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PART ONE

FIRST CONTACTS




CHAPTER 1

BISESA

February 2069

 


It wasn’t like waking. It was a sudden emergence, a clash of cymbals. Her eyes gaped wide open, and were filled with dazzling light. She dragged deep breaths into her lungs, and gasped with the shock of selfhood.

Shock, yes. She shouldn’t be conscious. Something was wrong.

A pale shape swam in the air.

‘Doctor Heyer?’

‘No. No, Mum, it’s me.’

That face came into focus a little more, and there was her daughter, that strong face, those clear blue eyes, those slightly heavy dark brows. There was something on her cheek, though, some kind of symbol. A tattoo?

‘Myra?’ She found her throat scratchy, her voice a husk. She had a dim sense, now, of lying on her back, of a room around her, of equipment and people just out of her field of view. ‘What went wrong?’

‘Wrong?’

‘Why wasn’t I put into estivation?’

Myra hesitated. ‘Mum - what date do you think it is?’

‘2050. June fifth.’

‘No. It’s 2069, Mum. February. Nineteen years later. The hibernation worked.’ Now Bisesa saw strands of grey in Myra’s dark hair, wrinkles gathering around those sharp eyes. Myra said, ‘As you can see I took the long way round.’

It must be true. Bisesa had taken another vast, unlikely step on her personal odyssey through time. ‘Oh, my.’

Another face loomed over Bisesa.

‘Doctor Heyer?’

‘No. Doctor Heyer has long retired. My name is Doctor Stanton. We’re going to begin the full resanguination now. I’m afraid it’s going to hurt.’

Bisesa tried to lick her lips. ‘Why am I awake?’ she asked, and she immediately answered her own question. ‘Oh. The Firstborn.’ What could it be but them? ‘A new threat.’

Myra’s face crumpled with hurt. ‘You’ve been away for nineteen years. The first thing you ask about is the Firstborn. I’ll come see you when you’re fully revived.’

‘Myra, wait—’

But Myra had gone.

The new doctor was right. It hurt. But Bisesa had once been a soldier in the British Army. She forced herself not to cry out.




CHAPTER 2

DEEP SPACE MONITOR

June 2064

 


Mankind’s first clear look at the new threat had come five years earlier. And the eyes that saw the anomaly were electronic, not human.

Deep Space Monitor X7-6102-016 swam through the shadow of Saturn, where moons hung like lanterns. Saturn’s rings were a ghost of what they had been before the sunstorm, but as the probe climbed the distant sun set behind the rings, turning them into a bridge of silver that spanned the sky.

The Deep Space Monitor was not capable of awe, not quite. But like any sufficiently advanced machine it was sentient to some degree, and its electronic soul tingled with wonder at the orderly marvels of gas and ice through which it sailed. But it made no effort to explore them.

Silently, the probe approached the next target on its orbital loop.

Titan, Saturn’s largest moon, was a featureless ball of ochre, dimly lit by the remote sun. But its deep layers of cloud and haze hid miracles. As it approached the moon, DSM X7-6102-016 cautiously listened to the electronic chatter of a swarm of robot explorers.

Under a murky orange sky, beetle-like rovers crawled over dunes of basalt-hard ice-crystal ‘sand,’ skirted methane geysers, crept cautiously into valleys carved by rivers of ethane, and dug into a surface made slushy by a constant, global drizzle of methane. One brave balloon explorer, buoyed by the thick air, hovered over a cryovolcano spilling a lava of ammonium-laced water. Burrowing submersibles studied pockets of liquid water just under the ice surface, frozen-over lakes preserved in impact craters. There were complex organic products everywhere, created by electrical storms in Titan’s atmosphere, and by the battering of the upper air by sunlight and Saturn’s magnetic field.

Everywhere the probes looked, they found life. Some of this was Earthlike, anaerobic methane-loving bugs sluggishly building pillows and mounds in the cold brine of the crater lakes. A more exotic sort of carbon-based life-form, using ammonia rather than water, could be found swimming in the stuff bubbling out of the cryovolcanoes. Most  exotic of all was a community of slimelike organisms that used silicon compounds as their basic building blocks, not carbon; they lived in the piercing cold of the black, mirror-flat ethane lakes.

The crater-lake bugs were cousins of Earth’s great families of life. The ammonia fish seemed to be indigenous to Titan. The cold-loving ethane slime might have come from the moons of Neptune, or beyond. The solar system was full of life - life that blew everywhere, in rocks and lumps of ice detached by impacts. Even so Titan was extraordinary, a junction for life-forms from across the solar system, and maybe even from without.

But Deep Space Monitor X7-6102-016 had not come to Titan for science. As it passed through its closest approach to the moon and its carnival of life, its robot cousins did not even know it was there.

The Deep Space Monitor’s complex heart was a space probe built to a century-old design philosophy, with an angular frame from which sprouted booms holding sensor pods and radiothermal-isotope power units. But this inner core was surrounded by a rigid shell of ‘metamaterial,’ a mesh of nanotechnological washers and wires that shepherded rays of sunlight away from the probe and sent them on their way along paths they would have taken had the probe not been present at all. The  Deep Space Monitor was not blind; the shell sampled the incoming rays. But with light neither reflected nor deflected, it was rendered quite invisible. Similarly it was undetectable on any wavelength of radiation from hard gamma rays to long radio waves.

DSM X7-6102-016 was not an explorer. Shrouded, silent, it was a sentry. And now it was heading for an encounter of the sort for which it had been designed.

 


As it skimmed over the cloud tops of Titan, the moon’s gravity field slingshot X7-6102-016 onto a new trajectory that would take it out of the plane of the Saturn system, high above the rings. All this in radio silence, without a puff of rocket exhaust.

And DSM X7-6102-016 approached the anomaly.

It detected cascades of exotic high-energy particles. And it was brushed by a powerful magnetic field, a ferocious electromagnetic knot in space. It reported to Earth, sending a stream of highly compressed data using sporadic laser bursts.

The Deep Space Monitor had no means of adjusting its course without compromising its shroud, and so it sailed on helplessly. It should have missed the anomaly by perhaps half a kilometre.

Its last observation, in a sense its last conscious thought, was of a sudden twisting of the anomaly’s strong magnetic field.

DSM X7-6102-016’s final signals showed it receding at enormous, impossible speeds. They were signals the probe’s makers could neither believe nor understand.

*

Like any sufficiently advanced machine the anomaly was sentient to some degree. The destruction it had been designed to inflict was for the future, and did not yet trouble it. But it was touched by a hint of regret at the smashing of the puppyish machine that had followed it so far, with its laughable attempt at concealment.

Alone, the anomaly sailed through Saturn’s system, harvested momentum and kinetic energy from the giant planet, and flung itself toward the distant sun, and the warm worlds that huddled around it.




CHAPTER 3

ABDIKADIR

2068 (Earth); Year 31 (Mir)

 


On Mir the first hint of the coming strangeness would have been mundane, if not for its utter incongruity.

Abdikadir was irritated when the clerk called him away from the telescope. It was a clear night, for once. The first-generation refugees from Earth always complained about the cloudiness of Mir, this stitched-together world in its own stitched-together cosmos. But tonight the seeing was fine, and Mars swam high in the cloudless sky, a brilliant blue.

Before the clerk’s interruption the observatory on the roof of the Temple of Marduk was a scene of silent industry. The main instrument was a reflector, its great mirror ground by Mongol slaves under the command of a Greek scholar of the School of Othic. It returned a fine if wavering image of the face of Mars. As Abdi observed, his clerks turned the levers that swung the telescope mount around to counterbalance the rotation of the world, thus keeping Mars steadily in the centre of Abdi’s field of view. He sketched hastily at the pad strapped to his knee; industry in Alexander’s world-empire had not yet advanced to the point where photography was possible.

Of Mars, he could clearly see the polar caps, the blue seas, the ochre deserts crisscrossed by bands of green-brown and blue, and even a glimmer of light from the alien cities that were believed to nestle in the dead caldera of Mons Olympus.

It was while he was engaged on his labor, intent on exploiting every second of the seeing, that the clerk came to Abdi. Spiros was fourteen, an Othic student, third-generation Mir-born. He was a bright, imaginative boy but prone to nervousness, and now he could barely stammer out his news to an astronomer not a decade older than he was.

‘Calm down, boy. Take a breath. Tell me what’s wrong.’

‘The chamber of Marduk—’ The very heart of the temple on whose roof they both stood. ‘You must come, Master!’

‘Why? What will I see?’

‘Not see, Master Abdi - hear.’

Abdi glanced once more at his eyepiece, where even now Mars’s blue light glimmered. But the boy’s agitation was convincing. Something was wrong.

With ill grace he clambered down from his seat at the eyepiece, and snapped at one of his students. ‘You, Xenia! Take over. I don’t want to waste a second of this seeing.’ The girl hurried to comply.

Spiros ran for the ladder.

‘This had better be worth it,’ Abdi said, hurrying after the boy.

 


They had to descend, and then climb back up inside the temple’s carcass, for the chamber of the great god Marduk was near the very apex of the complex. They passed through a bewildering variety of rooms lit by oil lamps burning smokily in alcoves. Long after the temple’s abandonment by its priests there was still a powerful smell of incense.

Abdi walked into Marduk’s chamber, peering around.

Once this room had contained a great golden statue of the god. During the Discontinuity, the event that created the world, the statue had been destroyed, and the walls had been reduced to bare brick, scorched by some intense heat. Only the statue’s base remained, softened and rounded, with perhaps the faintest trace of two mighty feet. The chamber was a ruin, as if wrecked by an explosion. But it had been this way all Abdi’s life.

Abdi turned on Spiros. ‘Well? Where’s the crisis?’

‘Can’t you hear?’ the boy asked, breathless. And he stood still, his finger on his lips.

And then Abdi heard it, a soft chirruping almost like a cricket - but too regular, too even. He glanced at the wide-eyed boy, who was frozen with fear.

Abdi stepped into the centre of the room. From here he could tell the chirruping was coming from an ornately carved shrine, fixed to one wall. He approached this now, and the sound grew louder.

For the sake of face before the boy, Abdi tried to keep his hand from trembling as he reached out to the small cupboard at the very centre of the shrine, and pulled open its door.

He knew what the shrine contained. This pebble-like artifact had come from the Earth to Mir. Belonging to a companion of Abdi’s father’s called Bisesa Dutt, it had been cherished for years, and then lodged here when its power finally failed.

It was a phone.

And it was ringing.




PART 2

JOURNEYS




CHAPTER 4

WHEN THE SLEEPER WAKES

February-March 2069

 


Bisesa was glad to get out of the sleep facility itself. It stank of the bad-egg hydrogen sulphide they used to stop your organs taking up oxygen.

In the hospital, it took the doctors three days to put her blood back into her veins, to persuade her organs to take up oxygen, and to get her through enough basic physiotherapy that she could walk with a Zimmer frame. She felt unutterably old, older than her forty-nine biological years, and she was wasted too, a famine victim. Her eyes were particularly prickly and sore. She suffered odd vision defects, even mild hallucinations at first. Also she had the unpleasant sense that she smelled of her own urine.

Well, for nineteen years she had had no pulse, no blood, no electrical activity in her brain, her tissues had consumed no oxygen, and she had been held in a fridge almost cold enough to rupture her cells. You had to expect to be a bit sore.

 


Hibernaculum 786 had changed while she had been in the tank. Now it felt like an upmarket hotel, all glass walls and white floors and plastic couches, and old, old people - at least they looked old - in dressing gowns, walking very tentatively.

Most drastically of all the Hibernaculum had been moved. When she got to a viewing window, she found herself overlooking an immense wound in the ground, a dusty canyon with strata piled up in its scree-littered walls like the pages of a tremendous book. It was the Grand Canyon, she learned, and it was a spectacular sight - rather wasted on the sleepers in the Hibernaculum, she thought.

She found it disturbing in retrospect that the complicated refrigerator within which she had slept her dreamless sleep had been disconnected, uprooted, and shipped across the continent.

As her convalescence continued she took to sitting before a bubble window, peering out at the canyon’s static geological drama. She had made only one tourist-trip visit to the canyon before. Judging by the way  the sun cycled through the spring sky she must be on the south rim, perhaps somewhere near Grand Canyon Village. The local flora and fauna seemed to have recovered from the global battering of the sunstorm; the land was littered with cacti, yucca, and blackbush. In her patient watching she spotted a small herd of bighorn sheep, and glimpsed the slinking form of a coyote, and once she thought she saw a rattlesnake.

But if the canyon had recovered, much else seemed to have changed. On the eastern horizon she made out a kind of structure, a flat metallic array raised on legs, like the framework of an uncompleted shopping mall. Sometimes she saw vehicles driving around and under it. She had no idea what it could be.

And sometimes in the sky she saw lights. There was one bright, moving spark, panning over the southern evening sky in forty minutes or so: something big in orbit. But there were odder sights to be seen, much more extensive: pale patches in the blue daylight, glimmerings of swimming starlight at night. A strange sky in this new age. She thought she ought to be curious, or possibly afraid, but at first she was not.

That all changed when she heard the roar. It was a deep rumble that seemed to make the very ground shudder, more geological than animal.

‘What was that?’

‘Bisesa? You asked a question?’

 


The voice was smooth, male, a little too perfect, and it came out of the air.

‘Aristotle?’ But she knew it could not be, even before he answered.

There was an odd delay before he replied. ‘I’m afraid not. I am Thales.’

‘Thales, of course.’

Before the sunstorm there had been three great artificial intelligences on the human worlds, remote descendants of the search engines and other intelligent software agents of earlier technological generations, and all of them friends of mankind. There were rumours that copies of them had been saved, as streams of bits squirted off into interstellar space. But otherwise only Thales had survived the sunstorm, stored in the simpler networks of the sturdy Moon.

‘I’m glad to hear your voice again.’

Pause. ‘And I yours, Bisesa.’

‘Thales - why these response delays? Oh. Are you still lodged on the Moon?’

‘Yes, Bisesa. And I am restricted by lightspeed delay. Just like Neil Armstrong.’

‘Why not bring you down to Earth? Isn’t it kind of inconvenient?’

‘There are ways around it. Local agents can support me when time delay is critical - during medical procedures, for instance. But otherwise the situation is deemed satisfactory.’

These responses sounded rehearsed to Bisesa. Even scripted. There was more to Thales’s location on the Moon than he was telling her. But she didn’t have the spark to pursue the matter.

Thales said, ‘You asked about the roar.’

‘Yes. That sounded like a lion. An African lion.’

‘So it was.’

‘And what is an African lion doing here, in the heart of North America?’

‘The Grand Canyon National Park is now a Jefferson, Bisesa.’

‘A what?’

‘A Jefferson Park. It is all part of the re-wilding. If you will look to your right . . .’

On the horizon, beyond the north rim, she saw blocky shapes, massive, like boulders on the move. Thales caused the window to magnify the image. She was looking at elephants, a herd of them complete with infants, an unmistakable profile.

‘I have extensive information on the park.’

‘I’m sure you have, Thales. One thing. What’s the structure over there? It looks like scaffolding.’

It turned out to be a power mat, the ground station of an orbital power station, a collector for microwaves beamed down from the sky.

‘The whole facility is rather large, ten kilometres square.’

‘Is it safe? I saw vehicles driving around underneath it.’

‘Oh, yes, safe for humans. Animals too. But there is an exclusion zone.’

‘And, Thales, those lights in the sky - the shimmers—’

‘Mirrors and sails. There is a whole architecture off Earth now, Bisesa. It’s really quite spectacular.’

‘So they’re building the dream. Bud Tooke would have been pleased.’

‘I’m afraid Colonel Tooke died in—’

‘Never mind.’

‘Bisesa, there are human counsellors you can speak to. About anything you like. The details of your hibernation, for instance.’

‘It was explained to me before I went into the freezer . . .’

The Hibernacula were a product of the sunstorm. The first of them had been established in America before the event, as the rich sought to flee through the difficult years ahead to a time of recovery. Bisesa hadn’t entered hers until 2050, eight years after the storm.

‘I can talk you through the medical advances since your immersion,’ Thales said. ‘For example it now appears that your cells’ propensity for hydrogen sulphide is a relic of a very early stage in the evolution of life on Earth, when aerobic cells still shared the world with methanogens.’

‘That sounds oddly poetic.’

Thales said gently, ‘There is the motivational aspect as well.’

She felt uncomfortable. ‘What motivational aspect? . . .’

She had had reasons to flee into the tanks. Myra, her twenty-one-year-old daughter, had married against Bisesa’s advice, and pledged herself to a life off the Earth entirely. And Bisesa had wanted to escape the conspiracy-theory notoriety that had accrued about her because of her peculiar role in the sunstorm crisis, even though much of what had gone on in those days, even the true cause of the sunstorm, was supposed to have been classified.

‘Anyhow,’ she said, ‘going into a Hibernaculum was a public service. So I was told when I signed over my money. My trust fund went to advance the understanding of techniques that will one day be used in everything from transplant organ preservation to crewing centuries-long starship flights. And in a world struggling to recover after the storm, I had a much lower economic footprint frozen in a tank—’

‘Bisesa, there is a growing body of opinion that Hibernaculum sleeping is in fact a sort of sublimated suicide.’

That took her aback. Aristotle would have been more subtle, she thought. ‘Thales,’ she said firmly. ‘When I need to speak to someone about this, it will be my daughter.’

‘Of course, Bisesa. Is there anything else you need?’

She hesitated. ‘How old am I?’

‘Ah. Good question. You are a curiosity, Bisesa.’

‘Thanks.’

‘You were born in 2006, that is sixty-three years ago. One must subtract nineteen years for your time in the Hibernaculum.’

She said carefully, ‘Which leaves forty-four.’

‘Yet your biological age is forty-nine.’

‘Yes. And the other five years?’

‘Are the years you spent on Mir.’

She nodded. ‘You know about that?’

‘It is highly classified. Yes, I know.’

She lay back in her chair, watched the distant elephants and the shimmering sky of 2069, and tried to gather her thoughts.

‘Thank you, Thales.’

‘It’s a pleasure.’ When he fell silent there was a subtle absence in the air around her.




CHAPTER 5

LONDON

Bella Fingal was in the air above London when her daughter first brought her the bad news from the sky.

Bella had been flown in across the Atlantic, and her plane was heading for Heathrow, out in the suburbs to the west of central London. But the pilot told her the flight path would see them overfly to the east first and then come back west along the path of the Thames, into the headwinds, and on this bright March morning the city was a glittering carpet spread out for her. Bella had the plane all to herself, one of the new scramjets, a fancy chariot for a fifty-seven-year-old grandmother.

But she really didn’t want to be making this trip. The funeral of James Duflot had been bad enough; coming to the grieving family’s home would be worse. It was however her duty, as Chair of the World Space Council.

She had wandered into this job almost by accident, probably a compromise choice by the supra-governmental panel that controlled the Space Council. In a corner of her mind she had thought that her new post would be pretty much an honorary one, like most of the university chancellorships and nonexecutive directorships that had come her way as a veteran of the sunstorm. She hadn’t imagined getting shipped across the planet to be plunged into messy, tearful situations like this.

She had done her bit on the shield. She should have stayed retired, she thought wistfully.

And it was when Edna came on line with her bit of bad, strange news that it was driven home to Bella that she really was the commander-in-chief of a space navy.

 


‘For once the trackers think they’ve found something serious, Mum. Something out in the dark - now approaching the orbit of Jupiter, in fact, and falling in on a hyperbolic trajectory. It’s not on the Extirpator map, though that’s not so unusual; long-period comets too remote for Extirpator echoes are turning up all the time. This thing has other characteristics that are causing them concern . . .’

Bella had seen a rendering of the ‘Extirpator map,’ set up like a  planetarium inside her own base, the old NASA headquarters building in Washington. An immense, dynamic, three-dimensional snapshot of the whole of the solar system, it had been created on the very eve of the sunstorm by the deep-space explosion of a ferocious old nuke called the Extirpator - a detonation that had also broadcast to the silent stars a wistful concatenation of human culture called ‘Earthmail,’ within which were embedded copies of the planet’s greatest artificial minds, called Aristotle, Thales, and Athena. Within a few hours of the explosion the radio telescopes on Earth had logged X-ray echoes of the blast coming back from every object larger than a metre across inside the orbit of Saturn.

Twenty-seven years after the sunstorm the human worlds and space itself were full of eyes, tracking anything that moved. Anything not shown in the map must be a new entrant. Most newcomers, human or natural, could be identified and eliminated quickly. And if not - well, then, Bella was learning, the bad news quickly filtered up the Council’s hierarchy to her own ears.

In the cocooned, silent warmth of the plane cabin, she shivered. Like many of her generation, Bella still had nightmares about the sunstorm. Now it was Bella’s job to listen to the bad dreams.

Edna’s face, in the softscreen on the seat back before Bella, was flawlessly rendered in three dimensions. Edna was only twenty-three, one of the first generation of ‘Spacers,’ as Bella had learned to call them, born in space during Bella’s post-sunstorm rehabilitation stay on the Moon. But Edna was already a captain. Promotions were fast in a navy with few crew in ships so smart, or so Edna said, they even had robots to swab the decks. Today, with her Irish-dark hair pulled severely back and her uniform buttoned up around her neck, Edna looked tense, her eyes shadowed.

Bella longed to touch her daughter. But she couldn’t even speak to her in a natural way. Edna was out in the navy’s operations HQ in the asteroid belt. The vagaries of orbits dictated that at this moment Edna was some two astronomical units away from her mother, twice Earth’s distance to the sun, a tremendous gap that imposed an each-way time delay of sixteen minutes.

And besides there was a question of protocol. Bella was in fact her daughter’s commanding officer. She tried to focus on what Edna was saying.

‘This is just a head’s-up, Mum,’ Edna said now. ‘I don’t have any details. But the scuttlebutt is that Rear Admiral Paxton is flying to London to brief you about it . . .’

Bella flinched. Bob Paxton, heroic footprints-and-flags explorer of Mars, and a royal pain in the butt.

Edna smiled. ‘Just remember, he’s got a chest full of fruit salad, but you’re the boss! By the way - Thea is doing fine.’ Edna’s daughter, Bella’s  three-year-old granddaughter, a second-generation Spacer. ‘She’ll be on her way home soon. But you should see how she’s taken to microgravity in the low-spin habitats! . . .’

Edna spoke on of human things, family stuff, lesser events than the destiny of the solar system. Bella hung on every word, as a grandmother would. But it was all so strange, even to Bella, who had served in space herself. Edna’s language was peppered with the unfamiliar. You found your way around a spinning space habitat by going spinward or antispinward or axisward . . . Even her accent was drifting, a bit of Bella’s own Irish, and a heavy tinge of east coast American - the navy was essentially an offshoot of the old U.S. seaborne navy, and had inherited much of its culture from that source.

Her daughter and granddaughter were growing away from her, Bella thought wistfully. But then, every grandmother back to Eve had probably felt the same.

A soft chime warned her that the plane was beginning its final approach. She stored the rest of Edna’s message and transmitted a brief reply of her own.

 


The plane banked, and Bella peered down at the city.

She could clearly make out the tremendous footprint of the Dome. It was a near-perfect circle about nine kilometres in diametre, centreed on Trafalgar Square. Within the circumference of the Dome much of the old building stock had been preserved from the sunstorm’s ravages, and something of the character of the old confident London remained, a pale sheen of sandstone and marble. But Westminster was now an island, the Houses of Parliament abandoned as a monument. After the sunstorm the city had given up its attempts to control its river, and had drawn back to new banks that more resembled the wider, natural course that the Romans had first mapped. Londoners had adjusted; you could now go scuba diving among the concrete ruins of the South Bank.

Outside that perimetre circle, much of the suburban collar of London had been razed by the fires of sunstorm day. Now it was a carpet of blocky new buildings that looked like tank traps.

And as the plane dipped further she saw the Dome itself. The paneling had long been dismantled, but some of the great ribs and pillars had been allowed to stand; weather-streaked and tarnished they cast shadows kilometres long over the city the Dome had preserved. It was only a glimpse. And in a way it was mundane; twenty-seven years on, you still saw the scars of the sunstorm wherever you traveled, all over the world.

The city fled beneath her, and the plane swept down over anonymous, hunkered suburbs toward its landing at Heathrow.




CHAPTER 6

MYRA

Myra sat with Bisesa before the bubble window, sipping iced tea. It was early in the morning, and the low light seemed to catch the wrinkles in Myra’s face.

‘You’re staring,’ Myra said.

‘I’m sorry, love. Can you blame me? For me, you’ve aged nineteen years in a week.’

‘At least I’m still younger than you.’ Myra sounded resentful; she had a right to be.

Myra was wearing a comfortable-looking blouse and pants of some smart material that looked as if it kept her cool. Her hair was swept back from her face, a style that was a bit severe to Bisesa’s out-of-date eyes, but which suited Myra’s bones, her fine forehead. She had no ring on her finger. Her movements were small, contained, almost formal, and she rarely looked at her mother.

She didn’t look happy. She looked restless.

Bisesa didn’t know what was wrong. ‘I should have been here for you,’ she said.

Myra looked up. ‘Well, you weren’t.’

‘Right now, I don’t even know—’

‘You know I married Eugene, not long before you went into the tank.’ Eugene Mangles, whiz-kid scientist, all but autistic, and after his heroic computations during the sunstorm the nearest thing to a saviour the world had recently seen. ‘Everybody was marrying young in those days,’ Myra said. The post-sunstorm years had been a time of a rapid population boom. ‘We broke up after five years.’

‘Well, I’m sorry. Has there been nobody else?’

‘Not serious.’

‘So where are you working now?’

‘I went back to London, oh, ten years ago. I’m back in our old flat in Chelsea.’

‘Under the skeleton of the Dome.’

‘What’s left of it. That old ruin is good for property prices, you know. Snob value, to be under the Dome. I guess we’re rich, Mum. Whenever  I’m short of money I just release a bit more equity; the prices are climbing so fast it soon gets wiped out.’

‘So you’re back in the city. Doing what?’

‘I retrained as a social worker. I deal in PTSD.’

‘Post-traumatic stress.’

‘Mostly it’s your generation, Mum. They’ll carry the stress with them to their graves.’

‘But they saved the world,’ Bisesa said softly.

‘They did that.’

‘I never saw you as a social worker. You always wanted to be an astronaut! ’

Myra scowled, as if she was being reminded of some indiscretion. ‘I grew out of that when I found out what was really going on.’

Apparently unconsciously, she touched the tattoo on her cheek. It was in fact an ident tattoo, a compulsory registration introduced a few years after Bisesa went into the tank. Not a symptom of a notably free society.

‘Wasn’t Eugene working on weather modification systems?’

‘Yes, he was. But he pretty quickly got sidelined into weaponization. Weather modification as an instrument of political control. It’s never been used, but it’s there. We had long arguments about the morality of what he was doing. I never lost the argument, but I never won, either. Eugene just didn’t get it.’

Bisesa sighed. ‘I remember that about him.’

‘In the end his work was more important than I was.’

Bisesa was profoundly sorry to see this disappointment in a daughter who, from her point of view, had been a bright twenty-one-year-old only weeks ago.

She looked out of her window. Something was moving on the far side of the canyon. Camels, this time. ‘Not everything about this new world seems so bad to me,’ she said, trying to lighten the mood. ‘I quite like the idea of camels and elephants wandering around North America - though I’m not quite sure why they’re here.’

‘We’re in the middle of a Jefferson,’ Myra said.

‘Named for Jefferson the president?’

‘I learned a lot more about the American presidents when I lived with Eugene’s family in Massachusetts,’ Myra said dryly. The purposeful re wilding of the world was an impulse that had come out of the aftermath of the sunstorm. ‘In fact Linda had something to do with devising the global program. She wrote me about it.’

‘My cousin Linda?’

‘She’s Dame Linda now.’ A student of bioethics, Linda had shared a flat with Bisesa and Myra during the period before the sunstorm. ‘The point is, long before Columbus the first Stone Age immigrants knocked over most of the large mammals. So you had an ecology that was full of gaps evolution hadn’t had time to fill. “A concert in which so many parts  are wanting.” Thoreau said that, I think. Linda used to quote him. When the Spanish brought horses here, their population just exploded. Why? Because modern horses evolved here . . .’

In the new ‘Jefferson Parks’ there had been a conscious effort to reconstruct the ecology as it had been at the end of the last Ice Age, by importing species that were close equivalents of those that had been lost.

Bisesa nodded. ‘African and Asian elephants for mammoths and mastodons. ’

‘Camels for the extinct camelids. More species of horses to flesh out the diversity. Even zebras, I think. For the ground sloths they brought in rhinos, herbivores of a similar mass and diet.’

‘And lions as the capstone, I suppose.’

‘Yes. There are more parks overseas. In Britain, half of Scotland is being given over to native oak forest.’

Bisesa looked at the haughty camels. ‘I suppose it’s therapeutic. But these are aftermath activities. Healing. I’ve woken up to find we still live in an aftermath world, after all this time.’

‘Yes,’ Myra said grimly. ‘And not every post-sunstorm response is as positive as building a Pleistocene park.

‘Mum, people found out about the sunstorm. The truth. At first it was classified. Even the name “Firstborn” was never made public. There was no hint at the time that the sunstorm was an intentional act.’

Caused by the driving of a Jovian planet into the core of Earth’s sun.

‘But the truth leaked out. Whistle-blowers. It became a torrent when the generation who had fought the storm headed for retirement, and had nothing to lose, and began to speak of what they knew.’

‘I’m shocked there was a cover-up that lasted so long.’

‘Even now there are plenty of people who don’t believe it, I think. But people are scared. And there are those in government, and in industry and other establishments, who are using that fear. They are militarizing the whole of the Earth, indeed the solar system. They call it the War with the Sky.’

Bisesa snorted. ‘That’s ridiculous. How can you wage war on an abstraction?’

‘I suspect that’s the point. It means whatever you want it to mean. And those who control the sky have a lot of power. Why do you think Thales is still stuck on the Moon?’

‘Ah. Because nobody can get to him up there. And this is why you left?’

‘Most of the gazillions they’re spending are simply wasted. What’s worse, they’re not doing any serious research into what we do know of Firstborn technology. The Eyes. The manipulation of spacetime, the construction of pocket universes - all of that. Stuff that might actually be useful in the case of a renewed threat.’

‘So that’s why you baled out.’

‘Yes. I mean, it was fun, Mum. I got to go to the Moon! But I couldn’t swallow the lies. There are plenty on and off the planet who think the way I do.’

‘Off the planet?’

‘Mum, since the sunstorm a whole generation has been born offworld. Spacers, they call themselves.’ She glanced at her mother, then looked away. ‘It was a Spacer who called me. And asked me to come fetch you.’

‘Why?’

‘Something’s coming.’

Those simple words chilled Bisesa.

A shifting light caught her eye. Looking up she saw that bright satellite cutting across the sky. ‘Myra - what’s that? It looks sort of old-fashioned, in among the space mirrors.’

‘It’s Apollo 9. Or a recreation. That ship flew a hundred years ago today. The government is rerunning all those classic missions. A remembrance of the lost times before the sunstorm.’

Conservation and memorials. Clinging to the past. It really was as if the whole world was still in shock. ‘All right. What do you want me to do?’

‘If you’re fit, get packed up. We’re leaving.’

‘Where are we going?’

Myra smiled, a bit forced. ‘Off Earth . . .’




CHAPTER 7

THE TOOKE MEDAL

The motorcade drew up outside a property in a suburb called Chiswick.

Bella stepped out of her car, along with her two Council bodyguards. They were a man and a woman, bulked up by body armour, like all their colleagues silent and anonymous. The woman carried a small package in a black leather case.

The car closed itself up.

Bella faced the Duflot home, gathering her courage. It was a faceless block of white concrete with rounded wind-deflecting corners, sunk into the ground as if it was too heavy for the London clay. Its roof was a garden of wind turbines, solar cell panels, and antennae; its windows were small and deep. With subterranean rooms and independent power it was a house like a bunker. This was the domestic architecture of the fearful mid-twenty-first century.

Bella had to walk down a flight of steps to the front door. A slim woman in a sharp black suit was waiting.

‘Ms. Duflot?’

‘Doctor Fingal. Thank you for coming. Call me Phillippa . . .’ She extended a long-fingered hand.

Shadowed by her security people, Bella was brought through the house to the living room.

Phillippa Duflot must have been in her early sixties, a little older than Bella. Her silvered hair was cut short. Her face was not unattractive, but narrow, her mouth pursed. Phillippa looked capable of steely self-control, but this woman had lost a son, and the marks of that tragedy were in the lines around her eyes, Bella thought, and the tension in her neck.

Waiting for Bella in the living room were the generations of Phillippa’s family. They stood when Bella came into the room, lined up before a softwall showing an image of a pretty Scottish lake. Bella had carefully and nervously memorized all their names. Phillippa’s two surviving sons, Paul and Julian, were solid, awkward-looking thirty-something men. Their wives stood by their sides. This slim, pretty woman of twenty-six was Cassie, the widow of the missing son James, and his two children, boy and girl, six and five, Toby and Candida. They were all dressed for  a funeral, in black and white, even the children. And they all had ident tattoos on their cheeks. The little girl’s was a pretty pink flower.

Standing before this group, under the stares of the children, Bella suddenly had no idea what to say.

Phillippa came to her rescue. ‘It’s most awfully good of you to come.’ Her accent was authentic British upper class, a throwback to another age, rich with composure and command. Phillippa said to her grandchildren, ‘Doctor Fingal is the head of the Space Council. She’s very important. And she flew from America, just to see us.’

‘Well, that’s true. And to give you this.’ Bella nodded to her guards, and the woman handed her the leather case. Bella opened this carefully, and set it up on a low coffee table. A disc of delicate, sparkling fabric sat on a bed of black velvet.

The children were wide-eyed. The boy asked, ‘Is it a medal?’

And Candida asked, ‘Is it for Daddy?’

‘Yes. It’s for your father.’ She pointed to the medal, but did not touch it; it looked like spiderweb embedded with tiny electronic components. ‘Do you know what it’s made of?’

‘Space shield stuff,’ Toby said promptly.

‘Yes. The real thing. It’s called the Tooke Medal. There’s no higher honour you can earn, if you live and work in space, than this. I knew Bud Tooke. I worked with him, up on the shield. I know how much he would have admired your daddy. And it’s not just a medal. Do you want to see what it can do?’

The boy was skeptical. ‘What?’

She pointed. ‘Just touch this stud and see.’

The boy obeyed.

A hologram shimmered into life over the tabletop, eclipsing the medal in its case. It showed a funeral scene, a flag-draped coffin on a caisson drawn by six tiny black horses. Figures in dark blue uniforms stood by. The sound was tinny but clear, and Bella could hear the creak of the horses’ harnesses, their soft hoofbeats.

The silent children loomed like giants over the scene. Cassie was weeping silently; her brother comforted her. Phillippa Duflot watched, composed.

The recording skipped forward. Three rifle volleys cracked, and a flight of tiny, glittering jet aircraft swept overhead, one peeling away from the formation.

‘It’s Dad’s funeral,’ Toby said.

‘Yes.’ Bella leaned down to face the children. ‘They buried him at Arlington. That’s in Virginia - America - where the U.S. Navy has its cemetery.’

‘Dad trained in America.’

‘That’s right. I was there, at the funeral, and so was your mummy. This hologram is generated by the shield element itself—’

‘Why did one plane fly away like that?’

‘It’s called the Missing Man formation. Those planes, you know, Toby. They were T-38s. The first astronauts used them to train on. They’re over a hundred years old, imagine that.’

‘I like the little horses,’ said Candida.

Their uncle put his hands on their shoulders. ‘Come away now.’

With some relief, Bella straightened up.

 


Drinks arrived, sherry, whiskey, coffee, tea, served by a subdued young aunt. Bella accepted a coffee and stood with Phillippa.

‘It was kind of you to speak to them like that,’ Phillippa said.

‘It’s my job, I guess,’ Bella said, embarrassed.

‘Yes, but there are ways of doing it well, or badly. You’re new to it, aren’t you?’

Bella smiled. ‘Six months in. Does it show?’

‘Not at all.’

‘Deaths in space are rare.’

‘Yes, thank God,’ Phillippa said. ‘But that’s why it’s been so hard to take. I had hoped this new generation would be protected from - well, from what we went through. I read about you. You were actually on the shield.’

Bella smiled. ‘I was a lowly comms tech.’

Phillippa shook her head. ‘Don’t do yourself down. You ended up with a battlefield promotion to mission commander, didn’t you?’

‘Only because there was nobody else left to do it by the end of that day.’

‘Even so, you did your job. You deserve the recognition you’ve enjoyed.’

Bella wasn’t sure about that. Her subsequent career, as an executive in various telecommunications corporations and regulatory bodies, had no doubt been given a healthy boost by her notoriety, and usefulness as a PR tool. But she’d always tried to pull her weight, until her retirement, aged fifty-five - a short one as it turned out, until she was offered this new role, a position she couldn’t turn down.

Phillippa said, ‘As for me I was based in London during the build-up to the storm. Worked in the mayor’s office, on emergency planning and the like. But before the storm itself broke, my parents took me out to the shelter at L2.’

The shield had been poised above the Earth at the point of perpetual noon, at L1, the first Lagrangian point of gravitational stability directly between Earth and sun. The Earth’s second Lagrangian point was on the same Earth-sun line, but on the planet’s far side, at the midnight point. So while the workers at L1 laboured to shelter the world from the storm, at L2 an offworld refuge hid safe in Earth’s shadow, stuffed full of trillionaires, dictators, and other rich and powerful types - including,  rumour had it, half of Britain’s royals. The story of L2 had subsequently become a scandal.

‘It wasn’t a pleasant place to be,’ Phillippa murmured. ‘I tried to work. We were ostensibly a monitoring station. I kept up the comms links to the ground stations. But some of the rich types were throwing parties.’

‘It sounds as if you didn’t have a choice,’ Bella said. ‘Don’t blame yourself.’

‘It’s kind of you to say that. Still, one must move on.’

James Duflot’s widow, Cassie, approached them tentatively. ‘Thank you for coming,’ she said awkwardly. She looked tired.

‘You don’t need—’

‘You were kind to the children. You’ve given them a day to remember.’ She smiled. ‘They’ve seen your picture on the news. I think I’ll put away that hologram, though.’

‘Perhaps that’s best.’ Bella hesitated. ‘I can’t tell you much about what James was working on. But I want you to know that your husband gave his life in the best of causes.’

Cassie nodded. ‘In a way I was prepared for this, you know. People ask me how it feels to have your husband fly into space. I tell them, you should try staying on Earth.’

Bella forced a smile.

‘To tell you the truth we were going through a difficult time. We’re Earth-bound, Doctor Fingal. James just went up to space to work, not to live. This is home. London. And I went into town every day to work at Thule.’ Bella had done her research; Thule, Inc., was a big multinational eco-recovery agency. ‘We’d talked vaguely of separating for a bit.’ Cassie laughed with faint bitterness. ‘Well, I’ll never know how that particular story would have turned out, will I?’

‘I’m sorry—’

‘You know what I miss? His mails. His softscreen calls. I didn’t have  him, you see, but I had the mails. And so in a way I don’t miss him, but I miss the mails.’ She looked sharply at Bella. ‘It was worth it, wasn’t it?’

Bella couldn’t bear to repeat the platitudes she knew were expected of her. ‘I’m new to this. But it’s my job to make sure it was.’

That wasn’t enough. Nothing ever could be. She was relieved when she was able to use the excuse of another appointment to get out of the pillboxlike house.




CHAPTER 8

EURO-NEEDLE

For her appointment with Bob Paxton, Bella was driven to the Livingstone Tower - or the ‘Euro-needle’ as every Londoner still called it. The local administrative headquarters of the Eurasian Union, and sometime seat of the Union’s prime minister, it was a tower of airy offices with broad windows of toughened glass offering superb views of London. During the sunstorm the Needle had been within the Dome’s shelter, and on its roof, which had interfaced with the Dome’s structure itself, was a small museum to those perilous days.

Paxton was waiting for her in a conference room on the forty-first floor. Pacing, he was drinking coffee in great gulps. He greeted Bella with a stiff military bow. ‘Chair Fingal.’

‘Thanks for coming all the way to London to meet me—’

He waved that away. ‘I had other business here. We need to talk.’

She took a seat. Still shaken by her encounter with the Duflots, she felt this was turning into a very long day.

Paxton didn’t sit. He seemed too restless for that. He poured Bella a coffee from a big jug in the corner of the room; he poured for Bella’s security people too, and they sat at the far end of the table.

‘Tell me what’s on your mind, Admiral.’

‘I’ll tell you simply. The new sightings confirm it. We have a bogey.’

‘A bogey?’

‘An anomaly. Something sailing through our solar system that doesn’t belong there . . .’

Paxton was tall, wiry. He had the face of an astronaut, she thought, very pale, and pocked by the scars of radiation tumors. His cheek tattoo was a proud wet-navy emblem, and his hair was a drizzle of crew-cut grey.

He was in his seventies, she supposed. He had been around forty when he had led Aurora 1, the first manned mission to Mars, and had become the first person to set foot on that world - and then he had led his stranded crew through the greater trial of the sunstorm. Evidently he had taken the experience personally. Now a Rear Admiral in the new space navy, he had become a power in the paranoiac post-sunstorm  years, and had thrown himself into efforts to counter the threat that had once stranded him on Mars.

Watching him pace, caffeine-pumped, his face set and urgent, Bella had an absurd impulse to ask him for his autograph. And then a second impulse to order him to retire. She filed that reflection away.

In his clipped Midwestern accent, he amplified the hints Edna had already given her. ‘We actually got three sightings of this thing.’

The first had been fortuitous.

Voyager 1, launched in 1977, having made mankind’s first reconnaissance of the outer planets, had sped on out of the solar system. By the fifth decade of a new century Voyager had traveled more than a hundred and fifty times Earth’s distance from the sun.

And then its onboard cosmic ray detector, designed to seek out particles from distant supernovae, picked up a wash of energetic particles.

Something had been born, out there in the dark.

‘Nobody made much of it at the time. Because it showed up on April 20, 2042.’ Paxton smiled. ‘Sunstorm day. We were kind of busy with other things.’

Voyager’s later observations showed how the anomaly, tugged by the sun’s gravity, began a long fall into the heart of the solar system. The first significant object the newborn would encounter on its way toward the sun would be Saturn and its system of moons, on a date in 2064. Plans were drawn up accordingly.

‘And that was the second encounter,’ Paxton said. ‘We have readings made by Deep Space Monitor X7-6102-016 - and then a record of that probe’s destruction. And third, the latest sighting by a cluster of probes of some damn thing coming down on the J-line. The orbit of Jupiter.’ He brought up a softscreen map on the table. ‘Three points on the chart, see - three points on a plausible orbital trajectory. Three sightings of what has to be the same object, wandering in where it don’t belong.’ He stared at her, his cold blue eyes rheumy but unblinking, as if challenging her to put it together.

‘And you’re certain it’s not a comet, something natural?’

‘Comets don’t give off sprays of cosmic rays,’ he said. ‘And it’s kind of a coincidence this thing just popped up out of nowhere on sunstorm day, don’t you think?’

‘And this trajectory, if it continues - where is it going, Admiral?’

‘We can be pretty accurate about that. It deflected off Saturn, but it won’t pass another mass significant enough for a slingshot. Assuming it just falls under gravity—’

She took the bait. ‘It’s heading for Earth, isn’t it?’

His face was like granite. ‘If it continues on its merry course it will get here December of next year. Maybe it’s Santa’s sleigh.’

 


She frowned. ‘Twenty-one months. That’s not much time.’

‘That it ain’t.’

‘If the alert had been raised when this thing passed Saturn, and, you say, it actually destroyed a probe, we’d have had years warning.’

He shrugged. ‘You have to set your threat levels somewhere. I always argued we weren’t suspicious enough. I had this out with your predecessor on a number of occasions. Looks like I was right, don’t it? If we survive this we can review protocol.’

If we survive this. His language chilled her. ‘You think this is some kind of artifact, Admiral?’

‘Couldn’t say.’

‘But you do believe it’s a threat?’

‘Have to assume so. Wouldn’t you say?’

She could hardly gainsay that. The question was what to do about it.

The World Space Council had only a tenuous relationship with the old UN, which since the sunstorm had focused its efforts on recovery on Earth. The Council’s brief was to coordinate the world’s preparedness for any more threats from the unseen enemy behind the sunstorm, an enemy whose very existence had not in fact yet been officially admitted. Its principal asset was the navy, which nominally reported to the Council. But the Council itself was funded by and ultimately controlled by an uneasy alliance of the world’s four great powers - especially the United States, Eurasia, and China, who hoped to use space to gain some political ground back from the fourth, Africa.

And at the apex of this rickety structure of power and control was Bella, a compromise candidate in a compromised position.

In the short term, she thought, the three spacegoing powers might try to leverage the sudden irruption of an actual threat into some kind of advantage over Africa, which had become prominent since being relatively spared by the sunstorm. The tectonic plates that underpinned the Council might start to shift, she thought uneasily, just at the very moment it was being called upon to act.

‘You’re thinking politics,’ Paxton growled.

‘Yes,’ she admitted. As if this anomaly, whatever it was, was just a new item on the agenda of the world’s business. But if this was another threat like the sunstorm, it could render all that business irrelevant at a stroke.

Suddenly she felt weary. Old, worn-out. She found she resented that this crisis should be landed on her plate so soon into her chairmanship.

And, looking at Paxton’s intent face, she wondered how much control she would have over events.

‘All right, Admiral, you have my attention. What do you recommend? ’

 


He stepped back. ‘I’ll gather more data, and set up a briefing on options. Best to do that back in Washington, I guess. Soon as we can manage.’ 

‘All right. But we’ll have to look at the wider implications. What to tell the people, or not. How to prepare for the incoming anomaly, whatever it is.’

‘We’ll need more data before we can do that.’

‘And what do we tell those we report to?’

Paxton said, ‘As far as the politics go it’s essential we make sure our mandate and capability aren’t diluted by politico bull. And, Chair, if you’re agreeable, for the briefing I’ll incorporate material gathered by the Committee.’

She felt the hairs on her neck prickle a warning; after most of a lifetime at the upper levels of large organizations she knew when a trap was being set. ‘You mean your Committee of Patriots.’

He smiled, sharklike. ‘You should come visit us sometime, Madam Chair. We work out of the old Navy Special Projects Office in DC; a lot of us are old navy fliers of one stripe or another. Our mission, grant you it’s self-appointed, is to monitor the responses of our governments and super-government agencies to the alien intervention that led to the sunstorm, and the ongoing emergency since. Once again your predecessor didn’t want to know about this. I believe he thought dabbling with the wacko fringe would damage his fine career. But now we really do have something out there, Madam Chair, a genuine anomaly. Now’s the time to listen to us, if you’re ever going to.’

Again it was hard to gainsay that. ‘I feel you’re drawing me into an argument, Bob. Okay, subject to my veto.’

‘Thank you. There’s one specific.’

‘Go on.’

‘One beef the Committee has always had has been with the almost willful way the authorities have never followed up the hints of the alien.  Developing our own weaponry and armour is one thing, but to ignore the enemy’s capability is criminal. However we do know of someone who might be our way in to that whole murky business.’

‘Who?’

‘A woman called Bisesa Dutt. Ex British Army. Long story. She’s the reason why I came to London today; she has a base here. But she’s not around, or her daughter. Since arriving here I got word she may have booked herself into a Hibernaculum in the States, under an assumed name. Of course she may have moved on from there by now.’ He eyed Bella. ‘With your permission I’ll track her down.’

She took a breath. ‘I have the authority for that?’

‘If you want it.’ He left it hanging.

‘All right. Find her. Send me your file on her. But stay legal, Admiral. And be nice.’

He grinned. ‘All part of the service.’

Paxton was happy, she saw suddenly. He had been waiting for this moment, waiting out the whole of his anticlimactic life since his heroic  days on Mars during the sunstorm. Waiting for the sky to fall again.

Bella suppressed a shudder. As for herself, she only hoped she could avoid creating any more James Duflots.
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