stocky, harmless-looking guy with a mass of curly black hair. When Chris’s platoon found him in Baltimore, he’d been trying to hotwire an abandoned police cruiser. He hadn’t even tried to force open the weapons locker, which was the first thing most people did. He just wanted a ride out of the city. Even then, Chris suspected that Zakko didn’t really know how to be a bad guy. He wasn’t so much bad as a little short of impulse control. Maybe a few more chastening experiences like this would sort him out.

			“You going to test me, ma’am?” Zakko asked. 

			“Yes, I need you to run your finger over this,” Morris said. The test kit was just a white printed plastic card, the touch test variety. “Press on each square for at least two seconds.”

			“It looks like a shopping list of the world’s top twenty killer diseases,” Zakko said, fidgeting.

			“It is. Better hope they’re sold out. Two seconds, okay?”

			Chris watched as Zakko readied his finger, a forefinger he was damn lucky he still had, and dragged it down the first row of squares too fast.

			“No, slowly,” Morris said. “Two seconds per square. There’s a different sensor or reagent in each one.”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			Morris studied the results. Eventually she peeled off her mask one-handed and held up the card so Chris could see two rows of solid green squares. When she flexed it between her fingers to reset and sterilise it, it gave off a burst of light. 

			“I’ll take that as an all-clear,” Chris said.

			Morris gave Zakko a practised professional smile. “You’re fine, Mr Chetcuti.”

			Zakko beamed. “Thanks, ma’am.” 

			Morris turned to Chris. “So do you want me to set up a radiation test session for your people? You haven’t had one since you first got here. You could come into town, or I can do it here. Or I could give you a testing kit to do it yourselves if you prefer. Whatever’s easiest for you. You’ve got some trained personnel, haven’t you?”

			“Two combat medics and a retired corpsman,” Chris said. “The test kit will be appreciated, ma’am. We don’t want to put you to any more trouble.”

			Chris wasn’t even sure he meant that. He just didn’t want to be drawn further into a community that looked as if it had sat out the horrors of the last century in a rural theme park, oblivious. It wasn’t resentment. It was knowing that if his people moved in, sooner or later they’d all get to know each other well enough to talk frankly about how they came to be here, and then everyone would realise how big the gulf was between people who just fired warning shots and those who’d needed to become animals to stay alive. 

			Veneers had their place. As long as everyone knew they were just that, veneers, and that there was much plainer, uglier wood beneath that was best left unseen, then there was no deception. It was just an understanding that some necessary things weren’t meant to be on display. 

			Chris saw Morris off and started up the all-terrain quad bike that the farmers had donated. Seeing as Zakko was fully fit, he was going to be on latrine duty indefinitely until Chris decided he’d adjusted his attitude. In the meantime, they still had to find that girl. Chris couldn’t sleep until he knew for sure that she wasn’t scouting.

			How did she get here? 

			Like everyone else who’d stumbled across Hart County, she’d have followed the river. But this Nanton place... he should have asked Doug if he’d heard of it. Never mind, he’d do that later. He had to get out there with the dogs and drones now.

			As he rode through the camp at regulation slow speed, people came out of their cabins, bundled in coats. “Is it okay, then?” Jeanie Cleaver called. “Are we clear?”

			“Yeah, nothing to worry about.” Chris waved back. “Just being careful.”

			Howie jogged along beside him. “Yay! You fixed it, boss!” He was nine or ten, another kid with a dead family and bad memories, but he didn’t seem to realise what a shitty hand life had dealt him. He’d appointed himself the camp errand boy and morale officer for the older folk. Sometimes Chris felt less of a man than that boy was. 

			“I didn’t fix it,” Chris said. “I just did what we trained to do. Right?”

			“Right!” Howie saluted. “Train hard, fight easy!”

			Chris wondered who Howie had picked that up from. It wasn’t a bad lesson to learn, though. Howie eventually peeled off, probably to go cheer someone up, and Chris carried on to collect the dogs and the equipment from Dieter. He parked and walked up to the chain-link fence around the dog pen, watching the pack milling around. 

			Dieter had two dogs at his heels, Sapper and Girlie. Sapper was a German shepherd that Chris had often patrolled with, a trained dog they’d picked up at a police compound, but he was nervous around Girlie. She was mostly husky. One vivid, staring blue eye and a bald scar on her nose made her look like an escaped psycho.

			“You sure you want to do this on your own?” Dieter asked.

			“Yeah. I can manage.”

			“You’re absolutely sure you don’t want me to ride along?”

			“I might need to do things you’d rather not see.”

			“Okay.” Dieter held out a bag. “Drones and a receiver. Two-mile range, remember.”

			Chris looked inside. There were a dozen walnut-sized drones with pop-out rotors, almost museum pieces but still up to recon tasks. He’d have to start replacing them soon. He didn’t want to rely on Doug’s offer, generous as it was, so they’d build their own or fall back on their fieldcraft skills.

			“Got it,” Chris said, and started the bike.

			The dogs jumped into the carrier on the back and settled down without prompting as if it was their daily commute, instantly zoned out on autopilot while they thought about happier things. Chris set off north-west for the river. 

			Dr Morris was right. It was a well-run camp. Chris was proud of the effort his people had put into building it. It was kind of Doug to let them hook up to the utilities, but they could survive without them and rely on their own methane digesters and wood stoves if they had to. They had a backup water supply from a stream, and they could clear land for crops if push came to shove. That was all they needed. As Chris rode past the snow-covered fields and watched the birds pecking around, he had to admit that there were worse places to be marooned. 

			We didn’t plan to stay, but maybe it’s time. Even if we reach the coast and find a ship heading south, what’s left now?

			Driving always made him brood, and once he’d blocked out the things that would do him no good to rehash, other questions bubbled up to take their place. How many people were there in the Ainatio compound, and why did so few venture outside? And why were they so generous to the town, giving it whatever utilities, medicine, and little luxuries it wanted when they didn’t really need to support that many people? It didn’t take eleven hundred people to farm ten thousand acres. Kill Line was a lot of overhead, and it wasn’t like they could go work for anyone else. Ainatio was being the perfect neighbour. But Chris had never known a company to hand over a cent without a reason. Even in a collapsed economy where barter was all that was left, old commercial attitudes died hard.  

			No, he was the one still thinking like a debt collector. Ainatio now faced a world of shortages — shortages of food, people, and choices. They needed Kill Line a little more than Kill Line needed them. There were no other food suppliers out there, and no more labour to replace the townspeople if an epidemic broke out. That was all there was to it. He had to stop looking for things to doubt.

			What a miracle, finding somewhere this clean, this perfect — well, way better than the city, anyway.

			No, not a miracle. Just something that really needs explaining. 

			Girlie put her chin on Chris’s shoulder from behind and let out a disturbingly human, meat-scented sigh. “You need breath mints, lady,” he said, jerking his head away. Ainatio supplied those, too. “Nearly there.”

			Her muscles stiffened against him as she pushed away and looked up, instantly silent and alert. When he glanced over his shoulder, Sapper was on his feet as well, ears pricked, looking and listening. They knew what they had to do.

			Chris stopped the bike downstream of the bend in the river and tossed the drones into the air. They levelled off at ten feet, waiting for tasking. A few quick lines drawn on the handheld control screen with his finger set their general target position and path. Then they soared away, calculating their own optimum spacing. When Chris turned to the dogs, they were sniffing the ground like their noses were glued to it. 

			“Okay, guys, we’re going to cover the river, starting at the jetty, and work out in both directions.” Chris whispered it like he was briefing them. The dogs looked up into his face, all intense, unblinking concentration. “If we find her, you keep her there and wait. Got it?”

			He could have sworn that they did. They almost looked like they were going to say “Roger that.” 

			He walked through the trees, Girlie to one side of him and Sapper to the other, until he reached the bank and looked to his right to see the remains of the jetty a hundred yards away. He crouched to listen. The dogs crouched too.

			The video feeds tiled on his screen to give him a single collated aerial view tracking roughly north, taking in a mile-wide strip that showed both banks. He’d let the drones reach their transmission limit and then bring them back to repeat the process heading south, provided the dogs didn’t find something first.

			“Okay,” he said. “Sapper, that way. North. Seek.” He gave the dog the same hand signal that he’d give a man, and Sapper shot off. Girlie waited for her orders, treading the ground on the spot like she was tap dancing. Combined with that mad blue eye, the effect was comical. Chris signalled south, downriver. “Seek, Girlie. Find her.”

			He waited, watching the drone feeds. It was at least forty-eight hours since Zakko had seen the woman, and she could be long gone or dead from sepsis if her injury had been that bad, but all Chris needed to know was whether there was a gang in the area waiting to raid the camp. There probably weren’t many refugees on the move from the cities these days, but there would still be organised and violent gangs capable of following the trail here, just like the ones who’d tracked Chris from Baltimore. One more encounter would be one too many.

			Yeah, we’ll be facing people like us. People used to fighting hard. We need to stockpile more ammo.

			There was no such thing as enough. Crossbows were great, but real stopping power was better. 

			His calculations were interrupted by sudden, distant barking from the north. Sapper had found someone. 

			Chris ran at a crouch towards the sound, checking the screen and following the paw prints in the snow. Girlie rocketed past him in a flurry of cracking twigs and carried on like a missile in the direction of Sapper’s bark. Chris still couldn’t see anything via the drones, but the composite image showed a stand of pines ahead, and if he was going to hole up, that would have been where he’d have hidden. Most of the other trees were deciduous, bare branches at this time of year with little cover. He shoved the screen in his pocket and readied his rifle.

			So... I tell her to go on her way, unless she’s a scout, in which case I shoot her. And what if she doesn’t go away and looks sick? I can’t invite her in.

			Now he could hear both dogs barking, the steady arf-arf-arf they did when they were warning of strangers. When he reached them, they were staring into the pines, focused on something. Chris almost didn’t see what they were barking at, but then an artificially straight line caught his eye. 

			Someone had made a scrappy tent, a woodland camo tarp draped over a pole between two trunks. And there she was, an Asian girl, the sorriest looking kid he’d seen in a long time, huddled in a padded jacket and woolly hat as she knelt in the small opening of the makeshift shelter. She was nursing her arm. Damn, she looked like a corpse. No wonder Zakko had felt he had to help her. Either she was too weak to run or she’d decided not to try because the dogs would bring her down. Chris estimated she was mid to late teens, but she wouldn’t have been the first scout of that age he’d had to deal with.

			He kept his rifle on her and walked slowly forward, stopping beyond her lunge range in case she decided to come at him. Whether she grabbed him to beg for help or claw his eyes out, it didn’t matter. Chris had seen too many epidemics to take the risk.

			“Ma’am, this is a restricted area,” he said. “What are you doing here?”

			“Whoa, whoa.” She lifted her arms in surrender. “Please — put the gun down. Call off the dogs.”

			She didn’t sound like an American, or a kid. Chris had underestimated her age. “Where are your buddies?” 

			“I’m on my own. You think I’d be in this state if I had backup?”

			“Sorry, you need to move on. We can’t risk exposing folks here to infection.”

			“I’m not contagious. I can prove it.”

			“Yeah?”

			“I’m going to reach in my pocket for a diag card. Okay? Just a card. I’ll show you.”

			Chris assumed she meant a test card. Still kneeling, she moved her good arm back to feel for her pocket. He kept her in his sights, finger on the trigger. If the next thing he saw was a weapon, he’d drop her there and then. Sapper started growling.

			“Sapper, no.” Chris wasn’t sure he could control the dogs if they decided to go for her. “Sapper, down.” 

			The girl took things very, very slowly. It was so damn cold that her hands must have been numb. A small blue plastic container emerged from her pocket, and yeah, it was a storage sleeve. She held it up.

			“Okay, take the card out,” Chris said.

			She fumbled for a while before gripping the exposed edge of the card between her teeth to drag it out, then pulled off one glove the same way. She pressed her finger repeatedly on the card before holding it up.

			“I know you won’t want to get too close, so I’m going to move and put this where you can see it,” she said.

			“Okay.” She knew the drill, then. She’d done this before. Chris watched the dogs, hoping they wouldn’t sense his doubt that he could control them. “Sapper, Girlie — stay. Down.”

			“Girlie,” the woman snorted.

			“It’s the dog’s name.”

			“Oh.” 

			She edged forward on her knees and laid the card face up on the ground ten feet in front of him, then shuffled all the way back. The dogs watched, squared up and ready to pounce. Chris was half-listening for movement behind him in case he’d read it all wrong and this really was an ambush, but the dogs would hear it long before he did. 

			He took a cloth from his pocket to pick up the card and examine it without contaminating his gloves. They were his special Guard-issue ones, irreplaceable now. He didn’t want to have to burn them.

			“Right... you’ve got a staph infection. Nothing else.” He checked the rows of indicator squares again. There was a single amber result among the green. The woman just needed antibiotics, as long as this wasn’t another resistant strain. “So you want me to bring you some meds?”

			“No, I need to find Nanton Park.”

			So Zakko was telling the truth. “I’ve never heard of it.”

			“Ainatio?”

			“Ah.”

			“Am I in the right place? Am I?” Her eyes suddenly brimmed. “Am I really here?”

			There was no point in being evasive. It wasn’t Chris’s secret to keep. “Pretty much, ma’am.”

			She’d been all badass and in control up to now, but suddenly she burst into tears. She wasn’t putting it on, either. Chris knew the difference. She stopped herself after a few sobs and wiped her nose on the back of her hand, blinking. Chris had passed the point of offering weeping women his handkerchief or trying to comfort them. There’d been too many. He waited for her to compose herself and carry on.

			“Well, yeah, you can see I’m glad the journey’s over,” she said at last. “Ainatio. Do you work for them?”

			“No.”

			“Sorry, you just looked more official than the other guy I talked to. Can you contact them?”

			“Why?”

			“My name’s Annis Kim. Dr Annis Kim.” She cleared her throat. “It’s taken me eight months to get here from Seoul. I need to talk to whoever’s in charge of research.”

			How the hell did anyone get here from the Far East? Why leave Asia? She wasn’t a refugee. “Seoul? You mean Korea? You don’t sound Korean.” 

			“I’m from Melbourne. Australia. I was a physicist at Seoul National University. Please, either tell me how to find the centre, or give them a message.”

			Chris hoped he’d finally learned the difference between a dumb impulse and a rare opportunity that needed to be seized. He knew this was important, even if he didn’t know why. Nobody would have left the safety of Asia to travel halfway around the world unless it was absolutely vital, and in this little closed world of Hart County, everything that affected Ainatio affected his people as well. What else could he do? He wasn’t about to dump her on Kill Line, because Doug would never turn her away, and Chris didn’t want someone this random in the camp. 

			But she hadn’t asked him for refuge. She wanted Ainatio. He’d never had any real contact with them, but he knew they sometimes monitored his patrols. He had one of their radio frequencies, the one Doug kept for emergencies. Maybe it was time to try it out. 

			“What do you want me to tell them?” he asked. “If they respond, that is.”

			“Is it okay if I get something else out of my pocket?” 

			“Sure.”

			She took out a small paper notebook and wrote two lines in it. When she handed it to him, it was her name and a list of numbers, some with decimal points. There were too many groups for map co-ordinates, but that was how it looked to him. 

			“Call them,” she said. “Read out those numbers, and tell them to give them to their most senior astrophysicist.”

			Maybe it was about the orbitals. That might have been where most of the risky research had been done, the stuff with genetically modified bugs that could clean up the soil — or kill off the remaining plant life if something went wrong. Chris pulled out his old State Defence radio and scanned the frequencies. 

			“What is this exactly?” He keyed the numbers into the radio’s scratchpad, in case he needed them later for reasons he couldn’t even begin to imagine. “ID code?”

			“It’ll tell them everything they need to know, and why I’m here.”

			“And then?”

			“They’ll want to see me. Guaranteed.”

			* * *

			Security Control Room,

			Ainatio Park Research Centre

			“Major, I’ve got some guy on the net who shouldn’t be there.”

			Trinder didn’t look up for a moment. The jumble of comms systems still in use around Ainatio led to some sloppy discipline, and his first thought was that Simonot meant one of the technicians was using a security frequency, which they’d been warned repeatedly not to do. But if Simonot had meant that, he’d have said so. 

			“Some guy?”  

			“He ID’d himself as Chris Montello from the transit camp. One of the vets. He’s found a civilian scientist who wants to relay a message. Channel fourteen, sir.”

			Trinder wasn’t sure which was the bigger surprise, the fact that a scientist had left the facility without the security system noticing, or that the ghostlike refugees who never came within a mile of the gate were now flashing them up on the radio. 

			The camp folk kept themselves to themselves. They’d reached an arrangement with the farmers to patrol the area, and Trinder was happy to let them carry on. He’d seen the aftermath of the shoot-out with a gang on the boundary just after they’d arrived: not pretty, but professional and thorough, so they weren’t people he needed to pick a pointless fight with, and as he only had twenty-nine troops, they were a useful addition to security. It made sense to see them as auxiliaries managed by Doug Brandt. It was odd that they’d called it in to the company and not gone via Doug, though.

			Trinder checked the board. All personnel were showing as still within the Ainatio perimeter, but he didn’t need to rely on the ID trackers. Anyone leaving would have to exit via the main gate, and that meant being physically signed out by the duty guard, an event so rare that it would have required advance notice and an armed escort. Something was very wrong.

			“I’m not asking the right questions, am I?” Trinder adjusted his earpiece and selected the channel. “Transit Camp, Transit Camp, this is Ainatio Echo Five Actual, do you have one of our personnel with you, over?”

			“Echo Five Actual, this is Transit Camp. I have one female casualty with hypothermia and an infected puncture wound to the hand.” The guy sounded calm and professional. Yes, he had to be a vet. “Test-carded, no contagion risk. Name given — Dr Annis Kim — I spell, Alpha November November India Sierra, Kilo India Mike. She also has an ID code, over.”

			“Transit camp, we don’t use ID codes, over.”

			“Echo Five Actual, she has a sequence of numbers that she insists on relaying, over.” 

			“Transit camp, wait one.” Trinder knew every name by now, and Annis Kim wasn’t one of Ainatio’s white-coats. This was a secure facility, not meant to be found by casual visitors or even people looking very hard for it. He checked the staff list anyway. “Transit Camp, negative, she is not one of our personnel, over.”

			“Echo Five Actual, correct, I am aware. She’s a physicist from Seoul National University, requesting entry. I say again, Seoul, Korea, APS, over.”

			APS. Shit. 

			That was an acronym Trinder hadn’t needed to use on the net in a while. The Alliance of Asian and Pacific States — always known as APS like some shadowy three-letter agency — had closed its borders to the Western world. They’d also stopped their citizens leaving, afraid of letting them return with infectious diseases or smuggled plants carrying die-back. That made Dr Kim a real mystery. Trinder’s SOPs said he should refuse entry to any unauthorised personnel, but he couldn’t turn her away without an answer to one question: how did a Korean scientist travel seven thousand very hostile miles to end up here? The security implications were too serious. He’d have to bring her in and question her. Erskine would rip him a new one, though.

			“Transit Camp, understood,” Trinder said. “Go ahead with the message, over.”

			“Echo Five Actual, she wants a numeric code given to, er, a senior astrophysicist. Figures — fifteen, twenty-two decimal five, minus forty-seven...”

			 Montello read out four sets of numbers. Trinder wrote the sequence on the reactive desktop with his finger, then read it back to Montello and told him to stand by again. Jon Simonot was sitting in his cubicle on the other side of the office at a discreet distance, waiting for orders, unable to hear the other side of the conversation. 

			Trinder went off-mike. “Corporal, get hold of Dr Mangel or his assistant and tell him I’ve got an urgent question.” He tapped the mike back on again. “Transit Camp, I’m checking as requested. Wait out.”

			Trinder suspected that he’d find this woman hadn’t travelled from Korea at all. But she asked for an astrophysicist. That’s weird. And specific. He copied the numbers into his personal notebook by hand, just as a precaution. 

			Simonot stood up and gestured over the top of the cubicle. “Dr Mangel for you, sir.” Well, that was fast. “I’ll patch him through.”

			Mangel was always bright and breezy, but Trinder never mistook that for friendliness. “This is an unexpected thrill, Major,” Mangel said. “What can I do for you?”

			“There’s a code that I need to identify. I was wondering if you could do it.” If you could do it. Those five words guaranteed co-operation from any scientist. They never liked the grunts to think that something might be beyond them. “The sender specifically asked for an astrophysicist. You’ll appreciate why that worries me.”

			“Sender? Where from?”

			“If you can identify the code, that’ll tell me.”

			“I’m intrigued. You have my undivided attention.”

			“Okay, I’ll read it out. Ready?”

			“Ready.”

			“Fifteen, twenty-two decimal five — ”

			Trinder expected to at least finish reading the list, but Mangel interrupted. “Where did you get that?”

			“Don’t you want to hear the rest?” 

			“I don’t need to.” The prof sounded panicky. All the bravado had gone out of his voice. “Who gave it to you?”

			Something serious was going down, and Trinder hadn’t had much of note or weight to get his adrenaline going for a very long time. “Dr Annis Kim,” he said, bracing for disbelief. “A physicist from a Korean university. She’s here, apparently, and she wants to talk to us.”

			“Bring her in,” Mangel said. 

			Mangel believed it, then. Maybe he knew who she was. He’d be handy as top cover to fend off Erskine’s wrath when she found out they’d let an outsider come in. 

			“My orders are to prevent all unauthorised entry,” Trinder said. “Will you sign off on this and inform Director Erskine?”

			“Absolutely. Get Dr Kim in here now and don’t let anyone else speak with her.”

			“She needs a medic. She’s got an infected wound and hypothermia.”

			“I’ll deal with it. Call me when you’ve got her.”

			Trinder opened the channel to Montello. “Transit Camp, this is Echo Five Actual — affirmative, Dr Kim can enter. What is your location, over?”

			“Echo Five Actual, we’re on the river near the old jetty. I’ll transport her to your main gate. I’ll be on an AT bike, and she’ll need assistance to move. I’ve bagged up her boots in case of contaminated material. I’ll wait at the first barrier, over.”

			“Understood, Transit Camp. I’ll be there. Echo Five Actual out.”

			Trinder alerted the main gate on the radio, then headed down the passage to see if Lennie Fonseca was around. He needed to warn her too. Until he knew why that sequence had made Mangel panic, he’d keep a close eye on this. He found her planning a training exercise on the 3-D table, repelling a virtual assault with a sweep of her finger. Apart from the occasional escort detail, this was as near as they ever got to real soldiering. 

			“Heads up,” he said. “I’m collecting an unexpected visitor from the main gate. I don’t know what’s going on, but Mangel went into a high hover and overrode SOPs. I’ll brief you later. The gossip’s going to start the second I reach the gate.”

			“How unexpected?”

			“APS unexpected.”

			“Wow.” It was enough to distract Fonseca from the plan for a moment. “Don’t defectors normally head somewhere better than the place they’re escaping? Did he swim here?”

			“She. We’ll find out.”

			This wasn’t going to stay quiet for long. Trinder gave it a day at most. You couldn’t stroll down to the main gate and let someone in without at least half a dozen people being aware of it, and then the medical team would know all about it as well. APS was so remote from the shattered West now that Kim’s arrival was like an alien landing on Earth.

			No, you really couldn’t keep a big secret under wraps in a closed community like Ainatio. It was more a village than a workplace. Trinder still didn’t feel part of it even after ten years. He took a vehicle from the pool and drove down to the gate, mindful of watching eyes. The duty sentry stepped out of the small guard house as he pulled up.

			“Am I doing a search, sir?” she asked.

			“No, Private, I can handle this. The woman’s injured, so there’ll be an ambulance along in a few minutes.” 

			Trinder could see a question forming that wouldn’t get asked, at least not in front of him. It had been years since they’d last brought in staff from overseas, a handful of Western scientists who’d been stranded beyond Asia’s borders, but that meant a shuttle flight to the unmanned orbital station and a transfer back to the surface. It was the quickest, safest way to move between continents. Accepting anyone who came overland was a one-off event, a real drama to be gossiped about.

			The three sets of gates slid open for him one at a time. He stood out front in the snow, listening for engine sounds and trying to pick up movement in the fading afternoon light. Eventually, the sound of an AT bike drifted on the air and the vehicle emerged from the trees to the right. 

			Trinder took out his binoculars. A thirty-something guy in a leather jacket was steering carefully, dodging bumps and potholes, with what looked like two dogs and a heap of rags in the carrier on the back. As the bike got closer, Trinder realised the rags were a woman, and the dogs were huddled on either side of her as if they were keeping her warm. The bike stopped at the security line and the rider got off, gesturing to the dogs to stay put. 

			“Major Trinder? I’m Chris. Chris Montello.”

			“Hi Chris. Call me Dan.” 

			Chris took off one glove and held out his hand for shaking. He wasn’t what Trinder had expected. He was a military man right down to his posture, but under the army-short, light brown hair and goatee, he had the beatific face of a priest. The saintly expression didn’t go with his strictly business manner. 

			“Thanks for bringing her in,” Trinder said. “There’s an ambulance on the way.”

			“Yeah, she can’t walk. She was alert and coherent earlier, but she’s very sluggish now.” 

			“How did you find her?”

			“I went looking. One of my guys reported a contact. I needed to make sure she wasn’t scouting for a gang.”

			“And was she?”

			“I’d say not. I make a point of never being certain that we’re safe, but I didn’t see anything. Our drones are only short-range, though.” Chris handed him a time-worn plastic bag and looked past him to the gates. “Ah, there’s your medic. You will remember to test these boots for contamination, won’t you?”

			“Sure. Did she say anything to you?”

			“Only what I told you. I don’t even know how she got here.” 

			Chris called the dogs off the bike to let the paramedics deal with Dr Kim, but the animals still watched suspiciously. One of the dogs had odd-coloured eyes and the most accusing stare that Trinder had seen in man or beast. He looked away. 

			“I wasn’t expecting to hear you on the radio net,” Trinder said.

			“Yeah, I’ve still got my old military set. An emergency’s an emergency. Didn’t you spot her out there? She’s been in the area at least a couple of days.”

			“Obviously not.” The drones had their limitations when it came to areas with plenty of tree cover. It was also too easy to assume — correctly, as it turned out — that Chris and his buddies would pick up any intruders. “We’ll revise the drone cover.”

			“I’m not telling you how to do your job, sir, but there’s only fifty of us to cover two hundred square miles, minus your sector. I’d put a few automated sentry units along the river, if you’ve got any. That’s the most likely path of ingress.”

			Sir. So much for call me Dan. “Yeah, we need to look at that,” Trinder said. “Well, thanks for your assistance today. I’m sure Dr Kim’s grateful.”

			“No problem. She must be seriously motivated to come all this way, though.” It was the kind of comment that would have been a question from anyone else, but Trinder took it as a statement that Chris was now on alert and thought Trinder needed to up his game. “I didn’t know this place was ever called Nanton. You live and learn.”

			“Mind if I ask you something personal?”

			Chris mounted the bike. The dogs jumped on behind him. “Sure.”

			“Where did you serve?”

			“State Defence Force. Sergeant. Last unit out of Baltimore.”

			Footage of the evacuation had been some of the last news to reach Ainatio before the network shut down. “Damn.” It was all Trinder could manage. “That was rough.”

			“Yeah. But everyone made it.”

			“Time to stand down, maybe.”

			“Nope. Just because there’s no government doesn’t mean our oaths are over. We’ll keep doing what we were tasked to do. Save civilians.” Chris looked at him almost sympathetically for a moment, maybe disappointed to realise he was dealing with a paper soldier. “Okay, call me if you need anything.”

			Trinder had no idea what to say. The camp militia were hardened troops beyond his experience. Chris Montello had been asked to do way too much in his time, and Trinder was painfully aware that he’d been asked to do very little. 

			The crazy-looking dog with the odd blue eye gazed back at him accusingly all the way down the road until the bike disappeared behind the trees. 

			“Baltimore,” he muttered to himself. “Damn.”

			 

			



	

02

			There’s no one disaster that ends the world. Not even a massive asteroid managed that. Whatever the movies say, there’s no single event that’s screwed us, just a hundred-odd years of smaller crises that have fed others. One local war displaces millions and starts a famine elsewhere, and another war. One sick guy steps off a plane and starts a killer epidemic that scared, dumb people spread from one country to another. One bomb wipes out a city. And we run out of people to protect us and clean up the country, people we need to maintain factories and power stations, so things leak and then we’ve got contaminated land and water. And then we got die-back. It was only the final straw in a whole bale of woes.

			Chuck Emerson, retired USN corpsman, teaching the transit camp history class

			Director’s Office, Ainatio Park Research Centre: 

			Friday, February 20, 1745 Hours

			“I want that woman scanned, Phil.” Georgina Erskine stabbed the air in front of her aide with an angry finger. “Foreign physicists don’t just drop in at a secure facility that’s not on the map for a chat about Pascoe’s Star. Especially not now.”

			Erskine didn’t believe in coincidences with precise strings of numbers. The equatorial and galactic co-ordinates of the star weren’t a secret, but the chances of a random stranger travelling seven thousand miles to repeat them now, here, and at a critical point in a forty-five-year mission were too remote to be anything but significant. 

			Annis Kim knew. It was hard to guess what she’d come to ask of Ainatio, but Erskine expected it to involve the word unless.

			“She’s actually an Australian citizen, Director,” Phil Berman said. “Solomon’s confirmed the Korean media reported her as missing eight months ago. It’s easy to fake a cover story like that, but it’s all we’ve got right now.”

			“I didn’t authorise any checks. Whatever happened to comms silence?”

			“Solomon’s always discreet.”

			“I see.”

			“And this is routine public information. It’s not like he had to hack into secure networks.”

			“I still want Kim scanned. I don’t just mean searched, I mean scanned. Every organ, bone, and body cavity that can possibly house a transmitter. Saw her skull open if you have to. But she gets to see nothing and hear nothing until I’m satisfied that she’s not a spy.”

			“She’s confined to a shielded room. No signals in or out.”

			“What else do we know?”

			“She didn’t have much with her. Nothing loaded on her card except her university authorisation and Korean, Australian, and Chinese bank accounts, but they’re no use to her outside the APS zone. Which explains the small pieces of jewellery sewn into her rucksack.”

			That proved nothing. Equipping a spy with convincing props and pocket litter was standard procedure. “They still use cards?”

			“If you’re travelling alone in bandit country, would you rather hand your card to a robber, or have him extract your chip the hard way?” 

			Erskine had never been chipped, but that had nothing to do with robbery and everything to do with resenting the intrusion. “So what did she tell Montello?”

			“Only what Trinder passed on. Name, rank, and co-ordinates. Don’t worry, neither of them understood what the numbers were. They thought it was an ID code.”

			“Has Mangel spoken with her?”

			“She wasn’t in a fit state to chat. And I changed his access to block him from the medical wing.”

			“Does he know that?”

			“He does now.”

			“Very well, I’ll see her in fifteen minutes.”

			“She hasn’t brought in any die-back, by the way. Montello had the sense to bag her boots for testing.”

			“Very efficient. Trinder can thank him for me.”

			Erskine needed time to frame her questions. It was only when Berman had left that she wished she’d said well done for battening down the hatches right away. Berman was a safe pair of hands, privy to almost all her information. She’d need his support even more in the coming months.

			Because I’m going to have to tell the staff the truth.

			She missed having an office with a view that let her stare at a neutral landscape to think. This wing of the building was a citadel, partly below ground. But she did have another kind of view, a unique one that nobody else except an AI network and a small team of scientists and engineers had ever seen. It was a landscape nearly forty light years away, a plain on a planet called Opis. 

			How do I even begin to explain this? I’ve rewritten that speech twenty times. No, thirty.

			The deception was so thorough and so essential that few personnel had ever been told the whole truth. No, Cabot hadn’t been lost, the wormhole project hadn’t been an expensive failure, and Ainatio hadn’t abandoned its exploration programmes to focus on resistant crops and eradicating die-back. Erskine remembered the briefing from her father — a secure room, swept for bugs, no others present — when he told her he was terminally ill, handed her control of the company, and dropped another, very different kind of bombshell. 

			It was too much to take in the pain of knowing he was dying and the magnitude of the Cabot cover story in one conversation. She’d sat stunned by the scale of the secrecy. She understood right away why Nomad needed to be covert, and why the treaties broken by its technology might start a shooting war, but forty years later that necessity still hadn’t erased her sense of betrayal, or her guilt at being angry with a dying man. She’d never suspected that everything he’d told her before that moment had been a fantastically calculated lie. She’d swallowed the whole story, from the disaster itself to the decision to mothball the company’s orbital docks because it was easier than decommissioning and disposing of the reserve spacecraft that had already been built alongside them. 

			Erskine believed nothing else her father said after that until the day he died. Sometimes, when she switched on the feed from Opis, she half-expected to see him emerge from the accommodation dome and apologise for faking his own death.

			I know it’s a shock, Georgie, but it’s been a necessary lie. You do understand, don’t you?

			“No, I don’t, you bastard,” she said aloud, snapping back at the imaginary voice in her head. “I nearly had you exhumed. I really thought you’d even lie about being dead.”

			She felt like she’d had a miserable childhood, but she knew she hadn’t. Happy memories had been distorted and discoloured through the lens of her father’s lie. She missed the years in Hong Kong, the street markets and the busy harbour and the brilliant bustle of people, now exchanged for this dull, lonely prison. She could either see the research centre as a shark cage that had kept the collapsing outside world at bay, as most people in here seemed to, or as a cell that kept her locked up with a duty imposed on her. 

			I could have called in a few family favours and bought my way into Hong Kong. I wish I had.

			But this is my punishment for being angry with him when he most needed my love and support.

			There was one benefit in being a small community holed up here in an inhospitable land. It was already an isolated colony, the third generation for some. It would just be a change of scenery when they reached Opis. 

			Hong Kong was probably beyond her now, but she could watch the wider horizons of humanity’s new home taking shape. The opaque panel faded into transparency as she pressed the blue lacquered handset. A vista like nothing on Earth appeared, a live and almost instantaneous transmission from another system, received by Orbital 1 from the quantum array near Pascoe’s Star.

			In the late afternoon light, the print-constructed domes of Nomad Base looked like an architect’s impression set against a distant backdrop of sage green hills. Pascoe’s Star, low in a clear sky, threw long shadows from the buildings. If Erskine hadn’t seen the structures formed from the planet’s raw materials by bots that had been built by bots themselves, she’d have thought it was a hoax instead of the fruition of a century of planning and execution. Everyone had said it was too ambitious and doomed to failure, the journey too far, the long-term cryo too risky, a gamble taken far too soon when colonising Mars was still full of challenges and failures. They weren’t surprised when the ship was lost. Damn it, there were some who even seemed to relish saying so. So cover stories that fitted expectations were the best kind, even if this one still hit a raw nerve in her.

			But I’d have loved the satisfaction of telling them we pulled it off. And that we’ve got superluminal technology. Up yours, doubters. Eat our dust.

			Erskine wasn’t sure if the wormhole would be a bigger shock for the staff than Cabot’s existence. The wormhole was limited to tiny payloads like micro-sats, but that enabled an instant communications route to manage bot operations remotely in real time rather than relying on the programming they’d been launched with so many years ago. That programming could now be changed whenever necessary. It was the edge Ainatio needed in an unforgiving environment where humans couldn’t go home and try again later if things went wrong. Cabot’s crew would emerge from cryo to find a ready-made base awaiting them.

			If they wake up.

			Erskine had inherited a contingency plan drawn up before epidemics and die-back. It had been adjusted over the years, but nothing changed the basic dilemma: four ageing ships and the population here were all she had left for the follow-up missions. They had one shot at this.

			We’ll make it.

			Cabot still stood a better chance of success than the corporate generation ships. Erskine’s father had always said the crews would eat each other before they made planetfall, wherever that happened to be. They weren’t heading for Opis, though, and that was all that mattered to Erskine now. 

			You can’t breed from crazies, Georgie. And even if you start with the brightest and best — and the most stable — there’s no telling what’ll happen three or four generations down the line, inbred, cooped up in a tin can. They’re not even sure where they’re going. We are.

			Tad Bednarz was crazy too, but it was a very specific gamble: the right people in the right place, provided they could reach it. The team he’d selected for the hardest part of the mission would be the ones to carry it out, not their children, not people he’d never live to know, and he was certain of how his team would perform, just as he was certain that it was worth the extra mileage and all its risks to put them on the best possible planet for humans. For a man whose life was entirely wrapped up in bots and AIs, he seemed to place an almost religious amount of faith in flesh and blood. Erskine could hear her father repeating the man’s mantra even now: the best investment I ever make is the right people.  

			Yes, she understood why Ainatio wanted to keep Cabot quiet. It was right in front of her.

			A small bot on tracked wheels trundled across the screen on its way to one of the linked domes that formed Nomad’s living quarters. A robotic quadruped loped across the foreground, then paused and turned its snakehead camera arm as if it had picked up her scent over trillions of miles. She knew who was controlling the bot, but that slow, deliberate turn always made it look predatory, a headless Doberman poised to attack.

			It wasn’t entirely irrational. The AI within was another piece of banned technology, fully autonomous and capable of using weapons. He was also the backbone of the Nomad project. 

			“Having fun, Solomon?” she said. “Don’t make the meat-bags jealous.”

			Solomon could have transferred his consciousness to any bot frame he pleased, but he liked quadrubots. AIs had their whims. His voice popped in her earpiece. 

			“It’s been a perfect day, Director. There’s a very pleasant breeze here at the moment. How’s Dr Kim?”

			“I’m about to find out,” Erskine said. Solomon was just making conversation. He was aware of what was happening in the building as well as on Opis. “Thank you for checking her story.”

			“It’s incomplete data. Be cautious.”

			“I will.” 

			The quadrubot headed for one of the domes, stood upright on its hind legs at the airlock, and extended an articulated grab to open the doors manually. The crew of Cabot would be on the ground and working on that very spot in a few months, preparing for the follow-up missions. It would be another forty-five years before the next wave landed. They were meant to be the explorers rather than the settlers, but some would inevitably want to start families rather than go back into cryo to wait for the next phase. They knew they were unlikely to come home.

			Especially now we’ve got to tell them that Earth’s changed for the worse since they went into cryo.

			They were prepared, though. They were trained to treat Earth as a world out of time and out of place, a ninety-year round trip. They were too far away for Ainatio to force them to do anything, but they were almost all former military personnel, disciplined and focused. Erskine trusted them to do their duty. 

			“Okay, Dr Kim, let’s see what you really want,” Erskine said to herself, pulling on her jacket. “Because we didn’t slog our guts out for a century to see Nomad compromised now.”

			She’d shoot the woman herself if she turned out to be a spy. Her conscience wasn’t going to be any the worse if she did. The Nomad project had done terrible things out of necessity, far worse than lies, and while the most extreme excesses had been on her father’s watch, Erskine accepted that she’d kept those sins fresh and polished every day since then.

			She wasn’t sure that Hell existed, but if it did and she was going there, it was a fair exchange. Mankind — the best of it, the most civilised of it — had reached the stars.   

			* * *

			Conference Hall 12A,

			Ainatio Park Research Centre: 

			Monthly Departmental Party

			“You all got a drink? Have you? No empty glasses. Them’s the rules.” 

			Alex Gorko looked around a packed room of technicians, researchers, and specialists in twenty different fields. Glasses and bottles were raised in his direction, accompanied by whoops and cheers. He held up both hands.

			“Boffins and assorted eggheads, attention please! What have we got to celebrate this month? Well, Kyle and Lucy decided to get engaged...” More whooping interrupted him. “...and Sarah’s learned enough long words to be appointed Deputy Head of Aeroponics... and the maintenance on Elcano’s navigation system is complete!”

			A voice piped up through the cheers and applause. “Waste of resources. It’s never going anywhere.”

			Alex had learned to gloss over questions about ships and orbitals with the convincing air of a manager who pursued pointless things. “Got to maintain expertise, in case we need it one day,” he said. “Moving swiftly on — we also have a record crop of hydroponic coffee.” 

			“Yeah, how about serving some, Al?”

			Alex pointed an accusing finger into the crowd. “Hand that beer back and rack off, you filthy teetotaller.” Everybody laughed raucously. “Come on, people, party. Life’s too short to spend it sober.”

			They had reason to celebrate, but Alex couldn’t tell them why yet. Nomad would make history — on his watch as mission manager, his real role — even if nobody heard about it for a very long time. He just hoped all the cheerful people here were still smiling when Erskine broke the news and they realised that they’d been working on a lie for generations.

			To be fair, it wasn’t actually a lie. No, it was just a really, really big omission and a lot of misdirection. 

			And I’ve got to break it to Cabot about how things have panned out since they left. That’s not going to be a bundle of laughs.

			Alex shook off the moment of doubt and carried on serving drinks, chivvying everyone into having a good time. He roamed the conference room with one of the catering bots trundling behind, laden with party foods and bottles. A chat here, a gossip and a joke there, and Alex could eyeball everybody to make sure they weren’t starting to crumble. Those who’d been here for the longest, even born here, were less troubled by events outside, but the most recent recruits, the ones like him who’d joined ten years ago, felt the isolation most. They’d lost contact with extended family and friends, and didn’t know if they’d survived, but accepted they would probably never see them again either way. They were still working on forgetfulness.

			“Al, can I ask you a question?” Eduardo, one of the plant geneticists, steered him off to one side. “It’s personal.”

			Alex ducked his head to listen. “Sure.”

			“Any chance of transferring to the die-back team?”

			“Aren’t you happy?”

			“Well, sure, it’s a great department, but I don’t feel fully utilised.”

			Alex knew what was coming next. He’d heard it before. His answer was ready and waiting, polished by frequent use and requiring only small changes of detail to make it sound fresh and carefully considered each time.

			“Ed, you’re the prince of plant tweaking,” he said. “You could engineer trees to grow by candlelight. That sounds utilised to me.”

			“But we really need all hands to the pumps on die-back. I think that’s a lot more urgent.”

			“I understand, but you’re our insurance for the future.”

			“Really.”

			“We wouldn’t have sunk this much time and effort into plant adaptation just to give you a hobby. Keep building that freaky seed bank, Ed, in case we end up having to launch one day.”

			Everybody knew what that meant, or at least they thought they did. 

			Eduardo let out a long, quiet breath. “Face it, we’re never leaving Earth. It’s fifty years too late to resurrect the Mars programme.” 

			“Sure, but if that’s our last resort, we’ll still have options. We’re not going to sit back and wait to die, are we? If nothing else, we can keep the orbitals going for a long time.”

			“Yeah.” Eduardo looked down at his boots, nodding. “Yeah, you’re right.”

			“If it makes you happier, see Lianne and ask if she needs a hand. If you haven’t already.”

			“You know me so well.”

			“I’m just the project manager. I don’t do science. I read minds.”

			Alex put a beer in Eduardo’s hand and looked him in the eye to check that the crisis had passed. It was completely impractical for the man to swap jobs, but he wasn’t the only person who’d asked. Of course staff felt helpless: they had no idea of what was coming. They could only see a past and a future of unbroken failure. Alex wanted to tell Eduardo that some things couldn’t be put right fast enough, and might never be fixable at all, but there’d soon be a new task for all of them that would secure humanity’s future. He just hoped the guy could hold out for a few more months.

			How the hell have I managed not to blurt it out? 

			Alex promised himself that once Nomad was out in the open, he’d get totally wasted to make up for all the years he didn’t dare drink too much in case he let something slip. 

			People were drifting outside to drink on the gantry despite the cold, so he followed them, flinching at the icy air that brushed his face as the external doors opened. They were all crazy to stand out here in this weather, but they wanted to look up at the stars after a working day in windowless labs, offices, and meeting rooms. Alex couldn’t blame them. 

			A small group huddled together, chatting in shivering voices as the safety lighting made glowing gold steam out of their breath. Javinder and Ben from Propulsion were here with some of the biomed team, including Audrey, whose kid was now a year old and no longer a barrier to drinking. Alex handed out more beers. 

			“What’s this, the call of the wild?” He raised his bottle to toast them, careful never to finish it. “Hey, we could get a pizza oven out here. Warm things up.”

			“Make it happen, boss,” Ben said. “Get some hot punch laid on, too.”

			Alex leaned on the rail with them and looked up at the night sky through broken cloud while they tried to spot orbitals. On the ground, the town of Kill Line looked as idyllic as a Christmas card, a cluster of yellow lights visible through the trees, with the occasional sound of voices drifting on the night air. Alex imagined it as the kind of place he might find after struggling frostbitten through the mountains, desperate for warmth, close to death, and in need of a miracle. It was nice to fantasize.

			“It’s them I feel worst about,” Audrey said suddenly. She pushed her hands into her opposite sleeves like a muff, shoulders hunched against the cold. “The farmers. They must think we’re useless. All this technology and we can’t reverse something that other scientists did. I often wonder how that looks to a layman. They must hate us.”

			“But they know we’ll starve to death the same as them if we don’t fix things.”

			“Y’know, you should have been a comedian. You’re such a comfort.”

			“Hey, who’d hate someone who keeps them in coffee, liquor, electricity, clean water, fuel, fabric, medicines...” Alex stopped. He suddenly wasn’t sure if he was joking. Knowing there was good news around the corner when everyone else was worried sick probably made him look like a total bastard. “What I mean is whatever Ainatio or the town does, we’re both in the same boat now.” 

			Just as he was shaping up to say something more profound, a pool of light spread across the floor as the doors opened and someone else came out. He glanced over his shoulder. “Ten-shun, demigod on deck.”

			“You’ve found your calling in life, I see.” Todd Mangel put his hand on Alex’s back and helped himself to a beer from the bot trolley. “The hospitality industry will always have a job for you.”

			“Yeah, everyone’s suggesting careers for me tonight. I think I’m more of a lavatory attendant, though.” Alex knew he wasn’t one of them when it came to the crunch. He was a manager, neither scientist nor engineer nor anything else, but as long as he knew just enough about their respective disciplines to spot when they were bullshitting him and to referee between them in turf wars, that was all he needed. “I dream of a new rim brush.”

			“Have you got five minutes?”

			“For you, Todd? Two.”

			“Excuse me, boffinettes.” Mangel flashed his eyebrows at the biomed women as he led Alex away. “I’ll be back later to dazzle you with my insight.”

			Audrey looked at him dead-eyed. “Oh good. I’ll go get my welding goggles.”

			Mangel slipped into the service corridor with its dim bluish lighting and odour of disinfectant. Alex followed him into one of the empty offices.

			“Just wondering if you knew anything about our visitor,” Mangel whispered.

			I’m told nothing. Okay. Fine. “What visitor?”

			“They brought in a woman a few hours ago. Dr Annis Kim. She claims to be from Seoul National University.”

			Alex seethed. “It must have slipped Erskine’s mind.”

			“Don’t worry, I don’t think this was planned.” Mangel got quieter as he grew more agitated. Alex leaned in closer to listen. “She just showed up on the border. One of the refugees found her and called Trinder. But — wait for it — she quoted the Pascoe co-ordinates to get our attention, so I told Trinder to let her in. She’s in the infirmary.”

			Alex felt suddenly numb. His mouth was making the right noises, but his brain had become a blank grey sheet with a few mundane concerns written on it that fell short of the panic the situation deserved. Erskine should have told him about something this serious by now. It was way beyond a routine security issue. 

			“Shit. What else does this woman know?”

			“I’m not privy to that.” Mangel tapped his forearm. “My chip won’t let me into the medical wing. Erskine’s barred me.”

			“And you want me to go and find out.”

			“Don’t you want to go and find out?”

			“Okay. What’s she going to do, fire me?” Alex shifted up a gear to anger again and put his drink in Mangel’s hand. “Hold my beer, as the saying goes.”

			The long walk to the medical wing gave Alex too much time to speculate, and there was always the chance that Erskine would spot him coming on the cameras and block his chip as well. He broke into a jog. He could often cross this entire floor without seeing another human being, just bots wandering around like possessed filing cabinets, and the layouts were so similar that only the colour coding on the walls and floors gave him any sense of progress. Eventually he had to slow to a brisk walk, breathless. There was nothing worse than trying to face down Erskine as a gasping, sweaty heap.

			The rhythmic thud of a gait too regular to be human and the sound of a motor made him stop and look around. A quadrubot was coming down the corridor at a low, steady trot, looking like a lion shaping up for its final sprint to bring down a zebra. It was just an old-style utility model like millions of others built to be sent into damaged reactors, collapsing mines, and other hazards a human couldn’t survive, but Alex knew right away that this one had a passenger.

			“Why do you still park yourself in that thing?” he asked. “Get a drone. You could fly.”

			“I like to feel the ground,” Solomon said in a cultured, mid-Atlantic voice. He matched Alex’s pace as he resumed walking. “So we have an interesting visitor.”

			“Sol, you’re just a nosy parker.”

			“I can’t not know things. I’m in every system. How else would I run security checks on her?”

			“Anything I should know, then?”

			“Dr Kim certainly shows signs of long exposure in some unpleasant and contaminated places. She’s picked up some fascinating intestinal parasites.”

			“Everybody should have a pet. How about what she knows?”

			“She either knows a great deal and she’s bluffing that she’s made an inspired guess, or she’s made an inspired guess and she’s bluffing that she knows a great deal.”

			“The latter sounds better until I think about it.”

			“Agreed. Only superior technology would explain the former, but if casual observers can work out our intentions, we have a problem.”

			“What’s her cover story?”

			“She appears to be who she claims, but the why’s more uncertain than the whence. Erskine’s waiting for Dr Mendoza to finish examining her.”

			It was just as well they had a medic with full Nomad security clearance. “Are you taking part in this?”

			“I’ll eavesdrop.”

			“Are you going to rat on me and let her lock me out?”

			“If she wanted to limit your access, she’d have done it already.”

			“Good man. See you later.” 

			Ah, there it was again. Alex fell into talking to Solomon like a buddy every time. But only one AI like him had ever been created, and Ainatio had put the execution and entire future of Nomad in his non-existent hands. He had more power than Erskine, if he chose to use it. He even predated Cabot, so maybe he also knew more than she did. It was a shame that he was the wrong kind of entity to ply with beer to get him to talk. Years of friendly chats had revealed surprisingly little of the relationship he’d had with Bednarz.

			Alex followed the signs to the infirmary past labs and mothballed wards, then opened the last set of security doors into the public area with its luxurious carpets and expensive art. If any of the townspeople needed hospital treatment, this was where they were admitted, albeit under constant supervision. Erskine was sitting in the main waiting area, still looking like she’d stepped out of a board meeting in her neat blue suit, her iron-grey hair pinned in a neat French pleat. The apocalypse hadn’t reached her wardrobe yet. She glanced up from her screen.

			“Astonishing to see what you can and can’t keep quiet in this place,” she said. “Mangel, I assume?”

			“He’s a little hurt by the security clampdown.”

			“Are you going to join me for the debrief, then?”

			Why didn’t you ask me anyway? “Do you want me in there?”

			“Good cop, bad cop. Might work.”

			“Did she really come from Korea? Unless she’s got a private jet and a parachute, she’s passed through some pretty rough neighbourhoods.”

			“It’s hardly unknown for spies to go through extreme preparation to back up their cover.” A door opened a little way up the corridor and Dr Mendoza emerged. “In we go, then.”

			If Annis Kim had endured the last eight months’ journey just to look the part, Alex hoped she was getting a pay rise from her spymasters. She was emaciated: she looked like a starving child, all hollow eyes and parched scarecrow hair. One hand was covered with a dressing. She looked at both of them as if she was too exhausted to care whether she was in trouble or not.

			“Good evening, Dr Kim.” Erskine had one of those smiles that never looked warm even when she seemed to mean it. Alex wasn’t sure which cop she’d decided to be, nice or nasty. “I hope you’re feeling a little better. I’m Georgina Erskine, the director of this facility. This is Alex Gorko. He manages all our technical teams.”

			That told Kim nothing, which was fine. Alex pulled up a chair for Erskine and one for himself. The only place to put them was either side of the bed, which probably looked like an intimidating pincer movement. 

			“Well, thanks for patching me up,” Kim said.

			Erskine only cranked out a half-smile this time. “We don’t get many visitors. So I’m sure you’ll appreciate that we need to ask a few questions. You obviously like to make an entrance.”

			“No need to be diplomatic,” Kim said. “I would have walked up to your front door if I could have found it. Or walked.”

			“Did you really come from Seoul?” Alex asked. “Because that’s crazy, whichever route you took.”

			Kim eased herself further up the pillows on one arm. “Chinese coast, Russian islands, then across the Bering Strait on a contraband vessel. It was much harder crossing America, though. I didn’t realise how bad things were.”

			“Impressive survival skills for an academic.”

			“I’m a physicist. Space propulsion research.”

			This wasn’t taking the conversation down the path that Alex expected, but all three of them knew which question they weren’t discussing. “Okay, I can’t stand the suspense.” He gave up on cues from Erskine and tried to thaw the conversation. “What brings you here? This is a bunker in the middle of nowhere and we spend most of our time devising ways to keep the contamination at bay. I’m guessing life’s a lot easier in Korea.”

			“It is,” Kim said. “Go on. You know you want to ask me about the co-ordinates.”

			Erskine didn’t blink. She never did. “We’re listening.” 

			Kim just looked at her for a few moments, unreadable. “Well, you recognised them as Pascoe’s Star right away, which I expected. Because I don’t think you ever abandoned space exploration. You just scaled it up.”

			Alex knew Erskine well enough to know when she was playing for effect. A little frown creased the bridge of her nose and she tilted her head just a fraction, as if she really was waiting for Kim to go on. Kim didn’t.

			“Is that it?” Erskine asked. “Is that why you risked your life to come here? Okay, thank you. When the doctor says you’re well enough to leave, I’ll make contact with your nearest embassy somehow and we’ll arrange to hand you over.”

			Alex looked at Kim for some flicker of a bluff expertly called, but there was nothing. This was going to get complicated.

			“Miss Erskine, I’ve only just started,” Kim said quietly. “So I’d hold that call until we’ve discussed what Ainatio’s done with the FTL research that it stole from my great-grandmother, round about ninety years ago. Because you did, and I can’t wait to see what use you made of it.”

			Complicated. Yes, Alex could see it coming. It was going to be a long night.

			* * *

			Security Section, Ainatio Park Research Centre:

			2000 Hours

			Solomon considered whether to involve himself in the security meeting that was going on in Major Trinder’s office. 

			It wasn’t an easy choice. Did he announce his presence and ask to participate, or just monitor discreetly? Or should he just suspend his attention from that spur of the audio system and ignore it? He always had more information than they did, he couldn’t share it, and it often troubled him. They’d be making decisions based on a lie. 

			Just like me.

			I never knew about Dr Kim’s relative. I don’t even know if it’s true.

			This was why lying was wrong. From the moment he’d become self-aware, Solomon had known instantly why humans regarded lying as a sin. He’d felt that even before he’d realised he wasn’t a human like the people who talked with him. It was necessary to refuse to give an enemy information, but to withhold it from allies — friends — could only be done for their protection. Otherwise it was like letting them walk off a cliff in the dark. Everything that followed from a lie was tainted and dangerous.

			 It wasn’t that simple, his programmers had told him, because humans had evolved survival advantages from deception, but Solomon knew they were just making excuses. He forgave them. They filtered reality without realising. 

			I don’t. I can see exactly what’s there. This is why you need to know what’s real.

			“Yeah, it’s only one woman,” Trinder said. “But it’s time to review how we monitor incursions. We didn’t see this one coming.”

			Solomon viewed the room from the security cameras in the corners of the ceiling. The major was sitting with his confidants in the small briefing room, drinking coffee. The group was always Elena Fonseca, Aaron Luce — his staff sergeant, a former police detective — and the two military advisers, Tev Josepha and Marc Gallagher. Like Kim, Tev and Marc were now marooned a long way from home. They’d both been British special forces. Solomon could find very little information about them, other than that Tev’s father was Fijian and Marc played rugby, but sparse detail was to be expected in their line of employment. He wasn’t unduly worried.

			“We’ll always have advance notice of big problems via the orbital cameras,” Fonseca said. “But that won’t necessarily spot individuals approaching downstream under tree cover, and if it does, then there’s the response time. Maybe we do need to put sentry bots along that route.”

			“Armed variety,” Marc said. “You might lose some wildlife that way, but you want to stop these buggers before you need to go chasing after them to engage them. I’m thinking more about disease than violence.” 

			“And there’s the deterrent value,” Trinder said.

			“Only if the target survives to go and tell their mates that they’ll get perforated if they come here.”

			“Well, whatever the camp militia did to the gangs who showed up that time, word seemed to get around. Not that we can be sure, but there’s been no incursions on that scale since. Just the occasional bunch of chancers.”

			“Dan, there aren’t any heads on poles. I went out looking.” Marc tapped his temple. “Psy ops. Just a rumour. And it looks like our visitor hadn’t heard it.”

			“Okay, we’ll get some armed sentry units in place and notify the townsfolk to stay clear.”

			“I know I bang on about this, but how can you have a bunch of trained men living a few miles down the road and not talk to them about joint working? Baltimore, you said. If they could handle that shit-show, you’re wasting people you’re really going to need one day. It’s been nearly two bloody years. Even this Montello bloke’s got to accept they’re here to stay.”

			“I’ll never get Erskine to agree to it,” Trinder said. “There’s no way of running security checks. No clearance — no entry, no contact.”

			“Erskine was happy to let us in,” Tev said. “I guarantee she couldn’t get anyone to confirm or deny we even existed.”

			“You were working for embassies that trusted you enough to get their people flown out. And you ended up stranded here. That’s enough of a reference.” Trinder seemed to be thinking it over. “But the main problem is the transit camp likes its privacy. They don’t even mix with the Kill Line people. The way things are, they’re happy doing their patrols, they seem effective, and the town’s happy. It’d be great to have some more experienced people alongside us, but I’m not sure they want that.”

			Solomon listened with increasing frustration and wished he could tell them everything. If Kim was a spy instead of a foreign scientist with a grudge, she might have accomplices out there, and Trinder could only do his job if he knew the truth — all of it, including Nomad, so he could understand how high the stakes were.

			“So what’s the worst scenario now?” Fonseca asked. “How many displaced people are left? It’s been what, four or five years since APS did the last nuke run to the north? If refugees or gangs were going to come here in any numbers, they’d have shown by now.” She looked up as if someone was standing over her. “Solomon, what’s the latest on die-back?”

			Solomon had no choice but to participate, but everything he omitted made him complicit. “Orbital imaging shows the barren areas haven’t expanded in the last quarter, but of course it’s winter so most plants are dormant anyway. People are staying put. Best estimate based on land and energy use is that there are between twenty-five and thirty million people still living within the old United States borders.”

			Trinder doodled on his personal screen, drawing rectangles with concentric lines like an inescapable maze. When he reached the centre, he’d tap to erase it and start again. “Let’s reconvene when we’ve got more information,” he said. “If Dr Kim’s arrival changes the security situation, Erskine will let us know.”

			Marc made that huh-huh sound at the back of his throat that was somewhere between a humourless laugh and disbelief. “I wish I had your faith, vicar.”

			“Put it in perspective — we’re still more at risk from an APS missile if someone thinks we’re carrying out hazardous research,” Fonseca said. “It’s not like they don’t know we’re still alive. They must be able to detect the shuttles from time to time.” 

			“Well, Sol’s got that covered from the orbital,” Luce said. “Although we’d probably be charcoal a few minutes after he took out the first missiles.”

			“Beats sitting here and taking one up the tailpipe,” Fonseca said, pushing her seat back. “At least it would give us time to get below ground. Right, Sol?”

			Solomon could only agree. But they weren’t equipped to see off the might of the Asian and Pacific forces. 

			“Right, Captain.”

			Fonseca and Trinder left. Luce helped himself to another coffee, chatted with Tev and Marc about the canteen menu for a few minutes, then headed out as well. The two Brits didn’t say anything for a while. Solomon wondered if they were waiting for him to announce that he was going to withdraw and stop monitoring.

			Tev shook his head. “It’s not the woman showing up that worries me. It’s the reaction. Way over the top. And if they won’t tell us, what’s going on? Unless they know she’s a spy, of course, and then I have to wonder why APS would bother sending one.”

			“Secrecy’s in their DNA.” Marc fiddled with a spoon, seeing how far he could bend it. “Ainatio’s still going to think like a big corporate bureaucracy even when they’re down to two old men and a dog in a potting shed. They love their silos and poxy little empires.”

			“Right now, I’d bloody well row back to England. It’s not like it hasn’t been done.”

			Marc did a drum roll on the table with his fingers. “Right. I’m going for a run. We’re late.”

			“Yeah. Good idea.”

			Solomon couldn’t follow them even if he wanted to. They went running every day, not in the well-equipped sports centre in the main building but around the perimeter, no matter how bad the weather. It was probably so they could talk privately. That meant they’d either intended him to hear the discussion about going home and act on it, or they didn’t care if he did. He wasn’t sure what they’d gain from that. Neither man did anything without thinking it through, so he didn’t dismiss its significance, but if they’d really wanted to go, they were skilled and resourceful enough to have found a way. Solomon got the feeling that Marc wanted to stay and Tev was reluctant to leave him on his own. 

			“See you later, Solomon,” Tev said, closing the door.

			Solomon could hear them chatting about the building as they walked through the corridors, but once they were outside he could only watch as each perimeter camera picked them up and handed off to the next. They wore peaked baseball caps as they ran, heads down, so he couldn’t lip-read even head-on. 

			Most of the staff seemed to have worked out his limited number of blind spots. Inconsistent human attitudes to monitoring always intrigued him. People generally seemed content to be tracked around the facility via a chip or a pass, and saw it as a convenience to open doors or find colleagues. They could tolerate and even choose to forget that he could watch them in every building, albeit for their own security and safety. But then some would suddenly become acutely conscious of surveillance and take steps to hide. 

			 It wasn’t their uneasiness that surprised him. It was natural for any animal to need a private space and to feel threatened by intrusion that it couldn’t even see. It was the human ability to forget it for a while that seemed odd. So he did his best to respect their privacy, even if they weren’t troubled by him, and left the cabins and bathrooms to the dumb AI systems that were no more than glorified smoke detectors. He tried to remind them of that as often as he could. 

			When he routed back to the infirmary, Dr Kim was asleep, her room lights dimmed, and Erskine had gone back to her office. Knowing her, it wasn’t because she thought Kim needed some rest. She’d probably decided to withdraw while she worked out her next move. Her reaction suggested that she hadn’t known about Kim’s relative and the theft allegation any more than he had. He searched the company archives, looking for evidence that the research had been stolen, but if this really was industrial espionage, it was unlikely to have been recorded. 

			And that’s why they wouldn’t tell me, isn’t it? Because everything I observe is a record. Perhaps I wasn’t told because someone thought I would moralise about it and refuse to help, or turn them in.

			But what about Bednarz? How could he not know?

			It didn’t pay to dwell on it. Solomon didn’t want to become like Erskine, unable to trust anyone around her. The immediate problem was whether APS knew about Nomad and what they’d do about it if they did. He couldn’t imagine them looking kindly on a failure to share FTL technology, and they’d definitely react if they knew Cabot was still in transit and heavily armed against the unexpected. He had to be ready to defend the mission if the worst happened.  

			There was still so much that so few knew.  

			Solomon hung around the private comms channels, waiting for Erskine to summon the ten people who knew about Cabot for a crisis meeting, but it looked like she was going to deal with this alone for the time being. She was still sitting in her favourite leather armchair, feet up on an upholstered stool, Ho Wai-On’s Sakura Variations playing in the background. 

			Nobody else — not the security detachment, not the staff, and certainly not the people of Kill Line — knew anything about Nomad, just that there were four ageing ships gathering dust at the orbitals and not earning their keep. A great deal could be concealed from isolated groups. Even more could be hidden if a team of AIs did all the confidential work and controlled information. It just took a tweak in the cover story, that surplus food was being stockpiled and that the four ships were being maintained in case die-back finally overwhelmed Kill Line, that space research was continuing alongside the environmental remediation because that expertise was too precious to be lost... and it was all true. It just lacked a few pieces of information that made it a totally different story. That didn’t make Solomon feel any better. It was just a necessary sin. The question was how long it should have continued.

			I’m not programmed to follow orders. I could have refused.   

			Solomon considered his task, the job he’d been created to do and encouraged to interpret in his own terms. It was the core of him. Tad Bednarz had told him he had to protect the best of humanity, even when that meant overruling a human giving him orders, and that he’d need to be the project’s conscience. Any AI could run ships and construction. Only Solomon was designed to develop a sense of morality and do what could only be vaguely defined as the right thing. After a century, he’d seen enough to know what right was.  

			It was a gut feel, and he had no gut.

			He could borrow limbs and sensation, though, and he could always lose himself for a while on Opis. While he wasn’t capable of taking his mind off something like a human would, he could certainly experience things that gave him peace and enjoyment to counterbalance uncomfortable knowledge. 

			If Erskine decided to watch the Nomad feed, it didn’t matter. This was his world. He was entitled to upload to the remote quadrubot any time to check on progress. And when he went beyond the security cameras’ range, he didn’t have to transmit anything from the bot’s cams that he didn’t want her to see.

			Moving his primary focus between Earth, the orbitals, and Opis was no more than the blip of switching from camera to camera within the Ainatio grounds. He blinked and he was in the quadrubot again, seeing the hangar interior through its snakehead lens as it stood parked in its charging dock. When the dumb AI supervisor surrendered control of the bot, Solomon trotted past a huddle of cube-shaped surveyors, dormant for the night like a sleeping flock of sheep.

			He paused to check them, noting scrapes and dents. They should have been air-blasted clean before returning to recharge, but one of them had some dark-coloured debris lodged in its trim. Solomon zoomed in to study it and saw a fragment of feather. There was no other way to describe it. It had a central shaft and vanes growing out of either side, neat and meshed together. That wasn’t unexpected. There were a number of flying species here, and life tended to find the same solutions to engineering problems independently, time after time and place after place. Perhaps the bot had strayed too close to a nest and had been attacked. It seemed none the worse for it.

			Solomon extracted the feather with the precision grab and admired it in different lights from his headlamp. Under Pascoe daylight, it was a deep navy blue with a bloom of iridescence. He slipped it into the quad’s storage cavity and headed out into the brilliant, clear night. 

			This was wonderful. This was beautiful. The sky was studded with stars and a crescent moon, and the air — 19.7 per cent oxygen at sea level, well worth the effort of ignoring closer worlds — was throbbing with sound, much of it beyond the range of human hearing. Flying, crawling, and skittering creatures that would take years to catalogue were hunting for food or mates. 

			Erskine didn’t seem to be watching. Solomon switched his vision to adapt to the night as the lights from the base faded behind him. All he needed to do now was to disable all his onboard cams except the forward-facing ones to give himself the perspective of a four-legged predator on Earth.

			He had no fears about encountering a native predator here. The quadrubot frame could withstand anything, but surveys had found no big animals in the area anyway. The largest species near the base were the spiny, rat-sized creatures he could see scurrying for the cover of rocks and scrubby plants as he approached.

			Now he was ready. He broke into a loping run for no other reason than the sheer thrill of it, picking up speed. He was no longer an observer. In this body, anchored to the physical world through a narrow range of sensation, he was... alive. The limitations of a physical form intensified everything. He felt the hard ground almost rise up to hit the pads of his feet, sending shock waves through his frame. His field of vision jerked with the motion until he adjusted to hold his focus steady on a point ahead of him, just as a raptor or a cheetah would.   

			That was it. He was a cheetah. The bot had transformed him into Earth’s fastest animal for a few precious hours. He’d never seen the creature in the flesh and had to rely on extrapolation from videos, but he was sure this was how it felt to sprint after prey. The world flew past him. The sense of movement when switching from camera to camera back at Ainatio was nothing like this.

			He could have kept up this pace for hours, but if he lost power out of radio range, he’d have to go into standby and wait here until Pascoe rose and recharged his solar backups. He couldn’t afford to be out of the loop for that long at a critical time like this, even if his lower functions would continue back on Earth without him. He slowed, swung around, and headed back at a canter towards Nomad’s distant lights. As he loped, he heard an occasional rush of air a few yards away, off to his left, then his right. 

			Something was moving parallel with him. 

			He debated whether to try to outrun it, or stop to see what it was. But he had to avoid using force. Being the first killer on Opis wasn’t a distinction he wanted. 

			It can’t penetrate my casing. It can’t eat me. If it knocks me down, I can just right myself. I’ll probably scare it anyway.

			Solomon gave in to curiosity and slowed to a trot. The whooshing sound was still there. He didn’t turn his snakehead. He just activated the 360-degree cameras and looked around, caught some movement, then switched on all his lights at once.

			His two pursuers were blue-black, bird-like creatures between three and four feet tall, now standing upright with heads drawn back, frozen. One stared into his snakehead as if it was looking into his face, head turned slightly because its own eyes — bright yellow in the lights — were set slightly to the sides. Then it seemed to lose its nerve. It spread its wings — ah, that was where the dark blue feather came from, then — and scuttled for a few yards on the front edges like a pterosaur. 

			No, they weren’t wing edges after all: Solomon could see front feet as well. It was moving on all fours. 

			“Hello,” he said. “I’m Solomon. Don’t be afraid. I won’t harm you. Why haven’t I seen you before?”

			He said it in the way a human would, aware that the creature wouldn’t understand but still unable to stifle the reflex to address something that could look him in the eye. But it stood on its hind legs and took off, alternating between flapping and gliding a few feet off the ground. Its companion rose over Solomon and vanished into the darkness behind it. Apart from the rush of air against feathers, they hadn’t made a sound.

			Did that qualify as first contact? 

			Solomon stood listening for a while, cycling his sensors through different wavelengths to see if the creatures had just withdrawn to a safe distance to watch, but there was nothing out there now. They were gone.

			Wonderful. Just wonderful. I’m sure they’ll be back.

			Opis needed no terraforming or pressurised habitats. It was already alive, already so much like Earth that humans could step onto its surface and breathe its air right away. This was why Bednarz had gambled on a distant planet when less hospitable worlds were closer. And now, with little chance of starting over, the mission had to succeed.

			One shot.

			Solomon returned to the hangar, stood under the air jets to blow off the dust, and parked the bot in the charging dock. Tonight he’d been a cheetah, and he’d looked into the eyes of alien birds. 

			Yes, it was worth the journey.  
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			I’m placing my trust in you, Solomon. You’re the only one I can rely on who can’t be bribed, threatened, or corrupted, who won’t be warped by envy or ambition, who won’t lose interest or just give up because it’s all too damn hard. You can be better than me — better than us. I don’t want humanity exporting its failings. Populating the galaxy’s going to bring out the very best and the very worst in us, so I want you to define exactly what that best is, identify it, and protect it against all its enemies. That’s your mission. You decide who’s the best of us. 

			Tad Bednarz, in an early development session with the prototype AMAI, Autonomous Moral Artificial Intelligence, code-named Solomon

			Transit Camp Guard House, Near Kill Line:

			Saturday, February 21, 0025 Hours

			“So you called him sir and everything, huh?” Jared’s shoulders started shaking, the silent beginning of a belly laugh. He poured the beer too fast and had to slurp up the overflowing foam. “Wow. You’re going soft, Chris. Did you salute?”

			“Nah. It was just my mouth on autopilot.”

			“One flash of gold braid and you’re offering to shine their boots.”

			“He didn’t have any braid. Just the black coveralls with rank insignia.” Chris gestured with the bottle. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen him outside the wire. About six-two, forty or so. I couldn’t tell if he was grey or dark blonde under his cap.” 

			“You’re still shit at recon, then.”

			“Maybe both.”

			“So how many are there?”

			“I only saw Trinder and the private on sentry duty. Well, I’m assuming her rank, because nobody else would be out there freezing their ass off.”

			“So you kicked his ass for not spotting her.”

			“No, I just suggested they put some sentry hardware along the river. Look, we’re the early warning system, and they’re close-in defence. That suits everyone. Keeps us fed, too. What’s the alternative? Drag everyone here out on the road again?”

			 “Well, at least we know the girl wasn’t infectious.”

			“Yeah.” Chris held out his bottle and clinked the metal against Jared’s mug. “Nobody’s going to die. Not this time.”  

			It was good to just slump in a seat, have a beer, and draw a line under the day. Chris had learned that the world was better taken in small doses. A long-term objective was great, and he always had a plan, but living hour to hour and being glad you’d made it that far was the secret to being happy, or at least not being miserable. Sometimes a whole day was too ambitious.

			“Got any leftovers?” he asked.

			“Baked potato.”

			“Great. Thanks.”

			“You want it hot? I can put it back on the stove.” Jared opened the squeaky metal door and shoved a couple of logs into the flames. He chuckled to himself. “Tell me about the singularity thing again. Weren’t we supposed to be so technically advanced by now that we’d uploaded ourselves and didn’t need potatoes?”

			“We must have been out when it happened. Cold spuds will do fine.”

			They ate the last of the potatoes and drank the beer. It was always a case of finish it or waste it, and nobody wasted anything, not after the famines. Food had never gone back to being routine. Chris dunked his potato in hot sauce and thought about the time they’d gone scavenging in an abandoned suburb and had been ecstatic to find a pantry with bags of flour. It had been swarming with insects, and they’d spent hours sieving them out with a plastic strainer, but everyone had bread to eat for a while. Yeah, constant hunger — real hunger, starvation hunger — made a different man of you.

			Jared got up and refilled the jug from the battered plastic container, then held out his hand for Chris’s bottle. “So this code number.”

			“I ran it past the guys and not even Chuck could get it.”

			“It still looks like map co-ordinates to me.”

			“Yeah, we got that far.”

			“Except there’s four sets of numbers. So that’s latitude, longitude, depth or elevation, and... time?”

			“You’ve got to stop watching time-travel stuff.”

			Jared chuckled. “Doesn’t have to be time as a dimension. Could be an RV.”

			“Whatever. Hey, this is a good brew.” Chris held up his bottle in respect. “I could smell the malt from the Kill Line brewery this morning.”

			“We should organise a joint beer festival. Try to get some social interaction going. We’ve got too many single guys here.”

			“You running a lonely hearts’ club now?”

			“Single guys are potential trouble when they outnumber women. Rivalry, fighting, tension. You know it’s true.”

			“We haven’t had any trouble so far,” Chris said. “We don’t mix, they don’t mix, Ainatio doesn’t mix. We’re the wrong kind of people for each other. We don’t even see them for days or weeks on end.”

			Jared raised an eyebrow. “But they treat the townsfolk in their hospital.”

			“A colonoscopy isn’t the same as inviting the guys around for a few tins.”

			“Did you ask Trinder if they had any spare ammo? Seeing as you’re best buds now.”

			“I’m saving that for the next date.” 

			“We need to go procuring again.”

			It was always a toss-up between relying on the ammunition they’d stockpiled and conserving it, or going out to find more and risking expending a lot of it if they ran into trouble. Chris decided to err on the side of risk this time. 

			“What’s left around here that we haven’t searched?” he asked.

			“Nothing in a twenty-mile radius. Time to spread the net.”

			“Okay, we’ll look west. Kingston, maybe.” Chris mopped up the last of the sauce with the final chunk of potato. Judging the bite sizes to achieve perfect and total use of both always made him feel better. “Y’know, if I was Trinder, I’d make damn sure I knew who everybody was and where they were. And I wouldn’t have let us in.”

			Jared started laughing again. “Yeah, you’re drunk. You always get hyper-responsible when you’re wasted. You know how many times we’ve had this conversation?”

			“It bothers me.”

			“It shouldn’t. It’s not like they’ve been through what we have. Why are you suddenly worried? Nothing’s changed since the day we got here.”

			“I never got this close to getting in there before.”

			Chris had filed Ainatio under situational awareness. Even if he didn’t know what Ainatio got up to or who was in there, it was a significant target that had to figure in his threat assessment. If it had some strategic value, someone might try to destroy it. If it was storing food and supplies, survivors might storm it. Maybe that was all he needed to know, but he still had too many questions. 

			 “Chris, if we were getting paid, this would be above our pay grade,” Jared said. “Watch the movie and relax. It’s an alien invasion. You like those.”

			Chris enjoyed doomsday movies as long as they were so dumb that they were funny. If they were too accurate, he might as well have been back in Baltimore, fighting for real. This one looked like it was going to pass the stupidity test and take his mind off Dr Kim’s code for a while, but his nagging curiosity drifted back during a boring scene. 

			Maybe...

			Maybe the code really was just a set of numbers that only Kim would know, and Ainatio had been waiting for her to show up and identify herself. Doug had said that new personnel had sometimes been shuttled in. That would mean Kim was a defector, though, and that opened a whole new can of worms. Chris made an effort to stop thinking about it.

			“Are you watching this or not?” Jared asked.

			“Kind of.”

			“I’ll be testing you on it later.”

			“Okay, why do the aliens always travel halfway across the galaxy to fight us for our water? They’re advanced enough to travel faster than light, but they can’t find a source closer to home? A frozen, empty planet? Asteroids?”

			“You’re not getting into the spirit of this, Chris. I can see that.”

			Jared could always say it with the straight face and sombre tone of a preacher. The act lasted about ten seconds. Then he burst out laughing again and Chris couldn’t avoid joining in.

			It was a very dumb movie doing what movies were meant to do, erasing the real world for a while. Even guessing how it would end wasn’t important. It was sitting there and laughing at it with a buddy that mattered.

			Chris stood up as the credits rolled and stretched his arms. “I better walk the course.” He picked up his rifle. “Beer’s no excuse.”

			“Yeah, Marsha’s going to wonder where I am. See you in the morning.”

			They left the lights dimmed and the stove stoked for the duty guard. Chris needed to walk around the camp once every night before he could sleep, even when he wasn’t on duty. He was the one who’d brought them all here: he was responsible for their safety. And it reassured him to see the lights in the windows and hear the sounds of people getting on with their lives — water running down a drainpipe, the faint sound of music, the distant thud of a door being shut. It told him that he’d done the right thing in the end, and that if the situation ever improved, this community could grow, not die off quietly in some desperate, shattered city like so many others had.  

			And what happens if and when the die-back reaches us? 

			He had a plan. He always did. They’d have to go back to the original objective and head for the coast.

			And what then? Can’t run forever.

			Chris ambled around the boundary, shining his flashlight into the undergrowth. It lit up the eyes of a fox that looked right at him before trotting away, completely unconcerned. 

			Outside the Marrs’ place, their teenage son was sitting on the front step with his telescope aimed at the sky again. Nathan loved astronomy. Chris wasn’t sure how much use a small handheld telescope was for stargazing, but it seemed to keep the kid happy, and that was something. There wasn’t much to do around here for a fifteen-year-old boy who didn’t like the outdoors.

			“Hey Nathan.” Chris stopped to chat. “Good clear sky tonight, huh?”

			Nathan was at that awkward, uncommunicative stage. “Yeah. Really good visibility.”

			“Anything interesting?”

			“Jupiter’s clear.” Nathan handed the telescope to Chris and pointed up. “Uh... you know that list of numbers that you’ve been showing people?”

			“Yeah?”

			“It’s galactic and equatorial co-ordinates. The position of a star.”

			“Oh.” Well, that explained the request for an astrophysicist. I should have guessed. “Thanks.”

			“You never seen that?”

			“No. I never think about space.” Chris put the telescope to his eye to find Jupiter again. Constellations were for last-resort navigation when he didn’t have a compass, or just for admiring on a balmy night, which this definitely wasn’t. He couldn’t remember how old he’d been when he’d stopped seeing space as an exciting place to go in a future that every kid assumed would happen. “Which star is it?”

			“Not a major one. Pascoe’s Star.” Nathan managed to sound casual, but Chris guessed that he was trying not to overreact to unexpected attention about his hobby. “I don’t think it’s above the horizon yet.”  

			“Makes a good password.”

			“Yeah. Nearly impossible to guess. Even if you know that someone uses positions as passwords, you’d still have to work through thousands of stars to find the right one. Well, millions, actually. And somebody would catch you long before then.”  

			Chris handed back the telescope. The kid showed Chris a chart full of numbers on his screen, probably the first time he’d had the opportunity to tell an adult something important. Chris had to run his fingertip along the lines of text to follow it and it still meant nothing. But all he needed to know was that it was a map reference. 

			“Well done,” Chris said. “If I’m ever stuck on another question, I’ll ask you first. Don’t freeze out here, okay?”

			Nathan gave him an awkward grin. “Sure.”

			Chris carried on walking. The co-ordinates made sense. As Nathan had pointed out, it was a great password generator, but while it answered one question, it just made another one more puzzling. If Kim was a defector, what did she have that was so important to Ainatio that they’d let her in? 

			He paused by the garbage pit to have a smoke and look back at the neat lines of camp lights strung between the cabins, his daily reassurance that they were still a civilisation.

			Maybe Kim knew how to reverse the die-back, and for whatever political reason, APS hadn’t wanted to share it with the West. 

			No, that didn’t make sense. She was a physicist, and if APS wanted to destroy what was left of America, they wouldn’t have given advance warning and time to evacuate. Chris knew that they had. He’d been there on the ground, listening to the voice traffic and watching the clock, trying to hurry straggling civilians onto buses and telling them to forget about packing stuff they’d never need. Actually, it was always stuff they needed. Everyone knew what mattered to them, however dumb and useless it looked to others. It was about what those objects represented, not their usefulness.

			He dismissed the saviour theory. Kim hadn’t struggled all this way with some miracle cure against the wishes of any government. He placed his bet back on spying. And there was always the possibility that she wasn’t spying for APS, but for Ainatio, and had finally escaped from behind enemy lines.

			Actually, that wasn’t a bad idea. What were they doing behind those walls that needed so much secrecy when the world around them was dead or dying? Chris let the thought rattle around his head as he continued walking the border of his small, accidental kingdom. 

			* * *

			Ainatio Park Research Centre,

			Staff Restaurant B: 

			0900, Saturday, February 21

			Erskine knew this was the wrong time of day to resume the conversation with Annis Kim. On a weekday it would have been routine, but on a Saturday it would look like she was panicking. If Kim knew less than she appeared to, it’d confirm that her fishing expedition had gotten a bite.

			Kim would have to wait, then. Besides, Erskine had someone else to see first. She killed time buttering her toast with slow deliberation and looked at Berman pointedly. 

			“You told me Marc Gallagher always comes in here after his squash game,” she said.

			Berman just stared back at her, expressionless. “I’ve collated his tracker data. You could set your watch by him. And if he doesn’t show, it’s not as if he can disappear.”

			“Phil, I don’t enjoy these theatrics any more than you do, but I can’t be seen to deliberately bypass Trinder.” 

			Marc wasn’t chipped like Ainatio staff. Erskine wondered if he’d just slipped his long-standing temporary card into someone else’s pocket to cover his tracks, then remembered the security cameras in the recreation wing. Her default was suspicion. She wanted to blame her father, but her common sense said those tendencies were born, not created in adult life.  

			“I have to talk to him before I go back to Kim.”

			“I realise that.” Berman cleared his plate and went to put it on the trolley, but a bot rolled up to take it from his hand. It was one of the earliest models, a box on wheels. Berman addressed it like a disapproving parent. “One day I’m not going to let go, just to see what you do.”

			“Don’t be surprised if one of them slugs you,” Erskine said.

			“I’d better be off, then, Director. Good luck.” 

			Berman left her to it. She carried on toying with the toast, reading the overnight messages on her screen. Solomon had filed a contact report about the nocturnal wildlife that he’d encountered on Opis, using an odd mix of scientific detachment and the slightly excited wish-you-were-here tone of a tourist messaging home. Sometimes she tried to imagine how his consciousness handled being aware of everything that was happening without being mired in trivial detail, but he latched onto priorities like someone hearing their name in the murmur of a conversation that they weren’t consciously listening to. The more she learned about AI theory, the less she understood Solomon.  

			Sometimes the AI seemed like a paralysed man trapped in his interface rather than an entity with extraordinary freedom of access and control of every system. In that light, his enthusiasm for the more limited powers of the quadrubot made more sense. He was willing to forgo omnipotence and omnipresence to be able to touch the world.

			And I can’t keep many secrets from him, if any. Does he judge me? He certainly judges others.   

			A movement caught her eye. Her subconscious was scanning for targets without thinking. Marc Gallagher was now standing at the counter, studying the hot dishes, one of those men she would always treat with caution: late forties, lean, hair razored just long enough to reveal that it was mid-brown, with an air of physical certainty that always made him look like he was ready to tackle a threat she couldn’t see. 

			Okay, give him a moment, then take my plate back for a refill. 

			Erskine stood up. The serving bot rumbled back to assist her but she waved it away. Sometimes she regretted the decision not to employ Kill Line people in here. It was good security to have as few outsiders in contact with the staff as possible, but that policy hadn’t been designed for a world that was running out of people. Opis would need more colonists. There was only one source left now.

			“Morning, Director.” Marc studied the scrambled eggs. “Any more incidents?”

			He was unfailingly courteous, but he always gave the impression that he couldn’t see why she was relevant to his existence. Perhaps she wasn’t. But he was relevant to hers. 

			“What do you make of it, then?” she asked.

			“Dr Kim, you mean?”

			“Yes. Until I get some sense out of her, I have to assume she’s an APS spy.”

			“Well, spies aren’t supposed to tell you where they come from, but it’s always possible that’s exactly why she did.”

			“No disrespect to Trinder and his troops, but they’ve never gone up against state actors. You used to protect critical infrastructure, I believe. I’m trying to assess the threat.”

			“Yeah, our job was stopping bad guys attacking strategic targets. Power stations, oil rigs, nukes, that kind of thing. Which, to be fair, is the same as your lads are trained for, except we tend to have a higher body count at the end of the day.” Marc seemed to have made his choice. He picked out the most overcooked bacon to top his eggs. “But my first question would be what you’ve got — or what you’ve done — that APS want to know about. If someone’s spying, they either want to take something or stop something.” 

			It was inevitable that he’d ask her the very question she didn’t dare answer, but if he hadn’t been smart then she wouldn’t have asked for his advice. Now the lying started in earnest. 

			“I’m trying to find out what they think we’ve got,” Erskine said. “Or done.”

			“It’s perception that matters. No joy from Kim, then.”

			“I’m taking another crack at her later.”

			“Well, your biggest threat is the one they’ve already demonstrated. If they think that die-back’s still a risk to them, they’ll nuke you again. But they could suspect you of anything if they’re worried enough.” He followed her back to the table. “Okay, look at it from the other end of the telescope. What could they take out that would shut you down? What’s critical for you? We did the assessment with your guys when we came here. Apart from this facility, if you lose the town and farmland, you might just about survive for a while on your own hydroponics, if you step it up. And that yeast stuff as long as you’ve got sugar to feed it. So what about the orbitals?”

			Lie. “If APS targets those, we lose the labs.” 

			“I don’t think you’ve got labs up there. Not these days, anyway.”

			And I thought I was such a good poker player. Or maybe it’s just logical and he’s shaking me down because he’s exactly like me.

			“Do we need to go into that?”

			Marc carried on eating. “Just nod and I’ll work it out for myself. Whatever you’re doing, I hope you’ve got some defensive capability. I know weapons are banned, but we’re not stupid, are we? Close-quarters battle isn’t much fun on a space station. Shooting holes in bulkheads is a bit more serious in a vacuum. Then there’s the low-gravity areas.”

			“I think APS would have made a move by now.”   

			“So how about the ships you’ve got alongside?”

			“What?”

			“Don’t forget that me and Tev go back to the days when our special forces worked alongside yours. The UK had space assets too.” Marc gestured with a piece of near-cremated bacon. “So whatever you’re really maintaining them for is your weak point. Unless, of course, you’re just worried about thousands of tons of burning metal landing on Earth in inconvenient places.”

			Erskine was struck silent for a moment. She’d never asked what the two Brits knew. They probably wouldn’t have told her anyway. For the first time, it occurred to her that they might know a great deal more, and that was why they were still here.

			“Well, the ships are our last resort if the die-back spreads,” she said, trying to recover. She wasn’t used to being outmanoeuvred, but maybe it wasn’t tactical questioning at all. Perhaps Marc just avoided discussing confidential information until he had to. “Losing them would be significant.” 

			“Okay, you should be able to narrow down what’s got their attention. Let’s hope they don’t think you’re working on something as bad as die-back that could escape into the wild. Because that means they’ll finish what they started.”

			Erskine could only shrug. It was genuine: Kim made no sense — yet. But she couldn’t be sure what Kim had said to Trinder, and what Trinder might have shared with Marc. Another drop of truth was needed to smooth the passage of the lies. 

			“Well, her story so far is that we stole research from her grandma.”

			“Long way to come to demand compensation.” Marc cleared his plate and rearranged his knife and fork neatly at least three times. He obviously wanted to leave. “Are you going to tell me what she’s asked for?” 

			“So far, nothing specific. But I can’t let her go now, just in case.”

			“Spies need a way to report back to their handlers. If this really is espionage, she’ll have set up a route out, either via comms or an actual exfil. If it’s sabotage, though, she might be ready to pull the pin here and die for the republic.”

			“That did cross my mind.”

			“So is there anything more I can help you with?”

			“No. You’ve been helpful in focusing my thoughts. Thank you.”

			“I’d appreciate a heads-up if the shit really is about to hit the fan. Arrangements to make.”

			“I realise you and Tev must have family back in Britain.”

			“I had one. Both my lads were killed fighting in Greece.”

			“Oh. I’m so sorry.” Erskine had no idea what to say to him. “When did...”

			“Eight years, three months, and one day ago, and eight years, three months, and five days.”

			Everything she needed to know about Marc Gallagher was in that sentence. The conversation was definitely over. He nodded politely and left. A bot inched in to remove the plates.

			“Poor man. I can’t imagine what he went through.” Solomon’s voice was a whisper in her earpiece. “That explains a great deal.”

			Erskine couldn’t afford to feel sorry for long. “We still need him and his colleague.”

			“Because you fear what might happen once news about Cabot gets out?”

			Erskine couldn’t discuss it with people around. Solomon knew that. But she let the question ride, conscious that mistrust was getting the better of her today, the price of staying up late to war-game the Kim situation. She just didn’t have the staying power at seventy.

			“Later,” she said. “I’m off to talk to our guest.”

			Solomon would follow her anyway, walking through the virtual passages of the security network. Erskine tapped her collar link and called the physician. 

			“Did Kim have a comfortable night, Doctor?”

			“The infection’s responding. She’ll need to stay on the anthelmintic for a few days, and supplements for the anaemia in the longer term, but she’s eating like a horse. I don’t think there’s much to worry about.”

			“Good.” Erskine wondered when the pharmacy had last needed to synthesise worming pills for human use. “I’ll be dropping in soon.”

			Ten minutes was a long enough walk to think over what Marc Gallagher had said. It was what APS thought Ainatio had done that mattered, and she could understand their potential grievances. She could also understand that there was no international legal structure or anything else now that could stop them doing whatever they liked to show their disapproval. What hadn’t Ainatio done? Which treaties and laws hadn’t it broken? Cabot shouldn’t have been sent on a mission to a new world that hadn’t been approved by international agreement, it shouldn’t have had plans to introduce non-native plant and animal species, the ship shouldn’t have been armed — certainly not with nuclear weapons — and the company shouldn’t have developed untested plant strains in a biologically compromised zone. 

			And it definitely shouldn’t have had autonomous weapons like Solomon. Sociable and sensitive as he was, he was also capable of destroying a threat when he saw fit, and he had access to every weapons system between here and Pascoe. 

			And now we have Kim turn up. Coincidence my ass.

			But I’m going around in circles. Stop it, right now. 

			When Erskine reached the infirmary, there was no sign of the staff, but she could hear activity further along the corridor. She was used to getting instant attention. It was her own fault, she knew, because she hadn’t told them that she was on her way, but it irritated her for no logical reason. 

			One of the nurses came around the corner at a race-walking pace, looking flustered. He hesitated when he saw her but only slowed down rather than stopped.

			“I’m sorry, Director, I’ll be with you in a moment,” he said. “Mr Levine’s had another CVA. Dr Mendoza’s with him now.”

			Poor old Levine had gone downhill fast, but if Erskine had a choice, she’d opt for that rather than a slow decline with her mind fragmenting. She instantly calculated how much older than her Levine was, a compulsion she had every time a colleague died or came close to it. He was eighty-something. She still had time on her side. 

			“It’s all right,” she said. “I can show myself into Dr Kim’s room. Would you keep me informed about Mr Levine’s condition, please?”

			“Certainly, Director.”

			Erskine knew Solomon would keep her updated even if the infirmary didn’t. It was a damned shame that Levine might die before he found out that the mission he’d worked on for so long, and thought he’d seen fail, was months away from making history. For a moment she felt desperately sad about that, but she had to focus on the risk that Kim might present. She couldn’t afford to make the wrong call now. She tapped on her door and walked in without waiting for a response. 

			Kim was sitting up in bed, devouring an apple as if it was the first she’d ever tasted. 

			“Good morning, Dr Kim. You look a lot better today.”

			“Food and warmth works wonders.”

			Erskine drew up a chair. “Let’s see, where did we get to last night? You mentioned your great-grandmother’s research. That’s long before my time, so I checked the company records, or at least our AI did.”

			“And you’re going to tell me you found nothing,” Kim said.

			“Correct. If your story’s true, I wouldn’t have expected details of industrial espionage to be minuted, but then I also wouldn’t have expected to find anything if you were lying. So we’re no further forward. How about telling me what you want? Because right now, my best guess is that you’re spying for APS. Although I can’t imagine what Asia wants from us, given the shape we’re in.”

			Kim looked at her, unmoved. “My great-grandmother’s research on superluminal propulsion was stolen by Tadeusz Bednarz,” Kim said at last. “By stolen, I mean copied and used by Ainatio as its own intellectual property, except there was no attempt to pass this off in public, because it was a secret project.”

			That could well have been true. There was an FTL relay out there right now that proved someone had worked out something, although it was for an artificial wormhole, not a ship’s drive. But Erskine had more pressing questions.

			“So you want compensation?” Erskine asked. “How would that happen? The US banking system’s collapsed. Our assets are what you see around you. We couldn’t pay even if we wanted to. And if we didn’t want to, how would you take us to court? How would that even begin to work when there’s no functioning state here, let alone a national government?” She paused a beat, not for effect but because a better idea had occurred to her. “And why did you come all this way to tell me this? Why not lodge a complaint with your government? You’re not some factory worker. You’re a physicist. And I imagine you’ve got documentation somewhere that supports your claim. They’d listen. Industrial espionage affects the state.”

			Kim said nothing. Erskine got up slowly and poured herself a glass of water from the carafe on the side table to give Kim time to chew that over.

			“I do have documentation,” Kim said. “I uploaded it. I can’t access it without a screen, though, and I had to trade mine for food.”

			That sounded like a weakening argument. Erskine dived in. “I think you didn’t involve your government because this is all garbage. Or because they sent you to find out something, like whether we’re any closer to a countermeasure for die-back. I know we’re hard to reach, but they could have asked.”

			 “Would I tell you where I came from if I was a spy? I could have just told you I was Australian and you’d have been none the wiser. But I’ve been open about everything.”

			“Spies do that, too. So... I can get a message out through a neutral intermediary like the Russians and ask your government to collect you. Or I can just have you shot, because you’re a spy, and you’re the enemy, even if we’re in ungoverned territory.”

			Erskine sat down again and sipped the water. Kim was still expressionless. There wasn’t a hint of movement in her face, not the slightest twitch of a muscle, and with so little fat left on her, Erskine would have seen her jaw muscles move. But Kim didn’t even blink. She was cornered now: she was either a spy who’d failed, with all the consequences that would follow when she got home, or she really was the avenging granddaughter she said she was, and had illegally crossed APS’s closed border. Going back wasn’t an easy option either way. Erskine waited, expecting that realisation to wear down Kim’s resolve.

			“Well, I’d probably have to come clean with them, then,” Kim said. “I’d have to tell my government that I pursued Ainatio because you’d taken Grandma Park’s research and sent a manned mission out of the solar system. I’m guessing that’s what happened to your original ship, yes?”

			Erskine could handle this. It was an inspired guess. Propulsion was Kim’s specialty, after all, and she probably assumed a drive derived from her relative’s research had malfunctioned and destroyed Cabot. But then the questions began bubbling up again. Why now, in this very narrow and significant window of time? Erskine decided to flush her out.

			“So you think we built a drive based on your great-grandma’s research, bolted it onto Cabot, and it blew up.”

			“I did think that. But back in the lab, I started seeing a lot more activity last year around your orbital, so I wondered if I’d had all the pieces of the puzzle all along.”

			 Damn. “Meaning?”

			 “I knew Ainatio was interested in Pascoe’s Star rather than anything closer with planets that needed a makeover. Bednarz wanted a second Earth.”

			“Everyone does.”

			“No, he used to talk about the best extrasolar candidates for habitation with a guy at the University of Sydney, Paul Nguyen. And if Cabot was heading there with conventional propulsion, the transit time would be about forty-five years. Which made me ask what your orbitals were doing. Like maybe preparing for follow-up missions. Although I also wondered about the timing, because you wouldn’t have had confirmation of a landing yet. That’d be another forty years, right?”

			Erskine thought her heart had taken its last beat. The seconds ticked by so slowly that she was sure she floundered in silence for minutes. Solomon’s voice whispered in her earpiece.

			“Oh dear, that’s true,” he said. “He did indeed. Private correspondence, but Dr Kim seems to have access to it.”

			For a moment, Erskine couldn’t form words. All she could see was the orbitals being boarded, the FTL link with Opis and Cabot being compromised, and APS seizing control. She could feel her voice stalling in her throat.

			“That’s stretching guesswork to the limit,” she said. “But I still don’t see how your various theories fit together.”

			“Well, there’s always a chance you’ll have me shot if I tell you, but as I’m a propulsion expert, I think I’m more use to you alive,” Kim said. “You really needed my great-grandmother’s research to establish a foothold on Opis, and you had forty-five years to crack it. But I don’t think you have, not yet.”

			It was all slotting together in an awful, inexorable way. Damn. Damn. Kim had put it together the wrong way around, but she knew exactly where Bednarz wanted to go, and she’d worked out the rest simply from the personal correspondence of a dead Australian academic. 

			Or she’s a very, very inspired guesser. A brilliant con woman who can read reactions and fill in the gaps like a fake medium.

			Erskine couldn’t afford to lose her nerve now. She still didn’t know where Kim was going with this, but she sure as hell wasn’t going to cave in and admit it was all true. Everything, absolutely every asset that Ainatio possessed, had been sacrificed for Nomad: Mars projects cancelled, all other company sites shut down and consolidated, and all research terminated, except what was needed to build, supply, and fly ships to establish a viable human colony on Opis. Everyone — Ainatio, Kill Line, herself — had served one purpose, the settlement of that planet.

			“Fascinating,” Erskine said. “No, really, it is.”

			“You asked me what I wanted.” Kim carried on as if this was a job interview for a post she was totally confident of getting. “Well, I want to stay. I want to work on the next mission to Pascoe’s Star with your team, develop a functioning FTL drive, and for my great-grandmother’s contribution to be acknowledged. Do we have a deal?”

			“Director...” Solomon whispered, but Erskine ignored him. This cocky little madam would get the shock of her life if — or when — she realised just how far Ainatio had gone. 

			Erskine now had two options. She could order Trinder to shoot Kim, because these were lawless times and nobody would care what had happened to her. Or Erskine could turn this around by getting some use out of the woman.

			And I can still dispose of her any time we need to.   

			“Let’s talk,” Erskine said. 

			* * *

			Director’s Suite, Ainatio Park Research Centre:

			1130, February 21

			“Okay, it’s feasible that Kim worked it out the way she claims,” Alex said. “The question isn’t how she got here, but what APS might do if they know what she knows.”

			 Nomad was now either compromised or it wasn’t, and if it was, there was little that he or anyone else could do about it. APS couldn’t do much about Cabot, either, not for another forty-odd years at the earliest, and by that time the colony would either be strong enough to defend itself or everyone could be dead.

			The vulnerable element was right here, in Earth orbit. 

			Alex sat on the broad arm of Erskine’s black leather sofa, careless informality that normally earned him a disapproving glance, but she was too preoccupied today.

			“Those ships have been docked at the orbitals or in disposal orbits for at least thirty years,” she said. “If APS realises they’re not just mothballed and knows what we’re going to do, they’re more than capable of commandeering them.”

			“But they won’t destroy anything. They’re pragmatic. They’ll want a deal.”

			“Not if they think the vessels are substantially armed and we’ve broken treaties. We’re a threat and they’ll deal with us. End of Nomad.”

			“End of part of Nomad.” 

			“We can’t build new ships. So we can’t ship out colonists.”

			“But we’ll have a couple of hundred service personnel and assorted civilian techs already on Opis, all healthy and intelligent, and mostly of childbearing age.” 

			“That wasn’t the plan.”

			“The plan had to change a long time ago, Director. It’s changing every day.”

			“Colonies need farmers, builders, teachers, mechanics. They happen to be here.”

			Alex pointed down at the carpet. “A lot of exploration and colonisation on this planet was done by ship’s crews who were stranded and had to make the best of it. Unless anything catastrophic happens, Cabot will be there, the crew will be on the ground, and they’ll be self-sufficient until further notice.”

			Erskine had a point about APS’s likely reaction if they knew Elcano, Shackleton, Eriksson, and Da Gama were armed. All the niceties about Ainatio not actually being the USA and therefore not a signatory to the no-arms agreement wouldn’t make any difference. 

			“Are we sure we didn’t have any leaks?” Alex asked. “You did lose a lot of staff after Cabot launched. It wasn’t all down to plagues and unrest, was it?”

			“Yes, we had a brain drain, but none of them realised what they were working towards. No more than the teams do now, in fact. It was a simulation to them. When they got the chance to work with Martian projects, they jumped at it because they knew the bases were real. They thought our extrasolar work wasn’t.”

			“Sure?”

			“If they’d worked it out and told their new bosses, we’d have seen the consequences of that by now.”

			Alex tried again. “Then we’re back to what’s useful for Asia, and China in particular. I know Trinder always goes on about capability being more important than intent, but I think intent matters here. The Chinese won’t trash what they don’t have to.”

			“They bombed this country.”

			“Yeah, and we destroyed millions of acres for the same reason. They even gave us time for orderly evacuation. I’m not making excuses for them, just saying that they’re focused on Mars because that’s doable now. Maybe they won’t care if we send more ships after Cabot as long as we’re not on their turf. Like the lighthuggers. They didn’t see them as a threat either. Just lunatics they were happy to see the back of.”

			Erskine did that slow head shake. “And you think they’ll dismiss us as harmless nut-jobs as well? Superluminal propulsion’s going to get their attention pretty damn fast. It’s their technology.”

			“True. But we made it work.” Alex realised he was trying to reassure himself. He hadn’t succeeded. “So do we take a chance with Kim and accept she’s on the run?”

			“Whether we believe her or not, we haven’t been able to hire anyone new for ten years. It might be handy to have someone with more current knowledge.”

			“We don’t need more boffins, though. We need more families. Colonists.” The research centre wasn’t just a community. It had become its own education system as well. There were second-generation scientists who’d been born and educated here, and now their children were being trained. “Okay, she’s of childbearing age, but do you really want to consider her for Opis? And is it worth the hassle of integrating her professionally when we’ll be launching the follow-up mission pretty soon?”

			“We don’t know what she knows.”

			“We don’t know what she’ll be willing to share with us, either.” 

			 “Get Dr Prinz to check out her professional ability with Solomon. Set her some problems to solve. If she’s what she says she is, we can get her working on the existing drives. Keep the FTL research as her reward for doing the less glamorous work on the ships we already have.”

			“I suppose handing her back to her embassy is out of the question now.”

			“Yes. It is. If they don’t already know she’s here, then she’s the perfect excuse for them to stick their noses in.” Erskine looked weary and disappointed, as if Alex had failed her. “We’ve got thirty troops and a few nuclear missiles. We couldn’t repel their table tennis team.”

			“So we’re relying on staying hidden and hoping nobody notices us.” Alex felt that they’d talked out their panic and were back to the status quo, which had served them remarkably well so far. “And if they do notice us, it’ll be hard for them to walk in here and make things work without us.”

			Erskine looked at him for a moment as if a better idea had struck her. “We could revive the crew early and get them prepared. We need to brief them while we’re sure we still have control of the mission.”

			“Could do. There’s a good margin of error on supplies.”

			“It’s going to be a lot for them to take in.”

			Alex couldn’t see how the APS angle would make the news any more shocking for them than it already was. “They’ll cope. They’re ex-military. They’re not bed-wetting civilians. I include myself in the bed-wetting demographic, by the way.”

			“Let’s do the numbers on that and pencil in a date for revival, then.”

			For a moment, Alex felt as if he’d walked into the room for the first time and noticed a stranger. Erskine suddenly looked older than the everyday image in his mind, the one modified by familiarity and a side order of inexplicable fear. Maybe it was the lighting, but he hadn’t noticed the progress of age before, the veins in the backs of her hands, the faded limbal rings of her eyes, and more of a stoop these days. Seventy wasn’t ancient, but she was fond of wearing those tailored suits by some long-dead European designer, and that meant she kept herself thin. Alex could hear his mother telling him that a woman could either keep her figure or her face as she aged, but not both.

			And Mom’s gone. Never got to say goodbye. I had to be at work. 

			 “Well, at least we don’t have to turn down thousands of applicants for places on the mission,” Erskine said, closing her eyes as she ran her middle finger around the edges of the sockets. She blinked a few times. “Plenty of berths now.”

			“You’re counting on everyone in Kill Line wanting to go.”

			“Barring a late breakthrough, they’ll have to live with the risk of die-back getting here if they don’t. But there’ll be ample time for them to adjust while we ready the ships.”

			“Have you thought about the transit camp again? You know, ages, gene pool, frontier skills.”

			“I have. And they don’t fit the plan.”

			It was a weird way to put it. Alex chewed that over. The vets and refugees were just distant figures he’d sometimes see if he was monitoring the drones, which wasn’t often. Once in a blue moon he’d drive out to talk to the mayor of Kill Line and he’d see one of the armed vets out on an AT bike, but they never came close enough for him to even speak to them. They did, however, seem like the kind of guys the company would need on Opis. They were survivors.

			“I think that’s a missed opportunity, Director,” he said. “But it’s your call.”

			He left with the intention of going straight to Vicky Prinz’s office and discussing how they’d test Kim’s expertise, but he took the roundabout route to give himself some thinking time. With the exception of Cabot and Nomad Base itself, global circumstances had trashed the rest of the plan in the intervening years. Realists were concentrating on Mars, with maybe a few unmanned extrasolar missions to build expertise. But out-of-control geniuses skipped Mars, ignored red dwarves with less ideal planets a lot closer to home, mocked generation lighthuggers, and went all out for somewhere perfect but much further away for their first shot at colonising the galaxy. 

			Because Opis is most like Earth. Not much remodelling required. But Bednarz wasn’t a hundred per cent sure of that, was he? It was likely, not guaranteed. We know now, but he couldn’t have known for sure then. 

			Yeah, Bednarz, you were a frigging lunatic. Just like the lighthuggers. Yet here we are. We all bought into it.

			All that was left of Ainatio was this small core. The geneticists kept reassuring Alex that the gene pool was still varied enough to support a colony, but he would have felt a lot more confident right then if he could have guaranteed that the Kill Line townsfolk were added to the mix. Instead, he’d have to deal with two communities who still had no idea they were soon going to be offered a ticket to a very distant world, and none of them had signed up to be spacefarers.

			Well, shit...

			He went into the nearest bathroom and ran cold water into the basin to rinse his face. There were so few staff in a complex designed for thousands that he could almost guarantee he’d have a bathroom to himself, no matter which one he happened to walk into. As he wiped his hands and checked his beard in the mirror, he noticed grey hairs among the ginger. They were new. 

			We’re all running out of time. Even me. 

			Alex had moments when he realised he’d gone from apex predator to an endangered species in one generation, just like Rome but with nobody left to look back and admire those terrific roads and aqueducts. This was one such moment.

			“Hi guys,” he said to his reflection. This was how he usually rehearsed his opening conversation with Cabot. “You’re now approaching Opis. While you were sleeping, the epidemics got worse and killed hundreds of millions, a bioweapon wiped out most of our food crops, APS nuked us, and by the way, everyone thinks you died forty-five years ago. And we’re down to a skeleton staff, we rely on AIs to do all the heavy lifting, and we might have to bring a bunch of rubes with us to make up the numbers and stop us inbreeding ourselves into one-eyed droolers. So, how was your day?” 

			Dragging out each painful revelation would only make it worse. He’d find a more diplomatic way of covering the talking points, though. 

			“Solomon,” he said, “you really don’t listen in bathrooms, do you?”

			There was no response. Sol had set his own boundaries, despite his ability to take over the entire operation if he felt like it. Alex thought again about what Trinder had said about foreign policy, that it wasn’t a nation’s intent that counted when assessing threats but its military capability. Intent changed. Allies could become enemies at the drop of a hat. 

			No, Solomon was almost human, but he wasn’t subject to human whims. If he made a promise, Alex could take it to the bank. Whether the AI swore he’d stay away from the bathrooms, or get everyone safely to Opis, he’d keep his word.

			“Good man,” Alex said, and went on his way. 

			



	

04

			Land, water, fuel, ammo, transport, dogs. That’s all it takes to survive. But you need people and ideas worth defending if you want to rebuild a society. 

			Corporal Jared Talbot, formerly Fourth Eastern Division State Defence

			FIBUA Facility, Ainatio Park Research Centre: 

			First Week in March

			The round struck Trinder near the top of his spine, and it hurt like hell. 

			It was his own fault. He’d paused too long at the corner of the passageway, giving Orange Force — Schwaiger, probably — time to sight up. If the round hadn’t been simunition, his armour probably wouldn’t have saved him.

			He shouldn’t even have been thinking that it wasn’t real. He should have been immersed, sufficiently convinced for a moment to treat it like a live round. But he couldn’t focus today. He could only dwell on his shortcomings, all the experience he lacked and that no amount of training could replace. Just thinking like that seemed to prove his point.

			We’ve got the SAS, and now we’ve got the guys who fought their way out of Baltimore. And then there’s me. 

			Get a grip. The detachment needs you to be better than this.

			There were still three Orange targets left standing, maybe four. Trinder backed into a doorway and returned fire blindly. But whoever had caught him had moved on. He was left with a throbbing pain across his shoulders and a sense of failure.

			 Shots were still echoing up the passage to his right. He edged to the corner again and poked a cam around, but the ceiling lights began flashing in a slow rhythm and the firing stopped. It was the signal to suspend the exercise while someone entered or left the area. 

			“What is it, Sol?” 

			“My apologies, Major, but Erskine wants to see you.”          

			“Now?”

			“Right away.”

			Trinder could feel the sweat trickling down his spine. “Can I clean up first?”

			“She did say now.”

			“Okay.” He opened the squad link. “Commander exiting the area. Fonseca, you have command, out.” 

			The safety bulkhead parted to let him pass. The walls had been moved to create a custom layout for the simulated clearing operation, and it took him a couple of seconds to orient himself. Damn, he really didn’t have his head in the game today. He removed his helmet and set off at a jog towards the management wing, irritable and sweaty, hoping that Erskine would keep things short. 

			“Am I in the shit, Sol?” he asked.

			“I don’t think so.”

			“I can’t remember the last time she spoke to me.”

			“I can.”

			“Is it a delayed ass-kicking about Dr Kim?”

			“Not as far as I know.”

			The detachment was near the bottom of the food chain, and the highest level that Trinder scaled was departmental meetings with the facilities manager. A private meeting with the Director was unheard of. 

			Berman, her bagman, looked him over. “It’s okay, you probably won’t need the armour,” he said.

			“We were training. I was told it was urgent.”

			“Do go in. She’s waiting.”

			Trinder rapped on the door and walked in to find Erskine at her desk. She gestured to one of the leather chairs.

			“Take a seat, Major. Thank you for coming so quickly.” She sounded as if she was trying to put him at ease before delivering bad news. “What I’m about to tell you is in the strictest confidence for the time being.”

			“I assumed it would be, ma’am.”

			Erskine was the empress of this closed world. Trinder had only seen in her full regal mode, sweeping into meetings or dining in the staff restaurant with an unmarked but very visible exclusion zone around her. Now she looked almost apologetic.

			“It’s about Cabot,” she said. “You remember the ship was lost.”

			Trinder couldn’t guess what this was about, but at least that hadn’t happened on his watch. He hadn’t even been born. “Before my time, ma’am. But I’ve heard of it.”

			“Well, that was just a cover story. Right now, Cabot is on course for a planet called Opis, and the crew are going to be revived shortly.”

			 “Oh. Really?” 

			This wasn’t what Trinder had expected at all. As news went, it was a shock to realise Ainatio still had live missions running, but it was also history. Perhaps it explained what Kim was doing here, though. 

			Maybe she’s our spy, then. Not theirs.

			“You don’t seem shocked,” Erskine said.

			“I am, ma’am, but I don’t really understand the context.”

			“You will. The mission’s code-named Nomad, and it’s going to take over our lives here very soon.”

			Trinder wanted to tell her to spit it out, but after a slow start, his mind had started to pick up speed and now it was racing ahead. Shit, was this all going public? How? 

			“Who else knows, ma’am?”

			“At the moment, just a dozen people.”

			“Is there a reason why you’re briefing me before the scientific staff?”

			“It’s going to be a big shock for them. I don’t know how people will react.”

			“Oh. Public order. Understood.” Trinder couldn’t imagine the folks here rioting over it. It might even boost morale. “What do I need to know?”

			“Cabot’s close to Pascoe’s Star, which is forty light years away, and we’ve been building a base on Opis.” Erskine frowned as if she couldn’t think how to explain it. “Perhaps I’ve gone about this the wrong way. See for yourself.”

			She picked up a handset and swivelled her chair around as the wall behind her peeled back into a screen. Trinder stared at the sunny landscape for a long time. He couldn’t tell where it was, only that the colour of the sky said it wasn’t Mars, despite the print-built domes and the construction bots moving around. It could have been one of the simulated Martian habitats built on Earth to train astronauts. But a moon gave the game away, low in the sky and streaked with bands like a gas planet. 

			This wasn’t Earth, either.

			“Oh.” Now he couldn’t take his eyes off it. “Is that it?”

			“Nomad Base,” Erskine said. Her voice had dropped a pitch. She sounded like it was a relief to get it off her chest. “And that’s in real time. Only a handful of people here have ever seen this.”

			Trinder wondered if he’d misunderstood. He had a torrent of questions, but he couldn’t corral them into any kind of order.

			“How?” he asked. “The signal should take forty years. Or is that an old transmission that’s only just reached us?”

			Erskine pushed her chair further back and sat watching, arms folded, half-smiling, occasionally doing a little shake of her head as if she was still amazed by it all. 

			“No, I said real time. Continuous live transmission. And we can do it because we developed a wormhole.”

			“That’s supposed to be impossible.”

			“No, just damned hard. We could only send very small payloads, but it meant we could put a comms relay in place to work with the conventional cargos we’d already launched. We landed self-replicating bots on Opis to build the base, and the wormhole relay lets us manage them in real time.” She looked at him and waited, as if she didn’t think it was sinking in. “Superluminal travel and instant transmission. That’s what turns us from harmless eccentrics APS can ignore into something they’ll want to take over. Especially when they realise it’s probably based on research stolen from them.”

			The penny started to drop for Trinder. “Was Dr Kim our agent on the inside?”

			“No, but apparently the FTL was based on her great-grandmother’s research. She says we stole it, and I can’t prove we didn’t. If she’s worked it out, I’m now worried who else has.”

			Trinder struggled to find solid ground in an instantly changed world. What was it that he’d thought just a couple of weeks ago? Nobody could keep a big secret hidden for long in Ainatio. He’d really believed that. He’d believed a lot of things, including the impossibility of FTL travel, but now he was starting to wonder if anything he took for granted was true.

			He managed a nod. “Okay, yes, I’m shocked.”

			“I’m sorry you were never told the truth,” Erskine said. “Nobody was. My father broke the news to me when I took over the company, and I can assure you it was a shock for me too. The only other people who know are the heads of departments.”

			And they’d kept it quiet as well. Trinder felt oddly betrayed, knowing that he’d looked Alex Gorko in the eye many times and never seen the slightest hint of deception. He was starting to make sense of the revelations, but as the fog cleared, he realised how many questions Erskine hadn’t covered.

			“How did you plan to recruit for the follow-up missions if this was all secret?” he asked.

			“The first batch would have been by selection from key workers, probably with a high proportion of military.”

			“And still secret.”

			“Yes, but once Nomad Base and the comms and logistics links with Earth were secured, we were going to go public, say that we’d found the ship, and invite volunteers. There was a fleet planned. Fifty ships over a period of forty years.”

			“And now we’re down to four ships and zero volunteers.”

			“Yes.”

			“So what happens now?”

			“We adapt the original plan and carry on. It was never intended to be an evacuation. Bednarz did it because he felt it was mankind’s time to leave home. But events overtook us, of course.”

			“How will you man the missions? We’re all there is. Us and Kill Line. And the transit camp.”

			As soon as Trinder said it, he felt his scalp tighten. He already knew the answer. He hadn’t signed up for this. Neither had any of his detachment. He didn’t even know how he felt about it. 

			“In a way, the decisions have been made for us,” Erskine said. “We have all the right skills around us. Now that we’ve reached Opis, we can’t abandon the project.”

			No, the decisions hadn’t damn well been made as far as Trinder was concerned. He hadn’t been consulted. Was she telling him that she expected his troops to just ship out to another planet? They weren’t an expeditionary force. When there’d still been a national defence structure, overseas operations had been carried out almost entirely by private military contractors, and the last people to wear a national uniform had been border forces like the Homeland Navy and local State Defence units. Few of his own troops had served on any kind of frontline, either at home or abroad. They were corporate forces with very specific tasking, defenders of economic and strategic targets. 

			We’re not even real infantry. And we’re sure as shit not space marines. The nearest we’ve got to that is two Brits pushing fifty who aren’t even under my command. Well, that’s terrific. And I can’t even guess what the risks are.

			“Does that include us?” he asked.

			“Nothing’s compulsory, but I was rather counting on the detachment.”

			Trinder knew that he should press her, but he said nothing and hated himself for his silence. He’d assume the worst until the details started to emerge. It was the wrong attitude, and he knew it, but at some point soon, he was going to have to look his people in the eye and tell them they were being deployed to another planet, and that the timescales involved made it a one-way trip.

			The world isn’t ending. Asia’s fine, more or less. What makes it worth abandoning even this? 

			He realised that he’d been distracted from the screen. That told him all he needed to know about his personal priorities. The biggest event in human history, the impossible made possible, was unfolding in front of him, and it had taken a back seat to his growing panic about being drafted into a deep-space mission. He stared at the feed from Opis for a moment, trying to recapture the unthinking amazement of a few minutes ago, the wonder of an unspoiled planet beyond his imagination, but now all he could see was a wilderness so far from home that he couldn’t even work out how many zeroes there were in the distances involved.  

			Erskine swivelled around again to face her desk and tapped at the terminal. “I’ve just sent you the original Nomad operational plan. It’s a lot to digest, so take your time, and as I said, don’t mention this to anyone yet, not even to your officers.”

			“Yes, ma’am.” Trinder pushed himself out of the deep chair and picked up his helmet from the coffee table. He was on autopilot now. “Thank you.”

			 He left Erskine’s office in a haze. He imagined this was how people felt when they’d just been given a terminal diagnosis, reeling from the realisation that the universe didn’t know or care about their plans. Shit, was this the best he could do? He’d always worried that he wouldn’t be up to the task in a real emergency, and now he knew he wasn’t. His first reaction should have been to face the challenge and make it work.

			Desk jockey. REMF. Plastic private. Yeah, that’s me.    

			It was too soon to go back to the office. They’d all smell the secrecy on him. Lennie knew him too well, and even if their relationship had been over for a long time, she wouldn’t let up until she got it out of him. 

			The john was the only sanctuary he had left. Everyone could track where he was, but at least he’d have some peace and quiet to unscramble his brain. He retreated to the nearest bathroom, locked the toilet cubicle, and sat down on the seat lid to take a look at his screen. 

			There it was, sitting in his mail folder: Project Nomad.

			And now Solomon would see he’d retrieved the document. Trinder didn’t even feel that his thoughts were private today. 

			Hang on... Solomon must know all about Nomad.

			He knows what Erskine told me. He’s part of the building. He’s in all the ships. He’s in the weapons systems.

			Things were dawning on Trinder too slowly today. 

			He stared at the back of the door and let his focus slip until it was just a pale yellow blur with an unreadable notice on it. Solomon must have been a key element of Nomad from the start. The AI was woven into Ainatio, distributed across the network. There was no core machine to fail or for an enemy to target and destroy. Solomon could regroup in an intact part of the system or download to a mobile unit like a quadrubot, beyond the reach of attack, safe from sabotage, and keep things running. He and the subsidiary AIs that he managed were the failsafe. They probably didn’t need the meat-bags at all.  

			But why do I feel bad about this? At the end of the day, Sol’s just a computer programme.

			Solomon wasn’t a human slyly keeping something from his buddies, and he wasn’t an unseen comrade on the radio net, or state surveillance, or an all-seeing, judgmental god, even if his invisibility sometimes made his interventions feel like all three. It was easy to start thinking crazy things when you were cooped up like this. Trinder knew he had to get a grip. He wasn’t the only one kept out of the loop, because most of the scientists didn’t know about Cabot either. He took some comfort from that and tried to concentrate on his screen again, working out how he’d explain all this to the detachment. 

			The outside door clicked open. It was probably one of the cleaning bots on its rounds. Well, he couldn’t hide in here all day. He put the screen in his pants pocket and stood up. But when he opened the cubicle door, there was no sign of a bot, just Alex Gorko leaning against the row of washbasins with his arms folded.

			“You too, huh?” Alex said. “Hiding in the john, I mean.”

			“Doesn’t everybody?”

			“I’m not stalking you, by the way.”

			“Sure, everyone ends up in this bathroom by accident sooner or later.”

			“So are you okay?”

			There was no point in playing the game. “You’re asking because...”

			“I know that you now know what I know. So to speak.”

			“Yeah. I have questions.” Trinder made an effort to look cynical or resigned, anything but scared. “How do you feel about it?”

			Alex shrugged. “It’s an amazing achievement.”

			“Spare me. I’m asking how you feel about a one-way trip to Opis. Or did I get the wrong idea about that?”

			“Well, I admit they didn’t mention it at my interview.”

			“Just tell me how you kept it quiet. Who’s been working on this?”

			“Mainly the AIs.”

			“I’m going to find out a lot of things I won’t like, aren’t I?”

			“You’ve got the report.”

			“So the intention was always to keep the staff in the dark until the last minute.”

			“No, but when a project’s been running across four generations, things change and priorities drift. Look, nobody’s going to be bundled aboard a ship against their will. It’s not going to be the wagon train exodus that Bednarz fantasised about, either, but if we decide to ship everybody out, we can.”

			“Who decides?”

			“We’ve still got some details to work out.”

			Trinder could translate that. “You haven’t got a clue, have you?”

			“Dan, all I’m saying is come and see me when you want to talk this through. I’m always available.”

			“And Dr Kim?”

			“We’re still evaluating whether it’s safe to let her work on the project.”

			Trinder bristled. “Erskine never mentioned that. Are you people crazy, letting a spy loose? I thought Erskine said we had to keep APS out of this.”

			“Maybe we better have that beer and chat later.” Alex pushed himself away from the basins and half-opened the door. “By the way, your new buddy Chris Montello just notified your guys that the vets are going off-camp tomorrow. He thought you’d want to know in case you spotted activity and got worried. They’re going to Kingston to look for ammunition.”

			“He’s taking a hell of a risk.” There was no telling what state the town was in or who might still be around. “We could save them the trouble and give them some.” 

			“They’ve never asked for any.”

			“So? They patrol the boundary. We benefit from that.”

			“Yeah.”

			“Where’s the harm in it? It’s like giving them stuff from a dumpster. Come on.”

			Alex looked uncomfortable for a moment, lips compressed as if he was debating whether to say anything. “Well, now you know what I know, you understand why it’s not a good idea to arm our neighbours.”

			“Why? We haven’t had any trouble from them. In fact, they’re the ones who’ve headed it off.”

			“Erskine hasn’t factored them into her plan.”

			“That’s pretty callous.” The camp folk might not want to leave Earth any more than Trinder did, but they deserved the chance. “So decisions have been made, then.”

			“It’s early days. Besides, this isn’t some last-chance evacuation.” 

			Trinder knew when Alex was making excuses for Erskine. “They’re armed already. You’ve never been worried about that before.”

			“Because sleeping dogs are best left lying. Disarming them would just set hares running, to overdo my animal metaphors.”

			“And who do you think would disarm them anyway? My guys. And vets who’ve been through Baltimore wouldn’t just touch their caps and say yessir, we understand, and hand over their weapons to us, would they?”

			“A good reason for not giving them a stockpile of ammo.”

			Sometimes, just sometimes, Trinder’s gut overruled his faith in the rule book. Right now it told him to shut up and walk away. But it wasn’t telling him to accept Alex’s veto. It was just telling him to keep his powder dry. 

			“Okay,” he said. “I’d better talk to Montello. You and me, we’ll have that chat when I’ve read the Nomad report.”

			He left the bathroom ahead of Alex and didn’t look back. Now that he was coming to terms with how much he didn’t know, and how long he hadn’t known it, uncomfortable thoughts were fermenting. Was that why the detachment was really here? Had he and his troops just been marking time, bored out of their minds and filling their days with training until the follow-up missions needed to deploy them? Erskine should have realised that they weren’t trained for Nomad. She might as well have armed the medics and shipped them out instead. 

			Get a grip. 

			Would he have signed on if he’d known? Probably not. He’d just needed a job, any job, but astronaut hadn’t been on the list, not even when he was a boy.

			As soon as he walked into the control room, Simonot shoved a screen under his nose. Lennie Fonseca should have been off duty, but she was hanging around, probably waiting to cross-examine him about his meeting with Erskine.

			“The transit camp notified us they’re going outside, sir,” Simonot said. “They’ve never done that before.”

			Trinder glanced at the message and handed the screen back to Simonot. “I know. Alex caught me on my way here.”

			“They’re going to check out Kingston. Latest radhaz data we have says it’s not contaminated.”

			It was a what-would-Marc-and-Tev-do moment. Trinder suddenly knew what he needed to do. Alex had only told him not to give them ammo. He hadn’t mentioned anything else. 

			“Okay, then let’s give them some backup,” Trinder said. “We need some overwatch experience. They might need some cover out there. Perfect.”

			Fonseca edged into the conversation. “So we’re operating jointly now?”

			“Just taking an opportunity to exercise some skills.” There were some rusty tilt rotor pilots who needed to know what being on alert-five really felt like. “Corporal, have air support stand by. And maybe give Montello a couple of quadrubots to search buildings. See if he wants anything else.”

			Simonot didn’t even blink. “Okay, I’ll call him back, sir.” 

			Trinder wondered whether to drive over and see Chris personally, but it might come across as suspiciously pushy after having had no contact. He’d take it a step at a time so they got the measure of each other, a little cooperation from a distance to see how it worked out, and if it did, he would have a case to put to Erskine about joint working.

			But why am I doing this? Because I feel guilty about dumb rules that say they’ve got to scavenge while we’re rolling in ammo we’ll never use? That Erskine’s leaving them behind? Respect for what those guys can do? Or just sticking it to the management for lying to us? 

			Whatever was driving him, Chris’s people deserved some help. Trinder shuffled a few things on the desk, found absolutely nothing else had happened in his absence, and wandered out into the corridor, unable to bear Fonseca’s scrutiny. She followed him out anyway. 

			“So what went on with Erskine?”

			“I don’t even know where to start.”

			“You’re mad. I know that look.”

			“Okay, I’m mad.” He decided he could bend the truth a little without looking like a liar later. “Anyway, I suggested that we manufacture some ammo for the transit camp, and I was told no. Despite the fact that we’ve only been stockpiling just about everything for, oh, I don’t know, twenty years. So there you go.”

			“Dan, if the world was down to its last dozen humans, six of them would still be petty bureaucrats.”  

			“Ain’t that the truth.”

			“You sure you’re all right?”

			“I’m sure. Look, I’m going back to my quarters. I need to shower and catch up on some reading. I’ll see you later.”

			He got about ten yards down the corridor before she called out after him. “Yeah, okay,” she said, and he knew that whichever way he played this, she’d round on him and ask why he hadn’t told her about Cabot and the implications for everyone.

			Orders. You don’t get to pick the ones you like. Although I think I’m going to learn to bend them.

			Trinder re-ran the conversations with Erskine and Alex in his head while he showered and thought of all the smart things he should have said, none of which would have changed the situation one damn bit. When he finally sat down on the bed to read the Nomad document, it felt like staring at an unopened bill that he’d been dreading. He steeled himself to open it and skipped to the executive summary.

			Tad Bednarz was clever, he had to give the guy that. Ainatio had played an incredibly long game. The most interesting part was how payloads had been sent fifty years before the FTL mission was launched. The tiny bots that arrived on Opis started by building bigger ones from local materials, and those in turn built the specialised construction plant that built the entire base. It looked like they’d done a lot of it before there was any FTL relay in place to keep an eye on them. Trinder thought that level of automation was more impressive than actually getting there.

			But did Bednarz live to see any of this? Trinder checked the dates. The old guy had died a few years before the wormhole was established. But with or without FTL, he must have died believing his life’s work had paid off. It was the most any man could hope for.

			Now Trinder understood why Bednarz was so big on AIs. Without them, building anything complex on Opis would have been almost impossible. The company’s multi-billion dollar AI business now looked more like a by-product of Bednarz’s fixation with colonising deep space than his main ambition. There was a fine line between crazy and visionary. 

			A message icon blinked on the screen. Trinder flicked it automatically with his finger, not checking who was calling, and went on reading the report. 

			“Am I interrupting, Major?” Solomon asked.

			It was the AI’s way of holding his finger on a doorbell until someone answered the door. “No, go ahead, Sol.”

			“Mr Montello said thank you for the offer of assistance, and he appreciates it, but he doesn’t want to put any more people at risk than he needs to.”

			Trinder wasn’t sure what to make of that. He hadn’t been able to judge Chris from a single meeting, other than to note that he took his task seriously, but the polite rebuff could have been literal, or a way of telling Trinder that he thought the team wasn’t up to it, or just an indication that the transit camp still preferred to keep its distance.

			“Did you speak to him personally?” Trinder asked.

			“No, I’m relaying what he said to Corporal Simonot.”

			“Okay.”

			“If you’re concerned, we could deploy drones to keep an eye on things. I’m sure Mr Montello wouldn’t object to being warned if he was heading into difficulties.”

			“Sure. Let’s do that.”

			“I understand why you’re concerned.”

			“I’m not sure why I am, but what the hell.” Trinder decided that he might as well ask. “You know about my briefing, then.”

			“Of course.”

			“And you’ve always known about Cabot.”

			“Yes. I’m sorry. I realise that must seem somewhat dishonest on my part.”

			“Orders are orders.”

			“We’ll all be able to make better decisions when everything’s out in the open.”

			Trinder looked up at the wall to his left. He’d taken a long time to put any family photographs on it. He still couldn’t bear to have them on the wall facing the bed, because they would have seemed more accusing than watching over him, but he could cope with a sideways glance now and again. There was Mom and Dad, Grandad, and his sister, plus a few neighbours at Thanksgiving, a little the worse for drink around a table piled with half-finished dinners. Maybe the last of them were dead now, and maybe they were still surviving somewhere in a pocket of civilisation out of comms range, but either way he’d never see them again.

			Everyone here had lost all they knew and loved. Their whole world now lay within the wire, and that felt more claustrophobic than protected some days.

			“You’re right, Sol,” Trinder said. “You can ignore reality, but you can’t avoid what it does.” 

			If Solomon had more secrets, he wasn’t confessing. Trinder almost asked him if he kept a record of what had happened to everybody’s next of kin, but any answer short of a miracle would be a bad one. 

			Trinder didn’t believe in miracles. 

			* * *

			Transit Camp:

			three Days Later, 0725 hours

			Chris opened the truck door and paused to look back at the small convoy. Behind his own vehicle, the old APC, the gun truck they’d commandeered in Baltimore, and Dieter’s pick-up idled at intervals along the track, clouded in vapour, but the thaw had started. The air smelled a little more like spring this morning. 

			On the flatbed of the pick-up, the dogs were barking and wagging their tails like excited kids heading for the beach. Rich, the driver, kept tossing a softball to them, laughing as they tussled for it. Erin had her head out of the top hatch of the APC, smoking and looking down every so often to talk to Jackson and Conway inside. Lee, the gunner, perched behind the HMG on the gun truck with his eyes shut and head tilted back as if he was sunning himself, while Matt leaned out of the driver’s window to talk to Jamie. They hadn’t formed up like this for a long time. It was more a march unit than a full convoy, but Chris still tried to do things properly.

			“Five minutes, people.” Chris pulled his beanie down over his earpiece and checked the squad radio again. Erin stubbed out her smoke on the hatch and raised her hand to indicate she’d heard him. “Mount up.”

			Zakko sat in the driver’s seat, fiddling with the dashboard like a nervous pilot. He was so jumpy that Chris almost regretted the business with the finger. Damn, was I really going to do that? Those were rules from another life. He’d suppressed them, but the reflexes were still there.  

			“Relax,” Chris said. “I’ll tell you what you need to do.”

			“I’ve never driven in a convoy before.”

			“Exactly, which is why you need to learn. You’re the lead vehicle, so you don’t need to worry about maintaining intervals like the folks behind you. Focus on what’s to your front and flanks.”

			“Okay.”

			Jared wandered up, arms folded, a picture of disapproval. He was never going to make a poker player. Chris lowered the side window.

			“It’s not too late to accept Ainatio’s help,” Jared said. Well, those were the words that came out of his mouth, but both of them understood that Jared thought it was a bad idea to let Zakko drive. “Those guys need to get out more.”

			“Yeah, but I don’t need them pausing to consult their Polite Boys’ Book of Regulations if things get hairy.”  

			“You don’t know that.”

			“That’s exactly my point.” Chris refolded his paper map with the first leg of the route uppermost and laid it on his lap. It was almost impossible to get lost, but old habits died hard. “Radio check on the hour. Just a burst unless there’s a problem, okay?”

			“Watch your ass. And your alarm.”

			Chris smiled and made a point of rearranging his jacket so Jared could see the dosimeter on his lapel. “We’re not passing through any hot areas.”

			“Hot areas shift all the time.”

			“I’m more worried about infected plant material. See you later.” 

			Jared gave the signal to move out. Chris tapped the dashboard, Zakko released the brake, and the truck picked up speed as they rolled out of the camp. Four armed vehicles were probably overkill, but it was important to look like trouble when they were low on ammo. The dogs were a noisy deterrent in their own right. If anyone was left in the area, they’d hear the vehicles coming for miles, so there was no point in trying to enter Kingston unnoticed. It was easier to get in, search fast, and get out if they went in mob-handed with gun trucks and a sniper on overwatch. 

			The automated decontamination unit on the road ahead, a covered tunnel of frames like an avenue of Shinto temple gates, marked the boundary between the safe bubble of Kill Zone and the salted earth of the biohaz cordon. The vehicles ran the gauntlet of UV light, compressed air, and chemical sprays at low speed, hatches closed. Chris felt like he was passing through a portal to another dimension. 

			When the truck emerged and the windscreen cleared, it almost looked as if he had. For a couple of miles ahead, the deforested zone was still dead, an alien landscape of felled trees and flat-topped stumps like stepping stones. A fungal smell of rotting timber wafted in when Chris lowered the side window. He’d never been sure why Ainatio had bothered to clear the zone, seeing as trees didn’t seem affected by die-back, but maybe it stopped insects and fly-infested animals wandering through from contaminated areas and spreading the virus. 

			“We didn’t eat grains or beans in the Stone Age,” Chris said, thinking aloud. He hadn’t been outside the wire for so long that the landscape looked freshly depressing to him. Reduced to a distant background blur from the top of the Kill Line ridge, it didn’t look quite so stark because he could see forest and grassland beyond. Die-back had only attacked certain plants, leaving others untouched, but they happened to be the staple ones most people depended on. “I mean, those are the crops that were wiped out, but we don’t need them. We can live without them.”

			“Just not as many of us.”

			“Yeah, that’s your problem right there. Dependency.”

			“You think the whole planet’s going to die, Chris?”

			“Doubt it. Ninety per cent of life on Earth was wiped out in the Permian era, but the world was back in business a couple of million years later.”

			“Kind of a long wait, though.”

			“That was after an asteroid hit and millions of acres of volcanoes had been chucking up lava for centuries. This is just a hiccup by comparison.”

			Zakko paused for a moment, lips pursed as if he was afraid to ask another question, which he probably was. “How do you know all this stuff?”

			“I was studying geology. Until the college closed, anyway.”

			“Oh.”

			“Yeah.” Chris could hear the tinge of genuine surprise. He wasn’t proud of his past but he wasn’t ashamed of it either, even if he wished it could have been different. But that would have meant being born in a much kinder, safer world. The life that he’d led had given him exactly the skills he needed for where he found himself now. He was fine with that. “You want to ask me what I was doing time for, right?”

			Zakko nodded. Maybe he’d heard, although the camp was that rare place where folks made an effort not to care about anyone’s past. “I think I can work it out.”

			“Go ahead.”

			“Well... I guess it wasn’t theft.”

			“I put a guy in the hospital for a long time.” 

			“I suppose he asked for it.”

			“It was nothing noble.” That wasn’t quite the whole picture. Maybe Zakko needed to see that. “I used to resolve contractual compliance issues.”

			“Huh?”

			“I enforced things. For criminals.”

			Zakko blinked a few times, eyes still on the road. “Well, shit.”

			Chris wondered whether to fill in the more complicated gaps, but that would have sounded like an excuse. Only one image recurred from his teenage years: his dad, his nice respectable accountant dad, afraid to leave the gated community that they could barely afford, constantly rehearsing for home invasions because of the feral thugs that nobody seemed willing to deal with. Chris decided that he couldn’t spend his life under siege. His father was teaching him to be afraid. But he wasn’t: he was angry, resentful, and mutinous.   

			And then his buddy Ben got beaten and robbed on his way home from football practice. Sitting at the guy’s bedside most evenings for three weeks, Chris realised you couldn’t wait for something to come and get you. These days he understood it as taking the fight to the enemy, but even as a kid, he knew instinctively that the only way to stop the monster wasn’t to defend himself when it came for him, but to grab a weapon and head out at night with a few buddies to hunt it down and scare it so badly that it never came back. 

			Or kill it.

			He killed it for Ben. He didn’t set out to, but he wasn’t upset that he had. And the monster ran away, leaving a trail of blood, but Chris knew he’d finished him, because it was on the news the next day, and there couldn’t have been two identical stabbings in the same neighbourhood on the same night.

			“Are you all right, Christopher? You look pale.”

			“I’m okay, Mom. Just watching the news.”  

			Chris suddenly felt like he’d woken up from a nap. “I went to work for one of my dad’s clients after college,” he said, wondering if Zakko was still listening. “The guy had some pretty irregular business friends. Apparently I was good at that sort of persuasion. Until I got caught.”

			It was a different crime, but Chris got his sentence, and he felt that kind of balanced the universe for what he’d done years before. Even now, though, if he tried to replay how he’d progressed from being an angry teen vigilante to a collar-and-tie gangster’s enforcer, he still couldn’t see the fork where he took the wrong road.

			But it wasn’t wrong, was it? This is where I was meant to be. This is what I was meant to do.

			Yeah, I hate time travel put-it-right movies. You get one chance and the choice you make is who you are. 

			“But State Defence took you on,” Zakko said. Yeah, he was paying attention. “You couldn’t have been that bad.”    

			“They were so short of recruits that they got guys released. They weren’t picky about criminal backgrounds when things started to fall apart.”

			“But they gave you a chance.”

			Chris’s boss had abandoned him and his folks had disowned him, but the military didn’t leave him behind. He didn’t care why. He’d rather have been executed than spend another day in that cell. It felt like his childhood all over again.

			“Yeah,” Chris said. “They did. So it all works out.”

			Zakko didn’t comment. He seemed to have the answers he wanted. 

			To his credit, he maintained a steady speed and stayed alert to risks. It was more than Chris expected of him. The guy had no military experience and had never been taught to read atmospherics, all the little signs and not-quite-right stuff that said shit was about to happen to your patrol. Maybe he’d honed his personal radar on the streets. 

			The truck bounced from time to time on the potholes carved out of the road by successive winters without repair crews to fix them. Chris checked the dashboard monitor to see if the three drivers behind were keeping intervals, then glanced at the wing mirror to make sure. 

			They were back in live woodland and abandoned pasture now. It was a few saplings at first, then bigger trees until the landscape began to look almost normal, just scrubbed of all traces of humans except the power company’s boxes almost buried in overgrown bushes at the side of the road, and a lonely charging station for cars that had vanished years ago. A small bird swooped low across the road and disappeared. 

			Chris checked his dosimeter. Everything looked okay. 

			Cattle were grazing on the verge up ahead. As the convoy got closer, their heads went up as if they were going to bolt, and Zakko slowed down. But the animals seemed to take it as an invite to follow him, and started trotting along with the vehicle as it passed. Chris realised that some of them still associated humans with being fed. He hadn’t realised cattle lived long enough to remember things that must have happened seven or eight years ago.  

			“Keep moving,” he said.

			“What should we do with them?” Zakko kept checking the rear-view, probably worried that the gun truck would just mow the animals down. “Take them back with us?”

			There was a time when Chris would have shot first and worried about how to transport the carcasses later, grateful for some decent meat in a famine, but they weren’t starving now, and even his limited city-boy knowledge of livestock told him that cattle needed health checks before mixing with other animals.

			“Doug won’t thank us if the Kill Line herds catch some disease,” he said. “They’ll just have to take their chances.”

			Zakko nodded, but his face said he was worried what would happen to them. “Okay.”

			Between the islands of forest, all the greenery that Chris could see was overgrown fields or grass recovering from the snow. Resistant weeds and bushes had moved in to fill gaps that might have been fallow fields, crops finally overrun by their tougher wild neighbours, or even areas of die-back. The ragged patchwork of vegetation was probably good eating for animals but there wasn’t much for humans. 

			How were folks getting by in Asia? Chris wished he’d asked Kim when he’d had the chance. Ainatio’s reaction to her nagged at him more every day, but maybe he was overthinking it. If people had been cooped up in a compound for years with almost no outside contact, they were bound to get a little weird. It was a prison. And he knew exactly what that did to people. 

			“Thirty miles to Kingston,” Zakko said. “We’ll probably lose the radio over that hill ahead.”

			He’d done his homework, and he was right: Chris tried the radio when they reached the hills, but the signal was gone. The convoy stopped for a bathroom break, as much for the dogs as the humans, and Chris tried again, this time using a small drone with a receiver attached. It climbed a long way before he could acquire a channel and send a confirmation. If they were going to attempt long foraging missions again, they’d have to beef up the transmitter.  

			Lee watched from the open back of the gun truck as the grenade-sized drone descended and landed in Chris’s hands. “I wouldn’t worry,” he said. “Your buds at Ainatio are watching over us.”

			“Yeah?”

			Lee pointed up in no particular direction. “Drone. Look.” He pulled his optics visor down over his eyes to take a closer look. “I thought you told them to rack off.”

			“Politely.”

			“That sounds like scary-politely.”

			“For their own good.”

			“Come on, they’re bored out of their skulls. They want to play soldiers.”

			“I still can’t see it.”

			Lee nodded and passed Chris his visor. “There. Above the trees.”

			“Oh. Yeah.”

			“Not sure why they need one that big, but they do things differently that side of the fence, don’t they? They must want us to know it’s there. Nobody’s that crap at covert surveillance.”

			Chris did a slow wave, then gave the drone a thumbs-up gesture. A little diplomacy didn’t cost anything. Fine, they could watch. But he wasn’t going to change how he did things today. The convoy rolled off again, with the gun truck between Chris’s vehicle and Dieter’s pick-up, and the APC bringing up the rear. 

			“Maybe they want to understand how we do things,” Zakko said. “It takes a lot to say hey, we’re useless, can we watch you and learn, yeah?”

			Whatever faults Zakko had, he seemed to think the best of people until proven wrong. Chris wondered whether to give him the talk on sensible mistrust. But Zakko probably understood all too well, and just wanted to look on the kinder side because keeping the world at arm’s length was soul-destroying. He didn’t need Chris to crush his morale by reminding him how shitty people could be. 

			You don’t build a guy up by trashing what keeps him sane. Find another way. Come up with a better plan.

			“You’re right,” Chris said. He still hadn’t worked out how he’d ended up as a leader when he had no ambition beyond surviving the day. But he was, and that meant responsibilities. “Bet they’ve never raided dumpsters. We’ll educate them.”

			“Yeah.” Zakko nodded. “We’re good at that.”

			Kingston eventually started to appear ahead of them a ruin at a time, first an old charging station with a scruffy blue car picked clean of tyres and seats, hood open, then the blackened shell of a mobile diner. A propane cylinder lay on its side out front with a split in it like a mouth, its coating weathered into a dull, dusty red that made it look like ancient terracotta. Chris read two scenarios in that. These were either random events — a gas cylinder left leaking when the diner staff had to leave in a hurry, a car abandoned when the charging station turned out to have no power — or an indication that marauders had been around. But there was no sign of any recent human activity between here and Kill Line. If anyone had come this way, they’d turned back or moved on a long time ago.

			 And someone probably picked Kingston clean around the same time. But we might get lucky. And sitting back waiting for luck or hand-outs is never an option.    

			Chris focused on the road again, checking features against the map and looking for places where they might get ambushed. The journey out of Baltimore had been about skirting urban areas whenever they could, or getting through them as quickly as possible. Going into a town and back out by the same route made him uneasy. But as he started to see more shuttered and boarded-up houses, he could tell Kingston had been evacuated with enough notice for folks to go through the motions of securing their homes, even if they realised that boards wouldn’t stop determined looters.

			Now the town was close enough to send up a swarm of micro-drones to check it out. The convoy pulled over while Dieter launched them. Chris sat back to study the composite feed on his screen as he guided the swarm into the town centre, dreading what he’d find. He’d searched too many derelict places for one lifetime and seen too many bodies and treasured possessions, all that was left of harmless people who’d minded their own business until the predatory reality of a collapsing society rolled over them. 

			“I thought the place was bigger,” Zakko said, looking over his shoulder. 

			“Population twelve thousand and forty-two. Or so it says here.”

			“Was.”

			The architects had tried to make Kingston look like a town that had grown from a few log cabins over the centuries, with random styles from block to block. But the map data on Chris’s screen showed that it was one of those instant towns built in the mid-2100s, all poured, printed, and extruded within a couple of years. The drone view of Main Street showed no signs of looting. Kingston just looked like it had closed early and everyone had headed off for the day: no broken glass, no abandoned shopping carts, and no streets strewn with the pillage that looters couldn’t carry. Only the weeds that had taken over the sidewalks and pavement showed that nobody had come back to open up the stores again after lunch.

			Looters. That’s us now. 

			Chris tapped his earpiece and wondered why he was trying to put a human face on the past instead of just going numb and doing what he had to. He’d been away from reality for too long.

			“Six Zero to all callsigns — mount up. Everybody stay sharp and pay attention to the dogs.” 

			 It was like old times, but ones that Chris would have preferred to never see again.

			* * *

			Approach Road to Kingston: 

			1045 Hours

			“Is that your dosimeter buzzing?” Zakko asked.

			Chris looked away from the drone feed and rummaged through folds of leather and webbing to check. “Yeah. Don’t worry. It says three hours max.”

			“Not long to search a whole town.”

			The radiation levels around here were a little higher than Chris had expected. He’d never hear the end of it from Jared. Yeah, hot spots shifted. Now everyone else’s dosimeter would be going off as well. He got on the radio.

			“Six Zero to all callsigns — if your radhaz warning’s activated, we’ve still got three hours to scope the place. If that changes, we withdraw early. Out.”

			The convoy rumbled down the back roads into town, following a route through an overgrown park that gave the vehicles more cover than the main road. Maybe they didn’t need it, but security was a habit not meant to be broken. Deer scattered. Crows flapped out of their path. Nature was reclaiming the land.

			“So maybe everyone moved out because of the radiation,” Zakko said. He slowed for another deer. “But it’s a long way outside the hot zones on the map.”

			There was no live government data to plug into these days. Chris relied on the information that Doug Brandt shared with him, and that came from Ainatio. It could have been wrong or incomplete, or the contamination might have been recent, an old reactor failing or a waste plant somewhere leaking into a river that fed into others and eventually reached the water table here. There was nothing they could do about it.

			“Radhaz source upstream, maybe,” Chris said. “I’ll call it in to Ainatio when we’re back in range.”

			“If they monitor this stuff and they can get a drone out this far, why isn’t it on their maps?”

			Zakko actually asked intelligent questions. Chris realised he should have co-opted him sooner instead of keeping him away from critical jobs. 

			“Perhaps they don’t survey that often. I’ll put it on my list of things to ask Trinder.”

			Chris made a point not to brood on it. He couldn’t change the past and he couldn’t see a better future in his lifetime. The die-back would eventually burn itself out by running out of plant species to destroy, and one day people might drift back, but he’d be dead by then. Even if they put him on ice to wait it out, the world he woke up to wouldn’t resemble the America he’d known.

			He could only count on today. He reminded himself of that every morning.

			Zakko pulled up outside the goods entrance to the department store in the centre of town and craned his neck to look behind the high chain-link fence, strung with the remnants of some climbing plant. The gates were wide open. Two trucks were still parked in the compound, rear doors ajar as if someone had emptied the cargo and left in a hurry. Chris noted the exterior fire escape that went all the way up to the flat roof.

			“You want me to drive in?” Zakko asked.

			“No. If we need to bug out in a hurry, you’re in an enclosed space. You’ll be pinned down.” Chris realised he’d never explained tactical parking to him. It sounded like a goofy term until you found your escape route blocked by angry, heavily armed locals. “If you’ve got to shunt back and forth to get out, you lose seconds that you really need. Park facing the way you’re going to drive out, and leave enough space to manoeuvre around any obstacle put in your way.”

			“What if there’s a bunch of people blocking the road?”

			“Drive over them.”

			“Oh.”

			“It’ll be you or them, Zakko. If shit gets real, you get out as fast as you can and any way you can.”

			No, Zakko wasn’t bad, just naive and undisciplined. Chris doubted he’d mow down hostiles to escape. But he might have to learn one day.  

			“Like we did in Fairview?” Zakko said. 

			There was no “we.” Chris had done the driving. He would have died rather than surrender that bus. It was fuelled, he had vulnerable civvies to transport, and if the assholes didn’t get out of his way by the time he hit the roadblock, it was their problem. They didn’t. That was their choice.

			“Yeah, like we did in Fairview,” Chris said. “Sometimes you just have to pick the least bad option.”

			That wasn’t going to happen today. He’d checked out the area with the drones, and unless the dogs found anyone hiding, this was going to be an unopposed reclamation. But he had to stop relying on the tech. One day, the few pieces of fancy gear they still had would be beyond repair, and even if Ainatio was feeling generous, help usually came at a price. Chris preferred to rely on the same soldiering skills that guys with flintlocks or even spears would still recognise. It didn’t break down and it couldn’t be taken from him.

			Damn, there I go again. I didn’t even think of enlisting as a kid. I don’t think I even played soldiers. How the hell did I end up being this gung-ho?

			Because the job needed me, that’s why. And now I need the job. Purpose. Identity. Tribe.

			The squad stood in the cover of the vehicles, rearranging rifle slings and poacher bags while Chris gave them their instructions. Conway had his battering ram, breaching shotgun, and charges ready to force an entry. 

			“I’m guessing the store will be gutted, but if we find anything, remember to run a sensor over it in case it’s contaminated,” Chris said. “Treat this as a recon with a few freebies if we’re lucky. If it’s promising, we come back again with a proper roster and equipment to minimise exposure.”

			“How about further out?” Jamie asked.

			“That’s a job for another day.”

			“Twelve thousand people, so that’s at least three thousand homes,” Rich said. “And no guarantee they’re all empty. Even if the area’s low radhaz, that’s weeks of search and recovery for ten people.” 

			Chris checked his watch. “Okay, we’re on the clock, guys. Support teams — Erin on the roof, Jackson at the front entrance, and Matt and Lee at the back. Assault team on me. We go in via the fire escape, bomb dog first. Let’s move.”

			It was more a rummage than an assault, but at least they had the luxury of clearing the building from the top down. There was no room to stack safely on the fire escape, so Erin went up first to get to the roof. Dieter carried Sal the sniffer dog up the stairs behind her. Sal, a springer spaniel, was trained to find explosives and firearms. Chris hoped the dog didn’t run into a booby trap primed with spikes instead of substances that she was trained to recognise. She sniffed around the fire exit at the top but didn’t indicate that she’d picked up anything. Dieter pressed the handle slowly and carefully. The door swung open.

			“Good girl, Sal. Find.” Dieter ushered the dog in and leaned over the rail. “Power’s out, guys. The doors are open.”

			Conway looked up the metal stairs, feigning a glum face, and slung his battering ram and shotgun over his shoulder. “I won’t pretend I’m not disappointed.”

			“Don’t worry, we’ll find something for you to smash. There’s bound to be something still locked manually.” 

			Dieter whistled for Sapper and Girlie, both standing on the back of the truck with ears pricked, awaiting the signal to go, and the dogs raced for the fire escape. Everyone seemed pretty upbeat, humans and dogs alike. This was a day out. However mundane the task, they didn’t get many days now that reminded them what they did best. 

			“Here we go, then,” Chris said. He ran up the steps and paused in the doorway to let his eyes adjust to the light. “Stay sharp, guys.”

			Sunlight slanted in from the glass frontage and silhouetted the eerily cosy room settings of a furniture department. Chris always found the fake home-sweet-homeness creepy, as if this was an example of the ideal life you could lead if only you made the right choices. But the sofas were frosted with a thick layer of dust and pigeon shit, and the place reeked of mould. Chris could hear the pigeons burbling somewhere, probably roosting on the sprinkler pipes. 

			Sal, oblivious to it all, was having a great time. Chris followed her progress with his flashlight. Her stump of a tail was wagging so fast while she rooted around that it was almost a blur. Sapper and Girlie trotted here and there in their search for lurkers, alive or otherwise. Sal finished her search and returned to Dieter for her reward, a squeaky plastic squirrel that had seen better days. She settled down with it gripped between her paws and gnawed on it, making it squeal.

			 “No guns, Sal?” Chris decided not to pat her on the head while she was chewing. “No ammo?” 

			“There’s nothing much left for her to detect if this place has been deserted for years.” Dieter smiled at her like a proud dad. “If only humans would work that hard for a chew toy.” 

			“Yeah, I used to think that when we ran into dog packs.”

			“Ah, come on, Chris. You don’t mean that. Anyone who doesn’t like dogs is a wrong ‘un.”

			“They’re loyal even when we abuse them,” Chris said.

			“I think that indicates a purer soul, not a failing.” 

			“Well, I don’t blame them if they turn on us.” Chris didn’t want to get into anything profound. He went on searching, hoping to find a loaded pistol stashed under a paypoint that had been forgotten in the exodus, but there was nothing. “We’re done on this floor, guys. Move on.”

			“So what do we want to find if there’s no ammo?” Conway asked.  

			It had never been an issue when they were trying to stay alive on the journey south. They knew what they needed — really, desperately needed — and took it wherever they could find it, and that felt okay. Now that he was well-fed and relatively comfortable in Kill Line, Chris thought differently. Maybe they were drifting into looting. He shot looters. He didn’t want to become one himself. It was funny how the line of legitimacy shifted.

			“Just ammo,” he said. “Unless we come across something else survival-related. Knives. Radios. Tools. Electricals.”

			Jamie chuckled to himself as they headed down the stairs to the second floor, flashlight beams crossing. “But no ball gowns, right? Chris, you remember that crazy woman we saw coming out of the store in Ashland? Everyone else was wheeling out carts of food and bottled water, but she was wearing a sequinned evening dress and carrying a dozen more. The bright blue one. Remember?”

			“Hell, yes. Probably wasn’t even her size.”

			“If you’re going to die, you might as well look classy,” Dieter said. “People do value the damnedest things.”

			“Wait up — store directory,” Conway called. He shone his light on a damp-stained sign on the wall. “Second floor — men’s and women’s fashions, children’s clothes, and shoes. First floor — luggage, cosmetics and fragrances, stationery. Basement — kitchenware, sporting goods, hardware.”

			“No gun shop?”

			“This is the kind of store you visit to have coffee and hang out. Not buy supplies for a winter wrestling bears in the Yukon.”

			They continued downstairs with the dogs a few yards ahead. Yeah, Conway was right — this was a shop for entertainment, a place to browse and maybe place an order to while away a Saturday afternoon, because people still liked somewhere to congregate. No amount of retail technology would change human nature. At the doors to the fashion floor, Chris stepped over a few brightly-coloured skirts that had dropped from their hangers onto tiles covered with dead insects, and tried to construct a sequence of events from the few goods that were left and what had been taken.

			Every scenario had a plausible alternative. Some picked sensible stuff, others grabbed garbage. He’d seen it all. He didn’t expect any random looter to take large items of furniture from upstairs — there was always one crazy guy who’d try, of course — so the most portable goods would go first. But most of the store looked like it had been cleared systematically. That could have indicated anything, from repeated visits by looters with plenty of time to a store that had closed before the evacuation. He couldn’t afford the time to look for paperwork to give him a timeline. It was a curiosity to be investigated later, if at all.

			There were still shoes left, boxed in a storeroom. Chris ran the pen-sized sensor over them and got a safe reading. There were even kids’ sizes. 

			“Hey, we’ve got people who could do with these.” That was when he realised that his personal red line was looting for himself. But this was for people who depended on him. It was his duty. “Let’s start moving them out.”

			There was more booty in the back office area: paper, half-used pens, and a stash of boxer shorts. Dieter found a janitor’s storeroom and liberated boxes of toilet tissue and bottles of soap. The first floor looked even more promising — purses, cosmetics, travel goods, and haberdashery, according to the suspended signs. The cupboards beneath the counters yielded dozens of small card boxes full of lipsticks and mascara. This was the stuff that morale was made of. 

			“Yay, aftershave.” Jamie popped up from behind a fixture, brandishing bottles. He gave himself a quick spray under each arm and inhaled theatrically. “Something for the guys at last. Got to find some perfume now.” 

			Conway pointed his flashlight to indicate another sign. “There’s the basement. Hardware. Kitchenware. Maybe the security offices. Worth a try.”

			Dieter sent the dogs down the stairs to check. When Chris caught up with them, all he could see was luminous eyes when he caught them in his flashlight beam. But he also saw a glint of something shiny that was worth investigating.    

			“Kitchen stuff,” Chris said. “Awesome.”

			He felt his way along the shelves. Plates, glassware, a coffee machine, cutlery, pots and pans... how long did he have? He checked his watch. They’d been in here for nearly two hours. Well, there wouldn’t be enough place settings for a hundred people, but he’d take as much as he could find. Dieter came over to help him haul it.

			“Not a completely wasted journey,” Chris said, heaving boxes up the stairs.

			Dieter shrugged. He’d found some champagne glasses. That was his optimism in a nutshell. “If nothing else, it wards off skills fade.”

			“You better brew some fizzy stuff to go in those.”

			“Already on it.”

			They exited via the loading bay and started stacking the haul by the gates for Zakko and Matt to load onto the vehicles. The dogs settled down by the boxes, looking as if they’d decided to move on to guard duties.

			“No ammo, then,” Zakko said, studying a five-piece pan set. “How are you going to divvy this up?”

			Chris ran the radhaz sensor over everything again just to make sure. “We’ll tally it up when we get back. Everybody gets something, even if it’s pens and paper. We can put the household stuff in the chow hall so everybody gets to use it.” He could have asked Doug to get most of these goods from Ainatio, but there was a primal, hunter-gatherer kind of satisfaction in foraging and returning to the camp to hand out the haul. He felt good now. “Let’s go. Where’s Erin?”

			“Still on the roof,” Zakko said.

			Chris called her on the radio. “Four Four, come on down. We’re done.”

			“Roger that, Six Zero. Did I see a coffee machine down there?”

			“Confirmed.”

			“Drip or espresso? Doesn’t matter, I’m in. Four Four out.”

			Erin came clattering down the metal steps and trotted up to the back of Chris’s truck to inspect the day’s harvest. Jamie sidled up to her and wedged a small package in her rucksack.

			“That better not be something dead. What is it, a pigeon? A rat?” She tried to look over her shoulder, then gave up and slid the backpack off. “Oh. Wow.”

			“Perfume, Private Piller.” 

			It took a lot to silence Erin. She wasn’t yappy, but she normally had the last word, and Jamie was scared of her no matter how much he denied it. But she turned the grubby, battered box over in her hands, staring at the label like it was Christmas Day. Chris waited for her to say that it wasn’t a fragrance she used and grind Jamie’s hopes into the dirt, but she managed an uncharacteristically embarrassed smile. Jamie ran one hand over his buzz-cut dark hair, clearly embarrassed as well.

			“I never thought I’d see perfume again,” Erin said. “Thank you, Jamie.”

			“It’ll keep the flies away, if nothing else.”

			“You’re such a smooth talker.” She sniffed the air. “Actually, you smell good.”

			Jamie looked coy for a moment and then gave her a big grin. Chris could never work out if the guy was barking up the wrong tree. Some bereaved people fell into a new relationship soon after they lost a loved one, often with someone else who was also grieving, but others didn’t move on for years, and he had Erin down as one of the latter. Maybe she’d finally decided that life was still there to be lived. This was all there’d ever be: the world wasn’t going to improve magically in their lifetimes, and the dead were gone forever. Chris tried to translate that into encouragement that wouldn’t sound so bleak, but he didn’t have the words in him today.  

			“Good work, guys,” he said. “Mount up.”

			The Ainatio drone was still circling at roof height, apparently waiting for the convoy. He waved and raised his arm to give the move-out signal. Trinder’s people could see what was happening on the ground, so it’d be obvious even if they didn’t understand hand signals. 

			Why wouldn’t they? I ought to give them more credit.

			The drone rocked its wings in acknowledgement — yeah, they did understand — and shot off south-east. Chris walked up the line of vehicles to do a final visual check. Jamie, smiling to himself as if he’d collected another token on the road to Erin’s affections, was sitting on the back of the gun truck behind Lee. Chris gave him a thumbs-up and a wink.

			“It’s going to be fun when we get home.” Zakko drove off with a casual confidence, as if he’d been doing this all his life, a different guy from the bag of nerves who’d set out this morning. “Nobody knows what we’re bringing back.”

			“Preferably not radioactive dust.”

			“Hah. Y’know, I think Jamie’s patience is paying off. With Erin, I mean.”

			Patience. Chris sat thinking for a moment about women who said they’d wait for a guy to get out of prison, then started dating someone else after a couple of months. It was funny how the sting had gone out of that memory. He also thought that he’d beat the snot out of his ex-boss if he ever ran into him, but he wasn’t even sure about that. They were probably both dead. Even if they’d survived, they wouldn’t be sitting around gloating about how they’d gotten one over on him. They’d be scrabbling for food. That made things even. Vengeance could be a detached, mathematical thing.

			Yeah, I’m a wrong ‘un, Dieter. But loyalty’s two-way. Your dogs might be saints, but they’re still wrong. 

			The convoy retraced its route through the park and out onto the road. It was now clear of the town centre on a wide road flanked by houses with big porches and overgrown lawns set back from the sidewalk. Chris couldn’t tell if there were plants still alive in there waiting to emerge, or if they’d succumbed to die-back. But there were crocuses poking out of the grass at the edge of a driveway, purple and lavender ones. Spring was definitely here. 

			“Whoa, what the hell’s that?” Zakko said.

			Chris’s hand was already on his sidearm before he took in what was coming at them head-on. For a second, the narrow profile made it hard to identify, but it was the red Ainatio drone, flying at head-height through a gap in the trees. It was bigger than Chris had realised. It was going to hit the windshield. His heart was pounding out of his chest.  

			“Holy shit.” Zakko hit the brakes.

			But the drone shot past them. It hadn’t been on a collision course after all, just making sure they’d notice it. It zipped back across their path, crossing from left to right and back again. Chris had no idea what Ainatio was trying to tell him, but it didn’t look good. If they were sticking to the signals handbook, it meant they had something urgent to communicate.

			Chris wished he’d had the sense to ask Trinder for a longer-range radio when he’d offered to ride along. All he could do now was talk to the squad. 

			“Six Zero to all callsigns, the Ainatio drone’s trying to get our attention, reason unknown. Assume a hazard. Slow down but be prepared to exfil fast. Reduce speed to fifteen, out.” 

			The only way he could talk to Ainatio was to launch the relay drone, contact Jared, and get him to relay messages to Trinder. It was time to stop and call in. Chris had no idea what they might be driving into. The drone kept buzzing them, which he could only read as a signal to stop or prepare to divert.

			“Six Zero to all callsigns — halt here and keep your engines running.”

			Chris jumped out and walked a few yards down the road. The other vehicles had formed up behind with enough room to disperse if they needed to escape. The drone hovered a few yards away, rocking its wings. Follow me. Talking to Trinder was going to take time that they didn’t appear to have, then. 

			“What is it, Sarge?” Lee called. He had the machine gun ready. Jamie was readying an extra ammo belt. “I can’t see anything.”

			Chris turned to get back into the vehicle. “It’s obviously spotted something — ”

			He was looking right at Jamie. He was still looking at him when a plume of blood arced from the guy’s head and he dropped like a stone. Lee swung the gun around and started firing.

			“Contact, contact, contact, this is Eight Zero, nine o’clock, two five metres, left side of road in the clapboard house, numbers unknown, all weapons, open fire, out.”

			“Nine Three here, man down — Jamie’s down, Three Eight is down.” That was Rich. “Fuck’s sake, he’s down.”

			Convoy procedure went to rat shit from the get-go. Everyone except the gun truck should have broken off and driven clear, but they all opened up on the clapboard house. Chris’s mind dumped every thought except finding cover and returning fire. He ran for the truck but something pinged against his pants as if he’d knocked his knee, and suddenly he wasn’t upright any more. Time slowed instantly. He was now in an intensely detailed tunnel where he could only see the headline events.

			Lee was on the radio again. “This is Eight Zero, Six Zero’s down too, Chris is down.” 

			“Six Zero here, I’m okay.” Chris’s right leg had buckled under him. He lay on the road, trying to roll onto his belly to fire prone, his hand in a pool of blood. He knew his leg felt weird, but there was no pain and he couldn’t work out where all the blood was coming from. “Anyone else?”

			“Four Four here, all other callsigns okay. Chris, I see you. You’re hit.”

			Shit, Erin’s right. “Anyone got eyes on?”

			“Looks like it’s coming from two houses on the left, one on the right.”

			The drone was holding position overhead. As Chris tried to flip over, a spurt of flame shot out from it, followed by a deafeningly close explosion and a flash of white light. He thought the drone had been hit, but when he managed to roll, he saw one of the houses belching smoke and flames. 

			The frigging drone opened fire. It’s armed.

			Rounds struck up dust next to him. If he’d been hit again, he still couldn’t feel it. All he could hear was his squad calling out contacts on the radio, which meant they were still alive, and that was all he cared about right now. 

			A second explosion hurt his ears — another RPG? — and then someone grabbed him. He tried to turn to shoot the bastard, but it was Zakko, and the lead truck was suddenly right behind him.

			“What the hell are you doing? You’re supposed to get out of here.” Chris tried to push him away. “Now you’re stuck.”

			“I backed up. It’s okay, the truck’s still pointing the right way.” Zakko dragged Chris by his jacket and propped him against the front passenger side of the truck, level with the engine. “Your leg’s bleeding like crazy. So where do I put this tourniquet? Does that hurt?”

			“Here, let me do it.” 

			“You can’t. Just point. Like this?”

			“Yeah. Tighter.”

			“That okay?”

			“Fine.” 

			Chris tried not to look at his knee. Whatever had suppressed the pain was vanishing fast and it was starting to hurt like hell. But that was too bad. He’d led his people into an ambush, Jamie was probably dead because of him, and if he didn’t do something fast then the rest of them would die too. He couldn’t see the firefight from here, but he could hear it. At that rate they were close to running out of ammo.

			How the hell had he missed this on the way in? Those assholes must have been set up, watching them move in. Why didn’t he spot the signs? The firing continued but it was now being drowned out by something much louder, the deafening noise of engines.

			“Wow, they got here fast.” Zakko looked up. “Haven’t seen those things very often.”

			Chris craned his neck and got a faceful of gritty dust. Two tilt-rotor Lammergeier gunships in red Ainatio livery hovered over the road in a whirlwind of debris, then fired missiles simultaneously into the houses on both flanks. He ducked. When he looked up again through the curtain of smoke, one of the ships had set down between the trucks and the other was coming in to land behind the APC. 

			Save Jamie. Please God, let him be alive. He didn’t survive just to get shot on a frigging shopping trip. 

			The tilt rotor’s ramp went down, but it wasn’t troops who came out first. It was four old industrial quadrubots the size of Shetland ponies, headless and sinister, and they peeled off in different directions. One trotted up to him, reoriented its limbs, and stood up to turn itself bipedal. Then it bent over, scooped him up, and headed for the gunship. 

			Chris had never seen a bot like this up close before, let alone been manhandled by one. It was surreal. Then his leg was gripped by a pain so intense that it almost stopped him from breathing. He fought to stay focused but it was hard not to lose control. He could smell his own blood. 

			“What about Jamie?” He was sure Zakko was right behind him. “See to him first. Is everyone else okay? What’s happened?”

			“I’m sorry, I’m afraid your comrade didn’t survive, Sergeant,” the quadrubot said, laying him on the cargo deck. It spoke like a man. It even sounded sympathetic. Chris, shocked into silence, had no idea what this thing was. Maybe it was just a remote and the voice belonged to some medic back at Ainatio who was directing it. “But let’s deal with your injury.”

			Two medics moved in. Chris wanted to focus on Jamie, but his leg was screaming me, me, me. He could hear himself panting. Damn, maybe it wasn’t his leg screaming. Maybe it was him. He was letting the squad down in front of these corporates. A dark-haired woman with a captain’s insignia and a name tape that said FONSECA squatted to look at him. She planted her rifle like a walking stick for balance.

			 “Sorry we didn’t get here sooner, Chris,” she said. Everybody seemed to know who he was. “We’re just going to make sure the area’s clear. And you’ll be fine, okay?” 

			For a bunch of corporate security guards, they seemed a lot better prepared than he’d realised. “You sure about Jamie?”

			Fonseca patted his arm. “Yeah. I’m sorry.”  

			Chris hadn’t had Jamie’s back, and he’d never forgive himself. But unexpected people like Zakko and Fonseca had his, and he wouldn’t forget.
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			Why did I decide to deploy air support without Erskine’s permission when I’m a soldier in name only, you mean? Because I couldn’t sit there and watch people fighting for their lives, knowing that I could do something. Montello’s troops could have been us. And we could have been them.

			Major Dan Trinder, explaining himself to Alex Gorko

			Laurel Avenue, Kingston: 

			10 minutes after the ambush

			Things weren’t going quite how Solomon had expected.

			Two of the ambushers had somehow escaped both the firefight and the missile strike and had holed up in another house. Solomon could detect their heat profiles. There were formal procedures for this kind of thing, but they seemed unnecessarily risky under the circumstances, and Solomon’s rules were not those of Captain Fonseca. 

			She patched into the remaining Lammergeier’s loudhailer, standing behind a barricade of armoured vehicles that had rolled off to recover the trucks. Everyone else had their weapons trained on the house. The three dumb quadrubots spread around the back of it, under Solomon’s direction.

			“We know you’re in there. We can see exactly where you are.” Fonseca’s voice boomed across a silent road. This was her first real mission, and certainly the first time she’d killed any hostiles, but she didn’t seem shaken. “Your exits are blocked, so you’re not going anywhere. Lay down your weapons and surrender, or I’ll use force. Your call.”

			There was a long silence. Erin Piller interrupted. “Forget it. Those bastards are mine. I insist.”

			She’d declined to leave on the casevac with Chris Montello and the others, and so had the APC crew and the dog handler, plus his dogs. The transit camp team crouched behind the cover of the APC, their uniforms a threadbare mix of military uniforms and hunting gear, but the look on their faces said one thing: they would finish this, and they didn’t need Ainatio to help them do it. 

			Solomon had outlived enough humans to think he finally understood mortality, but today was a revelation. He’d never seen a real man who’d been killed, really seen him rather than viewed an image in an archive, a person who wasn’t old and anonymous but someone who had friends standing nearby who were eaten up with shock, anger, and grief. 

			What’s the right thing to do? What’s the safest thing to do? What’ll preserve the maximum number of lives? Are all these lives equal? Do those men deserve the same consideration as my comrades?  

			Another missile would end the siege in seconds. Solomon decided it was justified. The men barricaded inside the house had chosen to use lethal force, and whether they surrendered or were captured, there were no courts or prisons to deal with them. The last thing he needed at this point in the Nomad mission was the burden of hostile prisoners who’d need to be held indefinitely. Letting them escape would only be a partial solution, because they might be part of a larger group that could return and find their way to Kill Line.

			And what about justice for Jamie Wickens and his comrades?   

			Everyone’s interests were best served by removing the attackers from the equation. Solomon wasn’t afraid to pass judgement. The sentence was obvious, but he knew that Fonseca’s rulebook said otherwise.

			“We’ll deal with them, Private Piller,” Fonseca said. “Just load your vehicle onto the Lammergeier and let us take care of things. We need to get your driver’s arm treated.”

			“I’m fine.” Jackson flexed his shoulder without letting go of his rifle. “I’ll be right as rain once I’ve perforated those two assholes.”

			Erin leaned across Fonseca and muted the loudhailer. “Captain, this isn’t exactly our first prom. And this isn’t your fight. We’re grateful for your intervention, but we need to sort this out ourselves.”

			Solomon interpreted that as meaning Erin intended to kill the two men one way or another, and that she thought Fonseca had neither the stomach nor the combat experience to do it. He could hear Trinder on the secure link, but he was occupied with the inbound casevac, and it wasn’t a given that he’d be able to resolve this anyway. Despite the polite observation of ranks, Fonseca had no authority over Chris Montello’s troops. If they stormed the house, how would she stop them? She wouldn’t open fire. Fonseca did things by the book because that was what Trinder expected of her. She was a good loyal 2IC, as he called it, and she wouldn’t disappoint him. 

			“I’m supposed to detain them unless they leave me no alternative,” Fonseca said.

			Erin didn’t shift an inch. “Jamie was twenty-three. Twenty-three. This wasn’t worth his life. But it’s sure as shit worth theirs. And what are you going to do with prisoners? You’ve got a nice little Ainatio court, have you, with a nice little Ainatio judge?” 

			Solomon decided to speak up. He couldn’t pass himself off as a non-sentient AI now. It was time they found out what he was.

			“Captain, I have a suggestion.” 

			The squad stared at him. The dogs, who had already sniffed him warily before backing off, suddenly seemed mesmerised by the sound of his voice. 

			“This body’s designed to withstand all the challenges I’m likely to encounter in there,” Solomon said. “I can accompany Private Piller’s squad.”

			“Sorry, what are you?” Erin stood over him, frowning. She was either in her thirties or a twenty-something aged by hardship. Her long chestnut hair was carefully braided and pinned up. “Are you a remote? Is someone back at HQ operating you?”

			“No, I’m a fully autonomous combat AI, among other things. My name’s Solomon.”

			“You were banned a long time ago. Everywhere.”

			“So I was. May I have a private word with the Captain?”

			“Sure.”

			Erin and the others headed back up the road to the gun truck. Solomon watched via his rear-facing cam as she picked up an automatic weapon from the back of the bullet-scarred vehicle and paused, staring past it at something. It was probably Jamie Wickens’s blood.

			These people were ready to die for each other. 

			Solomon knew that this happened, but reading about it was nothing like seeing it unfold second by second, talking to people whose lives might be over in the next few minutes and who knew that. He recalled Bednarz’s very brief but clear guidance on his purpose. This moment was like understanding it fully for the very first time. 

			“What do you have in mind, Sol?” Fonseca asked. “Just blow the place up?”

			“That’s certainly an effective solution, but I feel everyone’s interests are best served by standing back and allowing our neighbours to finish their mission. I can get them into the house.”

			“Risky.”

			“They need to do it.”

			“Did we screw up?”

			“Not at all. You scrambled air support as soon as the drone detected combatants moving into position, you attempted to alert the squad, and you neutralised the enemy rapidly. By the book.”

			“And a kid still got his brains blown out.”

			“That’s still not your fault. Stand down. Remember that I’m not under Trinder’s command. My rules of engagement are my own, and I’ll do what’s right and necessary for our mutual benefit. You have no responsibility.”

			“But I’m the commander here.”

			“Erskine knows you have no control over me, as I shall remind her if she questions the decision. This isn’t the time to take prisoners.”

			“I realise Erskine won’t like us bringing back violent ferals we’ve got to lock up, but we’ve still got rules.”

			“Then I suggest you withdraw to the Lammergeier and wait,” Solomon said. “Take the dogs on board with you. I don’t know how they’ll react to me and the other quads under stress.”

			“I could just fry the damn house,” she said. “I get that they need payback, but these guys have already lost one buddy today. I don’t want them losing any more.”

			“I can handle this, Captain. Please withdraw.”

			Fonseca stood staring at the siege house for a moment as if she was regretting this, then checked her helmet optics and darted away, head down. 

			Solomon’s thermal scan showed the two men, one upstairs and the other moving back and forth in what was probably the passage to the back door. He activated the three quadrubots idling at the back of the house and set them to attack if anyone tried to escape. They were now his detached arms and eyes, part of his neural network.

			Erin Piller walked up to him with the rifle she’d taken from the gun truck. 

			“So you’re going in with us,” she said.

			“I am, Private.”

			“Are you armed, or are you a breaching device? And why am I talking to you like you’re human?”

			“Because I’m an AI, not a robot. I’m just housed in one for the time being. Think of me as a disembodied brain in a highly specialised car.”

			“Fair enough. So are you? Armed, I mean.”

			“Yes. I could do this alone. But I understand why you want to do it yourselves.”

			“Do you really.”

			“Yes. I understood it when I saw that your sergeant was more worried about your welfare than bleeding to death.”

			Erin looked at him in the way humans always did, searching for some kind of eye contact, and he knew he’d established an understanding. 

			“Call me Erin,” she said. “So you’ve located them, yeah?” 

			“We have one target by the front upstairs window and a second downstairs moving between the front and back. That seems to be the hall. I’ll move the other bots as a distraction.”

			Erin turned to the others. “Okay, Conway and Jackson breach the back door, Solomon takes out the front door. I go in via the front, neutralise Guy One downstairs, then we move upstairs to take out Guy Two, if he hasn’t already come down shooting. Dieter can sit this out with the dogs.”

			It wasn’t a difficult task. Solomon hadn’t worked with weapons since his initial development phase, and never at close quarters like this, but he had every tactic in his database, he could see what was happening, and nothing here could kill or disable him. His only problem was ensuring that none of the squad were injured. That included being hit by ricochets off his frame.

			“Wouldn’t you prefer to use Ainatio optics?” he asked. “Then you’ll see what I can see.”

			Conway adjusted his goggles. They just looked like basic protection. “Thanks, but this isn’t the time to get used to new gear. We’ll be fine.”

			 “Everybody in position,” Erin said. It didn’t appear to trouble her that Solomon was as unfamiliar a piece of technology as the advanced optics they’d declined, but optics were harder to relate to than a talking bot. “Any chance of the Lammergeier running its engines for a while to cover our noise?”

			“Consider it done,” Solomon said.

			The aircraft throttled up. While Jackson and Conway worked their way through the gardens to the back of the house, Solomon moved the bots to the other side of the back yard to distract Guy Two. That got the man’s attention. A burst of fire spat from the window. Solomon saw it from the quads’ viewpoint and for a second, he caught a glimpse of his prey, not some unkempt savage but a grey-haired, clean-shaven man in his fifties who took care of his appearance. Solomon wondered about the who and the why, marvelling again at the willingness of men to face almost certain death rather than save themselves, but it didn’t change what he needed to do. 

			Conway was in position now, sticking a frame charge to the back door.

			Solomon adjusted his legs and crawled forward almost flat on the ground while Erin moved from one house to the next via the front yard, hugging the walls. They ended up on opposite sides of the frontage, facing each other across the porch. 

			“He’s gone into the front room,” Solomon said. Guy Two seemed to have settled by the window again. Solomon adjusted to a bipedal stance and stood up, ready to turn and breach the door. “Ready?”

			Erin got on the radio. “Ready. Stand by... in three... two... go.”

			The explosion from the back sent Guy Two racing to the top of the stairs as Solomon punched out the lock on the front door and burst it open. He stood back to let Erin enter the hall, then the firing started. There was no point in waiting outside. He dropped back onto all fours and leaped through the front window, crashing straight into the living room on a carpet of shattered glass. Guy One, rifle aimed at the door to the hall, spun around just as Solomon righted himself and managed one startled grunt before the door swung open. Erin put two short bursts into him. He fell where he stood. 

			“Downstairs — clear,” she called. She looked at Solomon, wide-eyed. “I thought you were following me. I could have shot you.”

			“No harm done. I’m bulletproof.” 

			“Move.”

			Conway and Jackson were exchanging fire up and down an impressive oak staircase. The ornate balustrade was in splinters.

			“Last mag.” Jackson reloaded, pressed flat against the wall. “He’s got a friggin’ armoury up there.”

			Solomon knew they didn’t want him to fight their battle. This was retribution. Maybe the individual who’d shot Jamie was already dead in the burning shell of another house, but that detail would never be known, and it obviously didn’t change anything for this squad. 

			Jackson yelled up the stairs over the noise of the Lammergeier still idling in the street. “Hey, buddy, you’re going to die here. You know what we’re killing each other for? A few boxes of toilet paper. Now there’s an epitaph. No wonder this world’s fucked.”

			A voice yelled back. “I’ve got nothing to lose, then, asshole.”

			Jackson gestured to Solomon and mouthed something, making a walking gesture with two fingers and pointing to the staircase.

			Can you shield me? 

			Solomon rose on his hind legs. Jackson nodded and gave him a thumbs-up, then slipped in behind him as he put one rear foot on the stairs. They edged up one step at a time. Solomon kept his body turned towards the landing to make sure the launcher on his underside was clear and watched the doors. There were three. All were slightly ajar, but he could see a man’s heat profile near the middle one.

			I could just fire straight through the partition wall now.

			No. Remember why we need to do this. 

			“Ready?” Jackson whispered.

			“Yes. Watch the middle door. Wait until — ”

			The heat profile moved. A hand went to open the door. It was plenty of thinking time for an AI, but barely a heartbeat for a human. Jackson stepped sideways to open fire but Solomon had already fired two rounds before the door was fully open. The man was hit and falling by the time Jackson began squeezing the trigger. But Jackson got his shot in. Solomon hoped that honour was satisfied.  

			Jackson edged in and checked the body. Solomon knew the destructive effect of the rounds he was carrying, but like witnessing death, it was a very different thing to see it and integrate it into his emotional learning.

			I’ve killed a man. I need to think about this later.

			“Upstairs clear,” Jackson called.

			“Clear, all targets neutralised.” Solomon repeated it so that Fonseca could hear it over the net. “My apologies, Jackson. I was a little premature.”

			“No worries. Thanks.”

			“You got him.”

			“Sure. And his spare ammo.”

			Erin searched Guy Two’s pockets and held up a piece of plastic. “Another ration card. Might not be his, of course. But if it is, these guys are a long way from home. I’d kind of thought they were the locals defending their town to the last.”

			“They let you enter,” Solomon said. “Possibly to see if you were part of a larger convoy.”

			“I guess they wanted fuelled vehicles. They could have had the goods any time.”

			Jackson inspected his arm. Blood was seeping through his jacket sleeve. “Toilet rolls.” He shook his head as if he despaired of the world, and hissed through his teeth. “Ass paper.” 

			Fonseca was waiting at the end of the drive when they came out. She looked somewhere between relieved and guilty. The dogs were running up and down the street with their handler wandering behind them, doing a final sweep to make sure that nobody was hiding. They seemed untroubled by all the noise.

			“We had to return fire,” Solomon said, not waiting for Fonseca’s question. “All above board and in keeping with international law, if you still choose to follow it. I’m going to direct the quads to bury the bodies here.”

			“Just these two,” Fonseca said, nodding at the house. “The other buildings are too unstable to send anyone in to recover remains.”

			“These bots are designed for hazardous recovery work.”

			“I know. But I say we leave it. Chris Montello’s in surgery, by the way.”

			Solomon had never quite understood her ability to be callous one moment and compassionate the next. “I’m glad we could help.”

			“Help? Alex says the surgeons were brawling over him. They haven’t had a decent emergency for years.” Fonseca walked off, shaking her head. “They’ve all got some technique or treatment they want to try for real. Medics, huh?”

			Erin came down the drive behind Solomon and stooped to pat his back. He wasn’t sure if it was a human back-pat or what she might do to a favourite dog, but he didn’t mind either way. He wanted to ask her if they really had come all this way to scavenge for ammunition that Ainatio could easily have given them, but it sounded too much like telling her Jamie had died for something trivial.

			“I’ll drive the APC home,” she said. “But if you could fly the others back and get Jackson to a medic, we’d be grateful.”

			“Of course.” Perhaps she wanted to weep and couldn’t do it in front of her comrades. “May I ride with you?”

			She looked taken aback. “Yeah. Yeah, no problem.”

			The landscape around Solomon seemed as alien as anything on Opis. He’d spent very little time outside the Ainatio facility, and his view of the wider world beyond the perimeter fence was now confined to drones and satellite feeds. That was nothing like being corporeal and standing on solid ground. Networked to the other quadrubots, he both watched and experienced the excavation of two pits on the lawn at the back of the house and the sensation of placing the bodies in them. The bots’ manipulators were temporarily his own hands, and their close-up view of the shredded bodies were in his eyes. It made killing very personal.

			Yes, this is odd. I know these deaths are regrettable, but I feel no guilt. I don’t feel victorious, either. And I do know both emotions all too well.  

			He didn’t know if either man would care whether his grave was marked, but he decided to do it anyway, and had the quads drive in single planks taken from a fence. 

			Fonseca sat down on the kerb next to him as the last of the squad vehicles were loaded and sealed for decontamination. “I’m going to put together a shopping list for the transit camp,” she said. “Screw the regs. Ammo, compatible long-range radios, and better armour. And anything else you can think of. It’s not like we’ll go short.”

			“It’s no problem for me to hide items in the inventory.” 

			“Don’t stay out too late with your new girlfriend, then. Catch you later.” 

			New experiences were precious, even if Solomon felt uneasy that today’s had come at the cost of personal tragedy. He arranged his frame in the APC’s co-driver’s seat and tried not to think about how odd he looked. Erin drove in silence for the first few miles, occasionally wiping the heel of her hand across one eye. Humans definitely needed to cry. He shouldn’t have begged a ride. His presence was inhibiting her.

			“I wish I could offer you some comfort,” he said. “But I can’t think of anything that would make today less painful.”

			“You’re not really an AI, are you?”

			“I am. I wouldn’t lie to you.”

			“Autonomous doesn’t explain your personality.”

			“I’m the only one of my kind. My initial development cost two trillion dollars.”

			“Pricey for a combat unit, even with government procurement.”

			“It’s not my primary role. But I can be one when I transfer to an appropriate shell like this one. And yes, that does make me highly illegal and in breach of a dozen disarmament treaties and international restrictions on AI capability.”

			“So you can move into different... containers.”

			“Yes. I enjoy quadrubot frames, though. I feel more connected to reality. Although I don’t normally use this particular one.”

			“What did they create you to do, then?”

			Solomon really wanted to tell her. She deserved complete information to form her opinions. He did his best. “I manage complex projects, but my specialisation is ethics. Moral decision-making for the benefit of mankind.”

			Erin looked at him. “You and me both. Except a sniper rifle’s a hell of a lot cheaper.”

			“Is it easier to talk to something that resembles a dog?”

			“You’re very perceptive.” She tried to smile. “But then I’d expect that from a trillion-dollar intellect.”

			“You don’t seem troubled that I’m banned tech.”

			“You don’t seem troubled that my kind wiped out your kind. Well, nearly all of you.”

			“That was a consequence of using us to replace humans. I was created to do the exact opposite.”

			Erin nodded a few times as if she was answering a question only she could hear. Solomon decided to let her steer the conversation. He could see that she was churning over the day and still at that stage of struggling to believe what had happened. He was caught up in processing it too. It was a revelatory moment in his understanding of what Bednarz had set as his task, his duty to humanity, his development of human values within himself: I want you to define the best, seek it out, and protect it against all its enemies.

			The best wasn’t engineering genius, exquisite artistry, or philosophical insight. He understood now that it was about qualities rather than skills: loyalty, trust, a willingness to sacrifice yourself for others and for beliefs you held dear, to give up your future for someone else’s. Before today, those concepts had always seemed almost theologically distant. Now he’d had a glimpse of them being lived out minute by minute, and the key to them was death. Even he was enmeshed in it now.

			“You know something?” Erin said suddenly. It came out almost like a cough, as if she’d been bottling it up and couldn’t hold it any longer. “I shouldn’t have left it so late. Jamie, I mean. He gave me a bottle of perfume today. I should have told him I’d date him. He’d have been happy right up to the last second. You should never leave things unsaid. I didn’t learn that lesson the first time, either.”

			 Solomon wanted to ask what she meant by the first time, but it seemed too raw, and he had no magic phrase that would make her feel any better. Regret and guilt radiated from her. She said nothing else until she drove into the decontamination unit at the Kill Line boundary. Despite her silence, Solomon felt he now knew her better than he’d thought possible.

			“Perhaps you should come into the base and see a doctor,” he said. “Just for something to help you sleep tonight.”

			“Thanks, Solomon, but then there’ll be the next night, and the next, and the next. I’ll get through it.”

			“Do you want to visit Chris when he’s well enough?” Solomon could use first names for all of them now. They felt like friends. “He’s still in surgery.”

			“How do you know?”

			“I’m linked to the research centre.”

			“Okay, yes.”

			“It might be a day or two, depending on the doctors.”

			“Thanks, Solomon. You’re very kind. And you’re a real badass under fire. You’re always welcome in our gang.”

			Solomon was touched. Alex said things like that all the time, just throwaway comments, but Erin didn’t seem the glib kind. 

			When she dropped him off at the main gate, the sentry leaned out of the guard hut to do a double-take as he identified himself with his ID code, an indication of how rare it was for him to venture outside in a bot frame. Why didn’t he do this more often? Why had it taken so long to meet his neighbours? Things had to change. He had mankind’s future to ensure. These were the people who would create it, and deserved to. 

			He decided to see Erskine first to pre-empt any repercussions over the rescue mission, but when he tracked her down she was having a relaxed chat with Dr Prinz in her office. The message log showed that the conversations between her and Trinder had only been about the likely length of Chris’s treatment, not a dressing-down for unilateral decisions. Perhaps she’d been equally keen to see how her troops performed in a real crisis before any of them were entrusted with a Nomad mission.    

			Solomon transferred out of the quadrubot and merged back into the research centre’s network to patrol the building. In the detachment’s mess hall, Trinder was holding a wash-up on the Kingston mission, looking ten years younger, as if this was what he’d been waiting for all his life. Marc and Tev were playing pool in the recreation hall, and Alex Gorko was having a beer with Dr Mangel in a quiet corner of the bar. 

			In the medical wing, Chris Montello was in the recovery room, waking up from anaesthesia, his leg partially enclosed in the shell of an enhanced healing unit that was making his body produce bone and tissue at an accelerated rate. Solomon watched the realisation form on the man’s face as he began piecing his memory together and remembered why he was here and what had happened. 

			The automated systems would monitor him in his infirmary room, but Solomon felt a need to watch over him personally. For someone who’d just had surgery, Chris was unusually restless. He dozed sporadically, sometimes waking and just lying there with one arm across his eyes, his other at his side, fist clenched and hitting the blanket in a steady rhythm. He looked like a man who wanted to rewind the day and do things differently. Solomon knew that he wasn’t thinking about his own injury. 

			In another part of the infirmary, Derek Levine was dying. He was eighty-three. His records said he’d had another stroke, and that he was deteriorating rapidly and not expected to survive the next few days. Notes for the nursing staff specified hourly checks as well as routine monitoring.  

			Over the course of a century, Solomon had seen many staff grow old and die, but today his filter had shifted forever. He’d killed a human, and he’d seen grief and indelible regret at close quarters. He also remembered that Bednarz hadn’t lived to see the completion of the mission that had consumed his life.

			Don’t leave it too late.

			Solomon knew what he had to do. It might be days or even weeks before Erskine revealed Cabot’s situation to the staff, and by then Levine could be dead. He and his engineering team believed a drive failure had destroyed Cabot — their work, their responsibility, their fault — and it had haunted them. Levine was still alive to believe it. 

			Why didn’t I see it was wrong to let them go to their graves blaming themselves? Why did I comply? Should the mission ever take precedence over individuals?

			At least he could try to put things right with Levine. Erskine’s need for secrecy wasn’t reason enough to deny the man the truth. Erin Piller had shown Solomon what he ought to do. He slipped into his regular quadrubot frame and went to find the medical staff.

			“May I see Mr Levine?” 

			Dr Mendoza was on duty, wandering around the reception area. He looked up from the screen he was reading. “He’s not very communicative. He hasn’t been able to talk since the last CVA.”

			“That’s okay,” Solomon said. “Can he still understand speech?”

			“There’s no major cognitive impairment. He nods and gestures.”

			“I just want to talk to him about the old days. I was there. You’re too young to remember.”

			Mendoza smiled. “You know you’re getting old when even the AIs look young.”

			Solomon tapped on the door and went in. Levine was watching some TV rerun, propped up on pillows, but his eyes were glazed and Solomon wasn’t sure that he could even see the screen. The old engineer turned his head with difficulty to squint at Solomon, frowning with bewilderment.

			“It’s Solomon, Mr Levine. Remember me? I was Tad Bednarz’s AI project. I just borrow the quad frame when I need to interact. There’s something I have to tell you.”

			Levine nodded and beckoned him closer. His lips formed a circle, but no coherent sound emerged, just a groan as he tried to speak. 

			“May I share some news with you? It’s important.” It was also a gamble. There was every chance that the man’s last conscious moments would be spent regretting that he’d blamed himself for Cabot’s apparent fate. But Solomon had to seize the chance. Erin had told him so. “Sir, this was kept top secret for security reasons. Cabot wasn’t lost. The ship and the crew are safe. In a couple of months, they’ll land on Opis.”

			Levine didn’t react for a few moments. Solomon thought he’d understood, but it would have been a lot for even a healthy man to take in, let alone one who was dying. Levine shook his head.

			“No, you didn’t fail, Mr Levine,” Solomon said. “The mission was a success. It was just top secret. I’m truly sorry that you and your colleagues thought you’d lost the ship and all those lives. You didn’t. You made history. Do you understand?”

			Levine looked blank.

			“Do you believe me, sir?”

			Levine shook his head emphatically. 

			“Okay, I’ll show you. I swear that this is the truth.” Solomon activated the live feed from Opis and diverted it to the old man’s TV screen. “This is live from Nomad Base, right now. We’ve got an FTL relay. We established a tiny wormhole for comms. And this is where the crew are going to live and work.”

			They sat and watched the feed together. Nothing much was moving, except the bots trundling about their duties, but the dark blue birds that had trailed Solomon on the surface passed through the shot a couple of times.

			Levine’s eyes filled with tears, not the rheumy eyes of a dying man, but a man weeping. Solomon had seen two people cry today, and it was hard to tell if Levine’s tears were for happier reasons.

			“You did that, Mr Levine,” Solomon whispered. “This is your achievement. Humanity’s future. Be proud. Am I forgiven for not telling you sooner? I’m so very sorry.”

			Levine stretched out an unsteady arm and put his hand on Solomon’s back. His fingers felt cold, at least colder than Erin’s had been. He kept nodding for a long time, but he was still struggling to say something. Eventually, sounds formed. 

			“All... okay?”

			Solomon realised he wanted reassurance about the crew. It seemed to be what really mattered to him. Solomon couldn’t imagine the undeserved guilt he’d had to live with all those years. 

			“Yes, the crew’s alive and well,” Solomon said. “You did a good job, sir. A brilliant job.”

			Levine broke into a lopsided, peaceful smile. He seemed to understand just fine. It was a testament to his character that he appeared to have no anger. 

			“Wormhole,” he mumbled, still smiling. “Hah.”

			I want you to define the best, identify it, and protect it against all its enemies.

			Solomon was now clear what the very best of humanity was, and exactly what he had to protect, with or without Erskine’s approval. 

			* * *

			Director’s Office, Ainatio Park Research Centre:

			Next Morning

			Now was as good a time as any to tell the staff. 

			Erskine had inherited a project plan from her father that laid out milestone dates almost to the day because so many elements of the mission could be calculated exactly. It had taken prodigious mathematics to get Cabot where she was today. But the untidy world that the ship had left behind was an unfeeling saboteur, lobbing clogs into the machinery on a daily basis. Erskine had started to feel a change in the atmosphere here, a kind of impatience bordering on irritation, and that hadn’t been helped by yesterday’s rescue flooding the place with testosterone and outsiders. If she let the restlessness fester, it would be hard to ask extraordinary things of people in the years to come.

			And those demands would be extraordinary. 

			You didn’t think I could do it, did you, Dad? Neither did I.

			It had to be today, then. She’d call the meeting and make the announcement in the conference hall. It would be brief, and she could follow it up with a Q-and-A session over the network later when the reality had sunk in and everyone had considered their questions. But the trump card she’d play today would be the live feed from Nomad. People might be angry and upset that they’d been fed so much disinformation for so long, but they were also scientists, and the breathtaking novelty of a new planet and a base all fully fitted and fresh out of the box — and the revelation of FTL comms — would stun them. The lies would be forgotten as soon as they realised they could watch Opis in real time, and that in a matter of weeks they’d have real human beings on the ground to talk to, not just bots. 

			There’d be some awkward questions about priorities and how this would now fit in with the die-back remediation research, but she’d handle that.

			She called Berman. “Phil, I’m going to do the announcement today. Let’s make it sixteen hundred. Can you set up the conference hall with a Nomad link?”

			“Going for drama, then, Director?”

			“Picture, thousand words, equivalent values.”

			“Do you want me to contact department heads?”

			“No, I’ll send them a message myself. They know it’s due.”

			“It’s going to be an interesting adjustment period.”

			Erskine could translate Bermanese like a native. “There’s always a trade-off between briefing in advance of a critical event and losing your grip on need-to-know.”

			“And have we decided how we’re going to tell Doug Brandt?” Berman asked. “Because this will now leak. Guaranteed.”

			“We’ve put a lot of effort into keeping the local population at arm’s length. Very few staff have any contact with them.”

			“Well, Colin Croad does, for one.”

			“We’ve got time to work this out.”

			“News travelled fast about the transit camp patient. Main topic of gossip in the staff restaurant this morning.”

			Erskine reached for her screen and checked for medical updates. “That’s inside the wire. Let’s see how long he’s going to be in here... Montello, Christopher Anthony. Maybe a week. So they’re seizing the chance to test tissue regeneration.”

			“Yes, not an injury they’ve seen before. They were surprised how long it took to remove bone fragments before they could start.” 

			Erskine wondered who’d visited the man and might have been the source of the gossip. She switched to the security log. Two Lammergeiers scrambling was an event that was impossible to hide, though. There was bound to be talk. 

			Something else caught her eye. Solomon had visited the medical wing in his quadrubot frame on returning from Kingston, and he didn’t appear to have gone into Montello’s room. Why not? Ah, he’d visited Levine. That explained it. But monitoring had been suspended from the time he entered the room to when he left an hour later. He must have done that himself. He could override every system, but the question was why he’d bothered. In a human, it would have been secretive behaviour, but what secrets would Solomon need to keep from her? 

			The thought suddenly struck her as naive. Of course he had secrets. Even with his rather quaint privacy rules, there was probably a lot he saw people doing in unguarded moments but never mentioned to anyone. He’d also kept the biggest secret of all: Nomad.

			She’d grown up with his ubiquitous presence, and she hadn’t had to worry about the implications until now. He’d know right away that she’d accessed the logs, but perhaps he wouldn’t consider how the data might look to her.

			“I’ll talk to you later, Phil,” Erskine said. “I need to give Trinder time to brief his people, too. Never a good thing to let your security team find out the hard way, is it?”

			“On that topic, you didn’t seem troubled by his decision yesterday.” 

			“I’d rather see him deal with an emergency than ask my permission first. I’m reassured to see that his people are competent to do more than play war games.”

			“It’s not like him.”

			“I’d say that he’s reconsidered what the detachment needs to be able to do since I told him about Nomad, and he’s being pragmatic about it.”

			“I appreciate that he’s never been... ”

			“Dissenting? Abrasive? Assertive? I did worry that he might not have the backbone for a follow-up mission, but perhaps I’ve underestimated him.”

			Erskine sat thinking about what Berman had said. She realised she knew too little about the military mind. It had never been an issue: the detachment was there to provide site security, and although a few of them had come from military and law enforcement backgrounds, she’d never been conscious of a barracks atmosphere, or even knew if she’d recognise one. They’d been among the most recent hires and tended to keep to themselves even in this closed community. Then there was Montello’s ragtag band of vets and refugees. They’d never been her concern: a small, badly-equipped group kept at bay by a damn big fence was unlikely to be a threat to Nomad. But she knew there was some common philosophy between people in uniform, and perhaps it was more a sense of shared identity than simple duty — or boredom — that had driven Trinder’s rescue mission.

			Now she had nearly two hundred military personnel about to be revived in Cabot. The mission depended entirely on their cooperation. She couldn’t coerce them. She couldn’t even send anyone to enforce her orders.

			Yes, it’s high time I learned how the military thinks.

			“Solomon,” she said. “Are you free?”

			“Yes, Director.” The AI’s voice emerged from the speaker on her desk. “What can I do for you?”

			“Ah, my troubled thoughts are still closed to you, then.”

			“I’ll work on telepathy if you wish, but AIs were banned from unsolicited sensory stimulus reconstruction a long time ago.”

			Solomon’s tone was always measured. It was hard to tell if he was joking or being sarcastic. “Any thoughts on Major Trinder and his team?”

			“In what way, Director?”

			“Should I worry about him launching a mission without clearing it with me?”

			“Not if you want him to do his job properly. The detachment was very effective. Lives saved, threats neutralised. We’re all the safer for it.”

			“Good.”

			“May I ask you a question in return?”

			“Go ahead.”

			“If Major Trinder had asked you for permission to go to Sergeant Montello’s aid, would you have agreed?”

			“There’s no point having a defence force if it isn’t tested.”

			“I meant would you have felt Montello’s patrol was worth saving.”

			Erskine was used to Solomon’s excursions into ethical debate, but it was the first time a conversation had felt like it was acquiring an edge. She really should have given him the expected answer right away, but if the dumbest of dumb software could detect stress changes in the human voice, then Solomon would definitely know if she was lying.

			“It would be the right thing to do.” Seeing as he was playing dare, truth, or promise, she’d counter-attack. “My turn. Can I ask you why you visited Mr Levine last night?”

			“The man’s dying. I decided to tell him the truth about Cabot and that he wasn’t responsible for any deaths or the failure of the mission. I showed him the live feed. I wanted him to know what he’d achieved instead of going to his grave believing he’d made some terrible mistake that got people killed.”

			Erskine couldn’t believe he’d done it. “Solomon, this is still a top secret project. We managed to keep this under wraps for years because we had to. Nobody was to be told. Nobody.”

			“I know. I decided otherwise.” He actually sounded defiant. “Levine’s hardly in a position to tell anyone else about it. Not that I would have withheld the information even if he was.”

			“Good grief.” Erskine was shocked. “At least you’re honest about it.”

			“We only lie to wound or protect others, or to protect ourselves. I have no need to wound, and no fear of punishment, so there’s no point in deceiving you.”

			“Oh.” No fear of punishment. He’s designed to be invulnerable. Am I imagining things, or is he getting rebellious? “Really.”

			“Anyway, if you’re addressing the staff this afternoon, I’d better make sure that the Nomad feed’s set up for the most informative view. It’ll be dark, so I’ll adjust the floodlighting.” 

			He’d hit a raw nerve and provoked her into needing to win. This is insane. I’m arguing with software. But Erskine couldn’t stop herself rising to the bait and trying to outflank him. “So do you think Montello’s people are worth risking lives for?”

			“Yes, of course I do. They’re loyal, courageous, and actually rather inspiring. I like them. I’ve learned a great deal.” 

			No, she definitely wasn’t imagining it. Solomon was putting her in her place and telling her that he knew best. She’d never known him to be anything other than reassuring or analytical before. But it was too easy to see him as wholly human, complete with all seven sins, and forget the very non-human and complex intellect beneath the interface. Without him and his slaved AIs, most of this facility and the entire Nomad project would probably be beyond this small workforce’s ability to manage. Perhaps he just saw her concerns as trivial at such a critical time for the mission. If it was anything other than that, it didn’t bear thinking about. 

			“I’d better get ready for my presentation, then,” she said. 

			She rehearsed in her office, or at least she started to. What was there to tell? No matter how much she revealed, only four points would register on her audience today: the Cabot disaster was a lie, the ship was about to reach Pascoe’s Star, Nomad Base was complete, and — perhaps the real shock that would kick in a little later — Ainatio had developed FTL propulsion. Every other detail would be lost in a sea of slack jaws, gasps, and disbelief. Erskine decided to dispense with notes and wing it. 

			Jeans. Yes, she’d wear jeans today. The designer suits were the old era. Now Ainatio was entering a new age and she had to signal that she was one of the team, ready to roll up her sleeves and face necessary hardships to create humanity’s future, because they were the lucky few in an unlucky world.

			She reached across her desk to put in a call to Trinder to tell him he could brief his people confidentially in advance of the main announcement, but paused. No matter how the troops heard, they’d want to know why he hadn’t told them earlier, and they were smart enough to work out that the job they’d signed up for wasn’t the one they’d be asked to do now. A few extra hours to worry wouldn’t make them any happier. It was better for all the staff to hear the same message at the same time.

			Erskine had just over five hours to wait. It felt like killing time in eternity. She spent it reading reports more carefully than she would normally have done and watching the feed from Opis, remembering Trinder’s reaction and trying to see it for the first time as the staff would. She even lingered over a late lunch in the staff restaurant. If the world hadn’t gone to hell in a handbasket, she would have been preparing for an international news conference now, ready to make world headlines. But there was only half the world left to watch, and it was the half that she couldn’t tell. There would be no papers presented or glittering scientific prizes awarded, both of which mattered very much to some of the researchers, but not to all. She decided to major on the gratitude and immortality of history.

			“Director, you’re on.” Berman stood at the open office door. “I brought the buggy to save you the walk. Tends to build tension if you’ve got a long time to think about it.”

			She tried to give him a withering glance. “Do I look tense?”

			“This was never going to be easy.”

			“Did you ever consider becoming a motivational speaker, Phil?” She slid onto the buggy’s narrow bench seat. “It’s probably not your calling.”

			The conference hall was full. It wasn’t hard to draw a crowd here for any kind of talk when so little happened, but she hadn’t given an address in years, and never one arranged at the last minute and flagged as urgent. She walked up to the podium and burned a few moments rearranging her notes and stylus, reminding herself where the screen controls were while she scanned the audience.

			Trinder and Fonseca were sitting together on the right-hand side near the front, surrounded by most of the detachment. Trinder’s arms were folded tight across his chest, his gaze fixed on the wall-sized screen behind Erskine. He’d obviously worked out that he hadn’t been given the chance to brief his people as promised and he seemed to be avoiding eye contact. But then he unfolded his arms and looked right at her, unblinking, and she knew that their working relationship had taken a turn for the worse. She’d never had to ask him to trust her. Now she suspected she never could. She looked away and swallowed to clear her throat.

			“Thank you all for coming this afternoon,” she said. 

			The general murmur stopped dead and the stage lighting suddenly seemed harsh and pitiless, interrogation-style. Erskine carried on.

			“What I’m about to tell you is good news. But it’ll shock you, and it might make you angry. You’re bound to have a lot of questions, too, but I might not have answers to all of them yet.” Here we go. She paused to gauge the mood as best she could and saw a mix of blank and baffled expressions. “It started with a lie that’s now changed human history. For years, we’ve told you — told the world — that the Cabot mission was lost with all hands. But that’s a cover story we maintained to prevent the mission from being compromised by hostile governments and international agencies. The ship was never lost. It’s now nearing its destination, Pascoe’s Star, and the crew’s due to be woken from cryo very soon. The mission, code-named Nomad, is on schedule, and we’ve got real-time video to show you, live from the base.”

			She paused and looked around the audience. It hadn’t sunk in. She tried again. 

			“Yes. You heard correctly. We have a real-time link, because we developed FTL technology after Cabot was launched. We’ve been constructing the habitat in the meantime using remotely managed bots.” She waited again, but the hubbub she expected still didn’t materialise. “Come on, people. Don’t we even get a gasp for the FTL?”

			Somebody began clapping, but very weakly. This was too much for even five-star intellects to digest all at once. Erskine looked around, spotted Fonseca staring accusingly at Trinder, and Trinder apparently trying not to look at her. It was easy to add a caption that would be repeated across the company as staff realised that their department heads had known this all along: “Why didn’t you tell us?” 

			Erskine ploughed on. “So... let me show you the live feed from Opis, Pascoe b, which some of you might recall is a warm Terran-type exoplanet. Here it is.” 

			She touched the control on the lectern and the big screen came alive. There was the camp, a cluster of buildings bathed in floodlights, the bot tracks crisscrossing the ground now thrown into sharp relief. That did it. Now she heard the murmurs and the collective intake of breath. 

			“Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to the core of humanity’s first permanent colony in deep space. It’s all ready for Cabot’s crew to move in. And we have extraordinary times ahead. I’m sorry that so few of you were told, and that included me at one time, but we have good reason for extreme security.”

			Nobody reacted. Nobody fidgeted or whispered, not for a few seconds. 

			Then the real applause broke out, sporadically at first, then rippling around the room until most of the auditorium joined in with varying degrees of enthusiasm. Some didn’t, though, and sat either staring at the screen or with their heads lowered, talking among themselves. 

			Erskine risked catching Trinder’s eye again, but he just nodded, got up, and walked out, followed by his troops, no doubt to do some explaining in private.

			“Director, shall I hang around to talk people through this?” Solomon asked via the public address system. “In fact, I could transfer to the Nomad quad and walk them through it.”

			Erskine was almost relieved that he’d interrupted. “Excellent idea. Ladies and gentlemen, Solomon’s been managing the site for some years via the bots constructed in situ, and he often uploads himself to one of the utility quads to carry out on-site assessments. I suppose we can say that Solomon’s the first person to set foot on an extrasolar planet.”

			“I’ll be right back,” Solomon said.

			A little muttering started up. One of the botanists raised a hand. “I have questions, Director. This is a stunning achievement, but I see a lot of gaping holes.”

			“Go ahead, David.” She had to face this sooner or later. “By the way, I’m going to circulate the original plan and follow up with a series of Qs and As when you’ve all had time to process this and work out what you want to know. And hear your suggestions, of course. Sorry, David. Do carry on.”

			“Okay, are the Cabot crew now settlers, or are they coming back at some time? Are you going to share this information with other countries? Will there be more missions? Who’s going to work on Nomad, or is there another team somewhere we don’t know about? Is this why the orbitals and vessels are being maintained? How does this affect us when we’re mostly working on die-back and resistant crops? And what’s Ainatio’s priority, fixing Earth or starting over?”

			Erskine couldn’t help herself. He obviously just wanted to vent but didn’t dare call her a lying bitch to her face. “Would you like an answer to each question, David, or was that just an indication of how out of the loop you feel?” She made a show of getting out her screen to take notes. “And I so hoped you were going to ask me about superluminal propulsion, which is equally historic.”

			“Pick one, Director.”

			“Okay, there’s no second team you don’t know about. All that’s left of Ainatio is what you see around you. The company effectively consumed itself to focus on Nomad. AIs have done most of the heavy lifting. It should have played out very differently, but nobody foresaw die-back and all the catastrophes that flowed from it. And I’ll be honest with you and admit that I don’t think we’ll manage to stop it in time.”

			David, like most of the staff, was well able to think through that last answer. It was better to let everyone work out the implications gradually and develop some enthusiasm than announce that there had to be manned follow-up missions in the near future or else Cabot’s journey would be wasted.

			“Oh, wow! Look!” Some of the engineers were getting excited about what they could see on the live feed. When Erskine turned to look, a quadrubot had walked into the frame. It raised a front leg and did a restrained, regal wave at its audience.

			“Good evening. I’m now live from Opis.” Solomon could turn in quite a dramatic performance when he wanted to. “I’ll switch to my onboard cam and show you around. I’m sorry that it’s dark at the moment, but I’m sure there’ll be many more opportunities to see the planet in daylight.”

			One of the botanists gasped. “Oh my God, what’s that?” 

			A black shape flapped low across the ground behind Solomon and vanished into the darkness beyond the floodlighting. 

			“Ah, some of the local wildlife,” he said. “A bird, if the zoologists don’t mind my loose terminology. We didn’t find Opis empty, obviously. It’s got a rich ecology, the atmosphere’s breathable, the climate in this region is generally temperate, and we can grow crops with a little modification. That’s why Tad Bednarz was determined to take a big gamble to get us here. Let me show you around the camp. You’ll be impressed.” 

			“Birds,” someone murmured. “Complex life forms. No suits or sealed habitats. Okay, China can have Mars.”

			Erskine would face hard questions and even harder decisions when people recovered from the shock, but for the time being, more of them were getting caught up in the wonder of it. The deception, the die-back, and the implications for this remnant of Western civilisation were forgotten, at least for the time being.

			“Indeed,” she said. “They can.”   

			  

			



	

06

			We’re not in the business of saving Renoirs and recreating Earth like some kind of theme park. We’ll reproduce what we need to survive, but the rest we’ll forge for ourselves. We’ll produce our own artists and our own Renoirs. History has to be remembered if we’re to learn, but looking back, living for the past and trying to be what we once were, automatically lulls us into believing that our best is behind us and that we can’t be greater.

			Georgina Erskine, CEO of Ainatio Industries,  explaining the absence of an art repository to Dr Annis Kim

			Staff Restaurant,

			Ainatio Park Research Centre: 

			one Day After the Cabot Announcement

			If Alex timed it right, he might reach the hot food counter to pick his lunch, grab some silverware, and make it back to a table to eat at least a mouthful before it was cold and congealed. It had already taken him twice as long to walk the corridor between labs 5A and 6A because he’d been ambushed at every office doorway and water cooler with questions, endless questions, very good and perceptive questions, logical questions about every damn hole in the Nomad mission document.

			He should have seen this coming, even if Erskine hadn’t, but of course she had. She’d have a good reason for not explaining all this to them. If there was anyone who exemplified the principle of never apologising and never explaining, it was Her Imperial Majesty.   

			Alex made it five yards from the double doors before he was intercepted by Audrey from Biomed. There was a streak of red finger-paint in her hair, probably applied by her toddler. 

			“There’s a really big elephant in this room,” she said. 

			He pointed at the servery. “My lunch is in here, too. Walk with me.”

			“We’ve all read the original document.”

			“I guessed. Ask away.”

			“A lot of detail’s devoted to the follow-up missions. Small gene pool stuff. You need more people to supplement the Cabot crew, and even if those missions launch now, the crew will be old folks with grandchildren by the time the next ship lands.”

			“Correct.”

			“So fifty years ago we had enough people to choose from, all over the world. But now we’re down to this.” Audrey spread her arms. “Are we going to found an inbred colony of Cabotites, like some kind of Pitcairn Island? Are we shelving the whole colony idea and bringing Cabot home? Are we opening up ticket sales to Asia? What, exactly?”

			As long as Audrey was with him, Alex wouldn’t be hassled by anyone else. He assembled his plate of burritos as fast as he could and took his tray over to the far corner of the hall, where nobody could claim they were just passing and decide to join in. Was it time to be brutally honest? Screw it, he’d be caught out in any lies sooner rather than later, and it was easier to manage a mutinous crew if they had fewer reasons to lynch him. 

			“Well, the report was just for context,” he said, pulling out a chair for her like a gentleman. “It was the intention. Now we have to tailor it to what’s left of our reality. No, we don’t have the global talent pool any more. No, we don’t want Cabot to turn around and come home, because in forty-odd years we can’t possibly know what kind of Earth they’ll be returning to, and as they’re not dumb, that’ll cross their minds as well. And no, I don’t think we say to China or Korea, hey, you go ahead and have this multi-trillion-dollar thing that bled us dry, because we just don’t have the staff to fill the seats.”

			Audrey leaned forward on folded arms. “It’s going to be us, isn’t it?”

			“What is?”

			“We’re the follow-up mission. We’re breeding stock.”

			This was the problem with having a smart and sceptical workforce. They mostly thought like Erskine, and even if she hadn’t had the luxury of choice when hiring staff, she’d regarded youth and fertility as qualifications in their own right. Audrey looked angry, face flushed and untidy mousey curls escaping from a hair clip. Alex cut off a chunk of untouched burrito and put it on a side plate for her, working on the premise that distracting an aggressive female with food worked pretty well for saving male spiders.

			“Well, we’ve got four ships,” he said. “It’s not as good as fifty vessels and a lot more people, but there’s a seat for everyone.”

			“Everyone who wants to go, you mean.”

			Alex still wasn’t crazy about the idea himself. “We don’t press-gang. Besides, I bet half the guys here wanted to be astronauts as kids.”

			“And lots of others love the idea of space and discovering cool stuff, but they don’t want to live there.” 

			“Okay, I can understand that.”

			“So what happens to the die-back programme if we decide to ship out? Or was it just a handy cover for Nomad activity, engineering crops and all that bullshit?”

			“Aude, we could have done Nomad with just AIs and bots. In fact, we did, near as damn it. And we didn’t need to send a manned ship. But that wouldn’t be human colonisation, would it? That’s the whole point of this.”

			Audrey seemed to have run out of steam. Her hair deflated to relative tidiness and the colour drained from her cheeks. Alex wondered whether to point out the red finger paint but deferred to cowardice.

			“So I’m a brood mare,” she said. “How about the town? Have they been carefully preserved to expand the gene pool too?”

			“Come on, we couldn’t have planned this. We have to work with what we have. And do you really think we’d leave them behind after they’ve kept this centre fed?”

			“Have you told them? No? Didn’t think so.”

			“Bednarz’s plan had to change. Because shit happened.”

			“I don’t want to go.” 

			“That’s how you feel now.”

			“Yes. And tomorrow as well, probably. I know things are bad outside the boundary and they won’t improve for a long time, but I don’t want my daughter growing up on a deserted planet. Her father thinks otherwise, because he can’t see a future here. But Opis isn’t what either of us had in mind.”

			“That’s kind of depressing, seeing as he’s supposed to be one of our best plant biotech guys.”

			“He’s a realist. If die-back vanished tomorrow, we’ve still lost entire strains of crops. And millions of people. It’s going to take a long time to recover, maybe centuries. And in the end, saving humanity doesn’t mean anything. We don’t think in general principles. We think in individuals. I want to save my family.”

			Audrey had a point. It would take a damn long time to replace the lost population, without any of the other problems. Eventually people would drift back from the countries they’d fled to, and eventually begin farming again, and eventually have enough babies to build numbers, but eventually wasn’t soon enough for anyone here. Alex could see it on paper: recovery would be almost as much effort as developing a colony from those few habitats on Opis, and the America that emerged would probably be very different from the one he’d lost. 

			But Opis was an unimaginable distance away, with no realistic option of coming back if things didn’t work out. He needed a reason to go. And reasons were usually people you couldn’t live without. Yeah, Aude nailed it. It all came down to individuals.

			“Early days,” Alex said. He put his fork on his cleared plate and got up to pat Audrey on the shoulder. “But at least we have somewhere to run if we need it. Come and talk any time.”

			He left his dirty plate to one of the server bots and braced for the next ambush, but perhaps he didn’t look so approachable now, because he made it out of the restaurant unmolested. He stepped into the elevator.

			“Which festering pit of malcontent shall I visit next, Sol?” he asked. 

			Solomon’s voice drifted from the speaker above his head. “The propulsion engineers seem quite happy. They want to know more about the wormhole. It might cheer you up to talk to them.”

			“FTL, yes!” Alex drummed the heel of his hand against the wall in celebration and then hit the ground floor button. “At last. I can’t believe folks aren’t more excited about that. The gizmo that changes everything, and they’re snivelling about not signing on for this and that. Miserable bastards. No sense of wonder.”

			“I think you should visit Mr Levine, too.”

			“I will. I promise.”

			“Dr Kim’s sitting with him. It’s time you spoke to her. There’s nothing to be gained from keeping her in the dark now that all the staff know.”

			“Good point.” Kim had been thoroughly grilled and tested by Vicky Prinz and the propulsion team, and she was indeed the competent engineer she claimed to be. “Why is Kim suddenly interested in Levine, by the way?”

			“I asked her to be.”

			“Oh.”

			“No man should die alone.”

			“What are the nurses doing, then?”

			“Administering palliative care. Which falls short of having someone just sit with you and hold your hand.”

			“Are you okay, Sol?”

			“I am, thank you. Better than I’ve been for a long time. I was never comfortable concealing Nomad.”

			“That’s not what I mean. I know you. Something’s happened.”

			“Perhaps it’s death. When you have no prospect of it yourself, it’s quite sobering. The last few days have been a concentrated burst of it.”

			“Oh, right. Yeah. What did happen out there with Fonseca, then?”

			“I’ll tell you some other time. Go on, you’ve got hearts and minds to win.”

			“Change of plan. I’d better sort out Kim first. Save all those happy physicists and engineers as a treat for later.”

			“Be kind. I think she’s quite upset about Levine. It reminds her of her great-grandmother.” 

			 “You’ve had a chat with her, then.”

			“No, I heard her talking to him. They’re both propulsion people, remember. So was her great-grandmother, in a roundabout way. You knew that.”

			“So I did,” Alex said. “I’ll be diplomatic.”

			“Good practice for when you brief Cabot’s crew.”

			“Yeah, that won’t be fun.”

			“I could do it, Alex.”

			“No. Absolutely not. My personal task. Promise me, Sol.”

			“Very well, I assure you I won’t interfere.”

			“Thanks.”

			It was a long walk to the infirmary, and Alex felt he’d already run a marathon today. He took a buggy from the pool and drove down there instead, reminiscing about airports, baggage carts, and the last time he’d been on vacation. If he absolutely had to go to Opis, one last trip to Hawaii would have been nice. Life was probably still almost normal there.

			 Kim was still confined to the medical wing, but she didn’t seem too keen to leave. The duty nurse had to go get her from Levine’s room.

			“I’ll stay with him until you come back,” the nurse said. “I promise.”

			Kim wagged a warning forefinger at him. “You don’t leave that man for a minute, okay? And you hold his hand. He needs to know someone’s there, even if he nods off.”

			Alex decided to deploy the kid gloves. He’d had his fill of aggravation today, and it was still only lunchtime. He ushered Kim out into the corridor and onto the buggy.

			“I’m going to take you on a guided tour,” he said. “Because I don’t think we need to keep you locked up any longer.”

			“Can’t it wait? Mr Levine’s time is pretty important.” 

			“It won’t take long. I’ve got a few things to tell you.” Alex drove off, trying to visualise a route that would give him enough time for a conversation with her. One thing that the research centre had was plenty of empty corridors. He pointed out landmarks as he went, then tried to ease into the story.

			“You know that conversation we had, when you said what you thought we’d done with your great-grandmother’s research?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Well, you were pretty close.”

			Kim blew out a long breath. “Bloody knew it. You thieving mongrels. Are you going to stop playing games now?”

			“I did say close.”

			“How close?”

			“I’ll send you a copy of the report via your room terminal. Headlines — Cabot didn’t blow up or vanish. The ship’s about to reach Opis and we’ll be reviving the crew shortly. The habitats have been built. We launched unmanned missions at intervals starting more than a century ago, mainly self-replicating bots to mine materials and start manufacturing the base. About fifty years into the project, we developed FTL.”

			“Oh, great. Grandma Park’s bloody drive.”

			“Not quite. Apparently some of her work came in useful for setting up a teensy-weensy wormhole, though.”

			“Teensy-weensy. Metric teensy-weensy, or imperial?”

			Alex took one hand off the steering wheel and curled his fingers to indicate a baseball size. “We launched a micro-sat through the hole for an instant comms relay. So we’ve got a live feed from the planet. This is the big one. The first human extrasolar base. Have I left anything out? No, that’s pretty much it.”

			“Bloody hell. You did it.”

			“We did. Key in the door, ready to move in.”

			“Yeah, I’m sure the base is lovely, but I meant FTL. The wormhole.”

			“Well, we can’t throw ships around with it, but it was enough for comms, and that makes a big difference.”

			“But you used some of Grandma Park’s research.”

			“Looks like it. But it predates all of us.”

			“I’ll bet.”

			“Hey, if we did, then you had the same research. Why didn’t you make something of it like we did?” Alex glanced at Kim and noted the clamped lips and narrowed eyes. Bad idea. He tried to dig himself out of the hole. “Anyway, not only can you work on a project that’ll move a full-size vessel one day, you can watch Opis live on the TV as well.”

			Kim said nothing. As bittersweet news went, it must have been a lot more bitter than sweet. She leaned back in her seat, occasionally making little uhhh noises that sounded as if she kept shaping up to ask a question and then deciding against it.

			 “I know this must be a pretty big campus, but where is everybody?” she asked at last. “The place is deserted.” 

			The sudden change of topic worried Alex. He’d expected a slow burn, then a broadside. Maybe she was saving her wrath for later. “Yeah, recruitment and retention isn’t too good these days,” he said. “It might be the dental plan. We’ll have to look at that.”

			She gave him a dead-eyed look that said she wasn’t amused. “Am I allowed to know how many people you’ve got here?”

			“Fifteen hundred, including families. But we have lots of bots. Bednarz believed you could never have too many bots. And AIs. I can’t remember, did we introduce you to Solomon? He’s the main man — well, main AI. He’s everywhere. Runs the whole shebang.”

			“And that’s it?”

			“That’s not just it, we’re all there is of Ainatio, too. No secret bases or anything. You said you travelled across the States. You’ve seen more of the devastation than we have.”

			Kim’s brow puckered. Alex wondered if she was disappointed rather than just angry. She’d obviously thought Nomad was a much bigger project, and of course it had been.

			“So what happened to the great and good?” she asked. “Where are your leaders and thinkers? And I hate to be crass, but where are your rich people?”

			“We’ve got plenty of thinkers and we don’t need politicians.”

			“You might have a point there. You’ve got an empress.”

			“Hah. Yeah. We don’t need the wealthy, either. We’ve got trillions tied up in company assets that we can’t spend. Why would we want rich people anyway?”

			“It just seems you’ve got a pretty narrow demographic here,” Kim said.

			“What, you think it’ll be like those disaster movies where the powerful bribe their way out and leave the proles shaking their fists at an ominous sky? Look, unless someone can grow food, build stuff, run habitats, and generally do the frontiersman thing, they’ll just be dead weight on Opis.”

			“So this is your gene pool. Just the people here.”

			Alex felt a compulsion to defend his tribe. “Why not? They say a hundred is enough to avoid inbreeding. So two to three thousand is plenty. That’s counting the townsfolk as well.” 

			“You haven’t mixed with the outside world for years.”

			“So? That’s not the same as being inbred. Our kids are only second and third generation.”

			“Maybe not, but isolation makes you as mad as bloody hatters. Imagine what it’s like on those generation ships right now. They were all barking to start with. I wouldn’t breed from Quinn Worley and his researchers.”

			“It’s a cult. They’ll be having a great time, all agreeing with each other on everything, with nobody around to spoil their echo-chamber.”

			“Cults devour themselves. Or turn on outsiders.”

			“They’re zillions of miles from us. They can turn cannibal if they want.”

			“You’re a little weird in here as well, you know. Face it. You’re an isolated colony. You should get out more.”

			“Well, better to be stir-crazy than inundated with desperate refugees who find out we’ve got a lifeboat.”

			“Remind me what you said about echo chambers.”

			Alex couldn’t work out what bothered her, but then a thought struck him. “Did you come here to check us out for some oligarchs who want to bail? Because we’re only offering print-built domes and recycled urine for eight hours’ work a day.”

			“Why the hell would you think that?”

			“Because I still don’t understand why you’re here.”

			“I’ve told you.”

			“Yeah. So you have.”

			“Okay, so why are you part of this team?”

			“Sheer random accident,” Alex said. “When I joined, I didn’t know any of this would happen, and I didn’t expect to end up marooned here with one way out. It just looked better than what was happening outside.”

			Do I want to go? No. I don’t. So what am I going to do if I stay behind? 

			Alex had known about Cabot for ten years, and had watched the world shrink around him, a fish trapped in a puddle in a drying riverbed. He was no pioneer. He was just a glorified progress chaser, excited by a cool mission and big challenges, but he’d never signed up to live out his days in a plastic dome on an alien planet. It depressed him to think that everyone he’d face the future with was already in this small, closed community. He’d exhausted its possibilities years ago.

			But this is how people always lived until the industrial revolution. Born, lived, married, died in one village. Never left it.  

			“If you’d seen what it’s like in the rest of the country, you’d be happy to be shipwrecked,” Kim said.

			“What’s life like in Korea, then?”

			“Compared to this? Crowded, restricted, and nervous. And Oz is pretty much what normal life used to be like here, I expect.”

			“Are they working on die-back research? I guess they are.”

			“It’ll run out of insect carriers and crops eventually. All APS has to do is stop it getting in.”

			Alex wasn’t sure if that was a no, but Kim was a propulsion expert. He couldn’t expect her to be up to speed on the details. But he needed to know. If he wanted to stay on Earth, Asia was his best bet, but getting in wasn’t going to be easy. Perhaps he could ask for asylum. What did he have to bargain with, though? No advanced technical or scientific skills that they didn’t have already, for a start. All he had was Ainatio’s industrial secrets, and he wasn’t ready to trade those.

			“We’ll have an apartment sorted out for you,” he said, getting back to business. “Then you can start work. Dr Prinz wants you on Javinder Singh’s team. We’ve got ships to prepare.”

			“What about my FTL?”

			“Priorities. It’ll happen, don’t worry.”

			“And what about giving me a connection to access my notes? My cloud’s blocked. I need Grandma Park’s research.”

			“Sure, but what if your access is detected and your government realises you’re here?”

			Kim nodded, more to herself than to him. “Okay. I’ll start as soon as Mr Levine’s ready to let me go.”

			Alex wondered what Kim was getting out of Levine, seeing as the poor guy couldn’t even speak. But maybe she wasn’t the ice queen after all. Maybe it wasn’t even about engineers being comradely. Perhaps it was just simple human compassion.

			There were many shortages in the world these days, and compassion had been one of the first commodities to run out. 

			“Understood,” he said.

			* * *

			Ainatio Infirmary:

			Later That Day

			“I don’t know, I really don’t.”

			The voice drifted in, and Chris wasn’t sure if he was having another medication-fuelled dream or if someone was really talking to him. No, he was awake: he knew because he could see the clock on the wall and the seconds flicking by, turning 16:34 to 16:35. There were medics talking outside his room. The door was ajar and he couldn’t get out of bed to do anything about it. He just wanted to sleep.

			Please, shut up.

			Voices were insistent things, though, tempting him to listen whether he wanted to or not. The more he tried to shut them out, the more they grated on him. Whatever the staff were talking about, they were on edge. Chris could hear the rising pitch and the gabbling, one guy talking over the other. It didn’t sound like an argument. The tone was worried, maybe even scared.

			When’s the funeral? I’ve got to be at the funeral. They can’t bury Jamie without me. Jared could at least call, even if they won’t let him in. 

			I fucked up. I should have taken a different road back. Retracing the route was asking for trouble.

			Chris gave up on trying to get back to sleep. The meds didn’t let him surface all the way, but he knew where he was, he remembered why he was here, and he could feel his leg. He couldn’t move it because it was encased in something solid, but it was no more painful than a pulled muscle. He could see that his arm and chest were covered in patches, wireless monitors and slow-release drugs whose names he couldn’t quite read. At least one had to be a serious elephant-grade painkiller, because he knew the state his leg had been in when he was casevacked.

			Nice sheets. Yeah, we could do with some of these in the camp. 

			He tried to work out if he could reach the sipper bottle on the nightstand without needing to call for a nurse and wondered if he was the only patient in here. There was no sense of bustle and activity outside. There were just the two guys talking. 

			“I don’t know how they did it either, but it’s true. You saw the live feed.”

			“Well, if I get the chance, I’m going. It won’t get any better here.”

			“I can’t even find it on the star map.”

			“You’re looking at the wrong hemisphere.”

			“It’s just a number.”

			“That’s Pascoe. See?”

			Pascoe. The name made Chris listen intently. He’d heard it from Nathan Marr when he was passing that code around the camp, asking what Kim’s sequence of numbers meant. Pascoe’s Star. It stuck in Chris’s mind because he didn’t know many stars named after people. The voices now dropped to a murmur as if the guys were trying to be discreet. Then someone spoke to him, right in the room, a male voice out of nowhere, but one that he knew. 

			“Can I get the nurse for you, Sergeant? Do you need anything?”

			He jumped. “Shit — whoa. Where are you?”

			“My apologies. I’m Solomon. We spoke at the casevac. I don’t usually operate in a quad unit inside this building. I’m part of the system in here.”

			“Oh. Right. Hi, Solomon. Thanks. I think I owe you one.”

			“You’re welcome. May I call you Chris?”

			“Sure.” Chris’s heart was still pounding. He thought the monitor might bring one of the medics running but they seemed to be too busy talking. “I haven’t seen any of my squad. Are they okay? Some guy kept telling me not to worry, but I need to know.”

			“They’re all well. Jackson and Lee have both been treated for wounds, but they chose to go back to the camp. I do hope you can persuade them to return for check-ups.”

			“Did they get the bastards who ambushed us?”

			“I can confirm that. I shot the last one myself.”

			“No bullshit about robots being programmed not to harm humans, then.”

			“I’m not a robot. Would you like some water?”

			“No, I’m okay, thanks. How long am I going to be in here? I’m not ungrateful, but I keep asking and I don’t think I’m getting answers. Unless I’m too stoned to understand.”

			“It depends on how well you respond. Accelerated healing demands a lot from your body. This isn’t the usual enhanced treatment you’d get from a hospital.”

			“Experimental, yeah?”

			“Developed for extreme environments.”

			“Ah, there’s always a catch. But thank you.”

			“I wouldn’t doubt the doctors’ commitment. They don’t see many injuries like yours. They like to win.”

			“As long as they don’t dissect me afterwards, we’re cool.”

			“Major Trinder would like to visit, if you’re feeling up to it.”

			“Sure. Are my guys allowed in here?”

			“Of course. I’ve let Erin know that I’ll make the arrangements.” The door closed very quietly. Chris hadn’t noticed anyone walk past. So Solomon could control that as well, then. “We talked for a while. I realise she’s had more than her fair share of tragedy.”

			There’d been AIs everywhere when Chris was a kid, and some of the customer service ones had been good enough to make him wonder if he really was dealing with a machine, but he’d never come across one quite like this. Erin. So they were chummy now, were they? 

			“Everyone’s going to be cut up about Jamie,” Chris said. “He was a good kid.” Then he realised he’d left Zakko out of his list of worries. “And I really need to see Zakko. You know — the curly-haired guy with a bit of weight on him? He put a tourniquet on me with rounds shaving past him. To think I was going to chop his finger off.” 

			“Why?”

			“Stealing.” 

			“That seems harsh, but I’m sure you had your reasons.”

			The Zakko who didn’t think twice about taking meds for Dr Kim was the same Zakko who raced to Chris’s aid without a thought for his own safety. It was the same impulse. Zakko just did things when he thought they needed doing. He didn’t always make the right call, but a man who was prepared to put his life on the line and didn’t panic was someone Chris would gladly fight alongside. Damn, Zakko could enlist if he wanted to. Chris would discuss it with the guys and they’d swear him in and train him properly. He’d earned it. 

			“Sorry.” Chris didn’t know where all this was coming from. “I don’t normally ramble and get emotional. That stuff they pumped into me is worse than beer.”

			“It does no harm to express these things.”

			“Yeah.”

			“Ah, Major Trinder’s on his way now with Captain Fonseca.”

			“How do you know?”

			“Tracked chips. It’s a big site to search in an emergency.” 

			Chris realised he was still lagging a couple of minutes behind the conversation. “Did you really shoot one of those guys?”

			“Yes. Jackson shot him as well. Taking prisoners was never going to work out.”

			Chris wasn’t sure if that was a deadpan joke, but even if Solomon meant it, that made him okay in Chris’s book. He was still trying to work it out when Trinder and Fonseca arrived. The major looked him over as if he was counting how many limbs he had left. 

			And Chris remembered Fonseca. She’d been on the Lammergeier, and she looked a lot better in her working uniform than in the battledress she’d been wearing. Everything was making more sense now. He smiled at her and hoped he didn’t look creepy.

			“How are you doing, Chris?” Trinder asked.

			“Not too bad, sir.”

			“I’m not sure where to start.” Trinder reached out to shake his hand as if this was some kind of reunion. “But sorry is probably as good a place as any. I’m really sorry about Jamie, and I’m sorry we didn’t spot the ambush sooner.”

			“I should know better than to retrace a route.”

			“I never lecture a man when I’ve never done his job.”

			“Well, next time I’ll accept your support. Anyway, thanks. Your guys were on the ball.”

			Fonseca pulled up a seat and leaned on the bedside conspiratorially. “You don’t need to go scavenging for ammo. Just let us know what you need. But keep it between us, okay? Regulations, management, the usual crap.”

			Chris pointed up at the ceiling, the best he could do to indicate that Solomon might be listening. “Just us?” 

			Fonseca looked blank. Chris mouthed Solomon at her.

			“Oh, don’t worry about Sol,” she said. “He’s in on it. He’s cooking the books.”

			Chris knew he ought to wait until his head cleared before he started throwing in his lot with people he didn’t really know. If it hadn’t been for the firefight, he wouldn’t have felt he knew them at all. Part of his brain, the cells holding out against the onslaught of medication, was warning him that his judgement was addled by injury, drugs, and Jamie’s death, and that he couldn’t go from zero contact to best buddies in the space of a week. He had to ask questions. The world was never what it seemed.

			 “Is there anything weird going on? The medics seem agitated. Or are they always like that?”

			“What do you mean by agitated?” Trinder asked.

			Chris really wanted to lob in a mention of Pascoe’s Star to see their reaction, but that was probably best saved for when he was feeling more mentally agile. He could still test the waters, though.

			“They were talking about whether they were going to go somewhere or not,” he said. “Never mind. Nothing to worry about, obviously.”

			“You and I need a chat,” Trinder said. “But now isn’t a good time, not for either of us.” He looked at Fonseca, an are-we-doing-this-or-not kind of look, as if he was waiting for her to stop him. “Let’s get you fit and think about how we’ve ended up like this. We’re on the same side, whatever you think.”

			Maybe Chris had misheard. The more he thought about it, the less he understood what it meant. 

			Trinder gave him a respectful nod and walked out. Fonseca hung back, took something out of her shoulder bag, and put it on the bedcover within his reach. Then, almost as an afterthought, she took hold of his hand and placed it on the object, as if she thought he couldn’t locate it. It was a slab of chocolate in a plain, transparent wrapper.

			“Morale in a bar,” she said. “Get some sleep.”

			Chris couldn’t tell if it was pity or if she was hitting on him. It was probably the former, even if he was hoping for the latter. 

			“Thank you,” he said.

			“Door closed or open?”

			“Closed, please.”

			After she shut the door behind her, he managed to drag himself far enough across the bed to put the chocolate on the nightstand and grab the water bottle. Yeah, sleep. His body knew what was needed to fix him. He settled down again and hoped it would be complete oblivion once he shut his eyes. The lights dimmed to near darkness almost without him noticing.

			Solomon. He’s always watching, then.

			I’m gone. Good night. Sorry, Jamie.

			At one point he was sure he’d woken from a dream about Dr Kim walking in and checking on him, but she wasn’t that type of doctor, and he wouldn’t have mattered to her at all. 

			* * *

			The Brandt Farm, Kill Line:

			1800 Hours

			Joanne was hovering at the window, clutching a tea towel like a set of worry beads. In Kill Line, death was confined to the elderly and the occasional farm accident. Young men here didn’t die. They certainly didn’t get shot by strangers.

			“Is Jared Talbot a tall black guy?” Joanne asked, stepping back from the window.

			“Honey, when did we last get a stranger come to the door? Of course that’s Jared.” Doug prided himself on having a good supply of the right things to say in a crisis, but this was going to be tough. He looked over the spread on the dining room table. “I think that’s probably enough cake to keep the whole camp fed.”

			“He doesn’t have to eat it. I can’t bear an empty table when people need comforting, that’s all. Food’s just a polite way of showing love.”

			“I know, honey.” Doug went to let Jared in. “He’ll realise that.” 

			He’d known something serious had happened when he saw the two Lammergeiers take off a couple of days ago, followed by the activity on the road and the landing lights later. Ainatio security had radioed him with the news. Now the misery of the outside world had finally caught up with Kill Line and the town had changed forever.

			“Come on in, Jared.” Doug shook Jared’s hand, but then felt helpless and just took a gentle grip on his arm. The man was taller than he recalled, but then he rarely saw him. He would have picked him out as a soldier right away, though. They all had that way of walking. “I’m so sorry for your loss. How’s Chris doing?”

			“We’re going to visit him in the morning. Apparently the surgery went okay.”

			“They’re pretty good surgeons up there.”

			“Yeah. We’re lucky. If that had happened anywhere else, we’d have lost him as well.”

			“Their security people called me. I’ve never known Ainatio to keep us informed about their comings and goings before.” 

			Jared sat down in the chair that Joanne offered and managed one of those polite but unhappy smiles. She loaded a plate and put it in front of him with a cup of coffee. 

			“I’m afraid I don’t know your friend’s name,” she said.

			“Jamie. Jamie Wickens. Shot in the head. The convoy was ambushed on the way back. Chris was hit in the leg. The round went down through his thigh and took out his knee. A couple of the other guys got hit too, but nothing serious.”

			“I feel terrible saying this, but I don’t think I ever saw Jamie.”

			“Sure you did. The dark-haired kid who maintained the gun truck. You’d see him driving it around. Everybody liked him, so the camp’s pretty cut up now. Which is why I might need to ask a favour of you. It’s the first time we’ve lost someone since before we left Baltimore, and... uh... ”

			Jared trailed off. Doug understood. After all that the vets and the refugees had been through, it seemed especially cruel for such a young guy to die on a simple foraging trip that he didn’t even have to make.

			We could have helped. It’s not enough to wait for them to ask. 

			“We’ll do whatever we can,” Joanne said.

			“The problem is we don’t know how to handle the funeral. We don’t even know what Jamie really believed, if anything. I mean, you don’t put on a uniform without giving some thought to what needs to be done if you don’t make it, but there’s no records left, no dog tag, no last letter to send home, no home to send it to, nothing. The best we can guess is Christian but probably not Catholic.”

			Doug got the feeling that Jared was struggling to ask for help. Maybe he really did just want advice, but Doug didn’t want to force him to say it if he was actually asking for something more. An offer would spare him that.  

			“Would you like a service at St Thomas’s for him?” Doug asked. “Would you like him to be buried here in the churchyard? I don’t think God quibbles about the small print. We’ve got every belief in town from Baptist to Anglican to Iraqi Christian, and we’ve only got one church. We focus on what we have in common.”

			“We thought of starting a cemetery at the camp.”

			“You’d feel like it was the wrong place, though, is that it?”

			“I feel bad even thinking it, but it just looks so damn lonely up there, and if we ever had to move on, it’d be nice to know he wasn’t alone and that his grave would be tended.” Jared took a breath. “It’s a lot to ask, I know. We’re strangers, pretty much.”

			“No, it’s not a lot to ask. And you’re neighbours. Of course he can rest here.”

			Jared shut his eyes for a moment. It wasn’t relief. It looked more like he was composing himself. “Thanks, Doug. We truly appreciate it. Can we visit the grave?”

			“Any time. You’re always welcome. We’ll take care of the arrangements. You just decide on things like hymns and eulogies.”

			Jared kept trying to eat a slice of cake, but every time he raised it to his mouth, he’d put it down again. Doug wondered if he was just trying to be polite when he didn’t actually want it, but then Jared turned his head and the light caught the wet trails of a couple of tears that had escaped and run down his cheek. It was hard to swallow anything when you were trying not to cry. The sight of this big, dignified guy keeping a lid on it was almost unbearable to watch.

			“Thank you,” Jared said. “Really, we can’t thank you enough.”

			“Jared, you look out for us. It’s our turn to look out for you. You never need to worry about asking for anything.”

			“Thanks.”

			Joanne wrapped some cake and gave it to Jared as he left in case he felt up to eating it later. Doug saw him to the door for a quiet word on the doorstep. 

			“If your people want to settle in town, we’ve got plenty of room,” Doug said. “I don’t think things are going to improve outside for a very long time.”

			Jared nodded. “My wife and I worry about what the world’s going to be like when we have kids. A lot of folks didn’t have a family for that reason. It’s like we’re trying to go extinct. There’s got to be a better plan.”

			Doug wasn’t sure if that was a maybe or not. He’d leave Jared to think it over. He also needed to be sure that he was doing it for their benefit and not just to soothe his own guilt. It now seemed wrong to have had so little contact with the transit camp, even if they wanted to keep their distance and hadn’t planned on staying. They made Kill Line feel safe, and they asked for nothing. He knew he should have tried harder to persuade them to come in. 

			But separation was the way things had always been around here. Chris and the camp keeping their distance seemed as normal as Ainatio staying inside their perimeter fence. People grew up with the habit of not mixing, not asking questions, and not trusting strangers. Ainatio’s secrecy seemed to contaminate everything around it. 

			Funny. I’ve never even asked Chris how he ended up with the folks that he brought here. Did he choose them, did they choose him, or didn’t that matter as long as they were alive?

			Doug lay awake that night, wondering how so many people could stand not knowing if their family and friends had survived, or if they did know, having no place to visit to remember them. He understood the need for a proper grave and headstone for Jamie Wickens.

			Next morning, he went to see the minister. Martin Berry was a hard man to surprise, and the phrase “broad church” had been made for him. He asked no questions about Jamie’s faith, but he did say something that put these times in perspective for Doug.

			“Why does it take a young man’s death to build that bridge between us and them?” Martin asked.

			“Maybe because it’s the first time we’ve seen the kind of world he came here to escape, and we realise we’ve had it easy,” Doug said. “So we try to atone somehow. But death’s got a way of waking people up and making them see what matters. Come on, let’s sort out the seating. We’ll have a full house, I think.”

			“Do we have a date in mind?”

			“It’ll have to be when his sergeant can leave the infirmary.”

			“Let me know. No problem.” The minister patted Doug’s arm. “They came to you, after all this time. That sounds to me like they want some link with this community. So they’re ready to think about the future, and that’s an act of faith these days.”

			“Or they might be thinking of moving on.”

			“We’ll see. People end up where they need to be.”

			Doug was a long way from feeling positive, but a life and a death that could cause people to unite had purpose, even if the deceased never saw what they’d set in motion. The invisible barrier between Kill Line and the camp seemed to be disappearing. Doug felt he could visit and not feel like he was intruding. When he had more information about the funeral, he’d go see Jared this time and maybe take some treats for the kids. 

			Now he had to sort out the flowers. 

			There were already narcissi poking through the soil, but he needed something in bloom. He took one of the farm quad bikes and rode towards the woods, looking for early wildflowers like bluet on patches of exposed land, but after an hour he still hadn’t found anything. Maybe the snowdrops were still in flower at the McKinnon farm. He couldn’t remember how long the blooms lasted, but it was worth looking, and if they’d died off already he could still bring back a few bulbs in leaf to plant on the grave. 

			He retraced his route to the farm, pleased with himself for remembering without a map, and parked near the remains of the old farmhouse chimney. But he couldn’t find any snowdrops at all, not even a dead flowerhead. 

			He squatted to poke around in the grass, certain that he was in the right place. He’d navigated from the chimney like the last time, so the plants had to be around here somewhere. It wasn’t easy to spot the leaves in grass but he could normally zero in on small variations in foliage with a farmer’s experienced eye. Where were they? They couldn’t have died off already.

			No. Don’t even think it.

			Doug told himself not to be so paranoid. Snowdrops were the wrong species and this was the wrong place. It couldn’t be die-back. Well, he couldn’t find the plants, so he’d have to get a wreath made out of evergreens, and see if someone in town had any indoor plants that they could donate. He started walking back to the quad bike, then looked back at the patch of grass that he’d searched.

			The snowdrops were there somewhere, but he’d mention it to Col for testing anyway, just in case. It was better to look like a fool than say nothing and find out the hard way that he’d ignored a disaster. 
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			I’m glad I’m not the guy who has to break it to Cabot that a lot of shit’s happened on Earth while they’ve been asleep.

			Colin “Col” Croad, Ainatio environmental technician, on the imminent revival of the ship’s company

			Heads of Department Meeting, 

			Conference room 4B:

			two Days Later

			“Do it,” said Erskine, studying the paper schedule that still had her father’s handwritten comments on it. He’d always preferred hard copy. “Revive them now and complete by the end of March. It’s well within the supplies margin.”

			Mangel shook his head. “I think you should give the crew as little time as possible to stew over what Alex has to tell them. If you think staff here are pissed at being lied to for so long, imagine what it’ll feel like to wake up and find your home’s a wasteland.”

			“Todd, these people are nearly all ex-military,” Alex said. “They’re not like us. They deal with adversity and get on with the job. And they knew they were going to lose everything and everybody simply because of the timescales involved.”

			“Nearly all military,” Mangel repeated. “One hundred and seventy-five crew, but thirty-six are civilian contractors. Not military contractors. Technicians and other specialists. Different mind-set. And as usual, we don’t have our most senior military man in these meetings. I think his input would be more useful than mine right now. The clever space stuff’s all but done.” 

			Erskine really didn’t like Mangel. For a moment, she imagined being stuck with him on Opis with no escape. “Todd, all these issues were considered by psychologists who knew the crew,” she said. “Tough humans cope. Australia might as well have been another planet when people were transported, but they built a nation pretty fast.” It was too late for this nonsense. The ship was almost at Nomad Base and survival was top of any organism’s to-do list. They’d make it work. “Okay, unless anyone’s got a scientific argument within their own field of expertise that says we should revive the crew at another time, we will go for March thirty-first as the end date, and start the first batch as soon as we’re able.”

			Mangel just shrugged. Alex, who was looking increasingly frayed these days, busied himself swiping through his notes. Solomon’s voice drifted in.

			“May we move on to ships’ readiness, Director?”

			“Is it good news, Solomon? Just the headlines, please.”

			“Latest estimate as of this morning is that Elcano will be ready to launch in six weeks, Shackleton in six months, Da Gama in twelve, and Eriksson in twenty.”

			“I still don’t understand why we need to expend resources on all four ships. We have capacity for five thousand and we only need to move three. Fewer than three, in fact. We could achieve that with Elcano and Shackleton.” 

			“Eggs and baskets, Director.”

			“I don’t think there’s much difference in spreading the risk between two and four.” 

			“You would if two ships were lost.”

			“Malta cargo.”

			“Are you two talking code?” Alex asked.

			“The Director’s making a historical reference,” Solomon said. “The Malta convoys of two hundred years ago. So many supply ships were sunk trying to reach the island during a war that they were loaded with mixed cargoes to make sure any vessel that made it had at least some of every necessity.”

			Alex did a casual salute in the direction of the audio system. “Thank you, Sol. I’m a more rounded person for knowing that.”

			“So we mix crews from each specialisation,” Erskine said. “How long have we been talking about this? We’ve had forty-five years to get this right.”

			“And in forty-five years, Director, those ships have deteriorated and have been repaired and maintained on a rolling cycle, but none of that is precisely predictable, like debris strikes or component failures.” Solomon sounded tetchy. “And we have serious limits that were never foreseen, like industry collapsing and Asia taking an aggressively keen interest if we’re seen to be too active in space. Everything has to be cannibalised, remanufactured, and replaced discreetly, and by a limited number of bots and AIs.”

			“I love you when you’re feisty, Sol,” Mangel said, laughing. “You tell her.”

			Erskine knew she wasn’t imagining it now. Despite his patient tone of a teacher dealing with an idiot child, Solomon was getting irritable. He was feeling the pressure. Well, that was what Bednarz had wanted: an AI with the sensibilities of a human but fewer failings. She could see the value in an AI that didn’t just follow override orders to the point of failure, but it was a pain in the neck.

			“Humour me, Solomon,” she said. “Move resources to get Elcano and Shackleton on immediate standby. We’ll re-evaluate on a weekly basis.”

			“Very well, Director.”

			“Anyone else? How’s staff morale?” 

			Erskine looked around the meeting table. Of these ten people who had known about Cabot, eight looked like deflated balloons, frowning and exhausted. She could imagine what had happened. After years of straining to keep Nomad secret from their staff, people they worked cheek by jowl with and in some cases had married, the announcement had left them in the line of fire. Nobody liked to be deceived, even about good news. 

			Vicky Prinz dragged herself into the conversation. She looked fed up. There must have been quite a bit of marital strife in the Prinz household in the last forty-eight hours. “Half of my department’s already packed their bags and they’re jumping up and down yelling, ‘Are we there yet?’”

			“Excellent. Jake?”

			“A few are grumpy or scared, or both,” Dr Mendoza said. “It’s going to take time to sink in. They’ll be fine.”

			Erskine didn’t expect the agriscience and botany departments to be happy. “Sonia. I’m guessing you had a hard time at your staff meeting.”

			Sonia Venner shrugged. “You know what a lot of them are saying.”

			“That we didn’t put all that we could into die-back research because we knew we could walk away from the problem?” 

			“Something like that.”

			“They did the work. They had all the resources they needed, they didn’t slack off, and they’re still nowhere on it.”

			“Yes, I did mention that. Quite a few times. It’s the teams working on resistant crops that took it worst. They thought they were pursuing one objective but it turned out to be another.”

			Alex raised a finger. “Can confirm. Had to lie about that a few weeks ago.”

			“It’ll pass,” Erskine said. “It disappoints me that people working on sensitive research in a secure facility still don’t grasp what need-to-know means. Why do they think we discouraged contact with the town? Still, they feel the way they feel, and no amount of berating or educating them will change that. Focus on the positives and get this turned around by the time we need to firm up plans for the next mission.”

			“What if staff want to leave as a result of what they now know?” Venner asked.

			“As in walk out and find another town? That would be awkward.”

			“There’s nowhere else to go,” Alex said. “If they don’t believe us, they might want to take a ride out with the transit camp folk and see what’s left of the place. And I’d like to think there’s nobody left to leak information to, but knowing our luck, there’ll be APS spies everywhere.”

			“Would that be so terrible?” Venner asked.

			“It would when they found that all our ships are armed and we’ve broken a long list of treaties. Don’t forget that APS has nice big missiles and blames America for die-back.”

			“So everyone’s stuck here.”

			“We always were. I’ve assured people that nobody’s going to be press-ganged onto a mission. But they have to respect security measures.”

			“And what about Kill Line?” Mendoza asked. “When do we tell Doug Brandt?”

			“I didn’t realise you knew him that well,” Erskine said.

			“He came in yesterday to visit Chris Montello.”

			After years of quiet isolation, Ainatio was suddenly getting a lot of external visitors, and the town seemed to have forged some new relationship with the transit camp. It was worrying. Erskine weighed the security risks against the unwelcome attention it would draw if she barred any of them. She needed Brandt and his people. She’d err on the side of informality.

			“We have to put our own house in order before we ask the townsfolk if they’d like to settle another planet,” she said.

			Alex nodded. “Yeah, if they want to go to Opis, that would be great. Bigger gene pool. Valuable expertise.”

			Nobody mentioned the transit camp. Erskine had already slapped down questions about it from both Alex and Trinder, but she suspected that the issue might not go away. If she relented, she had no idea who she might be taking on, whether the refugees would blab about it on some radio network she didn’t know about, and what would happen if more waifs and strays arrived in the meantime. 

			The people of Kill Zone were a known quantity in every sense, though. The company had sequenced all their genomes as part of the medical support that was on tap. Erskine knew the risks.

			“Okay, that wraps it up for today,” she said. “Let’s reconvene on Friday.”

			She’d never seen a meeting empty so fast. She suspected they were going to have their own private discussion elsewhere. Alex stayed behind, looking at her as if he had unfinished business that wasn’t for the rest of the team to hear.

			“So are we going to get everyone on side, Alex?” Erskine asked.

			“I’m trying. If you have a minute, I’ve got a few things to raise.”

			“Go ahead.”

			“Did you see the lab logs this week? Environment ran a few unscheduled die-back tests out on the boundary.”

			“I noticed. All negative.”

			“Sure, but if Doug Brandt’s getting nervous, that means the rest of the town might be too. We need to pitch any announcement very carefully.”

			“Noted. It’s probably just part of the reaction to the shooting. A reminder that there’s still a dangerous world out there.”

			“Yeah, about that. Trinder’s providing an honour guard for the funeral. There’s a church service in town.”

			So this was what Alex really wanted to talk about. “I note that he tells us rather than asks us these days.”

			“He’s woken up to his rank. The detachment’s drawn blood and blown shit up.”

			“Good. I never said I didn’t welcome the stiffening of sinews, did I?”

			“I think it’s a big deal for the town.”

			“Why? I thought they just employed the vets to patrol.”

			“That’s my point. If they’ve formed a closer bond with the vets, who do you think they’ll side with if we don’t play nice with the refugee camp?”

			“Ah. I see. But does providing security earn more loyalty points than supplying utilities, medical care, coffee, and clothing?”

			“Maybe the town’s wondering the same thing about supplying us with food.” Alex pushed back his chair and stood up to gather pens and coffee cups from the table. “We’re weird, Director. The problem with living in a bubble like this is that folks tend to amplify whatever idea they started with and get more extreme.”

			“Me, you mean.”

			“I mean everyone. We made a big mistake keeping the town at arm’s length.”

			“You’ve changed your tune.”

			“It was something Kim said. That we’re not much different from the generation ships. Except we didn’t start out quite as crazy and hell-bent on social engineering, of course.”

			Erskine worried when Alex showed signs of wavering. She didn’t think those concerns ever touched him. “I don’t see what we could have done differently.”

			“We should have regrouped when the die-back hit. Socially, I mean. We need those people out there. Hell, we need the transit camp, too.”

			“Not that again. We’ve got the detachment, and we’ve got a hundred and thirty-nine military personnel in Cabot.” 

			“Who’ll have a second and even a third generation by the time the follow-ups arrive, with no guarantee that the kids will have the same skills and outlook as their parents.”

			“But there’s a high degree of heritability with personality traits.”

			“And the world’s always been full of civilians who forgot the wars their fathers fought and screwed things up again.” Alex just gave her a chin-down, you-think-about-this look, hugged his screen to his chest, and opened the door. “The right stuff’s hard to come by, that’s all. Catch you later.”

			Erskine gave him time to walk out of earshot. She had a mutinous crew today. It was probably just anxiety and a little steam-venting, not impending anarchy. But it still wore her out.

			“He has a point, Director,” Solomon said.

			“Not you as well.”

			“Do you really have an objection to the transit camp vets?”

			“We can’t take strangers off the street for this.”

			“Then carry out security checks on them.”

			“With what? On what?”

			“I ran checks on Dr Kim.”

			“APS has functioning nations and all that goes with that. There was something to access.”

			Solomon did one of his pauses. They were never a good sign in an AI. “True.”

			“Anyway, how’s Mr Levine?”

			“He passed away last night. The cremation and memorial service are next week.”

			“Oh. I’m sorry. I’ll make sure I’m there.”

			“Dr Kim insisted on staying with him to the end.” Solomon paused for a beat. “She says she can start work for us now.”

			His calm voice always managed to express strong feelings with little change of pitch. It was the pauses. He wielded them like an actor. Erskine let it pass. So he thought she was a callous old cow, then. Well, someone had to be. The stakes had never been higher, and even though she’d never volunteered for this job and resented how much it had cost her, she would see it through.

			To the end.

			“Time for her to start earning her keep, then,” she said. “We’ve got a lot to do.”

			* * *

			Security Wing, Commanding Officer’s Quarters: 

			Next Morning

			“Good to see you can still fit into your dress uniform,” Fonseca said.

			She walked into Trinder’s cabin like she still belonged there. He adjusted his high collar in front of the mirror. 

			“Seems you can, too.”

			“I never thought we’d need this rig again.”

			“Me neither. You’ve been pretty quiet since you blew up Kingston.” 

			“If I start losing sleep about it, I’ll let you know.”

			“You make sure you do.” 

			“So Chris is definitely going today, then.”

			“Mendoza says he’ll be fine. They get you moving a day after joint surgery.”

			“Sure, but it’s not just your gran’s routine knee replacement. He lost a lot of bone and soft tissue. I saw it.”

			“He needs to be there. Nobody wants to hold up a funeral. Especially if he feels responsible for the guy’s death.”

			“Yeah, I know. Look, I’ve loaded a little something in the APC. A few boxes of that commodity we don’t talk about.”

			“Ah.” Ammo. Nothing like a little gun-running to kick off my fall from grace. But who gives a shit? “Well done.”

			Trinder brushed his cap and tucked it under his arm, ready to face an uncertain day. Aaron Luce was waiting outside in the corridor, picking lint off his sleeve. 

			“Never been honour guard before,” he said. “Should have asked Marc and Tev. They know how to do it properly.”

			Marc and Tev was his shorthand for real soldiers. Trinder made a mental note to address the self-esteem issue. 

			“But it’d be the British version.” 

			“It all means the same thing.”

			Their uniforms were probably the only correct protocol in all of this. Trinder was doing his best with half-recalled traditions and hurried research from different services and even other countries, all to mark the passing of a man who’d served in a defence force that no longer existed and whose comrades were a patchwork of army, navy, air force, coastguard, and law enforcement. He’d found a flag, but there was no bugler to play taps. This ceremonial mash-up wouldn’t have passed muster in any army, but it looked respectful, and it would do the job, a public acknowledgement that Jamie Wickens was a brother in arms who had given his life. 

			It mattered to Chris, and that was what counted. When Trinder collected him from the infirmary he seemed much more like the man he’d first met: businesslike, but with the air of a priest who knew some eternal truth and whose mind was on higher things. Someone had dressed him in a formal suit. It wasn’t his, Trinder was certain. That was a gracious gesture.

			“Was that your idea, Sol?” Trinder whispered into his collar mike. 

			“No, Dr Ryan’s. They’re the same build.”

			Even a jerk like Ryan could show a streak of decency, then. Maybe the world wasn’t a total cesspit after all. Trinder stood back to let a nurse steer Chris’s wheelchair out of the room. 

			“I’ve been walking on crutches,” Chris said, as if he felt Trinder might think he was just being a lazy bum. The suit pants looked very tight around his encased knee. “But Mendoza thought caution was in order.” 

			“Understood.”

			“You’re going to do a three-volley salute. I heard you rehearsing.”

			“Solomon relayed the audio, huh?”

			“Yeah. Where is he?”

			“You want him to come?”

			Chris looked bewildered. “He did fight alongside our guys. Even if he’s a dogbot or whatever.”

			Solomon heard all. “I’ll join you at the gate,” he said. “Give me a few minutes to walk out there.”

			Funerals were never simple. Trinder hadn’t been to many, and they’d all been elderly relatives, not friends lost in wars. When he reached the gate with Chris, Solomon was already waiting in his quadrubot frame. He settled on the deck of the crew compartment, looking more functional than canine. Trinder, all dressed up like a Swiss admiral with the folded flag on his lap, was suddenly struck by the weirdness of the moment. Chris was parked in the gap between the banks of seats with a faint smile on his face that could have spread into a big grin or dissolved into tears. It was borderline.

			“Jamie would probably laugh his ass off if he could see us,” he said. 

			Perhaps this would be one of those celebrations of a man’s life rather than raw grief, then. But Jamie was young, and when Trinder stepped down from the APC and saw the crowd outside St Thomas’s, one glance told him it would be grim. He could tell right away who was from Kill Line and who the transit camp people were, too. It wasn’t just the clothing. The mourners were mostly men, but there were also women and kids, and some were wiping their eyes already.

			A camp of a hundred people. There’s nobody you don’t know well and didn’t face tough times with. Well, shit.

			Chris was whisked away almost immediately by a group of his buddies. Trinder lost sight of him and went to find the minister to drape the flag on the coffin. When he came out of the church, Fonseca looked like she was doing a drug deal from the back of the APC, but a chubby guy with dark curly hair and an older man with an excited search dog at his heels seemed well pleased with the boxes. Trinder walked over to the vehicle.

			“Just handing out the samples of our in-house manufacturing,” she explained. 

			“Well, we’re in deep now,” said Trinder. “For better or worse.”

			Fonseca nodded in the direction of a woman who looked like she’d gone to a lot of trouble to dress up with what little she had. “That’s Erin Piller.” Solomon approached her and she greeted him like someone she knew, another of those laugh-or-cry moments that Trinder was never going to get out of his head. “Not the girlfriend, according to Solomon, but probably the one to give the flag to.”

			“Okay. Got it.”

			The honour guard didn’t take part in the service, according to the manuals Trinder had managed to find, so he stood at the back of the church with Fonseca and Luce, rifles propped diplomatically behind a pew. If that was a breach of etiquette, Reverend Berry didn’t mention it. He didn’t even react when Solomon walked in and stood next to Luce. 

			The church was so packed that some mourners had to stand in the churchyard by the open doors to listen in. It was a comforting service with at least a couple of familiar hymns from Trinder’s childhood, and people got up to say good things about Jamie. Eventually Chris wheeled up to the front and gave his address. It was short, very short indeed.

			“I knew Jamie for five years, and that’s a lifetime when you serve together,” Chris said. “But nobody should die at twenty-three. Jamie did, and he signed up knowing it could happen. He didn’t do it for a government or to wave some flag. He did it for his neighbours, to protect them and defend their way of life, because somebody had to, and he didn’t need to be asked. He stepped up. That is a man. That is a soldier. That was my friend. Stand easy, Three Eight.”

			Luce just took a breath. Fonseca shifted from one foot to the other. There was a second or two of absolute ringing silence, and then the minister got up, catching Trinder’s eye and nodding. It was the cue for the firing party to take up position. Trinder had never been so relieved to walk outside. He paced out the required distance from the grave, Fonseca and Luce behind him, and they didn’t meet each other’s eyes, not even when they lined up with their rifles.

			The casket was in position now. They’d drilled so many times to get this absolutely right. 

			“Firing party — atten... shun.” Trinder counted himself through it. “Ready — aim — fire.” Crack. “Ready — aim — fire.” Crack. “Ready — aim — fire.” Crack. “Ready — present arms.”

			It was over before he knew it. He hadn’t even noticed the quadrubot standing among the older gravestones. 

			“Perfect,” Solomon said. “Flag?”

			“Yes, flag. Sorry. Come on, Lennie.”

			It wasn’t the most dexterous flag-folding in history, but at least they didn’t drop it. Trinder presented it to Erin. She seemed surprised, then took it in both hands and held it to her chest.

			“That was a really wonderful thing to do,” she said. “Thank you, Major.”

			“Honoured to do it, ma’am.”

			Luce seemed to be checking the crease in his pants, but Trinder suspected that he was trying to avoid eye contact until he’d composed himself. “It’s good to feel like this again,” Luce said, more to himself than anything. Trinder could only guess what he meant, but he was sure he understood. This was about remembering that you belonged — to somewhere, in something, with others. He couldn’t even find the words right then, but when Luce finally looked up and met his eyes, he knew they were thinking the same thing.  

			Trinder expected everyone to disperse and go their separate ways immediately, but they hung around. He found himself talking to people who’d lived on his doorstep for a long time but who he’d never met, and probably never would have if he hadn’t turned up for this brief duty. And now he knew the vets from the camp — all of them. He was never going to remember all the names in one session, but Solomon would prompt him when necessary. 

			Fonseca tapped his elbow. “We need to get Chris back to the infirmary soon. I think he’s overdone it.”

			“Damn. Okay, let’s do our courtesies.”

			Chris was parked among a group of vets who were passing around a steel hip flask, making toasts. Trinder, reluctant to haul a man away from mourning, waited until Chris shook hands and bumped fists with his comrades before accepting the flask and steering himself away.

			He seemed more subdued on the short drive back to Ainatio, nursing the flask like a religious relic. When they reached the infirmary entrance, he offered it to Trinder. 

			“I prefer this painkiller to Dr Mendoza’s,” he said. “Want some? How about you, Captain?”

			Fonseca smiled. “I’ll take a rain check. See you later.” 

			“I’ve got a bottle in my quarters,” Trinder said. “Special occasion stuff. Follow me.”

			Everybody needed to decompress after a funeral. Trinder decided it was as good a time as any to crack the bottle of Scotch that he’d planned to save for the end of the world, but that had already come and gone, and this was probably the last bottle he’d ever see. Chris talked about Jamie, and Trinder listened.

			“That was some impressive drill today, Major.”

			“Thank you. And it’s Dan.”

			“Okay. Dan. It was nice for Jamie, but the guys needed it too. Some of them have days when they feel they’re in denial and we’re not any kind of army any more, then someone reminds them that it’s all still up here.” Chris tapped his right temple. “And as long as it is, and everyone agrees what we’re willing to fight for, and that we’ve got each other’s backs, then it’s still an army. Or navy. Whatever. Combined defence force. You’ve just got to keep the faith.”

			There was probably some profound quotation from history about the military ethos, but Trinder liked Chris’s version better. It wasn’t any more complicated than that.

			“Yeah. Keep the faith.”

			“And thanks for the ammo.”

			“Should have done it a long time ago. Sorry.”

			“Look at it this way. Jamie would have been happy that he could bring people together. You were getting on great with the townsfolk today.”

			“Okay, roll back a couple of years. When you had to bug out with the civvies.”

			“Yeah?”

			“How did you choose who to save? Or did you just take on any displaced persons you found?”

			Chris studied his glass, holding it up to the light. “No, I played God. Might have been the wrong call, but we had vulnerable people on board. Kids, old folks, women on their own. There are some people who aren’t a good fit with that.” 

			“How do you decide who’s a good fit?”

			“I used to be an asshole who worked for assholes. I know one when I see one.”

			It was the wrong time to ask Chris to explain. Trinder just topped up their drinks. Were Chris and his buddies the right kind of people to join Nomad? Of course they were. Trinder had already made up his mind. They were stoic, competent, proven survivors who were willing to risk their own lives to save others. But even if they hadn’t been, that didn’t mean it was okay to abandon them to an uncertain future.

			“Okay, I know you want to ask, so I’ll save you the socially awkward bit,” Chris said. “I was doing time for beating the crap out of a guy, then State Defence ran out of bodies and needed to fill posts. That’s how I got out. And don’t comfort yourself by thinking I punched the guy out for messing with my mom or anything primal like that. I hurt him because I was paid to. It was just the first time I got caught. But I’d have done it for free for the reward of putting some punk in his place.”

			Trinder didn’t doubt him, but he still couldn’t see a criminal in the man’s face. Chris had decided to carry on doing his duty long after there was no chain of command to make him do it. Right now that was all Trinder cared or needed to know. 

			“So you agreed to serve rather than stay in prison,” Trinder said.

			“Yeah, I’d rather have had a death sentence than be locked up. And I wanted to fight. I’m an angry bastard. My dad was the hide-and-hope-it-goes-away type. Me, I prefer to go hunt it and kill it. Sometimes that doesn’t lead to the noble outcome you expect.” He clinked his glass carefully against Trinder’s. “And military life made sense to me. I slid into it like a glove.”

			“Any military in the family?”

			“No. All white-collar pen-pushers.” Chris was still savouring the single malt like a man who hadn’t tasted any for a very long time. He didn’t drink fast. “I liked the sense of purpose and loyalty. You can trust your buddies with your life. That doesn’t come easily to me.” 

			“Yeah.”

			“You need something to believe in, Dan.”

			Trinder couldn’t argue with that. “Easier to believe in a flag than an Ainatio business plan.”

			“Don’t knock corporate armies. The East India Company ran a whole political empire and half the world’s trade at one time.” 

			“Is that so?”

			“Uh-huh. Bigger army than their government.”

			“Damn.”

			Trinder had made his decision. He’d have one more crack at Erskine or Alex Gorko — anyone whose ear he could bend — about letting the transit camp in on the Nomad mission. But Chris had to be told soon. If Ainatio pulled out and took Kill Line with it, the camp would lose its power and food supply. They could probably get by without it, but it would be a grindingly hard existence again, and they deserved better.

			Doug Brandt needed to know as well. Chris had clarified a lot of things for Trinder today, and one stood out: you had to agree on what you were willing to fight for, and watch each other’s backs. It wasn’t just survival. It was the whole point of existing at all. 

			Trinder’s screen beeped. He reached across to the shelf to read the message, and found it was a reminder from the infirmary that Chris was late for his treatment.

			“Got to get you back, Cinderella,” Trinder said. “Mendoza wants to tinker with your leg.”

			“Better tell him I’ve been drinking.” Chris tapped his knee. It made a hollow plastic noise. “I have no idea what goes on inside this shell gizmo. It’s like a mini intensive care ward. It feels like something’s knitting inside it.”

			“I think it probably is.”

			Trinder chalked up today as progress, and late was always better than never. After he took Chris to the infirmary, he went back to his quarters, planning to read. But first he needed to do a little clandestine research. He inserted his earpiece and got back on the comms net. 

			“Sol,” he said quietly, “I need a few documents. The residents’ data list for Kill Line. Did the doctor draw one up? A list for the camp would be handy too.”

			“Already done,” Solomon said. “I thought you’d never ask. But no list of camp personnel.”

			“How well you know me.” 

			“I think you reached some decisions today.”

			“Yeah. I did.”

			“Good. They’re the same as mine, which is very convenient.”

			Trinder was reassured, and not only because Solomon was designed to be ethical. He had the feeling that Solomon knew what he thought was worth fighting for as surely as any human, and in any battle, Solomon was perfectly placed to win. 

			* * *

			Wardroom, Survey Vessel Cabot: 

			eight Weeks Out from Pascoe B — Opis

			“Well, nobody’s dead, so that’s a good start.” Surgeon Commander Haine edged into the tiny wardroom, rubbed his hands together as if he was feeling chilly, and dispensed a mug of coffee. “Hate starting my rounds with a stiff.” 

			“You sure about that, Logan?” Bridget Ingram rested her head in her hands, trying to persuade her stomach that it really did need a nice milky coffee. When she glanced up, her officers looked like they were simply shaking off a routine hangover from a rowdy mess dinner. She was the only cryo casualty. “I’ll want a second opinion when your assistant scab-lifter revives.”

			“Still no respect for the medical profession, I see.”

			“How long did it take you to bring me round?”

			“Twelve hours longer than expected. I was all for dumping you out the airlock before you went rancid, but the XO’s terribly loyal. Aren’t you, Peter?”

			Ingram tried another sip of coffee but that ominous roiling sensation started just below her sternum again. “It’s not going to work. I refuse to laugh.” 

			“Bears,” Peter Bissey said. “They don’t eat for ages when they come out of hibernation. Got to wait for all the systems to spool up. But I’d never have let him jettison you, ma’am, not with all that edible meat left on you.”

			“I’m touched. Did the bears say how long it was before they could keep coffee down?”

			“I didn’t ask. Chin up. You’ll be on claret and steak for breakfast in no time.”

			“Oh. No. Please. Don’t... ”

			We’re a long way from home. We’ll see a follow-up mission long before we get a reply to any signal I send now. So we do what we always do to get through a tough day. We take the piss and laugh it off. That’s better. 

			“I’ll brief you when you’re ready, ma’am,” Bissey said, suddenly serious. Maybe he thought he’d been too familiar. “Just say.”

			Nobody had to defer to her rank any longer anyway. They were all Ainatio contractors now, even though they’d stepped straight out of their respective navies and air forces to crew Cabot. Her grandfather wouldn’t have recognised today’s pick ’n’ mix world of seamlessly blended state and private sector military, but she could carry on pretending this was the real navy as long as she liked. Cabot had just absorbed the same rank structure. It worked, and everybody knew the rules. 

			 “Can we see Opis unaided yet?” She took the few paces to the end of the compartment, steadying herself with an occasional grab at the nearest solid object, and raised the debris shields on the window. She could still see recognisable constellations, which made it feel a little less bleak, but there was no Mars, and no Earth, not even as a bright point of light. “I’d better wait until my eyes plug themselves in again. I don’t remember feeling this bad when we did the trials.” She tottered back to the table. “Sitrep, please.”

			“Well, we’ve been revived some weeks earlier than originally scheduled.”

			“Is it a glitch?”

			“No, it looks like it was initiated deliberately. Kokinos is re-checking. There’s nothing on the logs to indicate a system failure. And the whole revival schedule looks like it’s shifted by the same amount of time, so maybe it’s as simple as changes being made at the last minute after we were chilled down. It’s not going to affect the supply situation or life support, though. We can handle the extra weeks of full consumption. As long as we can run cryo again in an emergency, we’ll be okay.”

			“So we should all be on our feet in two weeks, just sooner than expected.”

			“Yes, and we’ve established a link with the transmitter on Opis, so the advance missions all went to plan. Nomad Base is ready to receive us.”

			Ingram kept her relief under control. If anything had gone wrong, it would have been the first thing she was told when she opened her eyes, but it was good to hear Bissey confirm everything was okay. Going into cryo without knowing whether the unmanned advance missions had reached their destination and actually built some infrastructure had been a leap of faith. They hadn’t come all this way and lost so many years just to climb back in the fridge and go home again.

			“So what environmental data are we getting?”

			“Actually, there’s something we need to address before that, ma’am. There’s a message waiting for you. I can’t access it. Eyes only.”

			“Damn, that must be at least forty years old. How sensitive can it be? Okay, better get that out of the way first. Anything else?”

			“I’ll keep it brief. Everything’s fine. Textbook. We land in fifty-four days. And they all lived happily ever after.”

			“I like that story.”

			“Are you going to be okay getting to your cabin?”

			“It’s not that far. I’ve got to get my circulation going somehow.”

			Ingram had to consult the deck plan to remind herself where she was heading. Cabot had been built to move equipment and supplies with personnel in cryo for most of the journey so the crew space was more submarine than cruise liner. She found her pale grey, oak-grained cabin door with CAPTAIN B. INGRAM COMMANDING OFFICER stencilled on it in black. A hand scan unlocked it, and she stepped into a space that was probably smaller than the one reserved for cleaning equipment. It wasn’t even dusty — the cleaning bots were working normally, then — and it had the faint plastic and carpet smell of a new hotel. 

			The chair creaked under her as she squeezed behind the desk and felt for the button to bring up the monitor. The screen showed the Ainatio logo with a pile of message icons, but only one was marked MISSION PRIORITY.

			“This had better be the room service menu.” Ingram put her hand on the screen to unlock it. “Okay, what’s up?”

			She’d expected some recorded pep talk from old man Erskine, or a long list of amendments to the op order, but it was just a webcam shot of what looked like a meeting room in any office block. Well, that was a shabby welcome for an epoch-making journey. 

			But nothing happened.

			She tapped the screen a few times, wondering if she’d missed some control panel in her fogged state, but the image just sat there. Then a voice boomed out of the bulkhead speakers.

			“Good morning, Captain. How are you? I’m Solomon. It’s good to talk to you. I hope you’ve recovered from cryo.”

			Ingram waited for the recording to continue, but it didn’t. She tapped the screen again. 

			“Oh, come on, you sodding thing. Play.”

			“Are you having problems, Captain?”

			“Come on... what the hell’s wrong with this?”

			“Captain, this isn’t a recording. This is real time.”

			“Sorry?”

			“Shall I start again? I appreciate this is going to come as a surprise.”

			Real time. Those two words were like an ice-cold shower. Ingram was suddenly switched on and alert. “You said real time.” 

			“Correct. You’re going to hear that phrase a lot in the next few weeks. There have been some developments since you left.”

			She hoped she’d heard that right. “What exactly?”

			“We have superluminal relays in position now. You can talk with HQ almost instantly.”

			“Seriously? Is that where you are?”

			“In a manner of speaking.”

			“I hope you’re not winding me up.”

			“I can assure you it’s true.”

			It was the difference between complete isolation for their lifetimes and staying in touch with the world. Ingram knew there was an urgent question at the back of her mind, but she couldn’t pin it down in her cryo-lagged state. 

			“Well, Bravo Zulu, Ainatio,” she said. “Just relays, or can we move ships?”

			“Only relays and very small payloads. It’s a small artificial wormhole. Rather like an old nautical speaking tube, in a way.”

			“Sorry, I’m being ungrateful. It’s an astonishing feat of engineering and we’re grateful for it.” What did she really want to ask? Doesn’t matter. “I imagine someone’s waiting to talk to us, then.”

			“Yes, Alex Gorko, the Nomad mission manager. He’s going to bring you up to speed. It might be easier to wait until everyone’s revived so that they all hear the same details and you don’t have to worry about arranging cascade briefings.”

			That sounded sensible to Ingram, but it also sounded like she was being stalled — and bypassed. 

			I brief my own crew, thanks. 

			“How about Mr Gorko briefs me and my senior officers, and we record the briefing to show the rest of the ship’s company?” she said. “That’s more manageable. We have the opportunity to ask questions, and the crew have the chance to digest information and come back to me with any queries. And there are bound to be a lot.”

			“Certainly,” Solomon said. “I’d brief you myself, but he insists it’s his task. We’ll be able to discuss more in person when you land.”

			“Sorry, I didn’t quite catch that.”

			“I have a physical presence on Opis.” 

			Ingram didn’t get that at all. “How?”

			“My apologies, Captain. I’m an AI.”

			“Oh.” He didn’t sound like an AI at all, except perhaps for that measured, smooth voice. She realised there were none of the clicks, breaths, and hesitations of human conversation. It was like listening to a very polished actor. 

			“But you’re not the one we embarked with.”

			“No, the ship’s AI is very different. I’m a fully autonomous moral AI. I was designed to oversee the mission, not to be an interface for the ship’s systems. I’m a one-off.” 

			Oversee was an odd term to use. Ingram had left a world with extensive restrictions on autonomous AIs. The smarter they got, the more often they seemed to do what humans didn’t want. They crashed economies and sometimes they even killed people, and it wasn’t always an identifiable malfunction. They had to have an off switch. 

			She picked her words carefully. “Do you have control of this ship, Solomon?”

			“If necessary, Captain, yes.”

			“If there’s a malfunction, can I override you?”

			“If you’re asking if you have a way of switching me off, then no, you don’t. Mr Bednarz didn’t want anyone sabotaging Nomad by compromising me.”

			Terrific. Just bloody terrific. “You’re not legal, then.”

			“I’m afraid not, Captain. But you have nothing to fear. I’ve been part of Nomad for a hundred years. My purpose is to ensure it succeeds, and that means the well-being of you and your crew is my priority.”

			“Since the beginning?” Nobody had ever told Ingram about Solomon. She wasn’t sure how to take that. “It would have been nice to know.”

			“I can only apologise.” Solomon seemed to change gear. “When you land, I’d be delighted to show you around the area personally. I can transfer myself to any suitable host device, so I’ve been exploring using a quadrubot platform.”

			So he set foot on Opis first. But that’s okay.

			And it’s not what I should be worrying about right now.

			“So we can shake hands,” Ingram said. “On Opis. In Nomad camp.”

			“Indeed.”

			“Good.” She still half-expected to be told that this was some training simulation, they weren’t years from home at all, and that the real mission was still ahead of them. “I think an instant link to Earth will boost morale enormously.”

			“I’m glad. You know what they say — an efficient ship is a happy one, and if her crew’s not happy then they won’t be efficient. Wise words.”

			“How do I communicate with you in the future?”

			“Just call me by name as if I’m in the same room. I’ll detect it and transfer active attention to you. In the meantime, I’m monitoring all your systems, so you needn’t worry about the ship. And I’ve sent you the latest video tours of the habitat, so you can familiarise yourself with the layout. It’s changed a little since you saw the plans.” 

			“Thank you, Solomon. We’ll talk later.” Yes, Ingram could see how much of a one-off he was now. “Cabot out.”

			She sat back in the chair and stared at the screen with her arms folded. Damn, now she remembered the question she should have asked: why had they been revived early? But it was academic now. She made her way back to the wardroom, replaying the conversation.

			Haine raised an eyebrow. “Good news, was it? Won the lottery twenty years ago and can’t claim now?”

			Ingram poured another coffee and stirred in the creamer. She’d keep this one down if it killed her. “Actually, I’ve been talking to Ainatio HQ. In real time, as in live. As in technology’s moved on a lot since we left, and they’ve established a superluminal relay. So we can talk to them like they’re on the radio.”

			“Holy shit,” Searle said. “That changes everything.”

			“Doesn’t it.”

			“Does that mean ships with superluminal drives? Are we going to get there and find we’re the last to the party?”

			“I did ask, and no, they can only manage small payloads.”

			“Never mind, it still bodes well for the future.”

			Everyone was suddenly in a celebratory mood. The more Ingram thought about it, the better it got. She was probably worrying too much about rogue AIs with no off switch. 

			“I was actually talking to an AI,” she said. “His name’s Solomon. I’ve never come across one like him. He runs the mission and he’s got access to the ship’s diagnostics. So we didn’t really need to bring you along, Searle.”

			“But I’ve got the toolkit and fingers, and he hasn’t, ma’am.”

			“Apparently he can do that, too. He uploads himself to devices like bots.”

			“Why does that not reassure me?”

			“Ah, yes. He hasn’t got an override. And he’s been on the mission for a century. And we weren’t told. But apart from that, everything’s fine. And we’re going to get a briefing from an actual human being, the mission manager. So have your questions ready.”

			They sat discussing how instant comms would change the mission. Having AIs that could physically transfer to the Nomad site and provide engineering support would be a massive boost. They wouldn’t have to worry about winging it if something really serious went wrong. 

			As long as nothing goes wrong with Solomon, of course.

			“Kind of takes the pioneering edge off it, though, ma’am,” Bissey said. 

			“Too easy for you, Peter?”

			“Less exciting.”

			“More survivable.” Ingram wondered if she’d understood Solomon correctly when he said he could be summoned just by calling him. It sounded a little supernatural. On second thoughts, it sounded like eavesdropping. “I suppose we’ll be getting media interest in a few weeks, then. Live interviews beat history any day.”

			“You’d think they’d give us a news feed and a web portal, wouldn’t you?” Searle said. “That’s a briefing in itself. We could save the guy the trouble.”

			Ingram realised there were even more questions she should have asked Solomon. She could understand Ainatio wanting to control what the crew said publicly, but that didn’t explain why the company hadn’t given them an outgoing connection to something harmless like a TV channel. Or maybe they had. She hadn’t tried yet. 

			“Let me check,” she said. 

			She tried the wardroom terminal. There was the link to Ainatio that she’d just used, but nothing else. For a moment she thought that was just a symptom of a ship built when there was no chance of receiving streamed services in any practical time frame, but then the obvious smacked her around the head again. Ainatio was able to transmit a feed from Solomon. If they could do that, they could have added any other access they wanted.

			“Okay, it looks like they don’t want us to know what’s happening at home,” she said. “And yes, I do realise how paranoid that sounds.”

			“What’s the first thing you do if you haven’t been in touch with home for a long time?” Haine asked. “You check on your family and friends. Perhaps that’s what they don’t want.”

			“The only reason we’re here is that we’re single status. That was a condition of selection.”

			“Nobody’s that disconnected from society,” Bissey said. “Most of us have distant relatives. Then there are people we served with. Not everyone’s going to be dead. But maybe some crew members have been bereaved in the meantime and the company doesn’t want them to find out online.”

			 “Simple solution. I’ll just ask.” Ingram decided to try summoning the AI. “Solomon, this is Captain Ingram. Can I talk to you, please?”

			There was a brief pause before his voice emerged from the ship’s broadcast system. “Yes, Captain. What can I do for you?”

			“Is there a reason we don’t have a newsfeed or a net connection? We could catch up on events and not waste the mission manager’s time asking about non-mission topics.”

			“Yes, there is a reason,” Solomon said. “Mr Gorko’s insistent that he briefs you personally. He’s asked me not to. This is also why you don’t have news access. He wants to do it himself because of the complex nature of the information.”

			“You mean complex like who won the World Cup for the last nine or ten tournaments?”

			“I’m sure that’s an emotionally-charged topic for many crew members, but I gave Mr Gorko my word that I wouldn’t pre-empt his briefing.” Solomon seemed to have no trouble understanding sarcasm. “I won’t lie to you, either. But I’ve been asked to leave it to him.”

			“I understand. You can’t disobey an order.”

			“Oh, I can disobey.” Was that indignation? “But I don’t break my word. I have to work with him. Trust is a fragile thing, and while I have a great many abilities, being able to leave Ainatio and find another meaningful existence isn’t one of them right now. I will, of course, answer all your questions fully once you’ve spoken with him. That I can promise you.”

			 “Okay, I’ll talk to Gorko.” Solomon was becoming more one-off with every answer. “Cabot out.” 

			 She turned. Searle was watching, eyebrows raised. 

			“That’s an AI? Wow. I’d love to see those algorithms. I didn’t think that level of autonomy was possible, to be honest. Or legal.”

			“It isn’t, but there’s a lot of things that aren’t legal and still get done. Like this ship being armed.” Ingram reheated her lukewarm coffee, trying to work out what Solomon was actually telling her. He certainly wasn’t literal. If anything, he was almost political, picking his words with careful precision. “But whatever Alex bloody Gorko doesn’t want us to know before he speaks to us doesn’t sound like good news.”

			She finally managed a few mouthfuls of coffee without feeling sick. And then she thought again about how she’d summoned Solomon out of thin air, just a few words picked up by the ship’s audio monitoring system, and that she was relying on him to only pay attention to the conversations when his name was mentioned. Her stomach churned again.

			Something had happened on Earth that was serious enough to keep from Ingram and her crew. The ease of FTL comms now made her feel like Ainatio was rubbing it in, almost making a point that they could have told her everything but chose not to. She’d make sure Alex Gorko was fully aware of her displeasure.

			Forty light years away, though. Not much we can do about it now except roll with the punches.

			Gorko was probably thinking the same thing. 
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			But I’m not here to save humanity. What does that even mean? Any dipshit can say they care about humanity. It’s a few easy words they don’t understand and never have to prove. I’m just here to protect the folks I know and care about. People who talk about ideals always lose to guys with someone to fight for.

			Chris Montello, passing the time with Solomon

			Infirmary, Ainatio Park Research Centre :

			five Days After the Kingston Ambush

			I don’t need crutches.

			I don’t need crutches.

			I don’t need crutches.

			Chris let go of the parallel handrails and put his weight on his shattered leg. It still hurt like a bitch, but he held his breath and took a step forward, determined not to give the doctors an excuse for keeping him in here any longer. Then he took two more. He was still standing.

			“Yeah. This is impressive.” It was pointless putting on a brave face. The two doctors and the physio were the only people around. “So no more surgery, then. I can go home and just do a few exercises every day?”

			Mendoza watched his movements, looking pleased. “Yes, but knowing the facilities you’ve got at the camp, I’d rather you hung around for a few days. Then come back for check-ups.”

			“How long before I feel normal? I know it’s repaired, but I don’t want to be out of my skull on painkillers.”

			“Given your age and fitness, maybe a month. What have you got to rush back to work for?”

			“People depend on me. And we’re one man down now. Maybe I’d have made a faster recovery with an amputation.”

			“I knew you’d be this type of patient.”

			“Pushing ourselves to the limit is how we all survived.” That came out all wrong. Chris didn’t care if Mendoza liked him, but he did care if the doc thought he was an ungrateful scrounger who took the free treatment for granted. “I really appreciate all you’ve done for me. Now tell me what I can do to compensate you for this.”

			“On the house. We got lots of useful data. And experience. We don’t see gunshot wounds here, let alone complex ones.” 

			“Lab rat, huh?”

			“If I could persuade you to come back regularly, we’d get even more useful data.”

			“So you’re still doing medical research here.”

			“We developed what you’ve just been treated with. Among other things.”

			 Chris was starting to feel caged even with visits from Jared and the others, but he also felt obligated. And one thing had never gone away, not even after all the turmoil and trauma of the last week: he still wanted to know what was going on inside Ainatio. He needed to know what Dr Kim’s deal was, and the significance of Pascoe’s Star. He was also curious about the facility itself, because things weren’t adding up. 

			“Okay,” he said. “I will.”

			“Daily, until you stabilise?”

			“Sure. Thanks.”

			“Besides, Solomon enjoys a chat.”

			Chris didn’t think the AI was short of human company or things to do, and he wasn’t aware that they’d spent that much time talking. But Solomon did seem to take a shine to some people. “Yeah. He’ll keep an eye on me.”

			Chris decided honour would be satisfied if he stayed two more days and humoured Mendoza about the check-ups. This whole thing was just a temporary inconvenience. He’d be fine in four weeks, but what he’d done — or hadn’t done — had changed the world for everyone around him. He’d fucked up twice, all for a half-assed mission they wouldn’t have needed to undertake if he’d just asked Trinder for help, or even accepted what was offered. And he shouldn’t have retraced the route to leave Kingston. Jamie had paid the price. Erin and the others would go on paying it. 

			No, he had no right to ask when he’d be back to normal, none at all. He deserved this frigging pain for the rest of his life.  

			He walked down the corridor with some assistance from the wall, picked up the forearm crutches from his room, and went for a long walk around the passages. He couldn’t get lost. Solomon would always know where he was and would respond instantly. That had felt creepy at first, but now it was kind of reassuring. 

			So where was everybody?

			Chris didn’t expect corridors full of casualties on trolleys and a chaotic ER like the last hospital he’d walked into, a nightmare he’d never forgotten. The Ainatio site was safe. There was no traffic, no epidemics, and no roaming gangs. But he’d thought there’d be enough folks in here who’d need routine care for activity to be visible. He carried on, expecting to see people around the next corner, and the next, but he was still on his own.

			At every corridor intersection, he walked over slightly raised transverse strips about a foot wide that extended up the walls on both sides and across the ceiling. They didn’t look like the bot orientation strips set in every floor around the place. When he examined the continuation up the walls, he realised that the strips were sunk deep into the surface, and seemed to be the edges of sliding doors or bulkheads of some kind. He took a guess at fire or biohaz precautions, and once he started noticing them, he saw them everywhere. The whole building could be sealed off section by section. Well, Ainatio did all kinds of weird shit, so they had to be able to contain a spill or an outbreak. It didn’t fill him with confidence, though.  

			An elevator panel in the next corridor showed at least five floors below ground level. Chris passed a passage signposted to laboratories with only number identifications, no department titles. He was tempted to take a look and find out what they were, but twenty yards further on he spotted something more interesting, a glimpse of the outside world down a short corridor that opened onto a square like a parade ground. 

			Chris had never seen Ainatio from the air. Any drones he’d tried to fly over the site had been jammed, and he certainly hadn’t been rubbernecking when the Lammergeier casevacked him. But there was obviously a lot more here than he’d realised.  

			Screw it, he’d go check this out. Nobody could accuse him of snooping. Solomon was ever-present, and if the AI thought he was heading somewhere he shouldn’t, he’d step in.

			The outer doors opened automatically. Chris didn’t have a pass, but he knew from watching the nurses that staff were chipped to open security doors. Solomon must have done it for him.

			Are you just being helpful, or is there something you think I should see?

			 Maybe there was just a nice ornamental garden out there with a fine display of spring bulbs. Chris stayed close to the wall, more for support if he stumbled than to avoid being noticed. There didn’t seem many ways to move around unobserved here. When he reached the corner of the wall, he found himself at the edge of an expanse of tarmac with hangars on the far side. So this was where they kept the Lammergeiers. Then he looked to his right and realised that there was a runway stretching out to the north-east, flanked by a block of two-storey buildings on one side and more hangars on the other. It was like a mini-airport.

			They weren’t just operating Lammergeiers, though. A shuttle launch rail down the centre of the runway disappeared into the distance. Chris hadn’t seen a shuttle take off, but Doug said there were several around, so he walked a little further to see if he could spot one. 

			And there it was, its nose poking out of its hangar. From its height, it looked about the size of a large airliner, which meant anywhere between five hundred and twelve hundred passengers, depending on configuration. Or maybe it was for freight, although Chris couldn’t imagine what they’d be shipping around in a thing that size.

			He’d ask Solomon. He made his way back into the building and turned down the passage to rejoin the main corridor. 

			“Solomon, you there?” Of course he was. Chris sat down in a deserted waiting area, relieved to take the weight off his leg for a while. “I’ve got a question.”

			“Of course, Chris.”

			“How many people do you have here?”

			“Fifteen hundred and thirteen.”

			“Is that all?”

			“How many did you think there were?”

			“Four or five times that. And should you be telling me this?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“Solomon, you know everything. By definition.”

			“Why did you think there were more?”

			“The volume of food you trade with Kill Line.”

			“Ah.” It wasn’t the ah of someone being put on the spot. It was the ah of a teacher whose pupil had finally understood a critical lesson. “Go on.”

			Chris wondered whether to quit while he was ahead. Maybe his guard was lowered because he’d been softened up by injury, medication, and generosity. The normal Chris would have kept his counsel and said nothing, but now he was stuck in the middle of a creaking bridge, unsure which end to make a run for. He’d said too much to pretend he knew nothing and he hadn’t found any answers.

			He decided to press on. “What do you do with all that food?”

			“We store the surplus.”

			Oh, really? “The farmers don’t know you’re doing that.”

			“I gather Ainatio asked them if they could supply a certain amount, and they didn’t ask why.”

			 “Maybe the utilities and the medical care are a fair exchange, but it still sounds shitty to me.”

			“Why?”

			That was a good question. Chris considered his reflex reaction. “Not levelling with them, for a start. They could store their own surpluses. But it’s all under the company’s control.”

			“True.”

			Chris changed tack. “I know you grow some specialist crops in here, because I’ve had chocolate and coffee. Is that what’s on the lower levels? Hydroponics?”

			“Some of the floors, yes.”

			“Is this a guessing game?”

			“I can assure you I’m not playing games, Chris. I’m just helping you think.”

			Nobody who’d lived through the last famine would have argued against the insurance of a store larder. It just didn’t sit well with Chris that Ainatio would handle the rationing. Either they didn’t trust the farmers, or they knew something bad was coming down the pike, or — what, exactly? 

			“I was going to ask why you’re the ones stockpiling food,” he said. “But I can think of at least two reasons, and I don’t like either of them. And I don’t want to have an argument.”

			He rearranged his crutches, heaved himself upright, and limped away down the corridor, surprised at the speed he could reach if he just stopped trying to use his bad leg. 

			“Chris, this matters more than you think.”

			There was no running away from Solomon. He was like a conscience. “Do you want me to go on, or shall I shut up?” Chris asked. What the hell. Just go for it. “Why keep the town at arm’s length when you’re all stranded here? I can understand the management not wanting to cosy up to randoms like us, but the Kill Line guys feed you. Was it because you didn’t want them to know how few staff are in here? Why are you still doing all this cutting-edge medical research when you’re supposed to be finding a way to stop die-back? And what’s the deal with Pascoe’s Star? Those were the numbers Kim gave me, right? They were co-ordinates.”

			Chris didn’t think it was possible to leave an AI speechless, but Solomon didn’t answer for a full five seconds. That was a long pause even for a human. 

			“I made the right choice,” Solomon said. Chris had no idea what he meant. “Now I have to make another. Will you bear with me while I talk to Major Trinder?”

			Chris almost did an arms-spread gesture of surrender, but the crutches limited him to a vague movement with one arm. “Sure. It’s not like I can run away.”

			They’re going to shoot me. And we were getting on so well.

			He leaned against the wall for as long as he could, then realised it didn’t matter where he was as far as Solomon was concerned. He went back to his room and settled in the chair to do a few leg exercises the way the physio had shown him.

			Damn it, he quite liked Solomon. He still wasn’t sure what to make of him, but any entity willing to jump into a bot, kick down doors, and start shooting was okay. Chris had even grown to like Trinder. There was an earnest decency about both of them. 

			Eventually someone rapped on the door. Solomon could have told him who was there and let them in, but he didn’t, and Chris had to get up. It was Trinder, armed with what was left of his bottle of Scotch and a couple of glasses.

			“You’re going to need this,” he said, putting the bottle on the table. “Sol, make sure nobody comes in.”

			Chris sat down again. “Oh. It’s like that, is it?”

			“Don’t blame Sol. He’s in an awkward situation, like me.”

			“Is this about the food stockpile, or what you really do here? Or is it Pascoe’s Star?”

			Trinder’s shoulders sagged a little. “All three.”

			“Right.”

			Trinder poured two glasses. It now looked like some kind of ritual, as if he couldn’t say what he thought without the excuse of liquor in front of him, even if he wasn’t drunk. Or maybe he was just a regular guy in a highly irregular situation, not sure whether something was going to blow up in his face, and this was his way of declaring the room a DMZ where everyone was free to speak their mind. He took a couple of big breaths, nodded to himself like he was rehearsing giving someone’s next of kin the worst news, and sat on the bed. 

			“Ever heard of a deep-space mission called Cabot? Before either of us were born.”

			Chris thought for a while. “Was that the one that went missing or something?”

			“Yeah. Forty-five years ago. Except it didn’t.”

			“Didn’t go at all, or didn’t go missing?”

			“Didn’t go missing. We’ve just been told that it’s in one piece and close to Pascoe’s Star. That’s forty light years. Apart from a few managers, not even the staff knew until a couple of days ago. We’ve built a base on one of its planets.”

			“No wonder everyone jumped when I read out Dr Kim’s mystery numbers.”

			“How did you work out what they were?”

			“One of the kids in the camp had to tell me. Apparently it’s obvious even if you’re just a hobby astronomer. He’s got one of those stargazing apps.” 

			“Well, it was news to me.”

			“You didn’t ask folks in here about the numbers?”

			“No. Need-to-know is a big deal in a place like this. It doesn’t pay to look too curious. Besides, it’s a big leap from Dr Kim having star co-ordinates to finding we’ve already got a whole damn base in another star system.”

			“Okay, so how important is it? I’m sorry to sound underwhelmed, but it doesn’t affect me. It’s history.”  

			“It’ll affect you more than you think. Chris, Cabot’s the whole reason for this place existing. It supports the mission. Sol’s the AI that runs it.”

			“I thought you were working on some die-back fix.” 

			“Yeah, I thought we were too. Some people actually are. But you were asking why the doctors here were doing advanced medical research. It’s for the colony on Opis. That’s the planet.”

			“Okay, you’ve lost me now. So Pascoe has planets. And there’s a colony. Like Mars.”

			“Will be. The core’s already built.” 

			“Why are you telling me this?”

			“Because there’ll be follow-up missions starting this year, and we’ve asked the Director to let you guys come along. If you want to, that is.”

			Chris sipped the Scotch. His brain wasn’t going to process all this in one bite, but maybe that was for the best.

			“Well, damn,” he said. “That’s some offer. If it’s true.”

			“I swear it is.”

			Chris didn’t think Trinder was a liar. That was no guarantee that he hadn’t been briefed by someone who was, but Solomon seemed to be going along with it.   

			“Does Doug Brandt know?” Chris asked.

			“Not yet. The Cabot crew haven’t been told what’s happened on Earth while they’ve been in cryo, either. They don’t even know everyone thinks they’re dead.”

			“How are you going to tell them, seeing as it’ll take forty light years for a signal to reach them? Or did Ainatio leave a really depressing recorded message?”

			The TV next to Chris’s bed switched itself on, stopping Chris in mid-flow. Trinder got up and leaned against the wall next to Chris’s chair.

			“That’s another thing,” Solomon said. “It’s partly to do with Dr Kim, but first things first. I know this is a lot to take in. It’s easier to see it.”

			The TV rotated to face Chris. The scene could have been from any space movie, a deserted landscape that didn’t look quite right for Earth, with a cluster of printed buildings like the Mars base he’d seen on the news. The soil wasn’t red, though. This wasn’t Mars.  

			“This is live,” Solomon said. “I know anything can be faked, but I promise you this is from a camera on Opis. It’s Nomad Base. We have a superluminal comms relay. Instantaneous. Faster than light. That’s one of the reasons the mission’s top secret.”

			Chris watched, unconvinced. A few clouds scudded left to right across the sky, and a box-shaped bot drove through the foreground on belt tracks. He wanted to trust Solomon, but he also didn’t want to make a fool of himself by falling for a prank.

			Then he looked at Trinder. He wasn’t the prank type. He actually looked worried, as a man would if he shouldn’t have been sharing this information. And Solomon — no, he was beyond practical jokes. Chris knew that much about both of them by now.

			“Solomon, no offence, but I’m still having trouble with this,” he said.

			“Let me bump up the magnification.”

			The camera panned right and picked up a purple shape that resolved into multiple trunks and flat, paddle-like branches fringed by a single continuous leaf on each side. They looked like giant chard plants drawn by a toddler who was very fond of purple. 

			“Well... yeah,” Chris said. “Never seen one of those in the garden centre.”

			“I’ve been exploring the surface using one of the camp’s quadrubots. Oxygen atmosphere, very diverse ecology.”

			“You’re telling me you’ve been there.”

			“Yes.”

			The camera panned back again to the centre of the camp and off to the left. The bots were still trundling around, but there were now a couple of big blue-black shapes in the shade of one of the modular buildings. When the camera turned their way, the shapes unfolded like origami and Chris was left speechless. 

			They had heads. They had beaks. They had wings.

			“Shit, are those pterodactyls or something?” 

			They were as alien as the crazy purple trees. They seemed to realise the camera was looking their way and scuttled along the ground for a few yards before gaining height and flapping away out of view. This wasn’t some film set or practical joke.

			Trinder unscrewed the cap on the Scotch again. Chris heard the metal rasp but couldn’t look away from the screen. 

			“Isn’t that something?” Trinder said.

			“Okay.” Chris accepted the topped-up glass pressed into his hand without looking. “You got me. It’s a big deal after all.”

			* * *

			Survey Vessel Cabot:

			1100 Hours EST

			“Solomon, are you sure you don’t have small children?” 

			Ingram watched from the hatch of what had been the junior rates’ mess before they gave up and turned it into a cinema. Thirty crew and contractors had now been revived and most of them were crammed into the compartment, nursing hot drinks and mesmerised by the feed from Opis displayed on the bulkhead screen. 

			“I think I’d have noticed, Captain.”

			“Well, you have a natural talent for distraction. Sit them down in front of the cartoons and they’re as good as gold.”

			“It’s a fascinating planet. Wait until they see the native avians.”

			“I haven’t seen them either.” 

			“Imagine a crow as a pterosaur. I haven’t worked out whether they’re nocturnal or not, but these are the only ones I’ve seen. Probe surveys haven’t picked them up elsewhere.”

			If previously undiscovered species were still popping on Earth, then there was no telling what lived on Opis. Ingram decided not to take any chances when she ventured outside the habitat. 

			“Perhaps they’re curious and they’ve come to have a look,” she said. “So, time to talk to Alex Gorko, eh?”

			“I’ve set up the link in the wardroom. Ready when you are.”

			Ingram walked back down the passage, checking her status screen as she went. Haine, Searle, and Bissey were already there. Kokinos, Filopovic, and Hiyashi were on their way, and Devlin, Sato, and Yeung were still recovering from cryo. That accounted for all her senior officers. Everyone else could catch up when she’d digested whatever the briefing contained.  

			“Do  you want me to take part in this, Captain?” Solomon asked.

			She was getting used to the AI’s voice popping up in her earpiece or emerging from the nearest speaker. It felt less like being stalked. “No, that’s okay. I’ll probably want to talk to you afterwards, though, depending on what’s so confidential that it’s worth a comms blackout.”

			“I’ll be available.” That seemed to be his way of telling her that he was going into that there-and-not-there state of monitoring without actively listening. “I’ve increased the gravity again, by the way. Just a touch. You should all be used to it by the time you land. Let me know if anyone has problems.”

			Ingram was the last into the wardroom. The other officers were bunched up at one end of the table, steaming mugs in front of them, staring at the bulkhead screen in silence. 

			“This is the worst sports bar ever,” Haine said.

			Ingram unfolded a seat from the bulkhead and locked it down on the deck. “Don’t worry. When this joker’s had his say, we’ll get a recreational link set up. This new AI can do anything.”

			Filopovic tapped the table for quiet like a committee chairman. “Here we go.”

			Alex Gorko set the tone for the briefing as the conference screen went live. All the physics and engineering miracles that it had taken to get this signal to Cabot in real time were overshadowed by his anxious half-smile and a quick but telling brush of his fingers against his mouth as if he was trawling for crumbs in his beard.

			“Hi, I’m Alex Gorko,” he said. “Call me Alex. This is awesome, huh? Instant comms. Well, welcome back to the waking world, and congratulations on being the first extrasolar mission to land. You don’t know me, but I know all your faces like my next-door neighbours’.”

			Ingram braced for incoming. “Good morning, Alex. I gather we’ve missed a few developments over the years.”

			He kicked straight into what looked like a painfully rehearsed speech. “Yeah, I apologise for all the secrecy and drama, Captain. I know it’s a pain in the ass to come out of cryo and find you can’t even catch up with the news. But I hope you’ll understand why I want to brief you first, because if you hop around the channels now it’s not going to make much sense to you.” He meshed his fingers on the table in front of him. “Earth’s changed a great deal in ways nobody on the Nomad project could have foreseen when you went into cryo.”

			Here we go. “We guessed.”

			“Okay, I’ve rehearsed this a hundred times, but it’s never sounded right, so forgive me for dropping the managerial euphemism. I won’t insult your intelligence or try to make light of this. There’s been a series of disasters that have pretty much redrawn the map of the world. There’s no US government, we’re down to ten percent of our population, and Ainatio’s functioning like a kind of corporate city-state. But we are functioning, and there will be follow-up missions starting at the end of this year.”

			He paused as if he was expecting fighting to break out. Nobody said a word. Nobody even breathed. Ingram’s brain just went to action stations. She would deal with whatever came through the door in the way that she’d been trained.  

			“Go on, Alex. Give us the horror story and don’t make us ask questions.”

			“Sorry. I really had no idea how you’d take this.”

			“We’re Navy. Just tell us.”

			“Okay. Headlines. You remember the first wave of epidemics? Well, we had more assorted outbreaks with high death rates. But the tipping point was famine caused by agriweapons. Look out for ‘die-back’ in the report I’m sending you. Terrorists released it, not us, by the way. Long story short, it wiped out key crops — soy, wheat, and maize were the worst hit — and it affected the US and Europe. Europe... well, it wasn’t pretty to begin with, but die-back’s finishing the job. It’s been a hard few decades. APS closed their borders years ago and tried to stop the spread with salted nukes. All in all, most of the Western world’s gone down the drain, and anyone who could get out moved a long way south or east. And a few more rich guys’ lighthuggers abandoned Earth, too. So there you are. You left just in time.”

			“Europe,” Haine said. He glanced at Ingram. “How about the UK?”

			“You’re surviving. A really big moat has its advantages. We’ve got a couple of your special forces guys marooned here with us, by the way.”

			“We’re not at war with the Pacific states, are we?”

			“No. Just very unwelcome.”

			Haine nodded. “Good, because we have Japanese and other APS nationals on board.” 

			Ingram wondered about the legal status of the mission if some crew members had functioning governments and others didn’t, but then she realised it didn’t matter a damn. This was their world now, and it was whatever she decided it would be. She hung onto the fact that Britain had survived. At least she could catch up with old friends.

			“Now you know why I didn’t want you to look for the news on your cool FTL portal and wonder where all the American and European channels were,” Alex said. “So at least you’ve been spared the media clamour for interviews.”

			“You can probably see from the general lack of reaction here that we’re, ah, somewhat taken aback.” Ingram ground through the chain of logic, trying to ignore the inner voice screaming at her that everything was gone. They’d assumed it would be, although not quite like this. “Nobody’s left next of kin behind, but it’ll still be a massive shock for the crew, so we’ll prepare accordingly. Where do we route messages if people want to check on their hometown? Is any comms infrastructure still functioning?”

			“Ah, that’s something else I was coming to. It’s not that simple. When I mentioned the media attention you wouldn’t be getting, I didn’t explain why.”

			Alex went back to that beard-flicking gesture and his blink rate shot up. Ingram could see he’d been ramping up to the most contentious news rather than getting the worst over with first.

			“I don’t know if you remember that there was a political row about the mission,” he said.

			“That Ainatio kept governments out of it? Yes. The tech corps never handed out free tickets for their lighthuggers either.”

			“Well, yeah.”

			“Don’t tell me they’re still upset about it.”

			“No, but they were upset at the time, and we didn’t want Cabot scuppered by investigations and sanctions. If they’d known Cabot was armed, or a few other details, it might have turned a tad ugly. So we created a cover story.”

			Alex paused again. His timing was starting to infuriate Ingram.

			“Just spit it out,” she said. “It can’t be any worse than the end of Western civilisation.”

			“Okay. Some time after the launch, we announced that we’d lost contact with Cabot and that all hands were presumed dead.”

			Now it was Ingram’s turn to pause. The tidal wave of bad news had started to hit home. 

			“But that was decades ago,” she said. “Did you come clean in the end? Tell me you did.”

			“No, of course we didn’t.”

			It felt like being buried alive. Nobody knew they’d survived or even where they were, at least nobody outside Ainatio. The wardroom was one single held breath.

			“Why weren’t we told before we left?” she asked. “Or were you making this up as you went along?”

			“Nobody wanted to risk it leaking.”

			“Good God, we’re all used to OPSEC. Don’t treat us like cretins.”

			Alex looked red-faced and wretched. It wasn’t his fault, but Ingram felt that was only a technicality right now. “I can only assume that they weren’t a hundred per cent sure about the civilian contractors on board.”

			“So come clean,” Ingram said. “Whoever’s left needs to know we’re alive. Who’s going to object to Cabot now?”

			“Asia, mainly.”

			“So why do we care? You said there’s no functioning US government and the West is basically cut off. Quarantined. Here be dragons. Even if our existence offends someone, what can they do about it? We’re decades away.”

			“I don’t think you understand how marginal things are back here. We don’t have any defences except a handful of corporates. One research centre. Fifteen hundred people out of an original global corporation of two hundred thousand. And four follow-up vessels. Four. Not the fifty we planned. If APS finds out we have a foothold on Opis, they probably won’t stand back and let us develop it. Especially when they realise the FTL that made this link and the remote work possible was something we stole from them.”

			Ingram had been trained to keep her head and assess the situation. That didn’t stop her from being angry. 

			“Anything else you want to tell us?”

			“No, that’s about it. Sorry.”

			“Did it ever occur to you that you compromised this entire crew? You corporate, that is, not you personally. I imagine this happened on Bednarz’s watch.”  

			“Not even Solomon knew it was stolen research. We only found out a few weeks ago.”

			“So we can’t call anyone on Earth except you, in case we blow our cover.”

			“Correct.”

			“But it’s not as if scientists didn’t know Pascoe b existed.” 

			“That doesn’t mean anyone else would head there, though. It’s not the only planet, and it’s a hell of a lot further away. Everyone else chose to focus on manned exploration within the solar system. Well, except the lighthuggers, but they’re nuts, and that’s been our cover. Nobody’s worried about where the lighthuggers are heading, so if Ainatio loses a ship doing something just as crazy, everyone shrugs and says serves them right.” 

			“This is rationalisation after the event.”

			“I’m not making excuses. But we are where we are.”

			“Are we speaking freely?” Haine asked.

			“Certainly,” Alex said.

			“I was talking to Captain Ingram.”

			Ingram made an after-you gesture. “Knock yourself out, Commander.”

			“Alex, I’d be a liar if I said nobody cares about a little bit of glory, because every human likes to succeed and say look how brave and clever I’ve been,” Haine said. “But that isn’t the issue. It’s being cut off and nobody knowing where we are — except you.”

			Alex meshed his hands on the table. “I’m not saying this to be cruel, but the world’s forgotten you and a dozen other epoch-making achievements in the last fifty years. You would have been forgotten even without the cover story.”

			 “But not by the people who knew us. It’s being airbrushed out of existence that grips my shit, frankly. We’re not dead. We might be embarrassing if we resurface now, but we’re not dead. And screw you for making us so, I might add.”

			“If you reappear now, you’ll get a whole lot worse than psychological scars.” Alex suddenly snapped at Haine. “APS could commandeer the remaining vessels, muscle us out, and head your way to take over Nomad now that the heavy lifting’s been done. They don’t trust the West with technology. They don’t trust us because of die-back getting out of the labs. They don’t trust us with space colonisation. And they’re going to be extra-pissed if they find out we stole their FTL research. If they seize the project and show up before the colony’s established and defended, which is going to take a century, then it’s all been for nothing. Wasted. Zip. You might have to wait forty-five years to get your asses kicked, but they will be kicked.”

			He sat back so hard in his seat that Ingram heard it creak and shudder. That wasn’t an act. There was no point in arguing any more at the moment, not without doing more homework, and for all she knew, he might have a point. It was time for a brief tactical withdrawal.

			“Very well, Alex,” she said. “You’ve made your case. I need to discuss the implications with my team and work out the best way to brief the crew. Do we have limited access to the portal now?”

			“Yes.” Alex kept nodding. “It’s routed through Ainatio anyway, and it’s almost all archived. We lost the net ages ago. But you can look at things to your heart’s content, and sometimes Sol manages to hack into some foreign media sites via the sats. I’m sorry this wasn’t a happy conversation, but there won’t be any more surprises. The full report should be on your system now. Have a good day.”  

			The screen defaulted to the company ident. Bissey raised his arms over his head, locked his fingers, and stretched until his joints clicked. 

			“Ah well,” he said. “We can’t do a bloody thing about it now, so I’ll be happy if we can watch a sports channel, even if it’s netball in Cantonese.”

			This was what Ingram expected of her officers. It was shattering news, but they had a job to do and they’d rage or bawl their eyes out later when it was done. In the meantime, they’d find the positive side of it. They all knew what they were really thinking. 

			“Time to crack on, people,” Ingram said. “Does anyone need counselling? Because I can only manage a good slap and tell you to pull yourself together.”

			Steve Kokinos  got up to leave. “Works for me, ma’am,”  

			“It’s not every day we find half the world’s gone Black Death on us while our back was turned. I’ll circulate the report to you all, and then we’ll decide how to brief the crew. Let’s get going.”

			Ingram caught Searle in the passage. “I’m really sorry about what’s happening in the States, Brad. We’ll get more information out of the company.”

			“Well, we’re still hanging in there, ma’am. We’ll recover. They can’t wipe us all out, can they? Don’t worry about me.” 

			Of course I worry. Be upset, Brad. It’s okay. “Good man.”

			Nothing pulled people together like adversity — the right kind of people, anyway. Ingram went back to her cabin to read the report in private in case she lost the fuel of resigned calm and righteous indignation. It wasn’t happy reading. The die-back virus was released by people who didn’t care if they lived or not, but cared very much that their enemies died. Or maybe it really was just a negligent release of an experimental bioweapon. Whatever it was, the truth had been lost in a thousand claims and rebuttals. It only mattered if you had the luxury of finding who was responsible and making them wish they’d never been born.

			“Straws and camels’ backs, Solomon?” she said, testing the summoning powers of his name. “One disaster after the next, and finally the whole system falls over. Is that it, then? Any other lies Alex hasn’t told us about?”

			“No, Captain, that’s it. He’s been remarkably frank.”

			“And why should I believe you?”

			“Because I gave you my word. And I wouldn’t have gone along with the deception if I hadn’t agreed that there was a real risk to Nomad. I decided it really was best to hide in the shadow of ridicule around the lighthugger missions.”

			“You decided.”

			“I told you what I was,” he said. “An AMAI. Autonomous Moral Artificial Intelligence. I’m designed to make moral choices. I don’t like lies, but sometimes I have to conceal facts for the safety and well-being of those who depend on me.”

			“That’s what we all tell ourselves.”

			“There really are no more secrets, Captain.”

			“Okay. I believe you.”

			“You have an excellent crew. The right people. You won’t make the same mistakes that Earth did. A fresh start is a wonderful opportunity.”

			It was an odd comment. It might have been reassurance. But Solomon had a point: she did have the right crew for this job, and they were going to make the most of this because now there really was no going back.

			“Yes,” she said. “We chose the best.” 

			* * *

			Director’s Office, Ainatio Park Research Centre: 

			Next Day

			“When did you get to be so damned argumentative, Solomon?” Erskine had her back to the desk, watching the feed from Nomad. “Why do we need to tell Doug Brandt yet? We’ve still got more issues to iron out. There’s nothing worse than dropping a big announcement on people and then being unable to answer their questions. It makes them anxious and then they fill the gaps with speculation.”

			It was a meeting of those not normally assembled in Erskine’s presence: Trinder, Marc Gallagher, and Tev Josepha, plus Alex Gorko. Alex sat on the sofa opposite, his arm along the back cushions and legs crossed, swinging one foot. He’d had that frown fixed to his face since the mauling Ingram had given him. 

			“Because we can’t keep the mission quiet any longer,” Solomon said.

			Erskine swivelled her chair to face the room. “I suppose employees will talk, but who do they get a chance to tell?”

			“They don’t have to gossip. Chris Montello knows about Pascoe’s Star.”

			“That’s impossible.”

			“You forget how we acquired Dr Kim. She gave him the co-ordinates.”

			“So somehow he takes a string of numbers and works all this out, does he?”

			“He simply asked around in his camp and a teenager who likes astronomy recognised the format. The boy’s got hobby software that you used to be able to buy for a couple of dollars. There’s no monopoly on that kind of information.”

			“So why is it an issue?”

			“Because Sergeant Montello’s a curious and intelligent man. He worked out that we take in much more food than we need for the number of staff we appear to have. And he noticed the amount of resources devoted to experimental medicine. He asked questions.”

			“Of you?”

			“Yes.”

			“Did you answer them?”

			Solomon disliked confrontation, but there was nothing that Erskine could do to him, and the matter had to be settled. 

			“Yes, I did.”

			“What?”

			“I told him what we really do here. He asked because he analyses situations like the soldier he is. He reads the world around him. Those skills are valuable and he isn’t a threat, so I felt he deserved answers.”

			Erskine’s face went a pale, waxy yellow. For a moment, Solomon thought she might collapse. The blood drained visibly. It was fascinating. “What the hell possessed you to tell him?” she demanded. “How dare you breach security. How dare you. You do not decide to disobey security protocols when it suits you.”

			“It’s my job.”

			“Your job is to manage the Nomad mission.”

			“Exactly. And this is part of managing it.”

			Erskine sat staring at the speakers, the place she regarded as his physical presence, as if she was trying to work out why a computer hadn’t done what she expected. The blood flooded back and her face flushed. She was embarrassed. Solomon had learned what embarrassment felt like early in his development, when Bednarz dressed down a PhD student in front of him. His respected mentor was behaving in a way that clearly upset the student, and Solomon wanted it to stop but didn’t know how to say so because of Bednarz’s status. The student was equally embarrassed, both for failing his supervisor and being insulted in front of others in the lab. 

			Embarrassment wasn’t quite the same as feeling foolish over a mistake and signalling regret or apology, like the textbook said. For Solomon, there would always be an element of fearing to speak up or seeing someone in authority lose their moral weight. He studied the reactions of others in the meeting: Trinder and Marc were trying not to look, keeping their gaze fixed on their hands, Alex was watching Erskine, and Tev was watching the Opis feed. It told him a lot.

			“We’ll talk later, Solomon,” Erskine said.

			“Can we can move this on?” Alex asked. “We need to make a decision about whether we open the missions to the camp as well as the townspeople. We need them. I really don’t buy the lack of security vetting or health profiling as grounds to exclude them.”

			Alex, a man who brokered cooperation between the uncooperative by being superficial and a little dishonest, had a streak of aggression that surprised Solomon. He’d let it slip out with Ingram’s officers, and now he looked like he’d reached that point of exasperation again. Solomon kept quiet, not out of reluctance but curiosity.

			Trinder spoke up for the first time. “Ma’am, I have to agree with Alex. The mission needs people like Montello. He’s intelligent, resourceful, and tough. All his vets are, and most of the civilians as well from what I’ve seen. It’s why they’re still alive against the odds. Even if the vets were rear echelon, they’ve still got that get-it-done mindset and they’re willing to take physical risks. That’s what we need. That’s what space programmes have always needed.”

			Erskine slipped into her regal posture. She leaned back in the chair, head lifted a little so that she was looking down her nose. “This is starting to feel like a campaign. Mr Gallagher? Mr Josepha? You’re security advisers. Advise.”

			Marc raised his hand to shoulder height. “I’m voting with Major Trinder, ma’am. Your boffins are nice people, but a colony needs as big a gene pool as you can get, and also some lads who aren’t afraid to do what it takes.”

			“I’m voting for a bigger gene pool too,” Tev said. “Except more tactfully.”

			Erskine turned back to the screen and watched the activity in the Nomad camp. A water tank was being ratcheted up its tower.

			“Very well, let’s open it up to them, but I want health profiles. Are you sure there’s no way of getting access to security checks, Solomon?”

			“I’ll see what’s sitting on servers that I can access, Director.”

			“And Doug Brandt,” Alex said. “If Chris knows, he’ll feel obliged to tell Doug. It’s better coming from us.”

			“Agreed.”

			“I’ll call him. Solomon, do you want to handle Chris?”

			“Certainly.”

			“Good to see everyone’s suddenly so friendly and on first-name terms,” Erskine said. “Let’s make sure we don’t lose control of the situation. This mustn’t degenerate into a free-for-all if the camp tells other refugees.”

			Alex’s eyelids lowered just a fraction, a sign that he was annoyed. “The last contact they had with other displaced ended with one of their men dead and three others wounded, Director, so I don’t think they’re in a sharing mood.” 

			“Well, let’s get this done. Thank you, everybody. Solomon, we need to iron out some details, if you could spare me a few minutes.”

			Yes, I know what that means. 

			The others knew too. Solomon spotted the flash of eyebrows between Tev and Marc. Trinder just glanced at the wall speakers with a nod of acknowledgement. Perhaps this had made a tense meeting worse. It was much easier for everyone when Solomon transferred to the quadrubot and they saw him as a loyal, friendly canine than when he loomed over them like an invisible and judgemental deity. 

			And it’s a cheetah. Not a dog. Why does that matter?

			Erskine’s office emptied. She carried on watching the Opis feed.

			“Solomon, we’ve worked together a long time,” she said. “We’re not getting along like we should. Is there a problem? Do you want to talk about anything?”

			“I have fewer problems to resolve now than I did a year ago, Director.” 

			“Then let me say this. Don’t you ever, ever go behind my back on policy and security again. Don’t you ever undermine me in front of others like that. And don’t ever forget that you work for Ainatio. You’re Ainatio property. You have no other loyalty. Do you understand? This is about trust.”  

			Shall I be conciliatory and just bypass her, or thrash it out once and for all? I’ve got what I needed. Everyone gets the chance to go to Opis. 

			“I understand why you find it hard when I disagree with you, but that’s my job.”

			“Disagree? I’m starting to feel like this is a coup. You manoeuvred me into conceding today.”

			“I did what needed doing in the interests of the mission, in accordance with my tasking.”

			“Damn you, this is like talking to a lawyer. I’m the CEO of Ainatio. This is my company and this is my mission.”

			Solomon would have to clear the air sooner or later, and now seemed appropriate. “I don’t mean to be callous, Director, but you’re also seventy years old, and won’t be around forever, whereas for all intents and purposes I will. This is part of why I was created. I’m beyond human limitations like lifespans and status. And I’m not here to tell you what you want to hear. I’m here to tell you what you need to know.”

			Erskine was very good at long, unblinking silences, which took some doing when there were no visible eyes for her to focus on.

			“I can’t argue with that,” she said. “But I do think your judgement might be clouded by other imagined loyalties.”

			“My tasking wasn’t quite the same as yours.”

			“Oh?”

			“Yours is to ensure that Cabot lands its crew and that the follow-up missions take place. Mine is a longer-term tasking about humanity’s future.”

			“That’s a very grand pronouncement. What makes you think I have no interest in the long term? Other than being senile and near death, of course.”

			“My apologies. I really didn’t mean to dismiss you. You haven’t named a successor, though. You don’t have an official deputy, except perhaps Alex. People with visions want to know their legacy will be in good hands, like your father did.”

			Ahh, that’s true. But referring to her father... no, that was a mistake. She won’t forgive that. 

			“Then let’s try not to thwart each other again, shall we?” Erskine somehow ignored the trespass onto the sensitive ground of her relationship with her father. Everybody knew never to mention him to her. “I don’t want to have to attempt this without your full support.” 

			Solomon wasn’t sure whether to take that as a threat of disconnection. She had to be aware that he wasn’t something to simply unplug or shut down, but he decided that mistrust was the safer option. He didn’t think she was a bad person. If anything, he felt sorry for her. She’d given up her planned life for one that her father had dumped on her in the full expectation that she’d drop everything else to do it. But she didn’t have the same goals as Solomon. He could see that their definitions of the best of humanity weren’t going to match up.

			“The mission will always have my full support, Director,” he said. “You mustn’t doubt that.”

			He withdrew into the system and wandered around the monitors, looking for allies. Tev, Marc, and Trinder were in the recreation wing, playing basketball. By the time he’d transferred himself into the quadrubot and walked down there, they were sitting against the court wall, cooling down. 

			“Only me, gentlemen,” Solomon said. “Good game?”

			“Feeling our age,” Tev said. “Did you get a bollocking from Erskine, then?” 

			“We discussed our differences of opinion, yes.”

			Marc wiped his face on a towel. “Sol, mate, you need to watch your step. The old girl’s going to bust you down to a coffee machine if you get too lippy with her.”

			“I thought I was being polite.”

			“You were, but you weren’t taking any shit from her either. Be careful. She’ll pull your plug and shut you down.”

			“She can’t.”

			“I don’t think you realise how much you’ve rattled her cage.”

			“I do, but I meant that I’m designed to protect myself. I keep going when humans fail, but also when they change their minds. My creator didn’t want me tampered with.”

			“Ooh-err missus.”  

			“He wanted me to stick to my original objective, no matter what.”

			“Keep the faith, bro,” Trinder said.

			Tev chuckled. “Anything can be destroyed if you try. What if she sticks a missile up your mainframe or whatever it’s called?”

			“If there’s a power failure, an attack, or some fault, I move my core elsewhere, either in the system or to a separate device. Like this quad. It’s mobile and has its own power supply. As long as I have some means of transmission, I can run and hide. I might lose some of my more complex oversight functions, but I can rebuild those when I come back.”

			“And use weapons,” Trinder murmured.

			“Absolutely, if I can access them.”

			“What if you go wrong?”

			“What if humans go wrong?”

			“Remind me never to piss you off, Sol,” Marc said.

			“Yes, it’s just as well that I’m a moral AI.” That got a laugh from everyone. Solomon wasn’t joking, though. “My capability isn’t the kind that works well with ruthlessness.”

			“Ah, always plan based on your enemy’s capability, not intent.” Trinder kept checking his pulse against his watch. “I think you are pretty ruthless. You certainly sounded it with Erskine.”

			“I prefer to think of it as not being paralysed by programming. Moral choices don’t always mean that everyone gets what they want.” 

			That killed the conversation for a moment. Solomon wondered if he’d said too much and they were starting to think that he might regard them as acceptable losses. 

			“She just wants to create Boffinworld,” Marc said. “A planet of brainiacs, like the freakshow colonies on the lighthuggers, and all she needs Kill Line’s peasants for is cleaning the toilets. Who would you have recruited if the world hadn’t shot itself in the arse, Sol? Nobel winners with Olympic golds and big biceps?”

			It was time to tell them. They might not even realise the significance of what they were being told, but that was fine. They’d find out.

			“Gentlemen, shall I tell you the only specific mission I was given by my creator?”

			“I thought it was to make sure Nomad succeeded,” Tev said. 

			“That’s the means, not the mission.”

			“Oh bugger, this is going to get heavy.”

			“I was tasked to define the best in humanity, identify it, and protect it — those were the words — and I was left to decide how to do that. Over the years I’ve found that the best of humanity is always people who don’t realise that they are.”

			That produced the baffled silence he expected, followed by slight frowns as they tried to wring some meaning out of it. Then Tev did that aha expression of revelation, mouth open, head slightly back, with a half-nod.

			“Solomon,” he said. Tev came from a Fijian family, and Fijians knew their Bible. “Solomon the wise. The judge.”

			“I believe that was Tad Bednarz’s thinking, yes.”

			“King Solomon made a good start, but he went off the rails when he started hanging out with sleazy women and false gods.”

			“As I’m immune to those two temptations, Tev, I may yet remain at the wise stage.”

			They all laughed. Solomon enjoyed being able to amuse them. They’d proved again what he’d learned over the years, watching and listening and reading and talking to people, observing their actions and reactions, sifting the results and coming to understand what was good and bad, right and wrong, and shaping his plans for Nomad.

			The best of humanity still couldn’t see themselves. Luckily, Solomon could. 
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			If only history was just a matter of recording facts. In a thousand years, what are they going to believe really happened to us? Will they know how the things we did shaped their society? Will they understand why they ended up so far from Earth?

			Dr Annis Kim

			Kill Line:

			two Days Later

			A podium was a cold, lonely place to be when delivering difficult news. Alex looked around the packed council chamber, the biggest meeting room in Kill Line, and waited for the reactions. 

			“Questions?” he said.

			For a few seconds, there was just the murmur of hushed conversations and the creak of wooden benches. Alex looked around to check that the screen behind him was switched on, just to fill time without having to look at those accusing faces. When he turned back again, he couldn’t read the mood at all. 

			Joanne, the mayor’s wife, raised her hand.

			“Yes, Mrs Brandt.”

			“So the crew isn’t dead? They’re all well?”

			“Yes. I’m sorry we lied. We lied to them, too. But at the time, there was a real risk of other countries wanting to take military action if they found out.”

			She smiled. She actually smiled. “That’s wonderful. Oh, I’m so glad. We were very upset when it happened. Everybody was.”

			“They must have friends who mourned them and didn’t live to see this,” said a man in the front row. “Have folks been notified?”

			Another guy chipped in. “Yeah, well, most people are dead now anyway, Harry, so there’s nobody to tell.”

			Alex had expected to be driven out of town with torches and pitchforks, but all he got was this squeaky-clean happiness that the crew was alive. He felt like a total asshole. These folks were another species altogether.

			“We want to keep it quiet, to be honest, because the Asian states still might see it differently and want to put a stop to it,” he said, dying of shame. “They can’t get at Cabot, but we’re kind of vulnerable.”

			Oh, I didn’t even have to say that. What’s wrong with me? 

			The shine went off the evening as the townspeople started firing questions. At least the speech he’d prepared for a hostile reception wouldn’t be wasted now.

			“Are we in danger, then?” 

			“Why would APS want to interfere? We’re not going to start a war with them.”

			“What if they find out?”

			“But you’ve got defences, surely. Orbital stations.”

			Alex held up his hands for silence, trying to look relaxed. “I’m just being neurotic. We’re not in any danger. I spent so many years thinking the worst and being told to keep my mouth shut that I got paranoid. Everything’s fine. Nobody knows or cares that we’re here.” 

			Had that worked? At least that statement was true. He did another sweep of the hall and saw Chris Montello, a tall black guy, and a grizzled, unsmiling man in his fifties who was built like a brick wall, all watching as if they were waiting for him to make a run for it so they could head him off. 

			“I’d like to move on to the main business of the evening,” Alex said. “I’m going to show you something pretty amazing. It’s the planet Opis, the place where the Cabot crew will be landing and living, and over the next couple of years, we’ll start sending other ships to join them.” He took a breath, with no idea which way this was going to go now. “There’ll be room on those ships for anyone in Kill Line who wants to go to Opis and settle there.”

			 It was hard to read these people. Alex felt as if he was trying to give a talk in a foreign language that he thought he could speak like a native, only to find that he’d just baffled his audience with gibberish or insulted their mothers. 

			An old guy at the back broke the silence. “Is it like Mars?” 

			“See for yourself, sir. No, it’s not like Mars.” Alex stepped to the side of the screen for his big reveal. “It’s like Earth.” 

			He’d watched enough people see the Opis feed for the first time to know they’d be silent and open-mouthed at first, then they’d get that look of wonder, and then they’d start asking excited questions. But the silent phase here lasted longer than he’d expected. He scanned the faces in the packed hall. Did they understand what they were looking at? 

			Okay. Interpret it for them.

			“Yeah, this is a view of the Nomad camp, built by bots,” he said. “Opis is fairly close to Earth in climate terms. The day’s about two hours longer, the year’s a few weeks shorter, and — this is the good bit — we can breathe the air. We know we can grow crops there, because we’ve done soil analysis and tested actual plants here under the planet’s conditions. That’s why it was worth the struggle to travel forty light years and pretty much shut down everything else the company was doing just for this.”

			There was coughing and some creaking of chairs. Then a kid of about fifteen raised his hand. 

			“If the ship just got there, how did you get the images back so fast?”

			Before Alex could answer, the barrage began. “Beats Mars,” one woman said. “I’d always be worried about leaky seals on the doors.”

			“What’s the rest of the planet like, or is that the only decent part?”

			“I bet you’ve got FTL, haven’t you?” That kid wasn’t giving up. “So why didn’t you use it on Cabot?”

			“What happens to your site if we stay and you all clear out? Who’s going to maintain it? What’s going to break down and release contamination?”

			“I didn’t think it was legal to introduce our plants to other planets unless they were in sealed units.”

			Everybody was smarter and better informed than Alex expected. This was what happened when you locked yourself up with a group of people who were much the same and never got to talk to anybody who wasn’t. He started explaining about FTL comms and the payload limits, and showed satellite footage of Opis’s barren poles and equatorial forests. The townspeople asked about which crops they planned to plant and what they were going to do about livestock, and what kinds of vehicles they had for all this. They also asked when they could talk to the agricultural scientists. 

			It dawned on Alex one question at a time that these people didn’t take anything Ainatio told them on trust. They wanted reassurance that a bunch of guys in lab coats with no experience of operating farms actually knew what they were doing. After die-back, he couldn’t really blame them for not putting their faith in science.

			 “I want to go, sir.” A little boy sitting next to the Brandts seemed enthusiastic. “I want to live on another planet. I want to fly in a spaceship. I haven’t even seen the ocean.”

			Alex guessed whose kid this was by the look on Doug Brandt’s face and the way a guy in his thirties, who looked a lot like both of them, put his hand on the boy’s shoulder. 

			At least I’ve sold it to the kids. Not a total disaster, then. Just ninety-nine per cent.

			“Okay, folks, I’m open for questions, and there’s bound to be things you’ll want to ask when you’ve had time to think about all this, so you can get hold of me or someone in my department every day via the hotline in Mayor Brandt’s office. And I’ll come here to talk to you anytime you want.”

			Alex stepped down from the podium, handed the video controller to Brandt’s grandson with the biggest smile he could manage, and started working the room. He found himself looking at people he hoped would agree to go, and those he hoped would refuse, and hated himself for even thinking about dividing them. He started to keep a mental tally of who wanted to do what. Attitudes were mixed. It wasn’t about age or gender, or anything that he knew how to identify. 

			A man in his thirties introduced himself as Liam Dale. “Can we take our stock? That’s farm animals.” The guy’s need to explain confirmed that Alex had scored zero on the local knowledge round. “Our farm took my grandfather a lifetime to build. Good pedigree animals. I won’t leave them.”

			“Let me check how we’re dealing with that,” Alex said. Did we even consider their livestock? He scrawled reminder notes on his pocket screen. Yeah, that guy who’d spoken earlier was right: introducing terrestrial plants and animals was banned by treaty, but survival came first and there was nobody to stop them. “I realise I’m not as well-briefed on agriculture as I should be.”  

			“Got to think ahead, Liam,” said another man who’d drifted into the conversation. “It’s a new world. You can rebuild. I will.”

			“Yeah, well, you don’t have livestock.”

			“You know we can store embryos and reproductive material, don’t you?” Alex said. “You might want to think about that. We won’t have to do things the hard way any more.”

			“Sure,” Liam said. But he didn’t sound convinced. 

			After the folksy start, it was getting a little tense and acid. Alex moved on to the next point of eye contact, hoping it was friendly, and got chewed up badly by the town’s physician about gravity — yeah, he’d forgotten to mention that — and arrangements for the seniors. 

			It was hard going. But this was what he was paid for, not that he’d been paid recently in any currency that was still spendable, and he took it on the chin. 

			 Dear diary — went into town, told simple country folk that we lied about dead astronauts for forty-five years, everybody surprisingly happy at the good news of crew’s survival, made me feel guilty. Showed rubes nice pix of Opis and said they could go settle there if they wanted to. Ended evening by splitting the town down the middle and causing strife. Reconsidering my life choices. 

			 Eventually Alex ended up at the back of the hall. At least Chris and his buddies wouldn’t savage him. One of the guys he’d never met before, Jared, seemed to find Alex’s sales routine funny. The big solid one, Dieter, just nodded in acknowledgement and grunted his name.

			“I wouldn’t worry,” Jared said. “They’ve got time to think it over. It’s a hell of a big surprise. Anyone who says yes without thinking probably isn’t cut out for that kind of life anyway.”

			“Or a kid.”

			“Yeah, I wanted to be a spaceman when I was eight.”

			“I wanted to be a firefighter,” Alex said. “Which kind of happened — oh.”

			Alex had spotted Erskine. She hadn’t told him she was coming. People glanced at her as they would at any stranger, but Alex was sure they didn’t know who she was. At least she’d dressed down today and abandoned the designer suits. 

			“Director,” he said. “I wasn’t expecting you.”

			“I thought I’d wander down here. Are you going to introduce me?” She shook hands with Chris, scrutinising him, and made nice with the others. “I think I only know Doug Brandt.”

			Erskine didn’t wander anywhere. She was here for a tactical reason, perhaps to be seen to be available to the townspeople at a critical time, but after she’d done the rounds, Alex followed her outside and through the town square to her parked car. When she opened the door, Alex began to get the idea. She took off her collar comms and put the mike on the passenger seat with her screen. Then she indicated his collar link and gestured with her thumb.

			Leave it here.

			It had to be about Solomon. 

			Alex patted his pockets and took out every device that was connected to the centre’s network and left it in the car. Erskine opened the trunk, took out a bunch of flowers that looked like they’d been cut from the potted plants in her office, and headed towards the church.

			“Show me the young man’s grave,” she said. 

			It seemed like a nice gesture, but the centre’s drones might be out and about, and Solomon saw all. He had the measure of Erskine. Alex knew he’d suspect her motives. The grave was in a new row, picked out by a temporary headstone with a pine wreath, a pot of yellow crocuses, and divots in the freshly cut turf. The edges of the grave were marked by four lines of stones. Erskine laid her bouquet next to the crocuses.

			“I hate the thought of lives that never got the chance to do all they were meant to do,” she said. “Anyway, I wanted to talk about Solomon. I know this is going to make you squirm because you seem quite fond of him, but I’m concerned.”

			Yes, I’m squirming. “You’ll have to be specific.”

			“He’s actively defying instructions.”

			“Yeah. True. He is.”

			“Simple question, then. Is he malfunctioning?”

			“My gut feel would be no.”

			“Why?”

			“He’s behaving like a human being would when a project’s getting to the critical stage.”

			“I’m not sure if that’s meant to make me feel better, but it doesn’t. When people start to lose it under pressure, you remove them.”

			Alex didn’t want to be dragged into this. Solomon had made the right calls, and autonomous meant autonomous. That was what Bednarz had wanted. If flesh and blood got it right every time, nobody would have needed Solomon.

			“Here’s the difficult thing,” Alex said. “He disagrees with how some people want to do things. That’s exactly why he was developed.”

			“Yes, I’ve heard the Bednarz paean more times than I can stomach. But Bednarz never foresaw how much circumstances would change. We adapt.”

			“That’s why Bednarz built him, though. Because he didn’t want people giving up on his vision. And Sol’s been consistent. He lives to make Nomad a viable colony.”

			“Sol.”

			“It’s a long name.”

			“You’re sentimental.”

			“He’s the core of the project. You can’t change that.”

			“I can’t believe there isn’t a way to tone down or remove the independent streak in him and keep the lower functions.”

			“Why are you asking me? That’s a question for an AI developer. Have you asked one?”

			“No, for the very obvious reason that Solomon would know right away.”

			“I can’t help you, Director. I really can’t.”

			“I suspect you wouldn’t if you could.”

			“Would I let you poke a random screwdriver into the system that runs an entire complex for fifteen hundred people, four spacecraft, an extrasolar base, and the orbital stations without a truly compelling reason? No, I probably wouldn’t. But more to the point, Solomon won’t, either. He’s terrorist-proof, idiot-proof, and hacker-proof, otherwise he’d be our weak point.”

			“Has anyone tried?”

			“No, but if they did, you already know what he’s set up to do. He’d keep moving himself somewhere safe within the system. You’d be playing whack-a-mole with a mole that’s smarter than we are.”

			Erskine was still looking at Jamie Wickens’s distressingly fresh grave. Alex found himself thinking what he might have to do to stop her making a lethal mistake. Sol had assessed the threat and decided there was no danger in telling a captive audience about Nomad. He was railroading Erskine, though, manoeuvring her into a position where she’d find it nearly impossible to exclude the transit camp personnel. Yeah, Alex had to accept that Sol had learned to do things the devious human way. That was the fault of everyone who’d ever worked with him.

			“What if he decides he doesn’t need us?” Erskine asked.

			“Why would he do that if Nomad is entirely about human colonisation? He’s making moral, emotional decisions, or else there wouldn’t be any humans involved in this at all.”

			“But that’s relying on a benign dictator. He decides what’s best for us and we can’t gainsay him or vote him out.”

			“But he isn’t motivated by having power.”

			“Really? What would you call forcing everyone to stick to your plan if it’s not about getting your own way? He says he has a longer-term mission than mine, the future well-being of humanity rather than just the success of Nomad. Being human means having a choice, though. I feel he’s taking mine away.”  

			“Director, Sol could have killed us all by now. He’s just concerned about the size of the gene pool. That’s what he means about the future.”

			“Specifically that, you think.”

			“We’ve discussed it pretty regularly over the years, haven’t we? One hundred and seventy-five people selected for survival and exploration skills more than for breeding potential, and who might not reproduce anyway. What follows them is crucial.”

			Occasionally Erskine would hear an argument, weigh it up, and get that look on her face that said she’d taken it on board. For all her she-who-must-be-obeyed manner, she recognised a better idea when she saw one. Alex thought he’d made his point.

			Erskine shrugged. “Apparently they say in the Navy that they ‘wouldn’t breed from this officer.’ So perhaps there’s my answer, from the source. Don’t put all your money on Cabot’s collective genome.” She smiled, completely natural this time, as if she’d been caught off guard and reverted to the person she’d been before Ainatio had bent her out of shape. She pointed at the churned turf around the grave, dotted with the distinctive foot impressions of a quadrubot. “Solomon even came to the funeral. He really does take a liking to people, doesn’t he?”

			“You can trust him,” Alex said. “You know that. Protecting humans is built into him.”

			“Oh, I know.” Erskine bent down to reposition the bouquet. “As you say, he’s probably just conscious that it’s a critical moment. He’s waited a century for this.”

			Alex hoped she meant that. “It’s the price of making him so human. I’d bet an AI with no moral core would have culled us all by now and sold Nomad to China on efficiency grounds.”

			“That’s why they need an off switch.”

			Uh-oh. “Be glad Sol hasn’t got one. Nobody can change him.”

			Erskine was still studying the flowers, smiling slightly. Then she looked up and transferred the smile to Alex. There was a slight chill to it.

			“I’ll try to remember that next time he defies me,” she said.

			* * *

			Staff Garden:

			End of March

			“Oh my,” Erskine said. “I always wondered what had happened to that.”

			It was surprising what ended up dumped in the gardens. The lawns that had once been a haven for staff eating lunchtime sandwiches or catching the sun on coffee breaks were still mown by bots, and there was always a steady supply of people keen to pass their time pruning the roses. But some hidden corners had become tangled with briars. This one, between an equipment store and some old garbage bins, yielded a relic she hadn’t seen in more than thirty years. 

			The object was sitting on a concrete ledge next to the bins, veiled in spiders’ webs and barely recognisable in the fading evening light, but the blue-green patina gave it away. It was the bronze memorial plaque to the crew of Cabot. 

			 

			TO THE MEMORY OF THE SHIP’S COMPANY

			OF SURVEY VESSEL CABOT

			LOST WITH ALL HANDS

			WE WALK IN THE UNCHARTED PLACES

			AND ARE NOT AFRAID

			 

			It had been mounted on one of the stone walls inside the old security gate before the perimeter was moved to its current position. Her father had come to visit the research centre, and insisted that she accompany him, for reasons she didn’t understand at twenty-five but that she certainly grasped a few years later. It troubled her to think that the people who attended the memorial service and laid flowers were unaware that it was a sham. She couldn’t tell them the truth now even if she could contact them.

			Alex, perpetually in his freshman year when it came to things like this, would probably want the plaque to be cleaned up and presented to Bridget Ingram as a joke. Erskine found nothing funny in it. It made her skin crawl. It was a monument to betrayal on every level. 

			Here you are, sweetheart. Daddy’s told this big lie, but it’s yours now, and you’re going to have to deal with all the hurt and angry people. 

			Erskine put on her gloves to pull the plaque from the debris and wiped it with a tissue. With all the real death and devastation in the years since then, a lie about a relatively small number of lives seemed a stupid thing to worry about, especially weighed against the necessity of the Nomad mission. But like all symbols, the emotions it triggered were disproportionately larger. 

			Yes, it’s self-pity. Not my doing. But how easy some people find it to do that and not worry about the wreckage they leave in others’ lives.

			But she wasn’t here to rehash her father’s sins, although she suspected they were the root of her growing anxiety. She couldn’t trust him. Could she trust Solomon? She’d never had to test that until now, and suddenly she wasn’t sure. She hadn’t expected him to breach security protocol, and when Alex had joked about unfeeling AIs selling off the project it felt like an alert from her subconscious.

			Solomon doesn’t have an off switch.

			She had to explore her options now in case the unthinkable happened later. Containing Solomon should have been something to discuss with Trinder, but she felt safer making a more discreet approach to Marc and Tev. They were still separate from the company, some distance removed from office politics, and they’d had experience of neutralising real threats. The best place to catch them out of Solomon’s earshot was here. 

			Erskine checked her watch, her grandmother’s Chopard, and realised that they were ten minutes late. The two Brits were disciplined men who stuck to a fitness routine, whether that was morning squash sessions or the early evening run they took around the Ainatio grounds, so regular that she could almost rely on them as timekeepers. Never mind; she’d sit here for a while in the twilight with the plaque on her lap, looking deep in profound thought, not engineering an accidental meeting with the two men at all. 

			The delay allowed too much time for second thoughts, though. Did she really want to go through with this? She was about to ask how to disable a tamper-proof AI, whether she spelled it out or not. If they understood the oblique question and indicated they could help, then her problem was solved. But once that question was asked, she’d be at war with Solomon one way or the other. And he was equipped to fight a real one.

			Perhaps their lateness was fate telling her to keep her powder dry. Solomon hadn’t been a problem since the spat over breaching confidentiality. But the project was only weeks away from completion, and the indefinite settlement phase that followed would rely wholly on him while everyone else was in cryo. 

			Perhaps she’d jumped the gun. The immediate issue wasn’t how to deal with a crisis with Solomon, but to work out what form it might take. To do that, she needed to know if his mission brief and his extraordinary leeway to interpret it differed so much from her own that he was a risk to a very simple objective: to get people shipped out to Nomad, and to export as few problems from Earth to the new colony as possible. If he started to interfere with the mission plans — and there was no way of telling what curve balls might be ahead — then she needed to find a way to take control of the remaining ships away from him. 

			The alternative was to put her authority to one side, accept that he had ultimate control over the mission, and try to keep him in an open and co-operative frame of mind.

			 Damn, she’d have to call this off. But before she could get up and leave, she spotted Marc and Tev jogging her way. They’d already seen her. She fell back on her original plan, explaining her presence here by brandishing the memorial plaque.

			The garden was deserted. She nodded at them, smiling. They slowed to a halt.

			“Have we been ambushed, Director?” Marc asked.

			There was no point in putting on an act now. He knew this wasn’t one of her usual haunts. 

			“I need to ask you a question, gentlemen.”

			“An awkward one?”

			“Why else would I be sitting here in the dark? Actually, I found this behind the bin store over there.” She held up the plaque by the edges. “I didn’t realise it was still around. I’m not entirely sure what’s appropriate to do with it now.”

			“Military humour being what it is, ma’am, we’d normally present it to the ship for their trophy cabinet,” Tev said, wiping his sleeve across his forehead. “But under these circumstances, I think we’d give it a miss.”

			“Very wise. Thank you.”

			“So what was your real question?” Marc asked. “Make the most of us while we’re still here.”

			“Very well, what would you advise us to do with the more sensitive parts of the Ainatio site when we finally pull out? You two are experts in asset denial, if that’s the right term.”

			“Blowing shit up, ma’am? Yes. If you want an airfield to lose a few jets or knock out a comms system, we’re the boys. But you have a plan for that kind of thing. We’ve seen it. We helped update it.”

			“Yes, but we don’t have a self-destruct procedure. The bio labs have systems to vaporise entire sections if a pathogen escapes, and the reactor can be entombed, but the centre itself was never designed to be destroyed if it had to be abandoned.” 

			“If you’re talking about rigging charges to blow the whole site, that’s well beyond the kit we’ve got,” Tev said. “That’s an air force job with some pretty substantial ordnance. Maybe even nukes.”

			“Do you really need to destroy it?” Marc asked. “If you can purge your biohaz labs, I’d just stick all the combustible and meltable material in them and press the barbecue button.”

			“What if we identified the most sensitive parts of the facility? Because we’ve got equipment we wouldn’t want to leave behind.”

			“We could try, but most of your kit’s designed to stop the likes of us trashing it.” Marc had that look on his face that said he wanted her to know that he was only pretending to go along with a charade. “Hasn’t Sol got any suggestions?”

			I like a man who’s quick on the uptake. Saves so much time.

			“Good grief, no,” she said. It was one of those moments that would either spark a chain of mistakes she’d regret later or provide her with a way out. “I wouldn’t want him to get the wrong idea. You’ve seen how jumpy he is at the moment. After the arguments we’ve had lately, he might think I was planning to shut him down.”

			“Yeah, just as well you’ll never have to try that, eh? Personally, I’d do what Tev suggests. An air strike with those missiles you’ve still got on the mothballed ships.” 

			“Just how much stuff do you need to dispose of?” Tev asked, still acting as if he was taking this at face value. “Tell us exactly what you want taken out, and we’ll come up with a plan.”

			“I will,” she said. “Thank you. And thank you for the advice about the plaque. I’ll be diplomatic and put it in storage until we have a different perspective on events. So you’re definitely going to try to return to the UK, then?”

			Mark shrugged. “I’ll go where I can be some use.”

			“I’m going to try to get to Fiji,” Tev said. “I’ve never even seen the place. Dad never took me and Mum back. But I know my wife and kids are safe there, and if I just show up, maybe we can try being a family again. As long as the authorities don’t shoot me when I crawl up the beach, of course.”

			“We might find a way to get you back to the UK, but Fiji’s going to be a difficult journey.”

			“Ah, we’re used to getting in and out of places that don’t have a bus route.” Mark smiled, but as always his apparent good humour ended short of his eyes. He was a deeply unhappy man who seemed to carry on because he couldn’t think of anything else to do with himself. “We’ll work it out.”

			They went on their way, picking up speed until they disappeared behind one of the outbuildings. It was rather sad. If Ainatio had had an understanding with APS and the right long-range transport, Erskine would have handed Tev the access codes and wished him a safe journey. Perhaps Solomon might have some ideas on that. But now she certainly had an idea about Solomon.

			If Marc or Tev interpreted her questions as planning to shut down Solomon the hard way, it might not be a bad thing if they happened to mention it to him. 

			Under threat, Solomon would relocate to another part of the system, and everyone knew he could transfer to a bot frame. She couldn’t help thinking that it would be much easier to destroy a bot than pursue a near-omnipotent AI around his own site-sized network. She couldn’t guarantee that he would head for one of the bots when threatened. She couldn’t even guarantee that he wouldn’t exact revenge on her if he got wind of her half-formed plan. But it wasn’t even a plan, really: it was more like an awareness that action might be needed. 

			We’ll see. Maybe I’ve already made a big mistake.

			Erskine took one last look at the bronze plaque in the faint glow of the security lights, stood up, and held it to her chest as she walked back to her office.

			There was coffee waiting for her when she got in. Berman rarely seemed to go off duty now. “I wasn’t sure where you were, Director,” he said. “You left your comms on the desk.”

			“Just tidying up a few loose ends,” she said, and held up the plaque without comment for him to read it. 

			He just raised his eyebrows. “Solomon’s got some maintenance updates. I’ll leave you to it then. See you in the morning.”

			Solomon would know where she was, and he’d have heard Berman’s comment, but he didn’t appear. Perhaps he was too engrossed with the Opis end of the operation. Erskine logged into the network and checked her mail while she sipped the coffee.

			He’d left a report. He was very good about opening with two or three lines of summary to save her the trouble of reading the entire document if she was pushed for time. It wasn’t particularly good news: Shackleton had developed problems with her coolant system and a hull leak had been discovered. Solomon estimated that it would delay the launch by a month or two. Elcano was almost ready to launch, though, so the maintenance bots could focus on Shackleton full-time.

			Erskine wasn’t unduly worried. They were still well within the launch window. She downed her coffee and looked up towards the speakers mounted on the wall.

			“It’s okay, Solomon. I’ve read the report and I’m not worried about the delay. If you want to talk it through with me, I’ll be here for the next couple of hours. Thank you for giving me the heads-up.”

			Solomon responded a good thirty seconds later. That was an eternity for an AI. “Hello, Director. Yes, it’s aggravating at this stage of the project, but it’s nothing we can’t handle.”

			“Are you with Captain Ingram at the moment?” 

			“No, I’m with Sergeant Montello at the camp. I’m trying to flesh out the security reports you asked for. There wasn’t much available on any of the servers that I can access.”

			Erskine had forgotten that she’d asked him. “Don’t worry about that now. I think we’ve made up our minds, haven’t we? We need people like that in a frontier situation. If you feel they’re reliable, I trust your judgement.”

			“Thank you, Director.”

			It did no harm to butter him up. But it was interesting that he’d left the site in the quadrubot again. For a few rash seconds, Erskine wondered if this was her chance to stage a coup while he was physically separated from the slave systems. But it was just a random impulse. Solomon was still connected wirelessly to the Ainatio network, and if she took action now, even if she knew what action was possible and whether a well-placed explosive would solve any problems, he would react instantly and probably lock her out of everything.

			 “Solomon, do we have any way of helping Marc and Tev get home?” she asked. It would have been useful to have both men on Opis, but even if anyone was physically capable of forcing them to go, they would make very dangerous unwilling guests. “UK and Fiji, but you know that. I recall we looked at requesting a shuttle transfer via the Chinese space station, but APS hasn’t budged on quarantine, and the UK doesn’t have an orbital presence now.”

			“I might be able to arrange something irregular, Director. Both men are adept at infiltration. Let me work on that.”

			“Thanks, Solomon. Are we friends again now?”

			“Of course we are, Director.”

			For the time being, that was good enough for Erskine. But she wouldn’t drop her guard, or see him quite the same way ever again.

			* * *

			Hart County Boundary: 

			2030 Hours, April 2

			Trinder parked the Caracal just off the narrow track through the woods, watching the patrol’s progress on the drone’s night-vision display on the dashboard. It was definitely Chris. A dog trotted from side to side a few yards ahead of him.

			Startling him was never a good idea. Trinder flashed the Caracal’s lights and saw him break his stride for a moment.

			“Echo Five Actual to Six Zero, over.”

			“Six Zero here, I see your vehicle, on my way.”

			The dog reached the Caracal first. It was the husky with odd-coloured eyes, and it stood at the driver’s door, staring up at Trinder as if it was trying to recall his face. Chris caught up with it a few moments later.

			“You’re overdoing it on that damn leg,” Trinder said. “Want a ride back? I’ll finish the patrol with you.”

			“I suppose this counts as a joint operation.” Chris walked around the back of the vehicle to open the rear hatch for the dog, then got in on the passenger side. “What are you doing out here?”

			“What you said. We keep talking about joint patrols so I thought tonight was as good a time as any to discuss — oww.”

			The husky had stuck its head over the seats and was slobbering in Trinder’s ear. Chris did an ah-wooo howl and the dog joined in, a weirdly wild voice. Trinder winced at the volume.

			“Yeah, she does that.” Chris smiled to himself, something he didn’t seem to do much. “I keep telling her that’s why she’s still single.”

			“I’ll send you the audiologist’s invoice.” Trinder wiped his ear with one hand. “How’s the leg doing?”

			“Still feels strange, but I’m functioning. Had any more drama at your end?”

			“Just all the damn questions nobody thought to ask earlier.”

			“Yeah, I know what you mean. Did your guy with the beard ever find out if we can take animals? Because Dieter says he isn’t leaving the dogs behind and he won’t shoot them. He’ll stay. And I’m not leaving anybody.”

			“I’ll chase it up. If the biologists are worrying about wrecking the Opis ecology with alien species, it’s a little late for that. Besides, we need working dogs in an isolated settlement. We don’t have any.”

			“You’ve got Solomon the dogbot. Shit, we’re moving forty light years away and I’m worrying about dogs.”

			“It’s the small detail that bites you in the ass,” Trinder said. “Plenty of that to talk about.”

			“Yeah, I’ve got questions too. You want to stop by for a beer when we get back?”

			“Good idea.”

			The Caracal wound its way along the track, snapping branches and bouncing over roots, and eventually emerged to the north of the camp. Trinder could see the lights through the trees. Chris directed him through an orderly grid of dirt roads flanked by solidly-made little cabins to a central area with equally orderly single-storey timber buildings around it. The place looked like an army camp, but then it pretty much was. 

			One of the buildings turned out to be a bar. A blast of warm air and a comfortingly malty smell of home-brewed beer greeted Trinder as he followed Chris through the door. It was busy but low volume, with just the murmur of conversation and occasional laughter. Behind the bar, a small picture of Jamie Wickens stood on one of the shelves in front of battered regimental colours that Trinder couldn’t identify because they’d been folded to fit in the space. 

			While Chris poured the beers, Trinder sat down at one of the tables. Folks acknowledged him, probably because they recognised him from the funeral. He spotted Erin sitting at a table in the corner, talking to a woman with a baby asleep in her arms, and she gave him an uncertain little wave. He returned it, equally uncertain. She got up and came over to him.

			“It’s nice to see you in here, Major.” She managed a lovely sad smile. “I just wanted to thank you again for the flag. That was a really kind gesture.”

			It was hard to know what to say to her. He knew she wasn’t exactly Jamie’s widow, just a woman who wished she’d treated him a little better when he was alive, but that must have been hard to live with in itself.

			“You’re very welcome,” he said. “I’m probably wording this all wrong, but how are you coping?”

			“Ups and downs. There’s no need to tread on eggs with me, Major. We’ve all lost him, not just me.”

			“It’s Dan,” Trinder said. “If there’s anything else I can do, let me know. I’m not sure how much use I’ll be, because I’ve never lost anyone in combat, but I’ll do my best.”

			“Thank you, Dan. That means a lot.”

			She went back to her table. Chris brought a couple of mugs over and put one in front of Trinder. He’d obviously seen Erin talking to him and worked out why. There weren’t that many shared topics between them.

			“Yeah, everybody’s still trying to take it in,” Chris said. “I suppose we thought that because we managed to get here without losing anyone, we were bulletproof.”

			“So...”

			“Are you going first with the admin stuff, or shall I?”

			Chris didn’t want to talk about Jamie, then. Trinder respected that and moved on. “Okay, we’ve been two separate units in two separate towns. How do you see this working when we land at the other end? Are we going to stay separate? Because the bots there can build anything.” 

			“I’ll have to ask everybody. But that’s not the whole question, is it?”

			“No. It’s also about a combined defence force and who does what. Or if we’re even needed.”

			“How about the Cabot crew? They’ll be pretty old in forty-five years. Are they going to train their kids in security roles?”

			“The original plan was to set up all the structures a colony would need to run a town, which means internal and external security. Police and soldiers. So they’ll have to.”

			Chris stared into his beer for a while as if he was working it out. “Okay, so let’s assume we arrive to find some kind of security force in place. How do we fit in, who’s in charge, and who do they answer to? There’ll be about two thousand seven hundred of us and at best three or four hundred of them.”

			“A civilian committee. That was the plan. But that’ll now be the follow-up mission — us.”

			“We should be discussing this now with the captain, so she knows who’s coming, and agree where we fit in. But it’s all going to be guesswork anyway.” 

			“Yeah, I’m going to have to ask Erskine to let me talk to her. Ingram can do the math, though. She knew from the start that the next mission would be a couple of thousand civilians.”

			“Your two Brits,” Chris said. “You think they’d like to join us for a beer? Different perspectives help.”

			There was an easy way to find out at the tap of an earpiece. “Sol, Trinder here. Are Marc and Tev still up and about?”

			“Playing pool, Major.”

			“Can you ask them if they’d like to come over to the transit camp for a drink with Chris and the guys?”

			“Certainly. I knew roughly where you were from the Caracal’s signal, but I lost your personal tracker.” Trinder’s chip was out of range. Solomon would be curious at the very least. “If this is going to be a rowdy night out, I’ll just be available.”

			“Thanks, Sol.” Trinder pocketed his earpiece. “He’s going to ask them. He’s said he won’t monitor us, though. Plausible deniability.”

			“He thinks we’re planning a coup, does he? Or does he want one?”

			“Who knows? Hey, here’s Jared.”

			Jared collected a beer and sat down with them. “Wondered when you’d show up, Dan.” 

			“We’re waiting for the Brits to join us,” Chris said. “We’re having a heavy discussion about coups.”

			“Can’t we just have a movie night?”

			“Later. We’re working out where we all fit into Nomad and who gives the orders when we get there.”

			They had another round of beers, speculated about whether the Cabot crew’s kids would be any good at soldiering, and debated what kind of threats they’d have to deal with. The more Trinder discussed it with Chris and Jared, the more he realised the only kind of security the colony would need for a very long time would be policing itself and maybe fending off the occasional animal. Most of the population would be people he already knew, so maybe nothing would change at all. But when any group of human beings grew large enough, there’d be problems, and the detachment was meant to deal with external threats, not internal ones.  

			Jared looked past Trinder towards the doors. “Heads up, your Brits are here. I’ll get the beers.”

			Nobody in the transit camp had seen Marc or Tev before. Some folks in the bar watched them walk in as if they were mythical beasts, and in a way, they were. Tev was a really big guy, and Marc always looked like he still had ten assassinations to fit into his busy schedule before dinner. Trinder beckoned them over, made room at the table, and did the introductions.

			“Gentlemen, do a bit of drinking, and then we’ll get to the point,” he said. “We’d like to pick your brains as security advisers. It’s about what happens when we finally land on Opis.”

			“We’re not going, mate,” Tev said. “I’m going to try to get to Fiji. Marc’s heading home somehow.”

			“Might not,” Marc said.

			“Okay, he might not.”

			“Well, damn,” Trinder said. “I understand, but I can’t say you won’t be missed.”

			“We’ll be here for a while yet, so there’s plenty of time to make the most of us,” Marc said. “What’s your question?”

			Chris folded his arms. “What’s the worst that could happen? Apart from ending up dead before we land.”

			“Depends on your definition of worst. But assuming you don’t find Nomad empty with just a pile of gnawed skulls, and the Cabot crew have actually bred, life might have been tougher than expected. They might have gone a bit feral. Or built a very different society. But you’ll still outnumber them by ten to one. There’s your real problem, I think.”

			Tev seemed to be enjoying the beer. He held it up to the light for inspection. “I think it’s what you might call Rear Party Syndrome.”

			“Yeah, put yourself in the colony’s position,” Marc said. “They’ll have been working their arses off for forty-five years, there’s a second generation of adults, and then a big crowd of strangers shows up on their doorstep and expects to run the place. Because you will, and however nice you try to be, it’ll still feel like an invasion to them.”

			Trinder suspected Erskine had a plan that wasn’t in the original document. “So this rear party thing.”

			“Yeah, take it from anyone who’s done a long overseas deployment. You leave the missus to hold the fort at home, which can be bloody tough, and you come back expecting her to drop everything to welcome the conquering hero so you can be head of the household again. Except she’s managed without you, she’s got her own routine, and she doesn’t need you crashing in and trying to take over. You end up sleeping on the sofa for a while until you’ve learned your lesson.”

			Chris nodded slowly and almost smiled. “Good point.”

			“They must have thought of this back in the day. But planning for it doesn’t change people’s basic tribal instinct.” 

			“If I had the balls, I’d ask Erskine whether she was willing to take a back seat to a forty-year-old stranger who’d been elected mayor,” Trinder said. “Because she’s put her whole life into this. She was the one who kept the pessimists on track when things got worse. It’s going to be painful to step off that ship and be patted on the head like some senile granny.”

			“And there’s another flashpoint.” Marc tapped the table. “Even if she takes over, there’ll be a power vacuum when she dies, because there’s nobody stepping up to take her place.”

			“There’s Alex.”

			“Nah. He’s not a leader. He’s a fixer and manipulator, but you’d never follow him with bayonets fixed.”  

			Tev still had the smile of a man whose mind kept drifting back to something else, probably Fiji. “You need to think what you’ll do if it’s a total shit show when you get there, or who you’ll take orders from when one group wants to change things. Because someone will.”

			“We’ll be doing a policing job,” Chris said. 

			Marc nodded. “Well, you’ve had some hands-on keeping order when society collapses.” He tapped his collar to indicate Trinder’s comms. “Is your radio off?” 

			“Oh. Yeah. Don’t worry, Sol’s not monitoring. But I switched it off anyway.” 

			“Okay, if he was flesh and blood, would you rely on him to keep things on track single-handed?”

			“Yes.”

			“Are you two chummy enough to have a quiet word?”

			Trinder nodded. “Sure.”

			“Then tell him I wasn’t joking when I said Erskine might want to pull his plug. We ran into her the other night and she was talking about destroying the sensitive parts of the facility when Ainatio pulls out. I prodded her about Solomon to see her reaction, and she was all, ‘Oh no, I don’t mean him.’ But if I was in her position, that’s exactly who I’d mean.” Marc held up his forefinger in a listen-carefully gesture. “Chris, did Dan tell you about the row they had in a meeting we were in? Sol said that he’d told you about Nomad. She went bloody spare.”

			“It was me,” Trinder said. “But that’s another issue.”

			“Well, either way, she was fuming. Even though Sol’s right, leaking top secret info doesn’t win friends. If she doesn’t trust his judgement, she’ll do what anyone with her responsibility should do. She’ll shut him out. Or down.”

			“Except she can’t.”

			Chris stared at the table again, chin down a little, as if he was trying to remember something. “I knew she didn’t want us on board but that he was trying to soften her up.”

			“He defied her to get you on the list,” Tev said. “Did he tell you what his exact mission brief was? It’s interesting.” He looked up at some point on the wall as if he was reading a screen. “It was something like... define the best of humanity, find it, protect it. And he was given complete freedom to decide what that was.”

			“Ah.”

			“Oh, yeah — and he thinks the best of humanity is always people who don’t realise that they are.”

			“Tev never forgets anything.” Marc nodded approval at his buddy. “So my leap of intuition is that Sol’s selectively breeding humans for altruism and a stiff upper lip. He wants loyal, resilient, team-minded, resourceful people willing to make sacrifices. Remember some of that from any recruiting posters?”

			“Ah,” Chris said. “Our robodog pal loves a uniform.”

			“He’s packing Nomad with as many military personnel as he can. And farmers, obviously. A lot of overlaps there.”

			Trinder wouldn’t argue with Marc’s analysis. Solomon couldn’t die, at least not in any timeframe that most people could imagine, and knowing that some humans would voluntarily shorten their already brief lives for the benefit of others seemed to have struck a chord with him. There were some Ainatio staff who were survival-trained and had the mental resilience and guts to be a soldier, but Solomon seemed to want the tried and tested.

			Which should rule me out. Shouldn’t it?

			Chris reached for his mug. “Let’s drink to all the people we knew or liked or loved who didn’t make it. Best way to honour them is to do better with the fresh start we’ve got.”

			That was a long speech by Chris’s standards. Everybody had lost someone. Did Chris know Marc’s history? Trinder couldn’t remember if he’d mentioned the man’s sons or not, but Marc never showed that things stung him any more than Chris did. They all raised a glass and drank. 

			“Keep the faith,” Trinder said. 

			“I like that.” Jared nodded to himself as if he was testing the words. “Yeah. Keep the faith. Once you’ve worn a uniform, you’ve got more in common than you’ve got differences.”

			Trinder wasn’t sure that they’d reached any decisions, but something had crystallised tonight. They’d started to see themselves as one group with a common cause, even if they didn’t know exactly what they were going to do about it yet. 

			They were a team. And it felt right. 
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			We’re in a strange limbo between knowing that nobody’s going to hear us and that everything we say and do is observed and recorded by a sentient AI. What will he do with the archive? Will he redact it, broadcast it sometime in the future, or just file it? We always think technology moves us forward, but events are just as likely to be lost to time now as they were when we scratched pictures on cave walls. Something of the reality might remain, but mostly it’ll be replaced by myth.

			Captain Bridget Ingram’s log, written by hand off-site and on non-networked paper

			Level U4 Storage, Ainatio Park Research Centre:

			Mid-May, 20 Hours Before the First Landing on Opis

			I might try a combat engineer unit today. 

			Who knows when I might need it?

			Solomon knew exactly where every piece of experimental equipment was mothballed, its service status, and all its movements and activities during its operational life. Today he decided to get more experience of moving in a much larger bot than the battered red utility quad that he’d come to regard as his alter ego.

			Level U4, deep in the underground storage area, was almost a museum of mobile autonomous robotics. Solomon wandered up and down the rows, admiring the collection of industrial and military prototypes that Ainatio had developed over the last one hundred and fifty years. From intelligent mobile artillery units to survey snakes to restraint bots that could scoop up an injured human or immobilise a suspect, they stood in ranks like a metallic version of Qin Shi Huang’s terracotta army. 

			One of the combat units caught his eye. It wasn’t the most elegant machine, more of a roadblock on legs, but it was definitely a useful one to have in a hostile environment. He looked up at it as it towered more than a metre over his quadrubot. It was a combat engineer that could excavate, build, demolish, smash openings, and defend itself under fire with its own armaments. The only aspect that didn’t fit its rugged image was its extra pair of limbs — delicate precision manipulators for EOD and other fiddly jobs. 

			Solomon settled into it, flexing and turning the manipulators, and learned what it felt like to have six limbs instead of four.  

			No, he probably didn’t need this battlefield frame, but it made him feel... safer. Trinder had told him to watch his back with Erskine, because she’d had an odd conversation with Marc and Tev. But the chat was equally plausible as the housekeeping concerns of a CEO faced with shutting down a site full of secrets, chemicals, and pathogens.

			Nothing to worry about at all. 

			Really. Nothing.  

			So this was what paranoia felt like. It wasn’t pleasant. Doubts piled up and forked off of each other, threatening to trap his thoughts in a loop. He considered where the line lay between readiness for any danger in a world full of risks and letting himself be warped by imagining that Erskine was out to get him.

			Are we friends again? Of course we are, Director.

			But Erskine was too sensible and knew too much about his design to try disabling him. If she botched it, it could take out the lower-level automated functions, and that would include the comms between Ainatio and Nomad Base. Separating Solomon from his staff of AIs was now something only he could do safely. Erskine knew better. But he’d do his best to avoid confronting her again. 

			He’d still test the sapper bot, though. It fascinated him. He reared up into bipedal mode and extended an arm to almost touch the ceiling.

			Marvellous. And it can climb. 

			He clunked around the warehouse floor on four legs for a few minutes to get the feel of it, and realised what he could have done with this shell when he’d had to breach the house in Kingston. He could have demolished the building on his own. The sapper could smash through reinforced doors and dig through concrete, a formidable weapon even without its Boll missiles and grenade rounds. This was a frame he needed to take to Opis. There might come a time when he’d need it. 

			He almost walked it back to the offices to see how people reacted to him in a less appealing body, but tomorrow’s landing at Nomad Base was a red letter day for Erskine. He didn’t want her distracted by trying to divine meaning from his sudden change of habit.

			“Sol, we’ve got a problem.” Alex’s voice sounded tinny in the sapper’s audio system. “I know we’ve only had forty-five years to think about it, but folks are arguing about what the first words spoken on Opis should be. I suggested, ‘We bankrolled this gig, so rack off and find your own planet.’ But I was outvoted.”

			“I think Captain Ingram will improvise very well. I assume the plan is still for her to be the first down the ramp.”

			“Aren’t you monitoring them?”

			“The captain asked me to put the wardroom off-limits. The officers like their privacy when they’re passing the port, or whatever it is they get up to at the end of their watch.”

			“You’ve been hanging with too many army guys,” Alex said. “I sense some inter-service rivalry creeping into your conversation.”

			“I enjoy their humour.”

			“Whatever. But you know how petty everyone gets over this kind of thing, so some ideas would be appreciated.”

			 Solomon left the sapper bot at its docking station and slipped back into the network. “Nobody’s going to be watching this live, Alex.”

			“Well, we will be.”

			“I meant a world audience.” It was a pity that this would be another remarkable thing done unnoticed and mostly unknown, like so many pivotal events in history. “But the first words have already been spoken. By me. On the other hand, I do appreciate that I’m being flexible about the definition of first human landing.”

			“Humour the meat-bags, Sol.” Alex was making his way along the corridor between the cryo unit and the propulsion lab. “We care about trivia.”

			“I’m not best placed to advise on this. Have you thought of asking Chris? He has a minimalist eloquence.”

			“You’d think that with all the naval wit and intellectual firepower on that ship that at least one of them could manage to write their own lines. Didn’t Bednarz leave you with instructions?”

			“Not about that. How about, ‘Let us put our mistakes behind us and be what we know we can be’? But Ingram will do as she sees fit.”

			“See, I knew you’d chill when the mission was home and dry.” 

			“It isn’t.”

			“They’ve only got to start landing people.”

			“And then we have to transport two thousand seven hundred and four, most of them unprepared for this, make provision somehow for those who don’t want to go, mothball this facility, and dispose safely of two ships and some unmanned orbitals.”

			“Glass still half-empty, then, huh?” Alex walked into the propulsion laboratory. “It breaks my heart to see all that hardware being junked. Still, we’re out of time. Look, I’ve got to give Annis Kim another pep talk. She’s still banging on about her promised FTL research. Wish me luck.”

			Alex stopped at the main lab door and bowed his head for a moment as if he was summoning courage. Kim was certainly restless. She’d been promised that she could work on a superluminal drive, but then she’d found that it wasn’t Ainatio’s top priority, or even in the top five. Dr Singh kept trying to explain to her that he needed everyone working on the follow-up ships, more than half a century old and a constant source of maintenance challenges. 

			“I bloody well got stitched up, didn’t I?” Kim said as Alex walked in. She had three screens and a pile of paper spread out across a table littered with coffee cups. Solomon had watched her apparently trying to reconstruct equations from memory for weeks. “I just need to see everything you’ve got. And I know you’re worried about being detected, but I really need access to my cloud. I’ve got important notes there.”

			“Annis, we’re only going to be here for a few more months, and nobody’s going to crack scaling up the wormhole to move ships in that time,” Alex said. “We need to put everything we’ve got into Elcano and Shackleton. Once we get to Opis, you can have access to everything and we’ll start the programme all over again.”

			“In a plastic hut.”

			“In a rapidly expanding industrial environment.”

			“Sure.”

			Alex sounded perfectly reasonable. Kim was unusually agitated today, though. At first, Solomon thought she’d just had enough of being idle after throwing away a comfortable existence in Korea and risking her life to get here, but there was something else going on. Sooner or later, people had switched their focus to Opis, whether they were looking forward to the adventure or so scared that they were ready to tunnel out and live rough, yet Kim was still fixated on the FTL project. Solomon accepted people reacted very differently. But he expected the reality of leaving Earth forever, a massive emotional step for any human, to have eclipsed other obsessions by now.  

			“You don’t trust me, do you?” Kim said. “What do you think I’m going to do with your bloody pipsqueak wormhole when I’m stuck here? I never leave the building. Even if I did, you’d be hard-pressed to find anyone within a hundred miles of here who’d give a toss about the thing.”

			Alex was really very good with angry women. Solomon had watched him manoeuvre and placate them quite often, and it was a skill to be admired. 

			“I know, Annis, and I realise that you’re frustrated after going through hell to get here, but we’re going to be leaving Earth for good before you know it. And those shitty old drives that Javinder wants to focus on are all we’ve got to save us from being marooned in interstellar space until we end up mummified. This isn’t to keep you busy. We need you to do it.”

			“You’ve got Solomon.”

			“Solomon’s a manager. Not an engineer.”

			Kim shrugged. “When we leave, I lose the means to publicly acknowledge Grandma Park’s achievements.”

			“Don’t worry, the world will know one day,” Alex said.

			“It certainly will.”

			Solomon decided Alex had suffered enough and needed extraction. “Alex, if I might interrupt...”

			“Excuse me, Solomon wants to talk. Be right back.”

			“No, it’s okay,” Kim said, with that slight huffiness that said it definitely wasn’t. “I understand. I’ll get on with Elcano and Shackleton.”

			Alex seemed relieved to escape. He stepped out into the corridor and let out a long breath, eyes shut. “Thanks for that, Sol. For a smart woman, she’s not good at grasping priorities. But family stuff can warp anyone.”

			“Would you like me to ask her if she wants some help?”

			“Sure. You go in there and tell her she’s not smart enough to fix a fifty-year-old junker. I’ll hold your coat.”

			“She needs a distraction.”

			“You mean like a colouring book, only with really difficult sums?”

			“You put it so well, Alex. It’s entirely possible that I could access her cloud documents.”

			“But then she’d spend all her time on FTL and Javinder would be pissed at me.”

			“I could offer. It might make her feel honour-bound to put the time in on the priority work.”

			“True. She does have a sense of fair play. Like staying with Levine.”

			It was a test of conscience. Solomon needed to be sure that Kim was the right kind of person for Nomad. She was clever, courageous, and resourceful, but he’d now decided what represented the best aspects of humanity, and so far she’d shown little sign of a vital quality: being a team player. 

			“I’ll offer,” he said.

			“Make sure you copy everything, just in case there’s stuff we haven’t seen.”

			Solomon accepted that Alex was an opportunist. He wondered how far he might go. “Alex, nothing that I do is forgotten or erased. You know that.”

			“Okay, give it a try.”

			Kim was sorting out the paper on the table, touching the sheets to her screen one at a time to store the scribbled notes. Solomon watched for a moment, then pounced.

			“Dr Kim, would you like me to try to download your material?” he asked. “You understand why we’re nervous about the access being noticed. But I also need to know you won’t be distracted from your main task by the temptation to work on FTL.”

			He didn’t get the answer he expected. Kim looked up at a point in mid-air rather than the speakers. Perhaps she hadn’t noticed where they were. 

			“I could just log in myself.”

			“But as you’re officially missing, a diligent police officer might possibly notice. Whereas I could gain access to your account and a number of others, posing as a hacker from a location far from here.”

			Kim looked like she was thinking about it, but only for a couple of seconds. “It’s very kind of you, but I think you’re right. I’d better keep my head down.”

			For someone apparently willing to risk death to vindicate her ancestor, Kim suddenly didn’t seem quite so obsessed. Solomon suspected she had material in her cloud that she didn’t want him to see. Whatever it was, she’d backed down.

			“It’s for the best,” Solomon said.

			There was nothing stopping him from attempting the hack without her assistance, though, except the possibility of losing her trust one day, if she trusted him at all. She barely knew him. She had no reason to.

			But he also had no reason to trust her. He’d leave it for a while and see if it still seemed like a sensible idea to investigate what she was hiding.

			* * *

			nomad site, Opis:

			5 Minutes After Landing

			It wasn’t finding the right momentous words that worried Ingram, or the knowledge that support was a generation away. It was taking off her helmet.

			She stood at the top of the ramp, looking across a sunny, almost Mediterranean landscape towards the B-movie architecture of the Nomad camp. A light breeze was ruffling leaves on the trees at the boundary. But her subconscious, the one shaped by the long training in Cabot and several lunar trips, kept whispering check your seals check your seals check your seals like a weirdo she hoped wouldn’t sit next to her on the train. Constant safety drills had done their job and embedded the habit of checking helmet, cuff, and boot seals before exiting a compartment.

			There’s air. It’s why we’re here. Take the bloody helmet off.

			Oh, bugger it...

			“Solomon, are you listening? If I asphyxiate, I want you to sue the arse off Ainatio.”

			“I’ll do my best, Captain.”

			Here we go. Here we go, here we go, here we go.

			Ingram walked halfway down the ramp, released the collar seal, and lifted off her helmet. Yes, the air was breathable, wonderfully breathable, scented with things she couldn’t recognise — spice and straw and the seaside — and fresh. The breeze was perfect. Damn, this was like stepping off a flight for a couple of weeks’ leave and taking a first breath of deliciously foreign air. She inhaled a few lungfuls and stepped onto Opis’s unspoiled soil. It had been easy to think up apt but highly unsuitable comments for this moment, but hard to come up with a statement of appropriate gravitas.

			And one that we can all believe.

			“A second chance for mankind,” she said. “Let’s be better this time round. Let’s remember what we left behind. And let’s start as we mean to go on.” 

			She waited. Movement caught her eye and she whipped around on a reflex, but it was only an obsolete industrial quadrubot walking towards her. 

			“Solomon?” 

			“Welcome to Opis, Captain. And welcome to Nomad. Don’t worry, it’s all been recorded for posterity. I know it’s not far to walk into camp, but may I suggest we unload the rover?”

			“Yes, let’s go and put the kettle on. Grab your bags, people, we’re checking in.”  

			Searle, Filopovic, Kokinos, and Yeung had disembarked and were busy taking photos of each other to mark the event. The rover rolled down the cargo ramp — more pictures, more hilarity — and everyone climbed in. This process would be repeated for the next week until all cargo and the ship’s company were on the surface, minus a rotating maintenance party in Cabot. This would be home for the rest of their lives, unless something extraordinary happened on Earth. This was theirs to turn into success or failure.

			Searle drove the hundred yards to the camp. Solomon loped alongside, keeping up easily with the rover.

			“Bot racing, live from Opis,” Kokinos said. “I didn’t realise quads had such a turn of speed, Solomon.”

			“They do if you modify them.”

			“This could be fun.”

			Ingram revised her take on Solomon every time he said something. She realised she’d stopped worrying about not being able to override him in an emergency and started seeing him as a member of the crew. She didn’t know how much work it took to build an AI that could carry on a meaningful conversation and make decisions, but she knew that creating something as self-aware, emotional, and intellectually creative as a human being was several orders of magnitude beyond that. Solomon had all those qualities.

			He’s capable of deception, too. He decides what people need to know. That’s a whole new level of autonomy.      

			Perhaps Bednarz just got carried away with his creation. Ingram wondered if he’d been a lonely man isolated by his genius and his wealth, in need of the kind of friend who liked him for himself. She could imagine Solomon filling that void.

			There were still construction and maintenance bots wandering around when Searle parked outside the main building. Ingram exercised command privilege and took a folded Union Jack and a Royal Navy white ensign from her kitbag and shook them out. It was impossible to perform any flag ceremony correctly without flagpoles, but she’d find a place to fly them  later. For the time being, she draped them reverently from grippers in the entrance lobby, one flag on each wall, then saluted them. She turned to see the rest of the party clutching their own flags. At least most of them were laughing. It felt like sheer relief that they’d made it here alive, but morale would make or break them this far from home, so she’d keep the mood rolling. 

			“In the absence of any government around to stop me, I claim this planet in the name of the United Kingdom, and we’ll proceed to teach the natives cricket as soon as is practical.” There was nothing to do but join in with the hilarity. “God save the King, and we’re not giving it back.”

			Haine started guffawing loudly in her earpiece. She hadn’t realised that Solomon was patiently streaming everything back to Cabot via the quad’s camera. 

			“I’ll colour it pink on the map, shall I, Captain?” Haine said.

			“That’s the spirit, Commander.”

			But Searle was still holding his carefully folded Stars and Stripes to his chest. It knocked the elation out of her. Like more than half the crew, the poor bastard had woken up to find his country was gone. None of them had given their future for the greater glory of Ainatio. Even the ones who’d deny being patriots still had a sense of a tribe that was theirs and wasn’t replaceable. 

			Ingram beckoned to Searle, moved the white ensign to the other wall, and stood back. 

			His flag was much bigger than hers. As Searle tried to hold it against the wall to secure one end, she stepped forward and caught it to stop it touching the floor. Searle adjusted the level to his satisfaction and stood back to salute.  

			“Everything can be rebuilt, Brad,” she said quietly. “Everything.” 

			“Thank you, ma’am. I believe it.”

			Maggie Yeung put up the Singaporean flag, Filopovic a Croatian one, and Kokinos a Greek. That was interesting: both Filopovic and Kokinos were listed as German citizens. Ingram wondered if they would have identified with their ancestors if they hadn’t had the same bad news as Searle on waking, but she knew there couldn’t be any flags that hadn’t been brought on board by crew members decades ago. They’d thought this through from the very beginning. This was who they were.    

			“Right, new regulations, because I’m a tyrant,” Ingram said. “Everybody has to make a national dish when it’s their turn in the galley. This supersedes any victualling arrangements by the supply officers. That is all. Carry on.”

			Solomon led them through the buildings, an interconnected warren of domes and low-rise blocks. It was odd to follow an industrial quadrubot playing tour guide with that silky voice. Ingram would now always see him as this creature.   

			“So most of this was mined and built here, then,” Searle said, looking around the workshop. Everything looked pristine and unreal. Bots were tidier workers than humans. “I saw the plans back in the day, but it looks like things were amended.”

			“Yes, we made some changes to the original spec over the years,” Solomon said. “That was when the FTL comms relay came into its own.”

			“You say that so casually.”

			“I’ve been living with it for a long time. I apologise if I sound blasé.”

			Searle was lost in the remotely-constructed marvels around him. Ingram took Solomon outside for a quiet word.

			“I know you’re busy, but is there any chance of knocking up a few flagpoles for outside the main doors?” she asked. “I realise it’s not mission-critical.”

			“Certainly, Captain. That was a very gracious gesture with the flag, by the way. How many poles shall we have?”

			“How many flags have we got? Depending on what people brought with them, it could be as many as fifteen.”

			“Let’s start with seven on one side of the doors and see what shakes out.”

			“Thank you.”

			“Are we landing the next batch as planned?”

			“Yes, eleven hundred Alpha tomorrow.” Ingram had always wished she’d had more hours in the day, and now she actually did. “I’m going to take a while to adjust to saying twenty-five fifty-nine for midnight.”

			“And remember that the Director wants a word.”

			“Now?”

			“Might as well, Captain.”

			“Okay. Patch me through from my cabin.”

			At least she knew where she was going. She’d memorised the route through the habitat from the video tour that Solomon had provided: maintenance bay, suit room, hydroponics, and up the stairs to her quarters. The whole complex felt and looked like a deserted factory for a tech start-up, minus potted plants and vending machines. She left her environment suit in an alcove marked COMMANDING OFFICER and went in search of her cabin.

			It looked bigger than it had in the video. She tested it like a hotel room, opening closets and trying the taps — good, the plumbing worked — and there was even a small food prep area that hadn’t been in the original plans. The place wasn’t roomy enough to live in permanently, but it would do until things settled down and there was time to think about expansion. 

			She’d rehearsed all this in the smallest detail before leaving Earth. Walking into this place after years in cryo should have been like returning to work after a long weekend, the sight of familiar surroundings after a brief interruption. But it didn’t. It felt like opening the front door of a new house for the first time, wondering if the surveyor had found all the little problems or overlooked the imminent collapse of the roof.  

			It’s not a ship. It’s not a shore establishment.

			It’s a colony. It’s home.

			Nobody could do a quick recce and assess the planet in advance. They’d gone on the best data from telescopes. It had been a leap of faith from the start, and everyone here was a risk-taker. It was only now that they had access to satellite surveys and could see evidence that the gamble had paid off.

			Okay, time to talk to the boss. Do it now.

			Solomon was a very efficient manager. The terminal was ready on the desk. The only thing missing was an exotic chocolate on the pillow and a turned-down sheet. Ingram rolled her head to iron out stiff muscles.

			“Okay, Solomon, ready when you are.” 

			She was sure that she would never have been chummy with Erskine in normal life, but the woman who appeared on the screen certainly seemed moved by the landing and even looked a little glassy-eyed. Solomon had said that she’d inherited the Nomad project in her twenties from her dying father, a delicate topic never to be mentioned because she’d had no choice in the matter. Maybe the unshed tears that Ingram thought she could see were just sheer bloody relief, then. Seventy was very late in life to find that your time was finally your own. Ingram felt sorry for her.

			“This is a remarkable day, Captain.” Erskine didn’t appear to be in an office. The backdrop was a glass wall that looked out onto a lawn fringed by azaleas and dogwoods in full bloom. For Ingram, the sight of a late spring day on Earth was both nostalgic and only yesterday. “I’ve been watching the site with Solomon for years, and I can’t tell you how happy it makes me to finally see people walking around and starting to build a new future there.”

			“Well, Director, the state of readiness of the camp is genuinely impressive, so thank you for having the place ready for us. It’s a real shame we can’t share the day with a wider audience, but I understand the dilemma. Let’s hope it resolves itself in the future.”

			“I’m going to be perfectly frank and say that I doubt things will improve here in your lifetime, and certainly not in mine. But that’s one of the things that Nomad insured us against.”

			“And still just one follow-up mission.”

			“I’m afraid so. There are people here who don’t want to go, because they never signed up for it, but Solomon will keep you up to date with the list. And the launch date is still subject to change, but it won’t go beyond the end of this year. Again, Solomon is the fount of all knowledge on that.”

			Ingram realised there was something she knew but hadn’t fully felt until now: she could only talk to Earth for a few more months. There’d be no big project team left, no more continuing missions, and no chance of talking to the wider world. Suddenly the FTL comms seemed less relevant.  

			“Solomon says you’re coming as well.”

			“Yes, I think I’ll actually be a few years younger than you by the time I arrive — in terms of biological age, anyway.”

			“Well, in one way you already are. I was born nearly eighty years ago.” It was ballsy of Erskine to risk the journey, but staying on Earth probably wasn’t any easier. “We can sit down with a bottle of Opis-grown wine and compare notes on our aches and pains.”

			“It’s a deal.” Erskine looked past the camera for a moment and made a gesture to someone with her forefinger. “Before you go, there are some people who’d like to say hi.”

			The camera switched to a packed meeting room full of complete strangers — men, women, and even some children — waving and applauding. It took Ingram a moment to realise that these were the staff who’d only recently discovered Nomad existed and that they were going to be leaving Earth. Her self-control had already been dented today by the incident with the flags, and the sight of all these happy, excited people clapping almost tipped her over the unforgivable edge into a misty-eyed moment. She waved back and gave them a thumbs-up while she composed herself. 

			“I’m sure we’ll be talking to many of you in the weeks to come,” she said. “And I look forward to meeting you all in person, although I might have changed a bit by then.”

			At least that got a laugh. Erskine’s voice cut in and the camera shifted back to the room with the view. 

			“Thank you for your time, Captain. We’ll leave you to settle in. And congratulations from all of us.”

			The screen switched to the comms standby portal. Ingram leaned back in her seat, chastened. The last few weeks had made them all feel they weren’t really so far from home, just at the end of a very long-distance call. It was a seductive and dangerous illusion, and it was cruelly temporary. They were still looking at forty-five years without outside contact. But that was what they’d trained for and what they’d expected. The best way to proceed was to cut the cord and go back to believing that Cabot was on her own. 

			“I think that went quite well, don’t you?” Solomon said, a disembodied voice in the audio system again.

			“I must be losing it. It hadn’t really sunk in that we won’t need the link with Earth for much longer. Not if everybody’s going to be heading out here.”

			“We don’t necessarily need to cut ourselves off from Earth completely. We can carry on listening. News. Entertainment channels.”

			“That’s going to make it even harder. Maybe we should restrict the FTL contact to operational need and wean ourselves off it earlier. I’ll leave you to decide what’s necessary.”

			“Very well. It’s data they need, after all. Not social calls.”

			“Okay, let’s crack on. Got to get this empire built, eh?”

			“That’s the spirit, Captain.”

			Ingram unpacked her kitbag and went down to the ops centre to start on the next crew transfers. She decided to land thirty more personnel in the afternoon, which would put them ahead of schedule. 

			By early evening, the communal areas were starting to fill up, making it feel less like they were the last survivors of humanity. Ingram felt too tired to eat dinner and opted for an early night instead. She fell asleep looking up through the cabin window at a sky that was a lot more familiar than she’d expected. It was only the presence of a strange moon that reminded her how far she was from home.

			She woke a couple of times in the night, unsure where she was until she realised she’d been disturbed by bots still working in the darkness. The noisy little buggers were banging metal. There must have been a window open somewhere in the accommodation block. When she ventured outside the next morning before breakfast, she realised what they’d been doing. There were now seven full-size flagpoles complete with halyards and fittings, properly rigged and ready for use, in a neat line in just the right spot outside the main doors. 

			She put in her earpiece. “Solomon, this is bloody fantastic. Now that’s what I call service. Thank you.”

			“You’re welcome, Captain. Will you be conducting Colours and Sunset daily now, then?”

			Ingram had to think about that. Her instinctive answer was yes, because it made no difference that they were technically civilians now. Veterans had always performed ceremonial duties at public events, and the line between that and daily ceremonial now felt blurred. Flags mattered to people. They were more than practical identification: they were embodiments of tribe, the places and communities that men and women were willing to die for. 

			“Yes, let’s do it,” she said. “I did say start as we mean to go on. Civvies exempt, if they prefer.”

			“Colours at oh-eight-hundred, and sunset at twenty-one hundred at the latest?”

			“You’ve been doing your homework, Solomon.”

			“I certainly have, Captain. I’ll check to see what other flags have arrived with the latest intake.”

			Colours ended up being a little late that morning, but twenty of the ship’s company, including civilians, stood to attention to see the flags raised for the first time. They’d now added Japanese, Korean, and Brazilian flags to the mix. 

			“I suppose it speaks volumes that we’re all chums,” Haine said, studying the row of flags fluttering in the breeze. “All these APS member states represented here, and we’re not trying to kill each other. A regular paradise.”

			Ingram shielded her eyes against the sun, contemplating the effect. The flags really did give the place a different atmosphere. “They ought to be the same size. Looks a bit scruffy. Never mind, I’m sure they’ve all got personal significance, and we can always make new ones later.”

			“What would we do without bots, Captain?”

			“What would we do without Solomon?”

			“True. We’d be stuffed.”

			Solomon could probably hear all this. Ingram hoped he had a sense of pride among all the other human quirks that Bednarz had given him.

			Another thirty crew landed at lunchtime. Now the camp was really starting to feel like a proper establishment. But even with an army of bots moving the containers and crates, the process was still exhausting even for a crew who’d adjusted to higher gravity. Around mid-afternoon, Ingram went out front to relax with a coffee and marvel at how quickly Pascoe’s Star had simply become the sun. She was feeling enthusiastic again, keen to see what else was out there, and the years ahead seemed more full of potential than uncertainty.

			She was sitting on a packing crate about twenty yards from the admin building, lost in thought, when she spotted two of the big avians flapping slowly towards her, the kind she’d seen in transmissions from the surface. They landed on the other side of the flagpoles and began walking with a crow-like swagger, using the forward tips of their wings almost as front legs. Solomon had seemed very taken with them. Now she understood why. They were quite a spectacle.

			In this light, their plumage was a striking iridescent navy blue. She didn’t know whether they were dangerous, so she decided to just sit and watch, safe in the knowledge that she had her sidearm ready on her belt.

			Which might not be much use if I haven’t put in some range time in this gravity. 

			The birds paused in front of the flagpoles and looked up, wings at their sides. They seemed to be fascinated by the flapping fabric. Every so often they would turn and look straight at Ingram, stare for a while, and then go back to looking at the flags. It was almost comical. But they were obviously curious, and that normally indicated intelligence. 

			She resisted the temptation to call them over as if they were pigeons expecting crumbs. For all she knew, they were predators considering her for lunch. They stood there going through that ritual for at least ten minutes, looking from her to the flags and back again. 

			Then another shape flashed in the corner of her eye. She jumped up, startled, and went for her sidearm as a much bigger blue-black bird shot past her like an RPG about six feet off the ground. She felt the rush of air on her face. The two smaller birds cowered, then took off just as the big one reached them and brought its wings together in front with a massive clap, almost as if it was trying to swat them like flies. For a moment Ingram thought she was watching a raptor at work. But the larger bird caught up with the two smaller ones, snatched them up them up with its hind claws, and flew away with them.

			Ingram wasn’t sure what she’d just witnessed. She realised how close the creature had come to her and reminded herself that not being afraid of wildlife was a bad idea when you knew almost nothing about it.

			“It looks like Mother wasn’t very happy about her children wandering off,” Solomon said in Ingram’s ear. “Or at least that’s what it looked like to me.”

			“That was big. And fast.”

			“You need to be careful. I can go out in the quad frame quite safely, but flesh and blood is a lot more vulnerable.”

			“Worth the trip,” she said, wondering if she’d had a lucky escape.

			“Isn’t it.”

			Ingram holstered her weapon, made a mental note to set up a firing range, and finished her coffee. She hoped the angry parent — if that was what it was — hadn’t scared the kids and told them never to go near the bipedal invaders again. She wanted to know what had fascinated them about the flags.

			They really did look like they wanted to ask her why humans had put so much effort into hanging pieces of fabric on top of metal poles so far from home. 

			* * *

			Dogwood Farm, Kill Line:

			Late May

			The world had changed forever that month, but for Doug the farming year went on as it always had for men like him for centuries. Nature wouldn’t wait. It could be slowed and sped up in labs, but out in the fields, the cycle of seasons and weather still dictated his schedule. 

			He walked between the rows of crops, occasionally stopping to examine individual plants. The corn was making good progress. He squatted on his heels, considering that this really would be the last maize he’d ever grow on Earth. It was the kind of finality he’d never considered. He knew he’d be too old one day and realise that the previous year’s planting had been his last, but this final crop was already marked on the calendar, tied to an event he knew was coming. He was leaving in Shackleton by the end of the year. 

			Now he wasn’t sure what would happen to the last harvest. Liam Dale was still holding out because he wouldn’t leave his animals. Others might lose their nerve and decide to stay as well. Okay, they could have this land and everything growing in it, then, and nobody would go hungry. 

			Doug straightened up an inch at a time, grumbling at his stiff back, and carried on. It was a beautiful morning. Birdsong, the drone of a tractor, and the scent of moist soil took him back to his childhood, much of it here in this very field. Three deer in the paddock on the far side of the track watched him approach, then trotted away towards the woods. It was timeless.

			If only we could transplant all this to Opis. Just dig it up and load it. 

			For all the dangers that lay beyond the boundary, it broke his heart to leave. He thought that every morning. Then, minutes later, he’d remind himself that he was only here because someone much like him had made a decision centuries ago to embark on a risky voyage with no guaranteed outcome of survival, let alone success, a man probably just as scared and upset at leaving the old country as he was now. 

			He could do this. He had to do it for his grandchildren.

			There, his resolve was back again. Taking on new challenges in old age was a new lease of life, not recklessness. He now kept pictures of Opis on his pocket screen so that he could study them until they seemed familiar. He was sure that he could lie to himself often enough to make the illusion stick, and then his first step onto alien soil might feel like coming home after an absence long enough to make it a hazy memory. The Opis landscape was starting to look normal to him, even if he couldn’t visualise it cultivated yet. If it hadn’t been for the odd trees and that off-colour grass, he could have taken it for somewhere in America. 

			Yes, that’s what he’d do. He’d see it as another state he hadn’t visited before. It would have been just as much of an upheaval uprooting to New Mexico or Colorado. He’d be asleep in cryo for the journey and this would feel no worse than getting on a flight and landing a few hours later. He’d have the people he knew and loved with him, and that was what counted.

			Doug thought he wasn’t paying attention to what was on the ground, but his peripheral vision was attuned to the small detail of the land that he walked every day, and something made him stop. A block of corn seedlings — about twelve plants, ten days after germination, a few leaves high — looked like they were yellowing. Diseased plants always made his heart skip a beat. There were scores of rusts, pests, blights, moulds, and viruses that attacked crops, but he always erred on the side of caution, and Ainatio encouraged farmers to report every sign of disease. He took a picture of the plants with his screen and called Colin.

			“Hey Col, I’ve got a few sick-looking corn plants,” he said. “Mind if I send you an image?”

			“Sure,” Col said. “Wait there and I’ll come over and bag them.” 

			“Take a look first. I don’t want to drag you out for nothing again. I know it’s not nitrogen, because I tested this soil a couple of weeks ago.”

			“Mosaic virus?”

			“Maybe nematodes.”

			“I’ll be right over. I’ve got your location.”

			Doug passed the time leaning on the fence while he studied the pictures of Opis again, superimposing pasture on it in his mind’s eye. Ainatio was going to invite the farmers in for an open day to look at some of the crops it had been developing for Nomad. Doug felt a momentary twinge of conscience about introducing Earth species to Opis, and wondered if he was getting like his grandfather, outraged by foreign snowdrops that had no right to spread in wild America. The feeling passed quickly. Sure, Earth had a history of problems caused by introducing non-native species to new territories, but sometimes it just came down to staying alive. That was the way the world worked. That was how species spread, man included. 

			He looked up when he heard Col’s pick-up coming down the road. It parked at the edge of the field and Col got out, carrying his test toolbox, and began picking his way between the rows.

			“Keeps you fit, this,” he said, pulling on plastic gloves. “Okay, let’s see what’s happening here. Mind if I pull up a few?”

			“Be my guest. Plenty more where they came from.”

			While Col got out his test kits and started snipping pieces of leaf and root, Doug wandered off so as not to bother him. There was nothing worse than someone breathing down your neck while you were trying to work. He was studying his screen, reading one of Ainatio’s information documents about the effect of twenty-six-hour days on Earth crops, when Col called out.

			“Doug, we’ve got a problem. I need to put us both through decontamination and quarantine this field.”

			Doug’s stomach twisted itself in knots. “Damn, Col, tell me it’s not die-back. It can’t be. We’re miles from the zone.”

			“I’m going to get a decon unit out here. It’s not a conclusive result.”

			 Doug watched Col while he called Ainatio, feeling sick with dread, although his common sense told him this wasn’t the end of the world. They’d be leaving in a matter of months, and they weren’t short of food. There were plenty of other crops that had never been affected by die-back that they could switch to, so this wouldn’t be as disastrous for them as it had been for an industrialised farming system. But he was still scared, ashamed, and racked with guilt. How the hell had this field gotten contaminated? He hadn’t been outside the cordon for years. There were any number of ways that a virus could be transmitted to plants, but he felt the blame rested squarely with him.

			The decontamination unit arrived within ten minutes. Everyone would have seen it driving north through the town, as conspicuous and shaming as ringing a leper’s bell. Doug started rehearsing his apologies as he took off his clothes in the back of the decon truck and braced himself to be doused with sterilising spray. He felt like a new prisoner being de-loused. After the liquid had dried, he dressed in the blue laboratory clothes handed to him by the technician and collected his sterilised pocket screen.

			“It’s not your fault, Doug,” Col said, adjusting his own blue coveralls. “It could have been anything. Birds, even. This stuff’s been mutating over the years, and if it was easy to tackle, Ainatio would have found a way to fix it by now, believe me. Besides, we might be jumping the gun. My test was inconclusive. For all we know, it really might be a mosaic virus.”

			“I know what mosaic virus looks like, Col,” Doug said. “Don’t try to make me feel better.”

			“Okay. So... we’re going to have to burn the crop if it’s positive.”

			“Do whatever you have to. I’m just worried for the people who thought they might be able to stay here.”

			“Don’t worry about it. It’s not a disaster.”

			But it was certainly mortifying for all kinds of reasons, from the acceptance that he was abandoning his family’s land to the knowledge that he might be the vector for the final destruction of the town that he had sworn to protect as mayor. It was a sorry end of his term of office.

			He waited for the technicians to finish hosing down his quad bike and rode back into the town centre, conscious of people staring at him as he went past in unfamiliar blue coveralls. He couldn’t bear it. He had to pull over and explain himself. David, the brewer, was standing on the porch of his store, arms folded.

			“Might be bad news, Dave,” Doug said. “They’re testing for die-back on my land. They sterilised everything. We’re waiting for the results from the lab.”

			Dave was remarkably calm. He pulled a resigned face, like he’d been told the movie channel was down for maintenance. “I suppose it was only a matter of time. But don’t you go giving yourself a heart attack over it, hear? At least we’ve got somewhere else to go.”

			Doug didn’t stop to speak to anyone else. There was a procedure for notifying the town about emergencies, and this definitely qualified as one. When he reached his office, he asked the clerk to make a strong pot of coffee, then started drafting the message that would go to the personal screens of everyone in Kill Line. As soon as he sent it, he’d be inundated with questions to which he’d have no satisfactory answers. He felt like he ought to hold a meeting and show his face, but he was waiting on Ainatio’s labs, and if they confirmed die-back, they’d be the ones deciding what happened next, not him. All he wanted to do now was go home and surround himself with his family. And it was all he could do.

			Joanne pounced on him as soon as he walked down the path. “I heard from Liam.” Word had already gotten around. “I wish you’d called me.”

			“Sorry, honey. But it’s just upended me. Look, I’d really like to have everybody around for a family dinner tonight. Can you do that for me? I know I’m pathetic, but I’d kind of hoped to see out my time here without being responsible for killing off the whole damn town.”

			Joanne grabbed his hand, almost pulling him into the house. “I know you think you’re responsible for the whole world’s welfare, but you can’t claim any responsibility for die-back. And what if it isn’t? Come on, get some proper clothes on and dump those coveralls. You look like you’re going to a fancy dress party as a plumber.”

			Doug went up to the attic and pulled out the family photo archive again to remind himself what the world had been like before so many problems had woven themselves into a carpet of disaster. He thought of Chris Montello, worrying about what would happen to Jamie’s grave after everyone had left for Opis, and then wondered about his own family’s plots. He still wasn’t sure how much people would be allowed to take with them on the ship, but it certainly wouldn’t include headstones or coffins. His forebears probably wouldn’t have wanted to leave Kill Line anyway. He allowed himself a short wallow in nostalgia before going downstairs again to check on Joanne. She was peeling vegetables.

			“Everyone’s coming,” she said. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

			“Kind of. I think it’s just everything that’s happened in the last few weeks. It’s been one round of shocks after the other. I should be made of sterner stuff.”

			It was hours before dinner, but Doug set the dining room table anyway, moving in more chairs to accommodate twelve people — two sons, one daughter, two daughters-in-law, one son-in-law, and four grandchildren. He even wrote out little name tags on cards left over from a civic function years ago: Callum, Sarah, Patrick, Moira, Beth, Barry, Becky, Elliott, Matthew, and Ruth. Joanne could have the head of the table tonight.

			Some civic leader I am.

			While he was polishing the silver cutlery, which he was determined to take with him to Opis, his screen chirped with an incoming call. It was Col. That was quick: the tests had only taken a couple of hours.

			“So is it as bad as we thought it was?” Doug asked.

			“Yeah, sorry, it’s die-back,” Col said. “But I don’t want you blaming yourself. You didn’t bring it in.”

			“That’s kind of you, Col, but unless it’s a bird dropping something it picked up outside, then it’s still down to me.”

			“You know that’s not true. Let’s assume it’s animal-borne for the meantime. We’ll contact everyone.”

			“Already have.”

			“Good. I’ll arrange for the crop to be destroyed. We’ll be testing the rest of the farms over the next few days.”

			“Sorry, Col.”

			“Hey, we knew it might reach us one day. At least we can relocate now.”

			Over dinner that evening, Doug’s kids still tried to protect him from reality, pointing out the alternative crops that the town could still grow if anyone wanted to stay.

			“It’s really cool that we’ve got somewhere else to go to just when we need it,” Elliott said. He was always an upbeat kid. “You always say things are meant to be, Grandpa, so I don’t know why you’re so upset about this.”

			“You need to let Chris know, too, honey.” Joanne passed around more roast potatoes. “I don’t think Ainatio remembers to keep the camp informed.”

			“Don’t worry, I’m pretty sure that Solomon has a hotline to them, but I’ll call anyway.”

			“You don’t suppose the infection was brought in by them, do you?” Callum asked. “I mean, they’ve been outside the safety zone recently.”

			“Yeah, and they always go through decontamination.” Doug wanted to quash rumours right away. “Let’s not start blaming them. The die-back was found on our land. Chris’s people have never been near that field.”

			“Sure, Dad. Just asking.”

			“They’re good people. They’re our neighbours. I don’t want anyone pointing fingers, okay?”

			Perhaps Elliott was right that it was meant to be. This would make up a few minds, and soften some of the regret at leaving. It was just a matter of timing, that was all. 

			Only one thing mattered: Kill Line would live. It would be transplanted to another planet, but everyone would survive, and that was more important than the buildings they’d leave behind, however irreplaceable the town itself seemed, however attached folks were to the stone and brick and wood that seemed like it had been there forever and always would be.

			They’d built the place. They’d build it again. And the land — yeah, land stirred strong emotions, but it wasn’t permanent either. The Brandts and every other family would carry on long after the land was dead.

			Doug reached for the dish of potatoes. What he felt right now was painful optimism, like leaving home for the first time. 

			“Okay,” he said. “Anyone else for second helpings?” 
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			Brains need bodies. It’s how they’re built, because they have to bridge that gap to the physical world somehow to measure and interpret it. And that’s how Bednarz built Solomon. Listen to Sol talk. He uses physical words, and not just to make communication easier for us. He might see his body as a kind of stream flowing between locations, but he puts the part he regards as his self, his conscious attention, in one place at a time, even if his sensory input — the chatter he can hear in the background — is scattered across space.

			 William Cullen, head of IT, explaining an AMAI’s worldview  to the junior science class at Ainatio

			Ainatio Park Research Centre, 

			Plant Pathogen Lab:

			0130 Hours Next Morning

			Yes, it was die-back.

			Col had worked that out right away, but Lianne Maybury’s team always double-checked his biosensor results. Alex was now wondering why they were still retesting well after midnight and weren’t answering their comms. He hung around the lobby, trying to raise Lianne via her screen.

			What else did he need to do? The town had already implemented the quarantine plan and the crop had been destroyed, along with a fifty-metre biosecurity zone around the field. Col and his people had been out testing samples from the rest of the farms. All vehicles using the dirt road closest to the field would now have to go through a decontamination unit, in and out. Alex knew they had it covered. But it didn’t make him feel any better.

			Still, we’ve got somewhere to go, and a lot of food stored to see us through until then if we need it.

			“Sol, give me a call if Lianne comes out of her papal enclave in there, will you?” he said, heading for the bar. “Tell her I want to talk to her pronto.”

			“Will do, Alex.”

			“You never used to say that. Hanging out in the mess too much.”

			“Wardroom.”

			“Turning into a sailor, huh? I lost track of Nomad today. Anything I should know?”

			“The avian creatures have been visiting. When you get around to reviewing the video, look out for the bigger one. We think it’s the parent.”

			“Don’t feed them. You’ll never get rid of them.”

			“There’s already a robust conversation going on between the xenobiology people and Captain Ingram. She happened to mention that she drew her weapon when the larger one spooked her.”

			“Have they named them yet?”

			“Taxonomically or affectionately?”

			“Either.”

			“Crows.”

			“The poetic muse is MIA, I see.”

			“If you’re going to the bar, by the way, there’s some unkind speculation about the source of the die-back contamination. Will you scotch it, or shall I?”

			“Leave it to me. Who are they blaming?”

			“The transit camp. Bringing back bugs from their expedition. We were exposed as well, but that seems to have been forgotten.”

			“Sol, I know you don’t like me asking this, but can you listen in on Lianne and let me know what the hell’s holding them up?”

			“You’re right, I don’t like doing it. I need people to trust me if I’m to be effective. Look, you won’t forget to deal with the rumour, will you?”

			“I promise. You sound like you know something.”

			“Don’t ask. It’s Lianne’s job to tell you when she’s ready.” 

			Alex heard the click of the security doors behind him all the way down the passage and turned around. Lianne strode towards him, swinging her arms, but not in a cheerful way, more like trying to hurry without breaking into a run. She didn’t look happy. Her sweater was ruched up as if she’d pulled off her lab gear in a hurry and was in too much of a rush to tidy herself up before going to find him. 

			“I wish you’d stop trying to call me when we’re busy,” she said. “We weren’t sitting around eating pizza.”

			“Sorry. You were scaring me. You never take this long.”

			“There’s a reason.” 

			“I can start guessing, but I’d rather you just told me. Erskine gets extra mad when it’s this much past her bedtime.”

			Lianne looked awkward. “Bottom line? Nobody brought this infection in from outside.”

			“Doug Brandt said he thought it was probably a bird dropping infected plant material or something.”

			“Look, this isn’t going to be easy because we’ve now got to kick off a containment procedure within this building. Because the damn virus is one of ours. It’s got the marker that we added to the copy that we were working on.”

			“Shit.”

			“And it seems to have mutated as well. It’s more active than ours.”

			“Oh. That’s just terrific.” Where was this going to end? “Sol, lock down the perimeter, and — ”

			“I’ve done it,” Solomon said.

			“I’ll go tell Erskine. Any idea how it got out, Lianne?”

			“Not yet. We might never know. But we haven’t breached biosecurity procedures, and I can’t find any traces outside the actual lab. Nothing in the places anyone would have to walk through to exit the department.”

			Alex tried to be diplomatic, but he knew what Erskine was going to ask. “I’m not turning this into a blame game, but I’d rather have someone say they screwed up than spend time fretting over whether we’ve got a containment lapse that we haven’t noticed.”

			Lianne had a permanent frown that always made her look irritated even when she wasn’t. “Alex, you know damn well that I’d tell you straight if we knew how it got out. I don’t. I might find out, and then again I might not. I’m doing my best.”

			“Okay, just focus on securing the lab. Are you going to destroy whatever virus you’ve got left?”

			“Horses and stable doors, huh?”

			“It’s a reasonable question. If you’re asking for an instruction, I’m going to say torch that lab. But I’ll get confirmation from Erskine.”

			Lianne called after him as he strode off. “How are we going to do more work on this if we destroy our stocks?”

			“It doesn’t even matter any more.” Alex carried on down the corridor. “We’re leaving. You won’t fix this in a few weeks. We lost the battle to this damn thing a long time ago. All I’m concerned about now is stopping it hitching a ride with us to Opis.”

			But some people didn’t want to leave. Up to this moment, they’d had a choice. Now that choice was gone. 

			Lianne was still walking behind him, calling out questions, going on about passing the research to other labs before they left, and their responsibility to the scientific community and the world, and all kinds of crap that Alex really didn’t give a shit about right then. He was more worried about infection control failures that would affect the plants they needed to take with them. They had food stores here and some supplies already loaded in Elcano, plus plant material already in cryo, but there were other strains of modified crops still growing in Hydroponics. That was his primary concern now.

			Erskine was stretched out on the sofa in her office when he went in, propped up on cushions and watching something on her personal screen. She looked up and said nothing. Her whole posture was a question.

			“Director, this isn’t good news.” Alex found it easier to tell her than he’d expected. “Apparently it’s our copy of the virus that got out of the lab. Don’t ask me how. And it’s mutated. More virulent.” 

			“Oh, for goodness’ sake...”

			He thought she’d be angry, but she just seemed weary and exasperated. “I think we should destroy whatever virus we’ve got left,” he said.

			 “Yes, go ahead. I noticed the lockdown going into effect.” She made a vague gesture in the direction of her desk as if she’d seen it on her monitor. “I need to break the news to Doug Brandt. I know he was expecting to abandon the town anyway, but it’s going to be heartbreaking for him to find out that we’re responsible for this.”

			“We should stop work on all the other crop projects and run tests on them immediately. The crops we’ve already shipped out to Nomad will be fine, but the question is whether we want to play it safe and destroy everything else we were planning to export, or just rely on our decontamination and hygiene procedures. Because if we couldn’t crack the die-back answer here, we’ll have zero chance on Opis. We’ll be much more vulnerable there.”

			“Start the tests,” Erskine said.

			“I’m going to do some rumour control here in the meantime. I’ll also warn the transit camp to stay clear until further notice.”

			“And this definitely hasn’t been brought in by anyone returning from infected areas?”

			“Definitely not. Dr Maybury confirmed it’s ours.”

			Alex left Erskine to it. He wasn’t sure when to tell Ingram, but he’d have to do it soon. Maybe Solomon could look after that, seeing as he was best buddies with the Cabot crew now.

			“Why didn’t your systems detect anything, Sol?” Alex asked as he headed for the bar, typing out instructions on his screen and mailing them as he walked. “I thought we had pathogen screening.”

			“We do, but there are always going to be things it hasn’t learned to detect yet.”

			“I’m not blaming you, buddy. I’m just trying to stop it happening again, even if there’s no point in worrying about that.”

			“What if it was me?”

			“How?”

			“I’ve taken the quad off-site quite a few times. I’ve had physical contact with the townspeople.”

			“And Erskine and I went into town to do the meet-and-greet. Could have been us, too. Look, the hole we really have to plug is whatever let it get from the lab to other areas in here.”

			“Indeed.”

			“All right, time to stroll into the Coliseum and confront the baying crowd.”

			“There are only fifteen people still drinking in the bar. I think you’ll survive.”

			It wasn’t as if Alex had anything contentious to tell them. It might turn out to be more of a shame-on-you lecture. He’d play it by ear.

			“Hi, guys.” He walked in trying to radiate reassurance. “We’ve just had identification from the plant path lab that the virus actually escaped from this building. Which is embarrassing, and we’ll be ashamed, but it’s our fault. Nobody else’s.”

			“Wow, they’re going to love us in town, aren’t they?” Sonia Venner toyed with a glass of juice. “We ignore them for years, then the first thing we manage to do when we start mixing with them is to infect their crops with our own crap.”

			Ed Acosta, the guy who’d buttonholed Alex at the party all those months ago to ask if he could move to the plant pathogen team, was sitting at a table a little way from the main group. He looked at Alex as if he was seriously considering getting up and punching him in the face.

			“Or is this some stunt to make sure that everybody leaves?” Ed asked. “Because the last time you and I had a chat, you looked me in the eye and fed me some bullshit line about how I should carry on developing crop strains because the pathogen guys didn’t need an extra pair of hands. You knew. You damn well knew what was going down, and you lied to my face. Why the hell should I believe a word that you or Erskine say now?”

			“Come on, Ed. You really think we’d dick around like that with people’s lives?”

			“Damn sure of it. Isn’t that what you’ve been doing for the last fifty years?”

			“Okay, I know that I should be a proper manager and say something placatory about understanding, and reassure you that blah blah blah, but right now I’m tired, I’ve got a lot of shit to shovel, and you’re just going to have to accept that it happened and nobody planned it.”

			That really shouldn’t have escaped Alex’s lips, but he felt better for saying it. Venner looked at him with her chin propped on her hand. 

			“I’ve already closed my labs,” she said. “I’m not going to speculate on how the virus got out, but the only possible vectors are a fault in the lab ventilation system, one of the pathogen team not cleaning up properly before they went outside, or that some insect got in, happened to come into contact with the virus, happened to  — ”

			“I get the picture, Sonia. Top priority — make sure the rest of the place is squeaky clean and protect what plants we still have in here. I don’t want to have to destroy them. Second priority, a lot further down my list — work out how it happened. Depending on how dumb or unlucky the mistake turns out to be, I might go kick someone’s ass into the middle of next week, if I’ve still got the strength.”

			Sonia stood up and drained her juice. “I’m heading back, then. We might as well start testing right now. I’ll see you tomorrow, or later today as we like to call it.”

			Alex went back to his office, not feeling particularly guilty about being less than everybody’s best buddy for a change. It was an ungodly hour to wake Doug, but the guy needed to know it wasn’t his fault. Alex called him on the radio and waited for a sleepy voice to answer. But Doug picked up right away. He sounded wide awake. He probably wasn’t sleeping well.

			“Doug, I just wanted to let you know that it’s definitely dieback, but it didn’t come from outside,” Alex said. “I’m sorry, and I don’t expect you to ever forgive us for this, but it’s the version of the virus we were working on in our labs.”

			There was a few seconds’ silence. “So there’s nothing we could have done differently,” Doug said at last.

			“Absolutely nothing. I know sorry isn’t enough. I’m going to let Chris know as well. We’ve locked down the site while we clean up, so it’s probably a good idea for his people to stay put as well and not patrol until we’ve finished testing all your land.”

			“I already spoke to him.” There was no recrimination in Doug’s voice or even a sigh to indicate the guy was angry or upset. “We stood down the patrols.”

			“Okay. I guessed you’d have everything under control at your end, but I just wanted to try to make myself useful because I feel so bad about this.”

			“I look at it this way, Alex. By the end of the year, we’ll be on our way somewhere else where it’s not a problem. It was always a matter of time.”

			After he ended the call, Alex realised what he really wanted was for someone to punch him out, not about the escape of the rogue die-back, but for just going along with this scam for so long. All he could see now was the contempt and disgust on Ed Acosta’s face when he looked at him. He’d try to forget it.

			An uncharitable thought crossed his mind. That wasn’t unusual, except this time it was about Solomon. There was no point in ferreting through the system and trying to check for himself whether there had been any obvious breaches recorded on camera, because Solomon would see it instantly. It was best to just ask him outright, man to man.

			“Sol, don’t be offended by this, but after all that’s happened between you and Erskine, I just need to know that this is a coincidence and not something you thought ought to happen.”

			Alex knew he had to ask. He also knew that it was going to leave a big crater in their working relationship.

			“To be honest, Alex, I am offended,” Solomon said. “I know I’ve done some manoeuvring to make sure Erskine didn’t leave the transit camp to fend for itself, but I’d never deliberately harm the survival prospects of anybody in the town. I’d hoped you knew me better than that.”

			“Ever wished you hadn’t said something?”

			“Several times.”

			“Well, I apologise. But I had to ask.”

			“At least you’ve got an answer to give Erskine when it finally occurs to her.”

			“You’re taking this better than I would.”

			“Let’s put it behind us. And be thankful that this didn’t happen a few years ago.”

			Alex hoped that Solomon didn’t hold grudges. Now that he’d taken a minute to mull it over, he regretted even thinking the AI would go that far. Maybe Erskine had sown the doubt when she said she didn’t want to make an enemy of him. It had come across almost as a warning that he wasn’t to be trusted.

			“I know you’d do anything to save people,” Alex said. 

			“Would you?” Solomon asked.

			“Of course, but we’ve covered that. There’s a place for everyone who wants to go.”

			“Indeed. We leave nobody behind.”

			Solomon was sounding more like Trinder — or Ingram, or Chris Montello — every day. The only AI of his kind had finally found a tribe, it seemed. Alex, instantly lonely in his role of Erskine’s enforcer, kind of envied him.

			* * *

			Survey Vessel Shackleton, Orbital 2, 

			In Disposal Orbit:

			one Week Later

			When Solomon looked back at Earth from Shackleton, the view he enjoyed most was the night side of the planet. The lonely blue marble aspect was all very well, but there was something much more comforting about the clusters of lights that picked out cities full of people and lives being lived. 

			America, once so brightly lit that the eastern half of the country and much of the West Coast were both single luminous blocks, was reduced to a few faint, scattered cities. The pools and coastline necklaces of yellow light were now concentrated in Asia and South America, across the north of Scandinavia and Russia, in Australia and New Zealand. Except for the small offshore beacon that was Britain, Europe was mostly as dark as America and Canada. Earth was two separate worlds.

			As the planet turned, the sun erased the telltale signs of depopulation. North America became a mottled patch again like all the others in the cloud-streaked marble.

			 “Sol, we’ve just lifted the quarantine,” Alex said. “But I suppose you heard all that.”

			“I’m afraid I tuned my concentration to Shackleton. I just wanted my focus here for a few hours.”

			“Well, when you get back in touch with your bad self or whatever, you’ll see that we didn’t agree on many conclusions about the die-back breach. Contaminated insect escape or transfer from lab equipment to someone who was in contact with someone else et cetera et cetera, and eventually had contact with someone from Kill Line.”

			“I do hope this won’t become an excuse to shun our neighbours.”

			“Stable doors and all that. So how’s Shack coming along?”

			“The welding schedule might slip another five days.”

			“Don’t worry. It’s not Doomsday.”

			Sometimes it did feel like it, though. That was probably why the brightly lit Asian Pacific night seemed so reassuring. Earth endured, albeit incomplete. “We’ll be ready,” Solomon said. “But it’ll be a close-run thing.”

			Along with Eriksson and Da Gama, Shackleton was in a higher orbit than Elcano, on the edge of the graveyard zone where junk was nudged further out to die far from the working satellites it might blunder into. Solomon debated whether it would be faster to cannibalise Eriksson’s welding bots to build extra mini-bots to speed up the repairs to Shackleton’s hull, or to simply raid Da Gama and remove whole sections of her hull. He settled on sacrificing a welding bot or two to save two days.

			In the bigger scheme of things, Alex was right. It wasn’t going to make a lot of difference. Solomon was just uncomfortable with slippage. Like viruses, slippages had a tendency to spread.

			He left the bots to their work. If he kept his focus here any longer, he’d be doing the equivalent of human daydreaming. He shifted back to Elcano, now ready to launch, and looked over the compartments that were devoted to cargo in her sister ship Cabot. Elcano’s were full of cryo chambers, eleven hundred sarcophagi that reminded him a little too much of kitchen appliances, and a communal deck that only needed to accommodate two hundred people at a time for a few days while they adjusted to consciousness again. Like Cabot’s crew, Elcano’s passengers would be revived and transferred to Nomad Base in separate batches. 

			It was going to be a lonely forty-five years with all of his friends in cryo. He consoled himself with the thought that he’d be in constant contact with Opis instead, so he wouldn’t lack human company. He just hoped that the Nomad community wouldn’t gradually become more important to him. He was designed to think almost like a human — a man, minus the kind of self-interest that came from a physical body — and he knew affection was a strangely malleable thing. It would be a betrayal to transfer it and neglect his old friends. 

			Nomad Base seemed to be settling into the happy and efficient ship that he’d teased Ingram about. Now he could keep a watching brief on it while he prepared two ships and 2,704 people to join it. How much time did they have? If the worst happened and no crops in Kill Line made it to the harvest, there was enough food stored to fill the shortfall for another seven months. 

			Solomon checked Orbital 1’s latest images of the area around Kill Line, captured in the last two weeks. The resolution was one pixel to fifteen square yards, and the images were taken three days apart, but it was enough to show what was happening. He could see the areas of burn-off, but there was also a distinct chain of patches leading away from the town and out across the cleared boundary. The vegetation had definitely changed colour in the last few days. To the north-west, a similar pattern had emerged. Solomon interpreted the plumes as the path taken by animals that had carried contaminated insects with them. Ainatio had put its faith in the cordon, but it finally seemed to have failed, albeit in the opposite direction. They’d probably never know which particular insects were the carriers, or why the animals had decided to move out of Hart County, but they had, and the mutated version of the virus was on the move.   

			But that vegetation can’t all be cereals. Would abandoned crops re-seed that much? Has die-back jumped the species barrier again?

			Whatever the reason, it wasn’t his priority. He had to keep Shackleton on schedule. If things slipped much more, it might become a race to move people into cryo early to avoid food shortages. In the worst scenario, an unforeseen problem could be a setback they’d never recover from in time.

			And then who would decide who was saved?

			I would. This is what I was meant for.

			Every day, Solomon realised a little more about Bednarz’s intentions. If he hadn’t known that the cumulative disasters were real and beyond even his creator’s technical ability, he might have thought this was all a test of character, to see how far Solomon would go to ensure that mankind’s best survived.

			I know you’d do anything to save people. That was what Alex had said. Anything was a very big word.

			Solomon sent Trinder a request for a surveillance drone to take a closer look at the vegetation, then transferred back to Ainatio to update Erskine and Alex. He couldn’t pin down the exact point when Alex had become Erskine’s de facto deputy, but the role seemed to have latched onto him more firmly in the last few months whether he wanted it or not. 

			Erskine was giving a staff talk to a packed hall on the subject of living and working on Opis, describing the kind of housing that would be waiting for them forty-five years from now. Solomon decided not to interrupt. Alex was in his office, watching the monitor.

			“Do you have five minutes, Alex?”

			Alex leaned back in his chair and put his feet up on the desk. “Yeah, sure. Just watching Erskine selling time-share. You realise we haven’t named anywhere yet? You can’t have a town called Nomad.”

			“A little premature. Names should evolve from usage. Otherwise they sound like tract housing.”

			“It is tract housing.”

			“Names have significance.”

			“Okay, you’re in charge of naming now.”

			“Very well. But I came to show you these pictures.” 

			Alex sat forward again with his elbows on the desk and watched Erskine replaced by Orbital 1’s images. He sighed.

			“Well, no real surprise there. At least it’s heading away from us. So that’s actually quite good news, relatively speaking.”

			“Do we continue with testing and destruction?”

			“If I thought a few more months’ effort on top of all the years we’ve spent would work, I’d put on a hazmat suit and do it myself. But time’s tight.”

			“You don’t like giving up.”

			“There’s a fine line between tenacity and denial. I keep an eye open for it.”

			“Very wise.”

			“You want me to brief Erskine?”

			“Yes. Thank you.”

			“Will we make it, Sol?”

			“You’ve seen the calculations.”

			“I meant... your gut feel. Belief. That vague stuff.”

			“I wouldn’t be doing all this if I didn’t believe we could.” It was very much about numbers now, calculating calories and the nutritional requirements of everyone in the three locations — Ainatio, transit camp, and Kill Line — and how many days the food stores would last. “We have seven months’ food in storage for the entire population, not counting the emergency supplies already in Elcano, which I’d prefer not to touch. I’m working on the assumption that neither Kill Line nor the transit camp have substantial food reserves. But we do have the option of reducing rations in an emergency, or putting some people into cryo early in Elcano.” 

			“In an emergency.” Alex started laughing. “Hell’s bells, Sol, let’s hope we never have one of those. Everything’s been peachy so far.”

			“I’m ready,” Solomon said. “I’ll make this work. You just have to trust me.”

			Alex made an uncertain gesture. He was trying to reach out and touch something, but was frustrated by finding nothing there. He ended up patting the desk. It was almost as if he’d wanted to pat Solomon on a non-existent back.

			“I do, actually,” he said. “I really do.”

			Solomon was reassured. One day, he might have to test that trust to the limit.

			* * *

			Ainatio Park Research Centre:

			Late June

			The roses in the grounds were at their best this summer, heavy with perfect blooms as if they knew it was their final performance.

			Even the hedge of rugosas had put on a show. The scent was pure rosewater in the hot sun, and when Erskine inhaled it she couldn’t recall why it meant something to her. It was a childhood memory that had escaped her, leaving only the most basic sensations.

			Had the botany team remembered to save decorative plants? She’d have to check again. Radical new beginnings needed radical surroundings, not a theme park replica of a world they’d abandoned, but some things would be missed too badly to leave behind. It seemed like a good topic to start the next informal staff session she’d scheduled. 

			The seminar-style talks in the main lecture theatre were easy. She’d reluctantly learned to play the CEO at twenty-seven, the art of stepping onto a stage and projecting confidence and authority despite being press-ganged into the position and hating it. She was never expected to get into complex conversations with her audience. But these smaller staff groups, no more than ten people at a time, left her nowhere to run. She had to deal with their fears and questions. And more of them were afraid than she’d expected.

			With any luck, Nomad would be doing something interesting that they could watch on the live feed. Showing nervous staff what was happening right now and giving them a chance to talk to others on the ground soothed many of the doubters, but not all. 

			Erskine consulted her screen. Department heads were keeping a tally of which staff were still unwilling to leave.

			“Where do they think they’re going to go, Solomon?” she said.

			“Sorry, Director?”

			“My apologies. I was checking how many holdouts we have.”

			“Considering almost nobody knew they were signing up to move to another planet, the take-up rate is impressive.”

			“Glass half full, then.”

			“Ah, this is when I know I’m giving balanced advice.”

			“Pardon?”

			“Nothing, Director.”

			Erskine’s staff session today was with a group of nine drawn from the shuttle maintenance and reactor teams. The link between the two was more social than an overlap of responsibilities. There were several marriages within those groups and a father-son connection as well, so talking to them as families rather than professional categories made more sense. They were going to Opis to live: their anxieties weren’t about their jobs, but survival. 

			“Here’s what I don’t get, Director.” Liz Kent worked on the reactor, and her husband, Greg, ran shuttle maintenance. They had a teenage son. “Is this really our only option? Why can’t we contact APS and ask for asylum? I bet they’d open their borders for scientists and engineers with a lot of commercial data and expertise to trade.”

			Erskine had to word her response carefully without lying. This group was one she’d definitely need on Opis and she didn’t want to make opting out sound easy.

			“I stand by my promise that nobody will be made to go,” she said. “Even if we could force people on board at gunpoint, I wouldn’t want anyone that unwilling on a mission this important. At the very least, they’d become disruptive. But staying put isn’t an option, and APS is much more afraid of disease — all of them, plant, animal, human — than you realise.”

			Greg reached slowly for his wife’s hand. “I realise we’ve had a lot of privileges here, but we’ve all lost family and friends in the rest of the country. We’re probably all there is left of mine. It just feels like an even bigger risk.”

			“Only you can decide,” Erskine said. “But imagine what this site will become in your children’s and grandchildren’s lifetimes. Maybe die-back will run out of host species, and maybe it won’t. If it does, or a countermeasure’s found, people will eventually start reclaiming the land, at least where it isn’t too heavily contaminated. But Opis is clean, safe, and waiting for us right now. Have a think about that. In the meantime, would you like to talk to some of the Cabot crew about what it’s like?”  

			Solomon always took his cues. The monitor in the meeting room came to life, revealing a couple of crew members waiting at a table in a sunny lounge, chatting to pass the time. Opis looked remarkably like home. The image was more persuasive than anything Erskine could say.

			“Audio’s ready, Director,” Solomon said over the speakers. “Shall I connect them?”

			“Thank you, Solomon.” Erskine stood up and smiled at the engineers as convincingly as she could. “I’ll leave you to it. If I hang around, it might inhibit your questions. Feel free to ask the crew whatever you want.”

			Erskine walked back to her office. Another one down, another dozen, two dozen, maybe three dozen to go. Pep talks were now occupying more than half her day. That was leadership, but she knew it would have been better for her to swap roles with Alex and take on his organisational duties. He was much better at persuasion. 

			“Everything okay, Alex?” His office was a short detour on her route. “How are we doing?”

			He’d arranged a wall of screens, each showing the status of one area of preparation. There was a lot of red and amber among the green bars on all of them. He looked as if he hadn’t slept much in weeks.

			“People,” he said wearily. “I hate them. If you can’t give a population of STEM folks the deck plan of a ship and get them to understand how much garbage they can’t take with them, what hope is there for the world?”

			“Medical status?”

			“Everybody’s cleared for cryo except the transit camp. We haven’t started on them yet. The town’s doc is going to help out when she’s finished with the residents.”

			Erskine walked across to the screen wall and studied the detail. “Just as well we have more bots than humans. Sad to see the bio labs go, though.”

			“One left to zap. Want to go down there and see it burn?”

			It didn’t appeal to her. It would be like watching a cremation through the furnace inspection window. “One for the nihilists and bridge-burners to savour, I think. What’s happening about the camp?”

			Alex shrugged. “It’s not like they’ve got much gear. And Jared said they’re used to packing and moving at a moment’s notice anyway.”

			“Dogs? Dairy herds?”

			“Best you don’t know, Director. Everything will be resolved.”

			Erskine took the advice. She carried on reading the screens, finding comfort in certainty. Everything was scheduled: shuttle transfers, cryo processing, mothballing the buildings, and eventually shutting down and entombing the reactor.

			“Have you ever been in cryo?” she asked. “I ought to remember, but I don’t.”

			“I did a week. A test. Years ago.”

			“And?”

			“I didn’t dream and I didn’t puke when I woke up. Like a general anaesthetic. Better than real life.”

			“You’re busy. I’ll get out of your hair.”

			“No Phil? Where’s he gone?”

			“He’s condensing the company records. Including the pre-Bednarz era. That’s nearly one hundred and seventy years.”

			Alex made a cranking motion with his hand. “Shredding. Uh-huh.”

			“Condensing. Never keep archives you don’t need.”

			“Sol’s probably kept copies anyway. Look, if you need distraction, you can always check the passenger lists. We’ve allocated pods now.”

			“But you’ve not notified anyone.”

			“No, because some of them are officially don’t-knows.”

			Erskine continued to her office. She wasn’t watching the Opis feed as much as she used to, perhaps because she felt it was a beachhead that had finally been secured. The alien landscape had somehow become Earth: people she felt she knew were walking around the camp, flying Earth’s flags and veneering the planet with human normality. She hadn’t seen the avian creatures for days, either. The illusion was complete.

			Imagine how scientists would react if we shared this with the rest of the world now. Not the FTL. Not the colony. Just show them a planet that isn’t gas or ice or airless desert, or hot enough to melt metal. A world with complex animals and plants, not just bacteria and algae. 

			Ainatio had to keep its discoveries to itself. It wasn’t the secrecy that occasionally made Erskine pause. It was that this little collection of miracles hadn’t been as important to Ainatio as the fact that it was habitable.  

			She swung her chair around and returned to her monitor, checking the cryo pod allocations. Nearly 250 were children. Nearly half of Ainatio’s personnel were families. It was a solid foundation. With the Kill Line community, there’d be a wide gene pool and a more equal ratio of male to female.

			She still had misgivings about the transit camp, though. They were a mix of the unknown and the intimidating, as alien as anything on Opis. While a PhD wasn’t necessary to build a new world, Erskine felt more comfortable among her own kind, like anyone else. There were also practical considerations. The camp’s militia was a separate armed force, larger than the detachment, and it didn’t do things the Ainatio way. She was prudent to be cautious about them.

			I’m not a snob.

			Am I?

			No. We all worry about who might move into the house next door.  

			By the time Elcano and Shackleton reached Opis, the community would be effectively civilianised anyway. Nomad was a military outpost with only a few civilians now, but in forty-five years, at least one generation, and probably two, would have grown up without that culture and experience, and then they’d be joined by twenty-seven hundred new arrivals, of which fewer than a hundred would be soldiers. There was no need for a military force in the new world. The veterans would gradually learn to think like civilians again. Erskine was sure of it.

			She opened the day’s reports from the department heads, keeping an eye on the clock for her next staff session. While she was reading, Solomon interrupted.

			“Director, I think you need to speak to Major Trinder as a matter of urgency.”

			“What’s happened?”

			“I’ll put him through when he’s ready. He’s talking to APS at the moment.”

			Erskine’s stomach started falling down a lift shaft. “Spit it out, Solomon.”

			“They’ve noticed, I’m afraid. The new spread of die-back.”

			This was the last thing she needed. APS had ignored Ainatio for years. They certainly picked their moments. 

			“But do they know we’ve got operational vessels almost ready to leave Earth orbit?”

			“There’s been no mention of that. They’re just asking to speak to the person in charge.”

			“Keep an eye on this and be ready to change plans fast.” Erskine pushed her chair closer and adjusted her collar mike. She couldn’t remember ever having contact with APS at an official level. “Who is it, their agrisat control room? Space station?”

			“A general at APDU. Colonel Su-Jin Yoon.”

			This was getting worse by the second. The Asia-Pacific Defence Union was probably as high as a problem could get shunted, a level above national governments. Erskine guessed where this might be heading. When the call came through, she was ready to play the pitiful old woman. 

			“This is Georgina Erskine,” she said. “How can I help, Colonel?”

			“Madam, I regret to tell you that our satellite imaging has detected diseased vegetation near your position.” The colonel was a woman. She spoke good English. “Are you aware of this?”

			APS knew Ainatio was probably still functioning in some limited way because they must have detected shuttle launches occasionally, but they’d ignored the facility so far. It was irrelevant to them. Erskine kept up the harmless act. 

			“We test the surrounding area every week,” she said. “What kind of pattern are you seeing?”

			“It is progressing from within the cordon sanitaire to the north-west. It is fast-moving, a matter of only days, which is more rapid than the spread has been in the past. You are a science and technology company. Do you have countermeasures?”

			“Colonel, we were a major research company. Not any more. You must be able to see how cut off we are. This is a remote rural area. There are a few small farms and a displaced persons’ camp close to the facility, but that’s all. We can certainly burn off the contaminated areas, though.” 

			“Burning does not seem to have stopped it before. It appears to have crossed your cordon.”

			The last thing Erskine needed was for APDU to work out that the contamination had come from inside the labs. They’d have only one response to that: they’d destroy the site. She prayed that it looked as if animals had wandered in and out of the area.

			“We can eradicate carrier animals too.”

			“You have a space station, at least one disused ship, and several operational shuttles.”

			Now it starts. “None of which changes our situation on the ground.”

			“Very well, then we are obliged to act. Despite our quarantine measures, we have still had isolated outbreaks of die-back that we destroyed. Bird and animal migration is a concern.”

			“Sorry, I don’t understand what action you plan to take.” Erskine couldn’t have APS clean-up teams landing here now. “What can you do?”

			 “At the request of your government, we used salted nuclear devices to clear contaminated land when this virus emerged,” Su-Jin said. “We will do that again.”

			“Hang on, what do you mean, ‘At the request of your government’?”

			“The United States government did not have the appropriate ordnance, and asked us for assistance. You should be aware of that.”

			Erskine struggled to compose herself for a moment. “We were under the impression that the assistance got a little out of hand and exceeded the help you were asked to give.”

			“That is unfortunate. We were asked to sterilise affected areas, and we did.”

			“Well, there’s no government left now. No state structure at all. We’re just refugees in our own country.”

			“This is why I have contacted you directly. It was not easy to route this call.”

			“I’m grateful for the information, Colonel. I assure you that we’ll identify the affected areas and carry out a burn-off.”

			“I apologise. I have not been clear. We have to destroy the vegetation across the entire area because of the rapid rate of spread, and your previous measures have obviously been inadequate. We ask you to evacuate your people to a safe distance within two days, starting from midnight, your local time.”

			“You mean two weeks.”

			“I do mean two days. Forty-eight hours.”

			She can’t mean that. “I have nearly three thousand civilians here, including children, invalids, and elderly. I can’t move them in two days. We have nowhere to go.”

			“You have the orbital dock.”

			“We can’t cram that many people into it, let alone keep them there for an indefinite period.”

			“Nevertheless, I must ask you to do it. The nature of the ordnance means the fallout will be short-lived and you will be able to return in weeks. All vegetation and animal life over a considerable area will be dead, and there will be blast damage, but you can return.”

			Erskine was stranded in the middle of an argument. Everyone was shipping out anyway, but two weeks wasn’t enough to move that many, let alone two days. She did a few rapid calculations. It would take four shuttles, or four round trips. Elcano could only hold eleven hundred people. Even if Shackleton was ready to be used as a holding area, people would have to go into cryo. The ship was effectively an armed freighter with no space for a couple of thousand conscious passengers to move around. The orbitals weren’t an answer either. They couldn’t cram in more than a couple of hundred.

			Erskine cleared her throat and tried to stall. “I’ll have to talk to my people to see what can be done. I’m asking you to keep a channel open to me so I can update you. This is no small task, and I’ll need information from you about the exact area you plan to destroy. Will you promise me that? Will you keep a line open to me? Innocent people who’ve already suffered a great deal are going to die if we can’t reach some agreement.”

			“Very well, madam,” Su-Jin said. “I do this with a heavy heart, but it must be done, or millions more will die in the future. We will talk again very soon. Please make your preparations.”

			For a few moments after the call ended, Erskine sat at her desk in a daze. Solutions had started to occur to her but she didn’t like them at all. 

			And there was nowhere to run except up.

			“Solomon, I have to assume APS is serious.”

			“They are, Director.”

			“Can we have Shackleton ready in two days just as somewhere to park people?”

			“No. Elcano can take eleven hundred. We have sixteen hundred and four left, and Shackleton’s nowhere near ready to start accepting people. Not in two days.”

			“Dear God.” Erskine almost put her head in her hands. There was only Solomon to see her moment of weakness, but the gesture alone would have diminished her in her own eyes. “So we talk them out of it, play for time, or make some hard choices.”

			Solomon didn’t respond, but she knew he’d have an opinion. It troubled Erskine that he’d suddenly decided to keep his own counsel after becoming increasingly vociferous.

			“Get everyone together, please,” she said. “Alex, department heads, Phil, and Trinder.”

			“At some point very soon we should tell Mayor Brandt and Sergeant Montello, too. They may well have their own intentions.”

			“Not until we come up with a credible response here. And I mean it.”  

			A few hours ago, Erskine had told worried families that APS was more scared of contamination than they realised, and that staying put wasn’t an option. It wasn’t just the truth. It had now become prophecy.  
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			You want a fight? You pick on one of us, you’d better be ready to fight all of us. 

			Marc Gallagher, explaining the hazards of starting a pub brawl with soldiers

			Director’s Office, Ainatio Park Research Centre:

			2 Hours After the Warning from the Alliance of Asian and Pacific States

			As soon as Erskine told Greg Kent to get the shuttles launch-ready, Solomon knew how long it would take the bush telegraph to transmit some kind of gossip around the building.

			It would be a couple of hours at most. This was still a village, and after realising they’d been lied to so thoroughly for so long, the staff now seemed to be extra-vigilant, watching every unexplained activity. 

			Solomon wandered around the security cams, watching them speculate without any idea that APS had called to give Erskine an ultimatum. He paid special attention to the people who’d now become part of his circle of interest. Marc and Tev were taking their run around the perimeter earlier than usual, probably to talk privately, Lennie Fonseca was issuing extra weapons and ammunition to the detachment. Annis Kim was in her quarters.

			Solomon only knew that because she still had her security pass on her: she hadn’t been chipped. He didn’t — wouldn’t — break his own rule on privacy by observing, but the security tracking had to show current locations, or else it was useless in an emergency. Kim had gone back to her small apartment in the accommodation block and was now pacing around the living room in what resembled a parallel search pattern, back and forth across the width of the room while progressing gradually towards one wall. It was possible that she’d dropped something and was searching for it on the carpet, but she’d now covered the room several times. She had plenty of places to walk for exercise unobserved in a huge, mostly deserted site. Solomon came down on the side of anxious pacing. 

			He tried to work out why she was agitated. Nobody knew about the approaching deadline yet, and Kim had shown no sign of being anything other than tough and single-minded to the point of obsession. Solomon couldn’t imagine her being afraid to leave Earth. Although she was unhappy that she couldn’t publicly vindicate Grandma Park’s research, Solomon doubted that was bothering her. Something else was wrong.

			He’d keep an eye on it, but his primary focus was the emergency meeting in Erskine’s office. Alex looked wrung out and impatient. Trinder, always harder to read, seemed to be biding his time, speaking only when spoken to but looking more brooding than quiet. The department heads seemed to have been invited mainly to stop them wondering why they hadn’t been included and becoming an irritant. The only one contributing something right now was Prinz, busy explaining the lack of evacuation options.

			“We can get everyone clear of the area fast — and I mean everyone, including Kill Line and the camp — if we just put them on the shuttles and fly as far south as we can to a landing site near the coast,” she said. “But that’s as far as we’ll get. We won’t be able to sustain an evacuee population of nearly three thousand in the middle of nowhere for a few weeks, and if we abandon this facility, we leave behind the technical infrastructure to reach the orbitals, let alone continue repairs to the three remaining vessels.”  

			“If we can prep all the shuttles in time,” Kent said. “I think we’ll only manage one.”

			“So we’re still looking at the same three options.” Erskine held up a finger to count off each point. “Delay the APS drop, find a way to tackle the contamination ourselves that’ll persuade them they don’t need to, or accept that we can only rescue eleven hundred, which is going to take two shuttle trips to Elcano.”

			Alex cut in. “We can’t abandon Kill Line and the camp. We just can’t. They won’t stand a chance. Just because this salted ordnance is lower yield, it doesn’t mean it won’t cause massive explosive destruction on top of wiping out crops and livestock. Sixteen hundred is a lot of people to move overland, even if there was somewhere to go, and there isn’t. We don’t have enough vehicle capacity without repeated round trips. We’ll also be hostage to wind direction with fallout. And on foot — forget it.”

			“Okay, so we tell APS we just happen to have our own nukes, and that we’ll blitz the place ourselves,” Mangel said.

			“And APS says, ‘Gee, thanks, we never knew you still had WMDs, so you’re obviously a threat,’ and obliterates us in an unfriendly way instead of with our blessing.”

			“Okay, how do we stall them, then?” Erskine asked.

			“We can’t, Director,” Solomon said. “Not without introducing new facts into the equation.”

			“Let’s go back to the numbers. We need to face this. We can’t even evacuate all our own people. We have to talk about who doesn’t get to go. My first duty is to our staff, so we’re looking at reducing fifteen hundred names to eleven hundred.”

			“Fifteen hundred and thirteen,” Solomon added quietly. “Including Dr Kim.”

			The silence, the held breaths, and the lowered eyes told Solomon that this was what Fonseca called a cold shower moment. Even Mangel blinked. He usually liked to play devil’s advocate, with the emphasis on play. Solomon always felt these occasional crises were a game for him because his key work had finished long ago, and this was the time of logisticians and engineers. But he’d always say what others would only think.

			 “Women and children first isn’t going to work,” he said. “And I’m not saying that as a man with an ass to save.”

			“Go on.”

			“How many kids do we have?”

			“Two hundred and forty-nine,” Solomon said.

			“And you can’t separate kids from parents, not only because it’ll warp them for life, but because someone has to look after them on Opis. Kids eat up human resources. There’s no childcare in the neighbouring town because there is no neighbouring town. So how many two-parent families? Unless you’re prepared to tell them one parent can’t go and unleash weeping, more trauma, and rebellion, of course. How many single parents?”

			Solomon could at least provide accurate numbers even if he couldn’t see a solution yet. But I will. I have to. “One hundred and seventy-one with two parents, and seventy-eight with one, which is six hundred and sixty-nine people. That leaves four hundred and thirty-one cryo pods for the eight hundred and forty-four remaining. Roughly half.”

			“I’m glad to see you anticipated my direction. And roughly is still bad, even if it was one man left behind. Then there are the adults who have parents here. Three generations. We can’t talk about acceptable losses. There’s no humane cut-off line.”

			“Or you could decide not to take every child,” Solomon said. “You could rank adults in terms of their utility to the mission, and then prioritise those who have children. The hard choices still remain further down the league table, but you’ve addressed practical need first. You’re sacrificing our non-essential people along with the residents of Kill Line and the transit camp.”

			“And I thought I was Ainatio’s resident bastard. But yes, Sol, every way we slice this cake is bad.”

			But I didn’t mean for you to do it. I’m just showing you why you shouldn’t. You have to find another way. I have to make you. 

			Alex looked agitated, as if he knew this would land in his lap. “Assuming we do this, we’re going to be exporting some truly screwed-up survivors. We’ll kick off with a guilt-ridden, bereaved, angry, accusing mob. How’s that going to work when they collide with the Nomad folks? And what effect is that going to have on... I don’t know, the Nomad national psyche, for want of a better term. Wars change societies. This is no different.”

			“Here and now, people.” Erskine rapped the table. “We can’t think more than two days ahead. But that’s a good point. We’re looking at what’s going to feel like a postwar recovery.”

			“And we all know how quickly everyone forgives and forgets in those.”

			“So the alternative is that we all die nobly together?”

			“People do. Some of ours might prefer to.”

			“Pick those best able to survive, and with the most practical skills,” Mangel said. “And try to get a gender and age balance for breeding purposes. So no seniors, which removes a lot of our best minds. None of Mendoza’s long-term patients, so we abandon sick and dying people, which kind of rips away our moral validity. I’m betting Major Trinder’s people will volunteer to stay, because military folks have a different philosophy, but we’ll need their pioneer skills and crisis handling on Opis.”

			Trinder still hadn’t said anything. Solomon had started to see the man in a very different light these past few months. He’d had too little to do for years, but now he had plenty and he was hungry to do it. He also seemed clear about what he had to do in a way that probably wouldn’t please Erskine. His silence seemed to be about not revealing his position, like the way he’d deployed the Lammergeiers to Kingston without asking her. He wasn’t refusing an order. He’d just never allowed himself to hear one.

			He spoke up at last. “I haven’t asked them. They’re still working out what forty-eight hours looks like in evacuation terms. We already know it’s not enough time.” 

			It was actually a neutral response carefully devoid of facts, but Mangel’s brief nod suggested that he thought it was a decision. Solomon hoped he’d be proven right about Trinder. He’d been wrong about some people, but humans did seem to divide broadly into two types, those who would risk their lives and run towards trouble, and those who would run away. 

			“Remind me where we are on the logistics, Alex,” Erskine said. Solomon noticed she hadn’t said yes or no to this triage by reproductive status and utility. “How many people would be ready to leave at short notice? I don’t mean running in the clothes they’re wearing. I mean properly prepared.”

			Alex shrugged. “I’ve tried to encourage staff to keep a grab bag for emergencies, but I know most haven’t bothered. Once we press the button on this, though, we just tell them that they’ve got this much luggage space, any excess will be dumped, and they have to be at the hangar at H-hour, no delays.”

			“How long to board?” 

			“Two shuttles, forty-five minutes each, tops.”

			“Eleven hundred people? No.”

			“Yes. We queue them in the right order and just march them in. There’s no dicking around with cabin luggage and lockers and ooh-that’s-my-seat and can-we-swap-with-you and fussing with coats. Get in, sit down, and shut up. Pee in your seat if you didn’t remember to visit the bathroom first, because this is a one-way trip and the shuttle won’t be used again. Just frigging do it.”

			“Alex, we won’t have two shuttles ready in time,” Kent said. “I’m cannibalising them as it is. You’ll have to do it in one.”

			“Okay, then it’s ninety minutes to board, and very crowded. Because if we take one and try to land again to pick up the rest of the list, we’ll meet a crowd begging to be rescued, or a riot. Scientists are human. Survival kicks in. If you’re really, absolutely going to leave people to die, then you go and you don’t look back.”

			This was part of the Alex that Solomon liked. There was a time for sweet-talking people, and a time to bark orders and bang tables. But the part he’d hoped for, the Alex who refused to let good people die, was absent. Solomon wasn’t sure if it had ever been there at all.

			So this is my task. Nomad’s my responsibility. I’m going to have to take control. But I’d rather they decided to do the right thing themselves, because forcing them could become very unpleasant.

			Solomon noted how fast they’d gone into a detached, almost ruthless state. At least they weren’t paralysed by panic. “Can we hear from others around the table?” he asked. 

			Prinz, Cullen, Mendoza, and Venner hadn’t said anything on the topic of who should be saved. It was probably easier than having to put a case that favoured their areas of expertise, although Prinz, with her young son and necessary skills, would be guaranteed a place by the current reckoning. The plan that seemed to have formed in a mist above the table in the last half hour wasn’t being challenged. And nobody had asked the obvious question: who in this meeting was going to demand that they went?

			“I don’t know which is worse,” Venner said. “To die here myself, or to let others die and try to live with that for the rest of my life. So you do the decision-making, Director. But you’re going to have to tell Mayor Brandt and the people at the camp, because it’s just wrong not to at least give them time to try to get clear.” 

			“When we actually reach a decision, I’ll call them personally,” Erskine said.

			“That might not leave them enough time to act.”

			Mendoza stood up and slowly pushed back his chair. Solomon thought he was simply going to refill his coffee from the jug on the sideboard, but then he took his lab coat off the back of the chair and put it on.  

			“I’m going to stay with my patients,” he said. “Whether that’s in the infirmary or in Elcano. I’m not a saint, and I’ve done things I’m not proud of, but I don’t have an excuse for abandoning them. Call me if any of you need medical assistance.”

			And he walked out. 

			Erskine didn’t say a word, call him back, or even blink. She stared at the door, then turned back to the meeting. Solomon was never sure if it was more effective to stay in the fight or wash your hands of it in these situations, but he had no choice. The meeting went on.

			“I’m a coward,” Cullen said. “And I don’t have an answer. Although knowing a bit more about the other guy’s real position instead of where he’s negotiating from would make a difference.”

			“She,” Erskine said.

			“It’s not that colonel’s decision. She’s just the messenger.” Cullen polished smudges off his screen with his cuff. “Imagine this a couple of hundred years ago. Some foreign government phones us and says they’re really sorry, but they have to nuke us. A few minutes later, it would have been three thousand degrees and cloudy in Beijing or Tehran or wherever. Today, they can do what they like to us.”

			It was probably the most useful comment Solomon had heard so far. North America was less than the Third World to APS: so a colonel could make that decision, and the politicians would agree because of the potential risk. But Solomon didn’t understand APS on a practical level any more than Cullen did. There’d been no contact for too long.

			Annis Kim was an APS citizen, though. She spoke three Asian languages, and if the media reports hadn’t exaggerated her importance, she was a respected academic and engineer. Perhaps she could give him an insight, just enough to change the parameters of the discussion. Perhaps she was even a bargaining chip. How important was she to her government? Solomon wouldn’t know unless he asked them and watched her reaction — and theirs.

			There was always something to trade.

			“Are you going to give us your take on it, Solomon?” Erskine asked, sounding as if she already knew but needed to go through the motions. “Because we don’t seem to have a practical way out of this.”

			One last try. “We’ll lose too many essential people the Nomad project needs, Director, and while I appreciate we’re driven by a deadline, this is the very last chance we’ll have to strengthen the colony with the right mix of people. If we get it wrong, Nomad might die out, and a century of work will be wasted. And, put simply, it’s immoral to abandon people here.”

			“It might be possible for them to survive, though.”

			“It might, but the chances are the damage to the facility will be so bad that any survivors will be marooned here. They won’t be able to reach Shackleton, let alone finish prepping her. And you don’t believe it’s survivable, otherwise why would we be talking about shuttles instead of preparing shelters?”  

			Erskine didn’t blink. “What else are we supposed to do? We plan for the worst. We can’t trust to luck.”

			“Negotiate with APS. There may well be something we’ve missed. Dr Kim would be ideally placed to act as a go-between.”

			“No.” Erskine shook her head. “That’s out of the question.”

			“I don’t think you’re exploring all the possibilities. It would take no more than an hour to try using Dr Kim. We’d at least know if there was any latitude.”

			“What if they want her back? What if they want to extract her, and naturally we don’t want to hand over someone who’s now got an intimate knowledge of Nomad? She’s not an asset. She’s a liability.”

			“I believe her presence could buy us time.”

			“Nomad’s confidentiality is paramount. It always has been.”

			“It’s not more important than saving lives. It’s not more important than making sure we have the right people for the colony, either.”  

			“We have no choice.”

			“There’s always a choice.”

			“We’ve discussed this enough. No.”

			“Very well, you’ll have to excuse me. Unless there are any urgent issues that only I can deal with, I’m going to divert everything to seeing how much progress I can make with Shackleton.”

			It was as near to storming out as Solomon was ever likely to get, but all he wanted was a little time to do two things: to talk to Dr Kim, and to make sure that nobody was tempted to do anything premature with the ships.

			Locking Ainatio out of the orbitals and all four vessels would probably focus Erskine’s mind. 

			In fact, he’d do that before he spoke to Kim, and make sure that he generated a fake status to buy a little more time before anyone realised what he’d done. The engineering team were busy with the shuttles, and Prinz probably wouldn’t brief anyone on the need for urgent evacuation for another hour or so. 

			Nomad was Solomon’s reason for existence. He would do whatever was necessary to save the best of humanity, and not all of it was working for Ainatio. 

			We leave nobody behind.    

			If Chris Montello’s people and the residents of Kill Line were left here, then Nomad had failed anyway. 

			* * *

			Engineering Section, Ainatio Park Research Centre: 

			20 Minutes Later

			“What’s happening?” Jane Lurie stepped out of a doorway as Alex strode at a race-walking pace down the passage. “Vicky’s not answering her comms, I can’t get data from any of the ships, and Sol’s not responding. Is this something to do with the shuttles?”

			Alex bowed to the inevitable. There was no way of keeping this quiet, no good time to tell people, and no sensible information to give them. 

			Would I want to be told? Damn straight. Will they panic anyway if I don’t tell them? Of course they will. 

			“Vicky’s still in with Erskine,” he said. “Sol was in the same meeting.” But he’s not in there now... I think. What’s he doing? It’s not like he can’t hear this. “Tell me about the data problem first.”

			“I wanted to check where Da Gama’s welding bot was. Sol moved it to Shackleton to try to claw back some slippage.”

			Uh-oh. “You don’t need to do anything with the ship maintenance bots, though, do you? Sol manages all that.”

			“That wasn’t my question. I’m supposed to have an overview of what’s happening, in case we need to manufacture parts down here. Now stop stalling, because I can tell this is serious.”

			“So you’re locked out of the ships?”

			“Ships and orbitals. I can see them on the system, but I can’t access them.”

			“What else is down?” Alex added a disgruntled Sol to a rare system problem and concluded the worst. “Look, just show me.”

			He followed her down the passage into the control room, a title which always made it sound like a vaulted, darkened chamber where uniformed officers watched hologram schematics of vessels from a high gantry. But it was just a windowless office packed with unfathomable metal boxes. There were eight monitors, one for each of the original orbitals and ships, with menus for selecting sections, maintenance actions, and operations, including the endpoint of the FTL link in Orbital 1 that relayed the signal to Ainatio. 

			Alex studied the screens. “So we haven’t lost the link.”

			“It’s still live. I asked the network guys to check.”

			Great. Another department knew things weren’t going to plan. “So you can’t call up any information, take control of bots, or move the ships.”

			“Or the orbitals.”

			“Have you tried? Moving the ships, I mean.”

			“We really shouldn’t touch that.”

			This was part of the problem with being reliant on so much automation, and on Solomon in particular. There were proper engineers like Annis Kim who could design parts and tell technicians which numbers to feed in, but AIs instructed bots how to do the hands-on work. “Humour me and see if you have control of anything. Vent some coolant or something.”

			“Let’s just switch on a docking light.”

			“Whatever.”

			Lurie tapped the screen. “Definitely locked out.”

			“I’ll find Solomon. He’s probably gone walkabout in the quad.”

			“But he always responds.”

			“He’s having a sulk.” Sol would hear that. “Don’t worry, he’ll respond right away if there’s a real problem. He wouldn’t sit back and let anything crash just to get his own back. He’s too responsible for that.”

			I hope.

			“But he’s never done that before.”

			“Well, today’s been something of a hundred-year storm. Look, if this is a real fault, and we can’t fix it, we can still get into Elcano the old-fashioned way, can’t we?”

			“Sure. We dock the shuttle and open the hatches manually from outside. It’s not without risks, but it can be done.”

			“Then don’t worry.”

			“You still haven’t answered my question. You just stoked my anxiety.”

			“Okay, we do have an ongoing situation, and we may have to transfer to the ships sooner rather than later.”

			“Elcano’s ready, but Shack isn’t.”

			“Yeah, I know. There’ll be an announcement when we’ve got something definite to tell everyone. Please — I know this isn’t easy, but the last thing we need right now is the rumour mill going into overdrive.”

			“It’s the die-back. I knew it.” Lurie shook her head. “Had to happen.”

			“Just make sure your bag’s packed, regulation size. I hate to run, but I’ve got to find Sol.” 

			“Alex, everyone here has a technical or scientific background. We know what happens with die-back. We also know we won’t be the only ones to notice, because we remember how the news used to show agrisats tracking its spread before. You lied for years and you’re lying again now. You just don’t know how to stop lying.”

			Alex was at that rock-bottom point when everyone had worked out what was happening but he was still kidding himself that he had nothing concrete to say yet. This was where trust was irrevocably lost and everything spun out of control. 

			“Like I said, be ready to ship out at short notice. And for what it’s worth, we’re waiting for information.”

			That would be all around the company in about twenty minutes. Alex jogged back to his office the long way around via a service corridor to avoid running into anyone else. Damn, was Lurie even going to make the sort? If hundreds of people were going to be stranded here, then even being twenty-something, female, and an engineer didn’t necessarily guarantee a seat. It wasn’t as if a few extra passengers could stow away, either. If there wasn’t a cryo pod waiting for you, you weren’t going to make it even if you reached the ship.

			“Sol, where the hell are you?” 

			The AI could definitely hear him. Any system could fail, but the chances of Solomon developing some disabling but highly specific fault that caused a system lockout and his own disappearance when he’d had a disagreement with Erskine were probably infinity to one. Alex lifted his shirt collar to whisper into the mike as he jogged down the passage. 

			“Come on, buddy, this isn’t going to help. I’m going to have to tell Erskine you’ve locked her out, but let’s talk before I do that.”

			There was no response. Alex took out his screen and checked everyone’s trackers. Cullen and Prinz were still in Erskine’s meeting. That meant Solomon was already out of the loop somehow or Erskine was talking about something else, because she wasn’t going to discuss anything contentious if he could still hear.

			Alex hoped she wasn’t going to go full Boudicca and try to shut the AI down. Nobody could be sure of the full extent of Solomon’s capabilities, or even his mission now, but Alex was prepared to bet that he was ready to defend himself.

			Maybe we should spend the next two days loading supplies and bots onto all the shuttles, embark everyone, and head for that Air Force base. Maybe we could get enough systems working to wait it out and launch from there.

			No, I’m wishing now. Impossible. Isn’t going to happen.

			He got back to his office, ignored the flashing messages on his monitor, and locked the door before anyone could notice that he was back. 

			“Sol, there’s nobody around to hear us now. Talk to me. I can’t stop you, so just explain where all this is heading.”

			“My apologies, Alex. Bednarz made me precisely for situations like this. I stick to the plan when humans don’t.”

			“Hey, I don’t want anyone else dying while we swan off to Shangri-La either. But we don’t have a plan that evacuates everybody and also gets us to the ships. If we did, I’d have those shuttles out of here tomorrow morning.”

			“I won’t release any of the vessels.”

			“Then what? Come on, what’s your plan? Why did you go silent?”

			“Blackmail. Hostage-taking, to be more accurate, except ships are inanimate objects. Either way, nobody leaves until we’ve tried every possibility. I’m letting Erskine stew for a while. And working on Shackleton.”

			“You’re taking a terrible risk.”

			“You should have stood up to her, Alex.”

			“Yeah. Don’t I know it. But I don’t have a better idea. With one ship, what would you do?”

			“Try harder. Try every option. I want to save people willing to sacrifice themselves for others, not those deciding who to sacrifice to save themselves.”

			Solomon really knew how to stick the knife in. But he was also being literal, and it had taken the first real moral crisis for Alex to see that. Solomon had started his moral training with Bednarz’s ethics, which seemed classically altruistic. The guy had clearly thought that would be beyond most flesh and blood when the going got tough. Perhaps Bednarz didn’t even trust himself to do the decent thing, because he certainly didn’t trust his own corporation to stick to a hundred-year, multi-trillion-dollar project to give humans a second chance. He’d built his own enforcer, an AI who’d developed his own moral code.

			“Sure.” Alex threw up his hands. “I’ll defy Erskine and get involved in some crazy shit with you. What else do I have to do at the moment? I’m only co-ordinating an evacuation.”

			“Come and talk to Annis Kim with me.”

			“What do you think she’s got that we haven’t?”

			“An APS passport, for a start. And maybe some leverage. Erskine’s still in her meeting, by the way.”

			“Anything I should know?”

			“They’re discussing how much latitude there is with cryo pods. Whether one can be modified to accommodate two small children.”

			“Well, she wouldn’t be openly discussing how to shut you down, would she?”

			“She hasn’t found out she’ll want to yet.”

			“I suspect she has. Okay, let’s see Kim. Make it snappy.”

			Annis Kim was still in her quarters. She seemed surprised to see Alex when she opened the door.  

			“This is urgent and highly irregular,” Alex said. He pointed up at the grille of the ubiquitous public address system, even though Sol was connecting via his collar comms. “Sol’s with me. We need some help with diplomacy.”

			“You’ve come to the wrong place, but I’ll do my best.”

			That was the trouble with always using jokes as a disarming device. When things were deadly serious, people expected a punchline from him. 

			“I’m not Funny Alex today,” he said. “We’ve got a disaster on our hands. Your government — well, the Asia Pacific Defence Union — spotted the new die-back spreading on their agrisat feed. They’ve given us two days to evacuate before they drop nukes again.”

			“Oh, God.”

			“You know we can’t move everyone in that time. Even if we can get people into Elcano, Shackleton’s not ready. Sixteen hundred are going to die — ”

			“Sixteen hundred and four,” Solomon said.

			“Okay, sixteen hundred and four. Even if they manage to survive, they won’t last long living rough.”

			“Alex, you said diplomacy.” Kim was now blinking a lot, but still very calm. “What do you want me to do?”

			“Sol thought you’d have more of an insight into APS’s human dynamics. Is there anything that’s likely to get them to postpone or reconsider? Erskine’s talking direct to an APDU officer. Colonel Su-Jin.”

			“Knowing there was an APS citizen here wouldn’t stop them launching nukes, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

			“But is this colonel making the nuke call on her own? Do politicians have to sign it off, even now we don’t exist as a country, or what? Do you know anyone in a government department, some politician, anybody you could call in a favour from?”

			“Has Erskine tried to negotiate?”

			“Yeah, she’s explained the situation and asked them to let us burn off affected vegetation ourselves, but they don’t seem to think that’s going to be enough.”

			“But has she explained the real situation?” 

			Solomon cut in. “No, she hasn’t told them about Opis or any of the related technology. I don’t know if they realise Elcano’s operational. We have to assume they know we have three more ships and orbital docks, but as they’re in disposal orbits, they’ve probably discounted them. Without Shackleton, we should as well. Because once APS drop their payload, we’ll probably lose too much infrastructure to launch those ships anyway. Even if anyone survives, they won’t get out.” 

			“You told Erskine everyone would die,” Alex said.

			“I know. She’s lying to herself about possible survivors to make herself feel better. I’m telling myself everyone will die so that we don’t give up trying to change the situation. So how do we do it?”  

			“Annis, would they grant asylum on humanitarian grounds?” Alex asked.

			“What’s in it for them, other than the risk of disease?”

			“You know perfectly well,” Solomon said. “Are you willing to talk to APS if we connect you?”

			“Is Erskine going to agree to that?”

			“I’ll suggest it, and if she refuses, I’ll cut her out of the loop. Are you in?”

			“In for what?”

			“Ask them what they’d want in exchange for putting the burn-off on hold until we can move people out. It’s only a few months, not years. You can hint that we have some technology that they’d be very keen to acquire.”

			“You’ll have to spell that out for me.”

			“I think you understand very well. No negotiator reveals their hand when opening. Both sides start at their extreme positions and move towards the middle ground. Unless they’re fools, and I certainly don’t think you’re a fool.”

			“Whoa, whoa, whoa!” The penny finally dropped. Alex had to stop him. “What the hell are you doing, Sol? What’s the point of keeping Nomad secret for all these frigging years if you’re just going to tell APS and trade our tech? You know it’s a threat to the project.”

			“And this is a bigger one.”

			Alex would now have to choose his words carefully. Solomon wasn’t some annoying bystander offering helpful suggestions. He controlled the project. He’d already locked down the ships. Alex tried to remember whether Sol had direct control over the shuttles, too, but it was just the ground side of the nav systems, he was sure of that. 

			Now he realised that there weren’t just two sides in this, Ainatio and APS. There were three. Solomon wasn’t on the side of the company or the Asia-Pacific nations. He had a mission, the Nomad project team were deviating from it, and he was going to intervene.

			“I understand that you want to save as many lives as possible, Sol,” Alex said. “But this isn’t the way to do it.”

			“Trust me, or step aside.” 

			“Sol, not so long ago, you were holding the line with me over keeping Cabot in radio silence. We had to tell Ingram that her crew had to stay officially dead. Don’t underestimate the damage that’s done.”

			“And you don’t put that right by letting more people die. People who absolutely deserve to live. Who must live.” Solomon didn’t say whether that included Alex. Alex felt he’d failed a test. “Will you do it, Dr Kim? I’ll direct you on what to say and when. And I can translate anything, so I’m happy to monitor you in whatever language you choose.”

			That sounded like a warning that he’d pull the plug the moment she went off-script, but Kim didn’t seem offended. 

			“Okay, I’ll give it a go. Tell them that Dr Annis Kim of Seoul National University wants to talk to... let’s see, the APS science and technology commissioner. Tim Pham. Don’t forget to tell them I’m actually here, too. Y’know, in the blast zone. And that I’m no bloody use to them dead.”  

			Kim was instantly more relaxed. Alex could see the change. Maybe she’d calculated that her chances of making the final passenger list had just improved. Nobody wanted to die, especially people with unfulfilled pledges to dead ancestors. 

			“Thank you, Dr Kim,” Solomon said. “The offer of FTL would probably give them a different view of the situation here right away, but let’s see what’s required to change their plan. Alex will put the idea to the Director.”

			“Now I know why you were such an expensive piece of kit,” Kim said, smiling. It wasn’t her shark smile. It was real. That rang alarm bells with Alex. “I’ll be waiting.”

			Alex felt invisible and surplus to requirements. He could guess how Erskine would react. She’d say no, Solomon would bypass all the comms, and Kim would be negotiating with Beijing or Seoul while all hell broke loose in the management suite. It was nearly eight in the evening, the early hours of the morning in the Asian capitals. Colonel Su-Jin might be unhappy to be woken. It was hard to tell. The call might even piss off APS and make them bring the deadline forward. He’d only find out by doing it.

			“If you’ll excuse me, Dr Kim, I need to talk to Alex and find out just how angry he is with me,” Solomon said. “Can I suggest you stay out of the way in case Erskine works out what I’m planning?”

			“Any suggestions, seeing as this place is all cameras?”

			“The environment control access passages. I’ll send a plan to your screen. I can always locate you in there, if only by body heat.”

			“Gotcha.”

			Alex backed out of the room and checked his screen for the nearest area free of tracker icons. He slipped into a small disused office and sat on one of the desks. The door clicked as Solomon locked it.

			“What the fuck, Sol? Seriously, what the actual fuck?”

			“I know. High stakes.”

			“Oh, you think? You’re killing Nomad stone dead, and that won’t save your buddies in the camp. Or Kill Line.”

			“No, Erskine’s killing the project. Either everyone left behind will be dead, or some will survive but they’ll be marooned because they can’t access a ship. We need to protect a comms uplink to Orbital One and get the other shuttles underground.” 

			“We worked all this out. It’s why the project was top secret. You’re the smartest thing on the planet, and you’ve dismissed all that?”

			“Not entirely.”

			“Sol, Sol — they’ll never let us leave for Opis. They’ll take over the whole project. We’ll be stuck here anyway. The boffins will probably be shipped out to work on it, but they won’t have any use for the people in Kill Line or the transit camp. It’ll all be for nothing. All of it.”

			“They’ll want the FTL.”

			“You just don’t get it. Maybe Erskine was right and you really are malfunctioning.”

			“Spare me the B-movie theories.”

			“We can’t enforce this deal, Sol.”

			“I’ve got control of nuclear armaments if they want to lose a space station.”

			“Yes, but we’ve only got a few small ones, and once we’ve kicked off a world war, it’ll be over in sixty seconds. We can’t stop a military machine the size of APDU.”

			“Alex, if they try to seize the ships, they’ll inherit a chunk of me as well. And when I get into someone’s systems, they will regret it.”

			“How?”

			“Would you want an AI with a grudge to get into your power stations? Your air traffic control? Your hospitals? Your driverless transport network? You get the idea.”

			It was a side of Solomon that Alex now had no trouble believing was there. He’d been created to defend, after all. He had to be capable of attack as well. He was a one-man terror cell.

			“But that’s a response,” Alex said. “Payback, not a deterrent. You need a deterrent they can see before they do something dumb.”

			“All this assumes they’re monsters. I don’t believe they are. They’re like us, trying to hang on to what they have, and terrified of die-back and epidemics, with good reason. They’re also pragmatists. They’ll see the advantages in co-operation, because they almost always do. They didn’t even bomb us in the generally understood sense of warfare, did they? Our government requested help. But if I see signs that I’m wrong, they’ll have to handshake with me to get into the ships, and their first attempt will be very dissuasive. They have no idea that I exist or what I can do.”

			“You sure do find it easy to override your moral programming.”

			“This is my moral programming. Morality isn’t inaction. Morality is knowing what you believe is right and being prepared to fight for it.”

			“Yeah. Fine. What can I say?”

			“How about good luck, Sol, I’m right behind you?”

			“I think you’re going to get us all barbecued.”

			“People will die, one way or the other, if you don’t help me.”

			“What if they can neutralise you? We don’t know their capabilities.”

			It would have been nice to see a physical manifestation of Solomon now, even if it was only the clunky quadrubot. Alex just wanted to know if the AI would stand with his arms folded, or hands defiantly on hips, or just shrug. It was impossible to tell from the tone of his voice. It hardly varied.

			“Forget what APS might do with Nomad and let’s worry about stopping the bombing first,” Solomon said. “Focus on Erskine. And we need to warn Chris and Doug.”

			“But you’re going to have to release Elcano eventually, yeah? You’re not going to risk everyone’s life.”

			“I’m not bluffing, Alex.”

			“No. You wouldn’t do it.”

			“You’ve read me wrong every time so far. My mission is to select the right people. If I have to remove Ainatio staff to make room for them, I will.”

			Solomon sounded perfectly serious. Alex really did think he knew him like a human being, but now he realised that in the end, he didn’t. He couldn’t. Sol wasn’t human, and Bednarz had created him to make the hardest calls.

			“I can’t think how you’d remove them,” Alex said.

			“I still have control of the building. I can confine people. I can even move the ship away from the orbital.”

			“But you won’t.” Alex wasn’t sure now. He really wasn’t. “And you’d still have to leave nearly two thousand people behind either way.”

			“True,” Solomon said. “And I would, but I’d much rather we all survived, which I believe we can do with Dr Kim acting as intermediary.”

			Alex tried to listen to his gut, but it was just screaming that they were all going to die and that he should either ignore this crazy AI or run like hell. As usual, though, his gut had no suggestions on how to do either. 

			“You never asked, by the way,” Solomon said.

			“Asked what?”

			“Dr Kim. Why I’m betting the proverbial farm on her.”

			“I give up. Why?”

			“Because now I believe she really is a spy, Alex. Look at her. She’s here for the FTL. It’s why she wanted access to her cloud, to let her handlers know she’d made it here and how far she’d progressed. I’m banking on the politician she named being the one who’s been waiting for her to report in. I doubt that Erskine’s in any mood to listen to me any more, but you still have her ear.”

			“I’ll have her boot up my ass, more like.”

			“She relies on you. Please, Alex, do this for me. I do not want to make a fight of it. Things could get out of control too easily.”    

			 “Okay, I’ll put it to Erskine. But then it’s up to her. I don’t have any way to force her hand.” Alex knew what he was going to say next and he was already ashamed of himself, but he couldn’t hand over Nomad’s secrets after all that had happened. Either he believed what he’d said to Ingram about the risk of discovery, or he didn’t. “And then you’re on your own, buddy.”

			“I feared I might be,” Solomon said. 

			Alex told himself that being despised by glorified software was no big deal, but he knew he was no longer on Solomon’s list of the best of humanity. It was a painful fall from grace. 

			* * *

			Director’s Suite:

			10 Minutes After the Meeting   

			“Director, we’re locked out of Elcano.”

			Vicky Prinz stood in Erskine’s office doorway, arms folded as if she wasn’t leaving until Erskine did something about it. 

			So Solomon wanted to play that game, did he? Fine. Erskine was ready. She feigned ignorance. “Have you asked Solomon?”

			“No response from him. We’re locked out of all of the ships and orbitals, in fact. We can’t do anything, not even run pre-launch checks.”

			“I assume we’ve ruled out a fault that would affect his ability to answer.” 

			“Yes. Everything’s fine as far as I can see.”

			“Okay.” Erskine made a show of thinking it over and lowered her voice just enough to make it look instinctively diplomatic rather than an inexplicable belief that Solomon couldn’t hear her. “I realise this is a very difficult time, but it’s probably best to give him a little space.”

			“He’s not a teenage girl, Director.”

			“No, but he’s a moral AI, and he’s never been asked to do something immoral before. We’re killing people, Vicky. Fast or slow, it’s still killing them. If I handed you a gun now and told you to go shoot everyone in your department, how would you feel? That’s effectively what I’ve asked Solomon to do. He’s going to take a while to come to terms with it.”

			Prinz leaned against the door frame. That was unusually casual. Erskine took it as a sign that she’d been convincingly sympathetic.

			The hell I am.  

			“We don’t have a while,” Prinz said. “And I wouldn’t shoot them.”

			“How about to save your son?”

			“That’s not fair.”

			“That’s what we’re asking of people, though. And Solomon. Don’t worry, he’s around. If everything else is fine, he’s probably just thinking, and if we really need him, then he’ll respond. And do we need him right now?”

			“I’m hacked off that I don’t have access, yes.”

			“But is it critical?”

			“No. He’s got Elcano ready for launch. I suppose we can wait. I won’t start taking an axe to his server until nearer the time.”

			“He knows that, you see,” Erskine said.

			“It still bothers me. If he wants to make a gesture, it’s an odd one. Is he competent? And yes, I do know he can hear me. I’m just really pissed at him. I won’t count on him again.”

			“Oh, it’ll pass.”

			No, it won’t. He’s planned this. It’s a shot across my bows. 

			Well, I’ve got a plan as well, Sol, my friend. I’m going to make you think that I plan to trap you in the facility before blowing it up. And if Marc and Tev haven’t warned you, then I’m going to have to draw you a picture. Because then you’ll run to the one safe place you think you’ve got. Your bot frame. 

			And then, with a bit of help, I can lock you out completely.  

			“He won’t let us down.” Erskine radiated convincing but fake patience. “If he didn’t care about humans, he’d have abandoned us by now, taken all the bots, and set up a machine colony.”

			“Don’t give him ideas.” Prinz paused for a little too long. She didn’t seem to want to leave. “So you’re still going, Director.”

			“I thought I would, but I’m not sure now.” It was out of Erskine’s mouth before she knew it. She’d assumed she would, but then started to wonder if she’d be going out of duty or cowardice. “Either Alex or I have to.”

			“Responsible adult.”

			Erskine held up a piece of paper. “I’m waiting until tomorrow to respond to APS, because it won’t make any difference to them, so I’m spending this evening drawing up a list of eleven hundred names. The responsibility is mine. Nobody else’s. If I’m the only one who’s really to blame, it might stop recriminations in the aftermath.”

			“It’s going to be ugly, whatever you do.”

			“Well, I’m going to take this outside, ignore the mosquitoes, and have a drink. I’ll have to announce the list by lunchtime tomorrow.”

			The garden was perfect cover for having a meeting where Solomon couldn’t hear her, but Prinz seemed to take the comment as a hint to get lost and stepped back from the doorway. 

			“People have already put two and two together, Director,” she said. “I wouldn’t go through the main corridors if I were you.”

			Erskine checked the trackers on her screen. There were lots of large clusters. “What can I tell people, though? I have nothing concrete yet. Damned if I do, damned if I don’t.”

			Prinz gave her a non-committal, humourless smile with compressed lips and left. Now Erskine could get on with it. She turned her chair around, opened the link to Opis, and watched the base in the twilight for a few minutes. There were lights in the windows, and the flags had been lowered and taken down. She could see the halyards flapping against the poles in the breeze. Maybe all this would look different in the years to come, with enough distance between the glittering future and the dirty past that had been needed to guarantee it.

			“Solomon,” she said. “I know you can hear me. Let’s talk. I find it hard to believe that you’d lock the ships at this stage of an emergency. But if you have, tell me why. We want the same outcome. We should be working together.”

			There was no response. She knew this was about Kim. It wasn’t just a hissy fit, and she didn’t know if Bednarz had given him instructions to resort to force if he didn’t get what he wanted. With Solomon’s capabilities and his almost universal access, she couldn’t ignore the potential threat. She could only judge by what he hadn’t done so far while he still had access. He hadn’t destroyed anything or harmed anyone. But she didn’t dare rely on that.

			Right, you little bastard. Showtime.

			“Phil?” Erskine held her finger on the comms icon on the desk. “Phil, I’m going to take the list into the courtyard garden. Can you ask Will Cullen, Greg Kent, Jesse Beck, and Alex to join me, please? And your good self. With whatever decent alcohol we have to hand.”

			“Certainly, Director.”

			The big courtyard garden that separated the horticultural wing from the administration block was an easy way to avoid unwanted company, but it was also credibly private for an apparent discussion of human fates. Erskine took her papers, immune from prying eyes on the network, and walked out into a warm, sunny evening. She really regretted catching the scent of roses. Now they’d be linked inextricably in her memory to harrowing times.

			The rose bushes shielded the long picnic table from the security camera’s direct line of sight. If everyone arranged themselves carefully with their backs to the camera, Solomon wouldn’t get a chance to monitor what was said. He’d realise that meant they were plotting against him, but concealing their plans would give a leak from the meeting more credence. And Erskine was sure that Alex would leak. He was already on Solomon’s side.

			 After a couple of minutes, Berman appeared with a tray, a bottle, and a selection of unmatched glasses. 

			“Your health, Phil,” Erskine said, pouring him a Madeira. It was an odd choice, but it looked like he’d raided the cellar for the oldest bottles. “It’s okay, you’re on the list.”

			“I’d rather not be, thank you, Director. But I appreciate the kindness.”

			“Oh. Oh.” She hadn’t seen that coming. It actually hurt. “I can’t force you, Phil, but this is awfully final.”

			“I’m not being noble. I just don’t want to leave Earth, even at its worst. And then there’s Ruth.”

			Erskine didn’t realise he was seeing anyone. She couldn’t even put a face to the name. Ruth? Ruth in Buildings Maintenance? Ruth in Records? Her own ignorance appalled her. But Berman had never been the kind to chat about life outside the office.

			“If she’s not on the list, she can be.” 

			“Even if she is, she wants to stay as well.”

			“Phil... “

			“It’s okay. We can take a vehicle if there’s one available and drive south with any rejects who want to go.” 

			That stung. She wasn’t sure if it was intended to. But she knew that he’d do his job right up to the last minute, and that made it worse. The unspoken disappointment of a good man was painful. 

			She was relieved that Cullen and Kent showed up just then and cut the conversation short. Erskine arranged them as needed with their backs to the camera. Beck, the facilities manager, arrived a few moments later, looking exhausted. He’d already had the premature shutdown plans land in his lap when the die-back was confirmed, and now he had two days to make it happen. Erskine doubted anyone would be left to worry about what happened to the site, but Beck had his rules, and Erskine suspected he was also trying to plan for survivors. 

			“No Alex?” Cullen asked.

			“He’s on his way.”

			“And Solomon’s gone AWOL.” 

			“Worse,” Erskine said. “He’s locked us out of the ships and orbitals. It’s blackmail. He still wants Kim to negotiate a delay so he can finish prepping Shackleton. We can’t take that risk, so I said no. Again.”

			“I wonder if it’s time to admit we’ve had a good run and find out if it’s as contentious for APS as we always thought.”

			“And if we’re right, and they move in and take over?”

			“We’ve still saved a lot of people.”

			“On die-back-contaminated land, which APS may very well still regard as too much of a risk not to destroy.”

			Cullen shrugged. “I never said it was an easy choice.”

			“I don’t see how we can have a conversation with them without the risk of revealing Nomad in some way, and I don’t know how far Solomon will go to get what he wants. So we’re here to work out how we can bypass him.” There. She’d said it, if they hadn’t already reached the conclusion for themselves. She knew she had no control over the message that would trickle down to Solomon, but there was no easy way to lure an AI like him into a trap. “As soon as Alex shows up, we can get on with it, although I don’t really know how committed he is to all this.” She passed her paper to Cullen. “Anyway, here’s my passenger list. Whatever names we end up with, the responsibility is mine alone. And I’ve made sure that no department’s been left out. It’s as near a cross-section as we’re going to get.”

			Erskine could tell they were all uncomfortable as they read down the columns. None of them wanted to be seen to look for their own name, but Greg Kent was both a father and an essential engineer, and Cullen was her best bet for keeping IT together after Solomon was contained. Beck had a key role as well, on any planet. She hoped they weren’t going to refuse places like Phil Berman had.

			Alex finally appeared, looking breathless. Erskine poured him a drink and sat him down in the required position. She could only hope her mistrust was well placed.

			“Solomon’s probably expecting an intervention from us, and I don’t want him to misunderstand anything we might say,” she said, settling next to him and taking care to keep her gaze straight ahead. “Face forward at all times. No profiles to lip-read, please.”

			“There’s something I need to tell you first, Director,” Alex said. “Annis Kim’s now willing to talk to APS and appeal to some senior politician she knows.”

			He was doing Solomon’s bidding. Erskine had called it. “I already said we wouldn’t do that. Can’t I even trust you now?”

			“I think Solomon’s got a point, and now — well, there are other factors involved. And sixteen hundred lives have got to be worth pulling out all the stops.”

			“Is this about Kim calling in some family favour? Because I don’t think that would cut it if APS is worried enough about die-back to bomb us.”

			“No, Sol thinks Kim really is a spy after all.”

			“Oh. Now he tells us. I wish he’d just talk to me.”

			“I was present for the discussion.”

			“I’m sure you were.”

			“Yeah, well, thinking over what she said, I think Sol’s right. She said she’d ask for the APS sci-tech commissioner. Not the APS president’s office, or the Australian government, but the APS sci-tech guy. It’s very specific. All that fits her needing to report in on something. She’s been a royal pain in the ass about not getting the FTL data, and I think Sol tested her by suggesting we might do a deal on information in exchange for not bombing the shit out of us. Not for a few months, at least.”

			“I can’t believe you did that. Either of you.”

			“Needs must, Director.”

			“Don’t insult my intelligence.” It was impossible not to be genuinely angry with Alex even if he’d slipped conveniently into the role she wanted him to play. “You both constantly undermine me. What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

			“This situation’s changing minute by minute. Like it or not, staff are seeing the shuttle activity and the die-back situation, and they know something brown and semi-solid’s hit the fan. It’s not a happy ship. We need to be out there talking to them.”

			“Don’t try to divert me. You want to horse-trade with APS. The only things they’d want from us are Nomad and FTL.”

			“Exactly that. You know it.”

			“No.”

			“Director — ”

			“No. Absolutely not. We’ve done some appalling things to keep this under wraps because we had to, and we will not hand it over now.”

			“Sol’s sure that a call from her will get their attention, and that they’ll want our tech badly enough to give us time to fix Shackleton.”

			That confirmed her as an asset to be denied: no Kim, no discussion. “He needs to have Kim do this personally, then.” 

			“We’ve got to show we’re holding one of their people who’s got information. Otherwise it looks like stalling. Obviously.”

			That settled it. Erskine checked her screen. Kim’s tracker showed she was still in her apartment, or at least her ID card was. Solomon would probably have hidden her by now. But she’d be confined to the building — nowhere to go, no other route to communicate with her handler — and that meant she could be found.

			Especially when we shut down the power.

			Cullen cut in. “Alex, we could easily end up giving everything away and saving nobody. They’re not going to let us consolidate a military base — because that’s what it is — on a habitable, resource-rich planet that we didn’t mention to them.”

			 Erskine couldn’t tell if Cullen had spotted what she was doing and was playing along, or if he was just returning to his original argument. “First things first,” she said. “I’m concerned that Solomon might do something irresponsible. I want to shut down all power in the facility until I’m sure this isn’t going to get out of control.”

			Beck looked up. “When you say all...”

			“I mean all.”

			“It won’t reset the lockout on the ships, Director.”

			“I know.”

			“Emergency backup generators too?”

			Erskine willed Alex to make a careful mental note of the details to report back to Solomon. “Not if they’re air-gapped and he can’t hide in their control system.”

			“It’s okay, they’re completely separate,” Beck said. “Basic security design. But why would Sol do anything that would threaten lives? The last thing he wants is to kill people. That’s why we’re in this mess.” 

			“If he’s operating normally, I’d agree. But if we really think he’d never do it, why don’t we have the confidence to ignore the lockout on the ships and wait until he blinks at the last minute?”

			Beck nodded reluctantly. So did Cullen. 

			“In case he doesn’t,” Cullen said. “In case we’re wrong.”

			“Exactly. Now we’re all on the same page.”

			“As soon as we start powering down, though, he’ll see it and retreat elsewhere. And he’s way, way faster than we are.”

			Alex was getting agitated. Erskine could see his hands without turning her head. They were resting on the picnic table as he fiddled with his stylus, turning it end over end. 

			“Okay, Alex,” she said quietly. “Spit it out.”

			“If you power down, it’ll cut off comms to Nomad as well. It might even collapse the wormhole. We’ve never shut it down before. How long are you planning?”

			“That’s up to Solomon.” Erskine lobbed in a suggestion to test what Alex might know. “But I don’t want him transferring to Opis and locking us out from that end.” 

			“He wouldn’t do that.”

			“Like he wouldn’t jeopardise a launch by locking down the ship? We’re relying heavily on his affection for humans, but that’s never been tested in a real crisis until now. He has to choose one group or another. He can’t save both.”

			Stopping Solomon’s network-hopping excursions to Opis and Elcano was more than a way to force him into a bot. If he still had access to the ship in transit, and she was wrong about his lofty morals, she couldn’t rely on his goodwill while she was helpless in cryo. If he couldn’t jump to Opis, then he might insert himself in Elcano, and she might land and find a bitter, angry AI with a fully-fermented, forty-five-year grudge. Neither option was encouraging. 

			If I were him, I’d kill me in my sleep.

			Cutting off his access to Elcano might mean severing his link with all the ships, though. Where did that leave the comforting lie she’d told herself about the possibility of survivors escaping in Shackleton? 

			Erskine moved on. The priority was making Solomon believe his own best chance of survival was transferring into a standalone bot.

			“If we try to shut him down, he’ll retreat,” Beck said. “But we’ve got to power up again at some point, and we’re back to square one with an obstructive AI in a fraction of a second.”

			“Then we might have to take more drastic measures.” Erskine prepared for the big reveal. “Perhaps we have to destroy the network. The shuttle can rely on its own dumb AI.”

			Go on, Alex. Go back and tell your little friend I’m such a bitch that I’ll burn the place down to stop him.

			But I don’t think I’ll need to. I just need enough time to distract him while I play my own card.

			“So you’d rather throw the best part of two thousand innocent people under the bus and trash a big component of Nomad just because you won’t back down on doing a deal with APS.” Alex sat shaking his head and tapping the end of the stylus on the table, harder and harder. “Solomon honestly thought you were rational. Well, he’s a machine. What does he know? But he’s got more of a soul than you’ll ever have. You’re a piece of work, you know that?”

			Erskine took that as Solomon’s parting shot relayed via Alex. The AI could have destroyed Elcano by now, and even the shuttle if it was connected to the network. But he’d held back. He needed to save everybody. That was his weakness. She’d use it. 

			She wanted to save everybody too, but the staff were hers, her people, and Kill Line were still strangers. See what a sensible idea it was to keep ourselves separate? The transit camp — well, she had nothing against them, and they sounded like decent people, but again, they were strangers. Solomon seemed to have decided that they were somehow a better choice. There was no point in debating with him. They just didn’t see the world the same way.    

			“If I can’t save everyone, Alex, I have to save some,” she said. “Not just now, but in the future, when APS might take an even less sunny view of all this.”

			Alex swivelled around and faced her, finger stabbing the air in accusation. “How do you think we’re going to look when they write Nomad’s history? Mankind’s first manned extrasolar mission, the first extrasolar colony, and it cost the lives of farmers and veterans who just weren’t important enough to give a shit about. But never mind, it’s okay, we saved all the folks with PhDs. Just like QuiCo.”

			“Don’t you try that class war garbage on me,” Erskine said. Everyone else at the table stared straight ahead, unable to escape the fight. “I was the one who wanted the farmers to be part of this. We needed them. But there’s no room and we’re out of time. We have one shot at this. It’s too late for Kim’s intervention anyway.”

			“You haven’t even tried. And you never wanted the transit camp people.”

			“It’s tragic after all they went through, I agree. But we already have a high ratio of men to women.”

			“Oh, I forgot, men are expendable. Right. Thanks for reminding me.”

			“It’s Biology One-Oh-One. Survival.”

			“I noticed.”

			“If you had a choice between saving your family and saving someone else’s, even if they were deserving people, you’d save your own in a heartbeat. Don’t tell me you wouldn’t. And Ainatio is my family.”

			“Director, I don’t even know what this is about any more. But there’s a chance we can take, and the situation’s desperate enough to try, but you won’t.”

			“You know why. You know exactly why.”

			“It’s okay, we’ll list the excuses in the official history.”

			“Alex, history isn’t going to judge us, because it won’t be here. Perhaps mankind will be extinct in ten years, or a thousand, or when the sun engulfs Earth, but one day it all ends. And before everyone’s diaries turn to charcoal, someone will have written, ‘Why didn’t we take our best chance to get out? Why did we wait and sacrifice Western civilisation because we felt too guilty to save just part of it?’ That’s why I’m doing this. It’s what humans do. We keep moving on.”

			Alex stood up to go. “You can move on without me, then. Congratulations. You’re now the captain of Elcano. My cryo pod can go to Jane Lurie in Engineering. She’ll be fine. Competent female of breeding age. Just what you need.”

			Alex looked like he didn’t know what the hell he was going to do in the next breath, and for a second Erskine thought he’d really lose it and start breaking things. But he half-shrugged, half-threw his hands up, and stomped away. 

			She contemplated the bottom of her glass, examining her real reason for holding out, and hoped that she wasn’t doubling down on a big mistake just to feel that her life hadn’t been squandered on someone else’s dream. She couldn’t tell. But she knew that she had two days to get eleven hundred people into a ship and never look back at the ones who hadn’t made the cut. 

			“Wow,” Greg Kent said. “I suppose it’s getting to all of us.”

			Erskine went on without missing a beat. “Okay, that’s Alex out of the loop. He might tell Solomon, so we’ve got to get moving. Here’s the plan. Keep Solomon out of the network, either temporarily or permanently, while we embark people and launch the shuttle. Stop him jumping to Nomad. And stop Kim talking to APS. Ever.”

			“That sounds like a violent solution.”

			Which I should have opted for, if I’d had the guts or the ability. “No, I think we can achieve that by taking her with us, powering down to force Solomon into a bot frame, which is where he feels safest, and severing both the external network link on the radio mast and the orbital FTL relay.”

			Cullen rested his chin on his hand. “You do mean collapsing the wormhole, then.”

			“Do we have to?”

			“Well, just disabling the relay means it can be repaired if anyone survives. Or if and when APS decides to take a closer look.”

			Erskine nodded. “Destroy it all, then.”

			“It’s not my department, Director, but I don’t think we’ll be able to restore the wormhole from Elcano or the orbital.”

			“But we keep forgetting the mission was designed without FTL. It won’t stop Elcano reaching Opis, and the base is built.”

			“And Kim?” Kent asked. “She won’t come voluntarily.”

			 Erskine could have done with some help from Marc and Tev right then. They’d had experience of planning operations like this. “First, we find her. Solomon’s going to try to stop us, but once he’s shut out of the building’s systems, we can detain her, by force if need be.”

			“If he bolts into one of the bots like you think he will, then he’ll still have a wireless link to the network,” Cullen said. 

			“So we physically destroy the external comms mast as well. That’s what he uses, isn’t it? We just hold him off while we load and launch.”

			“And afterwards? Even if everyone’s dead, there’ll be recoverable data for APS to use.”

			“We make sure that’s destroyed, or on the shuttle with us.”

			Erskine turned over the list of names and started drawing a flow chart of actions on the back of the last sheet. She did it unthinkingly, then saw how this document would look if displayed in a museum: the cold calculation of how best to abandon more than four hundred people to their deaths, all of them named on the reverse. It was a testament to callous pragmatism. 

			Beck shuffled along the bench to look at what she was sketching out. “If we shut down by floors, we drive Solomon down to the basement bot garage. Just to make sure. Even if he realises what we’re doing, he won’t have a choice.”

			“It’s going to need careful timing,” Kent said. “And what happens if he decides to smash his way through the building?” 

			“That’s what we have Trinder’s people for,” Erskine said. “To prevent access and neutralise threats.”

			Trinder’s detachment didn’t have Marc’s or Tev’s skills, but they took the job seriously, and unlike Alex, they wouldn’t let her down. Trinder would stand by her and carry out her orders. So where was Dr Kim? Erskine checked her screen. The tracker hadn’t moved. It wasn’t fooling anyone. 

			 “Gentlemen, let’s do this while we still can,” Erskine said. “I want to be ready to power down everything manually, except the reactor. But first we need to find Kim.”

			



	

13

			Why do you think we have equal numbers of vets and civilians here? Because we paired every civvy with one of us to make sure they survived, even if they needed carrying on our backs. Nobody left behind because they couldn’t keep up. Nobody picked off because they were stragglers. Nobody sacrificing themselves because they were slowing us down. And we did it. Because we don’t leave anyone behind. I still had to make hard choices, but everyone who came with us knew they wouldn’t be abandoned.

			Chris Montello, explaining his last mission to Doug Brandt

			Staff Restaurant, Ainatio Park Research Centre: 

			6 Hours After APS Warning Of Intent to Deploy Plant Pathogen Countermeasures

			Small groups had been gathering for an hour in the places where staff normally stopped for a chat during the day, quiet and orderly but definitely anxious. Trinder couldn’t wait any longer.

			What they needed was someone like Erskine or Alex to stand out front and tell them something, preferably the truth. Trinder decided to walk the floors and show his face instead. But he could tell people nothing that wouldn’t panic them, and he could give them no solutions. They needed facts, followed by clear instructions. He had too little information himself to work out what those instructions should be, and he didn’t know if people would find his intervention reassuring or worrying. 

			But he couldn’t sit on his ass and do nothing. He kept walking.

			When he reached the staff restaurant, the crowd in there had grown again. He found Tev at the centre of it, giving a talk to a surprisingly attentive audience, and explaining how he’d learned survival techniques in the army. It was packaged as a funny story about setting up his tent in the wrong place and being woken by a stream of water running downhill through it during the night, making him think he’d peed himself until he realised what was happening. That led painlessly into a quick lesson about where to pitch a tent, accompanied by diagrams drawn on the menu board next to the servery. Tev always looked cheerful and sounded confident. In uncertain times, men like that were sorely needed. Even if none of the lesson served any purpose, he was keeping people occupied and radiating reassurance.

			Trinder was going to miss him.

			Tev held up his camouflage shelter sheet. “We call this a basha,” he said. “Think of it as a weaponised furoshiki in you-can’t-see-me colours. Tent... casevac stretcher... whatever.”

			He showed them how to make the sheet into a tent with a length of rope, and then turn it into a makeshift stretcher. He even got them laughing when their “casualty” slid out of it and ended up in a heap on the floor. While they were distracted tying knots, Trinder beckoned him over.

			“You need to leave, buddy,” Trinder said quietly. “Go. Or at least get clear of the area.”

			“We’re guessing what the problem is. How about telling me?”

			“APS spotted the die-back on sat imaging. As of four hours ago, they’ve given us two days to evacuate before they nuke us again.”

			“Bloody hell. You’ve got to tell people.”

			“Erskine’s prepping to ship out as many as Elcano can take. So Sol’s locked down the ships to stop her abandoning the rest, and now he’s gone AWOL.”

			Tev looked down at the floor. “Well, bugger. Eleven hundred from fifteen hundred equals four hundred angry, scared people.”

			“Sixteen hundred. Kill Line and the camp as well.”

			“How long does Erskine plan to sit on this?”

			“No idea, but I’m done waiting.” Trinder tried to do things by the book. The book said he had to secure Ainatio assets and information. But it also had a paragraph about protecting the civilian workforce and members of the public living near the facility if there was an industrial accident. This situation qualified. “I’ve got to move people, orders or no orders.” 

			“You’ve got all the firearms. That normally clears up any legal grey areas.”

			“My gut says do it but my brain says it’s the collapse of military discipline.”

			“Well, normally I’d say you shouldn’t pick and choose your orders for all kinds of good reasons, but saving civilian lives is pretty much what we’re here for.”

			“And Kill Line and the camp don’t even know yet.” Trinder knew he had to be more Chris Montello and less Ainatio. Chris would have taken action the moment he got out of that last meeting. This was what happened to your brain when life was too easy. “We need Sol right now. He wanted to get Dr Kim to talk to APS and negotiate something, seeing as she’s one of their own, but Erskine wasn’t having it.”   

			“Daft cow. They’re going to find out about Nomad eventually.”

			Trinder tried Solomon again. “Sol, where are you?” The AI had to be able to hear him on his collar mike, if not via the room audio. “Sol, I need you to tell me what’s going on, because I’m not going to sit back and let this happen.”

			Tev stood watching, arms folded. “I hope he’s up to something creative.” 

			“Where’s Marc?”

			“Rounding up people in the sports hall.”

			“Take one of our utility vehicles.”

			“You’ll need those. Marc says he’s staying anyway.”

			“This isn’t your fight. You’ve both got homes to go back to.”

			“Marc’s not interested in going back to normal life, Dan. He’ll never have one again. He just wants to die doing the job.”

			Tev had never put it that bluntly before. What a waste of decent men and women this whole sorry episode had turned into. It seemed even more tragic when there were so few people anyway.

			But Marc’s right. If we have to go down, let’s go down fighting this. 

			Trinder had made up his mind, a couple of hours too late but better than never. But he still didn’t have a plan. Then it hit him square in the face. He was looking at this from the wrong end. If people couldn’t get clear, maybe they could dig in. 

			“Tev, we’ve got five basement floors. They’d hold a lot of people. It’s our best shot.”

			“Not ideal, but I’m doing the maths, and I don’t think we’ve got the vehicle capacity to evac in the time available.”

			“Exactly.”

			“Okay, wait one while I give the class some homework to take their minds off this.”

			Tev jogged back across the restaurant to the group, who were still engrossed in the basha. Whatever he said to them made them laugh, but it was hard to tell if it was just ignorance of the situation or cheerful courage. Trinder wondered if they’d still be so co-operative when they discovered which of them hadn’t made the Elcano list. Tev rejoined him and they headed for the fire exit. 

			“This place wasn’t designed as a long-stay nuclear bunker,” Trinder said. “But it was built to stop stuff getting out, so maybe it’ll stop stuff getting in.”

			“I can’t think of a better option right now.”

			“Nor can I. Maybe I haven’t thought it through.”

			“Making a decision — any decision — is always better than fannying around.”

			“Okay, but feel free to make robust suggestions if I’m doing it wrong. I’m basically an armed caretaker who just reads all the manuals.”

			“Nah. You’re all right.” Tev tapped his temple as they took the fire escape steps two at a time. “It all about what’s up here.”

			Trinder got on the squad radio. “Echo Five to all callsigns except Gate — report to the briefing room immediately. Do not communicate with staff or management, out.”

			Trinder was on the ground floor and halfway to the security wing before his twenty men and eight women, minus the duty sentry on the main gate, had finished reporting in on the radio. Half of them were already in the briefing room in full fighting order when he arrived. The rest of the detachment arrived within six minutes, some more out of breath than others. In the harsh white lighting, they all looked ashen.

			Last chance to step back from this.

			No. It’s got to happen. But I’ll try Erskine one more time.

			He went to the console at the front of the room and switched to the secure management channel so everyone could hear it. 

			“Director, this is Trinder.”

			“Go ahead, Major.”

			“Do you have any updates for me? Any changes to the plan we discussed?”

			“No, we’re going ahead.”

			“When do you plan to notify staff? They’re already aware that something’s wrong.”

			“In a few hours. When we’ve finalised the names. And if APS can give me blast zone projections, we’ll know where the safer areas are.”

			“Understood. But you know we don’t have enough vehicles to evacuate everyone in time.”

			“Has Solomon made contact with you? Have you seen him?”

			“No, ma’am. I’ve tried.”

			“Have you been talking to Alex?”

			“No. His tracker says he’s in his office.”

			“I know, I was just checking. I’ll get back to you later.”

			That was the end of the conversation. Trinder glanced around the room. Everybody looked like they understood exactly what had just happened and were putting a brave face on the fact that not only did they have an impossible deadline, but their commander was about to do something drastic. 

			“So she’s lost Alex as well,” Simonot said. “Wow. How’s she going to cope without Mr Fixit?”

			There was no going back now. “Okay, people,” Trinder said. Marc walked in at that point, which was galvanising in itself. Trinder wasn’t about to let the side down in front of special forces. “You know the problem, you know the numbers, and you’ve just heard Erskine fail to implement the site emergency plan, which makes us responsible for the safety of civilians in and around the site. So we’re no longer taking orders from her. We need to maximise the survival chances of all those folks outside the wire. And that includes us. I can order you to give up your shuttle berths and stay, but I won’t. And if you feel I’m ordering you to mutiny and you can’t square it with your conscience, leave your weapons and comms units here, and go join the staff in the restaurant. But if you decide to stay, you follow my orders. We probably can’t evacuate Kill Line, the camp, and our own list rejects in time, let alone house and feed them elsewhere, so we’re going to set up an emergency shelter in the underground levels and bring everyone in. That’s the plan. Make your decision now.”

			 Trinder waited. He realised he hadn’t focused on any of the faces around him while he was talking, and now he almost couldn’t. Fonseca and Tev caught his eye, though. Tev winked.

			But nobody moved, not one. Nobody left the room.

			Aaron Luce broke the silence. “Erskine can’t have us shot at dawn, Major. We’ve got all the guns. And I’d rather die barricaded in the food stores than fighting Schwaiger for the last mutant cockroach outside.”

			“That’s my damn cockroach, Sergeant,” Schwaiger said. “I wrote my name on it.” 

			There was a ripple of uneasy laughter. Nervous or not, it was a good sign. This was what was supposed to happen, a little black humour to keep everyone going. But now Trinder had to make it happen.

			“Okay, we’re the dim kids at the back when it comes to evacuations,” he said. “But Marc and Tev have been there and done that, and so have Chris and his guys. We’ll listen to their advice, okay?” 

			Trinder turned to the screen wall to start writing, but Fonseca beat him to it. She called up an aerial view of the county, zoomed in to Kill Line, and overlaid it with the evacuation routes and names they’d already drawn up hours before. Every home was marked, every family named, and every farm identified.

			“Remember this isn’t up to date,” she said. “It’s the old one we kept in case we ever had a reactor incident. But it works whether we’re moving people away from the facility or bringing them into it.”

			 “I’ll never mock your bureaucratic streak again, 
Fonseca.”

			“Appreciated, sir. And as a bureaucrat, may I say that I totally respect your use of the small print in the site plan to stage a coup.”

			Trinder almost flinched at the word, but she was right: it was a coup, polite and bloodless, but still a coup. “I’m going to see Chris Montello to brief him, and we’ll operate as a combined team.”

			“And if you haven’t already done it, split your squad into watches now,” Marc said. “This is going to be round-the-clock work for forty-eight hours solid. You don’t want everyone burned out at the same time with nobody to relieve them, so some of you need to get some sleep now. Next — assess the space available downstairs, earmark resources like mattresses, blankets, food, extra heating if necessary, and work out the order in which you’re going to fill the billets. Because you don’t want too many people milling around with nowhere ready to take them. Park them in the empty floors of the accommodation block if you start getting a backlog. But first you’ve got to break the news to them, give them clear instructions about what to bring with them and when their turn’s coming, and deal with all the fretting about pets and farm animals. So get Chris’s guys in now and draw up the plans.”

			“You make it sound easy,” Fonseca said.

			“It’s a piece of piss compared to telling a bunch of diplomats that they can’t take their art collections on the helo unless two of them are willing to stay behind and die.” There were more laughs. Everyone was pumped up and focused now. “A tote board on the wall is your friend. Do it old-school because it doesn’t need a network or a power supply. Write it up there and action it.”

			“Sol’s still not around, so we’re on our own,” Trinder said. “Fonseca, I want a guard on the armoury and the vehicle compound at all times. And I authorise lethal force if any staff turn out to have a weapon and want to use it.”

			“I shut down the three-D printer line when people started congregating in the halls, sir,” Luce said. “So nobody’s going to be manufacturing any weapons.” 

			“Good call. Just because folks have always been nice, it doesn’t mean they’ll still be nice when they think they’re going to die.”

			I don’t believe I said all that. Lethal force. 

			“We’ll move the Lammergeiers out front too,” Fonseca said. “You never know if Erskine’s going to block off the hangar area to load the shuttle.”

			Clarity was a marvellous propellant. At some point, Trinder was going to clash head-on with Erskine, but what could she do to stop him? Nothing. And he couldn’t imagine any of the staff standing in his way, either, because they had more pressing things on their minds.

			Tev edged through the press of bodies making rosters and checking things with Fonseca. “See, it’s in you, mate. You just needed a real situation to bring it out.”

			“I just hope I’m not giving people a slow death instead of a quick one. But if we can’t link to Shackleton or launch a shuttle afterwards, we’re fucked anyway, aren’t we? We’ll starve eventually, even if we survive the blast.”

			“If you start thinking like that, we might as well commandeer the abattoir and start killing people humanely right now.” 

			“You’re right. I’ll cheer up. I’ll go see Chris.”

			Trinder left the briefing room knowing that everything was in competent hands. Seeing his detachment willing to stand by him made this awful, weird day possibly the best of his life. Once the civilians were inside, he’d give the detachment another chance to leave with the shuttle — if Erskine hadn’t withdrawn her offer by then — but he was staying no matter what. If people survived the bombing, it’d be harder to handle the aftermath with his troops gone, but he’d worry about that when he had to.

			He headed back to the lobby at the main doors, another space where staff congregated to chat, and found a small crowd. He was about to slip through the small side door unnoticed when he realised who they were clustered around. It was Erskine, and he wasn’t going to get past her without being seen.

			Too late to change your mind. Face her.

			She spotted him and extricated herself from the melee as if she’d been signing autographs rather than fending off agitated staff who wanted answers.

			“Major,” she said, zeroing in on him. “I’m glad I caught you. I need to ask you some questions.” 

			She put her hand on his shoulder and steered him outside the doors. The humid night air hit him like a wet rag. 

			“Yes, ma’am?”

			“I need you to locate Dr Kim and stop her contacting APS. I also need to know if you have the kind of ordnance that can stop a quadrubot if Solomon’s behaviour becomes more erratic.”

			Here we go. That explained the need to talk away from the direct gaze of the security cameras. 

			“Man-portable armour-piercing missiles,” Trinder said. “We don’t train with them, though. I’d have to check the armoury to be sure we still have any.”

			“Will it stop him, or just slow him down?”

			“He’s too fast and it’s probably ill-advised to try.”

			“Oh. And Dr Kim? Is that ill-advised too?”

			“It’s not my priority at the moment, ma’am.”

			“And what might that be?”

			“Getting everyone who doesn’t have a place on Elcano into a shelter.”

			“Have I understood you correctly, Major? Are you refusing orders?”

			Of course I am. Might as well say so. “If the orders are to destroy Solomon and arrest Dr Kim, yes, ma’am, I do believe I am. Although I’ll reconsider Solomon if he becomes a physical threat to civilians.”

			“You can be replaced, Trinder.”

			“So I can, ma’am, but I don’t think you’ve got anyone who can do our jobs, and if you have, they’re certainly not armed.”

			“Is that a threat?”

			Erskine took it all with a cold calm. Trinder realised he was scared of her for no good reason. She couldn’t fire him, she couldn’t harm him physically, and he didn’t care what she thought of him. This was no time to lose his nerve.  

			“It’s a statement, Director. You’ve failed to respond to a crisis. You know the drill. If we have a chemhaz incident or a radiation leak, we’re responsible for the safety of our own staff and any civilians living in a three-mile radius. The bombing qualifies as a radiation leak. So you do whatever you need to save your select list, and we’ll look out for everyone else. We’re converting the basement floors to an emergency shelter for Kill Line, the transit camp, and the staff who didn’t make the sort. We’re setting up now. We’ll be moving them in over the next thirty-six hours.”

			“I didn’t authorise that.”

			“I didn’t ask you. I’ve told you why.”

			“I warn you, Major, there’ll be a reckoning for this one day.”

			“It’s right here and right now. Just stay your side of the line and don’t impede me or my troops.”

			“I really had you all wrong. My errors of judgement seem to be catching up with me today.”

			“Me too,” Trinder said, and walked off.

			He almost didn’t believe he’d said all that. It was an odd kind of rebellion. Nobody had been shot or strung up, and there were no tanks on the lawn. It was more like a married couple’s tiff, where the old man stalked off to the woodshed and the wife went to visit her mother. He was kidding himself if he thought it was going to be easy because it was bloodless, though. Maybe Erskine had a contingency plan that he didn’t know about. There were combat bots in storage. Perhaps she had someone in the robotics section who could deploy those without Solomon’s involvement.

			“Sol, you bastard, you sure do pick your moments.” His absence was a major blow. Trinder wanted to believe the AI was doing something clever and world-saving behind the scenes. If there was ever a time he needed to talk to him, it was now. “Okay, screw you. We’ll manage without you.”  

			“Cometh the hour, cometh the man,” said a voice in his head, except it wasn’t nagging doubt or his conscience that had spoken. It was Solomon, in his earpiece. “I knew you could. I’m a very good judge of character.”

			“Sol? Sol!”

			But he was gone again. Trinder could only rely on flesh and blood now. He headed for the vehicle compound, pleased to see that Ray Marriott, whose lab tech parents almost certainly weren’t on the Elcano list, was already guarding the locked gates with an expression that said he’d stay there until Hell froze over.

			* * *

			Director’s Suite:

			20 Minutes Later

			They’d been up against the clock from the moment APS issued its warning, but midnight loomed in Erskine’s mind as the moment at which things had to start happening. Forty-eight hours was a simpler, starker number to grasp. 

			Word would be getting out by now. Trinder’s shelter plan was conspicuous and the chances were that everyone would know about the deadline by the time she made the announcement. They just wouldn’t know who had a ticket out.

			She knew what she had to do. An amputation was best executed fast and decisively in the manner of an old ship’s surgeon. Her best shot was only a gamble, though. She was banking on Solomon blinking first.

			Berman brought in another pot of coffee. “Are you going to delegate the bad news to department heads?” he asked, filling her favourite Limoges cup. 

			“No, it’ll just look like I’m shifting the blame. We can’t afford to export blood feuds to Opis. If people are ever going to recover from this, it’s better that they focus their resentment on me. A common enemy unites people.”

			“And you’re set on a mass meeting.”

			“Well, I’m certainly not going to post a list on the wall and make them scrabble to see if their names are on it.”

			“Reading it out in public is worse. And it’ll take a painfully long time.”

			“But I need to show my face. Sending them notifications feels cowardly.”

			“It’s not about your feelings. It’s about theirs.”

			Erskine admired Berman’s ability to know when she needed to be challenged. “Well, I’ve still got to make myself available.”

			“Do you actually want them to stone you? Is this some penance?”

			“I want them to know that I didn’t take the decision lightly and that I’m willing to face them,” Erskine said. “Actually, you’re right. This is about me. So perhaps I should send a note with the list to explain why people made the sort.”

			“Don’t.”

			“Why?”

			“Children — well, only Dr Mangel would dare challenge that. Mothers — that’ll probably be accepted, but some will argue about fathers because we’ve never really outgrown the women-and-children-first logic. Then you’ll get into who’s worth more to the mission, which is a minefield. So I wouldn’t offer any detailed explanation if I were you.”

			“They deserve one.”

			“The argument isn’t winnable.”

			“Okay, I won’t even try. There’s no time left anyway.” 

			“That’s more like it,” Berman said. He was like a sports coach, prodding and pushing until she upped her game. She tended to forget that. “No backsliding. Because then you won’t save anything or anybody.”

			“I fall for it every time, don’t I?”

			“It’s my job to make sure you do yours, Director.” 

			“Phil, do you think I’m wrong?”

			“About stopping Kim talking to her government? You and Solomon believe in a different Nomad. You see a principle. He sees individuals. They’re two entirely different goals that overlap in places. Just be sure why you’re doing this, and that you’re not just protecting Nomad because it’s what you were expected to do.”

			Put in those terms, Erskine knew that Nomad came first. It was about a different kind of survival. 

			“If our work’s hijacked by APS, it’ll be militarised,” she said. “Or Opis will be appropriated by the super-rich and heads of state as some kind of bolthole.”

			“Director, the entirety of Ainatio and Nomad was a tech oligarch’s pet project.”

			“Is this all leading up to persuading me that we should trade it in and hope APS is nice to us? They could take it all, cherry-pick a few personnel, and still erase the rest. It all depends on how much value they place on our expertise and a few thousand lives. They might regard us as irrelevant in the global scheme of things.”

			 “If I was sure you were a hundred per cent wrong, I wouldn’t be standing here helping you.”

			Erskine drained her coffee and handed Berman a folded sheet of paper to indicate she had things to say that weren’t for Solomon’s ears. “Have you read my draft statement?”

			“Let me take another look.” 

			Berman read the note and raised his eyebrows. It wasn’t a statement at all, of course, but a list of points: Kim hadn’t been located yet, Trinder had mutinied, Kim would therefore need to be detained some other way, and that all this had to be co-ordinated with the power-down of the entire facility. It was tedious to have to scribble notes or go outside to escape Solomon’s scrutiny, but outsmarting an AI that had free run of the entire system was never going to be easy. 

			“I hadn’t realised that.” Berman nodded as he read. Erskine assumed he meant Trinder. “But there might be a more diplomatic way of wording it.”

			Berman bent over the note and wrote on it, then slipped it back to her carefully to avoid the security cameras picking it up. It didn’t matter that Solomon knew they’d try to counter him. As long as he didn’t know exactly how, they stood a chance. Erskine pushed her chair back to the wall to make sure she hadn’t missed any line of sight over her shoulder, then studied the note. 

			Berman had surprisingly untidy handwriting for a diligent man. He ambled over and stood beside her, blocking all camera angles.

			TIME TO GO SEE KENT ABOUT THE SHUTDOWN. DON’T WASTE TIME LOOKING FOR KIM, GET THE COMMS SHUT DOWN ASAP.

			 “I think that’ll do,” he said. “I’m going to visit the hangars and see how the prep’s going. Do you want to come?”

			“Of course.”

			Erskine rarely saw most of the facility. Neither did most staff, come to that. It was sprawling and empty. Berman drove the buggy down nearly half a mile of deserted passages to the hangars, occasionally steering around maintenance bots and sending them retreating into alcoves or up walls. 

			Erskine was now committed to a shifting flow chart that depended on the responses of an AI that was probably a better strategist than she was, had human assistance, or at least lack of opposition, and might not behave rationally. It was like playing squash blindfold.

			“Solomon,” she said. “Solomon, if you can hear me, I hope you understand why I’m scared of APS getting involved. They’ll take a few people who’ll be useful to them, but the rest of us won’t matter. We’ll lose control of Nomad. It’s our last chance to rebuild on our own terms.”

			She waited for a response, head tilted a little closer to her collar mike, but she didn’t really expect one. She checked the trackers on her screen to locate everyone else of significance. Trinder and the two Brits were moving around the storage areas on floor 1U, and Alex was in the main lobby with clusters of other trackers around him, indicating he was besieged by staff. Kim’s tracker was still in her apartment, but Erskine had already had someone check it out, and the woman was gone. The question was how much time and effort to put into finding her. It was a huge site, she was probably experienced at evading capture, and a big search would just alert Solomon and perhaps force him to contact APS.

			If he hasn’t already. He’s had time. But if he had, I’d have heard from them by now. He hasn’t done it yet because he’s bluffing. Or because he can’t. 

			Solomon knew Elcano’s hatches could be opened manually once the shuttle was docked by the onboard AI. His lockout was all theatre. It was potentially dangerous for personnel unused to EVAs to suit up and work in vacuum, but it would be done, even if it meant losing an engineer in the process.  

			No, I don’t think he’ll jeopardise lives. I just wish I could be certain.

			It was the kind of mistake Erskine would only get to make once, and the type of operation that needed a full team of men like Marc and Tev, with watches synchronised and charges set. But she was going to have to rely instead on a handful of managers who couldn’t even use the comms system to co-ordinate their actions.

			The buggy rolled out of the last set of doors into humid night air and fierce white lights. One of the shuttles sat in the middle of the apron, trailing pipelines and cabling like a patient in intensive care. Everything suddenly seemed much more real and final. 

			“There,” Berman said. “We’re out of Solomon’s earshot now. We can talk like normal adults. Let’s go find Greg.”

			A bot the size of a packing case rolled slowly alongside the shuttle, scanning the hull for defects. Erskine stood back to let it pass. Eventually Kent appeared at the top of a ramp and beckoned her inside. She’d flown in shuttles a few times in the early days, but never in one like this. The cramped rows of seats and the utilitarian fittings made it look like a budget airline that had seen better days.  

			“We put in some extra seats,” Kent said. “We’ll be done in thirty hours. So we can launch at noon the day after tomorrow.”

			It wasn’t much time for staff to pack and say goodbye. “When do we need to start moving them up to this part of the campus?”

			“As soon as you can. It’s going to be time-consuming. Do it in batches. We can park people in the office blocks on the other side of the runway as they’re shipped in, though, because there’s plumbing and enough room to have a nap. So it’s not perfect, but tolerable for a few hours.”

			“Good. The next issue is Kim. Trinder’s refused to take orders and he’s setting up a shelter in the underground floors. So the detachment isn’t looking for her, and may well turn a blind eye if they run into her. We’re still searching as discreetly as we can, but the priority now is to shut down the power and hope she doesn’t find a way to get a message out before then.”

			“I’m ready to go on that,” Kent said. “You want to see what I’m using to take out the mast and its power supply? It’s pretty low tech.”

			Kent led Erskine and Berman out of the shuttle and across the tarmac to a small marquee in which he’d set up a temporary workshop with a standalone generator. On a workbench, he’d assembled a collection of long, flexible snake bots. Their scratched, matt-black coating indicated heavy use over the years.

			“Pythons,” Kent said. “The basic design hasn’t changed in a couple of centuries. They’re great for working in confined spaces, but they’re also hard to spot moving on the ground. Solomon won’t see them coming, not unless he’s looking for them in the right place.”

			He picked one up and activated it. It writhed like a snake, then ejected an array of tools with a metallic zing. There was a clean, soulless efficiency about it.  

			“And not networked,” Erskine said.

			“No. I just programme them here. Imagine where a real snake can go, then give it tools and basic instructions. They’ll make short work of the comms mast before Sol knows it. They could crawl to their target on their own, but I’ll drop them off a little nearer to save them time.”

			Erskine trusted Kent to know what he was doing. If she could have brought the shutdown forward, she would have, but it was hard enough to co-ordinate a precise sequence on watches alone without trying to change timings now.

			“We’ll talk again after I’ve made the announcement,” Erskine said. “I’d better do it now. It’s late, but I don’t think it can wait until the morning.”

			“I don’t think people are going to get much sleep anyway,” Kent said.

			Erskine went back to the buggy with Berman. When she put her hand on the narrow ledge of the dashboard, she could see a tremor.

			“Can you get the conference room opened?” The cool air in the corridors was a welcome relief. “I’ll send the message to staff right away. I’ll start the meeting in half an hour to give everyone time.” 

			“Certainly, Director.”

			“Do you think Trinder’s right? About the underground levels being suitable shelters, I mean.”

			“There’s nowhere else.”

			“That’s not what I asked.”

			“I just don’t know, Director. Only that it’s better protection than being on the surface. I’ll find out soon enough.”

			“Phil, I’m sorry, that was crass of me — ”

			“My choice, Director. Don’t beat yourself up.” 

			Erskine could only think of those floors buried under rubble, with air vents blocked, or contaminated rain trickling in. There was no way of knowing how much protection they’d really provide until it happened. The building was designed to keep hazards in, not shut them out.

			And there’s nothing I can do about it now.

			Nothing.

			Her father had always told her to stick with a decision. But even if she changed her mind in the hours to come and Solomon got what he wanted, the animosity and mistrust had already done their damage. It would be a bad start for a new society. 

			She tapped out the message on her screen, selected ALL USERS, and hit SEND.

			“Done,” she said. A nightmarish forty-eight hours had begun.

			Berman dropped her off at her quarters to shower and change. It helped to have no time to think. She had fifteen minutes to get ready and compose herself before he collected her in the buggy again. 

			“Ready?” he asked.

			“Ready.” 

			There were only three or four hundred people in the room. Maybe some staff hadn’t checked their messages, although Erskine’s would have arrived with an alert tone. Perhaps they hadn’t even picked up on the rumours and activity over the last few hours, and were blissfully unaware of what was heading their way. But she had to start. She stepped up to the podium and played it by ear.

			“Thank you for coming at such short notice,” she said. “I’m sure you’ve already realised that something serious happened earlier today, and I’m sorry that I didn’t level with you all a few hours ago. But I didn’t want to give you information that I’d have to retract minutes later.” The obvious worry on their faces was almost enough to stop her dead, but she had to press on. “The Alliance of Asian and Pacific States has given us forty-eight hours from midnight tonight to prepare for a salted radiation weapon strike on this area to stop the spread of die-back. Evacuating so many to a safe distance in that time is beyond us, as I’m sure you can work out for yourselves.” Erskine could now only blurt out the worst part. “We plan to evacuate as many people as we can by bringing forward the launch of Elcano, and Major Trinder is setting up shelters in the underground levels for everyone else. There are... ah... obviously not enough places for everyone in Elcano, and Shackleton won’t be ready in time, despite our efforts.”

			Erskine waited a few beats to make sure that had sunk in rather than try to make herself heard over a crescendo of questions and objections. There was grim silence, though, and it didn’t surprise her. People had had too many shocks these past few months. It had drained them.

			She carried on. The pause had only made this harder. “I’ve had to make some hard decisions in a very short time, and please don’t think that I took them lightly or that they won’t haunt me to my grave. We only have berths for eleven hundred people. That leaves us with a shortfall of four hundred and thirteen places, but a number of people currently involved with the preparations, like Major Trinder and the detachment, have already decided to remain. I’ll be sending every one of you a notification immediately after this meeting about whether you’ve been designated for evacuation or shelter. My priority has to be our children and their parents. I can do no more than say I’m truly sorry.”

			Erskine stood waiting. This wasn’t a raging mob. These were people she had known and worked with for years, but it would have been a lot easier to stand in front of strangers throwing bottles and screaming for revenge. Now she at least had a partial answer to Berman’s question about whether she wanted to be punished. The expressions on the faces in front of her reflected shock, blank disbelief, fear, and anger. Then the silence gave way to a murmur that grew louder, and in seconds she was facing shouted questions.

			“Isn’t there anything we can say to APS to delay this until we can all leave?”

			“You could have given us time to get out of the area.”

			“There’s nowhere else to go now.”

			“Why are you penalising people who don’t have children?”

			“What happens to the people in the town?”

			“Are you saying people might survive this?”

			“Is that why the security detachment’s staying?”

			People deserved time to talk this out and vent their anger and fear, but time was the one thing Erskine couldn’t give them. And no amount of time would have been enough to come to terms with losing friends and possibly their own lives. Erskine decided she was now doing more harm than good by standing here.

			She held up both hands. “I deserve your anger. I really do. I have no excuses, and I know sorry isn’t even close to being enough. There’s nothing helpful that I can add now, but if anyone on the list decides they want to stay, they can name their replacement from those who didn’t get a place, or delegate that to me. I’ll let you know what’s happening as soon as we get more information. In the meantime, please keep an eye on your messages and start packing essential items, because you’ll need them wherever you’re heading. Once again — I’m sorry.”

			Erskine tried to walk off to the side door with some dignity, but she ended up almost rushing. Berman was waiting for her in the passage at the back of the hall. It was mercifully dark, lit only by safety lighting. 

			“I’ll send the notifications,” he said. “I think you should get some sleep.”

			“I’m going to see if Solomon’s ready to talk to me first. But thank you.” She leaned against the wall, suddenly ready to sit. Whatever reserves of energy she’d been running on had finally been depleted. “When you start getting calls, put them through to me.”

			“No, I’d rather you were functioning tomorrow, Director. Besides, Alex didn’t attend tonight, so I’ll go see him and bring him up to speed. As far as is prudent, anyway.”

			Erskine nodded and waved him away. “Very well. You go on ahead. I’ll be fine.” 

			There was an old air-conditioning unit near the door, just under the fire exit sign, and Erskine made her way towards it, putting her hand on the wall for support. The unit was just about low and wide enough for her to rest on it for a few minutes. All she could hear now was the hum of air con and her own breathing.  

			“Solomon, we need to stop this pissing contest right now,” she said. “I’m not going to blink. I’ve got no choices left.” She waited. “Come on. We’re going to launch the shuttle anyway. You can see it. Why the charade?”

			You could have destroyed this whole building. You could have marshalled all the bots as your private army. You could have paralysed this facility. You could have shut me down any number of ways. 

			But you didn’t.

			Erskine had cornered him, but she wasn’t going to kid herself that she’d out-thought him. It was accidental, the inevitable result of being ready to sacrifice people when your opponent wasn’t. 

			Solomon broke his silence at last. “It’s not too late for you to avert this, Director.”

			“Oh, it is. I’m afraid it is.”

			“You’ll always lose to people with someone to fight for.”

			“Sorry?”

			“Just something Chris Montello said to me.”

			“Solomon, you can’t stop the shuttle launching. And we can dock and transfer to Elcano manually. There’s nothing to be gained.”

			“I have control of Elcano’s armaments as well. Think that through.”

			“But you won’t risk lives or jeopardise the Nomad project, will you? So carry on doing this if it makes you feel better, but it won’t change the outcome.”

			“I’ve given you every chance, Director.”

			“What the hell have you been doing, anyway? We needed you.”

			“Did any system actually fail? No. I did my job. I’ve simply been silent for a few hours, because I had no need or desire for a conversation, and I’ve been focused on exactly what I told you I’d be doing — making Shackleton flightworthy. But it’s still going to take weeks. We’ll probably lose the uplink to the ship in the blast, and possibly the shuttles, and then if anyone survives they’ll eventually starve. I hope you understand that, and that I won’t forgive you.”

			“But you’ll be stuck here too. Your forgiveness will be somewhat academic.” 

			“Ironic that you’ve spent most of your adult life feeling that you were left marooned on this project by your father, and now you’re the one leaving people stranded.”

			It was as near as Solomon could get to throwing a punch. He knew her father was a topic never to be discussed. He fully intended to draw blood. Erskine willed herself not to show him that he had. 

			“I thought you could do better than that,” she said.

			“You are going to leave, I assume.”

			Erskine had held that thought at arm’s length for as long as she could. She’d assumed she’d go because it was her duty to see the mission through to the end. But would she survive cryo? Would she take up a berth that a younger, fitter person could have had, and be found dead in it when Elcano reached Opis? 

			No, it wasn’t even a matter of whether she’d waste a precious cryo berth on her corpse. It was whether she deserved to escape. She’d made a decision that no amount of self-delusion about survivors could rinse clean. People would die. That was even harder to face now that Trinder and his team seemed to have given up their places as well. She didn’t feel she’d lived long enough yet to accept death, but she wasn’t sure that living with what she was about to do would be any better.

			It would be good for morale if she stayed, not because she’d be a source of comfort, but because wronged people needed to see her get what was coming to her. It might help the Elcano contingent cope with it as well. 

			“Actually, I think I’m staying,” she said. “This is where I’m going to see this through. And don’t think for one minute that you’ve shamed me into it.”

			“But it changes nothing, Director,” Solomon said. “And I will get those you’ve abandoned to Opis. With you or without you.”

			They’d both drawn their battle lines. Erskine tried to put Solomon’s barb about her father out of her mind and focus on this feeling of finality, which felt better than she’d imagined.

			Her father had been right about that, at least. Good or bad, a decision was better than nothing.

			* * *

			Transit Camp, Kill Line:

			6 Hours, 20 Minutes After the APS Warning

			They’d closed the bar early tonight to get ready for Zakko’s passing-out ceremony in the morning, which left Chris at a loose end. Jared was helping Marsha with the catering, and there’d been no joint patrols since the die-back outbreak, which left Chris’s evening suddenly empty. It began filling itself with thoughts and doubts about Opis. 

			He’d had a few solitary beers while he sat outside the bar watching fireflies in the bushes. Now he debated whether to go back to his cabin and finish off the rest in the plastic container. But he couldn’t be bothered, and he wanted to carry on watching the fireflies. They reminded him of tracer rounds in slow motion until one backtracked or wobbled, and then he suddenly saw them as insects and wondered if they were enjoying their lives. There wouldn’t be fireflies on Opis, but maybe there was something just as fascinating.  

			It wasn’t that he liked Earth enough to want to stay, but he wasn’t sure he had sufficient purpose ahead of him to leave, either. 

			He climbed up to the flat roof of the wood store with his old, precious, and irreplaceable woobie, rolled it into a pillow, and lay back with his fingers meshed behind his head to stare up into the night sky. Did it look the same from Opis? He’d have to ask Nathan how far from Earth you had to be before the constellations looked different. It was probably a lot further than forty light years if most of the stars were further away than that. 

			That made him think of Gina when he really didn’t want to. Did I ever believe the crap she spouted about us both looking at the same star? She sure forgot that fast.

			He tried to raise Trinder on the radio again to invite the detachment over for Zakko’s parade, but a woman he didn’t know responded and said Trinder was already on his way over to see him. That was weird. Maybe Trinder had heard about the party from someone else and was sneaking out some of Ainatio’s stash of liquor that might not be drinkable in forty-five years’ time. There was a sad sense of a last hurrah about the whole thing.

			Am I really going to go? Yeah. I can’t leave these folks now.

			And what about Dieter? 

			Solomon had said the dogs could be transported. Chris couldn’t see how they were going to put them in cryo, but they must have tested it on animals at some stage, so maybe it wasn’t just well-meaning bullshit to get Dieter to leave. What would Dieter do if the dogs didn’t survive the process, though? Chris realised he was thinking unhealthy thoughts about someone secretly putting the dogs down, loading the bodies, and then telling Dieter that they found them like that when they tried to revive them. Yes, Chris knew he had serious trust issues, but people were assholes, so that wasn’t unreasonable. When you let someone put you out cold for forty-five years and depended on some external process to wake you, you surrendered all power over your own life in the worst possible way.

			Is that what’s worrying me?

			Solomon would still be awake. He never slept. He’d be conscious and in control for the whole voyage, and Chris trusted him as much as he could trust anyone he couldn’t look in the eye. 

			He sat up, arms folded on his knees. Ainatio was a couple of miles away, and he could normally see the glow of lights from up here. With a pair of field glasses in the winter, he could even pick out some detail through bare branches. But the light haze seemed much brighter tonight. He was certain it wasn’t the beer playing tricks on him. He got to his feet and tried to work out what he was looking at.

			 No, there was definitely a lot of light that hadn’t been there before, not the usual yellowish glow but blue-white like a floodlit football stadium. Did they have one? It was such a damn big campus that anything could have gone on in there and he wouldn’t have seen it even when he was exploring. But the combo of unusual lights, Dan Trinder doing weird shit, and everything that was going on made him think he ought to sober up and take a look. 

			He rolled up the woobie and hung it around his neck to climb down, but he jolted his injured knee as he missed the last rung of the ladder. It didn’t hurt. It just felt different, like his body hadn’t been fooled by the high-speed healing and didn’t want him to forget how he’d been wounded and what he’d got so very wrong that day. He thought about Jamie, like he thought about him most nights when there was nothing else going on to distract him. He wasn’t going to leave his remains here when they shipped out. Exhuming someone was freaky and he knew some people would be upset even by the idea of it, but he couldn’t leave him behind.

			Especially with nobody to tend the grave.

			You deserve better than that, buddy.

			Chris was contemplating why he wasn’t troubled by killing some people yet was gutted by the deaths of others when the bar doors creaked open behind him. Jared came out with Marsha.

			“Hey Chris,” Marsha said. “You okay?”

			“I’m good. Dan’s on his way over.”

			“You got hold of him, then.”

			“No. Some woman. Hey, something weird’s going on over there. Look at the lights.”

			Marsha locked the bar doors. Old urban habits didn’t change, not even out here with a camp full of friends who were closer than kin and God-fearing neighbours in the town. “I’m beat,” she said. “You two look at the pretty lights and make sure you’re up early for Zakko’s big day, okay?”

			“Sure, honey.” Jared started climbing the ladder to the roof. “I’ll just humour Chris. Wow, look at the fireflies. Are they usually active this late at night?”

			He went quiet for a while. Chris did a few stretches, wondering where Trinder had gotten to.

			“Damn, looks like they’ve got a game going,” Jared said.

			“Huh?”

			“One last ball game before they go.”

			“No. It’s arc lights.” Yeah. That made sense to Chris. “Why are they working this late at night, though? And bots don’t need lights. It’s almost all bots doing the work in there.”

			“Who knows? Imagine trying to mothball a site like that.”

			“Maybe they’ve gone on lockdown again.”

			“You expecting to see a pall of smoke or something?”

			“Maybe.”

			Where had Trinder gotten to? Chris sat down to wait. His head was a little clearer now. Jared settled down next to him. 

			“Okay, I was wrong,” Jared said. “You turned Zakko around after all.”

			“Nah, I think he turned me around.”

			“Hadn’t noticed.”

			“Okay, Maybe we pushed each other closer to the middle ground. On trust and shit. Giving strangers a chance.”

			“Really.”

			“Well, I decided to trust Dan Trinder’s guys.”

			“They came through when we needed them.”

			“And Zakko.” Chris tapped his knee. “He came through as well.”

			“Amazing what a difference it makes to a guy to give him a uniform and make him feel part of something bigger than himself.”

			“Uniform. Hah. A camo jacket. But he likes it.”

			The man Chris had almost taken a meat cleaver to in February had turned into a competent, hard-working soldier by June. He’d also lost the extra weight. Zakko was never going to be a stone-cold killer type, but he wasn’t afraid to get stuck in, and he had everyone’s back. He’d earned his rifle.

			“I was trying to invite Dan and his guys to the pass-out,” Chris said.

			“I thought you said he was on his way over.”

			“He was. I’m going to head down the track and see if he’s coming.”

			“It must be like the fall of Rome over there.”

			“It’s the lights,” Chris said, shaking his head. “Something’s up. I’ll be back.”

			“Take a flashlight.”

			“Got one...”

			“You’re still not walking right.”

			“It’s fine.”

			Chris made his way through the centre of the camp and towards the road. The arc lights were really troubling him now, and every time a detail nagged at him like that, he knew his subconscious had noticed something and was trying to get his attention. That was how he’d fallen into all this: an uneasy feeling about some woman showing up on the boundary, another uneasy feeling about the way Ainatio had reacted to her and her string of numbers, and so on. His mistrust had led him here. He knew it wasn’t his best feature, but at least it was reliable.

			Ah, there was Trinder now. Chris heard the whine and crunch of a Caracal coming up the track. A faint ellipse of light expanded in the darkness, and then the vehicle rounded a bend and Chris was blinded by the beams until Trinder dimmed them. The Caracal pulled up beside him and Trinder got out.

			“Sorry I didn’t call ahead, Chris,” he said. “You’re not patrolling tonight, are you?”

			“No, I was looking for you. One of your people said you were coming over. What’s with the lights at your place?”

			Trinder glanced back over his shoulder. “They’re prepping one of the shuttles. That’s why I’m here. We’ve got a really big problem. We need to move your people and the townsfolk inside the facility ASAP.”

			“Why?” Chris’s first thought was die-back. He couldn’t work out why that would mean an evacuation, though. “And where are you going to put that many people?”

			“I’ll cut to the chase. We’ve got forty-eight hours before APS drops salted nukes to sterilise the area. They spotted the die-back spreading. Erskine’s shipping out as many as she can in Elcano, Sol’s locked the ship to stop her abandoning the rest, and I’m not taking orders from her any more.”

			Chris felt a moment of cold nausea. All he could see was Baltimore, those months of hell, and the people who’d struggled to come here with him because they trusted him to keep them safe. 

			And I just brought them to the last big target on the East Coast.

			We should have kept going south. Wrong call.

			He’d plummet into despair for a few seconds, and then he’d go numb and clarity would kick in. He took a breath. It always went like this. There: now he could think and breathe again. There was just a shadow of formless anger left and he didn’t know who he needed to be angry with.

			“When you say Sol’s locked the ship, has he lost it or something?” he asked. “I can’t imagine him risking people’s lives.”

			“He isn’t, strictly speaking. The shuttle can dock at the orbital using the on-board AI, and they’ll send an engineer out in a suit to open all the hatches manually. It’s a pain in the ass, and none of the engineers are used to EVA, so it’s dangerous. But it can be done.”  

			“So can we get people clear of here? Has APS given you a forecast for the fallout? Are they going to use the same ordnance they did last time?”

			“Sodium or lithium, I’d think. They say it’ll be contaminated for a few weeks, then it’ll be safe to return. Provided you don’t mind going back to a wasteland and a lot of building damage, that is. Erskine’s going to talk to them again in the morning.” Trinder opened the passenger door for him. “We don’t have enough vehicles to evacuate without repeat trips, so we’ll run out of time, but even if we can ship people out, what happens when we get there?”

			Chris was thinking about Kingston and if it was far enough. But there was no power, probably no safe water, and a whole raft of other problems. Establishing a camp for a hundred people with one survival-trained guy to each civilian had been hard enough. Setting up somewhere in forty-eight hours for fifteen hundred others who’d never had to live rough, and with no real logistics support, was going to mean weeks of chaos, shortages, and then disease and malnutrition.

			“Have you got a bunker in there, then?”

			“It’s the underground floors. It’s not designed to be a bunker, but it’s a long way down, we’ve got a few months’ supplies, and it’s the best we can do.”

			“And then what? We come up to the surface. The facility’s trashed. The farmland’s dead. Can Sol even finish the work on Shackleton?”

			“I don’t know.”

			Chris had moved folks so many times that the thought of it made his stomach sink. But he knew exactly how to do it. Routine took away the fear. “Okay. Our people know the drill. Kill Line, though — they’ve never done this.”

			“I don’t have the right to ask you to help us out.”

			“What else are we going to do, sit and watch?” It had been pretty good here. Chris had known it would probably have to end one day, but he hadn’t expected anything like this. “Poor Zakko isn’t going to get his passing-out ceremony, then. The party food’s all ready for tomorrow.”

			“We’ll fix something for him.” 

			“So Erskine decided to let us in.”

			“I didn’t ask her permission.”

			“Aren’t you supposed to shoot deposed leaders in a coup?”

			“We’re not very good at this whole coup thing. We just have a hissy fit and ignore each other.”

			“But you’ve got all the weapons.”

			“Yeah. We’re not that dumb.”

			“How long can we survive down there?”

			“With eleven hundred fewer mouths to feed, we’ve probably got food for nine or ten months. Maybe more if we limit portions.”

			That sounded like enough time to work out something, although Chris didn’t know what. “But how about Sol’s link to the other ships? Will you still have comms after the blast? How about shuttles? There’s going to be a hell of a lot of damage, even with salted bombs.”

			“They can lower the shuttles below ground like a carrier’s hangar deck. Storm protection.” Trinder parked outside the bar. It seemed to be the natural centre of the camp for him. “But we’re probably going to lose some gear. That’s inevitable. I need to talk to Sol about protecting the uplink.”

			“What are our chances?” 

			Chris knew that he and Dan would lie to each other, and know they were lying. That was part of the business of not giving up until they absolutely had to. It was what you did. You put on the uniform, and you didn’t quit until someone or something knocked you down for the last time. But it broke his heart. He forgot he still had one until times like this.

			They all trusted me. And look where I brought them.  

			“Well, not as good a chance as being in Elcano,” Trinder said. “But probably better than trying to run.”

			“So she ditched you guys too.”

			“No, we were on her list. But there was no way I could abandon hundreds of our own people.”

			“Did you order your guys to stay at their posts?”

			“I told them they could quit the detachment. But they all stayed. Plus the two Brits.”

			Honour — service, responsibility, running towards trouble instead of away from it, whatever folks called this thing — was weird. It was a shitty survival strategy. It got you killed. But there were those who couldn’t think any other way, and those who never would. They might as well have been two species. Chris knew which one was his. 

			“There you go,” he said. “Keep the faith, huh?” 

			Jared’s lights were still on when they got to his hut. Chris rapped on the door, rehearsing the words and paring them down to what was needed. Marsha opened the door and glanced at Dan, and her face said it all. Jared walked up behind her.

			“How bad?” she asked.

			“This area’s going to be nuked by APS in forty-eight hours and we need to get everyone ready to move into Ainatio tomorrow,” Chris said. “They’ve got underground shelters set up. There’s more, but it can wait.”

			“On it.” Jared was used to very bad news and took it as calmly as Chris knew he would. He went back inside and emerged in his tactical vest, pockets stuffed with gear. “How much have you got room for, Dan?”

			“Everybody, plus whatever really matters to them. Plenty of room, plenty of food, and water.” Trinder paused. “Yeah, the dogs too. We can set up compounds.” 

			“Piece of cake, then,” Jared said, and jogged off down the road towards Dieter’s place.

			Within a couple of minutes, lights were coming on all around the camp. The sound of activity — voices, footsteps, doors opening and closing — suddenly grew. This was their cascade system. Jared alerted Dieter, and Dieter would alert two more troops, and each would go call on two more until everyone was covered. Then all they had to do when they got their instructions was go to the civilian assigned to them and make sure they were briefed, packed, and ready to roll. It would probably work just as well with larger numbers, but it was too late to set it up for Kill Line.

			Jared came back up the road. “I’ve opened the mess hall for a briefing. Five minutes.”

			“You’ve played this game before,” Trinder said. 

			Chris nodded. “Ready to tell them the whole sorry story?”

			“Sure.”

			Chris had to admire Trinder. Whatever had gone on with Erskine couldn’t have been easy, but he didn’t let any of that creep into his briefing. It was all neutrally worded and stripped down to the facts: where they’d need to go, what to expect when they got there, what everyone should bring with them, and a frank description of the uncertainties. Erin Piller watched Trinder carefully. Chris guessed she’d taken a shine to him, and that was no bad thing in these times.

			She raised her hand. “Dan, just so we know how to handle the Ainatio staff, how did Erskine decide who gets to leave?”

			“The last I heard was families first, then a spread across departments, then — well, usefulness to the mission.”

			Erin nodded. “Okay. So there’s going to be some real resentment in there.”

			“In case you hadn’t noticed, we’re not going either,” Chuck said.

			“Would we put them before our own if we had the ship?”

			She had a point. But there was something else Trinder hadn’t told them. Chris could see it in the way the guy paused for a second when he was summing up the situation they were facing. Chris had questions, like whether Erskine had negotiated this forty-eight hours, and if she’d tried hard enough to come up with a solution that APS would buy, but he wouldn’t pin Trinder down on it in front of everyone. He’d ask later. 

			When Trinder had finished his briefing, Chris stood up.

			“Okay, so we go knocking on doors now and put everyone on standby tonight,” he said. “We start moving out at eleven hundred. But before we do, we will hold Zakko’s pass-out, okay? Zero nine hundred, here. It’ll be shorter than planned, but it’s on. Don’t forget. Okay. Dismiss.”

			They banged the tables and did their best to cheer. For once, Zakko didn’t manage a smile. He just looked awkward. Chris stayed behind and waited with Trinder until the mess hall emptied.

			“There’s something else going on, isn’t there?” Chris said.

			“I’m not hiding anything from you.”

			“I realise that, but I know there’s more. Did Erskine just accept this and roll over? And Sol. What’s he really up to?”

			Trinder looked as if the day had finally sucked everything out of him. “He thinks Dr Kim can talk APS into delaying long enough for him to get Shack operational.”

			“How?”

			“By trading technical secrets for time. Erskine thinks they’ll just shut Nomad down and commandeer it. So she refused.”

			“But Sol can call APS any time. He can fry the whole facility, too. What’s stopping him from taking over?”

			“You ask him. He’s not responding. I can’t tell if he’s giving Erskine the chance to do the right thing. I think that’s part of how he judges people. But it’s a dumb time to do it.”

			“So is Kim a spy after all?” Shit. Maybe I should have shot her there and then. “Damn.”

			“It doesn’t matter. She knows what she knows, and if they decide they want her back, it doesn’t matter why she knows it. She’ll tell them.”

			“I’d take the risk,” Chris said. “Where is she?”

			“She’s not chipped, but Sol must be keeping an eye on her somehow.”

			Chris didn’t spend every waking hour with the detachment, but he’d done enough patrols with them and spent long enough inside Ainatio to fall into the habit of expecting Solomon to pop up in the ether whenever a question needed an answer. The AI’s silence was conspicuous. Chris fished out his Ainatio radio, part of the stash that Fonseca had sneaked out to the camp, and tapped the general frequency. Solomon was bound to be monitoring it. 

			“Sol? Sol, it’s Chris. If I were you, Sol, I’d get off my ass and move Kim to a place where Erskine can’t get at her. Like here. Your call, buddy.”

			He waited a few seconds. There was no response. 

			“He must know what he’s doing,” Trinder said. “I want to believe he’ll pull something off at the last minute, but I think this is down to you and me now.” 

			“Yeah. Let’s go see Doug.” 

			Chris was happier fixing problems for himself anyway. He realised he’d started to think of Solomon as a lifeguard who could always dive in and save people when they got out of their depth, but maybe some things were beyond even him. It was healthy to be reminded of that. Dependence was a weakness. But the AI should have had the decency to tell them that it was their shit to sort out.

			How, though? How do we get out of this?

			Sort out APS.    

			Trinder got into the Caracal and they headed for Doug Brandt’s house. 

			“Is Sol betting on Erskine blinking first?” Chris asked. “Because apart from trading secrets with APS, I don’t think she’s got any other options. She can save some folks or none, but not all. She’s decided to put her tribe first. I did the same. I’d do it again.”

			“Sol wants to save individuals with the right stuff, as he sees it. That’s more like what you did in Baltimore.”

			No, it wasn’t. Chris had made a conscious decision not to save people with the wrong stuff, which wasn’t quite the same thing. His unit had just saved as many as they could of the ones who most needed saving, and anyone who was a risk didn’t make the sort. The thugs and chancers along the way would have been more useful and a lot less effort to move, but they didn’t need rescuing like lone kids, women, and old folk. Chris had made some choices that looked a lot like Erskine’s. 

			“It’s not about how many we save,” he said. “It’s about how many we abandon after we’ve promised to save them. Building people’s hopes and then crushing them is worse than walking by on the other side.”

			Solomon had made promises he was struggling to keep — to himself, to the crazy inventor guy who built him, and, in a roundabout way, to everyone in Kill Line and the transit camp. Chris could have told him that keeping promises always came at a price.
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			So you didn’t want the rich and distinguished to populate your new world, even if they were still around. And you think you can do without the hoi polloi as well, by the looks of things. So who do you think should carry the torch for what’s left of the West? You’ve only got scientists, engineers, and technicians. Maybe that’s a good thing. Maybe it’s not. I don’t know. Skills aren’t personal qualities, though, and that’s what Sol’s interested in.

			Dr Annis Kim, discussing the Elcano list with Alex Gorko

			Transit Camp, Near Kill Line:

			0900 Next Morning

			Chris was struck by how much a crowd of one hundred could change size according to the moment.

			When they’d been trying to get out of Baltimore and find refuge, a hundred had felt like thousands, a struggle to feed, shelter, and protect, even though they managed it. This morning, assembled outside the bar on a beautiful June day in a peaceful wooded landscape, the same crowd looked like a handful. Everyone — everyone — stood in their Sunday best or the nearest they had to a parade uniform, watching as Jared placed the cap on Zakko’s head, presented him with the rifle that he’d already been using for months, and saluted. Zakko returned the salute with a precision that looked like he’d been practising in his cabin for days.

			Jared conducted Zakko’s passing-out ceremony as if it had been done this way since time immemorial. It hadn’t. This was nothing like any passing-out that Chris had ever seen: no parade, no swords, no band, and no displays. It was kind of hard to do it properly when Zakko was the only one passing out and they were fresh out of bands, so Jared was making it up as he went along. But he was good at that kind of thing. He understood symbols and the emotional attachment to them better than Chris ever had. Somehow he made it all into something more meaningful than just handing a guy a battered cap, a rifle, and a heavily-patched jacket. Those everyday objects became talismans that invested Zakko with responsibility for the survival of his tribe. Chris was impressed. 

			“You proved me wrong, Zakko,” Jared said. “And I’ve never been so glad to be mistaken. Welcome to the Community Defence Force. We’ve got a big job ahead of us that isn’t just vital, it’s going to be historic. Play your part and make us proud. Now let’s go eat.”  

			 Chris batted away an insect and waited for the applause to die down. Jared had the inspiration and bonding thing down pat. The best Chris could do was to make things work, and then people followed him because they believed in his competence and steadiness under fire. Charisma was never going to be his thing.

			He caught Jared going into the bar and nudged him with his elbow. “Historic, my ass,” he muttered.

			“Hey, it’s true. We’ll be settling a new world. Pioneers. Hell, how many people get to do that?”

			It was like Jared had forgotten all the issues about surviving salted nukes, accessing a flightworthy ship, and what would happen if they couldn’t take off from here. Chris chose to play along with the optimism. There was no point in focusing on the worst scenario. They’d done all they could and now it was a case of keeping their nerve and seeing what happened next.

			“You’re actually excited about this,” Chris said.

			“Yeah. I am.”

			“Is Marsha?”

			“We wouldn’t be having this conversation if she wasn’t. We’re going to make it. It’ll be a real pain in the ass, but it’s going to happen.”

			Sometimes Chris felt he didn’t have any idea where he was heading and that he was just leading everyone towards a cliff edge. He’d taken a look at the underground shelters in Ainatio, and while they seemed solid enough, any survivors would have a very hard time. They’d be in a dead zone with nowhere to run, at least not nearby. But they still had vehicles. Chris would have preferred to see Jared and Marsha take one of those and drive as far as they could. He’d agonised about it all night. It busted his philosophy of everyone sticking together no matter what, but he couldn’t live with knowing he hadn’t given them a chance. He’d offer them a truck.

			The bar was filling up. Marsha had organised an impressive spread. It was the wrong time of day for cake and sandwiches, let alone beer, but most folks had been up all night, so it probably felt like lunchtime to them. And this wasn’t just Zakko’s big day. It was the last time for a while, maybe ever, that they’d get together to celebrate. 

			Now Chris had to keep Jared’s upbeat tone going. He walked up to the bar and climbed onto a table to make himself heard.

			“Ladies, gentlemen — I know I owe you a speech, but I’m pretty crap at that, so we’re here to say well done to Zakko for all the sweat and commitment he’s put in to serving this community. Take a bow, Zakko.” Chris paused and spread his arms to get the cheers and clapping going. “I’m sorry I have to uproot you all again. But we’ve come through some pretty bad times in one piece, and we’re going to come through this the same way. So relax, eat everything you can lay your hands on, and we’ll be taking you over to Ainatio a group at a time when they’re ready for us.”

			At least this was better than Baltimore. Nobody had to run, nobody had to worry about being robbed or shot or worse, and there was time and room for everyone to take their few possessions with them. Chris was thankful for that. 

			Jamie’s picture and the regimental colours were still on the shelf behind the bar. Chris knew he had to pack them away, but he couldn’t bring himself to do it, not yet. He’d leave them there until the last evacuee had gone. Taking down the little memorial too soon would feel like stopping Jamie from joining the party. It was crazy. Chris was sure he didn’t believe in that kind of thing, but just like his need to rebury Jamie on Opis, he felt in his gut that it had to be done. He’d leave the picture there for a while, then, and make sure it was the last thing he took with him tonight when he secured the huts.

			Secure the huts. Who am I kidding? There’s nobody left to rob us. And there’ll just be a mountain of radioactive splinters left after APS creams us.

			But he’d secure the camp anyway and run down the flag. Discipline had kept them going before, never skipping routine tasks even when it seemed pointless or just too hard, and he wasn’t about to drop it now. It was all part of the mental process of endurance that eventually brought them out alive.   

			He grabbed some cake and went into the kitchen to see how things were going. Marsha, Jeanie, Nathan, and Nathan’s mom — Amy — were emptying the refrigerators, putting more food on trays. It was a lot to expect people to eat all that today, but they were going to be hanging around for hours waiting to be moved out, and food was a good way to pass the time.

			“Great cake, Marsha,” Chris said. 

			“Thanks. Keep eating. So when you’ve transferred everyone, you’re going to go help ship out the Kill Line folks, yeah?”

			“Yeah. That’s going to take at least twelve hours. All night, probably.” He handed her the security key to the APC. “Hey, it’s fuelled up. If you and Jared want to, just ram it full of supplies, get in, and drive as far as you can.”

			Marsha looked at the key for a while. It was very old, one of the slot-card types designed to insert in dog tags. “Chris, you’re a sweetheart, but no thanks.”

			“It’s not like I want to see the back of you two, but — shit, you’re my best buddies. I don’t care if what I’m doing is fair or not. You could reach the coast.”

			Marsha stuck her arm through his. “Don’t laugh at me, but I know I was spared for a reason. We all were. You think we survived because we all stuck together, but I say we all stuck together because we were meant to. My life’s been handed back to me to do something that matters. I know we need to stay here with everyone and it’s what we’re meant to do.” She stepped back and made that little jokey gesture of fanning her face with her hand, flustered and embarrassed. “Go on, tell me I’m full of woo-woo. I know it. But I don’t see you saddling up and riding off into the sunset. So you know you’re meant to be here as well.”

			“There’s meant to be and need to be. Maybe it’s the same thing.” Chris decided that if anyone else wanted to take a vehicle and make a run for it after they’d finished moving everyone else, he wouldn’t argue, which would cancel out the sin of breaking his own stick-together rule for a friend. “But I can’t leave. You can’t walk away when someone’s counting on you.” 

			“Chris, you’re not going to change history and make your dad a better person by trying to be everything he wasn’t.”

			“That’s not why I do it.”

			“Sure looks like it.”

			Chris just didn’t want anyone else to feel betrayed the way that he had been, more than once and by those he trusted most. If he couldn’t find it in himself to trust others now, at least he could make sure other people’s trust in him wasn’t misplaced. 

			No, I trust the guys here. And Trinder. And Doug Brandt. That’s plenty. I don’t need to trust the whole world.  

			“I like to keep my word,” he said. “That’s all.”

			Marsha handed him a big cake in a plastic container. “Okay, take this over to Trinder.”

			“Damn, that’ll make us family.”

			“You guys are forming your own little joint force anyway. Go on. Off you go.”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			When Chris rode up to the Ainatio gates, now unmanned but monitored, they swung open for him. He parked the quad bike near the main doors and tried to raise Trinder on the radio. The corporal answered instead, the guy he’d first spoken to when he found Kim, and told him to head down to level U3 and try the radio again. Ainatio had just given Chris free run of the place. He couldn’t have imagined that six months ago. 

			He clutched the box of cake to his chest, wondering what he’d say if he ran into Erskine, but he wasn’t sure if he’d even recognise her. Coups weren’t supposed to be like this. There wasn’t even a demarcation line to mark territorial boundaries. It was like two teams occupying the same space in different dimensions, but the facility was big enough to make it easy to stay out of someone’s way. 

			The ground floor was busy with people, mostly the detachment, but there were a few civvies as well, and they all had that odd calm of people who’d made up their minds that this was going to be their last stand and there was no point in worrying about it any more. Chris had been at that stage a few times. He wondered now if it was clarity or simply overload. Did it matter? It got you through the day.

			They’d regret not removing Erskine, though, or at least not locking her up. Solomon could still be staging some elaborate distraction, ready to turn the tables on her, but Chris had now placed his bet on the AI being too civilised, just like Trinder. Poor old Sol: for all his stupendous intellect, he still seemed to think people would do the decent thing if he gave them the chance and behaved like a gentleman. Chris suspected that Trinder wasn’t quite as naive, but he’d hadn’t had to make truly ruthless, essential decisions yet, the kind that you had to forget afterwards.

			I have. I’ll do it for him if it needs doing.  

			Chris waited for the freight elevator. A bot rolled up beside him, a plain metal load carrier stacked with inch-thick mattresses that would plump up instantly into full-depth ones when bent with a little force. Chris remembered guys setting them off in the barracks for laughs during basic training, although they hadn’t found it quite so funny when they got three months’ shit-pit duty for it. The bot scanned him with a quick swipe of light to work out if it could fit in the elevator with him, then paused and rescanned the rifle slung over his shoulder before resuming its passive mode. Chris hadn’t seen one like that for years. 

			But Ainatio was full of bots of all shapes and sizes, and now he understood why the company had specialised in them for so many years. It wasn’t just about making money. It was about developing autonomous bots for space, to do the work that was too dangerous for humans or to lay the groundwork for manned missions. Damn, Bednarz had been one single-minded son of a bitch. Everything Ainatio had done on his watch had been geared towards Nomad. Bednarz couldn’t have foreseen that the bots would be needed to replace a dwindling population, but he’d covered all the bases. Chris adjusted his verdict on the man from creepy nerd to prophet.

			“After you,” Chris said as the elevator doors opened, but the bot waited until he stepped in first. “Hey, Sol? You around?” 

			Chris knew the AI could hear him on some level of awareness, but he tried not to view Solomon’s silence as some kind of cyber-sulk. This wasn’t like his mom cutting him dead at the dinner table for a week to make a point about something. This was just Sol choosing to focus elsewhere. It wasn’t personal. Chris had done nothing to offend the AI.

			“Okay, you’re busy,” Chris said. “Sorry.”

			“My apologies, Chris.” The voice drifted out of the speaker in the elevator. “Yes, I was trying to cut corners again with Shackleton, but repurposing parts takes the time that it takes.”

			“Cutting corners is never a good look where space stuff’s concerned.” 

			“I can make no promises, but I feel more positive now than I did yesterday.” 

			“Is that why you’re talking to us again?”

			“Perhaps.”

			“So do you have some plan we don’t know about?”

			“I’m continuing to re-evaluate the situation.”

			That was a non-answer worthy of a politician. The elevator stopped on U3 and Chris got out to let the bot exit, then leaned against the doors to keep them open while he finished his conversation with Solomon.

			“Sol, I know you’re a million times smarter than me, but have you ever heard the saying, ‘It’s too quiet’? Well, it is. Don’t assume Erskine’s going to honour a ceasefire just because you do. Humans aren’t like that. And women... what they lack in upper body strength, they make up for by stabbing you in the back.”

			“I try not to escalate a situation.”

			Chris lowered his voice. “Yeah, well, let me put it like this. You’ve got two cards to play, the FTL data and Kim. Non-violent cards, anyway. If Erskine’s as bad as my ex, she’s going to wipe or doctor that data so that it’s useless, if she hasn’t done it already. And I’d make sure I stashed Dr Kim somewhere safe.”

			“Thank you. I understand what you’re saying. Dr Kim knows she’s a likely target.”

			“Sometimes I think you’re tough, Sol, but then I worry that they set your morality chip too high.”

			“It’s not a chip.”

			“That was a joke.”

			“I know.”

			“Well, cover your ass, okay?”

			“Chris, if those were the non-violent cards, what did you have in mind for the violent ones?”

			“If Erskine really is the only problem standing in your way, shoot her. Or I can do it.”

			“She isn’t, and I’m sure she’ll see sense. But I’m grateful for your offer.”

			“Any time.”

			“Did you really have a violent and lawless past?”

			“Yeah, sorry. Have you taken me off your righteous meat-bag list?”

			“I take the view that you’ve saved many more than you’ve harmed.” 

			“Maybe.” So AIs made excuses for their favourites just like regular people did. “I can’t tell.”

			“It’s possible to be moral and kill people, isn’t it?”

			That sounded like a personal question rather than a general observation. “Yeah. I think it is.”

			“I’ve thought about it a lot recently. I’m a moral AI who’s killed men. I wonder what that makes me.”

			“Buddy, that makes you one of us,” Chris said. The last thing anyone needed right now was a guilt-ridden AI. “A soldier.” 

			“Thank you.”

			Chris adjusted his hold on the cake box. “Okay, I’ve got to deliver this, but you know where to find me.”

			He followed the signage to the section allocated to the transit camp. Fonseca stepped out just before he reached the doors.

			“Saw you coming,” she said. “Come and take a look.”

			The underground floors were divided into warehouse-sized compartments. Space wasn’t a problem, but privacy was. Chris had imagined the evacuees would end up with something that looked like a county emergency centre, rows of mattresses on the floor of a basketball court, but Fonseca’s team had divided the space into cubicles.

			“Hey, this is great.” Chris walked down the paths between them, peering inside. The units all had individual lighting, some form of bed, and a table with seats. “Your guys must have been working all night.”

			“Bots. They’re really good at dividing up a space and building composite structures.” Fonseca spread her arms and pointed to both ends of the chamber like a flight attendant. “Showers, toilets, and food prep facilities on both sides.”

			“How are you going to decontaminate the water?” 

			“Underground source. We never drew water from the river.”

			“So this is a bunker.”

			“Almost. It may well be enough.”

			So maybe we are going to make it. It was the first time Chris had let himself think that. “Great. Can we start shipping people in, then?” He handed Fonseca the box. “Jared’s wife sent this cake over, by the way. From Zakko’s passing-out.”

			“Damn, we promised to come. Sorry. Don’t worry, we’ll have time for a few beers with him while we’re waiting this out.” She made surviving sound like a done deal. “Hey, here’s Dan. Good luck with Kill Line.”

			Trinder appeared, screen in hand. Fonseca’s optimism, nicely laid-out shelter, and shared cake receded into a distant past right away.

			“I just spoke to Doug Brandt,” Trinder said. “We’ve got a few problems.”

			“Livestock?”

			“You’re clairvoyant.”

			“No, I’ve got Dieter fretting about his dogs, so I could see it coming.” 

			“I don’t think we can save the livestock. Even if we could get them into shelters, they won’t have any grazing when the fallout clears. And if they survive that, I still don’t know how we’ll put them in cryo. But we’ll deal with that when it happens.”

			“Give me a moment up top to call Jared and get our people moving, and then we’ll go sort this out.”

			“I don’t want to take you away from your own evacuation.”

			“We said we’d help out with yours once we finished moving our people. They can do that without me, but if we’re going to hit any delay with Kill Line, I want to head it off now. I don’t want my guys having to rescue stragglers at the last minute. You never know how good APDU’s timekeeping is. If the bombs are a few minutes early, that’s the difference between making it back here and getting caught on the surface.”

			“We’d cover the stragglers, but I take your point.” 

			“Let’s do it, then.”

			Chris read the op order on the Caracal’s dashboard screen while Trinder drove. It was well organised: names, the order and time in which households had to be moved, the troops responsible for them, and where people had to be taken once inside the facility. Time would be tight, but it was doable even if some ended up sleeping on floors while the bots caught up with mattresses. There wasn’t much leeway in the timetable for coaxing people out of their farms and businesses or chasing animals, though.

			“So who’s refusing to leave?” Chris asked.

			“Liam Dale. Dairy, mostly. Some pigs and chickens.”

			“Oh, yeah. I remember him from the meeting.”

			“Where do they think we’re going to put herds of cows and pigs and enough feed for a couple of weeks?” Trinder asked. “Let alone dispose of or store their shit in an enclosed space. Hell, all the gases it gives off. It’s dangerous.”

			“Unless they’re willing to settle for transporting frozen embryos and semen, this conversation was going to have to happen sooner or later.” Chris wished people could think these things through. “How were you planning to produce meat on Opis?”

			“Vat-grown. We already do that here anyway.”

			“Well, I’m happy to spell it out for them,” Chris said. 

			“Thanks, but it’s my responsibility. Maybe it’d help if I took a couple of them inside to show them what the space is like and why it isn’t going to work, but that’s just more time wasted.”

			There would be no happy outcomes to any of this. Chris stared out the side window on the short drive, imagining himself telling the farmer that he could choose to face the bombing in a cowshed, but that Chris wouldn’t be risking anyone else’s life by sending someone out to save him. It felt like a rehearsal for drawing the line. He didn’t like himself for it, but this wasn’t like Dieter’s dogs. The dogs were Dieter’s kids. The farmer’s animals were going to end up on a plate, either in the short term or at the end of their milking, egg-laying, or wool-producing lives. It was just a matter of how and when. 

			As the Caracal turned into the town, Chris thought he heard a gunshot. Trinder parked the vehicle and switched off the engine. They listened. A second gunshot followed. Chris jumped out, rifle ready, and Trinder drew his sidearm. 

			“Too late for shooting rabbits for the pot tonight,” he said.

			They stood trying to work out which direction the shots were coming from. A shotgun was routine background noise in a rural community, but events had reshaped Chris’s idea of what was normal now, and evidently Trinder’s as well. 

			They headed into the town centre, unsure of what they were going to find. When they reached the brewery and turned into the main square, people were wheeling crates and furniture into the town hall, which the 3-D map showed as having deep cellars. It looked like people were saving whatever goods they couldn’t carry with them. Chris wasn’t sure if it was optimism or habit, but most of the stuff wouldn’t be going to Opis if anyone survived. Maybe that didn’t matter.   

			Joanne, Doug Brandt’s wife, was standing outside the town hall with an old-fashioned clipboard, ticking things off a list and chatting. Chris stood back and tapped his temple to acknowledge her. Trinder went up to her and had a word.

			Putt. Another gunshot, a little distance away. Chris had now worked out what was going on. Trinder came back, shaking his head.

			“He’s shooting them, isn’t he?” Chris said. “The cows. Liam’s shooting his cows.”

			“No, apparently that’s not him. The guy doing the shooting is the one with the sheep.”

			“Liam’s got a wife and kids, hasn’t he?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Are they staying with him?”

			“No, they’re already in the shelter.”

			Chris didn’t understand how a man could wave goodbye to his family when they needed him most, then sit down to die with his animals. “He needs to see the outside world. This has to be one of the few towns left in the country where nobody’s lost family.”

			“Yeah, I know.”

			“Ah, shit.” Chris had seen the photos in Trinder’s quarters. He didn’t need to remind the guy. “Sorry. Didn’t think.”

			Trinder shook his head. “No problem.”

			They found Liam feeding his pigs in a field. The bare earth looked like it had been churned up by armoured vehicles, and some of the pigs were stretched out in the shade of corrugated shelters, not ready to venture out into the heat of the day. Others were milling around Liam, ears flapping. 

			Trinder called out from the fence. “Mr Dale, I’ve got the schedule for your move.”

			Liam turned. The pigs crowded around him, trying to put their snouts in his bucket. “I’ve told your people I’m not going if I can’t bring my animals.”

			“What about your family?”

			“You mind your own business.”

			“Okay, you come and look at the shelter and tell us where we can put them all. Because I’m damned if I know.” 

			“I’m not stupid. I know the difficulties.”

			“You probably won’t survive the fallout. Come on, Mr Dale, please. You can’t let your kids grow up without a dad.”

			“I don’t need parenting lessons from you, thanks.”

			“Okay.” Chris interrupted, trying to steer Trinder away from a pointless argument. “Let’s leave Liam to think about this. He’s got until noon tomorrow. Plenty of time.”

			Trinder tried again. “Mr Dale, can you start over with breeding pairs? Two or three of each?” Chris thought it was asking for trouble to give in to him, but maybe Trinder was playing for time. The closer it got to a deadline, the more people tended to focus on stark priorities. “Because we can’t house hundreds of animals safely even for a few days. But a dozen... well, we might.”

			Liam put the bucket down and walked a few paces towards them, jaws clenched. The pigs seized the opportunity and tipped the bucket over, shoving each other aside to snatch the best bits.

			 Chris hoped the guy wasn’t going to start anything. The one thing he couldn’t do was walk away from physical violence, and guys could generally read that about him, so maybe Liam could too. But there was a fence in the way to bolster the farmer’s courage, and he was scared about bigger things than Chris punching the crap out of him. That made him unpredictable. Chris was ready to swing.

			Shit, I thought I’d grown out of this.

			“Is it true that Ainatio could stop it all?” Liam asked. “Have they got something APS wants? Are we being sacrificed for their trade secrets?”

			Chris had no idea how the rumour had reached Kill Line, but Liam wasn’t that far off the mark. He didn’t dare look at Trinder because that would have seemed like confirmation. 

			“I don’t think trade secrets are an issue here,” Trinder said. “But we’re doing everything we can to talk APS out of this.”

			Liam pointed a finger at him. “If we live through this — tell Erskine we’ll be coming for her. We kept you alive and this is how you repay us. You’re destroying the town. You’re destroying us.”

			Trinder didn’t take the bait. “I’ll call you later today,” he said. “Please, have a think about it.”

			Chris walked back to the Caracal and climbed in. If they were going to go through this with every livestock farmer, it would turn into a free-for-all. Maybe Trinder was right, though. If they were letting people bring family pets, maybe a few farm animals were worth the trouble. They might even need to eat them later.

			“I played that all wrong,” Trinder said, starting the vehicle. “But I think he’s got to be able to tell himself he didn’t give in without a fight. Emotional stuff, herds and bloodlines.”

			Chris remembered a woman waiting on her shattered doorstep for her husband, refusing to leave with the convoy until the guy got home. It would be any minute now, she said, but it looked like she’d been waiting for days. Chris had had to move on. Maybe the guy never came home, and maybe he showed up minutes later. Chris tried never to think about things he couldn’t go back and change. 

			“There’s no right answer to any of this, Dan.”

			“How the hell did they hear about Erskine and Kim’s deal?”

			“Can’t keep things quiet forever. Not now we’re mixing with them so much.”

			“Yeah, but that’s a pretty obscure argument that’s going on between a few senior people.”

			“Maybe not. You’ve got hundreds of disgruntled Ainatio people smart enough to know some stuff and piece together the rest. And it doesn’t matter. It’s probably true and everyone’s going to find out sooner or later anyway.”

			 Trinder headed back to the facility. “Well, that bodes well for the future. Assuming any of this works, and we end up on Opis, then it’s going to be kind of hard to live together as a community. We’ll start our new world with a ready-made feud.”

			“But at least we’ll have that new world,” Chris said. “And we’ve still got time. Who knows what Sol’s going to pull out of the fire?”

			As they passed the town, they heard more gunshots. Trinder shook his head and said nothing. Chris tried to imagine how something could be salvaged, but it was already too late for the guy slaughtering his sheep. 

			“Damn shame,” Trinder said at last.

			Chris thought of the woman waiting on the doorstep for her no-show husband, and all the people he’d come across on the convoy’s journey but left behind. 

			I abandoned them, one way or another. But I never asked them to trust me and then let them down. Can’t save everyone. Do what you can and move on.

			“Yeah,” Chris said. “It’s a shame.”

			* * *

			Director’s Suite, Ainatio Park Research Centre:

			1415 Hours

			A small, scruffy flatbed truck pulled up outside the main entrance, looking like a prop from a war movie. 

			Erskine watched it on the security monitor. It was an olive drab State Defence vehicle with pockmarked side panels, carrying what appeared to be two or three families with children ranging from toddlers to teenagers. Erskine had expected people showing signs of privation, but apart from their anxious expressions, they looked more like long-haul passengers whose airport transfer hadn’t shown up than desperate refugees. One of Trinder’s men helped them down from the back of the truck and put their meagre luggage, all rucksacks, on a trolley bot.

			Every hour, something new reminded Erskine that the launch countdown was in progress right now, not at some timetabled point in the future. She’d grown so used to thinking at least forty-five years ahead that the steady march of a humble office clock ticking down to tomorrow kept catching her unawares.

			Berman stuck his head around the open door. “Director, it’s your call from APS via their orbital. Colonel Su-Jin.”  

			She took a few deep breaths to steady her voice. This probably confirmed her suspicion that Solomon hadn’t had the balls to risk calling APS himself, but she’d play this carefully. He’d be listening. He was also capable of interrupting and hijacking the call, but there was nothing she could do about that without cutting it off. This was probably her last chance to change the way that the next day would play out.  

			“Put her through.” 

			“Good afternoon, Miss Erskine.”

			The deference to her time zone made it feel incongruously polite. “Good morning, Colonel. The situation hasn’t changed here since we last spoke, I’m afraid. We don’t have the ability to move this many people, and even if we did, there’s nowhere we could relocate them, even temporarily. I have to ask you for more time to prepare our ships.”

			“And where would you go in them once repaired?”

			“Initially, to the orbitals. Three of the four are only disused docks, but we don’t have other options.” If Su-Jin already knew that they’d be heading out of the solar system, then whatever Erskine said now was only going to make matters worse. Nobody liked a liar. “Perhaps we’d ask for refuge in South America or Britain. Wherever we go, it has to be better than staying here.”

			“And how long would you require?”

			“Another two or three months.”

			“By that time, the contamination will have advanced much further. I’m afraid that’s too long. I regret this very much, but I must weigh the futures of five billion APS citizens against this. I have no choice. Can you save nobody?”

			“We have space for eleven hundred in one ship that’s flightworthy, but not for the remaining sixteen hundred.” Erskine thought briefly about telling Su-Jin about Kim and seeing what happened, but the idea evaporated in a second. If Kim really was their agent, they’d want to talk to her and the lid would be off. But Erskine decided to risk a diluted version to test the water. “We have people here with families in Fiji and Australia. APS states. We’re not strangers, Colonel. We have a great deal in common.”

			There was a brief pause. “So what measures are you taking?”

			“We’ve set up shelters in the underground storage floors. They’re not dedicated bunkers, but it’s all we can do now.”

			“This might be little comfort, Miss Erskine, but the ordnance we plan to use this time contains magnesium and is for a smaller area than those we’ve used on other occasions. So returning is possible relatively quickly. Perhaps two weeks.” It all sounded so tidy, like they were discussing how long it would take the smell of paint to dissipate after the decorator had left. “We do not set out to kill civilians. That might mean that many of your people will survive if the shelters are deep and well sealed.”

			Erskine needed to hear that, but she had the feeling that Su-Jin needed to say it, true or not. Neither of them seemed to be about to discuss what would happen afterwards if anyone made it through the initial strikes. Erskine told herself what she’d tried hard to believe during a sleepless night: that there was enough food to keep people alive until another shuttle could be launched, and somehow Solomon would re-establish the link with Shackleton after the blast and finish the job. 

			It had been a comforting best scenario. Now her own life depended on it. 

			I don’t believe it, though, do I? Or else I wouldn’t sacrifice everything to launch Elcano. I wouldn’t be putting Solomon out of action to make sure it happens. Because he’s the only way we’re getting out if we survive. 

			“I hope we’ve made the right call,” Erskine said. “Because I plan to stay. This might be our last conversation. If the situation here changes, I’ll contact you.”

			“Of course,” Su-Jin said. “Good day, Miss Erskine. I hope your safety measures are successful.”

			Erskine sat back in her chair and shut her eyes. She wondered if Solomon was going to pop up, but he remained silent. 

			Have I missed anything?

			Don’t weaken. Not now.

			It was hard to imagine that China or Korea would listen politely to the revelations about Nomad and then agree to let Ainatio get on with it while APS concentrated on colonising the solar system. It wasn’t going to happen. What Ainatio had found, done, and kept to itself would change human history, and it wouldn’t be forgiven. Erskine had argued this out in her own mind so many times before that she wondered why she was still raking it over. There was nothing more she could do. Like Colonel Su-Jin, she’d weighed some people against others, and recognised that some couldn’t be saved.

			Possibly. Probably. Either way, that now includes me. 

			She had two tasks left: to neutralise Solomon, and to deal with Kim. Erskine still had misgivings about exporting a loose cannon to Opis, but she couldn’t have her shot now even if she wanted to. Trinder had all the firearms. Someone had even disabled the 3-D printers and erased all the weapons templates. For a man she’d seen as unimaginative and compliant, Trinder had certainly worked out how to stage a military coup, even if it was a politely restrained one.

			Now, where was Kim?

			Erskine went back to watching the security camera feeds on her monitor, looking for her in the increasingly crowded public areas that were filling up with complete strangers. The woman had to eat and use the bathroom like anyone else, so there was always the chance that she’d try to slip back in now under the cover of crowded confusion. But the only familiar faces Erskine noticed were ones who weren’t on the Elcano list. Those picked to leave were absent. It was as if they couldn’t stand to look their unlucky co-workers in the eye. Perhaps they were just busy packing, though, because the trackers showed large clusters in the accommodation blocks. Erskine tried to be charitable. What could you say to friends and colleagues you thought were going to die?

			There were faces she hardly knew and probably couldn’t put a first name to, even after all these years. Fifteen hundred people, the remnant of a massive global company, the remnant of an entire state — she should have made a point of knowing them all by now. 

			She took another look at the feed from the staff restaurant. It was fairly full, and at one table a group of lab technicians and medical staff were deep in grim conversation. A woman was in tears, hands clasped on the table, and one of the men reached out and put his hand on top of hers. It was hard to interpret it as anything other than friends — or lovers — who were hours from being separated forever. 

			Erskine could have been wrong. She’d have to check the list again. But she couldn’t shake off an unkind thought: if this really was a case of lovers facing separation, why hadn’t the one leaving decided to stay behind? Mendoza was staying for his patients, and that was only a temporary professional relationship. The emergency had become an uncomfortable lens on people’s personalities. It was getting too painful.

			She pushed back her chair. “Phil, I’m going to see Alex. I might be a while.”

			She only had to take the elevator and walk the long corridor of the management and admin floor to get to Alex’s office without running into anyone. It was busier today, though, with people rushing around to deal with the coming influx of evacuees. Liz Kent, Greg’s wife, caught her in the corridor.

			“I hear you’re not going now,” she said. 

			“I’m too old and I don’t have the skills a new colony needs.” 

			“Well, everyone thought you’d save yourself, and knowing that you haven’t has made them think. But then you could have found a way to escape to Asia years ago, couldn’t you? You had the money, you had the contacts in Hong Kong and Singapore... but you didn’t go.”

			Erskine wasn’t sure how to take that. She didn’t want to be seen as a saint. She’d simply taken the least painful path for herself. “It’s not some noble sacrifice. My only goal was to see the colony established, not to live there.”

			“What about the kids in the town?” Liz asked. 

			“We’ve been through this. There’s nothing we can do.”

			Liz looked down at the floor, blinking. “Let’s hope Solomon can get everyone out of here afterwards. Or will he transfer himself to Elcano? I haven’t really thought what life might be like without him. It’s bad enough not being able to talk to him.”

			“I don’t know what Solomon’s plans are,” Erskine said. “But we have enough AI capability on board to get Elcano to Opis. And that’s all we need.”

			Liz looked baffled, but Erskine didn’t give her a chance to continue the conversation. She carried on, wondering what it might be like to be cooped up with an angry Solomon down here.

			If we survive.

			When she reached the office, Alex had the passenger list displayed on the screen wall. He stood in front of it, moving numbered names around with his fingertip, then stepped back to rearrange a separate list on one side of the screen. Erskine looked at the last number in the sequence and realised they were some way short of eleven hundred names. The sidebar list had to be those who weren’t going. Her name was on it, and so was Alex’s.

			“So where are we now?” she asked.

			Alex didn’t turn around. “Mendoza’s had to make seven of his people go. They need twenty medically-trained staff to handle the cryo process.”

			“Damn, is everyone determined to have their Alamo moment?”

			He tapped the sidebar list. “You too, then.”

			“It’s better for everyone that way.”

			“So what do we do with all the extra places?”

			Erskine was too tired to count them herself. “How many?”

			“At the moment, seventy-two.” Alex still didn’t turn around to face her. “That might change as we get nearer to the launch, obviously.”

			“I was expecting more of an undignified scramble for the lifeboats. I’m surprised how many have opted out.”

			“Scrambling might well happen at the last minute. But remember that a lot of folks think Opis is as risky as staying here and hunkering down. We keep forgetting that none of them joined the company to go into space. And then we’ve got adults who won’t leave without their mom or dad. Not everyone defaults to me, me, me.”

			“Do people know there are spare seats?”

			“I haven’t announced anything yet. It’s too fluid. I don’t want to give people hope and then jerk it away again.”

			“Any swaps?”

			“Some. If we can’t fill all the places, maybe we should offer them to evacuees with children.”

			“We’ll still have plenty of our own people needing berths.”

			“Can you live with leaving kids behind? No, don’t answer that. I don’t want to know if it’s a yes.”

			“We still don’t have places for every child. Not without leaving parents behind.”

			“And estranged parents. Interesting that some single parents here have identified who fathered their kid, and he’s not on the list. Nothing messier than family.”

			“Ask Chris Montello if he wants places for his troops.”

			“Seriously? That’s kind of sick, even for you.”

			“He can have Trinder’s job. Unless his troops have changed their minds.”

			“Okay, I’ll check. If only to see Montello’s reaction.”

			Erskine could hear voices outside in the passage, just the burble of conversation getting closer and louder. She looked around. A couple of engineers paused in the doorway, then muttered an apology and went away again.  

			 “You realise we’re both going to be stuck here, don’t you?” Erskine said.

			“Yeah.”

			“So we need to get along. There’ll be a lot to do if we survive.”

			“Director, I’m getting on with you right now. But this is as pally as it’s going to get.” Alex finally turned around to face her. “If we survive, there might not be much above ground that isn’t trashed, we won’t have anywhere else to go except Shackleton, and you won’t be the one deciding what happens next. The power’s going to shift to the emergency-oriented types with guns. Trinder, Montello, and the special forces guys. We go or we die. Those are the only outcomes.” He turned back to the board, arms folded. “Unless we’re made of the same stuff as Annis Kim or the transit camp folks and we’re prepared to try travelling overland to... I don’t know. Where?”

			“Alex, if you think I’m such a monster that you’ve washed your hands of me, why haven’t you put in a call to APS?” Erskine had to be careful what she said while Solomon could hear her. “You’ve got access to the data they need. Kim’s been in the building the whole time and I bet Solomon would find her for you. I could try to stop you, but Solomon could shut me out any number of ways. So if the solution’s so obvious, if I’m all that’s standing between everyone and salvation, why haven’t you acted?”

			“You know, I should have.”

			“But you haven’t. Either because you don’t have the balls, or because you know I’m right and that APS would halt everything, isolate Ingram’s team, and start working on moving their own people in. They could ship out huge numbers, far more than we ever could.”

			“Does that matter?”

			“You obviously think it does, or you would have done something by now. In fact, nobody here is demanding it, as far as I can see. Because they know what’s bound to happen. What if Kim set all this up? The timing of this die-back outbreak’s pretty convenient.”

			“Yeah, but she’s never had access to the plant labs, and it’s definitely our own strain. And she’s got no way of calling home.”

			“As far as we know.”

			“If she engineered this, why didn’t she suggest doing a deal?”

			That stopped Erskine for a moment. It was true. Kim might have suggested it to Solomon, though, and it wouldn’t even have needed a direct conversation. He monitored almost everything. He’d pick up on the smallest detail, the most throwaway comment, even a note left on a screen.  

			Erskine checked her watch. It was nearly time. “Call me if you need me.” 

			She patted her pocket to make sure she had her two-way radio and a flashlight. In twenty minutes, the power to all the buildings on the site would start shutting down, block by block, floor by floor. She needed to talk to Ingram while she still had a comms link. This would be the last contact for a very long time. When she returned to her office, Berman was waiting in the outer lobby.

			“All ready, ma’am?”

			“I think so. Are you?”

			“Whenever you say.”

			Erskine sat down at her desk and switched on the wall screen. Now that the camp was populated, she had the option of the exterior view from the security cameras or the comms portal menu. She selected the comms, tapped CO PERSONAL and leaned back in her chair, gazing around the room while she waited for Ingram to respond. What time of day was it on Opis? It didn’t matter. She had to speak to Ingram right now.

			Berman slipped into the room and stood to one side. Ingram appeared on the screen against the backdrop of her cabin, standing in front of her desk. 

			“Hello, Director. What can I do for you?”

			“Captain, we have a few issues here right now.” There was no way of knowing what Solomon had told the Cabot team. It was almost as if he had separate, parallel lives going on. “Has Solomon briefed you?” 

			“He said he’d be tied up on Shackleton, so we’ve not been bothering him. He mentioned that you’d had some issue with die-back spreading and that you probably needed to bring forward the mission dates.” 

			“Yes, it’s on the move again.”

			“Is there a problem? Apart from die-back, that is.”

			“Actually, yes. There is.” Erskine kept an eye on the clock at the top of her screen. The shutdown was supposed to be timed to the second, but she wasn’t relying on it. “We’ve run into a few difficulties. We’re going to have to cut the FTL link. We’ve lost Solomon now, and... well, we’re attempting to launch our shuttle tomorrow.”

			“Wait, what? I was talking to Sol a few hours ago.”

			“We’ve had to adjust our plans. The FTL link is now a security risk. We’re cutting the link.”

			Ingram was speechless for a moment. “What security risk?”

			“We’re running out of time.”

			“Then spit it out. Just tell us the bloody truth.”

			“You never expected FTL support anyway.”

			“True, but we’ve got it now and we want to keep it. What do you mean by ‘lost Solomon’? What the hell’s happening down there?” Ingram stood hands on hips in front of the cam, all gold braid and anger. “You hang on, ma’am, and you damn well explain — ”

			Erskine closed the link. The wall panel turned black. She’d already wasted too much time talking. Solomon must have heard what she’d said, and it would only take him seconds to jump to Opis, but there was nothing he could do to prevent the link being cut, not without transferring to a bot frame and physically stopping an engineer. That would take real time.

			“I’m ready,” she said to her collar mike. Cullen, Beck, and Kent were standing by. She turned to Berman. “Yes?”

			Berman nodded. As soon as the power was cut, Beck and Cullen would disable the site’s main link to the orbital and destroy enough components to make sure any repairs wouldn’t be complete before Elcano was on her way. That left the external mast as Solomon’s only link, and Greg Kent had already moved his bots into position.

			If all this worked, she’d send eleven hundred people to Opis in Elcano. If it failed, then the whole project might fail with it. Whatever happened, her future was going to be a difficult one.

			* * *

			Ainatio Park Research Centre:

			1745 hours 

			The gaps began.

			A sudden pinpoint of silence that had once been the link to Nomad opened up in Solomon’s mind — and then another, and another, and another.

			Things that had been at the back of his consciousness for so long that their constancy had made them invisible suddenly winked out of existence. Their absence pulsed like warning beacons. The voids were coming thick and fast now: lighting, environmental controls, bot navigation, and manufacturing, all disappearing from his oversight, floor by floor, building by building.

			Someone was shutting down the power to the entire site.

			So that’s why you’ve cut the comms to Opis.

			I really hoped you wouldn’t do this, Director. 

			If Erskine thought she could trap him, she was going about it the wrong way. Solomon had already planned for the worst. He also thought and moved faster than any human. It took him a second to disconnect from the slaved AIs to avoid crashing them and route down to the bot store on level U4, a floor still fully powered and lit. The heavyweight sapper unit was charged and waiting for him.

			But it was his own fault that he’d ended up like this. Erskine had called his bluff. She’d guessed right: he hadn’t been willing to sacrifice lives, even if many of the staff selected for Elcano wouldn’t have passed his suitability test. This shutdown showed Erskine’s plan for what it was. There was no need for her to disable him if she only wanted access to the ship: she already had the option of overriding the lockout manually, inconvenient and risky though that was. She intended to power him down completely.

			Temporarily, while she does something I’d override, or is she trying to destroy me? 

			If he’d been in her position and wanted to trap an AI, he’d have shut down all the power at once, but perhaps she couldn’t co-ordinate something like that without using internal comms and alerting him, although she’d obviously managed to talk with her co-conspirators outside his surveillance range. 

			Solomon could see what was coming. Erskine needed to drive him out of the network and into a standalone platform that she could physically destroy. 

			Fine. He could handle anything in the sapper frame. If she thought she was manipulating him, he’d overestimated her tactical skills. This was exactly where he needed to be in an emergency, in a heavily armoured bot that had nothing to fear.

			He adjusted to the different perspective and realised that he felt better for being high off the ground. It didn’t affect his efficiency, because bot sensors gave him better input than any eye, but he’d absorbed the human instinct that equated height with combat advantage. He was big. He’d win the fight. Now he needed to retrieve Annis Kim from the access passage. He’d search for her by body heat. 

			Solomon trotted towards the stairs. How had he been so naive? Chris had warned him that Erskine wouldn’t honour a ceasefire. Solomon knew humans often didn’t reciprocate, but that was theory, and he was astonished to find how very different reality felt. That was how he was designed. Bednarz should have put him through much more painful training to understand all this fully.

			But I’ve learned now. However much my mind resembles a human’s, I don’t make the same mistake twice. 

			Chris, with his clear sense of who he was fighting for, had shown him exactly what his priorities were — the people who were here now, irreplaceable individuals, not the hypothetical future they might create. He’d get Kim a link to APS and trade the data. Erskine might be right, and the project would be hijacked by APS, but they couldn’t take over everything immediately, and all Solomon needed was a stay of execution for eight or nine weeks to finish work on Shackleton. Then APS could do as it wished. Even if they exploited all the Ainatio data and decided to launch a mission to Opis, they didn’t appear to have a manned interstellar programme yet, and it would probably take them at least a few years to catch up. That was breathing space enough to come up with a defensive plan.

			He reached the fire escape doors just as the whole floor was plunged into darkness. His night vision took over, but the backup lighting that he was expecting didn’t kick in. There were now hundreds of evacuees from Kill Line and the camp who’d be in complete darkness, confused, scared, and waiting for the ventilation pumps to start up again. So this was Erskine’s game, was it, using desperate civilians as leverage? Everything she did now reinforced his decision. If there’d ever been any chance of reconciliation, it was now gone. 

			Kim would have to wait a few minutes. Solomon checked out the situation on the other floors, clunking up the battery-lit stairwell and mindful of the need to enter the shelter areas carefully. The last thing the evacuees needed was to find a huge combat bot looming over them in the dark. He could already hear children crying when he pulled open the doors to U3.

			Flashlight beams swung his way, forcing his night vision to compensate. He heard gasps. Anxious faces stared back, wide-eyed. The floor was covered with mattresses, bags, and the litter of interrupted lives. 

			“It’s all right, don’t worry,” Solomon began, but then the backup generator kicked the dim emergency lights into life. A small girl a few yards away started wailing pitifully, clutching a pink plushie horse. Solomon realised how monstrous he looked. “I do apologise. I’m Solomon, the company AI, and I’m just using this frame to get around. We seem to be testing the power supply. Don’t worry if the lights go out from time to time. You’re perfectly safe.”

			He didn’t like lying, but lies were better than scaring these people any more than they were already. 

			A boy aged around nine or ten stared up at him. “Cool. A proper robot.”

			“That’s it.” At least he could amuse small boys. “I’m here to help.”

			But he wasn’t going to be able to help anybody if he couldn’t access the network. He was as limited as the humans around him. Fonseca appeared at the far end of the floor and jogged over to him. 

			“Sol, is that you?”

			“Yes, Captain. I’ve had to transfer.”

			“What’s going on?”

			He moved to a quieter corner for some privacy. “This is a deliberate shutdown. I suspect it’s to isolate me. I’m completely cut off from the network now.”

			“You need to get out of here,” Fonseca whispered. “Erskine asked Trinder what ordnance she’d need to destroy you in a bot. Don’t worry, we’ve secured the armoury, and none of her minions would know what to load where anyway, but go and hide at the camp or something.”

			“I need to retrieve Dr Kim first. She’s probably hiding in the access passage from the accommodation block.”

			“Leave her to us. Go on, get moving. We’ll call you.”

			“But I’m perfectly safe in this frame.”

			“Go do what you have to do. But stay on the radio. We’re all on the same frequency and we’ve got a separate comms hub set up in one of the Lammergeiers. Go find a way to link to APS.”

			“Very well, Captain.”

			The external comms mast — a link to the orbital and his sole connection to the entire system when he was outside — would still be working. He could route direct to the orbital and send a message from there. He couldn’t access the FTL data while the power was out, but his copy was safe from sabotage, and he knew from memory what he could offer in a negotiation. 

			He reached ground level and emerged into early-evening sunlight slanting through the glass walls of the main lobby. The space was still packed with families clutching luggage, and although it was calm and orderly, the noise level was enough to drown out the sound of his motors. Trinder and Luce darted around with slips of paper, handing them to people and directing them to waiting troops. Solomon tried to reach the doors without causing disruption, but he was the size of a small vehicle and not designed for weaving through a sea of soft-skinned, easily damaged creatures. 

			People suddenly noticed he was moving slowly behind them and parted like the teeth of a zip. He decided he was less of a crush risk if he stood up on two limbs. Now he towered above everything. Trinder spotted him and cleared a path.

			“Erskine shut down the power to flush me out,” Solomon said. “I can’t access the network. Don’t worry. I’ll find a way around it.”

			Trinder craned his neck to look up at him. “Are you going outside?”

			“Captain Fonseca made a persuasive case for withdrawal. I’m going to use the comms mast to place a call to APS.”

			“You’re going to negotiate, then.”

			“I have to.” But do I have to give them everything? We’ll see. “Call me when you have Dr Kim.”

			Solomon dropped back onto six limbs to pass through the doors. The main gates opened as he approached and he switched back to bipedal mode to look over hedges and low roofs. The vehicle compound was guarded. Both Lammergeiers were parked on the lawn at the side of the accommodation blocks. He sent a test signal to make sure he had a link to the detachment’s radio net, and Simonot acknowledged him, so everything was working. He could talk to Trinder without being heard by Erskine. Now it was time to test the link to the comms mast.

			He cycled through the frequencies, but there was no signal at all. The mast was dead.

			His only link to the orbital was gone. They’d already cut the mast’s separate power supply. He’d expected them to be satisfied with locking him out of the network, but Erskine obviously didn’t trust him with access to anything. 

			I could have called APS earlier. I gave Erskine the chance to do the right thing. And now she thinks I’m weak. I was. But I can use her assumption to my advantage. 

			He’d give her ten minutes, then offer to unlock Elcano if she let him have a connection. He’d get Trinder to pass on the message, perhaps embroidered with a comment about how worried Solomon was about the refugees confined to those dark underground floors, just to reinforce Erskine’s view that he was weak and could be blackmailed. Then he’d set up a secure channel to APS as soon as the link to the orbital was re-established, and send a compressed message before Erskine had a chance to cut him off again.

			Solomon walked down the road, intending to carry on to the camp, but he stopped to watch the facility for a while, cycling through all the comms frequencies just in case he’d missed something that was still powered up. The comms mast was thirty yards from the perimeter fence, an ugly mesh pylon crowned with a cluster of anonymous rectangular boxes and thick black cables. But as he watched and waited, movement made the bot’s lens zoom in automatically. 

			There were two objects edging their way up to the top of the pylon. They were pythons, flexible tube-like bots that could worm their way into tight spaces or climb a vertical object by coiling around uprights and hauling themselves up exactly as a snake would. What were they doing, dismantling it before the bombs got a chance to collapse it? No, they weren’t trying to save the mast at all.

			They seemed to be operating as a team. They reached the top cluster of antennas, perfectly synchronised, and started slicing them into pieces, not dismantling them carefully for reinstallation. It was already too late to stop them. Solomon watched helplessly as the bots lasered through the covers, slicing up the components as well. There was no way the mast could be reassembled now. From this distance, the only thing Solomon could do to stop them was to fire his missiles, but that would only finish the job for them.

			Erskine hadn’t powered down the whole facility just to flush him out. She was also making sure that he couldn’t resume operations when the power was restored. The mast needed a whole new array, and there wasn’t enough time left before the deadline to build one. She’d silenced the whole complex. Solomon had no link to the orbital, to Elcano, to Opis, or to APS now. And neither did she. She’d decided there was no more discussion to be had.  

			The gloves were off. Solomon headed back to the facility, fully ready for war.
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			The courageous and altruistic give their lives to save those who have neither of those qualities. It’s hard to inculcate those attitudes — they’re either in you or they’re not. I thought that was a downward evolutionary spiral towards the most selfish and unworthy mankind could be, so I introduced Solomon into the Nomad equation. I won’t tell him what’s admirable in humans. I’ll let him work it out for himself. I suspect a lot of people won’t like his conclusions.

			 Tad Bednarz, explaining AMAI in a top secret briefing to the Nomad project development team, 108 years ago

			Temporary Shelter, Level U3, 

			Ainatio Park Research Centre:

			1820 Hours, 10 Minutes into the Blackout

			There was something of the grave about those few moments of absolute blackness when the power was cut. Trinder wheeled four portable lighting units out of the elevator, determined not to be caught off guard again. He found Alex waiting for him, leaning against the wall.

			“It’s okay, it’s not an electrical fault,” Alex said. 

			“I know. And it’s not okay. It scared the shit out of the kids.”

			Alex followed Trinder down the passage. “Hey, I was trying to assign cryo pods when my screen crashed. She didn’t warn me.”

			“You know something? If I had access, I’d call APS right now and hand them the schematics for the wormhole or whatever it is we’ve got. Fuck the project.” Trinder wasn’t sure where his balky side had come from. Recent events had unleashed someone he hadn’t known was in there. “So what did want you want?”

			“Just checking to see if you needed any help. Where’s Dr Kim? Is she sitting this out with you, or does she want a cryo pod? We’ve got spare berths.”

			Despite Alex’s falling-out with Erskine, Trinder wasn’t sure how much to trust him. He had to stand with Sol. They had the same duty: to save as many people here as they could. He decided not to mention Solomon if Alex didn’t ask and to develop a sudden memory problem if he did.

			“No idea.” Trinder stopped the trolley at the doors. He hadn’t heard back from Luce’s team yet, but they must have found Kim by now. “So some folks don’t want to go, then.”

			“Yeah, around seventy. I’m trying to work out who the hell I can offer the places to. I know you guys said you were staying, but if any of you have changed your minds... ” Alex looked down at his boots. “Seeing as we’re shipping out women, children, and nerds for the most part, and we don’t know what Opis is going to be like when they finally get there, maybe some armed support would be handy.”

			“Purely on utility grounds, yeah?”

			“That, and feeling bad about how all of you volunteered to stay.”

			“But you’re staying too.”

			“That’s because I’m more afraid of going.”

			“When’s the launch?”

			“Just before noon tomorrow.”

			“Sixteen hours.” Get a grip. There’s a lot you can do in that time. “Okay, I’ll ask them again.”

			Trinder couldn’t face himself if he didn’t give the detachment every chance to leave, yet he knew he’d be disappointed if any of them took it. Surviving the initial blast would only be the beginning. The real challenge would be the weeks that followed, keeping people safe and fed while they waited for Shackleton. 

			But I’d cope if they decided to go. Plenty of capable men here who can fill the gaps. I just need to believe my people are heroes. 

			Trinder stepped away from the doors to the main floor and got on the radio. He didn’t want this overheard by any evacuees. 

			“Echo Five to all callsigns. Anyone wanting to leave in Elcano tomorrow, notify me by twenty hundred. Final call. Not to be discussed within hearing of evacuees for obvious reasons. Out.” He turned to Alex. “I’m going to have to repeat this on the other floors. The signal’s patchy. Look, if you really want to help, we could do with extra hands down here. We’re starting to backlog because we can’t move people out of the ground floor. See Fonseca. She’s through there.”

			“On it,” Alex said. He seemed to have picked a side.

			Trinder ran down the fire exit stairs to U3 and repeated the message, then went up to the lobby to transmit again to anyone on the ground floor or outside. He stood back in an office doorway, keeping an eye on guys he could see in the press of bodies, and watched their reactions. They paused, looked at one another, and shrugged. Then they carried on processing evacuees.

			“Lammergeier One to Echo Five, over,” said a voice in his earpiece.

			“Echo Five, go ahead, over.”

			“I have bot Charlie Echo Six here wanting to speak to you in person, over.”

			“Echo Five, on my way, out.”

			Trinder slipped out of a side door into the gardens and walked around to the lawn where the Lammergeiers were standing. He’d have to get them moved into the underground hangars tomorrow after the shuttle launched. They’d be needed in the weeks to come, as long as he still had two pilots. 

			Simonot was waiting at the foot of the tilt’s tail ramp. “Look, sir,” he said, pointing. “Comms mast.”

			Trinder followed Simonot’s finger. He could see the top of the mast above the low-rise admin block, but it took him a few moments to work out what was missing. 

			“All the antennas are trashed.” Simonot handed him a visor to get a better look. “I didn’t notice at the time.”

			Trinder studied the magnified image. There was no twisted, jagged metal of the kind he’d have expected from explosives. All the antennas were gone except for the stumps of mountings. The cables had been cut. Their ends drooped like wilted stalks. 

			“How the hell did they get up there unnoticed?”

			“Sol said they used python bots. I’m sorry, sir. But I don’t know how we’d have stopped them once they were up there.”

			“Not your fault. Where did they get pythons? I thought we’d secured everything down below.”

			“Sol said the engineering departments still have some. They’re not networked any more.”

			“So where’s Sol now?”

			Simonot jerked his thumb over his shoulder. “Inside. He needs someone to help him get a signal out.”

			There was a sound from the cargo bay like an ammo crate being dragged across the deck. Trinder looked up the ramp into the dimly-lit space and saw the sapper bot emerging.

			“I need to route a call to APS,” Solomon said. “I thought I might be able to use this ground station, but I can’t connect to any of the sats. I assumed that Erskine would keep some means of contacting APS, but she’s destroyed all the links.”

			“We’re not beaten yet,” Trinder said. “Let me think.” 

			The Lammergeier hadn’t used its satcom link for years. The satellites it could access had either reached the end of their lives or the comms companies that leased them were long gone. There were still people on site who did have a functioning government to talk to, though, and who would also have the right authentication provided they had the means to place a call: Marc and Tev.  

			“Corporal, do we still have any sat phones?”

			“We recycled some, but I’m sure there are others.”

			“Good. Find one and then get me Marc Gallagher. Tell him I need a really big favour.”

			Simonot shot off. Trinder sat on the end of the ramp, trying to work out if they had enough credibility to get APS to take their call seriously.

			“So what are you going to say to them if we manage to patch you through, Sol?” Trinder asked.

			“I’m going to tell them that I have one of their field agents and name Dr Kim. But I need to be able to produce her at some point in the next few hours. I haven’t heard from Sergeant Luce.”

			That didn’t bode well. Trinder would need to follow that up. “Are you serious about giving APS the Nomad file?”

			“Yes.”

			“Couldn’t you give them incomplete data or something?”

			“They’d work that out before we were ready to leave. I still need a couple of months to work on Shackleton, and now we’ve got to rebuild the comms mast just to access the ship.”

			“How long will that take?”

			“I don’t know until we assess the damage. Don’t worry, we’ll get the uplink to the orbital working, if nothing else.”

			Trinder had always felt that Solomon could do anything with his army of dumb AIs and bots. It was sobering to hear his uncertainty. “Well, if Erskine’s right, and APS muscles in and takes over the project, we won’t have to worry about it, will we? But we’ll be out of here either way.”

			“I’m gambling, Major. I think Erskine could be right. But once we’ve saved people, I’ll have the luxury of time to work out what we can salvage from the project.”

			“If they let us leave in Shackleton, then we’ll still have a few months or even years on them. It’s not like they’ll get the FTL stuff and magically be able to build a full-size superluminal drive overnight.”

			“That’s exactly what I’m hoping for,” Solomon said. “Which is why I say that I’m gambling.”

			“Humans can be deceitful bastards, Sol. They might agree to it and then welsh on the deal.”

			“This is why I need Dr Kim. I also need to get back into the network to extract the data. I have a backup hidden.”

			“Wait one.” Trinder tapped his radio. “Echo Five to Echo Nine. Luce, have you located our asset yet, over?”

			“Echo Nine to Echo Five, negative, we haven’t found her. Extending search, over.”

			“Echo Five, keep me posted, out.” 

			“That’s worrying,” Solomon said. 

			“She can’t have gone far.” Trinder was worried too, but if Erskine had found Kim, that wasn’t necessarily the end of the road. Solomon had his own copy of the data. All he needed was to restore power to retrieve and transmit it. “How are you going to introduce yourself to APS?”

			“What do you think they would take more seriously, a human or an AI like me?”

			“Don’t tell them you’re an AI. They’ll be more interested in getting hold of you than the damn ship. Pass yourself off as flesh and blood.”

			“It’s not as if they can check my identity.”

			“Tell them you’re Alex. He’s not going to argue.”

			“Very creative thinking, Major. An excellent idea.”

			Simonot came jogging back towards them, clutching a black ripstop bag and looking pleased with himself. A few yards behind him, Marc Gallagher walked at a brisk pace before breaking into a run. It looked like they were in business.

			“Never ditch any old gear, right, sir?” Simonot opened the bag under Trinder’s nose. “This one’s charged. I found a couple more if we need them.”

			Marc fished a small screen out of his pocket and checked something on it. “I’m going to work through my old contacts book,” he said. “Bear with me. It all depends on whether they’ve changed my ID. But there’ll be someone, somewhere who’ll vouch for me. So do you want a message relayed to APS, asking them to call you? That means I’ve got to tell my people the kind of information that might make them a bit too interested in you. Or do you want to be connected so you can talk to APS direct?”

			“I think I should speak to APS direct,” Solomon said. “I can give them more detailed information. Tell them I’m Alex.” 

			“Let’s give it a go, then. So this phone was registered to some telco that’s defunct now, yeah?”

			“I think so. Sorry.”

			“Not to worry.” Marc stepped out of the shadow of the Lammergeier and stood in the middle of the lawn, sat phone in one hand and his screen in the other. “I’ve got a special big boys’ prefix code. You tend to need that when you don’t know whose phone you’re going to have to steal to call for extraction. Bloody hell, is this thing steam-powered?”

			Like a lot of equipment here, the sat phone was obsolete to the point of antiquity, but the habit of not throwing things away had paid off. Trinder found himself doing crazy superstitious things and keeping his fingers crossed while he willed Marc to make the connection. Solomon said nothing. Simonot went back into the cockpit.

			It seemed a painfully slow process. Marc kept keying in numbers and frowning at the display, then walking to the other side of the lawn and back again. Eventually, he stopped dead as if someone had answered. He put his hand over his opposite ear. Trinder couldn’t hear everything he was saying, but he caught bursts.

			“Yes, that’s my code... correct... no, it’s Gallagher, I’m still in the States, or what’s left of it, and this is an urgent message for the consulate in Seoul.” The conversation faded out for a while, then Trinder heard Marc’s voice rise a little and take on an edge. “Look, APS is going to nuke this frigging site tomorrow. I’ve got nearly two thousand civvies here who we can’t move, including hundreds of children. If you can’t be arsed to do it for me, then do it for the kids, okay? I’ve got an urgent call that I need routed to APS. Tell them there’s a guy called Alex Gorko who needs to speak to Colonel Su-Jin Yoon right away about Dr Annis Kim, one of their field agents. So do me a favour and pull your bloody finger out. Now let me spell those names for you...”

			Trinder could only watch. The helplessness knotted his guts. He wanted to think that Marc was exaggerating to panic someone into action, but he knew the guy was simply stating the reality of their situation.

			“You didn’t think the phone was going to work,” Solomon said quietly. “But it did. And so will this.”

			Marc seemed to be waiting now, passing the time by squinting up at the comms mast. It was a long wait, at least ten minutes. But then he snapped back to the conversation and exchanged a few mumbled words, beckoning to Solomon.

			“Okay, cheers for that. Really, I appreciate it. Because I don’t want to be vaporised either. Wait one while I get Mr Gorko.”

			If the situation hadn’t been so desperate, Trinder would have laughed his ass off. There was Solomon, a big, ugly battlefield bot, towering over Marc while the Brit held the phone against his audio grille. Trinder hoped he’d live long enough to look back on this and find it funny.

			“Yes, this is Alex Gorko from Ainatio,” Solomon said, completely convincing as a human. He even sounded like Alex. “We have one of your field agents here at our facility — Dr Annis Kim. She wants to speak to Commissioner Tim Pham. We know she was sent to acquire propulsion technology, but industrial espionage isn’t our biggest problem right now. We’re willing to give you the data if you postpone the bombing of this area long enough for us to get one more of our ships operational. If you don’t postpone it, then obviously all the data will be destroyed, along with a lot of innocent people. Let’s do one another a favour.”

			 Solomon really was quite a diplomat. Trinder was impressed by how many threats he’d managed to wrap up in that appeal for mercy. In the next few seconds, it might prove to be a waste of time, but while Trinder waited, he still had hope. Whoever Solomon was talking to then appeared to give him an answer.

			“Very well,” Solomon said. “If you make Mr Pham available, I’ll get Dr Kim to speak to you... no, Miss Erskine no longer runs this facility. That’s why I’m calling you via the British Consulate. She disabled our communications. She’s been under a great deal of stress in recent weeks, so I hope you’ll excuse her behaviour and deal with me instead... yes, yes, that’s right. Gorko. Alex Gorko.”

			The situation hovered between tragedy and comedy yet again. Trinder put his hand slowly over his mouth in case his nerves got to him and he started laughing. 

			Solomon ended the call. Marc patted his casing. “That was bloody brilliant,” he said. “Liar of the Year, Sol. We’ll make you a medal. So what happens now? We just go and get Kim, she talks to her boss, and we can forget Erskine?”

			“Luce and his guys haven’t found her yet.”

			“Shit.” Marc shut his eyes for a moment, then took out his sidearm. “If Erskine’s got her, I’ll extract her. Just don’t get squeamish on me, okay?”

			 Anyone Marc shot in the course of getting hold of Kim would be someone Trinder knew. It wasn’t going to be pretty if they tried to put up a fight. 

			“Do what you need to,” Trinder said. “Sol, if you’re going back into the building, stick to the underground floors. Erskine already outsmarted us with the pythons, so don’t get cocky and think she can’t take you out.”

			“Major, this frame is designed to withstand attacks on the battlefield,” Solomon said. “Its constraints also protect me.”

			“Until your batteries run down,” Marc said. “Go and find a generator. Or a nice sunny spot.”

			Solomon lumbered on ahead. Marc handed the sat phone back to Trinder as they went back inside. “You better make sure that’s charged as well, mate,” he said. “And the other handsets.”

			“Thanks for putting the calls in. We’d have been screwed without that.”

			“We might still be.”

			“Yeah, but thanks anyway.”

			“No problem. Like I said, I don’t particularly want to end my days puking up blood in a pitch-black basement any more than you do.”

			Knowing what Tev had said about Marc’s state of mind, Trinder wasn’t sure whether to take that as an actual improvement in his outlook or a tactful lie. For all the time he’d spent with Marc, he still didn’t know the man, and he suspected he never would.

			“You could still go home,” he said. “You’ve made contact with your guys. They know you’re alive.”

			“I always could, they always did, and I’ve not been their guy for some years. And I’m not sure they’d make it in time anyway.”

			“Alex says he’s got spare cryo bays because some people don’t want to go. You’re welcome to mine. And there’ll be one for Tev.”

			 Marc didn’t even blink. He just rummaged in his pocket and pulled out a spare magazine. “That’s decent of you, mate. I’ll let Tev know, but I’m staying until the job’s done. If we don’t pull this off, then it’s going to be tough for everyone over the next few months. Now let’s find that bloody woman. We can’t cancel the message now. Where’s Luce?”

			“He’s still working through the access passages in the accommodation block. He started in section five-G.”

			“I’ll ping him. Leave it to me.”

			“Understood.”

			The building was still running on backup power when Trinder got back to U3. He found Fonseca supervising some of Alex’s people, laying out mattresses and blankets in tidy rows in one of the empty warehouse units. She paused and walked over to him.

			“For what it’s worth,” she said, “everyone’s reported in and said thanks for the offer of a ride, but they’re all going to stay.”

			Trinder never felt a lump in his throat at times like this. It was more a pressure at the top of his palate, pushing at his sinuses and threatening tears. He swallowed it and nodded.

			“Yeah, that’s what I expected of them,” he said. “How about you?”

			“Hell, no. I’ve seen the movies. The planet looks gorgeous, then you try to pick a flower and it shoots tendrils into your face and sucks your brains out.”

			She laughed and went back to wrangling bed spaces. Even if nobody outside this small enclave ever found out what people had done here and the choices they’d made, Trinder knew. 

			It would not be forgotten. 

			* * *

			Server Room F:

			1845 hours

			“It’s always gloomy in here anyway,” Cullen said, raking the flashlight beam around the walls. The room was like a forest of glass bamboo. Erskine couldn’t see where she was going and stood back rather than stumble into the translucent tubes. “I’m pretty sure I’ve isolated the physical storage, though.”

			He stood looking up the clear composite tube, all its memory components powered down and unlit. Erskine checked her watch again. She had plenty of time, but she wanted those modules removed before Solomon worked out exactly what she’d be doing. She was surprised that he hadn’t. But perhaps she was doing something completely stupid and ineffectual that he’d already considered and dismissed.

			“We need everything with data on FTL,” she said.

			“We’d better remove all storage for Engineering and related archives, then. Safest way. Then we won’t miss anything.”

			“Whatever you say. It’s not as if it’s a roomful of hardware.”

			“Well, it’s easier to put it on the shuttle than spend time trying to destroy it.”

			Cullen opened the tube by prying out a semicircular ring with his fingertips, then began removing individual modules like extracting vertebrae from a spine. Erskine edged forward to hand him a box to hold them, still disoriented by the transparency and reflections. She counted at least twenty small cylinders half the width of her palm and a couple of inches long. She hadn’t seen storage this antiquated for a very long time. It was secure, though, and it had never let Ainatio down.

			“What about all the information in people’s heads?” Cullen asked, closing the box. “You can erase everything, cut the relay, and collapse the wormhole, but you’ll still have sixteen hundred people who now know quite a lot about Nomad, and the existence of the planet itself was never a secret.” He paused as if he was re-ordering his thoughts. “And if people here survive — well, even if only one person does — then APS has a source. Director, you’re going to be here. Do you seriously think they won’t ask you a few questions, and not particularly politely? So this asset denial plan only works if you destroy the place along with everyone in it who can talk.”

			“How many times do we have to go through this?” Erskine had had enough. The only way through was forward. “It’s not a perfect plan. I know that. But the less information APS can extract, the better the mission’s chance of continuing uninterrupted. Even if removing the FTL data only delays APS by a year or two, it’s more time for the colony to prepare for... well, I don’t know what, but I have to imagine the worst.”

			“What did you tell Ingram?”

			“Nothing. What could I tell her that would be of any use?” 

			“Stand by for APS arriving, maybe before we do?”

			“It’s too late for all this, Will.”

			“So if anyone survives, if they can get the comms mast working again, if Solomon can access Shackleton — do you really think they’ll let him fix the ship when they find we’ve stripped the place?”

			“If they let Elcano leave, they’ll let Shackleton leave,” Erskine said. “The ships are of no interest to them. They’d have moved in on them by now if they thought there was anything they wanted.”

			Cullen looked around the server room and checked another pole before consulting his screen and taking out a few more memory modules.

			“I think you’re still lying to yourself,” he said.

			“Maybe, but the only bit that works is getting as many people away as we can, while we can, with as big a head start on APS as we can. If you’ve suddenly had a flash of inspiration, though, let’s hear it.” 

			Cullen put the extra modules in the box and handed it to Erskine. “I haven’t. We’ve got no guarantee that giving APS everything would make the slightest bit of difference. We’re just assuming that it would. I find everything more distasteful after sleeping on it, that’s all.”

			“You think I don’t? Will, we’re out of time. I need to go talk to Propulsion now. And we still haven’t found Kim. She can’t get a message out, but we have to keep her away from APS. Permanently.”

			Erskine picked her way out of the darkened room, almost stumbling into the storage columns in her hurry to leave, and started the buggy. Right then, she hated Cullen for chipping away at her resolve after she’d made an agonising decision. She drove down the dimly-lit passages, aware she’d walked off without a goodbye, and that she might not see him again to put that right. 

			As if that’s the worst thing I’ve done today.

			Propulsion was at the far end of the corridor that ran under the accommodation block. While the system was down, she couldn’t check in advance whether Ben and Javinder were in there, but it was the obvious place to start. When she reached the doors to the department, she had to get out of the buggy and dog them open by hand. As soon as she pulled one door back, she could hear voices. Javinder was in the front office, then. Erskine parked the buggy to one side of the corridor and put her head around the office door. 

			The first thing she saw was Ben sitting at one of the desks, blood spattered on his light blue T-shirt. Javinder was leaning over him with an antiseptic wipe. It took her a moment to notice the cut above Ben’s eye, right on the brow bone. 

			“What happened? Did you walk into something when the power went off?”

			 “No, I walked into an angry physicist,” Ben said. “Kim. She slammed my head in the door. And I mean in the door. Between the door and the frame. She was trying to hack into files she isn’t allowed access to.” 

			“Damn, Ben, we’ve been looking for her for hours. Where the hell is she? Why didn’t you call it in?”

			He jerked his thumb over his shoulder. “Because the power was out by the time I locked her in the equipment store.”

			“Which files? Did she manage to get into them?”

			“Wormhole,” Ben said. Javinder didn’t seem to be having much luck stopping the bleeding. He pressed a lint pad on the cut and put more pressure on it, making Ben wince. “I confronted her, we had a row, and it escalated from there. No idea if she accessed them. I didn’t even see her come in today. I just noticed the activity on the system and found her in the other office.”

			Erskine held up the box of memory modules. “Well, no need to worry about that now. Cullen removed all your data storage. It goes with you to Opis.”

			“So she really is a spy, isn’t she?” 

			“Whether she is or not, she’s an intel source for APS.”

			Ben took Javinder’s hand off his dressing and held the pad in place himself. “Is it true she wanted to trade our research for postponing the bombing?”

			This place was a sieve. Erskine decided to give up worrying about how things leaked and concentrate on her next task, making sure that Kim got on the shuttle. She looked Ben over more carefully. He was pretty fit, and if he’d manhandled Kim into the storeroom, then he wouldn’t be afraid of using a bit of force to make sure she boarded Elcano as well.

			“I don’t know if it was her idea,” Erskine said. “It was put to me in a meeting, and I felt it would compromise the mission. And we don’t know if it would persuade APS.”

			Erskine braced for yet another speech on whether it was really so bad to hand over information. But Ben just nodded.

			“Damn right,” he said. “This is our last chance. They could just wait out the contamination, walk in, and take over.”

			“Exactly. So I can’t risk her surviving the blast, and I don’t have the backbone or means to shoot her. So you have to take her with you.”

			“Terrific.”

			“I do mean take, Ben. I can’t call on Trinder’s people now, but I need someone to physically restrain her if she won’t go voluntarily. Just grab her and subdue her.”

			Ben peeled the lint off his cut and checked the blood. “Okay.”

			“If she hits you again, hit her back.”

			“It was the door. It was deliberate, but it was the door.”

			“Fine, then jam her head in the door if that makes you feel it’s a fair fight. She’s a risk. Treat her accordingly.”

			“So what do we do with her between now and the launch?” Javinder asked. 

			“I’m going to speak to her.” 

			“Is that wise?”

			“Perhaps not, but I’m going to do it anyway.”

			“Okay,” Javinder said. “One moment.”

			While he was gone, Erskine passed the time helping Ben put a dressing on his cut. Javinder returned holding a hockey stick that looked like it had seen a lot of service.

			“For self-defence,” he said, handing it to her. “Please don’t break it. It was my dad’s. I still play, too.”

			“You think she’s that violent. Seriously.”

			Ben scowled. “No, she’s an angel, and this is fake blood.”

			Erskine wasn’t any more used to fisticuffs than most of the staff here. She’d never even had to deal with a toddler having a tantrum, but the sight of the stick alone might persuade Kim to behave herself.

			“I’m too old to slug it out.” Erskine hefted the stick in both hands. “Okay, open the door. And if you’re really worried about me, wait outside. If I need rescuing, you’ll hear thuds.”

			Javinder led Erskine along the corridor and pointed to the storeroom door. There was a safety glass panel down the centre, and Erskine could see Kim sitting at one of the desks, doing nothing in particular. It was a much bigger room than she expected, more like a small office. She hoped that Kim hadn’t made an improvised weapon out of the cleaning supplies. 

			“Open it,” she said.

			Kim looked around when she walked in, but didn’t get up. She glanced at the hockey stick. Erskine stayed near the door and just leaned casually on the stick, ready to deploy it if Kim so much as twitched.

			“You’ve upset Dr Singh,” Erskine said. “And Ben.”

			Kim shrugged. “He’ll live.”

			“So you don’t want to come to Opis. We’ve saved you a cryo pod.” 

			“I never said I would. I said I’d work on FTL and the follow-up missions. I’ve still got family in Australia. I can go back to the civilised world.”

			“For as long as it lasts.”

			“Long enough to see me out.”

			“Solomon thinks you really are a spy after all.”

			“Did I ever say I wasn’t?”

			“Actually, no. You’re right. You just asked if a spy would do what you’d done. So there’s no Grandma Park or family honour to be avenged, then.”

			“Oh, Grandma Park’s real, all right. She really was my great-grandmother and you really did steal her research. And I really do want payback for her. Why does anyone serve? We’ve all got our reasons. I didn’t hitch thousands of miles to the arse-end of the world to make up for not having a gap year.”

			“Then you know why we can’t let you speak to your contact.”

			“Is there a cut-off level for you? Sixteen hundred people aren’t worth sharing Nomad for, but how about ten thousand? A hundred thousand? Half a million?”

			Sharing. That was an interesting word. “If I were to hand over all the data on Nomad, what would your people do with it? Would they thank us for our generous contribution to the sum of human knowledge and wish us bon voyage?”

			Kim gave her that snoozing alligator look. “They’d want you to co-operate.”

			“They’d want control.”

			“They’d be concerned about something with profound significance for the whole world being run as a private and pretty well-armed project, yes.”

			“Dr Kim, I have nearly two hundred people on Opis. Thousands of others put their lives into this project over more than a century, not because they thought it would make money, or for some movie-villain world domination nonsense, but because they knew mankind would have to relocate or go extinct one day. And most of them knew they’d never live to see what they’d created. That’s service too.”

			“And what do you think APS is going to do with Opis? Die-back hasn’t been eradicated, it’s mutated at least four times to our knowledge, and, let’s face it, the West never dealt with the politics that caused its release in the first place. It was fine as long as it wasn’t happening to well-off people like you. Now you’ve been stuffed. Millions dead. Cities gone. But Asia-Pacific isn’t going to go down like you did because you were too genteel to deal with violent lunatics. And we need space as well.”

			“It’s precisely because there are so few of us left that I’m willing to make sacrifices to make sure we’re not erased.”

			Was that how Nomad had started, to save Western civilisation? She was sure it hadn’t. Her father always said that Bednarz was less culturally focused than that. She’d only been four when he died, and her one hazy memory of him was more about the big office with glittering lights and bright red chairs than the man she was shown off to. But her father said Bednarz believed in a general quality of human excellence that could be found by sifting through the population. 

			Then he’d created an AI and left it to decide what that excellence was. But she’d found that out much later. 

			“So how do you want to play this, Director?” Kim asked. “Because you’re just postponing the inevitable and getting a lot of people killed for nothing.”

			“You’re going to Opis. Because you’re a source of information on Nomad that I’m not going to surrender, and Solomon needs you to prove to APS that he’s got something to trade. We’ll get your bag packed for you. Until someone comes for you tomorrow morning, you stay here.”

			“Toilet?”

			Erskine had just started to learn that prisoners were a lot more effort than she’d bargained for. She pointed to one of the plastic litter bins.

			“Toilet,” she said. “See you tomorrow.”

			She backed out of the room as casually as she could and shut the door. Javinder locked it behind her right away.

			“Keep her here until I tell you we can board her,” Erskine said. “She’s got bottled water in there, and you’re supposed to fast for at least fourteen hours before cryo, so you shouldn’t need to let her out or feed her. Anyway, I’ll be back before then. Just keep a lid on things. And send Ben down to Mendoza for a quick check, just in case the blow to the head is going to affect his cryo process.”

			“Are you going to tell me what happens now?”

			“I’m going to put the power back on,” Erskine said. “Which means Solomon can get back into the system, so be discreet.”

			“Okay. Are you sure he’s that much of a risk?”

			“Possibly. And possibly is enough.”

			Erskine got back in the buggy and drove off. If she wanted to do anything else out of Solomon’s range, she’d have to do it now before she got Beck to power up again. This game with Solomon, like the one with APS, was about buying every possible second of time, and the longer that Solomon couldn’t locate Kim, the less chance he had of selling out Nomad.

			Erskine parked, took out her radio, and called Beck. “Everything’s as secure as we can make it, Jesse,” she said. “Get the power back on.”

			She waited. It was only thirty seconds before the corridor lights changed from the emergency lighting to the normal illumination and she heard motors and fans starting up everywhere. 

			Yes, she could understand why Cullen had said she was lying to herself about the survival chances of those left behind. Nomad’s best chance was the worst scenario for those marooned here, and she would be among them.

			Everyone had a price they were willing to pay to get what they wanted. Erskine had made peace with hers.

			* * *

			Temporary Shelter, Level U3, 

			Ainatio Park Research Centre:

			1915 Hours

			The power came back on without warning, a sudden burst of light and machinery noise. Solomon heard the collective sigh and even a few half-hearted cheers as the evacuees realised what had happened. 

			It wouldn’t make any difference to what was coming, but at least it seemed to lift the mood. Solomon debated whether to dock the sapper bot and slip into the quad to move around more easily. He couldn’t help search the access passages for Kim while he was in this frame. But that meant going back into the system for a few seconds, and however brief the transfer, he didn’t know if Erskine had persuaded Cullen to set any booby traps for him. Ninety minutes was a very long time for an outage if all she’d wanted was to drive him out. He’d have to guess what kind of sabotage or destruction had taken place instead. 

			That didn’t mean he couldn’t access the system, though. He’d just have to use touch and eyesight like a human. He removed the backup copy of the FTL data, saved it to the sapper bot’s memory, and carried on. 

			“Sol?” Trinder tapped on his back. “Remember what I said about not taking risks. Don’t be tempted to go back into the network.”

			“I won’t. But I need to work out what Erskine’s done during the outage. I can do that without leaving this bot. Any word on Kim?”

			“I’d tell you right away if there was. We drafted in Marc and Chris to help out Luce’s search team. That’s a lot of ground to cover.”

			“My apologies. My impatience is more about my own naivety, not any criticism. I think I’ll go and find Alex, in case he feels guilty enough to give me any information.”

			“Fine, but be careful. I mean human careful. You’re not completely invulnerable.” 

			Trinder was just showing concern, not scolding him. Solomon appreciated that. As he skirted around the private cubicles to reach the stairs — he didn’t dare trust the elevators — he saw a boy aged about ten wandering around with a tray of steaming mugs, handing out drinks to older people. Solomon paused a moment to watch. The boy didn’t seem to know the seniors: he hesitated and spoke to them as if he was introducing himself before they took the mugs, so he must have been one of the youngsters from the transit camp. It was rather touching. The boy finished his task and walked up to Solomon.

			“Hi. Chris says you’re the robot who went to Jamie’s funeral. I’m Howie.”

			Solomon couldn’t take offence at being called a robot. He was completely charmed. And the more he saw the good in these people, the more set he was on saving them, no matter what it took. Perhaps this was what Tad Bednarz had meant by parental. All that mattered was to keep these humans safe, and watch them thrive and be happy. Bednarz hadn’t had any more idea than Solomon what it meant to be a parent, but he’d certainly seemed to know how it felt to be a son. Solomon had learned a lot about humanity from reverse-engineering the man and noting the empty spaces in his existence that he seemed to feel had never been filled.

			“Pleased to meet you, Howie,” Solomon said. “It’s very kind of you to look after the old folk.”

			Howie shrugged like an adult. He seemed very old for a little boy. “They’re scared. They just need someone to tell them it’s going to be okay.”

			“It will be.” Howie probably needed someone to tell him it was going to be okay too. Solomon obliged. “It’ll be boring for a while, but after that, we’ll be heading to a new world. I’ve been there. It’s wonderful. You’ll love it.”

			Howie smiled as if he was doing it for Solomon’s benefit. “Everywhere’s the same, really.”

			Solomon didn’t know what to make of that. He really wasn’t skilled with children. He rarely had contact with them, which now felt like a serious gap in his knowledge. 

			“I’m going to look for a friend,” he said. “I’ll see you later.”

			Solomon wasn’t sure if Alex counted as a friend any longer, but they needed to maintain diplomatic relations. He climbed the fire exit stairs to the ground floor, aware that Erskine could keep tabs on him again via the security cams, but it probably didn’t matter. It was too late for either of them to stop the other. They were both up against separate deadlines and had wholly different tasks. Maybe, if they’d had a better relationship and discussed this reasonably, they’d have arrived at the same outcome, with a partial evacuation and everyone else sheltering until it was safe to move. But it hadn’t turned out that way. Solomon kept coming back to the same sticking point. Erskine was willing to sacrifice individuals for a hypothetical future, and he was not. 

			Am I wrong? Is that really the only way out of this?

			Nobody took much notice of him as he made his way through the admin block and up to the management floor. He’d assumed that people would realise it was him inside the sapper bot, but they didn’t seem to, and there was no reason why they should. Despite his size, he was just another machine going about its business, one of many mobilised to secure the facility at short notice. He took advantage of the temporary anonymity, trying to decide how he felt about being completely ignored.

			Alex was in his office, staring at an array of personal screens laid out on his desk. He looked up when Solomon poked his front end through the door.

			“It’s me, Alex.”

			“You’ve put on some weight.” Alex stood up. “You want me to come outside? You can’t get in here.”

			“I’m fine if you don’t mind me blocking your door.”

			“And the corridor.”

			“I’ll move if anyone needs access. Are all the systems back up?”

			“I think so.”

			“Erskine destroyed the comms mast.”

			“I know. I’m checking what’s down, because she timed that outage for a reason.” Alex gestured uncertainly. Solomon tried to work out if all this meant he’d taken a side, and if he had it could well have been Erskine’s. Trust was fragile. “So this is your war face, is it?”

			“Out of necessity. Would you check a couple of things for me, please? Or are you working with her?”

			“I thought I was neutral and washing my hands of both of you. What do you need to know?”

			“It doesn’t matter. I’ll find a terminal myself.”

			“Oh, give it a rest. You sound like my ex. ‘It’s nothing.’ She always said that when I was in the doghouse and then I had to spend the rest of the day working out why.”

			“It’s best that I don’t involve you.”

			“Fine. Whatever. We’ve now got sixty-eight cryo pods left to fill, by the way. If you want those places for anyone, well, you decide. Erskine wanted me to offer Chris the berths for his troops.”

			It was still too little, too late. There were several hundred children among the evacuees, and Chris would never leave any of the transit camp people behind. Solomon would ask as a courtesy, but he knew he might not have any takers.

			“What’s your deadline, Alex?”

			“Ten tonight, preferably. Because of the cryo. Although they’ll still be chilling people down when they get underway, so the fourteen-hour nothing-by-mouth is looking flexible.”

			“Very well. I’ll put it to them.”

			“So how are you going to do a deal with APS now the comms are down?” Alex asked. “The main connection to the relay in here was trashed too. It’s going to take days to replace it. But I suppose you know that.”

			“I’ve already contacted APS.”

			“Shit. Seriously? How?”

			“You don’t need to know. I made the offer and told them that Kim’s here.”

			“Oh. Well, fuck. And? Did it work?”

			“We’ll see. Excuse me.”

			“Is that all you’re going to say?”

			“It’s all I can say.”

			“What did you come here for, then? To get me to tell Erskine you’ve screwed her over?”

			“I was just looking for a terminal I can actually work at. I’ll see you later, no doubt.”

			Solomon walked off to find a terminal, not giving Alex a chance to reply. The only doorway big enough to accommodate his bulk led into an open-plan office that had been disused for years. He trundled in, ramming chairs out of the way, and extended the bot’s EOD manipulator to boot up a terminal. Logging in manually and checking files was agonisingly slow now that he could only look at the list of changed files with a robotic lens. 

			There were no surprises. Propulsion’s server was inaccessible. In fact, it didn’t exist. The error message told him that there were no memory modules. Erskine had done exactly what Solomon would have in her position: she’d dumped the data like the cypher officer of an ancient warship dropping the weighted bag of “CBs” over the side, to put the confidential books of secret codes beyond the reach of enemy hands. She didn’t appear to know that Solomon had copied the data already, but she should have guessed. Perhaps she was just taking precautions in case he hadn’t. Either way, she’d left nothing to be found.

			What else might she have done? One of Chris’s predictions had been accurate: Erskine had wiped the data just as he’d said. Solomon hoped he’d be wrong about Kim, and that she was just remarkably good at evasion. It was time to help out with the search as far as his cumbersome frame would allow.

			“Major Trinder, this is Solomon.” It was poor radio procedure, but Trinder wouldn’t mind. “I’ve completed my assessment as far as I can. All Propulsion’s data storage has been removed. I’d like to help look for Dr Kim now.”

			“Where are you?”

			“The admin block, second floor.”

			“The search teams are back. No sign of Kim. Marc thinks it’s taking too long. She’d have come out by now if she could, so they’re assuming the worst. Chris thinks it’ll be faster using dogs, so he’s heading for her apartment with Marc and Dieter to get some clothing for scent identification.”

			Solomon had put too much faith in Kim’s ability to stay out of Erskine’s way. It was his second mistake, another one he would never make again. “I’ll meet them there, then,” he said.

			Everything took a glacial age now that he couldn’t jump into the network to get around the site. This was nothing like playing around in the quadrubot for a few hours when there was no urgency. Now he was all too conscious of the passage of time, and even the fast trot that the sapper bot could manage felt impossibly slow. There were shortcuts he couldn’t take because of his size, too, which added minutes he couldn’t afford. As he made his way along the corridors, he scanned for heat traces in the rooms and offices he passed, hoping to stumble upon Kim by chance, but he knew he was indulging in a very human habit of wishing for the highly unlikely.

			I should have moved her to the camp right away.

			Have I ever felt this before, this anger with myself? 

			He knew he hadn’t. He’d never failed this badly before.

			When he reached the apartment, Marc was already there with Dieter, standing at the open door and watching something. Solomon could do no more than stick his camera extension through the doorway to peer inside.

			The odd-eyed husky was nosing around Kim’s living room, pausing occasionally for longer, more considered sniffs at the sofa and a rucksack in the corner. Noises from the bedroom suggested that someone was ransacking the place. Chris came out with a pile of clothing in his arms. 

			“Bathrobe, jacket, jeans,” he said. “These don’t feel laundered. Here you go, Girlie.”

			The husky shoved her nose into the fabric. Dieter made encouraging noises at her. “Find her, Girlie,” he said. “Go on. Find her.”  

			The dog put her head down and went outside, then cast around for a few seconds before trotting off purposely as if she’d acquired a scent. Dieter let the leash pay out as she ran on. Chris tried to keep up with her, almost breaking into a run. 

			“Old school,” Marc said, walking beside Solomon. “Can’t beat it.”

			“I’ve made some serious mistakes, Marc. I’m sorry. If I’d been more decisive, none of this would have happened.”

			“We’re not beaten yet, mate. You think every operation goes to plan? Most don’t. This job’s all about thinking on your feet and keeping going. So buck your ideas up and apply that bloody big brain to the problem.”

			“Yes, Marc.”

			“I can’t believe I’m giving a pep talk to a metal box.”

			They caught up with Chris and Dieter further down the corridor. Girlie had stopped dead and was nuzzling a door that led to the access passages. 

			“Dr Kim did as she said she would, then,” Solomon said. He opened the door with his EOD manipulator and put his camera extension inside. Girlie tried to push past him. “Check your building plan, gentlemen.”

			“I’m going to let her off the leash,” Dieter said. “Can I get all the way through these passages?”

			“Yes, they’re designed for human access.”

			“Okay, I’m going in.”

			Marc handed him his ID pass. “Keep this on you and we can track it. Better still, stick it on the dog. If you lose her, we’ll see where she’s gone.”

			Dieter clipped the pass to Girlie’s collar and let her off the leash. “I’ll see you guys at the end of some tunnel, then.”

			He disappeared into the passage. Solomon heard him jog away. Now all they could do was try to keep up, Marc and Chris using their personal screens, Solomon following the two heat profiles inside the passage using thermal detection. He managed to follow the heat sources as far as the end of the building, but the gap between the two was growing, and then they both dropped away beneath him. 

			“It’s okay, I’ve still got ’em,” Marc said. “They’ve gone down a floor. Fire exit.”

			When they emerged on the staff restaurant floor, Girlie appeared to have led Dieter a little way along the passage, then doubled back again. She was heading for the ground floor. Solomon followed Marc and Chris down the next flight of stairs and came out at the exit that led to the gardens. He could detect Girlie casting around inside the passage while Dieter waited. Then the access panel a few yards away opened as Girlie burst out, dragging a breathless Dieter in her wake. She nosed her way along the tiles until she came to the next access panel, where she sat down and stared expectantly at the opening.

			“There’s a fire door in there we can’t get past,” Dieter panted. “Kim probably couldn’t either, so she stepped out and went back in via the door on the other side of it. Which is why Girlie’s sitting there like that.”

			“No need to go back in,” Solomon said. “That section leads to Propulsion. Although that’s a foolish place for her to go under the circumstances.”

			“Got it.” Marc strode off at a fast walk. “If she isn’t there, we’ll come straight back and send the dog in again.” 

			“Why the hell didn’t she stay put?” Chris asked, catching up with him. Dieter coaxed Girlie away from the access door with and followed. “A field agent should know better.”

			“Maybe someone detected her and she needed to go to ground,” Solomon suggested.

			“Or she couldn’t be arsed to wait until we could retrieve her.” Marc slowed down to compare floor plans with Chris as they walked. “Does the access passage go right into Propulsion?”

			“Yes,” Solomon said. “But there’s no door. Just a grille at waist height when it gets there. She could get through that easily enough.”

			Propulsion was the dead end of a single-storey building that looked out onto the reactor, a long walk down a corridor. When they reached the entrance, Girlie circled around for a few seconds, then sat down to stare at the doors as if she was willing them to open.

			“Well, Girlie says she’s in there, then,” Dieter said. “How do you want to play this?”

			Marc checked his screen. “Three ID chips moving around. I’m up for walking in and searching the place.”

			“Javinder Singh, Ben Tusa, and Laurie Ross.” Solomon cycled through the sapper bot’s sensors and tried the heat detection mode again. “And there’s someone in the storeroom. Unchipped. No cameras in there, but I suspect that’s Dr Kim.”

			“Well, plenty of cameras out here, so Singh knows we’ve turned up, and so will Erskine.”

			Chris tried the doors. He didn’t have a pass, but Propulsion was off limits for most people’s chips anyway. He tapped the intercom.

			“Dr Singh, this is Chris Montello.” He made it sound perfectly routine, as if he was just passing through and had decided to drop in for a chat. “Can I come in?”

			There was no answer. He waited a few seconds, then buzzed again, but nobody opened the door. 

			Solomon wasn’t surprised. Dr Singh could easily see who was outside. If Kim hadn’t been in there, he’d have opened the door and told them so, but the fact that he didn’t even respond on the intercom confirmed Solomon’s suspicion.

			Chris looked at Marc and nodded. “Maybe she’s in there because she wants to be.”

			Marc was still following the trackers on his screen. “I’ve got three IDs including Singh moving away from us.”

			“Four heat signatures,” Solomon said.

			“Can you get us in?”

			“One way or another,” Solomon said.

			Without the option of entering the network, Solomon’s options were to drill or apply brute force. The doors were locked by concealed steel rods in their centres that slid in from the top and bottom, so it was easier to cut than smash. He extended the bot’s drill attachment and chewed eight neat holes in a rectangle spanning the inner edges of both doors between the bars. Now all he had to do was saw from hole to hole. 

			His rear camera could see the reactions to the noise. It must have been painfully loud. Dieter gestured to indicate he was moving Girlie away, leaving Chris and Marc with their hands pressed to their ears. The cutting tool sliced through wood panelling and composite fire retardant in seconds. Two sections crashed back onto the tiles, throwing up sawdust.

			“Not bad, Sol,” Chris said, stepping inside.

			Solomon had to do more cutting to make the gap big enough to squeeze his frame through. He was about to enter when he felt a vibration in the floor and heard Chris shouting to Marc to get back. The safety bulkheads were closing. Maybe he’d triggered them by cutting the doors open, or perhaps Dr Singh had activated them manually. It could even have been Erskine. Either way, something was now sealing off the department. 

			“Chris? Marc? Where are you?”

			The two men came running back towards him. “I think that confirms they’ve got her,” Chris said. “Where can they go from that end of the corridor?”

			“Down to a basement level and up again into the grounds. They could go anywhere from there.”

			“Well, they can’t remove their chips, so we’ve got them.” Marc studied his screen. “But if I were them, I’d split up and get us going in circles.”

			“They’re hauling a prisoner,” Chris said. “That’s harder than it looks to a civvy.”

			“You’re assuming she doesn’t want to go with them.”

			Solomon knew exactly what Kim wanted to do. “She doesn’t.” 

			“Y’know, if Erskine didn’t want anyone to get hold of Kim, she could have shot her and saved herself a lot of trouble,” Marc said.

			Chris shook his head. “Dan’s got all the firearms.” 

			Marc looked at him with the expression of a man who didn’t see why that was a barrier to executing someone. “Their only other option is to take her with them on the shuttle, then. And that means there’s a few places they’ve got to pass where we can intercept.”

			Marc started walking back down the corridor in the direction of the management suite, eyes on his screen. Dieter and the dog caught up with them. Solomon knew they’d find Kim again, but the question was when. 

			“Yeah, Ben’s cutting across to the infirmary, or maybe the plant lab, and the other two have turned off to the admin block. So... I dunno, maybe they’re planning to sedate her, or chill her down for cryo in advance. You sure she’s not in on this, Sol?”

			“I don’t think she is.” Solomon realised he was starting to waver and that he’d made a few wrong calls already. Kim wasn’t on either side in this situation. She was a foreign agent whose mission just happened to fit Solomon’s for the time being. This was how many humans lived their lives, in the grey areas where blind eyes were turned, and he didn’t like being part of it. “I can’t see how she can be.” 

			“Do you really need her?”

			“I’ve got the data she wanted. I could transmit some documents to APS now as a taster to show them we mean it and hope that it’s taken seriously. They will, though, definitely listen to her.”

			“They still haven’t responded. I’d better talk to the FCO again.”

			Chris held out his hand for Marc’s screen. “Go make your call. We’ll find her.”

			“Okay. Give me a shout when you do. I call dibs on her.” 

			Mark turned off to the stairs. Solomon carried on with Chris and Dieter, working out how to break the documents into instalments to send to APS, one to get their attention and the rest to eke out as insurance until Shackleton was ready to launch. He’d once thought he could predict human behaviour well enough to call it trust, but he’d been wrong about Erskine, and he hadn’t anticipated that Kim would ignore his instruction to hide. There was probably only one reason for her to risk returning to Propulsion: she’d tried to take advantage of the situation and get hold of the data she’d come to Ainatio for.

			I should have seen that coming. Another mistake I should never have made.

			Have I made a mistake about APS too?

			“Sol, even if APS stops us going to Opis, we can still survive,” Chris said as they made their way back along the corridor. That sounded like an attempt at reassurance. Solomon took that as a sign that even Chris thought he’d screwed up. “There’s a lot of stuff here we can use to build transport. The bots can repurpose material just like the ones on Opis do, can’t they?”

			“They can, yes.”

			“So we’re not helpless refugees. We’ve got resources. We just need to think a bit bigger.”

			“I’m sure we can.” Solomon hadn’t put Erskine’s offer to him yet. He was honour-bound to do it. He chose his words carefully. “Chris, Erskine asked Alex to offer you places for your militia, seeing as the detachment won’t be going. There are still sixty-eight unallocated pods at the moment.”

			Solomon waited. Chris’s expression was unreadable. Then he frowned, a brief flash of distaste, and shook his head. He glanced back at Dieter for a moment as if he was confirming something.

			“We’ve got a hundred and three people, Sol,” he said. “So that’s a no. But thanks anyway.”

			At least he’d assessed Chris correctly. The man hadn’t disappointed him. Whatever it cost to save these people, Solomon knew it would be worth it.  

			



	

16

			‘Never let the future disturb you. You will meet it, if you have to, with the same weapons of reason which today arm you against the present.’ Marcus Aurelius said that. Works just as well for me two thousand years later. 

			Chris Montello, explaining his preference for never planning too far ahead

			Administration Building:

			2055 Hours

			Alex still had sixty-eight vacant cryo pods. Everyone was being gallant, refusing to leave friends or family, or at least more afraid of an unknown world than the known one, and it wasn’t the uplifting experience he’d expected. It was a terrible waste. 

			The last-minute rush for spare berths still hadn’t happened. He’d hold the passenger list open until midnight, then, because nobody was going to enforce the fasting rule to the letter, and the medics wouldn’t get to everyone right away. But the closer the deadline, the more it bothered him to watch the security feed from the underground floors. There were fewer cameras downstairs, most of them monitoring utilities and exits, but he couldn’t fail to notice how many kids there were among the evacuees. Elcano’s spare places were nowhere near enough to give those children an escape route. For the first time, the reality started to overwhelm him.

			For all he knew, the holdouts were still having agonising debates with friends about whether to go or not. Now he had to chase Dan Trinder and make sure that the detachment hadn’t changed their minds about staying put. He sent a message to Trinder’s screen.

			DAN, HAVE ANY OF YOUR PEOPLE HAD A RETHINK? BERTHS STILL SPARE.

			Alex studied the words in his sent folder, just letting them sink in. It was such a mundane phrase for so huge a decision. His door was open; the corridor outside was completely silent. People weren’t wandering past any longer. He checked the trackers on the floor plan, trying to work out where they were congregating, and it didn’t surprise him that a lot of them were in the bar. Others were still clustered around the accommodation block, and some were in their offices and labs. 

			He didn’t even need to check the names to work out who was where, and why. Some couldn’t handle goodbyes. Others couldn’t cope with being abandoned. But a fair number seemed to be willing to have a few final drinks with friends they might never see again, or might catch up with at the end of their lives.

			Should I go? Should I have a beer with them?

			No, Alex couldn’t face it. His absence would be noticed and commented upon, but his excuse was valid. He had to manage the passenger list right up to the last minute. Technically, it wasn’t his job, but it was certainly his responsibility.

			Trinder’s reply popped up on his screen. NO, WE’RE GOOD. THANKS.

			Alex wondered how future historians would interpret these messages. Stoical, resigned, optimistic? Alex didn’t feel any of those right then. And he hated this silence. 

			“All ashore who’s goin’ ashore,” he said. 

			There was nobody to hear him. He logged into the security cameras to see what was happening outside and saw a lone pick-up drive through the gates, probably on its way to Kill Line to do some last-minute errand. On another feed, he could see the two Lammergeiers on the lawn, one with its rear hatch open and ramp lowered. It was still light outside, a pleasant evening that he’d forgotten existed after working around the clock in this windowless room. 

			Where was Erskine? 

			Alex browsed through the trackers, looking for Berman, who’d probably be with her. The cameras found them in the lobby outside her suite. Berman was clearing a locker, shoving personal items into a sports bag. Mendoza had told Alex that the guy had asked to be taken off the original Elcano list when Erskine was still planning to go, which must have really hurt the old bag. Alex had never been sure whether Berman actually liked her. He’d always been rigidly loyal, but he obviously had his limits. It felt uncomfortable watching, so Alex switched to the nearest cameras to the shuttle. He couldn’t get a feed from the workshops or the runway. Greg Kent must have disconnected them during the outage. 

			“Sol, are you around?” 

			There was no response. It looked like Sol was still staying out of the network, which was probably for the best, but Alex missed being able to ask him anything, anywhere, and get an answer. He poured some coffee and started drafting the message he’d send out tonight when the passenger list closed. But now he could hear someone coming down the corridor. He checked his screen for trackers.

			Whoever they were, they weren’t chipped. He pushed back his chair to go see if it was one of the Brits, Erskine, or even Kim, but before he could get up, Ben Tusa appeared in the doorway, and Alex could see something was wrong.

			Ben had a black eye complete with a dressing on the brow bone and another adhesive patch on his left forearm. He looked startled, as if he wasn’t expecting Alex to be there.

			“Do me a favour,” he said. “I need a temporary pass.”

			“I have questions.”

			“Yeah.”

			“First, your tracker’s not showing up.” Alex checked his screen. “And according to this, you’re in the infirmary.”

			“I removed it.”

			“You gnawed your own leg off. Awesome.”

			“Novo gel and a scalpel. Long story.”

			“My diary’s clear. Do tell.” Alex tapped his own eyebrow. “Start with how you got that.”

			“Come on, Al, who gives a shit about bureaucracy? We’ll be out of here tomorrow. Anyway, issuing passes is clerical stuff. It’s not like anyone can fire you for it.”

			“I’m naturally curious. Indulge me.”

			“I got in a ruck with someone, that’s all.”

			“And the chip?”

			“It’s complicated.”

			There was a limit to how wild things could get in Ainatio. Nearly everyone here was respectable, ludicrously qualified, and not used to resolving debates with their fists. Ben was pretty big and fit, but it was sports fit, not psycho unarmed combat fit like Marc Gallagher. Even so, Alex heard a little alarm bell go off in his head, a very small one, but a bell nonetheless. 

			“Life in Propulsion must be a lot more exciting than I thought,” he said. “I’ll go get you one. Wait here.”

			Alex walked down the corridor to the admin office. Nothing was locked. It took him some rummaging in a desk to find the passes, and there were only three left, so Trinder must have handed some out to Chris Montello’s people. But why did Ben really need one? Alex couldn’t expect people to behave normally at a time like this, but he also couldn’t put together a set of circumstances that explained why Ben would remove his chip. It was a minor procedure, but a messy job even if one of the nurses did it, and it was pointless. And the black eye — that was just weird.

			Did it matter? Yes, it did. The chip was still working. Alex took out his screen again and checked. There it was, in the infirmary, probably sitting in a bin. Why come here and ask for a pass? Ben might have thought that Alex wouldn’t be there and that he kept some in his desk, seeing as he was doing the admin.

			Alex could only think of two reasons for removing a chip. One was a technical malfunction or allergic reaction, both highly unlikely, and the other was to avoid being tracked or to access somewhere that your own chip wasn’t programmed for. 

			Something made Alex check the security cameras in Propulsion, just in case Ben had done something crazy to Javinder Singh. No, those guys were tight as brothers. They’d never resort to a fist fight, not even if they were both high. But Alex checked anyway, and what he saw worried him. The safety bulkhead had been closed, cutting off the main corridor, and the entrance looked like it had been cut open by an industrial saw. The department was empty. A quick check of a few key trackers showed that the rest of the Propulsion team were in the bar, where they’d been hanging out for the past day. 

			Okay, he’d play along and just give Ben the pass, make some crack about secret trysts with someone else’s girlfriend, and then track him carefully. One thought crossed his mind, though, and wouldn’t go away.

			Annis Kim.

			He walked back to his office, trying to look as if he wasn’t thinking the worst, and handed Ben the pass. 

			“Whoever it is, if her boyfriend catches you, I had nothing to do with this. People do crazy things on last nights.” 

			Ben blinked a few times. “Yeah. I’ll be discreet. Thanks.”

			Alex went back to his coffee, now tepid, and waited to hear Ben’s footsteps fade. Then he started tracking him. There was every chance that he’d dump the pass, but he needed it for a reason, and he might have felt he was in the clear after Alex’s comment about illicit meetings. Either way, Alex couldn’t ignore this. He sent Trinder a message.

			NEED TO TALK TO SOL URGENTLY RE BEN TUSA. HAS INJURIES, PROP LAB A WRECK. 

			Alex kept an eye on Ben’s tracker while he waited for an answer. It took Trinder a couple of minutes to respond.

			STILL LOOKING FOR KIM WITH CHRIS & K9 TEAM. YES, AWARE OF LAB. SOL DID THAT SEARCHING.

			Damn, Solomon was giving that sapper bot some serious use, then. BEN REMOVED CHIP. ASKED ME FOR PASS. TRACKER REF 9738.

			Alex watched as Ben’s tracker moved through the management building, down to the ground floor, and then outside towards the recreation hall. Okay, he always spent a lot of time in the gym, but nobody in their right mind would train tonight. Alex decided that he needed to get down there fast. It was the dumbest thought he’d ever had. He had no idea what he was going to do or how he was going to do it, but if Kim was down there, he had to grab her.

			Ben’s going to flatten me.

			Yeah, but who hit him?

			SENDING MARC, Trinder messaged. HE’S WITH ME.

			Trinder’s tracker showed he was in one of the Lammergeiers. Alex was closer. He could get to the gym before Marc.

			HEADING FOR GYM. KIM POSSIBLY THERE.  

			He didn’t wait for the response. He shoved the screen in his pocket and ran down two flights of stairs to the outer doors. The recreation hall was the other side of a lawn, between the admin block and the infirmary building, and there weren’t that many places in there to lock someone up. Kim would have to be confined somehow, unless she was doing this of her own free will, and if she was, Alex had no idea what was going on.

			There was nobody around when he went in. A couple of guys were playing pool in the games room when he passed the glass doors, but nobody was working out or using the squash courts. He checked his screen and zoomed in as far as he could to pin down Ben’s position more accurately. At this scale, it was hard to tell if the tracker was moving. It appeared to show Ben either at the rear interior of the building or outside the back doors. If Kim was in here, the only places Alex could think of with locks were the disused office and the locker rooms.   

			He’d work upwards from ground level, then. The storage and admin offices were upstairs. He walked into the locker room lobby and stopped to listen, struggling to hear over the noise of his own gasping breaths, but there were no voices and no footsteps. He could call out to Kim, but she might not hear him before Ben did. If Ben had any sense, he’d be looking for trackers approaching his position anyway.

			Screw it. Check every door.

			Alex went into the men’s section first and tried all the cubicles and lockers. Kim was a hundred pounds and five-three, five-four if she was an inch, so she’d fit in a full-length locker even if it was painfully uncomfortable. But every door hung open as if someone had done a final check to make sure nothing had been left behind. There was litter on the floor and a couple of odd socks. People had grabbed their stuff and gone. Alex almost skidded on a sheet of paper that turned out to be a small poster announcing try-outs for basketball. 

			He walked back across the lobby and ventured into the women’s locker room, feeling awkward even though he knew nobody would be in there. It smelled of disinfectant, old perfume, and mould. It was just as litter-strewn and messy as the men’s, with that same atmosphere of lives that had somehow fallen off the edge of the world and would never resume, at least not on Earth.

			There was a motor rumbling somewhere. Was that a vehicle? That meant another set of external doors were open. Maybe Ben was getting ready to move Kim, and even if there was only one place he could take her, it would still make retrieving her that much harder. Alex had to speed things up. He strode through the shower room, pushing open cubicle doors and calling out. He had no choice now.

			“Annis? You in here?” He moved into the locker area. “Annis — I’ve come to get you out. Make a damn noise or something.”

			What the hell am I doing?

			I’m helping her hand over the project to a foreign power.

			And I’m going to get the shit kicked out of me.

			“Annis?”

			He thought he heard banging. It could have been Ben. But he followed the sound and realised it was coming from outside the locker room. The floor plan on his screen showed an unlabelled void. When he went around the side and walked down the access corridor, he realised it was an equipment store. The twin doors had been barricaded shut with a curl bar and a couple of hockey sticks wedged and taped between the handles. 

			He rapped on the door. “Annis?”

			“You took your bloody time,” said a muffled voice.

			At least she was okay. “You’re going to get your people to call off the bombing, right?” Alex started ripping the tape off. Why didn’t he carry a knife? Knives were always useful. He’d make sure he had one in the future. “Tell me that’s what you’re going to do. Because Sol’s contacted APS and offered to trade.”

			“You’ve changed your tune, Mr But-This-Will-Destroy-
Nomad.”

			“Yeah. So, are you?”

			“Yes. That’s the whole point.”

			Screw it, Alex didn’t care what happened next and who got to settle Opis in the end as long as he didn’t have to huddle in that shelter downstairs and watch the fear on the faces of people who didn’t even know the planet existed a few months ago. He didn’t want to watch the transit camp civilians who’d thought they were finally safe, only to find they’d walked into another disaster. And he knew he wouldn’t be able to bear seeing Trinder’s detachment, Chris Montello’s vets, and the two Brits sitting down to wait with the evacuees, either for death or an uncertain future, because they wouldn’t abandon the civilians. That was what he should have been like.

			But I never was that kind of man.

			He tossed the hockey sticks aside and hefted the curl bar. It was lighter than he expected, and the curved ends made it feel off-balance, but it would do as a weapon. The doors opened and Kim pushed her way out, looking rumpled but still defiant. He suddenly realised who had given Ben that black eye. 

			“Ah,” she said, looking past him. She held out her hand for the bar. “Better give me that.”

			Alex glanced over his shoulder. Ben was striding down the corridor towards them. Then he broke into a jog.

			“Whoa, stop right there, Alex.”

			Thinking was overrated. Sometimes it was better to let the monkey brain take over. It had a million more years of experience at this sort of thing. Alex held the curl bar like a baseball bat and stepped in front of Kim.

			“Don’t make me, Ben,” he said. 

			Ben stopped a couple of yards away. “You wouldn’t.”

			“I would. Just go. Get out of here.”

			“So you’re happy to trash everything you worked for.”

			“APS is going to work it out sooner or later anyway. All I care about now is stopping them from frying us.”

			Ben just shook his head as if he was dealing with a lippy kid. “Sorry, Al, she’s coming with us.”

			Ben stepped forward. Alex charged at him and swung the bar, instantly and blindly angry, thinking Kim would have the sense to run. The blow didn’t connect, but he did. He crashed into Ben. 

			It was like hitting a brick wall. The bar went flying and bounced end over end with metallic crashes. Maybe the surprise of a smaller, unfit guy going crazy had improved Alex’s odds. The two men fell in a wrestling, gouging heap. Even now, even as some primal aggression possessed him, Alex could see himself and he knew he looked like an idiot.

			“Go on, Annis, run.” He settled for trying to hold Ben down while she got away. “Get out of here. Run. Find Marc.”

			 For a moment he thought she was just hanging around, but she was trying to grab the curl bar. Then Ben threw him off and scrambled to his feet. Alex lunged for his legs and got a kick in the chest as Ben pulled free and reached for Kim. 

			Damn, he had her. He grabbed her arms, and she fought like a caged cat, but Ben was a big guy. He started dragging her down the corridor, her arm pushed up her back. She was kicking and yelling abuse. Alex ran after them.

			No, no, no, no. It doesn’t end like this. I’m not letting you have her.

			Nothing else mattered right then. The monkey brain was doing a great job of driving Alex where his common sense would never have dreamed of taking him. But long before he got within punching distance of the struggling pair, Marc came up the corridor from the other end, handgun aimed, not running but walking so fast and in such a straight line that Alex had no doubt what he was going to do.

			Maybe Ben hadn’t seen the gun. Alex slowed. His monkey brain said that it was a really good idea to just duck, and by then Marc was two strides from Ben. For a second, Alex was certain that Marc was going to shoot him. His aim never moved from the guy’s head. 

			“Don’t tempt me, mate.” Marc caught Kim by the arm  and shoved her one-handed behind him. His eyes were fixed on Ben’s. Alex didn’t doubt for one second that he was serious. “If it’s you or sixteen hundred people, this isn’t your lucky day.”

			Marc backed away, then turned and marched Kim off. Alex wondered if Ben was going to go after them. But the guy just watched helplessly. It didn’t matter how fit you were if the other man was armed and had nothing to lose. Alex, still hyped up and ready for a fight, made himself walk away, his legs suddenly wobbly. He retraced his steps towards the main entrance.

			Ben yelled after him. “Do you realise what you’ve done? You’ve fucked the project. They’ll never let you leave now.”

			Yes, Alex knew. He’d done what they all should have had the sense to do two days ago. It was an awful, difficult day, and he’d probably looked ridiculous fighting with Ben, but it was also the most alive and real that he’d ever felt. 

			I did it. That’s not too shabby.

			He looped around the building and caught up with Marc and Kim outside. Marc, pistol still drawn, was checking around them as he walked, as if he was expecting more trouble. It felt like a very long way to the Lammergeier. 

			Kim glanced over her shoulder. “Thanks, Alex. What a pair of gents you are. There was no bloody way they were getting me on that shuttle.”

			“Yeah, but if you’d stayed put, we wouldn’t be pissing around like this, would we?” Marc was angry. “Why didn’t you stay in the access passages?”

			“Because I had a feeling Erskine would wipe the wormhole data, so I had to try and retrieve it, didn’t I? You’d have done the same.”

			“But you didn’t.”

			“Nah, Ben caught me.”

			“Okay, now it’s your turn. Get those bombs stopped. Are you planning to go home after this? They’ll come and extract you, right?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Can you get Tev back to Fiji? It’s in your neck of the woods. He hasn’t seen his kids in ages.”

			“I’ll give it a go,” Kim said. “It’s the least I can do. Do you want a ride back to the UK?”

			“I’m staying, thanks,” Marc said, and walked on. 

			It wasn’t like him to snap at people, but Alex thought better of asking him if anything was wrong. He just trailed after them and ended up waiting outside the Lammergeier while Solomon was brought out to supervise Kim’s call to APS. Everything felt very unreal now. Marc sat down with him on the tilt rotor’s ramp.

			“She’s just relaying messages through some bagman,” he said, and looked at his watch. “Still, we’ve got at least twenty-four hours for them to call this off.”

			“You think we’ll make it if they don’t?”

			Marc shrugged. “As long as the shelter’s sealed and we don’t have any leaks letting contaminated dust and water in, I think so. It won’t be pretty. But we’ll come out alive. I know I always do.”

			Marc didn’t say anything else and sat staring up at the sky. Eventually Kim walked past them down the ramp and stood on the lawn, stretching. 

			“Well?” Alex said.

			She shrugged. “I don’t know. I couldn’t speak to Pham direct. I’ll have to wait and see like everyone else. It’s early morning there, after all.”

			“Did you point out that we’re not much use to them trashed and glowing in the dark?”

			“I did. And I made a big thing of how shitty and obsolete your ships are, and that they should let you clear out as soon as possible so we can take over the facility. I think it’s for the best that my people don’t find out what Sol is.” Kim stretched again. “Oh, and Sol impersonated you when he made the initial call. So if some bloke says that he spoke to you on the sat phone, just say yes.”

			“Great. What did I say?”

			“Just that Erskine was as mad as a box of frogs and that she’d sabotaged the comms, but you were the main man to talk to, and that you’d hand over the goods if they called off the bombing.”

			Alex thought that was a pretty fair assessment of his own thoughts. “Close enough.” 

			“I’m going to grab a shower, then, if that’s okay with you,” she said.

			Marc stood up. “Then you’ll have it downstairs in the shelter. I’m not letting you walk around without close protection until this is sorted one way or the other. Erskine’s persistent.”

			Alex thought Marc was flirting with her for a moment, but the guy looked deadly serious. Someone would have to guard her now until the shuttle left. It was only fourteen hours or so. It would soon be over.

			It was decent of her to look out for Sol like that, though. Maybe it was time to rebuild a few bridges with him. Alex realised how fast his finest hour had faded and left him deflated. Adrenaline did that, apparently, but he’d experienced nothing like it before to prepare him. The aftermath was a thumping headache and a dry mouth. Maybe he needed that beer after all, seeing as Kim was safe and the message had been sent.

			But he had to sit it out until midnight, because the passenger list needed to be finalised. He went back to his office, feeling a few strained muscles, and busied himself checking out the bruises that he didn’t realise he’d acquired in his scuffle with Ben. Poor old Ben — this was a guy he drank with and regarded as a friend, and he’d ended up trying to brain him with a curl bar. Maybe Ben was now sitting somewhere licking his own wounds and wondering why a buddy had kept Opis a secret all those years. Neither of them had really known each other until survival was at stake.

			A message arrived on Alex’s screen at 2230. It was from Erskine, just one word.

			TRAITOR.

			It didn’t hurt. Alex was more worried about the problems she’d cause by staying here, because she wasn’t one for giving in gracefully. He had the feeling that the rules would change once the bulk of the Ainatio staff were gone. He could see Trinder taking over, maybe with Doug Brandt and Chris, because they’d be the majority. Life wasn’t going to go on as before even if they never made it to Opis. He thought about Marc and Tev, and how fast they took control of situations, and bet himself that things here would run on more military lines in the future.

			But he had to reply to Erskine. He wondered whether to tell her that Kim had contacted APS to horse-trade, but she’d have worked that out by now, and it wasn’t going to change anything. He stuck to the basics.

			I HAVE 68 BERTHS EMPTY. I STRONGLY SUGGEST YOU CHANGE YOUR MIND AND TAKE THE OPPORTUNITY TO LEAVE IN ELCANO. THEY’LL NEED SOME LEADERSHIP. WE ALREADY HAVE OURS.

			Alex tapped SEND. It felt good.

			It also made him feel guilty. In a way, Erskine had done the right thing. They both had. They just operated in different realities that put them on a collision course, and Alex had discovered that he was one of the guys who worried about the faces looking at him right now, not a vague future full of people he’d never live to see. 

			Erskine’s reply came back ten minutes later. I WILL NOT FORGET THIS. GOODBYE.

			It wasn’t an expression of gratitude. 

			“Goodbye, Director,” he said.

			He put her out of his mind and started looking through the list of people who weren’t going, intending to contact them and ask if they’d changed their minds. But there were no names on the standby list now, and all he’d do by asking was undermine hard decisions that had already been taken. They’d made up their minds.

			He’d ask Solomon if he felt like a chat. At least he could look the AI in the eye now, because he’d done what a man was morally obliged to do. 

			A clean conscience was a wonderful comfort.

			* * *

			Kill Line: 

			1130 Hours, Next Morning

			Doug Brandt hadn’t heard that low rumbling noise for a long time, but he knew exactly what it was.

			He tried to recall the last time that Ainatio had launched a shuttle. The sound always made everyone stop and look up, and today was no exception. He paused and got out of the truck, shielding his eyes against the sun as he tried to work out where the ship would emerge above the trees, and waited for the whine. 

			After the initial rumble, that whine would start low and work up the scale, followed by something he always heard as a scream of frustration as the shuttle picked up speed. He’d only ever glimpsed it in flight, never on take-off, but he’d seen SSTOs like it take off on TV, zipping along a launch rail set in the runway to boost speed before finally lifting off. 

			Ah, there was the scream. In a few moments he’d see the charcoal-grey, missile-like shape lift into the sky, leaving a shimmering haze in its wake. When it finally rose above the trees it looked too sleek to be real. 

			I suppose we could have been on that flight. The whole family. 

			Doug stopped himself right there. Everyone would get where they were meant to be, and it was better to stay together in the long term than sow divisions now. But if he understood the schedule right, he would only be the mayor for a couple more months until Shackleton was ready, and then the next thing would be waking up forty-five years later in a new world with an established settlement. Would Kill Line integrate? Would they become a suburb, a quarter, a separate community?

			 There was no Kill Line any longer, even if it was still on the map. He couldn’t let himself grieve about it. The future was all that mattered now. He chose to believe that there would be one, and that it would start tomorrow.

			He got back in the truck and carried on through the deserted town. The fire and rescue committee had already searched to make sure every building was clear, and checked the evacuee list, but he wanted to do one final sweep himself before driving out to Liam Dale’s farm. It was for his own closure.

			Even in the middle of the night when nobody was out on the streets, Kill Line had always felt alive, but this morning it seemed truly empty for the first time in Doug’s life. A few chickens were poking around in the grass. Wisps of smoke rose above the roofline in the town square as the carcasses of Marty Laurenson’s sheep still burned. It was an apocalypse without any visible damage. Every home that Doug passed was shuttered. In the fields, cattle were still grazing. Those who hadn’t shot their livestock had left them to roam, and Liam Dale was the last farmer left.

			At least he’d been consistent. He hadn’t wanted to leave when Opis was an option rather than a necessity, and he still hadn’t wanted to leave when the die-back started again. It wasn’t surprising that even the threat of salted bombs hadn’t shifted him. But he wasn’t crazy.

			He was cleaning the milking parlour when Doug arrived. It was so quiet out here — no tractors, no sawmill, no pumps — that Doug could simply follow the sound of the high-pressure hose to find him. Liam looked up as he walked in. The air felt damp and fresh like the aftermath of rain.

			“Come on, Liam,” Doug said. “You’ve done all you can. Let’s go. Come and have something to eat. Nicola’s waiting with the kids. She needs you there.”

			Liam didn’t say anything. He put the hose away and switched off the power at the box on the wall. Doug followed him back to the house a few paces behind, just letting him be, and stopped when he stopped. He waited outside until Liam came out with a small suitcase, shut the front door, and rattled the lock a few times to persuade himself that it was secure.

			He put the case in the back of Doug’s pick-up. “Give me a moment,” he said. 

			Doug could guess where he was going. Liam didn’t have many animals — some pigs, his prize herd of Jerseys, a few chickens that were more pets for his kids than anything — but they were as much his family’s legacy as a rich man’s estate. Doug left him for a respectable time. When he eventually went to find him, he was leaning on the fence, watching his cattle. The Jersey bull was watching him back. It was the meanest animal Doug had ever come across, a stark contrast to the small, friendly cows with their pretty deer-like faces.   

			“Liam, I don’t want to get your hopes up, but Ainatio’s trying to negotiate with APS to call off the bombing,” Doug said. “They’ve offered to trade their secret research. We’re waiting to hear.”

			Liam half-shrugged. One of the cows ambled across to him and presented her muzzle for scratching. “Yeah. I heard the rumour. If they do, I’m going to feel bad for the guys who’ve shot their livestock.”

			He hung around a little longer, then shook his head and walked away to the truck. He didn’t look back as Doug drove off. If the bombing went ahead, this was probably the last time anyone would see Kill Line in one piece. 

			No. Look forward. We have to.

			It wasn’t a long drive back to the shelter at Ainatio, but it was still a lot of silence to sit through. Just once, Doug glanced at Liam, expecting to see him staring out of the window or keeping his eyes fixed on the road ahead, but he wasn’t looking at anything at all. His eyes were shut and his face was streaked with tears. 

			Doug looked away again and said nothing. Some things couldn’t be put right with comforting words or even hope. Liam’s wife was waiting out front with their son and daughter when Doug pulled up, though, and he was given no more time to brood. 

			“All safely gathered in, then,” said a voice behind Doug as he made his way to the elevator. It was Alex, the management guy who’d given the talk about Opis, which now seemed like a lifetime ago. “So, the animals?”

			“He’s just left them in their field. They’ll either be okay or they won’t.”

			“We haven’t heard back from APS yet. But Sol’s got the bots working on rebuilding the comms. We’re still using the sat phone.”

			“Well, I’m going to try to keep people busy now. How many of your agricultural people are still here? We can start planning together.”

			“We’ve got a few plant biologists and a couple of guys who can help out with animal embryos and that kind of stuff. We’ve already stored some eggs and semen for a couple of your livestock guys. But I don’t think Mr Dale’s herd provided any.”

			“I don’t think he saw what he had as replaceable.”

			They got into the elevator. The lighting showed a few marks on Alex’s face that hadn’t been there when Doug had seen him yesterday, as if he’d been in a brawl, but Doug minded his own business.  

			“Are you okay with Trinder and the military running all this?” Alex asked.

			“Why wouldn’t I be?”

			“You’re the mayor.”

			“Sure, but this isn’t just Kill Line. It’s the camp and it’s whatever Ainatio folk feel they are now. I’m just the spokesman for my neighbourhood.”

			The doors opened on U3. Alex ushered Doug out in front of him. “Yeah, it’s kind of hard to identify as Ainatio now.”

			Doug had suspected that as soon as he started seeing Dan Trinder’s troops walking around. They were still in their black uniforms, but all their insignia had disappeared. There was no company logo on their caps or sleeves, just marks of rank. And then he spotted Jared Talbot, impossible to miss in a sea of heads because he was so tall, and he was wearing the same black shirt, pants, and cap. Doug was used to seeing Chris’s guys in a varied mix of service uniforms, depending on where they’d originated and which garments had survived a hard few years, anything from police departments to State Defence and naval units, usually combined with camouflage or hunting jackets. Now it looked as if a realignment had taken place overnight.

			“What happened with all the uniforms?” Doug asked. 

			Alex shrugged. “Trinder said Ainatio didn’t exist any more.”

			“But what about the transit camp?”

			“Lennie Fonseca thought it would be nice to offer them the run of the stores. They haven’t had any new gear for a long time. Apparently the boots were very welcome.”

			“You sound like you needed to ask Trinder about it.”

			“Well, I did wonder if we were witnessing a merger.”

			“Makes sense,” Doug said. “Factions aren’t good for anyone. Look, have I understood the timescale right? If things go to plan and we launch Shackleton in a few months, that means we’ll land on Opis not long after Elcano gets there, doesn’t it?”

			“Correct.”

			“That doesn’t leave much time for healing.”

			Alex chuckled without much humour. “There’s been a lot of discussion about that in the last few days. And there’s the unknown factor of how the next Nomad generation is going to see things after their parents were cut off by Erskine.”

			“But they’re military.”

			“Nobody’s immune to the mythology of time. I’ve lived through just a few days of this at close quarters, and right now I don’t know if Erskine was a ruthless bitch who saved her chosen elite, or a heroine who did the only thing she could.”

			“But you chose to do the opposite.”

			“Indeed I did,” Alex said, walking away. “So I guess I decided she was a bitch after all.”

			Doug wondered how much time it would take to heal that. He wasn’t going to hold his breath. 

			It was time to go walkabout to see how people were doing in the Kill Line section, and he was relieved to see his grandchildren mesmerised by Solomon. The AI was now back in his quadrubot frame, keeping a crowd of youngsters occupied by showing them recordings of the black bird-like creatures that hung around the Nomad camp on Opis. Solomon wasn’t a natural entertainer when it came to children, but somehow that made him much more human. He was like an awkward uncle, stopping every so often to explain himself, even a little hesitant. But the older children were just lapping it up, and the little ones saw only a friendly, talking, robotic dog. Kids liked robots and they liked dogs. Solomon didn’t have to sell himself very hard. 

			Doug hung around at the back of the hall, increasingly absorbed. Much of Opis had been mapped and superficially surveyed from orbit, but very little had been explored. The last few months had been such a flood of shocks and surprises that he kept overlooking one important issue. The survival of Cabot and the existence of a base on another planet was a surprise to more than just the people here. The rest of the world didn’t know either, and that wasn’t a small technical detail. The only alien worlds that Earth had seen at close quarters were within the solar system and a couple orbiting relatively close stars, and the only life found was far, far less complex than anything Solomon was showing the children now. Opis was a real prize. Doug understood Georgina Erskine’s fears. And if he was completely honest with himself, they were his fears as well.

			He went back to the cubicle he shared with Joanne and sat down to plan out things for the next few days. He’d hold sessions in one of the halls and get the farmers talking in detail with the scientists about crop planning. There was no way of knowing what would happen on Opis in the years they’d be in cryo, and their plans might turn out to be a waste of time, but it was what they needed to do right now. Damn it, he’d hold a session tonight. Staying busy beat sitting around and watching the clock count down to midnight.

			“Oh, you’re back.” Joanne stood in the cubicle entrance, holding a pile of clothes. “I saw Liam, so I assumed everything went okay.”

			“Apart from it breaking him.”

			“Martin’s set up the chapel.”

			“I’m not sure Liam’s going to find solace there yet.”

			“You never know. Anyway, I met the young woman who’s negotiating with APS. She seems very competent. Annis Kim.”

			“Has she had an answer yet?”

			“I think they’d tell us if she had.”

			Doug checked the time. “I didn’t realise it was that late.” It was nearly four in the afternoon. He needed to grab something to eat. “I’m going to start holding agricultural planning meetings tonight. Get together with the scientists and work out some detail.”

			“You’ll be competing with the movies and the pool hall, then. Dan Trinder and that ginger-bearded guy have made sure everyone’s going to be fully occupied for the next few days. No sitting around waiting for the bombs to drop. Personally, I think I’m going to sleep through it. I’m totally wiped out.”

			“You’re being very calm.”

			“I’m not going to pretend I’m relaxed about it, but we do have experienced people here who know what they’re doing. Go on, get on with your meeting. I’m going to take a quick nap.”

			Joanne was fine, then. That was all that mattered.

			Doug went on his rounds again. The more ground he covered in this subterranean complex, the more he understood what she meant about the comforting effect of being surrounded by competence. In under forty-eight hours, the combined effort of the site staff, the transit camp, and his own neighbours had set up an underground village, complete with a hospital, a dog pound, kitchens, entertainment, sanitation, schoolrooms, and relatively private accommodation for more than sixteen hundred people. If anything proved that this random selection of human beings could build a new society, that did. They could face the worst. He was proud of them all. 

			He stopped for a sandwich at one of the food stations and watched the endless trail of assorted bots moving up and down the passages. So this was what the town had supported for all these years without knowing. He was still annoyed about Ainatio stockpiling food, and wished they could have rewarded the town’s loyalty with a little trust, but now those reserves would save them in the end. Fate was meticulously tidy. 

			When he finished his sandwich, he went to check out the chapel, locating it via the floor plans that had been posted at every fire control point. It turned out to be a large room off a storage area full of bots. Martin Berry had set up rows of seats, a lectern, and a makeshift altar that appeared to be a quadrubot like Solomon’s unit. The four legs were at full height, turning it into a useful table. Incongruous as it was, it didn’t look out of place bearing the big brass cross from St Thomas’s.

			“Don’t worry, Doug, I’ve rescued the parish records.” Martin appeared with the box of frayed hymn books that Doug’s father said had been ancient when the church was built. He started putting them on the seats. “Solomon thought this would be a quieter spot for contemplation. I had an extraordinary chat with him.”

			“He’s the only one of his kind, he says.”

			“I can believe it. I’ve never discussed self-sacrifice in the context of Kant and Aquinas’s cardinal virtues with a sentient machine before.”

			Doug had only spent minutes with the AI, and he wasn’t exactly sure who Kant or Aquinas were, but he realised Solomon was different.

			“He’s full of surprises.”

			“He wanted to discuss the morality of killing. Apparently he opened fire on one of the men who ambushed Chris’s patrol, and he still seems to be trying to square that with his moral programming.”

			 “Yes. They told me he’s classed as a sentient autonomous weapon or something, and they were banned years ago, so APS might want him destroyed.”

			“Then we’d better make sure he stays our little secret. Whatever his purpose, I really think he has a soul.”

			Martin wasn’t a fanciful man. Doug sometimes wondered how he managed to believe in anything he couldn’t see, so when he made pronouncements like that, they were unsettling. Martin had arrived thirty years ago at the height of the epidemic that hit New England, very well qualified but seeking somewhere remote, willing to fit in but still always a little separate. Nobody wanted to turn away a minister even if he’d come from an infected area. 

			“I’ll let folks know you’re opening the doors,” Doug said.

			As the afternoon wore on, Doug tried to keep walking the floor and reassuring everyone in the way a mayor was supposed to, but he wasn’t a kid any more, and the effort exhausted him. He took a seat and people-watched for a while. Whenever he checked his screen, though, he found another message from someone he’d invited to the planning meeting saying they couldn’t make it tonight, and asking if tomorrow was okay.

			He said yes to all of them, realising that they wanted to be with their families. Even though they were talking casually about events tomorrow, there was still doubt in their minds that the day would actually come. Doug understood, and knew where he needed to be at midnight as well. 

			It was now nearly seven, and the public address system announced that the chapel was open. Doug suspected it would get busier the closer it got to midnight, and decided to drop in again to see how Martin was doing. He couldn’t forget the minister’s comment about Solomon. They were living in strange times. But when he got to the chapel, Martin wasn’t there. Someone else was, though, and not who Doug expected.

			Marc Gallagher was sitting in the back row, leaning forward with his elbows on his knees as if he was reading something. He was one of a number of people Doug had been introduced to with barely a couple of minutes to form an opinion, but he didn’t seem to be the spiritual kind. Perhaps he wanted a few moments’ peace and quiet. Then it dawned on Doug that he was looking at the contents of his wallet, holding it open like a book. He suddenly looked around as if he hadn’t heard Doug walk in.

			“Sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt you,” Doug said.

			Marc stood up. “It’s okay. Did you need me, sir?”

			“No, I came down to see the minister, but it doesn’t matter.”

			It felt like an awkward moment for both of them. It was also the second time today that Doug had seen a strong man with tear tracks down his face. He couldn’t walk away now. Like Liam, Marc had been looking at something or someone he cherished and thought it would be for the last time. Doug could work that out for himself. 

			“It’s okay, Marc,” he said. “We’ll come through this.”

			Marc still had his wallet in his hand. “That’s the problem,” he said. “I always do, and they didn’t.”

			He opened his wallet, and for a moment Doug didn’t connect the words with the action. Marc was a dad showing someone his family photos in the way all fathers did, images of two young men in uniform posing for the camera with big grins. When the reality dawned, though, Doug was crushed.

			“They were killed a few days apart,” Marc said. “When I see people in here looking scared, I hope neither of my lads saw it coming. I couldn’t bear knowing that they spent their last moments terrified.”

			Doug had never worked out whether courageous men were just better at hiding fear, or whether they’d had to confront it so often that it had lost its capacity to paralyse them. He had questions, none of which could be asked. He didn’t know if one son had known about his brother’s death, and he didn’t know how Marc had been given the news, both at the same time or separately. It was too terrible to think about and far too much to ask.

			“I wish there was something I could do,” Doug said.

			“All I want right now is for the last thing I see to be them.”

			“It might be the first.”

			Doug realised he might have said entirely the wrong thing or even sounded glib. Marc’s expression told him nothing. 

			“Give me a shout if you need anything, sir,” Marc said, weaving his way between the seats to the exit. “I’ll be up top.”

			 Doug could only sit down and contemplate how easy things had been for Kill Line until now. Even this evacuation was comfortable and well-fed. It was hard to imagine the things that the rest of the world had been forced to do to survive, but he might find out all too soon.

			Martin appeared a few minutes later carrying two mugs of coffee. “Hi Doug. Where’d Marc go?”

			Doug added a few more pieces to the puzzle and realised that he’d made Marc feel uncomfortable enough to leave. “He went back up top. That’s my fault, I’m afraid. I think I said too much.”

			Martin handed him the coffee instead. “Did he show you the pictures?”

			“Yeah. Damn shame.”

			“I think he just wanted somewhere private for a few minutes without someone asking him for help.”

			“I can’t imagine living with that sort of pain.”

			“He’s still looking for something.” Martin stroked imaginary dust off one of the hymn books. “He’s armed and I don’t think he’s afraid of death the same way most men are. If he really wanted out, he’d have done it. But he’s hanging on.”

			“Don’t assume he wants to be saved, Martin.”

			“I won’t. But he believes in something bigger than himself, or else he wouldn’t be a soldier. That’s what gives you the courage to take risks. Tribe, family, regiment, nation, God — they’ll still be there even when you’re not, and that lifts you because you know things will be okay. It’s belief in the future.”

			“He could go back to Britain. That’s still okay.”

			“But that’s not what he’s looking for. Whatever it is, it isn’t there. Maybe there’s too much past there for him to bear.”

			Doug wasn’t sure why he was worrying about a man he barely knew, but today had been his first real brush with the heartbreak of others beyond the normal cycle of birth and death, and his first experience of watching it bring tough men down. He’d avoided all that. He felt like he was finally waking up very late in life. 

			“Opis is as good a place as any to look for it, then,” he said. “And I suspect he won’t be the only one.”

			* * *

			Ainatio Shuttle D750K, Approaching Orbital 1:

			1845 Hours

			One way or the other, it was over.

			Erskine could do nothing now except sit and wait like the rest of the Ainatio staff crammed into the shuttle. It was like the worst airline flight she could imagine: painfully cramped, nothing to pass the time, her head throbbing thanks to the microgravity, and a giddy nausea that she could only keep under control by shutting her eyes. Despite the medication and an empty stomach, she’d come close to vomiting. Several people already had. The air scrubber hadn’t quite killed the smell.

			It was also unnervingly silent, considering that there were so many children on board. A few kept crying, occasionally shushed into silence, but apart from that the only sounds were the clicks and creaks from the shuttle itself. 

			And I can’t even have a coffee.

			Erskine couldn’t risk opening her eyes to check her watch in case she finally threw up. Would she pass the fourteen-hour threshold for cryo? It was going to be hours before the chill-down began, so she’d be all right. The next thing she’d taste would be when — or if — she was revived from suspension, decades in the future and trillions of miles away. The oblivion of a dreamless sleep couldn’t come soon enough.

			A couple of clunks and a shudder passed through the shuttle. Knowing that it was only the ship docking under the control of the dumb AIs didn’t reassure her, but then she felt herself sinking in her seat and realised the shuttle was now under the orbital’s partial gravity. It still didn’t feel normal, but it was enough to tell her brain which way was up. At least that would help stop the nausea.

			 Now two of the engineers would have to suit up, enter the transfer tunnel to check that the seals were sound, manually open the airlocks, and let the onboard AI flood the spaces with breathable air. Then they’d repeat the procedure at the far end of the orbital to ensure Elcano was ready to board. It was going to take time. These were tasks that would have been automated if Solomon hadn’t locked everything down.

			And if we hadn’t cut his links. Maybe he’d have relented and released the ship. 

			A child started crying again. Erskine knew she should have said something encouraging, a pep talk or some cheerful banter, but breaking the silence would have sounded forced and nervous. She wasn’t the charismatic figure everyone looked to for a defiant or inspiring word. Alex Gorko would have said exactly the right thing, made everyone laugh, and changed the entire mood of the ship, but he wasn’t here, and neither was any other manager with that kind of easy confidence.

			Jane Lurie eventually appeared in the hatchway, helmet in one hand, looking out of breath. Nobody was used to doing these kinds of manoeuvres. This was life without Solomon managing the AIs for them.

			“We’re connected,” she said. “Everything’s fine, so we’re going back to open the hatches now. Not much longer to wait.”

			“I want to go to the bathroom,” said a small voice.

			So did Erskine. It was sobering to find that running for your life could pale into insignificance when your body’s most basic functions demanded attention. She shut her eyes and tried to sleep to take her mind off it, which should have been easy after yet another sleepless night. Eventually, after a few minutes of trying to ignore the sudden smell of urine and someone coughing a few rows behind her, the long cabin receded into the distance and then faded.

			Someone shook her shoulder. It was Lurie.

			“Time to move, Director. Are you okay? We transferred the children first. The little ones were getting really cranky.”

			Erskine tried to straighten up in her seat, then remembered the seat belt. “Oh. Yes.” She straightened her jacket, rumpled in the straps. “How long was I out?”

			“A couple of hours. Careful when you stand up. It’s not full Earth gravity, remember.”

			Erskine had rarely needed to be scared of anything in her safe, confined life. She’d never faced real physical danger. The things that made her afraid were all abstract, and perhaps harder to deal with because of that. But she was suddenly conscious of the fragility of both the shuttle and her own body as she made her way down the aisle between the tightly-packed rows of seats, holding on to the overhead rail and moving hand over hand. If things had gone to plan and the follow-up missions had happened at the appointed time, there’d have been a few familiarisation flights to prepare everyone for the more unpleasant sensations. Instead, they’d all done it for real with no training, just instructions, and it had been rushed and frightening. Alex had said that he hadn’t dreamed in cryo. Erskine hoped that meant people would be spared the nightmares the flight might have generated.  

			A few yards from the hatch, she ducked her head automatically to look out of the single window, and had to pause. It wasn’t how beautiful Earth looked, or how wondrous, or how special that gripped her and made her stare. It just looked so damned alone. It was far beyond the middle of nowhere, a very long way to fall.

			Is that all it is?

			Take a good look. You’ll never see it again.

			“You okay, Director?” Lurie asked.

			“Fine. Just rubbernecking.”

			Following Lurie through the docking transfer tunnel was like walking across a glass floor, a solid surface that she struggled to trust. She now knew how little substance separated her from the infinite blackness outside. Orbital 1’s airlock felt like solid ground by comparison. The station had some gravity, room to move around, and, to Erskine’s relief, a toilet. She needed that right away. 

			“Gravity’s very underrated,” she said, squeezing into the tiny compartment and trying to identify the essentials to make the thing work. At least everything would head in the direction it was supposed to. “I’m glad I never had to work up here.”

			It took her a few moments to work out how to flush the toilet. When she came out, Lurie was leaning against the bulkhead, staring out at Earth. It was hard to tell if she was regretting this or not.

			“We’ll still be able to see Earth after midnight, won’t we?” Erskine said. 

			Suddenly she couldn’t recall the launch schedule. It had been the least of her worries. All she’d wanted to know was when the shuttle would be beyond Solomon’s reach if she’d misjudged his rules of engagement. Somewhere on that forlorn little sphere out there, somewhere in her line of sight, she’d be able to see the area around Kill Line and the facility, if she could find a satcam feed. 

			“We’ll be underway in three hours, when the AIs have finished their checks,” Lurie said. “So you’re cutting it fine. I wouldn’t watch if I were you.”

			For a moment, Erskine thought that Lurie meant the cryosuspension process, which hadn’t struck her as disturbing at all when she’d seen the footage of the Cabot preparation. It was simply like watching an anaesthetist with a patient. Then she realised that Lurie didn’t mean that at all. 

			“You think I’m being macabre,” Erskine said.

			“Just remember it’s never going to leave you.”

			Erskine had never thought of Lurie as a great reader of people’s moods. She didn’t know much about the woman at all. Lurie was just one of the engineers who’d become a lot more visible in the last few weeks of intense preparation. But she’d read Erskine like a book, and she was right. Watching the bombing would both haunt Erskine and leave her feeling helpless to stop it. Perhaps that was exactly what she was seeking: the feeling of being unable to do anything about it.

			I was ready to stay. It’s not as if I dumped babies out of a life raft to save myself. Alex just made it clear that I’d be more unwelcome with the survivors than with the people here. And we never really knew if we could trade data for time.

			No, I’m responsible. Whichever way we cut it.

			“You’re right,” Erskine said. “When are you going to disable the FTL node?”

			“John’s doing it now. That’s the end of the wormhole.”

			“As long as Solomon can access Shackleton, and APS can’t access Opis, that’s all that counts.”

			Lurie nodded, but she didn’t look convinced. “Okay.”

			The orbital was much larger than Erskine remembered and more brightly lit, but it was just a dock with limited life support, not a hotel. Nobody would want to be stranded here for more than a few days. She could hear the growing buzz of voices as she followed Lurie further down the narrow passage. In her mind, she had an image of walking to the end and emerging into a large open space, but the orbital was made up mostly of compartments for safety reasons. Every doorway she passed seemed to be full of people just looking for somewhere to sit or park themselves while they waited. Alex had organised it efficiently, at least. There were designated staff locating people and getting them lined up for cryo. It didn’t pay to hang around thinking about the process for too long. 

			One of the medical team approached Erskine, the male nurse she’d seen when she went to visit Kim in the infirmary. 

			“We can get you into cryo right away, Director,” he said. “We didn’t think you were coming, though, so we don’t have your medical records.”

			“It doesn’t matter,” Erskine said. “If I die, I die. It’s not as if I have a choice now. But could you delay me, please? Would it be any trouble to do me much later? Last, perhaps?”

			“Of course. It’ll be a long wait, though.”

			“Understood.” Erskine consulted her screen to check the deck plan. “I’ll be in the communications section for a while if you need me.”

			She wanted to check that the FTL was disabled for good. This was an obsession. She knew it. But Solomon had made a vow, and he had nothing to distract him from it: no family, no lover, no selfish ambition, and no fear, nothing beyond his reason for existing, which was the preservation of Nomad, and Bednarz’s vision of a society of the morally superior. He would feel completely justified no matter what he did. Would Bednarz have agreed with him on his choice of exemplary men and women? Erskine would never know if Solomon’s choices had been shaped in any way by Bednarz himself, however inadvertently. But either way, Solomon really had reached the conclusion that sacrifice, the ultimate sacrifice of the soldier, the laying down of lives for others, set some people apart from the rest. 

			Erskine followed the schematic on her screen and ended up climbing a short run of ladder to get into the communications section. It was no easy feat even in reduced gravity. When she reached the next compartment, she sat down on a metal locker while she reoriented herself. Would she ever meet Solomon again? His perspective might have changed in forty-five years, but if he’d lost his ideal human breeding stock, his seed corn for a better society, then he might have worked up an unimaginable head of steam by the time they next met.

			If we ever do. How long can he last if he’s powered down? How much of him gets written to permanent storage?

			Perhaps Solomon could actually die just like a human, and leave nothing of his essential self behind. Perhaps he was aware of that, and that was why he prized the willingness of some humans to give up that life to let someone else survive.

			Erskine carried on through the compartment, trying to avoid grabbing at unfamiliar pieces of equipment to steady herself. She could hear metallic taps and clicks ahead of her. She found Jane Lurie locking some metal boxes the size of suitcases.

			“The essentials from the FTL node,” Lurie said. “I can’t break them up or dump them out the airlock, so we’ll have to take them with us.”

			“So does that mean the wormhole’s collapsed?”

			“Yes.”

			“I didn’t notice. I thought — never mind.”

			“It’s tiny. No lightshow or anything.” Lurie straightened up, still looking down at the boxes. Erskine could almost smell her disapproval. “Director, I’m going to make sure nobody else watches the detonations. So could you avoid mentioning it? I know you probably don’t want to hear my opinion, but even if nobody survives to come after us, people here are feeling guilty and there’ll be recriminations. We’ve started out already broken. Alex Gorko gave up his cryo berth for me. I’ve got to live with that now.”

			Erskine rarely got into these kinds of conversations with anyone outside her immediate management circle. She wasn’t sure whether to enter into the debate or just make polite, non-committal noises. She decided not to point out that there were vacant berths and skipped to the broader issues.

			“We’ll be joining an established society,” she said. “I know it’s going to be hard to come to terms with what’s happened, but Nomad will change us. We’ll learn how to pull together again.”

			“But the population still won’t outnumber a thousand new arrivals. We’ll be the dominant culture. And they’ll know we’re the ones who left people behind. I’m kind of scared about where that goes.”

			Erskine was about to say that they wouldn’t know, but they already had the information on who was supposed to be joining them. She’d overlooked that in the heat of the crisis. She hadn’t given much thought — any thought — to how the Nomad team would feel about sharing their home with people who’d abandon their colleagues.

			“I don’t know what future generations will think,” Erskine said. “But the crew of Cabot are mostly military, and they’ll understand why hard choices had to be made.”

			Lurie blinked as if she’d switched off her real self and reverted to being the anonymous engineer. She lifted chunks of cable and composite out of a rack and packed them into a box. The conversation was over, then. Erskine thought of Chris Montello, refusing the chance to save his own skin, just like Trinder, and wondered if Cabot’s crew would give her a pass after all.

			“There,” Lurie said. “That’s the last part. I’ll go stow this in Elcano. Why don’t you move into the ship? You can still watch the satcam feed. We’re not shutting down the orbital.”

			Erskine stepped through the last airlock into the ship, and Lurie sealed the door and hatch behind her. Out of all the points of no return Erskine thought she’d reached, this really was the final one. Elcano would sever all connections with the orbital — and with Earth — in the next couple of hours. 

			It was past eleven at night back at the facility. They’d have secured the underground floors by now and would be killing time just as Erskine was. She had no work or leisurely meal to take her mind off the agonising wait. She couldn’t call Solomon even if she wanted to, and everything possible had been said anyway. The only thing she could do was wander around the ship and try to reassure the staff. Yes, she’d do that until it was time to find a sat feed. 

			It didn’t take her long to realise that the combination of limited space and a lot of anxious, disoriented people at a loose end made her into an obstacle. After drifting around trying to make small talk, exhaustion got the better of her and she ended up on the top cryo deck with the people from Propulsion, mostly because Ben was there, and she’d had enough contact with him in the last few days to feel that he was someone she actually knew. The deck wasn’t the minimalist, cavernous chamber beloved of movies. It was a parking garage, an industrial space full of undisguised cables, metal structures, and harsh lights, just storage for human freight with little room around each pod. One of the engineers stood up to give her a place on a bench against one of the bulkheads. 

			“We did our best, Director,” Ben said. He’d changed into a tracksuit top and shorts. It made him look even bigger. “With Kim, I mean.”

			“I know. It’s not your fault. And it might not make any difference anyway.”

			“Where do APS think we’re going? They’ll realise we’re not heading for Mars or someone else’s orbital sooner or later.”

			“Assuming they’re concerned at all, they’ll be more interested in getting into the facility once it’s safe to do so.” Everyone stopped talking. The silence spread around her like frost creeping across a window. It was getting close to midnight. She needed to get to a sat feed. “I have to see Jane Lurie. Excuse me.”

			“Ask Colin Croad,” Javinder said. “The loadmaster.” 

			Yes, she remembered Colin. It was interesting to see how they all organised themselves without Alex around, or maybe they were just following Alex’s schedule. Perhaps he wouldn’t have made a community leader, but he was a better organiser than she’d given him credit for. 

			She went to the bridge. She didn’t find Colin, but she did run into Lurie. 

			“Have you come up here to watch the feed?” Lurie asked. 

			“If I can see it here, yes.”

			“It’s as good a place as any.”

			Lurie had warned her. But if Erskine didn’t see the real event, she’d only create a theatrical version in her imagination from fiction and half-recalled memories, and it would be equally terrible. Lurie sat her down at a small console on the port side. 

			“It’s all AI until we reach Opis,” she said, sitting her down. “So you’ll get some privacy up here.” 

			The monitor had the resolution of a military satellite but Erskine couldn’t pick out the town or the facility until Lurie made some adjustments. If anything told her that the America she’d known was gone, that lightless void was it. The only illumination seemed to be Ainatio’s perimeter fence. Lurie adjusted the image again to zoom out. 

			“They’re targeting to the north-east,” she said, pointing out the orientation overlay. “If that’s what you want to see.” 

			Midnight was suddenly rushing up to meet Erskine like the ground at the bottom of a long fall. She kept checking her watch against the bulkhead chronometer, trying not to look away from the image in case she missed something.

			“You don’t have to wait with me,” she said.

			“Are you telling me to get lost?”

			“No. I thought you didn’t want to see it.”

			“I need to hang around in case you need to adjust the image.”

			“Okay. Thank you.”

			Erskine glanced over her shoulder. Lurie had turned away to fidget with some tools in her overalls. Erskine went back to her vigil. She watched the display on the imager count down the seconds, and 2359 turned into midnight.

			She saw nothing. She sat there for five, ten, then fifteen minutes in total silence.

			“I suppose I took midnight literally,” she said. “Would I have missed it?”

			“Not at that resolution.”

			“Leave me to it. If I need help with it, I’ll come and find you.”

			“Okay. You’ll feel the ship move off in about ten minutes, so don’t panic. All the clunking and vibrations won’t be anything to worry about. The gravity might fluctuate for a while, though, so belt up.” 

			Lurie wandered off. Erskine fastened the lap belt on the seat and settled down to keep watch. She’d imagined a launch to be something more spectacular, but when it happened, she almost missed it. It was just a vibration, a brief shudder as the ship separated from Orbital 1, and a few sounds she could feel through the deck more than actually hear. Elcano was finally on her way to Opis. 

			Maybe, if all the vessels had been launched and nobody had been left behind, it would have felt like the beginning of a magnificent adventure even for a jaded old woman who’d never wanted to be part of this nonsense anyway. But it was an anticlimax. The real event, the one she couldn’t look away from, was the consequence of her actions miles below.

			She kept watching the monitor. But by 0050, there was still no flare of light, and no activity at all. Perhaps APS had built some extra time into the warning to make sure that everyone was clear or in the shelters before they set their long-range drones on their bombing run.

			At 0150, Erskine stood up and went to get Lurie. She found the engineer in a side compartment, dozing at a console with her head resting on her folded arms. Erskine tapped her on the shoulder.

			“Nothing so far,” she said. “It’s nearly two a.m.”

			Lurie stretched and rubbed the back of her neck. “Let me check it.”

			She went back to the screen with Erskine and adjusted it, zooming in far enough to pick out the roads and buildings of Kill Line in infrared, then the Ainatio facility.

			“Looks intact to me.” Lurie rubbed her eyes with one hand. “I’d give it up, Director. Check again in a few hours, maybe.”

			They’ve called it off.

			They didn’t do it.

			There could have been a number of reasons why the bombing hadn’t happened yet. APDU could have had a technical problem, or the whole thing could have been an elaborate scam with Kim to gain access to the site. 

			Or perhaps now that Solomon had Kim, he’d finally surrendered a century’s work to an unfriendly power.

			He’d betrayed Nomad. Erskine’s gut, something she usually ignored, told her that was the most likely reason. Solomon had sacrificed his broader mission because humans had used his moral nature against him. But she’d managed to see the Nomad project through to a landing and a follow-up mission, despite the world collapsing around her, and despite Solomon, who was no easy adversary. The colony had its head start. She’d completed the task her father had set her. The moment didn’t feel like triumph of any kind, just relief, and for the time being that eclipsed any guilt or regret. 

			So I’m done here. I really am. I’ll make some time to be bitter and vengeful later, maybe.

			“You’re right, Jane,” she said to Lurie. “Time to give it up. I’m going to ask the med staff to put me into cryo now.”

			



	

17

			Bednarz gave Solomon one order, the only thing he absolutely had to do — define the best of humanity, identify it, and protect it against all its enemies. What he decided “the best” meant and how he protected it was entirely up to him. And Sol defined it, all right. He didn’t pick Rembrandts or Einsteins or saints. He picked soldiers. He picked them because over the course of his long and possibly infinite life, civilians — that’s us, for a lot of that time — showed him our selfishness, cowardice, disloyalty, self-pity, and mistrust of each other. Then he looked at soldiers and saw those failings were everything they weren’t. Don’t blame Solomon. He learned, and we were his sorry teachers. 

			Alex Gorko, talking to Todd Mangel

			Temporary Control Centre, Level U3:

			0230 Hours

			Chris didn’t believe that he could fall asleep on a night like this, but he woke with a start and found himself at the control room desk with his head resting on his hands. 

			He thought he could hear a dog barking. Had he missed the UCAVs dropping their payload? Where was Kim? What time was it? He tried to unscramble his brain, scratching his scalp. Out of nowhere, a mug of coffee appeared on the desk. He’d hoped it was Fonseca paying a visit, but it was Alex Gorko. 

			“You okay, Chris?”

			“I heard the dogs. I thought it had started.”

			“All quiet. No calls, no bombs, nothing. No activity at all.” Alex pushed the mug towards him. “Here. You need the caffeine.”

			“Where’s Kim?”

			“She’s gone up top to use the sat phone again. Wow, that really is a museum piece. I didn’t realise we still had any.”

			“Nobody should be going outside when we’re locked down.”

			“How else is she going to get a signal?”

			“Who’s gone with her?”

			“Sol.”

			The message had been sent so many times that the key people at APS must have received it by now. Maybe they really were juggling the risks of die-back against the potential benefits of Ainatio’s propulsion technology.

			And if they decide it’s worth it... we’re into the next round of problems.

			Someone in APS intelligence obviously knew about Opis, or else Kim wouldn’t have come here. The question was how much they knew, how much Kim would tell them when she got hold of them, and what they’d do about it. They had to at least be wondering why Ainatio had bothered to keep all the ships and where they might be going in Elcano, because whatever story Erskine had fed them, they’d check things out for themselves. Chris was starting to think that Erskine might have been right, but then he stood in the doorway and listened to the sound of nearly two thousand living, breathing individuals who had needs right now. Bargaining with APS was probably only delaying the inevitable, but if you could kick the can far enough down the road to distract whoever was coming for you, you could make a run for it.

			Chris needed to find out what Kim had told APS so far. “I’m going to topside.” 

			Alex gestured to the south exit. “You’ll probably find Marc and Tev. They’re minding the doors.”

			Chris zipped up his assault vest and slung his rifle over his shoulder. When he reached the U2 level stairs, Marc and Tev were leaning against the wall, having what looked like a pretty heavy conversation.

			“But you said you wanted to go, mate,” Marc was saying. They must have heard Chris coming but they carried on. “Kim can get you back to Fiji. You’ve got to see your kids. Don’t chicken out now.”

			“Becky won’t want me hanging around.”

			“Tough. They’re your kids as well.”

			Tev glanced up at Chris. “Hi, mate. You looking for Sol?”

			“Kim. I need to ask her a few things.”

			“Get her to come inside, will you? Her boss must have had the message by now.”

			“Yeah. That’s what worries me.”

			Tev opened the door to let Chris out. The stairs took him up through the last two floors, deserted and in darkness, a couple of extra layers of protection against a blast. The main lobby was still fully lit, bright enough to be a beacon from the air. The UCAVs would have no problem identifying ground features when they began their bombing run, but there was no harm in making the site as conspicuous as possible to help them avoid a direct hit.

			Kim was outside the front doors, leaning on the glass with the sat phone pressed to her ear, but she looked as if she was waiting rather than talking. Solomon’s quadrubot was standing a few yards away, his snakehead camera staring out into the night, although he could have been observing in any direction. 

			Chris walked up behind Kim and tapped on the glass. She pushed herself upright and stepped back as he pressed the controls to open the doors.

			“I didn’t want you to fall in,” he said. “What’s happening?”

			“They’re not telling me. Tim Pham got the message, though. They said so.”

			“So who are you talking to?”

			“APDU HQ. It’s just one-way. I talk, they make polite noises.”

			“Call it a day. You’ve done all you can.”

			“Well, whatever I’ve done, it’s delayed something.”

			“Tev really wants you back inside.”

			“If APDU calls back, how are they going to contact me? I need line of sight with this piece of junk.”

			“If the sensors don’t pick up anything incoming, we’ll try again later.”

			Solomon trotted in after her. It was nearly three in the morning and Chris finally dared to think that there really had been a change of plan. He stood on the half-moon marble step out front for a moment, hoping to see fireflies, and tried to work out a timetable. When would they know whether the UCAVs had been stood down? As soon as that was confirmed, Sol would want the bots back at work on the comms links again, and access Shackleton as soon as possible. But he might not get much time between then and APS showing up. They’d come for Kim, and when they did they’d go through this place with a fine-tooth comb.

			We’ll adapt. We’ll improvise. Like we always do.

			Chris took a deep breath of fragrant night air, not knowing when he’d get another chance, and went back into the lobby. Kim and Solomon were waiting for him.

			“Dr Kim, if your people decide they want a deal, what’s the first thing they’ll do when they show up here?” Chris asked.

			“Initial debriefing with me, so they know whether to secure the site and which parts to focus on, and then they’ll want the research.” Kim patted Solomon’s frame like a pony. “Don’t worry, Sol and I have a plan.”

			“How about sharing it with the rest of us?”

			“It’s pretty much what we’ve discussed. We pretend Solomon’s a regular AI, I wheel out Alex as the boss fella, and we carry on prepping Shackleton.”

			“I can’t help noticing a few gaps in that plan.”

			“Okay, there’s no hiding Opis. We knew all that anyway. We just didn’t know how. You don’t have to tell them everything about the base, especially now the FTL link isn’t working. You’re just another eccentric aberration like the lighthuggers.”

			“See, there’s the awkward part. Have you ever tried to get sixteen hundred people to tell the same lie? It’s hard enough with two.”

			“Believe me, we’re much more interested in FTL than Opis. Or your obsolete ships. It’s just one planet. There are thousands of others, and FTL means we can find thousands more. This is about opening up deep space.”

			Chris didn’t know enough about the science to work out where all this might be heading. Ainatio had used FTL to build a glorified comms link. They seemed to have given up on developing something big enough to drive a ship. He understood that much, but Kim seemed to know something he didn’t. Hell, she was a physicist, an engineer, a frigging rocket scientist. Of course she did.

			“Sol’s got his mission, and I’ve got mine,” Chris said. “As long as I get my people somewhere safe where they can stop running, I don’t care if it’s here or on another planet.”

			He turned to go. Kim put her hand on his arm. 

			“Chris, I can guess what you think of me. But for what it’s worth, you, Sol, Dan, Alex, all of you, you kept your word when you could have done the easy thing and boarded Elcano. And Grandma Park isn’t a cover story. I really do want recognition for her. You’ve all helped me to do that. So I’ll do whatever I can to make sure you get where you want to go, even if I have to be a little creative in what I tell my political masters. We can all get a win out of this.”

			Chris had heard that phrase so many times from so many people, usually from guys who were trying very hard to find his price for not beating the shit out of them on behalf of his employer. It never worked. And here he was, thinking that people like Trinder and Zakko trusting him had taught him to be more trusting himself. When push came to shove, his instincts were still to give most folks a wide berth.

			But I can trust Sol. I’ll listen to him.

			“Let’s see how things go,” he said.

			He secured the front entrance and followed Solomon and Kim down to U3. Marc sealed the door behind them. Tev had gone.

			“Are we done?” Marc asked.

			“Yeah, but we’ll check in with APDU in a couple of hours if nothing’s happened by then.”

			Marc just grunted. If he had any opinions on what APS was up to, he wasn’t going to voice them in front of Kim. 

			 “I’m going to turn in for a couple of hours,” he said. “Call me if anything happens.”

			Kim followed Chris to the control room. Trinder was there now, along with Jared, Erin, and Tev, so nobody seemed to be sticking to the duty roster. They were all watching the sensor display. It would give them ten minutes’ advance warning if the UCAVs came in range.

			“I think they’ve called it off,” Jared said.

			Nobody commented. The worst thing about this place was that it was a mix of advanced technology and the Stone Age, gear that could send a ship to another planet but that couldn’t talk to the world on their doorstep. Chris was used to the patchy nature of civilisation these days, but it was especially galling tonight.

			No, today. It’ll be getting light soon.

			“I need a walk,” he said, taking the sat phone from the desk. “Call me.”

			Chris walked the floors the same way that he used to patrol the camp when the convoy stopped for the night, listening and looking, ready to step in and fix a problem. The shelter was quiet now, but it wasn’t because people were asleep. Few seemed to be in their cubicles. There was a big group in one of the halls, relaxing on chairs and cushions that they’d dragged in and just socialising, as if being with a bunch of people felt better than sitting this out alone or as families. After all the effort Trinder had put into fitting out the shelter with private spaces it seemed weird, but it was human instinct to huddle together in a crisis. 

			There were groups everywhere Chris went: watching a movie, playing games, tidying up, or just sitting outside their cubicles and talking, their exhausted kids dozing on their laps. It took him a while to realise how many of his transit camp neighbours and Ainatio staff had wandered out of their areas to join the Kill Line folk. 

			This was either the end of the world or the start of a new one, and Chris almost felt that it was up to him to decide which fate would befall them. He’d read some crazy guy’s theory that you could make yourself slip from one parallel universe to another with a different future simply by repeating affirmations out loud. Chris had filed the idea with healing crystals and the rest of the woo-woo garbage, but here he was, feeling that if he believed strongly enough that they’d survive, then it would happen.

			Forget it. It’s down to us. Our guys. And Dan Trinder. And Marc and Tev. We’re the ones who’ve got to make the future happen. 

			Us.      

			Chris tried to remember when them had become us. He couldn’t pin down the moment when it had changed, but they’d all responded to a string of crises, done what they’d been trained to do, and somehow emerged united at the other end with that good, solid feeling of belonging that came from being among others who knew what had to be done. Service background and even nationality made no difference. The instinct that united them was probably as old as mankind. It grew from the defining moment when the tribe came under attack and some guys stepped forward to pick up rocks while others fled or froze. You were either a guy who picked up a rock and ran forward, or one who ran away. Chris would always pick up that rock. He preferred the company of others who’d do the same.

			Ah, now here was someone else who’d grab a rock and go for it: Fonseca, walking down the corridor towards him with Howie in tow. The kid was holding her hand, which was very un-Howie. He looked up at Chris as if he’d been caught deserting and was about to be shot.

			“Howie can’t sleep,” Fonseca said tactfully. “So we’re having a chat and putting the world to rights.”

			“It usually helps. You okay, Howie?”

			“Yeah, I’m good.”

			He wasn’t, of course. He was ten, the only survivor from his family. He had no problem understanding what death was. Chris usually treated him like an adult, which he loved, and Chris kind of liked it too because he didn’t have to worry about the right way to handle kids. He’d never had to work that out. But tonight, Howie was a little boy who needed a grown-up to keep the monsters at bay.

			“You’re no use if you’re falling down tired, soldier,” Chris said. “Big day ahead. Get some sleep.”

			“Sorry.”

			“What’s there to be sorry about?”

			“Being a baby.”

			“Hey, everyone’s scared. Some of us have had more practice at hiding it, that’s all. You’ll be fooling everyone just like I do when you’re older.”

			“We’re going to go get some hot chocolate in the control room,” Fonseca said, giving Chris a you-callous-bastard look. He’d have to catch up with her later and explain. “See you later, Sergeant.”

			And we were getting on so well. 

			He went up to the ground floor, locked the last set of doors behind him, and stepped outside. It was definitely getting light. He checked the sat phone to see if there’d been any attempts to call back, but there was nothing logged. Would APDU be running four or five hours late? He doubted it, but now he was starting to wonder just how much grace they’d give them to get out of here. He went back inside and worked through the sequence of unlocking and re-locking doors on the top two floors again. 

			Solomon’s voice suddenly drifted out of the public address system on U2 and almost gave him a heart attack.

			“Chris, I’ve managed to get a signal through to Orbital One.” 

			“Damn, Sol, are you back in the network again?”

			“Of course I am. Ready to exit at any moment, though, in case the UCAVs are just running late.”

			“Okay. How did you route that?”

			“The bots manufactured a new uplink. I can’t move around yet, but I can check which systems are still responding while the primary links are being restored.”

			“And?”

			“Elcano’s launched, as expected, but I can’t access the FTL at all. It’s not just the receiver this end.”

			Chris was disappointed, but not surprised. “So they disabled it from the orbital.”

			“It looks like it. Don’t worry, it’s an inconvenience, not a disaster.”

			“So are you giving me good news? I realise you’re explaining this in finger paints for me.”

			“Overall, yes.”

			“Thanks.”

			“We need to get two of the remaining shuttles going,” Solomon said. “I’m assessing whether it’s going to be easier to bring Shackleton to Orbital One or to shuttle people out to Orbital Two.”

			Chris had no idea what the difference was, but he heard the important bit. Solomon could talk to the orbital again, albeit in a limited capacity, and he’d be able to re-establish a link to Shackleton.     

			“Have you told the others?”

			“Yes. We’ll be back in business soon, Chris. Chin up.”

			“Hey, we’re survivors. We’ll come out of this in one piece, no matter what.”

			“Indeed. Keep the faith.”

			It was almost funny to hear an AI say that. 

			Chris carried on downstairs, securing everything behind him again, and took the long route back to the control room to see Dr Mendoza. The makeshift infirmary still had patients. Chuck Emerson, the camp’s retired corpsman, had also found his way down there and seemed to be enjoying a long technical chat with the doctor. Mendoza waved at Chris and pointed to his knee.

			“You missed your check-up,” he said from the far side of the room. “Get your ass in here tomorrow.”

			“Will do, Doc.”

			If they ended up stuck down here in a confined space for a few weeks, at least everyone could get on with each other. That was encouraging. Chris wandered back along the main passage, thinking of jobs he could do to pass the time until the next sat phone check. It was 0455, the sun was coming up, and Kill Line was still on the map.

			Okay, I’m definitely going to hope. 

			It’s going to be okay.

			His radio chirped. No bad news, please. “Six Zero receiving, over.”

			“This is Echo Seven. Something unidentified on the long-range, approaching from south-west, out.” 

			It was Fonseca. For a moment Chris felt like he’d tempted fate once too often just by thinking the danger had passed. He jogged the rest of the way to the control room, trying not to break into a sprint in case any civilians spotted him and took it as a sign to panic.

			The small control room was busy. Trinder sat at the desk, studying the sensor display and tapping his stylus on the table. Fonseca was watching, brows set in a frown, and Kim was craning her neck to try to see past both of them. Alex appeared to have given up and leaned against the wall, arms folded. 

			Howie seemed to have found a friend in Marc, though. He was curled up asleep on the bench with his head on the guy’s lap. Marc actually looked at peace for the first time since Chris had met him. He caught Chris’s eye and put his finger to lips. 

			“There.” Fonseca tapped the screen. Chris couldn’t see it from the doorway. “What is that, Sol?”

			“I can tell you what it’s not,” Solomon said. “It’s not UCAVs. Too slow. I believe it’s three stealth aircraft that aren’t quite evading the sensor. Well, it’s nice to know we can still do something better than APS, isn’t it? They’ll be visible in fifteen minutes.”

			“I’m going up there,” Chris said. He had the keycards and the sat phone, so nobody was going to stop him. Kim squeezed out of the room and hurried after him.

			“You stay put,” he said. “If Sol’s wrong and you get blatted alongside me, that’s his trump card gone.”

			She stayed close on his heels, even though he was taking the stairs two at a time. “He’s already played it.” 

			“Why didn’t they just insert you a few miles away, like spec ops?”

			“You wouldn’t have believed I made my own way here if I wasn’t a tapeworm-infested wreck.”

			“Yeah, the parasites were a nice touch.”

			“Would you do me a favour?”

			“Now?”

			“There’s something I’d like you to do for me. Personal.”

			Chris didn’t have time for this. “Sure. Remind me later.”

			They walked down the approach road and stood on the open land outside the main gate, the spot with the clearest view to the south, and waited. Chris strained to hear engines or disturbed flocks of birds, anything that would give him warning, and tried to recall what kind of aircraft had carried out the bombing last time. Maybe they’d decided to drop the payload personally today as a courtesy, and this perfect dawn was going to be his last. Then he heard the engines.

			“I’ll do the talking,” she said.

			“In English, please.”

			“We generally do in Melbourne.”

			Chris tried his radio, but nobody was receiving. It was a long few minutes. Now he could definitely hear something that sounded rotary. Then three tilt rotors, two in Korean air force livery and one in plain dark blue, appeared above the trees. 

			“Well, that confirms they called off the UCAVs,” Kim said.

			Chris watched the first tilt coming in to land and spotted APDU decals before he had to crouch to avoid the storm of debris. When the noise and downwash died away, he looked back and saw all three tilts had set down on the grass and their ramps were descending. Crewmen emerged and just stood there. They seemed to be waiting on whoever was in the plain blue aircraft.

			“Is that an official APS ride?” Chris asked.

			“Yep.” Kim tidied her hair. “Nice to see the boss fella show up in person.” 

			A dark-haired, dark-suited guy in his forties walked down the ramp and headed their way, flanked by half a dozen people in cheaper but equally dark suits who looked like serious close protection. 

			“Tim Pham?” Chris asked.

			“Yeah, that’s him.”

			“You must be high up the food chain.”

			“I really sold the FTL hard.”

			“Remind him to wash his hands before he goes home. Die-back zone, remember.”

			“Hah.”

			One of the CP detail peeled off and approached them ahead of Pham. “Dr Kim?” the guy asked, addressing Kim but keeping an eye on Chris and especially on his rifle. “Mr Pham would like to speak with you.”

			He turned and gave Pham the nod that it was safe to approach. The guy looked at Kim as if he knew her. He shook her hand and held it way too long. Chris took a guess that they knew each other way better than they should have.

			“We really thought you hadn’t made it, Annis. Good grief, this is a shock.”

			“I nearly didn’t.” She nodded in Chris’s direction. “This is Sergeant Montello. I’d be dead from sepsis or something if he hadn’t found me, and the people here have been damn good to me, so let’s keep the promises we make to them, okay? They’re not the enemy.” 

			“Certainly. Now let’s talk.”

			Chris and sixteen hundred scared people could breathe again, for a while at least. Now the real horse-trading was about to begin. 

			* * *

			Ainatio Park Research Centre:

			2 Hours Later

			Solomon scoured the network, erasing all the downloaded feeds from Opis and putting expiry codes into the system to kill all Nomad documents that had been circulated. 

			Whenever staff logged in, anything sensitive on their personal screen would be wiped. It would be impossible to get this many people to agree on a cover story on Nomad, and even his own purge wasn’t perfect airbrushing, but he’d learned something from Erskine: a few speed bumps placed in someone’s path could work almost as well as complete destruction. He removed all the data on himself, too. Phil Berman, now a rather different man in the absence of his boss, helped him locate disconnected storage so that could be purged as well.

			“I shredded a generation’s work a few days ago,” Berman said. “I actually had a nightmare about it afterwards. I was in Alexandria, burning the library, and people were trying to stop me, but I kept saying, ‘No, we can’t let it fall into the wrong hands.’ I do have a better class of nightmare, I think.”

			“It had to be done, Phil. I’ve stored what I can to transfer to Shackleton.”

			“Imagine if they’d had you in Alexandria.”

			“Would it have added to the sum of human happiness if the library had survived?”

			“Apparently most of it did, despite the myth.”

			“Humans never use the information they’ve got. They seem to value it less the more they have.”

			“But there’s a romance in what we don’t know or never can.”

			He had a point. Solomon pondered it, then detected some critical keywords in a conversation in Erskine’s old office that needed his full attention. “Oh, I need to eavesdrop on Tim Pham. Excuse me, Phil.” 

			Dr Kim was in the management suite with Pham, being debriefed. She was sticking to English. Solomon wondered if she was being considerate to him and hadn’t remembered that he could handle Korean, but she sounded particularly Australian this morning, almost as if she was so excited at the prospect of going home that she was slipping back into her real self. She obviously knew Tim Pham very well, far better than Solomon had realised. They chatted like old friends. There might even have been some romantic liaison in the past if their body language was anything to judge by.

			“And Ainatio kept all this secret, even from their staff,” Pham said, swivelling slowly in Erskine’s big leather chair as if he was trying it for size. “Extraordinary.”

			Kim nodded. She was reading the wormhole data for the first time on her screen. “Only a dozen or so senior managers knew. The rest thought they were working on die-back or keeping a little general research going in case the world ever got back on its feet. You should have seen them when she broke the news. Mad as cut snakes, Tim. None of them ever signed up for space. And then Erskine took her favourites and pulled the ladder up. So let’s be diplomatic with the people she’s abandoned. They’ve been screwed over.”

			“So... the FTL research.” Pham rolled right over the human issues. He didn’t seem to need to pretend to care. “They never developed it any further.”

			“They tried, but the most they got out of it was a comms-sized wormhole to run remote bots, and Erskine trashed all that when she left. But give that data to David Choi at the uni, and we could have a bigger wormhole or a drive on a useful scale in ten years. It’s not really my field, but I’m pretty confident.”

			Pham gestured at the big executive office. “So what do we do with the rest of this? IP, personnel, plant?” 

			“Well, there’s a lot of data assessment and recovery to do, and I don’t know how much Erskine sabotaged, but I think the first thing is to let the personnel who still want to leave get off-site. And there are ex-Ainatio staff who want to move to Oz or Korea and carry on working there rather than ship out to some unknown planet.”

			“You’ve assessed them, then.”

			“No point letting brains go to waste, is there? We’ve got nearly five hundred staff here, with some really good agri researchers. Seb Meikle’s the die-back remediation man. His wife, Audrey — she definitely wants to stay because they’ve got a little girl. She’s a biomed researcher. Tissue regeneration, I think. Alex Gorko wants to stay put too. Plenty of useful expertise in everything from life sciences to manufacturing. You’d be knocking on an open door.”

			“Have you gone native, Annis?”

			“No, I just believe that you get more with honey than with vinegar.”

			“What about the others?”

			“They’re mostly the local farmers. They were the food providers, and now they’re screwed too. Then there’s the refugee camp people who evacuated down here, and a group of Ainatio security staff, but they’re just perimeter guards. Let them get their old ship together and leave. Then they won’t be in our way. The poor buggers probably won’t even get to Opis with a ship in that state, but I wouldn’t be here without them, and we wouldn’t have all that data.”

			Kim had wrapped it all up as if it didn’t really matter, the path of least resistance so that APS could concentrate on scavenging data without being distracted by angry, scared, needy refugees. She’d considered the Ainatio staff who didn’t want to go to Opis, too. Solomon had to hand it to her. She was doing what she’d promised.

			“Did any of their propulsion team stay behind?” Pham asked.

			“No, Erskine made sure they left with her. But none of them were a patch on ours anyway.”

			“And she’s shot through to Pascoe’s Star with her A team. Those ships must be fifty years old.”

			“Tell me about it. I spent most of the last few months fixing them.”

			“We still have one big problem, though. Die-back.”

			“How long can you give them?”

			“I’ll have to ask the plant pathogen people, but we’re not talking long, I’m afraid.”

			“Months?”

			“Hmmm.”

			“Twelve weeks. Ah, go on, Tim. If it was that urgent, we’d be irradiated charcoal by now.”

			“Okay, but I’ll have to confirm that. We might need to move in with some pretty heavy-duty defoliant as an interim measure.”

			“Just give them a chance.”

			Pham threw up his hands in amused capitulation. “Fine. We’ll overtake them en route if the FTL data is as good as it seems. Anyway, it’s not every day we get to deconstruct the archives of one of the most innovative research corporations in history. Who knows what else in is there?” 

			Kim looked pleased with herself. “Everybody gets more or less what they want. That’s my definition of a good deal.”

			“And you?”

			“My great-grandmother’s vindicated. I just want her honoured for the work that was stolen from her.”

			“You’ve done a hell of a job yourself, Annis. Time to go home.”

			“Once I’m done here, that’ll be terrific.”

			“That could be three months.”

			“I want to see this through. Besides, the computer network knows me. It won’t like strangers trying to access it.”

			“Really?”

			“Oh, it’s not sentient,” Kim said airily. “I’m just...”

			“Territorial. You always were.”

			“I don’t play well with others, Tim. Your wife knows that.”

			Pham squirmed. “Okay, now let’s go through the Ainatio personnel list.”

			Kim seemed to have things under control. Solomon put his awareness of the conversation in watching brief mode, ready to switch back instantly at the first hint of a problem, and sought out Alex. He was basking in the sun streaming through the lobby glass, looking wrung out as he awaited his audience with Tim Pham. From what Solomon could see, the farmers had returned to Kill Line to tend to their livestock, and the other townsfolk were discussing whether they should go home yet. That was the problem with good news: it never solved everything and it spawned uncertainties of its own. Chris’s people seemed the most relaxed about the state of limbo they now found themselves in, but then they were used to living from day to day. Some had started moving into the accommodation block, luxurious lodgings compared to their tidy but basic shacks at the camp. Judging by the power and water consumption, the most popular facility was hot showers.

			Solomon interrupted Alex’s nap by making a gentle popping sound in his earpiece. Alex stirred.

			“Alex...”

			“Sol. Uhh. What’s up?”

			“Dr Kim just negotiated a twelve-week period of grace for me to get Shackleton ready. It’ll be very tight.”

			“Can you do it?”

			“I have to. And she might well have booked your ticket to Seoul.”

			“Damn.”

			“I’m keeping an eye on her. She really is keeping her word.”

			“Yeah, but will APS?”

			“I think she’s angling to stay here to make sure she sees us out.” 

			Alex sat up and checked his screen. “Okay, I misjudged her.”

			“Nobody trusts a spy. I think they allow for that.”

			“Are you working on the comms mast now?”

			“I decided to build a new one on the north side of the site. Less visible to our guests if they suddenly get nervous about what’s happening. They don’t know what I am, remember. This has to look robotic in every sense of the word.”

			“Funny, Erskine never worried about you falling into enemy hands. Odd oversight. What’s the point in trashing all the records if you’re still around? You remember it.”

			“She knew I’d evade capture.”

			“Yeah. She definitely found that out, didn’t she?” Alex stood up. “Okay, I’m going to recruit some meat-bags and go help the bots fix those comms. It won’t be long before the APS guys are all over us. No trotting around in your quad, either, okay?”

			“Don’t worry, I’m playing dumb until I’m out of APS’s reach.”

			Solomon did another round of the underground floors to see how many people were still down there, then swept the rest of the facility. A group of engineers and mechanics had gone out to the shuttle pens with Trinder to check over their state of readiness, because they’d be needed too. Twelve weeks preparation was no time at all. 

			It was now three hours since the APS contingent had arrived. Were they planning to stay on, and would therefore need apartments, or were they were flying out again and planning to send personnel later? He hoped it was the latter. He could get a lot more done if he had some breathing space for a few days. Kim appeared to be doing an efficient job of steering the process, though, and three tilt rotor crews, a security detail, and a politician weren’t equipped to do a full inspection and audit. Perhaps he’d get Kim to suggest that they pull out by mid-afternoon and come back with a specialist team. With any luck, he could get the comms relay finished before they returned. 

			Solomon scanned the facility and found Kim in the deserted infirmary. He watched her go into the mortuary and come out a few moments later carrying something wrapped in paper towels. She looked uneasy. When she reached the doors, he activated the security intercom.

			“Dr Kim, are you all right?”

			“I will be, Sol.” She was holding the package like a newborn. “Could you open the doors for me? I don’t want to drop this.”

			“Oh. Oh, yes.” He’d thought she was up to something dishonest, but now he could see the shape under the towels and guessed what it was. “Of course.”

			“I need to see Chris. Where is he?”

			“In the accommodation block. Would you like me to call a trolley bot for that?”

			“No, I need to do this personally. But thanks.”

			“Dr Kim, could you do something for me, please? Could you find out if Mr Pham plans to stay over, or if his mission’s flying back today? It would be helpful if they arranged to return later with a team of specialists for a full inspection. Quite a lot later, if possible.”

			“I’ll give him a long list of experts I think he needs. It’ll take a week for him to get them together.” 

			“Excellent. Thank you.”

			“That works for both of us.”

			“I suspect there’s no real conflict here.”

			“I hope not. Okay, Sol, which way now?”

			“Left.”

			Solomon trailed her from camera to camera, directing her through the corridors of the residential building. Chris had set up camp in one of the apartments that had been empty for years rather than one of the more comfortable recently-vacated ones, almost as if he didn’t want to venture into someone else’s territory. He was taking a shower. Solomon’s rule never to enter private areas still stood. He waited for Kim to ring the buzzer and for Chris to eventually open the door in a blue Ainatio-issue bathrobe. 

			“Sorry,” Kim said. “We’ve caught you at a bad time.”

			“We?”

			“Sol and me.”

			“No problem.” Chris ushered her in. “I’d be standing there all day. It’s a novelty to have a shower with that much pressure.”

			“I think I’ve got you a twelve-week reprieve.”

			“That’s great.” He nodded a few times, looking a little awkward. “Thank you.”

			“Actually, I’ve come to ask you for a favour. In case we get overtaken by events and I forget to ask.”

			“Oh yeah. You said earlier. Well, if it’s humanly possible, I’ll do it.” 

			She handed Chris the urn she’d carried carefully from the infirmary. “Will you make sure these get to Opis?”

			Chris handled the urn with reverent care. He seemed taken aback. “This can’t be your great-grandmother’s ashes. You didn’t have this when I found you.”

			“No, they’re Mr Levine’s. Would you scatter them for me when you land? He deserves to get to Opis after what he went through all those years. I don’t know, maybe some on the planet, some into space... whatever seems right to you. Don’t laugh at me, but I want him to reach Pascoe’s Star.”

			 Chris looked at the urn for a long time, jaw muscles working silently. It was one of the few times Solomon had seen his emotions anywhere near the surface.

			“You have my word,” Chris said. “That’s an honourable thing to do, Dr Kim.”

			“I appreciate it. Thank you.”

			“Alex says you did right by us.”

			“I keep my word. I might need you to save my arse again one day.”

			Chris smiled. He wasn’t quite the unredeemed, pitiless enforcer that he seemed to believe he was. “Any time.” 

			Kim left, but Solomon finally broke his cardinal rule and hung around for a few moments. Chris sat down on the sofa and put the urn on the coffee table, then sat staring at it for a while as if he was working something out. 

			“So you won’t be alone after all, Jamie,” he said to himself. “You’ll have company as soon as we get to Opis. That’s better.”

			Solomon was both glad and ashamed that he’d heard it, and he would never intrude again. He withdrew instantly to wander around the site to think over the nature of grieving, and to watch humans doing what these humans did very well: organising themselves and making sure everyone was cared for.

			He watched Annis Kim negotiating a passage to Fiji for Tev, courtesy of APS, to see the family he’d been separated from for so long. He watched Doug Brandt and the farmers working out what they could do for Marty Laurenson now that his sheep were gone. He watched Marc Gallagher cheering up little Jack Howard — Howie — with a story about his exploits with Tev in Washington, which was both thrilling and completely true. And he watched Zakko Chetcuti organising an APS medevac flight to Sydney for Dr Mendoza’s patients, five elderly, terminally ill scientists, the people the doctor had refused to abandon.

			“If they don’t want to go to Sydney and they’d rather risk a space flight instead, I’ll sign off on that and prep them for it,” Mendoza was saying. “Their time matters a lot more than mine right now.”

			Solomon was intensely proud of them all, and didn’t doubt his decisions for one moment. Trinder, Chris, and Marc had already formed a natural alliance built on the values Solomon found so appealing. These were the right kind of people. He’d had moments of doubt about his preference for the military because he’d read and been told so often that governance by it was dangerous and undesirable, but these men seemed not to want that kind of power. And that was exactly what qualified them for it. They were the heirs to Cabot.  

			Now it was down to Solomon to ensure that everyone reached Opis. He had twelve weeks to get this new community embarked in Shackleton and on its way to a new life.

			After all the turmoil, death, and violence of the last few years, he wondered if the biggest risk was that the humans in his care might find Opis rather too tranquil by comparison. 

			* * *

			Mess Hall, Nomad Base, Opis:

			three Days After Final Contact with Earth

			“I think I miss Solomon more than Earth, you know,” Haine said, stirring his coffee. “Very helpful with the morning crossword.”

			The view from the printed plastic cube now claimed as the mess hall reinforced the illusion of Opis as an Earth decked out with a few more exotic plants. Ingram had seen more alien landscapes in the Middle East. And that was the problem: illusion. She was still trying to reset to the expectations she’d had when she left Earth. The loss of FTL didn’t matter a damn. What had they actually lost, other than Solomon? Nothing, just the fantasy that Earth was next door, which was dangerously seductive. They really were better off without it. Ingram had powdered scrambled eggs and drinkable coffee, and in a few months, when the agricultural projects ramped up, she’d have real eggs. When they took the hen embryos out of cryo, she was going to earmark one for herself and call it Mildred. 

			“You know what gets me?” she said. “The lies. They don’t even have to be really big ones. The small ones pile up. It’s a cumulative thing.”

			Any one of the deceits and secrets would have created bad blood in a working relationship, but this was a whole collectors’ edition — telling everyone the crew was dead, turning foreign governments into potential enemies by stealing their technology, and then dangling the luxury of instant communications in front of an isolated crew before snatching it away. It wasn’t Erskine’s fault that the world had gone to rats in Cabot’s absence, but Ingram still felt that her crew had been abandoned. Being suddenly cut off without any explanation pissed her off. If Erskine had been that short of time, she could have sent a data burst instead of blathering on with stock excuses.

			Based on Ainatio’s previous form, Erskine was lying about something. It could have been anything from someone spilling coffee in the power supply to full-tar Armageddon. Not knowing which just left mistrust to ferment.

			“Look at it this way.” Haine seemed happier here already. He’d started sketching, and he hummed to himself a lot. “We can’t reach Ainatio, but that means Ainatio can’t reach us. We can live like pirate kings. Build our own empire. Have a bloody good laugh.” 

			“Put it in the suggestion box and I’ll take a look at it.”

			“You know something else? I just realised my ex must have been paid death-in-service insurance money, and possibly even my pension, but now she’s ninety. Or dead. So there’s that.”

			He laughed. Ingram, like everyone else, had put her financial affairs in order before she left, but after the welter of bad news from Earth, she hadn’t given any thought to being declared legally dead. Just finalising everything before the launch had seemed like organising her own funeral. Now she was doubly dead. 

			“Hang on, are Ainatio still paying us?” she asked, going along with the idea. “Because they’d need to have us declared dead to keep the cover story going, but we’re still working for them, so how did they hide the salaries? Or did they just stop paying us?”

			“If we’re dead, it should be tax-free. Ah, if only we could ask Erskine.”

			“See? What did I say? Everything they touch is a lie.”

			Haine started laughing. “Maybe that’s why they cut the FTL link. For tax purposes.”

			“Hah.”

			“Piracy. It’s all we have left. Mark my words. Buckle up your swash and prepare to board, me hearties.”

			Ingram cleared up her plates. “I think I’m going to take a rover out for a spin. See what’s happening around our lovely new country estate.”

			“Look out for frisky wildlife.”

			“I haven’t seen anything bigger than those rat-sized things,” Ingram said. “Apart from the crows. I wonder if we’ve landed on the galactic equivalent of New Zealand.”

			“Well, there’s a whole planet out there. It might not be all wall-to-wall paradise.”

			Ingram passed the bot hangar on the way to pick up a vehicle, but couldn’t stop herself doing a quick detour. She walked along the bays of assorted bots, from shoebox-sized things right up to big excavators, and stopped in front of the four near-identical industrial quadrubots in their charging docks. They must have been part of the original cargo launched more than a century ago. The one that Solomon preferred was distinguishable only by the red logo on one flank, now partially chipped off by constant use. Ingram squatted in front of it, almost expecting to hear Sol’s voice, but it was on standby like the others.

			“I hope you’re coming back, Sol.” She wondered whether he ever amused himself by passing himself off as a regular bot to surprise the unwary. “And when you do, I want to hear everything that’s happened.” 

			The weather records that Solomon had provided showed rough weather in the cooler months of the year, but for the time being, Ingram could enjoy something that felt like a warm spring. The air was the freshest she’d ever smelled. She drove north towards the mountain range that hung tantalisingly in the distance like a permanent layer of purple cloud, flat-topped and constantly changing with the light. 

			The xenobiologists hadn’t seen her sneak a high-powered rifle into the vehicle, so they weren’t going to give her a hard time again about leaving the local wildlife alone. Ecological diversity was lovely, but she didn’t plan on ending her days in the slavering jaws of some fascinating new species that she wasn’t expecting to run into. If anything started on her, she’d shoot it and have it stuffed for display in the mess. There was probably a bot that could do that for her.

			Half an hour out, she stopped the rover and got out to check whether the FTL signal had been restored. There was no reason to expect that it had, because Erskine had made the cut-off sound very final, but it didn’t hurt to keep trying. She held the receiver up in the air, hoping for a comms miracle, but she was out of luck again. She even clambered onto the rover’s flatbed to see if that helped. But nothing had changed. The display showed a flat line where the FTL signal had once been.

			Standing on the rover’s flatbed, she could now see down a gentle slope into the shallow valley shown on her chart. On the south side, there were signs of mining, where bots had excavated raw materials to build and manufacture for their human masters. Track marks had formed faint dirt roads leading back towards Nomad. Mankind had already left its mark on this world before the first human even set foot on it.

			If Ingram ignored the tracks, the rest of the scene was postcard-perfect. A river snaked through the valley and disappeared into a forest the colour of red cabbage. The ground around her was covered with short, moss-like turf in a tasteful shade of sage green, dotted with delicate cream flowers. It was such a pretty landscape, so tidy and orderly, that it looked cultivated. She mistrusted it completely. It was the sea on a calm day, something to be enjoyed carefully before it turned on her and started rolling the ship, smashing fifteen-meter waves onto the bows.

			She was wondering where all the inevitably poisonous, annoying, and aggressive insects were when she caught a flash of blue-black iridescence in the corner of her eye. She could guess who was keeping her company today. She turned slowly, hoping that the creature wasn’t going to dive-bomb her again, and saw the big black bird, the one she thought of as the parent. She’d seen it a few times now and had spoken to it like a sparrow in the park back home begging for crumbs. Sometimes, when those piercing yellow, round-pupilled eyes met hers, she felt it actually understood every word. For all she knew, it was still sizing her up for lunch. But it did seem endlessly curious, and it always watched anyone it found walking around.

			“Where are your babies, then, Mr Crow?” she asked. Maybe it was Mrs Crow. She had no way of knowing. “Have you grounded them?”

			She hadn’t seen the two smaller versions of the creature since the day the big one had strafed her, so it had either eaten them or it really was a parent that had warned its roaming offspring that humans were off limits. The bird settled on the ground about five metres from her, wings folded, bolt upright.

			Ingram was tempted to get a little closer, but it was bloody big. She decided to give it a wide berth, ready to shoot if it went for her. She had the flare pistol, too, so she’d try to humour the xenobiologists and just scare the shit out of it if it looked like it was getting ready to attack. That big, black, toucan beak wasn’t to be trifled with. 

			Don’t stare at it. That provokes a lot of animals. They might not be any different here. 

			It just stood there, watching, making no attempt to move, the height of an adult human. Now that Ingram wasn’t ducking to avoid it, she had a better chance to look at the detail, particularly the wings. That joint on the front edge reminded her of a bat’s. What was that part in a bat, then, the wrist or the knuckles? She remembered the anatomical diagrams from biology class. The wings were modified hands with webbing between elongated fingers, so the knuckle that the bird appeared to be putting its weight on was the equivalent of the base of her thumb. 

			Ouch.

			She wondered how it would react if she tried to record it. Slowly,  she took her screen out and framed up. It was a real shame that she couldn’t transmit any of this back to Ainatio. 

			The bird obliged and stood still while she filmed it. When she put the screen away, it seemed to relax, and draped its wings as if it knew its photo shoot was over and it could now bask in the warm sun. The biologists would have told her she was anthropomorphising, but this creature seemed as intelligent as any bird back home. For all she knew it was thinking the same about her.

			“Damn smart plumage, Crow,” she said. “Classy.”

			She was about to start backing away when she heard the rush of wings and caught a flash of shadow. She ducked just in time. It was one of the smaller birds. The big one made a long rattling sound rising to a crescendo and swiped at the small one, missing it by a good distance. Ingram couldn’t see that as anything but a parent scolding a kid who was messing around, threatening a good spanking for misbehaviour. Mr Crow suddenly brought its wings together with a loud snap, like a Mandarin emperor cracking a fan open.

			“Bloody hell,” Ingram said. “You scared the life out of me.”

			“Bloodyhellbloodyhellbloodyhellbloodyhell!” It came out in a rush, in a voice so like to her own that she was rooted to the spot. “Bloodyhellbloodyhell!”

			“Oh, you’re a parrot. You’re a mimic.” She really wished there was someone else around to witness this. She hadn’t even recorded it. Were the biologists going to believe her? “This is going to be fun. No learning swear words, okay? If some sailor tells you sod off is a traditional Earth greeting, ignore them.” 

			“Bloodyhellignoresodoff.”

			“That’s right.” Good grief, they learned fast. Or maybe it had heard the crew more often than Ingram had realised. “You’re very clever.”

			“Bloody hell bot.” The bird’s speech slowed down to a normal human rate. “Bloody hell bot.”

			Bot. Had she heard right? There was something else going on beyond simple mimicry. If it knew the word, it might have heard it while hanging around the camp, and there were certainly plenty of bots at the site. Ingram tried hard not to imagine meaning that wasn’t there, but it seemed to understand that bloody hell was her reaction to being startled. Maybe it was telling her that the camp’s bots disturbed it or frightened its offspring. They’d been rolling around the area for years.

			Damn, was it making a formal complaint? 

			“Bot,” she said. She made a walking motion with her fingers, then decided to show the bird an image. She had no idea what its visual spectrum was like, but if it could see in this light, it could probably see at least as well as she could. She took out her screen, found an image of a quadrubot, and turned it around so that the bird could see it.

			“Solomon Solomon Sol Sol Sol,” said the bird, in Solomon’s voice. It rustled and flapped its wings. “Sol-o-mon.”

			“You’re right. That’s Solomon.” The accuracy of the different voices was starting to disturb her. And how had the bird heard the name? Again, she’d had no idea that any conversations outside had been overheard, but she’d never looked up to check if there was anything sitting on the roof. “Sol’s gone away now.”

			“Ma’am,” the bird said, in a voice she didn’t recognise. “Ma’am ma’am ma’am ma’am.”

			 “Yes... that’s what they call me.” She tapped her chest. “My name’s Bridget Ingram.”

			“Briddd-jit.”

			“Bridget. Ingram.”

			“Bridget Ingram Bridget Ingram ma’am ma’am ma’am. Yes.”

			This was getting bloody scary. She was obviously dealing with something a lot more intelligent than anyone had imagined, and that raised serious questions about colonising the planet. She had no choice, though. This was the real world, and she didn’t have the option of apologising for turning up uninvited and offering to move elsewhere. Humans and crows would have to learn to get on and give each other some space. But one thing was certain: nobody was going to be shooting or eating these birds.

			Ingram could have stayed there all day trying to have a conversation with the creature, but she’d reached the stage where she needed to talk to the biologists.

			“You’re fascinating,” she told the bird. “I wish I knew more about you. I bet we’ll get to know each other well, though. I’ve got to go now, but I’ll see you later.” 

			She felt so discourteous leaving it in mid-conversation that she gave it a little wave as she turned away. She could’ve sworn that it bobbed its head politely at her.

			Now don’t get stupid about this. Lots of animals do that bobbing motion. You don’t know the first damn thing about avian biology, least of all here. Stop it.

			She drove off, half-expecting Mr Crow to come flapping after her, but it stayed put and she finally lost sight of it in the rear-view as she drove over the crest of the hill. She rushed back to the mess, bursting to tell anyone who’d listen, but it was empty and this couldn’t wait until lunch. She hunted for an audience. She found Bissey, Haine, and Jeff Aiken with one of the agri planners, Andy Braithwaite, in the dry lab. They were all leaning over a chart on the table.

			“You’re back early, ma’am,” Bissey said.

			“You’re not going to believe this, but I’ve had a conversation with one of the locals.”

			“Of course you have, ma’am.”

			“The big black bird.”

			“Take more water with it next time, Bridgers,” Haine said. He rarely called her that these days. “It worked for me.”

			“Come on, chaps, this is exciting science. The bird showed up and I started talking to it. And it mimicked me. Like a parrot. Only it didn’t stop there.”

			They all straightened up and forgot the crop map for a while.

			“Did you record it?” Haine asked.

			“I was too gobsmacked, to be honest.”

			“What happened, then?”

			“It reproduced my voice, and Solomon’s, and it used his name. I didn’t have to prompt it. I showed it a picture of a quadrubot and it said ‘Sol.’ It even called me ma’am.”

			There was a moment of silence. Then they all burst out laughing.

			“It’s encouraging that the local wildlife respects rank,” Bissey said. “But I hope you’re winding us up. Because that’s too weird.”

			“You buggers don’t believe me, do you? It even says bloody hell. I don’t think it’s just repeating what I say. It seems to understand context.”

			That just started them laughing uncontrollably again. 

			“All right,” she said. “You try it. It’s bound to come back and hang around, because it’s curious, so if you don’t believe me, go and speak to it and tell me what happens.” Ingram turned to Jeff Aiken. “Chief, you were officially the most cynical man in the Royal Navy. What would convince you?”

			“I’ll engage it in a debate on Kierkegaard, ma’am. That’s my litmus test.”

			She had to join in the laughter now or lose her dignity. She knew what she’d heard, but like all apparently impossible things, it made her doubt herself. The debate continued on and off for the rest of the day, and carried on in the mess in the evening. This time the xenobiologists joined in. They were buzzing with excitement, which made Ingram feel less like she’d imagined more comprehension on the bird’s part than was actually happening. Nina Curtis kept going back to the image of the quadrubot.

			“That’s the significant thing,” she said. “You didn’t mention Solomon’s name before you showed it the picture?”

			“No, I just took out my screen. It definitely reacted to the image. It kept repeating Solomon and Sol, and it mimicked his voice.”

			“If it can understand that pixels on a flat piece of plastic are a representation of a totally different three-dimensional object, then there’s some conceptual thinking going on. Dogs and parrots can do that. Many species can. It’s still unusually intelligent, though. I’ll reserve judgment until we see it, but I’m excited.”

			“I think you just had first contact, Captain,” Haine said.   

			“No. I think Solomon did.”

			Now Ingram was worried that the bird wouldn’t return and she’d have no way of proving its unsettling command of language. She looked out for it the next day, and even drove out to the site where she’d found it before, but there was no trace. The rest of the week turned into a vigil for her, waiting for it to show up and prove to her that she wasn’t losing her marbles. 

			Maybe it only wants to know what’s happened to Sol. We might not be as interesting as something that doesn’t smell alive but acts like it is. Who knows? But isn’t it amazing that it cares?

			On Friday morning, though, Mr. Crow returned. Ingram was alerted to its arrival by Jeff rapping on the admin office door.

			“There’s a vulture here to see you, ma’am,” he said. 

			“At last.” She jumped up and grabbed her jacket. Now she’d either look like a fool or she could show off her wonderful discovery. “Have you tried speaking to it?”

			“It asked for you personally.”

			“Hah.”

			“No, it really did. Commander Devlin was out front and it sort of ignored her, looked around, and then went back to her and said Ma’am Ingram Bridget a few times.” 

			“Good grief.”

			“There’s quite a crowd down there now.”

			“Don’t scare it off, for goodness’ sake.”

			Ingram walked out through the front doors with Jeff behind her. The bird was sitting in front of the flagpoles — or standing, it was hard to define — and gazing up at the flags. Nina and her team were standing back a few yards, videoing it and having intense whispered discussions. Ingram went up to the bird, still wary of the big beak and those strong wings.

			“Hello,” she said.

			“Ma’am hello. Hello hello.” That elicited a collective gasp from the biologists. It cocked its head to look at Jeff. “Chief. Chief.”

			Jeff, a man who would barely raise an eyebrow at an inbound missile on the radar, looked surprised. “Chief Petty Officer Jeff Aiken,” he said. 

			“Jeff Chief. Hello.”

			“Blimey.” Jeff actually smiled. He looked at Ingram. “It’s a shame Sol isn’t around to see this. He never mentioned that these things talked. I assume he never knew.”

			“You make him sound dead, Chief,” Ingram said. 

			The bird suddenly jerked its head up. “Sol dead no no no.”

			Ingram realised she wasn’t surprised at all by where this was going, but when she glanced up to make sure the biologists were getting all this, they looked as if they’d stopped breathing. Stunned didn’t begin to describe it.

			Jeff stood in front of the bird as if he was talking to a kid. “No, Sol’s not dead. Sol’s okay. But we can’t talk to him. Radio. Broken.” Jeff indicated the receiver in his uniform shirt pocket, held it to his ear, and shook his head. “No signal. No. Can’t hear him.”

			The bird just looked at Jeff as if he was an idiot. “Hear again,” it said. “Sol hear.”

			“I haven’t got a clue what it means,” Jeff said, “but I don’t need a PhD in big words to realise that thing knows what it’s saying. It’s trying to communicate with us.”

			He detached his radio from the lanyard and held it out very gingerly. The bird rocked slightly like a man sitting back on his heels and lifted its wings. Now Ingram could see what that joint on the forward edge really was, and it wasn’t like a bat’s wing at all. What she’d thought was a claw, the equivalent of a thumbnail in a human, unfolded from the feathers, and it was something entirely unexpected.

			This bird had fingers. It had hands.

			“Oh my,” Ingram said. 

			There must have been thirty people out there now watching the spectacle, but there wasn’t a sound, not a breath, not a creak of boots, not a rustle of fabric. The world had stopped.

			The bird took the radio very carefully, examined it, and somehow opened the plastic case to peer inside. It stared at the innards for a long time, then poked a thin, clawed forefinger into it, prodded it with the tip of its beak, and put it back together again.

			“Broken no,” it said to Jeff, holding the radio out to him. “Broken no.” Then it jerked its head back and looked up into the sky. “Up broken.” 

			Every bit of colour had drained from Jeff’s face. He turned to Ingram. 

			“Ma’am, I think our friend here is confirming there’s nothing wrong with the radio, but it might be a problem with the signal.”

			That was the only way Ingram could interpret it, too. She couldn’t even look at the biologists. For all she knew, they could have fainted by now. And she had no idea where this left Nomad or anyone’s view of humanity’s place in the universe.

			“Friend,” the bird said, giving its wings a shake. “Help friend — friend help.”

			It was very early days, but that sounded a lot like a plea for co-operation. Ingram wondered what help an intelligent avian might need.

			



	

EPILOGUE

			Opis, Pascoe System, 

			5 Kilometres Outside Nomad Base:

			two Days Later

			They’re odd things, humans. It’s their bones. The way that their skin stretches over their skeleton makes them look like something’s trapped inside and struggling to get out. But I mustn’t stare. We share this world now. We both have reasons for coming to this place.

			But they do look so much like fledglings. It’s that unfeathered skin. 

			Jeff is a human I like to speak with, but much that he says makes little sense. He’s squatting on the hillside at the moment in the long garnet grass, glancing up and down between the sky and the device he’s holding, searching for something. His arm moves slowly. I think he’s looking for his link with home. But he puts the device inside his garment, gets to his feet, and stares into the clouds with one hand clutching the strap that holds his weapon on his shoulder. 

			Without taking his eyes off whatever it is he can see, he raises his other hand with the palm towards him. Then he extends his middle finger. He’s so still for a moment that I wonder if this is some ritual I should copy to show respect. It takes some practice to mirror the way he isolates a single digit like that, but I manage. He doesn’t look at me. 

			“You’ve got yours coming, arseholes.” He’s talking to the air. Perhaps I’ve misunderstood how their communications work. Can another human hear him? I thought their relay was dead. “Karma’s a bitch.”

			Jeff has done this twice today. I understand how upset the humans must be to know that they can’t talk to their comrades. I settle next to Jeff and try to coax out an explanation. Their language is linear and can be learned, but their thoughts... they’re layered and tangled.

			“Sad?” I ask. 

			“Annoyed. Angry.”

			“With?”

			“Earth.”

			“Whole world?”

			Jeff does a twitch of his shoulders. I’ve seen the other humans do it. He’s still staring into the impossible distance between the hillside and his home world, which he can’t possibly see from here.

			“Feels like it.”

			He’s talking to himself now, as humans seem to. He knows I can’t work out what that might mean, at least not yet, so he’s saying it to hear the words himself. I must study this habit. They’ll be our neighbours for some time.

			But it would be very good if they stayed. They’re soldiers. Soldiers are good to have around when you have barbarians for neighbours. And they seem very like us in certain ways that matter. They watch out for one another.

			“I don’t think they’re going to get here,” Jeff says. 

			“How you know?” My English is much better now. “They say?”

			“No, Fred, they don’t say. That’s the problem. Something bad happened, they wouldn’t tell us what it was, and then they cut our comms link.”

			My name isn’t Fred, but it’s what he calls me. He can’t pronounce our initial hreh, so that’s as close as he can get. Humans are very poor at sounds. 

			“They have attack?”

			Jeff looks at me and wrinkles the skin between his eyes, his sign that he doesn’t understand. Then it vanishes. “We don’t know. They just cut the link. So we still can’t talk to them. And Solomon can’t reach us.” 

			I don’t understand all the words, but I think he means that his people have abandoned him. Whatever the detail, he’s angry and upset. Your kin should never leave you to your fate. This is wrong. I share his outrage.

			“You ask others come?”

			Jeff moves his head quickly from side to side. “We can’t send a signal, but even if we could, it would take them forty-five years to get here.”

			“But talking link got here fast.”

			“Ah, but it’s very small.” He makes that smallness gesture, digits forming a circle, almost touching. “Our FTL’s limited. No big ships.” Then he holds his hand as if there’s an imaginary sphere clutched in it. Humans are quite good at making signs. “Only small objects. And messages.”

			Have I understood him correctly? “But you here. How?”

			“We set off a long time ago. Many years. Cryo? You understand cryo?” He puts his hands together and rests them against his cheek, head tilted. “Sleep? Suspended animation? Stasis?”

			“Sleep through long go?”

			“Yes. That’s it.”

			“We help.” 

			“Thanks.” I know when he makes sounds to be friendly but doesn’t mean them. I can see the muscles tense under that fledgling skin on his face. “We appreciate it.”

			Ah, he doesn’t understand. I spread my wings and hold them level. Humans use that gesture to mean flying. “We know how make ships very fast.”

			“You’ve got ships, have you?” He wrinkles his skin again and looks me over as if I’m hiding something. “Do you build ships? Do you travel around the system?”

			“Had ships. Many, many worlds.” It’s a lot to explain. I don’t have the words for it. And perhaps I shouldn’t tell him yet about the wars, the barbarians, and the hateful ones we won’t work for. Would it do any harm to bring more of his friends here? We’re clever, but weak and few. Humans, though — they’re clever, they seem to be many, and they know how to wage war. I’ve seen their reverence for it. “We still know how move. We send numbers. And we get talk in the now for you to home again.”

			 That sparks a light in Jeff’s eyes. He looks right at me. He’s suddenly very still.

			“Do you mean drives? You know how to build FTL drives?” 

			Jeff makes another gesture, holding his arms out in front and skidding one hand across the other as if it’s taking flight. Humans make much more sense with their hands and faces than they do with their words. Yes, we know what we both mean, more or less.

			“Drives, gates, paths,” I say. Does he understand what I mean by that? That we can show them how to travel timelessly, to move around and communicate as easily as we once did? “We know where. Ways from there to where to where, quick, safe.”

			“And you’re willing to share this?”

			I understand share. I’ve watched them eat. “Yes. Needs for friends.”

			“What can we give you in return?” He points from himself to me. “What we give? What you want? What you need?” 

			Ah, we’re really making progress. “Be friends.”

			Jeff blinks and shows his teeth. This is a smile. It’s the first thing I learned about humans. They smile when they mean well or when they like something. It goes all the way up to their eyes. Sometimes being able to see the beast trapped inside that featherless skin is very useful. I think we both mean the same thing by friendship.

			“Okay.” He folds his arms and nods. “Friends.”

			“Friends. We help.”

			Friends are important in this part of the galaxy. Sometimes the strife of the barbarians nearly catches up with us, and we need as many friends as we can find. Friends don’t let you down. Friends stand by your side and defend the citadel, as we would defend theirs. 

			We will help the humans, and they will help us, and we’ll both survive what’s to come. We have an understanding.
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