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What did readers have to say about Scat?
Scat’s Universe Book 1
“Scat is a big, intelligent, interesting novel. If you enjoy hard gritty SF with plenty of well-handled dialogue, you will not go far wrong with this one”
“A+ 100 ... Be warned, you will NOT be able to put it down until the mind blowing conclusion!”
“Fantastic. Characters, good story, it was far from predictable .. Had to finish once started. Can’t wait for the sequel.”
“Scat is a sprawling novel, spanning years, full of ideas and conflicts that resonate in today’s world, as good sci-fi is supposed to. ... Graham bombards the reader with ideas and Scat’s ambition and scope are a marvel.”
-Indiereader.com
“... the coda is … well, I was drop-jawed. I don’t get drop-jawed often ... the new technology proves to have a horrifying price that I honestly didn’t see coming, that I’ve never seen used before in a lifetime of reading SF”
-Republibot.com
Army of Souls picks up the story a few months after the conclusion of Scat
To Science and to Faith. Reason says we have a need for them both.
**~~~~**
With thanks to my online community friends, Kevin Long and Tom Cotterill for their kind encouragement and feedback.
“If flesh came into being because of the spirit, it is a wonder. But if spirit came into being because of the body, it is a wonder of wonders.”
Ancient text discovered near Nag Hammadi, Egypt, December 1945.
Believed to be the Gospel According to Thomas 24:1
Wordly Upheavals
Other-Worldy Alliances
Part One
The ship’s nav tech jabbed a finger at his monitor, looked up and broke the silence.
‘It’s here, ma’am. Off our Port bow. One thousand kilometres.’
The V6’s commander, Vivien Wan, dropped her e-reader onto the command console and looked across the dimly lit cabin. She nodded, waved a hand at the forward screen and then rubbed her eyes. Almost immediately, the screen filled with streaks of blue light. A similarly-sized superfreighter leapt into view, throwing off the last gravitational ripples of far dark light.
‘Good,’ she said, shaking herself from a half-sleep. ‘Thank you, Rhodes. Number Two, notify the hangar deck.’
On the opposite side of the circular console, her number two raised a thumb at the cabin’s security camera. From inside the zero-G rear hangar, the ship’s loadmaster answered with a wave before pushing off to air-swim out of view. The number two killed the feed and looked up.
‘Aye, ma’am. ... They’re ready,’ he confirmed.
‘And kill all internal comms,’ Wan added. ‘No leakage.’
‘Already done, ma’am. All decks notified. Runners only.’
Wan glanced across at the cabin’s glass sliding doors. Two of the crew stood ready to run around the gravity ring, to pass on orders and updates. She sat back. Hopefully the transfer would go a whole lot better this time around. She issued the order:
‘Take us in to five kilometres, helmsman, and no closer.’
The number two walked over to stand behind the helmsman’s station. The V6 was a civilian ship, leased to the Outer-Rim Force, the ORF, by the Lynthax Corporation’s UN-appointed administrators. It wasn’t as nimble as a frigate.
‘Less haste, this time, Simmons,’ he whispered over the helmsman’s shoulder. ‘It’s not a race. We’re in the cargo business now—we’re not chasing rebels.’
Alongside of them, the comms tech adjusted his earpiece and leaned forward in his seat.
‘They’re hailing us for news, ma’am,’ he said. ‘They want to know when we’ll cancel the quarantine.’
Wan drummed the fingers of both hands on her command couch armrests. She knew that wouldn’t happen any time soon. Trevon was off-limits to all inter-planetary traffic, even to the colossal transports that plied between the New World and Earth, exchanging the key products that both planets needed to stay alive; to remain viable.
‘Patch him through,’ she said, sitting up a little. ‘No video.’
Almost immediately a voice sounded over her couch speakers.
‘Good day to you, Commander. Captain Fairweather of the Mancunian Devil here. We’re ready for the transfer whenever you are.’
‘Welcome back to Trevon space, Captain. Again, sorry it has to be this far out,’ Wan said.
‘Travelling in the dark again, I see, Commander. A bad hair day?’ Fairweather asked, referring to the discourteous lack of video. ‘Any word on when ISRA will lift this quarantine?’ He sounded to be in good humour, but there was an underlying tone of mistrust, suspicion.
‘There’s no word yet,’ Wan replied, ignoring the barb. ‘They’re still in lock-down and will be for a while longer I guess.’
‘No idea at all, Commander? None?’ the captain asked.
Wan didn’t bite.
The captain pressed on.
‘Isn’t there anyway we could do this over Trevon, rather than out here, five light years from anywhere? Let’s face it; we aren’t going to catch Accelerated Cell Death from orbit. At least we could pass on our company messages; pick up our private mail, that sort of thing.’
Wan looked at her armrest display.
‘We’re streaming what correspondence there is right now, Captain,’ she told him. ‘And we’re receiving yours.’
‘I meant directly,’ Fairweather replied, tersely. ‘We’ve crew with family on world. They want to go online and chat with them, not watch carefully doctored home movies.’
‘Not a chance, Captain. The quarantine is total. Anything that gets a kilometre closer without ISRA’s authorisation is dead meat, and anything that tries to ftl out of Trevon space gets its arse fried as it spools up. I remind you that our Starflyer patrols have their orders to destroy anything that tries to run the last buoy, in or out, no questions asked.’
The Inter-Space Regulatory Authority, ISRA, Wan’s ultimate lord and master, didn’t want any Trevon news leaking out into space. The exclusion zone delayed electronic signals reaching passing ships for five years and yet it was close enough in to allow the ORF’s military-grade StarGazer to track anything slipping past the last buoy. ‘Just think of the starflyers, Captain,’ Wan added. ‘You won’t go far wrong if you do that.’
‘No, I’m sure I won’t. How long do you think you can keep this up? It’s a lot of space.’
Wan was well aware of how much space it was. The ORF was extremely busy. But orders were orders.
‘Over Trevon? For as long as we’re ordered. Over Constitution? That’s not my sphere of operations. Ask ISRA. In any case, you should just be grateful that the wormholes are down and that you’re back in a job.’
In truth, Wan wasn’t sure for how long the ORF could keep it up. The Force had acted as Trevon’s only interface with the rest of the universe, using Lynthax’s freighters to shuttle raw materials and finished product between the planet and the five light year buoy, for six months straight, and without a break. Crews were sleepwalking their jobs, or vacantly staring at the walls, high on coffee.
Wan knew that the situation was the same for the ORF over Constitution where Accelerated Cell Death originated, despite events there having nothing to do with those on Trevon. A whole second planet was under lockdown just to add credibility to the Trevon-ACD cover story. It highlighted just how serious ISRA was to keep developments on Trevon under wraps.
‘And just how did Accelerated Cell Death jump planets, anyway, Commander?’ Fairweather asked, sceptically, breaking a moment of silence. ‘Has it truly become contagious? By touch?’
‘It’s also likely airborne, Captain,’ Wan lied, knowing it wasn’t. ‘And beyond that I can’t say. There’s a communications blackout. ... As you are aware.’
‘Sheet! Airborne, eh? It can fly!’ the captain mocked, not making any attempt to hide his disbelief. ‘So, it’s nothing to do with these online stories my son tells me about; people hearing voices, going crazy?’
Wan shifted in her seat. The hubbub concerning voices was getting louder by the day.
‘We’ve heard the same rumours, Captain. There are always a whole bunch of Area 51 conspiracy theories out this way. Best to stick to what we know. If you do that, and stick to the rules, we won’t need to seize your ship and decertify you and your crew.’
She shook her head and gave the number two a crooked smile as if to ask, ‘What else can we say?’
‘Anyway,’ the Mancunian Devil’s captain said, eventually, ‘we’re ready.’
Wan relaxed some.
‘Excellent,’ she said. ‘We’ve 600 containers of Amesont for you and a hodgepodge of moss product, mostly pharmaceuticals. All destined for Earth.’
‘Yes, I can read thanks,’ Fairweather replied, still annoyed at the veiled threat. ‘Ours is mostly far dark light—not that the locals will see any of it: it’s invoiced to you lot. Oh, and we’ve fixed our rack,’ he added, ‘so no need for shuttles. Give yours a nudge and we’ll do the same over here.’
Now, that was good news. Wan could stand down the shuttle crews and let the loadmaster push the six-by-ten-by-ten container rack out of the V6’s rear hangar to float in space. They could then use the light-tug to pull the Devil’s cargo across, and the Mancunian Devil could do likewise with the Amesont. It would take them both an hour, tops. Wan looked at her number two and pointed at the runners.
‘Let’s get on with it, then.’
Twenty minutes into the lecture, a lone figure slipped out of his back row seat and into the aisle. Bent low, the man scurried along the curving back wall until he found an emergency exit. As quiet as a church mouse, he eased the door open, and stepped into a service corridor. There the lights were brighter, the air cooler. More importantly, the droning voice was gone.
He hurried away, not looking back, keen to escape, unnoticed.
‘Whoa there, Scat. Slow down, will you? I’m not as young as I used to be.’
Sebastian Scatkiewicz glanced over his shoulder, without slowing down. It was his friend and long-time minder, Andrew Birdie Goosen. The giant lug of a man should have stayed where he was. The others were bound to have seen him leaving, which meant they could both expect another ticking off before the day was done.
‘I need air, Birdie,’ Scat explained. ‘But you should stick around: ancient languages are more your thing.’
‘And what is that supposed to mean?’ Goosen asked as he caught up.
‘Nothing.’
‘Because I’m Canadian?’ Goosen pressed. ‘My mother was French? What?’
‘All of the above, I guess. Look, if I don’t find something of interest to do, and soon, Pierce is going to drive me nuts.’
Goosen gave him a sympathetic smile. It made him look constipated.
‘Messing with you, again, is he?’ he asked.
‘Yeah, damned right he is,’ Scat replied. ‘He’s like an instant translator inside my head. I can’t for the life of me see why Flowers needs me to attend these lectures, not when Pierce is so damned fluent.’
‘Ah! So that’s it, is it?’ Goosen’s response sounded a little laboured. Scat was keeping up a fast pace.
‘That’s what?’ Scat asked.
‘Still making you feel insecure is he? Jeeze, Scat! Slow down a tad, will you?’
Scat swung around.
‘And how could he do that?’ he asked.
Goosen almost crashed into him.
‘Oh, I don’t know. Give you all the answers before you’ve had the chance to understand the question; nick-pick the professor’s pronunciation. I can see how he’d be a right royal pain in the butt.’
Scat spun around again and started to walk off, this time not so quickly.
‘You have no idea, Birdie. No idea.’
‘Where is he now?’ Goosen asked.
‘Haven’t a clue. Not in here, thank Jeeze,’ Scat said, tapping the side of his head. He threw a thumb back down the corridor. ‘He’s probably floating around in there, still. But don’t worry: he’ll notice I’ve gone before long, and he’ll let me know when he’s found me soon enough.’
They walked on in silence, heading for the hotel-cum-mall’s main concourse. Pierce was a strange one, and there wasn’t much that either of them could do about him. Or, rather, he was Gavin Pierce’s soul, previously Scat’s boss, but now his ever-present headroom pal. He had been killed by Scat’s archenemy, Lynthax’s cold-hearted head of security, Jack Petroff, during the New Worlds rebellion, some 10 years earlier. Only Pierce hadn’t moved on to Heaven or to Hell—whatever there was. No, that wouldn’t have been like him at all. Instead, his soul had found purgatory, powering wormholes for a remote and previously unknown alien race, the Haraan.
Since his accidental release, some six months ago, Pierce had done nothing but torture Scat with his visions of saving all the other souls—billions of them—all harvested and now working wormholes for the Haraan in M31—Andromeda, a galaxy some 2.4 million light years away. And now the Inter Space Regulatory Authority considered him to be their unseen secret weapon; something they could use during their upcoming diplomatic mission to the Haraan planet, Central, wherever that was. Scat had no doubt that he’d be useful, but he also knew him to be an obsessive. And he was stuck with him.
‘So we’re off for a coffee?’ Goosen asked, trying to change the subject.
‘We might as well. I need one. The bastard doesn’t let me sleep either. He’s always inside my head, filling it with his stupid ideas.’
‘So, just pass them on to Flowers. That’s what they want you to do, right?’ Goosen asked. ‘Are they of any use?’
‘Are you kidding me, Birdie? Most of them would make me look like a lunatic: aluminium hat crazy—crazier even than the beggar makes me look on a bad day. Flowers really must find a way of getting him out of my head and into someone else’s.’
Goosen sucked air through his teeth and shook his head.
‘I doubt they will, Scat. ISRA’s Secretariat is full-on as it is,’ he said, referring to the department at the UN charged with the preparations for the upcoming diplomatic mission; the same organization that had sprung Scat and Goosen from their rebel detention just so they could keep Pierce close. ‘Everyone’s working flat out. And, in any case,’ Goosen continued, ‘we got this job, and all that comes with it, because you’re the only one he can talk to, remember? Let’s not spoil it for everyone, eh?’
‘Well, they ought to give it some thought,’ Scat muttered under his breath, still wondering when he’d get his life back. ‘The bastard is wearing me out.’
Goosen didn’t hear him. He carried on talking.
‘Which brings us to tomorrow,’ he noted. ‘Looking forward to it?’
‘No.’ Scat’s reply was immediate. There was no need to consider the question. It was all a waste of time.
‘No? Well, nor am I,’ Goosen admitted. ‘Rumour has it that Haraan guy gave our friend Cotton a serious case of the heebie-jeebies the last time around.’
‘Good,’ Scat replied, thinking back to his and Cotton’s shared history.
‘Makes you wonder, though, doesn’t it?’ Goosen pondered.
‘What? That the Colonel can run scared?’
‘No, Scat. I was thinking more of how we’re supposed to negotiate with something that, one, scares the crap out of you just by looking in your direction, and, two, has control over the afterlife.’
‘By blowing its kneecaps off, Birdie. That usually does the trick.’
Goosen sniggered.
‘Well, it’d certainly get it to focus more on what we want. ... But seriously, just how are we meant to negotiate with the beggars? And with what? These talks have got to be a smokescreen. There’s got to be something else going on.’
Scat didn’t bite. The questions had gotten them nowhere several times before. They stepped onto the newly installed double-width escalator leading up to the Palace of Prosperity’s fourth floor lobby and coffee shop.
Goosen tucked a folder under an arm and checked for mail on his general reader and functions device, a graf, wrapped around his massive wrist. 18 inches in front of his face, a virtual HD hologram screen appeared, etched in the air so thinly that only Goosen could see it from his point of view. He started to pull at it, to scroll through his inbox, but, as usual, he struggled—his fingers were too thick.
Scat let him be. Goosen would give up in a minute or two, anyway. Instead, he stared through the hotel’s five-story tall exterior windows and craned his neck to peer upwards.
125 floors above them, Go Down City’s glass environmental roof lay stretched out across the rift, covered in dark patches of snow. A single bot crawled slowly across its outer surface, pushing long lines of half-frozen mush towards the city’s roof tops, allowing light to stream in. Beyond the rad-hardened glass, the grey-coloured sky was cloud-heavy. It was another dull day in a dreary semi-subterranean city, on a planet where outdoor living was every bit as hardscrabble as it was for the original settlers, some 100 years before.
Five floors below them, the city’s main thoroughfare, the six-lane Second Avenue, filled with traffic. It was that time of day again; when the pods lined up outside of the malls and the office towers, waiting for their owners to leave work; or for their owners’ children to pile out of school.
It appeared intensely cold down there, Scat noted. Steam from the city’s roadside heating ducts hung in the air for quite some time, leaving thick streams of white to rise, and fold over slowly before passing vehicles snatched them away.
A very normal day, then, in Go Down City; normal for this time of the year on Trevon; and normal across the Outer-Rim, just as ISRA hoped it would remain on Earth.
From what Scat could see of the mission, and admittedly that wasn’t much, ISRA was managing this affair all by itself and inside of a cast-iron bubble.
It was too early, apparently, for Joe Public to be told they each had a soul; that science and Man’s encounter with the Haraan had proven them to exist but that they were all being harvested to power wormholes for that less than saintly alien race in M31.
Scat checked his thoughts. Put like that, it did seem a little out there. Maybe it did require a little preparation before making the announcement. Not even he could figure out how the recent confirmation of souls and the disturbing soul harvests might up-end the delicate order of things. Maybe ISRA had. The last thing anyone needed right now was another war between what was left of Earth’s religious groups. Earth was always on the brink. Opening up that wound would just knock it off its axis.
In any case, what could the public do with the knowledge, except for panic? He had to stop thinking about the consequences of that, months ago. It had kept him sane.
ISRA did have one thing working for it, though. Mankind was distracted by a disaster of a temporal nature. The online and TV news was filled with stories of the missing millions on Concord, Boston, and a few other planets; the failure of the Lynthax Corporation wormholes and the lost crop imports. It was easier for people to relate to the desert island nature of that story. They could organise fund raisers; they could write to their political reps; even campaign for rescue flights. Or, as in the case of the sham quarantine, they could bitch.
But for their souls? What could they do to save them?
Learn to pray again?
Like Goosen, Scat hoped there was more going on than he saw, but there were no obvious options.
Man knew nothing about the Haraan; not where they lived, exactly; how many there were of them; how advanced they were; for how long the harvests had gone on, or how many souls had been harvested. The Haraan claimed the harvests were more than three millennia old, but there was no way to be sure.
ISRA’s estimate of lost souls ran into the billions, though they couldn’t know for certain. The only way to find out, across such vast distances, was to worm there and to get a quiet look, but man’s wormholes were inoperable, now standing as pieces of junk. So it was down to an unarmed, diplomatic mission to seek out the answers—but at a time and to a place of the Haraan’s choosing.
All of which was extremely discouraging. In Scat’s experience, none of the 200-odd highbrows he had left behind in the lecture hall were of the sort who could stare a Haraan in the eye and tell it to go to hell. Not without them pissing themselves, or without seeing their dinner for a second time. There wasn’t one mean, hard-nosed, suspicious, cynical, in-your-face, no-nonsense fark among them. None that he’d met, anyway. And they were months into their preparations.
Birdie came close, although even he still had an air of innocence about him. Despite the five-year rebellion against the corporations, the resulting New Worlds war with Earth, and his years of forced labour as a Lynthax Pathfinder, he refused to see the darker side of life.
Then there was ISRA’s lead negotiator, Director Flowers. Granted, he was office-soft, but he did at least have a hard-edged sense of purpose about him.
Maybe the Colonel, too, but he was just the mission’s military fig-leaf. He wasn’t providing anything that might help the delegation in a bare-knuckle fight. The diplomatic delegation was to be unarmed. He was just giving Flowers the advice he needed to maintain the mission’s tight secrecy and tough security.
The rest of the mission delegates were woolly-headed intellectuals: psychiatrists, philosophers, psychologists, anthropologists, linguists, wormhole technicians and general ISRA administration geeks; the same naive, overly optimistic, fart-headed highbrows or check-in-the-box regulators who had convinced Mankind it couldn’t possibly have a soul, that Mankind would find a way to manage Earth sustainably and that the corporations were the best equipped entities to explore and to exploit space on behalf of the rest of us.
All since proven wrong.
Man did have a soul.
Earth was depleted and dying.
And only the richer of the one per cents could afford to live off-world.
Surely, the idea of nosing around in an unfamiliar galaxy while pretending to establish relations wasn’t ISRA’s only game plan.
Though it might be.
After all, for the first time since Mankind had stood upright on an African grassland and learned to make fire to keep itself warm, it was no longer the most advanced species in the neighbourhood. And for the first time in its recorded history, humanity was facing a problem that neither its intellect nor its collective brawn was ever likely to crack. It was no secret within mission circles that ISRA was running blind.
So, perhaps ISRA was relying on a ghost soul and, a whispered Hail Mary or two. Christ! He hoped not.
There had to be a plan B—even if he hadn’t caught a whiff of it.
There just had to be one.
‘Turbo’ Fan, head of wormhole research, gazed through the large observation window and into the Deep Mine 7’s decontamination hall. Inside, Colonel Ronald Cotton made his way to the 7’s single arrival airlock. He rolled an overnight bag ahead of him. Under his free arm, he carried a thick folder.
Fan was eager for any news from Trevon that would help him break the Thing’s code and expose more of its workings. As he waited, he fidgeted.
‘Nothing, Turbo, sorry,’ Cotton said as he cleared the airlock’s rotating door and stepped out into the brightly lit, bone dry corridor.
‘Nothing at all? Not even a word?’ Fan asked as if a word would add to what little they had. His questions were accompanied by wisps of moisture in his breath. It was cold this far out from the research labs.
‘He won’t budge. Sorry.’ Cotton lifted his peaked cap and ran a hand over a bald head.
Cotton had spent the last two days interrogating Lynthax’s head of security, Jack Petroff. It was his discovery of the Haraan wormhole generator—the Thing—that had led to Lynthax pushing out into the galaxy, giving it ideas of a universal empire of its own, free from Earth’s influence.
There was no forensic evidence to suggest that Lynthax had even seen the cleverly concealed software when it had forced the Thing to give up its wormhole technology some five years before, let alone had tried to work with it, but Fan had wanted it checked out.
The newly uncovered software was the key to understanding how it used human souls as its primary power source. ISRA was convinced of it. Fan was convinced of it.
But without a Rosetta Stone the programme was indecipherable. Not one digit of it was similar to anything else they had so far found. Although Lynthax had used the Thing’s worming capabilities to open up hundreds of outer worlds, thousands of light years away—right under ISRA’s nose—no one at the company, other than Carlo Ratti, had spent any time trying to figure out how it did it, or what else it could do.
At the time, Lynthax was involved in a life-or-death struggle with the New World rebels and it didn’t matter that its power source remained a mystery to them. It only mattered that it delivered seemingly limitless power, on demand and without tiring, flickering, or costing the company a cent. After five years of research, they were done with prodding it and asking it questions. It was time to make the damned thing throw holes for them in pursuit of profit. Lots of it.
‘Just how persuasive were you, Ronald?’ Fan asked.
Cotton pushed his overnight bag clear of the airlock entrance, taking care to give it only a nudge: it always took a while to re-adjust to the mining asteroid’s one-sixth Earth Standard Gravity.
‘Very. I can assure you. He either doesn’t know, or he’s playing hard-ball. Either way, we’ve got nothing. It was a wasted trip.’
Fan stared down at the floor, to hide his disappointment. He hadn’t slept in two days, not since his wife’s doctors had confirmed she now had less than a few months to live.
The pressure was on. ISRA was pinning their hopes on him to come up with a way of rebooting the alien construct without using souls. It mattered to the millions of emigrants adrift on planets thousands of light years away; it mattered to everyone involved in the M31 mission, and it mattered to the souls forced to power wormholes for the Haraan. But now, more importantly, it mattered to him: Fan’s wife was dying, and he couldn’t bear the thought of her soul being harvested to power some alien’s wormhole for an eternity.
More precisely, she had maybe a few more months: the doctor wasn’t optimistic. That left him with a few precious months, at best: a few months he could spend either with her or without her, working on the Thing.
Between them they had settled on the search. It hurt, but it mattered more, and it was good math. Three months of hurt for them both, in exchange for an eternity of freedom for his wife’s soul and maybe for billions of others. It was a decent exchange.
Cotton sensed the despair.
‘Turbo, I know how much it means to you, so I’m terribly sorry. But I was able to bring you some extra help.’
Fan looked up, ready to shuffle off back to his research station and carry on, regardless. His mind was already there. Cotton continued.
‘Flowers has released the original research crew on condition they support your work. It means you can cut a few corners; get to Lynthax’s level of competence a little quicker. It might help.’
‘Who?’ Fan asked.
‘Makindra, Bradbury, Lombardi and Jollo.’
Fan frowned.
‘But Lombardi and Jollo weren’t on the original Lynthax science team. What use would they be?’
‘Not sure,’ Cotton replied. ‘Flowers just told me to take them all. Perhaps Lombardi and Jollo can give you some practical pointers, regarding its use.’
‘What of Ratti?’
‘Ah, well, he’s the odd ball.’
‘And?’ Fan asked.
‘Well, we offered to fully commute his sentence if he’d help to figure this Thing out, but he won’t budge. He isn’t coming. He’s gotten religion, says we humans shouldn’t be meddling.’
Fan caught himself staring just over Cotton’s shoulder, running through another line of enquiry. He rarely slept. Even on his breaks he would glaze over and stare past his coffee, constantly expanding his theories and eliminating the more fanciful scenarios. His mind worked at only one speed, hence the nick name. He needed rest. He needed some success. Until then there were limitless scenarios. He shook his head.
‘It’s catching,’ he warned.
‘What is?’ Cotton asked.
‘This religion thing,’ Fan replied. ‘Keep your eyes and ears open. You’ll sense it. Even here. People are getting jumpy. They’re questioning.’
‘You mean people are getting superstitious?’ Cotton asked, hoping Fan was exaggerating.
‘No, Ronald. They’re getting God,’ Fan said, pressing the point. ‘It’s quite spooky. Feldman really did throw the cat among the pigeons when he made that off-the-cuff remark of his.’
Cotton thought back to the mission briefing, when the idiot had meandered off to ponder what made a soul corrupt enough to power a wormhole or sufficiently pure to provide it with protection from harvesting.
‘Well we can’t dwell on what we can’t see, Turbo,’ Cotton reminded him. ‘Let’s find out what makes this Thing tick before we all become priests, shall we? More precisely: what else we can use to power it up, other than souls.’
Fan nodded, staring back through the window.
An ORF corporal led the four ex-Lynthax men through the hall. The first of them entered the airlock. There was the usual forced-air sound, the airlock rotated, and out walked Lynthax’s dark-skinned ex-science officer, Raja Makindra, carrying a holdall over his shoulder. He appeared a little sheepish, a little hesitant. Fan assumed he was a little wary of working with people who might consider him a lunatic for playing with the Thing for so many years, without asking the truly deep questions.
‘Welcome back Raja. Don’t worry. We’re running a professional operation here,’ Fan said by way of encouragement. ‘You’ll be treated well. And we’re grateful for the help.’
‘Oh, thank you so much, sir,’ Makindra said, not sounding at all relieved. ‘But what can you do about there being so little gravity? Nothing much, I think.’
Cotton laughed.
‘I think you need to see his file, Turbo,’ he said tapping the folder under his arm. ‘He’s pure research, hates micro-gravity. They say he was as happy as a sand boy in Go Down’s prison after so many years of bouncing around up here. Isn’t that right, Makindra?’
‘And I was just getting used to my normal weight, sir.’ Makindra added, bobbing his round head as he did when ill at ease. ‘Now I must readjust—again.’
There was another screech of air. Next out was the tall, broad-shouldered and confident Dobbie Lombardi, full of energy, smiling and offering his hand to everyone in sight, including the two security troopers standing at the back wall of the corridor. Last of all he walked up to Fan, got up close and looked down.
‘So you’re the new boss, eh?’ he asked.
Fan stared back up at him. He was mindful that his appointment to lead the newly constituted Wormhole Research Team was controversial, but as an academic professor, and the long-time deputy head of Beijing’s Space Science Laboratories, he had little interest in the beggar-thy-neighbour nature of bloc politics, or their commercial activities. He was chosen by ISRA because of his ground-breaking work in dimensional deconstruction—the science of identifying the mathematically predicted fifth through eighth dimensions. Still, he was aware that Lombardi might have issues reporting to him. Lombardi was the Thing’s project manager until ISRA closed it down. He had spent most of his time keeping the project a secret—from both ISRA and the Asian Bloc—while the company used the construct to open up its galactic empire.
But Fan knew he was the best man for the job. Lombardi would have to suck it up.
‘Fan. Yes, I am your new boss,’ he confirmed. ‘So you’re the Ozzie, Lombardi.’
The tall man’s handshake was vice-like and went on a little too long.
‘That I am,’ Lombardi said. ‘Happy to be of service. Just show me to my room, tell me when my next meal is, and I’ll be happy to start work.’
The third screech signalled Todd Bradbury’s arrival. Cotton had already mentioned that his ego was a fragile thing. He had been Lynthax’s original wormhole research team leader until he was replaced by the more aggressive Carlo Ratti. He fell even further from grace when Lynthax was closed down. It was thought he would not like playing second fiddle—not for a second time.
By the look of it, the pale-faced, sullen-looking ex-team leader was less than keen to be back and didn’t say much by way of hello. He just gave them a curt nod, as though they had met before, which they had not. He kept his bag on his shoulder and stood slightly off to one side.
Jollo was the last to walk on out. Shorter than everyone else by a few inches, and by a foot or more when standing next to Lombardi, he seemed remarkably fit, compact, and tightly coiled. Even Lombardi made room for him as he dropped his bag on the floor and then glanced around.
Jollo touched his own chest before gently shaking Fan’s hand. He was a displaced Indonesian Christian, who, in the weeks and months after the Thing was discovered, had headed up the local security effort, along with his mercenary security team. When Project Last Horizon expanded the number of wormholes it put to work, he had moved onto Pathfinder duties: the company had needed the extra man-power to explore and prove the newly discovered Earth-replica planets—in secret, and in quick time.
Luckily for Jollo, he was on vacation in Jakarta when the Haraan released the souls that powered the company wormholes, though his team wasn’t so lucky: they were on Concord, and by the time he returned to Prebos, it was clear they were lost for good. Then ISRA arrested him, along with the Lynthax wormhole research crew, when they brought the company down for First Contact violations. However, he had a lot of experience in wormhole use and was aware of the mental disturbances the power sources had caused the original researchers until, that is, most of them got their heads neuralnetted.
And he was just as eager to find his team as Earth was to rescue the emigrants. He had been quick to volunteer.
Stroking a jug-like ear, he turned to face Cotton.
‘Some people say this Thing is owned by God,’ he said, adding, ‘which is rubbish, of course. It’s just a machine, that’s all, and God would never use souls to power a machine.’
‘Well, I’m glad that’s been decided, Jollo,’ Cotton replied. ‘In the meantime, then, a machine it is. In itself, it’s neither good nor evil—it can only be used for good or evil. With your help, we’ll be using it for good.’
Jollo raised his chin a little, in agreement.
Cotton then spoke to them all.
‘After dinner Mr Fan and his crew will give you a briefing on where they’ve gotten to. You can then fill in the blanks. After that, you work together.
‘Our priorities are these: we crack the additional software; we find an alternative power source to make this thing work again; and then we figure out just how it harvests souls. After that, we use it to contact the Outer-World emigrants, and get a look-see at M31 before the diplomatic mission starts.
‘It’s a big ask. We’ve got three months. Let’s go.’
Josephine Salambek scanned the low ground from behind a rock, high up at the head of a narrow valley. Below her and on her right, a spring-fed rivulet trickled downhill, running around the clumps of bracken to join a small stream. Further on, the stream spilled out into a 25 metres-wide, shallow river that gurgled its way southwards over smooth stones and rocks.
She brought her rifle scope up and focused on a bend in the river no more than a kilometre away. There she found the place she had seen with her naked eyes. Instinctively, she locked her elbows.
The far bank was crumbling. The near side was flooding. The trees on the opposite side stood a few feet above the water line, a hundred metres back. There were just a few of them, many less than the map had promised. They must have been cleared recently—perhaps the local farmer had been ordered to raise his milk yield again—even the Welsh Brecon Beacons couldn’t escape the demands of a world on the edge.
A flash of lightning. A roll of thunder. Drops of rain. A cool evening had turned into a wintery night. 1000 metres left to go. But after that? Probably many more, who would know?
There it is. The rendezvous point. She was sure of it. Well hidden from a distance, but probably easy to see closer up. A flattened area of grass leading into bushes on the far side, some 50 metres back from the river’s edge.
She scanned the surrounding area for approach routes. There were several. The one to her right took her along the valley’s far wall then dropped onto the valley floor before crossing flat ground. The final approach was from behind the rendezvous. There was no need to cross the river, but the final approach was wide open, across meadows, except for a line or two of low, grey slate walls.
The second lay to her left: covered in bracken and sparse stands of wind blown trees all the way, except for the river banks and the river itself, which was open to view for hundreds of metres. But the river wasn’t deep. Not yet. It would take only seconds to cross. One rush and she would be there, safely checking in.
But still, Salambek combed the ground for more routes. There was no way she was going to let her pursuers pick her up. Not now. She had humped 75 pounds over 50 or so boggy, slippery kilometres since they tore her from her breakfast at sparrow’s-fart that morning. That was over 17 hours ago. And who knew how many more RVs or kilometres there were left to go, or how many hills she still had to climb. She only knew one thing: she had to finish this ‘drag’, as it was called, no matter what its length, in less than 24 hours. It made conserving energy impossible, and turned every leg into a race.
She sought out a third option and eventually found one: straight down the stream, along the river and a quick dash into the RV.
It was tempting. She was tired; this was the fifth drag in as many days, and she was hungry. She hadn’t eaten anything since breakfast, and there was a reason for that: she was keeping her rations dry and in reserve. She couldn’t be certain, but she was fairly sure there would be more of these drags in the days ahead.
She slipped back from the rock and got up onto her knees for a better look along the valley’s right-hand slope.
She asked herself: What can I see? What am I seeing? What shouldn’t be there? What’s really moving, and what isn’t?
Stop hallucinating.
She saw nothing. She scoured the valley’s left slope in slower time, this time with greater care.
Movement. It was real.
Someone, a man, was making his way down to the river along the edge of a spinney. He looked to be one of her own, perhaps released at the starting point an hour ahead of her.
She watched the man slip and slide downhill. He dipped out of view but was soon in sight again. The man’s head was down; he no longer scanned the ground for threats. His field craft was sloppy; he was limping along in a straight line, ignoring cover, and he held his rifle as a walking stick. The beggar had twisted an ankle, or worse.
Salambek scoped the man’s immediate surroundings searching for more movement. Nothing. Not yet. Perhaps soon.
Then the shadows to the man’s left moved, and he stopped, shoulders slumped, letting his pack fall from his shoulders to roll onto the wet grass. He put the butt of his rifle onto the soggy ground again and held the barrel with two hands, leaning down into it.
Salambek counted four men, one of them shaking foliage from his uniform as they closed in, weapons at the ready, beckoning the man onto his stomach. Slowly the man complied, placing his rifle down beside him.
Salambek looked down at her watch then returned to the man’s immediate surroundings before casting her eyes over the wider area. There was nothing else happening.
Three of the men walked their prisoner unhurriedly to a clump of bushes. The fourth collected the man’s pack and dragged it behind him. A low tarp flap was cleared of grass and camouflage netting. It was pulled to one side, and the prisoner was made to crawl inside. The tarp closed again.
So that was the ‘pull-off point’: the place where they either pulled candidates from the course, or pulled them in for interrogation.
But why was it there, and not across the river? Or further up the river? Who could tell? Who knew?
But her decision was made. She would slip down the stream, make her way along the river and hit the rendezvous at a rush. Now. While they were otherwise occupied. At least she knew where to avoid and what to watch out for.
She looked up at the sky. It was teeming down. She was soaking wet. But it was dark. No stars. No moon.
Go!
Salambek slid down the slope to the stream keeping as much cover between her and the pull-off point as there was. She felt cold and stiff; no longer as supple as she had been 28 days ago. Minor injuries nagged at her when the muscles were at rest, and took a long time to fade when they were made to work.
It took a while for her legs to warm up again. They ached: going downhill while carrying so much weight was almost as wearing as climbing up. She wondered why she was on this God-forsaken and all too familiar hillside at such an ungodly hour. And whether the hurt was worth it.
To distract herself from her self-pity, she rubbed her face, hard, but it was thinning, shorn of the excess flesh she had carried onto the course. It only served to remind her that she was fast disappearing, wasting away.
Eventually, she hit the river and struggled into a trot along the far bank. It was covered in small stones that crunched and gave way as her weight bore down on them, sapping her of the momentum she needed. She pushed on with teeth gritted, eyes screwed up, sweating, even in the rain.
Then she was at the turn-off, by the broken bank, sprinting up a rabbit run to higher ground, grunting with each step. 50 metres to go.
She was there.
But nothing.
Damn!
Another 10 metres. Nothing.
Left and right 20 metres. Nothing.
Everywhere the grass was beaten down, and the bushes were, in reality, much less dense here than they had appeared when first seen from higher up the hill. But there was no rendezvous point, even though this was the spot she had been given when she set of from the last RV, six kilometres back.
Crap!
Sweat stung her eyes. She brushed her forearm across her face and held it there as she peered through the rain. It was pelting down now.
She squatted and checked her map. This was the right place: she was sure of it—unless she had turned off too early at the river. She doubted she was mistaken. Her map reading was flawless. Although she was tired. A mistake was possible, even probable. But how would she know? They had taken her global positioning system from her at the release point.
She searched for the trees on her side of the river and found them. She now had to find the place on the other side of the river where the other candidate was pulled off. The rendezvous point should be on a line between the two.
Back at the river, Salambek dropped onto a hand, kicked her legs back and lowered herself to the ground. She put the rifle scope up to her right eye and scanned the far bank. She then raised it a touch to study the scrub a little further back.
Nothing: no movement. And the whole of the opposite side was covered in an even mix of bracken, bushes and trees. There were no clearly recognisable clumps or clearings.
She jiggled the scope. It had stopped presenting colour—all it could show were shapes and shadows. And the sheets of rain didn’t help.
Fark!
Then a tap on her right boot.
Paolo Toro stood unnoticed in the doorway of his office, confused by what he saw. A short, thick-set man was placing his personal effects into a box. A younger-looking man sat at his desk with his feet up on the window sill, a remote in his hand, running through files on the paint screen on the wall. A female sat alongside him, taking notes as he spoke.
‘Excuse me, but what are you doing in my office?’ Toro asked, a little hesitantly. He should have been more forceful, but these were strange times.
Heads turned. The younger man’s feet dropped to the floor. He stood up.
‘Mr Toro?’
Toro said nothing: instead, he cast his eyes around the room. The family photographs were gone as were his degrees, course attendance certificates and UN Long Service Awards.
‘Sorry, Mr Toro. Security was to tell us when you had entered the building.’ The man glanced down at his graf. ‘You’re bright and early, this morning.’
It was 7.30 am. Toro had just dropped off his six-year-old daughter at the Rosenberg Rehabilitation Centre in Mid-Town after yet another difficult night, one of many since their return from Constitution. But he also had a lot of work on his plate. The Department of Communications, ISRA, was working flat out—pulling double shifts—sifting through buoy and shipping traffic from the New Worlds to Earth, and the social networks on Earth, aiming to cut out all reference to ISRA’s mission to Andromeda, the strange voices on Trevon and a whole raft of alien-related topics. On top of that, he had to monitor ISRA’s day-to-day communications and that of the ORF.
‘What are you doing in my office? Everything in here is restricted. Top secret. For my eyes only!’ Toro wondered how they were able to access his office without his permission. He already had an unpleasant feeling.
The man walked around the front of his desk and offered him his hand. Toro ignored it.
‘Do I need to call security?’ he asked.
The man dropped his hand.
‘There’d be no point, Mr Toro. We are security.’ He lit up the security card attached to his lapel.
‘Marshall, D., Field Agent: Department of Security, ISRA Secretariat.’
Toro’s shoulders dropped a little. He would be at the wrong end of any confrontation with these people.
‘So ..?’
The female agent returned to her notes, avoiding his stare. The stocky man turned his back on him and pulled another plaque from the wall.
‘So ... sorry,’ Marshall replied. ‘Normally we’d have given you some notice, but the decision was only made a few hours ago.’
Toro didn’t react. He waited for more, adrenaline pumping through his veins. He felt himself tremble a little: a combination of anger and uncertainty.
Marshall adopted a more relaxed, welcoming stance.
‘I can put your mind at ease, Mr Toro. You’re being promoted, sir. Sudden, I know, but necessary. ISRA needs you closer to the action.’ He said it with a smile, as though this were a reward for six months of dedicated but thoroughly taxing, and personally conflicting work. ‘You’re off to Trevon.’
Toro’s head went back a little. Trevon? He shifted his weight from one foot to another. His eyes flit back and forth between Marshall and the female agent, who looked back at him out of the corner of her eyes.
‘But I’m staff. Here. Who made the decision? And why?’ He felt a wave of panic. Carol couldn’t go: she had to stay in the ACD rehabilitation programme. She would die young without the experimental treatment. And besides, with the sham ACD scare and the faux quarantines around Trevon and Constitution, he doubted ISRA could let her travel off world—not without appearing irresponsible, hypocritical. And were Carol barred from leaving, his wife, Trish would insist on staying. It would tear the family apart.
Still beaming a smile, Marshall shrugged.
‘Cohen did. Why? I’ve no idea. Because you’re the best person for the job? Being comms?’
It was clear Marshall was clueless. He was just checking off another field assignment.
‘Head of Communications,’ Toro pointed out. ‘I’m not some techy.’
‘Yes, sir. We know. That’s why Mr Cohen wants you over at the James Farley right away. There’s a pod waiting for you downstairs.’
‘And I couldn’t have been notified about this before I left home this morning?’ Toro asked. It didn’t sound right.
‘As I said, sir: it’s all very recent.’
The man behind Marshall reached up to pull a crucifix from the wall. He looked at Toro as he dropped it into a box. The distain he had for the object was plain to see.
Toro’s face hardened. He took a chance.
‘Because I’m a believer?’
Marshall’s smile flickered. Not by much, but it was enough.
‘Because I believe?’ As Toro repeated the question, he nodded in the second man’s direction.
Marshall looked behind him. The second man shrugged as if he had no idea what Toro was referring to. Marshall turned back to face Toro, to answer his question. The smile was back.
‘No, sir. Of course not. You were security approved for this post, weren’t you?’ Again, Marshall waited for a response but didn’t get one. He tried to reinforce the denial. ‘Religion has nothing to do with it. I’m a Protestant. You’re Catholic. These two,’ he threw a thumb over his shoulder at his colleagues, ‘are, well, just vacant.’
‘Then why?’ Toro asked, pushing.
‘The promotion?’
‘No. Why am I being packed off to some God-forsaken religious-free zone at the far end of the Outer-Rim?’
He made for the door without waiting for an answer.
‘Sir,’ Marshall called out, more as an order to stop. Toro turned around. Marshall’s voice returned to normal. ‘Please don’t forget to meet with Mr Cohen. It’s in your best interests. And, sir? You signed the confidentiality agreement on taking up this post. We’ll be holding you to it. As a precaution, a Field Agent will be escorting you to the Farley. Please wait in the room outside.’
Toro’s face turned bright red. He left his office and threw himself onto a sofa in the ante room.
The bastards! Trish will have a fit. The rest of the kids will go AWOL. They hated Constitution, and they’ll hate Trevon. The Outer-Rim was about as anti-religion as was the UN—probably more so.
But why? I’ve given good service. I’ve kept my mouth shut. Not even my priest knows what’s going on.
He brooded. He thought about calling his wife, but decided against it: he had remembered something about Cohen. The man was known for protecting his staff, not screwing them over, so there may be a little more to this than Marshall was letting on. The man was a Jew as well if he remembered his surnames rightly. Or at least he should be a Jew. He wouldn’t endorse this kind of a pogrom.
But then again, he might. Cohen had gotten his job back, somehow, despite being forcibly retired years ago. Maybe the old man had changed or adjusted to ISRA’s peculiar sense of loyalty.
He closed his eyes for a moment.
Think!
He got up and walked into the outer office. He stood on tiptoes and looked out over the cubicles. Angel Tsing’s desk lay out of sight, but his NY Yankees pennant no longer flew above it. He strode across. The desk area was empty. He spun around. The remaining desks lay just as they had the day before.
Damn it!
It was their beliefs!
When are these pogroms going to stop? When will my submission to a higher authority not count against me? I’m not mentally ill. I’m not anti-democracy, anti-liberal, or anti-progress.
He had always counted himself lucky to have this job—or at least to have had it for as long as it had lasted. It wasn’t illegal to be a believer, just so damned inconvenient. To get ahead and also be a believer, one had to be especially good. And even then, sudden movements between departments were a feature of UN employment.
And it was happening again. This time it was a sweep through an entire department. Tsing was a Buddhist—at least nominally so.
It was as though ISRA was clearing the decks ahead of further developments; it was ridding itself of its religious unreliables.
Toro looked at his watch.
It was 7.40 am.
He remembered his promise to his family: that now they were back on Earth, they would stay here. He remembered all the compromises he had made, to keep this job and to earn the move back. He recalled keeping his own counsel and swallowing his principles, when he should have spoken up, spoken out; where he had sucked it up on behalf of an institution that repaid a man’s loyalty ... like this!
Well, this time, he wouldn’t play ball. He wasn’t going anywhere. His family deserved better treatment than this.
And it was time for his church to know what was going on.
Marshall stepped out of the office ahead of his female colleague and the stocky man carrying Toro’s personal effects. The female was still tapping notes into her graf, not paying much attention to anything around her.
Toro wasn’t to be seen.
‘Cheryl, get your head out of that thing for a moment and check on Agent Challice. See if he’s collected Toro.’
Cheryl nodded without looking up. She switched to the graf’s agent locater function.
‘He’s in the canteen.’
‘And?’
She tapped in a short message.
‘He’s on his own,’ she replied, looking up. ‘We were going to call him.’
Marshall took a look outside.
Damn it!
Toro had gone.
‘Get security to close the building down. And to drop comms. Nothing in, nothing out. Do it now!’
The Outer-Rim Force trooper rode the elevator to the hotel lobby alone, save for his ORF issued Branston 2400 AV PIKL, a pulsed impulsive kill laser, fully powered up with the safety off. He held it in a vice-like grip, wrestling with the voice in his head.
‘Kill every farking one of them,’ it said. ‘They don’t believe in God. They never did. Their souls are dirty, impure, unfaithful, and ungrateful. They deserve to die.’
Trooper Davies’ breathing quickened and became shallower.
Yes. Kill them all.
‘Make sure you get them all,’ the voice added.
Yes. All of them.
‘Even the little ones.’
Especially the little ones.
‘Have fun. Enjoy yourself.’
It’ll be fun.
Ping. The car slowed. He pulled the PIKL up and pointed it at the door.
The car stopped. He braced.
The door opened. He pulled the trigger.
Chaos.
Trooper Davies stepped out into the lobby pointing his weapon at anything that moved: a bellhop, the receptionists, a woman rolling her luggage across the hall, an old man sitting on a sofa reading a newspaper on an e-reader. Rolling crackles of energy lanced across the lobby.
Heavens above, this is fun.
Screams. Shouts. A little way off he heard trays crashing to the ground. Glass smashing.
Something caught his eye: a man running to the one of the two short corridors on either side of reception, both leading to the coffee shop out back.
Swing, aim, fire.
Crackle.
The man shuddered, his clothes burst into flame. He dropped to the floor, skidding out of sight.
Swing around. Find some more.
Nothing.
Davies stepped towards the reception desk and peered over its long, mock-wood counter. A woman crawled along the floor.
Ha!
He followed her. As she reached the side door, he leaned over the desk.
‘Hello, my lovely. Want to work a wormhole?’
She looked up, terrified. He made no sense.
‘My God, please no. Please.’
She looks nice. Young. Blonde. Good shape. It’d be a pity.
‘Kill the bitch,’ the voice said.
Oh, fark. Still, it’s a crying shame.
He reached over the counter and pointed his PIKL at her head.
Crackle.
There was no scream. The girl dropped from a crouch and lay still on the floor. Her hair and graf burst into flames leaving her blouse to smoulder and then to melt in circles on her back.
‘Put the gun down!’
Davies’ head came up. It wasn’t the voice. Not the one in his head.
He turned around. Where did it come from?
‘Last time—put it down!’
It came from the corridor on the left. He slowly turned his head. There he is, in an ORF uniform, looking over the open sights of his PIKL.
One of them, Davies thought. Soon to be one of us.
He ducked and ran back along the reception counter, just ahead of a lancing bolt of light that split the air above and to one side of his head. As he reached the end of the counter, he disappeared into the coffee shop.
Bingo: it's packed with the soulless farks.
Most of the customers now knelt behind their tables or under them; some leaned protectively over their wives; others used their bosses as human shields. It must be dinnertime, but he wasn’t sure. He couldn’t remember the last time he had looked at a clock. Maybe that was sometime last night, just before the voice arrived.
He pulled the trigger, repeatedly, watching tables flip over, cups fly into the air, and people burst into flames. The voice urged him on and on:
‘More my friend, more! More,’ the voice urged.
But the guard is still out there, somewhere, Davies thought in reply. Perhaps I should take care of him first, and then come back. It’ll be like shooting fish in a barrel.
‘No. Keep killing,’ the voice insisted. ‘Stay focused.’
I am being focused. It’s better this way. You’ll see.
He stopped firing and headed back out into the lobby, this time using the other entrance.
‘Go back and kill them all. Go back!’ the voice screamed.
In a minute. I know what I’m doing. You wouldn’t want me to join you with a job half done, would you?
Davis looked along the lobby reception desk. At its other end, the ORF guard edged cautiously towards the far entrance, speaking into his graf, calling for back-up.
Oh, this is just too easy.
He raised his weapon and put a bolt of light into the back of the guard’s head, just as he had with the pretty receptionist.
See. Easy.
The shooting had stopped.
Scat raised his head from behind the buffet counter to peer into the still swirling, murky smoke. Inside the fog, the screams had turned to wails. The smell of vaporised metal made him look down. Either side of him the serving counter’s aluminium doors were peppered with holes. Splash-back from the wall behind him had covered his coveralls in concrete dust. In his right hand, he still held a cup. Coffee ran over the back of his hand and dripped to the floor.
Irritated, he looked up at the ceiling.
‘So where is he, Pierce?’ he asked.
No answer.
A woman screamed.
Scat screwed up his face. Other than Pierce’s voice, there was something else he didn’t like the sound of, and that was the sound of panic. He couldn’t hear himself think.
‘Pierce?’
Finally, a voice found him through the screams.
‘It’s another crazy, Scat,’ Pierce said. ‘He’s talking to himself.’
‘Well, where is he?’ Scat asked out loud, although a thought would have been enough.
‘Out in the lobby. On the right. He’s gloating over his last kill.’
‘Thanks. Tell me if he’s coming back in.’
Scat tossed his coffee and ran across the room, almost tripping over a dead body caught up in a tablecloth and the woman who was building up to yet another scream. He hit the floor along the back of the lobby wall and then waited for Pierce to give him the okay.
Come on Pierce, which way is he farking moving?
‘I can’t be everywhere at once,’ Pierce replied. ‘I’ll get back to you.’
That’s a pity, Scat thought. If Pierce wasn’t omni-present, then he wasn’t going to be of much use.
Scat looked back through the carnage hoping to see Goosen. He wasn’t at their table, so where was he? He quickly quartered the room. Eventually, he caught sight of his friend peering cautiously around the restroom door. He was struggling with his graf, trying hard not to drop his folder. Scat waved him over.
Goosen lumbered across as fast as his large frame would allow and dropped heavily to the floor beside him.
‘Sorry, Scat: I was calling for back-up. What the blazes was that?’
Scat flipped himself onto his butt and leaned against the wall.
‘It’s another crazy.’
‘Another one? Jeeze! Mind, I guess it’s an improvement on the bloody training. These notes were turning my mind to jelly.’ He tossed the folder over his shoulder. ‘Is your headroom pal about?’ he asked.
‘He’s out there with him,’ Scat replied.
‘Oh, good. Perhaps he could give him a talking to, then—if he’s listening to voices, that is.’
In the weeks since ISRA assembled its people for the M31 mission, crazies had emerged, claiming to hear voices. Nasty voices. ISRA believed their mission to Andromeda and the crazies were connected.
‘He’s coming back in,’ Pierce said.
‘Which way?’
‘Right side.’
‘Birdie, this way. Quick,’ Scat snapped.
Scat ran at a crouch along the curving left entrance and out into the lobby. Goosen followed.
Behind them, the crackling started up again. More screams.
Scat pointed to the dead guard at the far end of the reception counter.
‘Pierce, is his PIKL still working?’ Scat was hoping it was. It was his weapon of choice: a weapon he had used as a sniper in the last few months of the Resource Wars, and since then as a rebel.
A few seconds later Pierce confirmed it was:
‘It’s fine scat.’
‘Thanks,’ Scat replied, turning to Goosen. ‘Stay out here. See if any of them was carrying,’ he added pointing at the dead.
The two of them had worked together for nine years, either as New World rebels or Outer World pathfinders. Goosen knew to look for weapons.
‘Sure, but be careful, Scat,’ Goosen told him. ‘We can’t afford to lose Pierce.’
Before Scat could answer him, Pierce added his penny’s worth.
‘He’s right, Scat. Souls are at stake, remember?’
‘Oh, fark off, Pierce!’ Scat hissed. ‘Birdie can’t shoot for crap and you’re a friggin’ ghost. If either of you feels the need to scare him to death, then go right ahead. Otherwise, it’s me.’
Goosen could never hear or sense Pierce. All he heard was he was a crap shot. He took exception:
‘Once again, Scat,’ he said, ‘they should make the pistol grip larger. Those things are like toys,’ he added, making the point that at 245 pounds, six feet four inches tall and with fists like hams, the PIKL handled like a kid’s toy.
Scat picked himself up and steeled himself for a quick dash into the lobby.
‘Whatever, Birdie. Watch your back.’
He ran the length of the counter, picked up the weapon, checked it and then looked up at the ceiling. He was about to utter a curse, but Pierce interrupted him
‘He’s coming back out!’ he shouted inside of Scat’s brain, but way too late.
A second later, Scat was legs-pumping like a cartoon rabbit on a highly polished floor. He slipped, just as a lance of light sliced past him and struck the back wall alongside the elevators.
‘Holy shit!’ Scat muttered to himself as he ran back down the counter, frantically ushering Goosen along. Then out loud: ‘Mooove. Move!’
Goosen threw himself back into the coffee shop. Scat joined him, sliding to a halt on his chest. He looked into the air.
‘Pierce, you moron! I thought you said the farking thing was working.’ Disgusted, he threw the PIKL on the floor. ‘It’s dead.’
Pierce didn’t reply.
Scat cast his eye over the coffee shop floor. Nothing moved. There were no sounds. Not even a whimper. They must all be dead or have fled through the kitchens.
Out in the lobby an elevator car signalled its arrival with a double ping, breaking the eerie silence. A door slid open. There were two more crackles, a laugh and the door closed again. Goosen shuffled along the corridor and peered out.
‘Looks like he’s gone,’ he said.
‘Pierce, what’s he up to? Where is he?’ Scat asked.
No answer.
‘Pierce?’
Pierce had gone.
Scat noticed Goosen staring at him.
‘Nothing. He’s not here,’ he told him.
Goosen kept staring at him, disapprovingly.
‘He’s too busy to sulk, Birdie,’ Scat explained, ‘so lighten up. He’ll be following him down.’ Then under his breath he added, ‘Can’t I ever be pissed off with him—just once?’
He shook his head then hauled himself to his feet.
‘Come on, Birdie. We can’t let him screw up a second time.’
They jogged across to the elevators and watched the numbers on the display panel peel off. It stopped at level two; the walkway exit with a dedicated entrance into the Blanco-plan Mall.
Scat wasn’t encouraged. The guy wasn’t finished. He was looking for more victims.
They grabbed the next car, and hit the down button, exchanging the foul smell of barbecued meat and molten plastics for an equally unpleasant cover-version of Across the Universe. Then Pierce returned.
‘That guy isn’t stopping, Scat,’ he said.
Scat looked up at the ceiling.
‘We’re aware, Pierce,’ he replied. ‘Next time, don’t tell me something’s fine when it isn’t.’
Goosen rolled his eyes. Scat noticed him do it but ignored him. Goosen might be capable of restraining him from his worst excesses, but he was powerless to help him manage his relationship with Pierce—he could only ever hear Scat’s half of a conversation.
‘You mean the PIKL?’ Pierce asked.
‘Yes. The PIKL. Green light is on. Red light is standby. The bar light shows power. Didn’t you spend at least one day in uniform at college?’
Silence. Pierce had spent his college years as an environmental warrior; a civilian—not like Scat; an ex-resource war vet who attended officer cadet school on a scholarship. Pierce had skipped all forms of military training and worn every one of his de-merits as a badge of honour.
‘Either way, he’s a handful,’ Pierce replied.
The car doors opened, and the ionised air hit them right away. They stepped cautiously out of the elevator lobby and onto the enclosed walkway to confirm it was clear. There were dead bodies on the far side, just above Second Avenue, and smoke wafted in from the mall entrance, to cling to the walkway ceiling.
More crackles. More screams. Lots of them.
They ran across the walkway and entered the mall through a clothing store full of burning dresses and dead shoppers. They pushed on to the store’s exit and emerged onto a glass-railed balcony running the full length of the mall.
Scat looked left and right but could see nothing; just the odd shopping bag and an empty stroller; no bodies. Goosen crawled across the balcony floor and looked down at the floor below. Scat followed, on all fours.
Bodies littered the concourse. Shoppers crouched behind the rows of candy-striped concession stands; others tried hiding from view inside of stores. Goosen touched Scat on the shoulder and pointed.
There the crazy was, standing by the information counter, bathed in the pale light streaming in through the three-story glass-walled entrance. He stood with the weapon in his right hand, resting the butt on his hip, pointing the barrel skywards. With his left, he attempted to light a cigarette. A store guard knelt on his hands and knees in front of him, hat off, face down, looking at the floor.
The crazy appeared to be resting or making a decision. Perhaps he was wearing out or coming to his senses. Maybe he had slaked his blood lust.
Then he dropped the match and brought the barrel down, pulling the trigger before the match hit the ground. The guard fell backwards, discharging excess energy in an arc across a line of retractable queuing posts.
The crazy jumped back in surprise, stared and then laughed.
‘This is so much fun. And God calls this work?’ he shouted. He spun around, raised his head and arms upward, and shouted again: ‘You’re all farking sinners! You’re all impure and Godless.’
He then dropped both his arms and stood still. After a moment or two he spoke more quietly, more calmly as though to children:
‘You’re all gonna work wormholes eventually. So, come on, come on out. I’ll send you on your way.’
‘He’s bluffing, Scat. His power pack is almost empty.’
It was Pierce, trying to sound convincing.
Scat didn’t reply; he was busy crawling along the balcony floor hoping to get a closer look. He stopped at a glass-enclosed elevator shaft that jutted out from the balcony, opposite the mall’s main entrance. Goosen dragged himself along the floor behind him.
‘I said his PIKL is almost empty, Scat.’
‘I heard you,’ Scat replied, not believing him. ‘Where’re the cops?’
‘They’re still outside. They’re not coming in. They’re happy with their cordon.’
‘Birdie, what’s the deal? Pierce says your friends are waiting this one out. Why aren’t they storming the place?’
Goosen was an ex-cop, dismissed from the Trevon Police Force when Earth replaced its officers with their own people, just before the rebellion got underway. But that was nine years ago.
‘I haven’t a clue, Scat. Maybe they’re waiting for SWAT, or for someone who can talk him down.’
‘You reckon there’s any chance of that?’
‘No,’ Goosen replied watching the trooper swing around, looking for more victims.
‘Or that this guy will wait for SWAT before killing again?’
‘Again, no,’ Goosen confirmed. He then looked back from the crazy. ‘So you’re aiming to excuse an intervention?’
‘In a manner of speaking, Birdie. Pierce says he’s certain the power pack is almost burned out. Once it’s dead we can take him down.’
‘Well that fills me with confidence. Could you ask him to check again?’
‘And the voice he’s listening to—I can almost hear it,’ Pierce said.
Scat snatched his head up.
‘What?’ he asked, not sure how that was possible.
‘What’s Pierce saying now?’ Goosen asked. Scat waved him down; Pierce was answering his question.
‘I can hear him. I get the feeling he’s one of me, or a soul. He’s egging him on. He’s being merciless about it.’
‘No shit?’
‘None at all, Scat.’
‘How cool is that?’ Scat said out loud, smiling. So there are two of us!
‘Come on Scat, what’s your friend telling you now?’ Goosen asked.
‘Pierce says it isn’t just a voice, Birdie. The crazy is being driven on by a Pierce, or something similar. Maybe a soul. Pierce says he can hear it.’
‘Bloody hell, Scat. This is getting scarier by the minute.’
Scat talked across him.
‘Pierce, if you can hear it and the crazy can too, can you interrupt it? Or talk the crazy down?’
‘I’ve tried talking to people, Scat, and you know where that’s got me,’ Pierce replied, implying that Scat was a consolation prize. ‘But I’ll try. If I can’t get through, I’ll try the voice. Only it seems to be quite rampant. Rabid even. I won’t want to be with it for long.’
‘For a short while, Pierce—just long enough for the crazy not to be crazy for a minute or two. When he falls back to Earth, Birdie and I can then bring him down and take that PIKL from him.’
Goosen rolled his eyes again. Scat nudged him as if to say it would be OK, try not to worry. He then waited for Pierce to respond.
Pierce didn’t reply, but Scat got the feeling he was already at work. Down below, the crazy started walking in circles, talking to himself, or perhaps his voice, or maybe even to Pierce, who could tell? Finally, the crazy sat down on a foldout chair, a metre or so from a flower stand topped out with a distinctive green and red fabric roof. He was just out of sight from the entrance.
Scat looked at Goosen.
‘Birdie, how far can you jump?’
No reply.
‘Come on Birdie. How far can you jump?’
Goosen sighed.
‘Up or across?’ he asked.
‘Down.’
Goosen looked around the corner of the glass-panelled lift. He could see the crazy sitting around four metres out from under the balcony. But it was perhaps five or six metres to the ground.
‘Has Pierce driven you crazy?’ he asked, still considering the drop.
Scat made to put a reassuring hand on the shoulder, but quickly took it away when he saw Goosen look down at it with arched eyebrows. Despite being a gentle man and generous to a fault, Goosen wasn’t the touchy-feely sort. Scat settled for giving him a verbal reassurance.
‘Of course not, Bud. I’m fine,’ he replied. ‘But thanks for asking.’
Goosen looked back down again.
‘I’ll break something,’ he said. ‘I might miss him.’
‘Not jump on him, you doofus! Onto the stand. You distract him, I’ll rush him.’
‘No, Scat. Not doing it. Why don’t I just throw something onto it, and then I watch you rush him?’
Scat thought about that.
‘That’ll do. But you’ve got to keep him looking up here. Run up and down the balcony a bit.’
‘You’re not kidding, are you?’
Scat decided it was better to ignore the question.
‘Find something big and heavy.’ he said. He pointed. ‘When I’m behind that column, you throw it over and make a scene. Make it loud.’
Goosen’s face dropped.
‘Let’s go,’ Scat said. ‘Pierce could be boring him to death: he may move on.’
Scat ran off. Goosen slid away from the balcony’s edge, got to his feet and went rummaging for something heavy; a fire extinguisher, perhaps.
A few minutes later, Goosen was back; struggling with a small snow blower, weighing in at around 70 kilograms. He could just about carry it, but knew that with a run up to the balcony railing it would travel far enough to reach the flower stand. If not, it would take a dent out of the floor behind it.
Either way, the crazy would notice.
Down below, Scat was already sliding across the floor, using the column’s blind side for cover. The crazy was still talking to himself but would occasionally look up, point the PIKL at a shadow in one of the stores across the concourse, and fire off a shot. Pierce might not be winning the war of words, but at least the guy wasn’t running about.
Scat gave Goosen the thumbs up, and then took one more look at the crazy, before pulling back. He waited for the crash.
Goosen stood, picked up the snow blower, walked back to the store window and then ran at the balcony, heaving the blower up and over as he hit the glass railing. The blower flew through the air, and the railing checked his travel—for an instant. Then it gave way.
‘Oh, faaa…’
He tumbled. The crazy turned in his seat. The blower hit the stand, crashed through its awning and flower display and then hit the ceramic floor with a loud crash.
Scat rushed out from behind the pillar.
He heard a second crash, this time from behind the flower stand.
The trooper stood.
Scat threw himself at the man’s mid-section, striking him in the back with his right shoulder. They hit the ground hard and skidded into the partially destroyed stand. The crazy’s weapon clattered away, out of reach.
The trooper tried to turn, but Scat had the man’s hair in his hand, and kept his face to the floor. He tried to push his head up, and Scat let him, pulling the hair back. The crazy then tried pulling away, downwards. That was what Scat was waiting for. He drove the face into the floor.
It was over. No more voices. Except for Pierce.
‘You’d better go check on Birdie,’ he said.
Scat lay on top of the unconscious trooper, catching his breath. He noticed that his little finger throbbed. He shook his hand as he rose.
‘Why? What’s he done?’ he asked, brushing pot soil from his clothing. He looked up at the balcony.
‘He took a tumble. Behind the stand.’
‘Oh, bugger it. Bad?’
‘Go look for yourself.’
Scat heard a commotion from the direction of the entrance. Police officers filed through the mall entrance at a trot, clad in body armour and peering over the sights of their stuns and PIKLs as though there were crazies everywhere. He reached down for the trooper’s head again and slammed it one more time into the floor. He then hurried around the back.
It took a few seconds for Scat to realise Goosen was inside a candy-striped ice cream stand, on his back, immersed in a stack of boxes labelled ‘Six-inch Cones—This side up’, looking a whole lot more unkempt than usual.
Goosen wasn’t moving, but he was groaning. Scat had heard that kind of groan before. It was the same one Goosen used when he had a cold, or the flu, not like the one when he took a bullet in the upper thigh, back in their rebel days.
‘I thought we agreed you didn’t need to jump,’ Scat said.
‘Get stuffed!’ Goosen growled.
‘Anything broken?’
Goosen groaned again.
‘Haven’t a clue.’
‘Well, we got him.’
‘I’m pleased for you, Scat. Now get me a blooming ambulance.’
Scat didn’t bother: the rescue services were outside already, waiting on the all clear from the police to turn the mall-cum-slaughterhouse into a makeshift field hospital.
A fully body-armoured and helmeted police officer came around back. He didn’t notice Goosen hidden in the debris of the ice cream stand, but he saw Scat licking ice cream from his fingers. His helmet visor flipped back.
‘That was very impressive, sir. Mr…?’
The recognition was instant. Scat’s face had been etched into his memory since his days at the academy. The slight, wiry frame of below average height; the thin, hungry-looking face; the high, straight crew-cut hairline; the intense hazel eyes: it was clearly him.
The officer froze. Scat wasn’t just a resource war hero, an ex-mineral engineer, ex-rebel and ex-planetary pathfinder, he had also been convicted for economic crimes against humanity, sentenced to death for mass murder and recently pardoned for helping to bring down the Lynthax Corporation. It was also said he was central to Trevon being promised its independence in a year or two’s time. The guy was an oxymoron.
‘It’s Scatkiewicz; Sebastian Scatkiewicz,’ Scat replied, certain that the officer was a newbie.
The officer finally lowered the barrel of his solid-shot automatic pistol.
‘Well, Mr Scat-ker-wits. Well done, sir,’ he replied watching Scat flex his hand. ‘If you’ll follow me, we can get that hand seen to, and then take a statement.’
‘In a sec,’ Scat replied. He stood there, not offering to go anywhere or to say anything else just yet. The officer hesitated and then took the hint. He walked back out onto the concourse.
Scat turned to talk into the wreckage of the ice cream stand.
‘Psst, Birdie. Pass me a Cornetto. Make it a Strawberry.’
Goosen threw one at him. It was vanilla.
‘Don’t you dare take all the credit,’ he added, struggling to sit up.
There was no answer. Scat had gone.
‘Scat?’
‘I’m confused, sir,’ Mary Sheffield said. ‘So who are we negotiating with now?’
‘It’ll be a Central government representative,’ Charles Flowers explained, sitting back down at his desk. They had both just returned from watching over another mission training session on the 40th floor. ‘The original Haraan, Brigat, has been replaced.’
‘So the last four visits were what: unofficial, a private initiative?’ Mary asked.
Flowers pushed a pile of gel cells to the far side of his desk, leaving a place to rest his elbows. As Director of External Affairs at the Inter-Space Regulatory Authority, he had moved to Trevon to over-see ISRA’s inter-action with the Soul Collector, an alien calling himself Brigat. Flower’s office was now on the 120th floor in what was the Lynthax Centre until a few months ago. It was once occupied by Jack Petroff, the head of Lynthax’s security apparatus. Mary was impressed with Petroff’s taste. It was exquisitely decorated, the accent being on the alien woods. More importantly it was a good place for Flowers to work from. The secure comms were excellent.
‘That’s the sum of it, Mary,’ Flowers replied. ‘We start over. But maybe this time we learn something.’
‘Jeeze. You mean we’ve been talking to a private individual this whole time?’
Flowers nodded and grinned.
‘As I say, maybe we’ll learn some more from these new fellows.’
Mary sat back in her seat. Maybe so. All the creepy, odious Brigat had done was demand that they give him back his machine. For some reason, he behaved as though he didn’t know where his harvester was and, given the circumstances, no one thought to tell him. That had annoyed him immensely. He became extremely rude and threatening—not at all diplomatic.
‘When?’ Mary asked, reaching inside her purse for her graf. It was too bulky to fit around her slender wrist.
‘Tomorrow at three. Come along and listen in. I’ve also asked Feldman from the Department of Inter-species Diplomacy to pop by.’ Flowers chuckled as he added: ‘I’ve yet to update him. It’ll be a surprise.’
Mary checked her schedule was clear and made a graf note before looking up. Flowers inspected a hangnail on his otherwise immaculately manicured hand and then booted up his PC. A large ISRA External Affairs badge sprung up in the pixelated paint on the wall beside the desk.
‘An egg-on-face kind of surprise, you mean?’ she asked.
‘Yes,’ Flowers replied, scrolling through his mail.
Well, no surprises there: Feldman was as gullible as they come. Mary recalled his opening speech during the mission’s initial briefing. No wonder he was a lecturer and not at the sharp end of the game.
‘So, what’s the agenda?’ she asked.
‘Mission composition, protocols, goals, bathroom arrangements, that sort of thing,’ Flowers said, appearing not to want to bother her with the details. ‘No need for you to do any prep. I’m handling the whole thing.’
That was a relief. She was already over-loaded with her own work.
‘Which is good for us,’ Flowers added, this time looking straight at her, giving her a broad smile. ‘Hopefully this new rep will be a little more, well, accommodating. We’ll be making the point that the voices have got to stop. ... And the snooping. With any luck, he’ll want to start over. At least there really will be a mission.’
‘Definitely?’
‘Yes. This new guy confirms it.’
‘OK. I’ll get my head around it, for the second time,’ Mary replied. ‘Did that Brigat character explain why he was being replaced?’
Flowers looked around the room before answering.
‘No. But his soul did,’ he said, referring to the human soul that Brigat had used to facilitate the previous exchanges. ‘He thought it was funny. Sounds like he doesn’t like him. Anyway, the poor bastard said the Haraan Central Government had found out what his master was up to, and didn’t approve. Apparently the little shit was bluffing—aside from wanting his machine returned he was trying to corner the market in souls.’
Mary’s eyes popped. What could she say to that? She wanted to laugh, but let her jaw drop instead.
The whole concept of soul harvesting was, of course, repugnant. But then to try to corner the entire market in them was … well, outrageous. No, that wasn’t the word she was looking for. Preposterous then? Yes. Also ludicrous. She did her best to frown. She shook her head, disapprovingly.
Careful, girl. You’re developing a dark sense of humour, becoming more cynical.
This job was changing her. She was finding black humour in the most absurd things. And the more they learned about the Haraan—or the Collectors as Brigat had referred to his kind—the more absurd everything became, creating fertile ground for even darker humour, of the blackest kind. If she didn’t get some on-world shore leave to see her children darned soon, she doubted they would recognise her.
The heart-wrenching memory of the children brought her back to the present with a bump. They were growing so fast that perhaps she might not recognise them! Maybe she should get her ex-husband to send her some recent pictures; perhaps a video.
Then she caught what Flowers had said about Central and its government.
‘So they do call themselves the Haraan, like we call ourselves humans. It’s definitely not a race, or a tribal name, like African, or American?’
‘Correct. So we’re learning already: They’re called the Haraan; collecting is what some of them do—which is why Brigat called himself a ‘Collector’; souls are what they harvest to power wormholes; wormholes are what they use to get about. And as you know, we believe that thing on Prebos is a wormhole-soul-harvesting combo.’
Mary nodded. Nothing they had learned had changed.
‘Did we identify this Central government guy’s soul?’ she asked.
Mary watched Flowers as he took another furtive glance around the room. It was hard to see a miniature wormhole if there was one, but not impossible. So people did that now—they look around the room before talking. People close to secrets had looked around the room ever since ISRA had learned that the Western Bloc had used Lynthax wormholes to spy on the Asian Bloc. Everyone on the mission had gotten paranoid about security. And for good reason. The Haraan could be right there in the room with you or following you around, despite their promise not to.
Flowers stopped looking, and turned back to face her.
‘No, it’s the same as for the last one. Another rotten apple; not a believer; fully committed to the Haraan. We can’t get him to tell us anything.’
‘Happy to live in purgatory, then,’ Mary said, more of a statement, than a question.
‘It would seem so. But it gives us something else to work on. We’ve spoken through two souls so far, and both have been dedicated to the Haraan, even if they don’t like their present masters. We’re thinking that perhaps they weren’t strong believers in the after-life, or, if they were, they believed they were headed for Hell in any case, and that wormhole work is a preferable alternative.
‘Oh, and another thing: even this new guy has mentioned Brigat’s machine. We’ve got to give it back, and soon.’
‘We’re not done with it,’ Mary replied. ‘We won’t be for a while.’
It was an unnecessary statement. They were both acutely aware of progress on Prebos, or the lack of it.
‘I know. I’ve asked Cotton and Fan to move things along a little quicker. And I’ve released the original Lynthax research crew on condition they assist.’ He looked down at his watch. ‘They left in the early hours. If they haven’t already, they should be arriving shortly. It may help.’
Mary was unsure how useful that would be, and, once again, she was concerned for Flowers’ conscience, or purity—whatever it was that made a soul collectable, or free to move on. It was natural for her to worry about the well-being of a close colleague. She worried like that about a lot of people, including the couple of million emigrants from Earth who were now stuck on planets tens of thousands of light years away with only limited infrastructure and crops that had yet to ripen.
That thought brought her back to the reason she had walked with him back to his office. In the months since Lynthax’s downfall, her portfolio had expanded to include the Outer-World emigrants. She was now charged with planning the rescue of millions of people, or at least establishing communications with them.
‘You’re making a lot of compromises, Charles. Are you happy with that?’
Flowers looked up from his desk and forced a smile.
‘Of course I am, Mary. Don’t worry about me. Just come along to the meeting—if you can. I’d like your opinion afterwards.’
‘In the meantime, Charles, the emigrants: are we launching a rescue?’
‘I’m still pushing, Mary, I truly am,’ Flowers answered, carefully, respectful of Mary’s passion for doing something—anything—to establish contact. To her, doing nothing was never an option. ‘But the board’s focused on this diplomatic mission. So are the blocs. And it’s hard to make the case for a mission to points unknown, in any case.’
Mary slid further down her seat. Lynthax had never given ISRA their coordinates, insisting that they would only be divulged once their wormhole patents were confirmed, and the licensing and exclusivity issues were resolved. Then Petroff erased them, just as ISRA attempted to close the company down.
Flowers continued:
‘Let’s face it, Mary, even if we knew them for sure—and believe me when I say we are still working on it—there may be nothing left on either planet by the time our people get there. Or they could already be on their way to self-sufficiency.
‘Cost is one factor, fuel another,’ he continued flicking open a file. ‘Alan Jackson ran some numbers. They don’t look so good.’ He found the column he needed and listed its main observations: ‘One LM class freighter, 30000 light years round trip. In fuel alone and in dollar terms, it comes to a lot of zeros. Actually, it’s equivalent to the annual GDP of the UK and France—combined.’
Mary gaped at him in disbelief. She knew dark-light fuel was expensive, but, surely, not that expensive. But then any rescue would require all the dark-light Earth could generate over the next 12 months, which she was unlikely to get, given that current production capabilities were tied to the needs of New World-Earth commerce. The capital cost of increasing production temporarily, just to meet the additional demand of a rescue, probably ran to several times Jackson’s estimate. FDL couldn’t just be pumped out of the ground.
‘So! It’s down to rebooting the wormhole again—but without the soul power,’ she acknowledged.
‘That’s what it looks like, Mary. So,’ he added, reassuringly, ‘really, there’s no need for you to worry about my conscience. I’m letting these beggars out of gaol to help out. It’s in everyone’s best interests. My conscience is clear.’
‘But with no power source …’
Flowers shrugged and turned to face the sidewall.
‘I’ll see you again tomorrow, then,’ he said, reading the news alert crawling across the bottom of the paint screen: there was an on-going disturbance in a mall, just a block away. ‘Oh, and in the meantime do give some serious consideration to joining the delegation. If the board isn’t going to allocate the resources you need for a rescue, you’ll be spinning in circles. Besides, I could use you on the mission’s advance party.’
Mary looked up at him. He had mentioned the advance party before, but always in passing, and she had always let it slip by.
She was going to speak, but decided not to—Flower’s head was already somewhere else. He was opening up browser after browser in different places on the office wall, scanning them for more news. He eventually expanded a newscast showing CCTV footage of a man in restraints being wheeled to an ambulance, and of someone being attended to as he sat on the back step of a SWAT vehicle.
Flowers sighed. His boyish good looks disappeared behind a scowl.
‘I thought Goosen was meant to keep Scat out of trouble.’
‘He is,’ Mary replied. Then she recognised Scat. ‘Or was.’
‘Well he’s not doing a terribly good job of it,’ Flowers replied, sounding quite vexed.
He killed the feed, grabbed his graf and strode out of the office, heading for the elevators.
The meeting was over. And by the sound of things, if she wanted to stay useful and in the thick of things, Mary had a decision to make.
The room was more a cave; a poorly lit cave under a large glass palace, with roughly plastered walls painted a dull yellow and an uneven floor paved with natural stone. It’s depth below solid rock offered some protection from wormholes thrown from the outside, but not a lot—it was more of a navigational hazard.
Jairo Mercedes; mass murderer, drug lord, boot-legged neural augmentation distributor and Judas Soul, was feeling less than confident in the presence of his Soul Master, the Honour, Erna Brigat. Maybe he should not have returned from Trevon. Perhaps he should have just moved onto the next victim. He was meant to be destabilising things in Go Down City; scaring the beJeezes out of the local population; sending a message to the authorities there that they should still be talking to his master. But he had to let his master know what he had discovered. Not to do so would incur his greater wrath.
‘I just felt another presence,’ he said.
As Mercedes waited for the inevitable tongue lashing, he looked around the cave-like room. In the background, he saw two domestic wormholes at work, probably launched from the kitchens upstairs. A humanoid-looking hand appeared from one, nudging fruit around a wooden bowl. It picked up a bruised apple, withdrew, and the opening disappeared. From the other hole, water poured into an ancient, grey ceramic water jug, decorated with Haraan sportsmen throwing spears at fleeing bipeds.
Brigat looked up from his partially completed model of an LM-V freighter. He frowned. This was his hobby room; his family’s collection room; his quiet room.
‘Did you, really?’ Brigat asked in a series of clicks and tuts, checking the display of the wormhole monitor hanging around his neck before returning to his model.
Brigat was an avid collector of human technology, especially of military hardware, despite most of it being obsolete in his own society dominated by wormholes. He especially enjoyed making models of the larger specimens; the items he couldn’t realistically worm across to M31 without bringing too much attention to himself. An LM-V wasn’t too bulky to worm, it was just too large to steal without the humans noticing, and way too big to park in the glass mansion upstairs. On occasions such as this, he would settle for a little inter-galactic shop-lifting. In this case, an Airfix 1/72nd scale replica from a speciality store in Manhattan.
Mercedes watched him fiddle with a particularly small piece and scratch his slender, reptilian snout. He couldn’t sense Brigat’s mood, but knew he would have to respond right away. His master didn’t like to waste his time.
‘Yes. It was quite strong. Passionate. Most insistent.’
‘Another ghost soul, perhaps?’ Brigat asked, pulling a lamp across his hobby table and peering through a magnifying glass at another, similar piece of plastic. He twiddled it and then put it back down. The harsh lamp light penetrated his almost translucent skin, exposing blue veins and thin, fat-free muscles.
‘Possibly,’ Mercedes conceded, wondering if Brigat’s skin ever dried out. ‘But he tried talking to me … none of the others did.
‘Then what are you worried about? There are millions of them wandering around.’
There were more than millions, Mercedes thought. Ghosts, whose souls partially escaped their bodies only moments before full death, to be disconnected from the rest of itself, forever.
But this was different.
‘Not like this one,’ Mercedes insisted. ‘He seemed focused. He knew about us.’
‘What did you tell him? What did you say?’ Brigat asked, checking his wormhole monitor again.
Mercedes could see his master was expecting another intrusion. It was probably why he had found him down here, rather than in one of the more luxuriously appointed rooms upstairs. Brigat would be a little jumpy.
‘Nothing, of course. I backed off; tried to fade away as fast as I could.’
Mercedes had enjoyed his teatime outing with Trooper Davies until the ghost soul turned up. He hadn’t expected the interruption, and with Davies already opened up to suggestion, the ghost soul found it easy to get onto Davies’ wavelength. Not wanting to expose himself to the unexpected intruder, Mercedes had abandoned ship immediately, leaving Davies to deal with his temporal insanity—alone and without further encouragement. Alas, it had ended badly for the man. Instead of exiting his temporal life in a blaze of glory, Davies was shackled and led away, no doubt to be worked on by a team of white coats and a bag full of pharmaceuticals.
Brigat sifted through the model pieces with a couple of ancient and bony fingers, his soft finger pads carefully assessing their shapes. Eventually, he found what he was looking for. It seemed like an age before he replied.
‘But not quickly enough, perhaps, or you wouldn’t be so worried by it.’
Mercedes needed to sound confident; absolutely sure.
‘No. I was fast,’ he said, quickly. Now that sounded confident enough, he thought, feeling relieved. ‘I’m just letting you know about it. It seemed to know about us.’
Again, Brigat took his time before answering. He adjusted the aperture of a wormhole bringing fresher, cooler air into the cave from one of the planet’s largest glaciers. It was getting a little too cold.
‘You worry too much. Tell me about this last victim. Was it easier this time?’
‘Yes it was. It was quite satisfying.’
It had been a long time since Mercedes’ last days of sustained blood-letting. Love Brigat or hate him, respect him or fear him, as Mercedes often did in varying measures, he was at least grateful to his master for the occasional opportunity to slake his blood lust.
Brigat clicked more harshly.
‘Then why aren’t you still at it? I want everyone to be panicking. I want them to see just how it’ll be if I don’t get my Harvester back.’
‘I only came back to warn you.’
Brigat looked up.
Mercedes could see Brigat’s over-large, round and black eyes narrow a little and his pale, vein-ridden face harden. The soft opening in his bony, conch-like ears fluted a little. Brigat wasn’t staring at anything in particular as he couldn’t see a soul. No one could do that. Not human nor Haraan. But Brigat could sense them, and like all Haraan with the right equipment, he had complete dominion over them.
‘What part of, “Don’t worry about it” don’t you get?’ Brigat asked, waving a small piece of the model above his head.
‘But won’t Central disapprove?’
‘I don’t give a cast-out what Central thinks! I want my Harvester. I want the damn thing back. I want it back—now!’
‘But…’
‘But nothing!’ Brigat said, adding a screech to the clicks. He pulled his thin lips back over a mouth filled with small, but sharp teeth. ‘I don’t care what Central wants, what it thinks or what happens to it afterwards. I want my Harvester back.’
‘But…’
Brigat cut in again.
‘But fark! You’re not listening.’ The clicks had slowed, and he was vibrating his lungs to add a rich, deep background tone to show Mercedes he was more than just frustrated. His single nostril flared as the leathery air sac below his receding chin inflated slightly. ‘Get me my farking harvester. Or do I need to send some other soul? Yates, Dahmer and Christie are all chaffing at the bit. Even Hansen is interested, and it takes a lot to inspire him these days.’
All of them serial killers. Older ones. Keen to get back out there.
‘OK. I’ll get back to it. But, please, don’t piss Central off too much. They’ll pull your license. We’ll be confiscated.’
Brigat and Mercedes’ relationship had endured for decades, and Brigat had let Mercedes run errands for him, unshackled but not free, across the full width of M31. Souls didn’t get that kind of leeway unless they had earned their master’s confidence, and, having earned it, sometimes Mercedes felt he could offer advice—within reason. Brigat would listen, though more often than not it was just to humour him. But there were boundaries, and often times Mercedes crossed them. More importantly, Brigat knew when Mercedes was offering advice to suit his own needs.
‘You wisp!’ Brigat replied. ‘Scared you’ll be expelled? Sent on your way? Released? They would not dare.’
Mercedes reflected on that. Brigat was probably right. Central probably wouldn’t dare. But then again, there was always a chance that they might, which disturbed him. Even odds of five to one against weren’t good odds when a bad result meant being tipped into Hell—should there be one. Mercedes was certain there was. And if there was no Heaven or Hell then there was nothing. He preferred what he had.
‘It’s what you did,’ Mercedes reminded him, ‘to all of them. It was heartless.’
Mercedes was there on Runnymede when Brigate decided to close the human wormholes down. That meant releasing all of the souls to find their place in the natural order of things. At first they had clung to the nearest available positive Graviton, and several had escaped that way through the membrane. But most were eventually repelled, forced to latch onto the more numerous negative Gravitons. They then headed in a different direction. To Hell. He was sure of it.
‘And you think Central has a mind to do the same to you?’ Brigat asked.
‘I was just extrapolating, thinking.’
‘Then don’t! You’re not particularly good at it, Mercedes, you never have been.’ Brigat snapped. He turned in his seat, ignoring his model entirely for the first time since Mercedes had unwittingly interrupted his downtime. He modulated his lung vibrations to a more soothing sound and then lay out some home-truths: ‘And you don’t understand Haraan culture; you never will. Remember, you’re only here because I want you to be. I like you. You’re handy. And you humour me.’ He then turned back to his model, his voice returning to a deeper, harsher tone. ‘But if you piss me off you’ll be back to working wormholes. And if you truly piss me off, I’ll release you myself.’
Mercedes checked his optimism when he heard the ‘but’: Brigat’s ‘buts’ were the stuff of legends. He was incredibly unstable and insincere, even for a Haraan, and his mood could swing from pleasant to nasty inside of a single sentence.
‘I’m sorry, Honour Brigat,’ he said. ‘I’m not sure what came over me. In truth, I haven’t felt this way since just before my execution. Maybe it’s my post-arrest remorse kicking in again. I’ll deal with it.’
‘You’d better. I want that farking harvester back, and I want it back now, so get back to work.’
‘Anywhere specific?’
‘Yes,’ Brigat said, as though he was only beginning to give it some thought. ‘Apparently, it’s on Prebos being prodded by their scientists, so have a go at the research crew. Fark them over. Screw them up.’
He’ll change his mind in a day or so, Mercedes thought, but a few days on Prebos kicking butt sounded like fun. But he still didn’t get it.
‘Why don’t you just throw a hole and scoop it up?’ he asked. ‘Now you know where it is, I mean.’
Once again, Brigat looked up from the model and smiled. Mercedes could see it was a condescending smile, the kind he gave his servants when they thought they had done well, and he couldn’t be bothered to point out how incompetent they actually were.
‘I’d love to,’ Brigat began, ‘but didn’t you just spend the last ten farking minutes telling me not to piss Central off?’
‘Yes … I did.’
‘Well doing that would seriously piss them off, I can assure you.’
Mercedes didn’t reply. If he had a body, he would be frowning. Although Brigat hadn’t found his harvester until Central had jumped in and taken over, he had plenty of other wormhole constructs with which to worm it back.
Brigat sensed his confusion. He explained.
‘They’ve made it abundantly plain I’m not to. They even had the gall to mention my privileges, licenses and my honours. Apparently—and I’ll paraphrase Troggan here—it’s meant to remind them that we have dominion over souls.’
Brigat’s wormhole license and honours went back 4000 sol years; the rights his family had exploited and built upon for hundreds of generations. Fark! His family was one of the first collector families. Haraan culture depended on wormholes: it had been built on them.
‘Like an Ark or a couple of tablets,’ Mercedes asked.
‘Yes.’
‘But why?’
‘Because!’ Brigat snapped.
‘Because …?’ Mercedes dared to ask.
‘Because humans need physical proof of things, that’s why.’ Brigat scratched the folds of skin over his throat. The creases were itching; he was getting agitated. ‘And because of those limp-wristed Revelationists.’
‘What’s it got to do with them?’ Mercedes asked, hesitantly.
‘It’s simple: Central doesn’t want the humans taking sides, becoming their allies.’
‘Well that’s a leap. How would the humans ever get to know about them?’
‘Because the Revelationists are desperate,’ Brigat explained, ‘and they are looking for help wherever they can get it. It’s now only a matter of time before they venture out and make contact. Word has it they’ve increased their own harvests, and they’re building more wormhole constructs. So we need the humans to dislike the Revelationists as much as they’re beginning to fear us. We need them to see just how powerful we are, so there’s no question of them getting involved in this civil strife of ours. For some reason, Troggan wants the humans to submit to us of their own free will. My harvester is supposed to provide them with encouragement.’
Shit! Mercedes thought. The Revelationists were building more wormhole constructs. That was new. Or maybe not new, just the first he had heard of it.
‘You’re not meant to know,’ Brigat added. ‘Mention it, and you’re out of here.’
‘Of course. But if we’re not to annoy them, just how far can I go when you say, “Fark them over”?’
‘As far as you like. A few dead humans won’t be a problem. As long as I to stick to the letter of my agreement with Troggan, he can’t get prissy. But I’d like them encouraged. So, chivvy them on. Make them want to give it back.’
Brigat picked up a tube of glue, ran its end over the length of the LM’s semi-completed flux-drive and tried to fix it into place. It snapped. He looked at the piece for a few seconds, and then let it fall from his hand. Using his arm he swept the whole thing, model and pieces, onto the floor.
A wormhole dropped from the ceiling, and the pieces started to rise and disappear. From inside the wormhole, Mercedes could hear a vacuum sucking away. The tip of a tube then touched the half-completed shell of the model and snatched it from view.
Brigat put his elbows on the table, and then slapped his fists down.
‘Mercedes?’
‘Yes.’
‘Why are you still here?’
Prison was boring. Depressing. Almost unbearable. Then, anything that followed being the lead technical officer on Man’s greatest ever discovery was bound to be a let-down.
But worse than that, Carlo Ratti felt his intellect draining away. He no longer had access to his research, he could no longer follow his project’s progress, and his cellmate, Petroff’s lackey, the dim-witted Corporal Rogers, was about as intellectually stimulating as Sunday morning TV.
He was beginning to regret his refusal to help the new guy, Fan, but then his decision had come down to a simple choice between his earthly vanities and the potential for spiritual damnation. And he wasn’t so blinded by the former as to ignore the latter. Still, he could dwell on his regrets, and reflect on what might have been, knowing he had made the right decision. And it felt right.
To hell with Fan and his pathetic attempts to rubbish my work.
‘You were right, of course,’ said the voice.
Rogers and Ratti both looked up and around their ten-by-eight C Wing cell, seeing only grey painted walls, bedding and a single uncovered toilet. They looked at each other.
‘Yo! Carlo. You were right! Humans were never meant to have wormholes.’
Ratti hadn’t seen Rogers’ lips move.
‘What was that?’ he asked him.
‘’No idea. Next door?’ Rogers guessed.
‘Hardly,’ the voice replied. ‘They’re brain dead, like you.’
Roger’s head snapped around the cell again.
Ratti slipped further back onto his bottom bunk, hoping to go unnoticed. Jeeze, this is spooky. His eyes looked left and right. Shit, so it’s true. The voices are real.
‘Carlo Ratti. You cannot ignore me. I’m the Lord’s messenger. Your Lord’s messenger.’
Ratti closed his eyes. Oh, Jeeze! It’s after me, he thought.
On the bunk above him, Rogers pulled his feet in and pushed himself against the side wall.
‘Yes, I’m after you: of course I am. You’re the One. Do you not feel special?’
Ratti dared not answer.
Rogers squeezed his eyes shut.
‘I’m out of here tomorrow. I’m out of here tomorrow,’ he mumbled.
‘Shut up, Rogers!’ Ratti hissed, listening for more. Rogers may well have ‘fessed up’ to venting Pierce out of the airlock on Prebos, pointed at Petroff, and finally gotten himself a pardon, but there was no guarantee he would survive the next few minutes. Go Down’s prison grapevine was actually a broadband cable, plugged directly into the street and, as had most of the other prisoners on this floor, he had heard about the voices; the crazies. They both knew what was happening on the outside, and how things ended. Was this how it started? ‘Shut up,’ he said again, ‘or you might not be going anywhere.’
Very slowly, Ratti slipped off the end of the bed and put his back against the cell door. Rogers began to sob.
Mercedes moved about the room, unseen, closing in on Rogers and then Ratti. He looked at them curiously, back and forth.
‘Rogers!’ he said, sharply.
Rogers opened his eyes in shock. His response was almost instantaneous.
‘Yes, sir.’
‘On any other day, I would take you. But this isn’t one of those, you understand.’
‘OK,’ Rogers replied uncertainly.
‘I need something other than blind obedience, OK?’
‘Yes, sure.’ Rogers nodded. Ratti could see the tension in Roger’s body bleed away. He looked very, very relieved. Maybe he would be walking out of here on his own two feet after all; they wouldn’t need to carry him out feet first.
‘But neither can I leave you here. Sorry.’
Rogers stopped nodding.
Ratti felt a strong urge to ring Rogers’s neck. His hands left his sides. Mercedes guided them to Rogers’s throat. Rogers didn’t resist.
Through a haze, Ratti felt the bunk shake. He heard the stifled gargling. He saw Roger’s face bloat.
‘Carlo, I've got a job for you,’ the voice continued. ‘An extremely important one.’
‘A job?’ Ratti asked, glancing up at the ceiling as he pressed down on Roger’s windpipe.
‘Yes. On Prebos. Interested?’
The shaking was less intense now, but it hadn’t yet stopped. Rogers was taking a long time to die. Ratti sensed Roger’s death was being drawn out. He wasn’t applying enough pressure to kill him quickly. Nor could he. His hands weren’t his own.
‘Sure,’ he replied, his mind totally disconnected to what he was doing physically.
‘I want you to go there. I want you to burn the place to the ground. I want you to destroy Fan’s wormhole research and Jackson’s data. It isn’t an angel’s work, Carlo, but it is necessary.’
Rogers continued to struggle and hang onto life. The thrashing was now more rhythmic, less frantic.
‘Why?’ Ratti asked, very happy to screw Fan over, but wondering who this Jackson was.
‘God wants his harvester back.’
‘God does?’
‘Yes, my son: God,’ the voice replied.
‘But why does he collect souls to power his wormholes?’
‘Ah! Still not sure, eh?’
‘I’m just curious. It’s in my nature. You would know that.’
‘And indeed I do. So you want to know why?’
‘Yes.’
‘Have you heard of the saying: “God helps those who help themselves”?’
‘I have.’
‘And of Purgatory?’
‘Of course.’
‘Then consider wormhole work to be Purgatory, and Purgatory is where uncertain souls, such as Rogers, here, prove their faith. Consider it a second chance for them to get to heaven. A way of helping themselves.’
‘OK.’
‘After all, God is just.’ Mercedes, said, commanding him to release the pressure to Roger’s throat. ‘He believes in second chances. Unlike me,’ Mercedes continued. ‘Are you enjoying that?’
Ratti heard Rogers take a long and painful lungful of air. Then the thrashing restarted. He looked down and saw his hands applying greater pressure, pushing Roger’s neck deeper into the mattress. He released and re-applied pressure on his throat several times.
Ratti wasn’t sure what the next step should be, but he knew it wouldn’t look good if his cellmate were murdered with him being the only one in the room.
‘Yes,’ Ratti replied, sensing that he did enjoy it, despite his conscience, ‘but I won’t go to Prebos if I’ve killed my cellmate. They won’t let me.’
‘True. I’ll get the guards to do it. Give them a call.’
Ratti took a second before thinking to shout out. Mercedes wasn’t up for waiting.
‘Go on. Call them!’
‘Guards! Guards! I need help in here. Quick. This man is suffocating!’
‘Well done, Carlo. So, you put in for a transfer, and I’ll take care of Rogers.’
‘You can’t just leave him here?’ Ratti asked, hoping to spare a life.
‘So he can tell the Devil’s trickster psychiatrists about our new work?’ Mercedes asked. ‘I don’t think so.’
Tim Avon, pulled his chair from under his desk, sat down, swilled some coffee around his mouth, and then knocked back two headache tablets. It had been a long night.
He looked around the open-plan news room and wished he wore a baseball cap to shield his eyes from the lights. He focused on his understudy.
‘Hey, Ted! Pass me this morning’s ISRA press release, will you?’
The youngster swivelled in his seat and passed him two sheets of paper.
‘You could have down-loaded it.’
I doubt it, Avon thought to himself. The brain cells responsible for hand-eye coordination died last night.
‘As I thought,’ he said, putting his coffee down.
‘Yeah? You were thinking?’ the youngster asked. ‘With your head?’
‘Never mind, Slack Jaw. This is for grown ups.’
‘So it’s porn, is it? ISRA’s issuing porn now?’
Despite the headache, Avon focused on his graf and issued some voice commands. A few seconds later he pulled some stats from the WHO net and threw up a projection. He scrolled through a few pages before stopping to speed-read some data. When he was done, he pushed a hand through a mop of blonde hair, got up and paced the room until the press release and the WHO figures made more sense.
Slack Jaw watched him head off to the boss’s office. He didn’t knock.
Avon towered over his boss’s desk.
‘Boss, ISRA’s bull-shitting. There’s a story. I want to cover it.’
Alan Grosvenor looked up from his daily task sheet and then back down to find Avon’s name.
‘Avon, you’re meant to be across town,’ he growled, not at all amused that Avon had ignored yet another assignment. ‘So who’s covering the Hazel wedding preparations?’
‘I used my initiative and promoted Russell, boss. He’s senior enough.’
Grosvenor’s face hardened.
‘Well you can farking-well hop into a pod and get your camera back. We contracted you, not some photo-shop genius. We want an award-winning Avon special. We want the good stuff.’
‘And you’ll get it, boss. He’s good. Don’t worry.’
‘But it won’t come with an Avon credit. We won’t be able to syndicate it. For Jeeze’s sake, you ball-brained degenerate! We paid a gazillion for the rights.’
At 42 and never married, Avon was noted for helping the more attractive female interns settle in, but mostly after hours.
‘But it isn’t a story,’ he replied.
Grosvenor got up from his desk a little too quickly. His chair slammed back into the cabinet behind him. Heads turned in the reporter pool outside.
‘It’s friggin’ revenue!’ he bellowed.
Avon settled down to a lecture. It looked as though Grosvenor was going to make a spectacle out of dressing him down, again. It wouldn’t work. Half way through he cut in.
‘But it’s e-buzz crap.’
Grosvenor leaned forward across his desk.
‘It pays the bills,’ he said, more quietly.
Avon curled his lower lip downwards, giving his boss a facial shrug, as though the money wasn’t what it was all about. He might have needed it to get him inside of the Lynthax story, the one that had made him famous, but it couldn’t buy the respect that had come by being the only photographer to get inside the decade’s biggest Jihadist kidnap story. That had taken connections.
This ISRA story had both fame and respect written all over it.
‘ISRA’s covering up paranormal activity on Trevon.’
Grosvenor’s head went back a touch.
‘What?’ he asked. ‘How would you know? You’ve been covering the society scene for the past six months.’
‘Because the Irwins are on-world and in town. I got pissed with the Golden One and his younger brother last night.’
‘Thomas and Paul Irwin? Weren’t they Trevon rebels?’
‘The very same.’
‘How do you know the Golden One?’ Grosvenor meant Thomas Irwin. ‘I thought we were paying ISRA employees for that revolutionary crap. And how did they get past quarantine?’
‘College, but that’s not the point. The guy doesn’t lie real well. And they’re in the Trevon independence party. They’re here for talks.’
Grosvenor appeared to snarl. He didn’t approve of ISRA talking independence with any of the New Worlds, let alone talk to Trevon. There was no justification for it. Trevon was the first planet to rebel against Lynthax’s corporate rule back in 2210, and it hadn’t since shown any remorse for the pain it had caused on Earth.
‘Just get to the point, Avon. If it isn’t a good one, you might still make the Russell wedding.’
Avon took a seat, just to show him there was no chance of that.
‘I’ve been cultivating Thomas and his politico friend, Nettles, for a book about the rebellion—along with Davey: he’d write it, I’d shoot it. The point is, he let something slip last night; something about there being no substance to the stories about voices.’
‘Voices?’
‘Yes, voices. But then he quickly back-tracked and called them mental disturbances.’
‘And? Quickly now.’
Well, I read ISRA’s press release this morning, and it mentions the mental disturbances, explaining them to be a localised health issue. But I then checked the UNOR stats for Go Down since the beginning of the year and up until the end of last month.’
‘And…?’
‘There’s definitely a spike in mental health cases alongside injuries and deaths in the last two weeks of reporting. A lot of them involve PIKLs.’
PIKLs were standard issue Outer-Rim Force weapons out on the New Worlds. Very few New World residents possessed them, in any variant.
That peeked Grosvenor’s interest. It suggested that the mental health cases were confined mostly to ORF personnel. He screwed up his face. He could smell a story brewing, but something still wasn’t right.
‘Wouldn’t they have censured the figures if they wanted to hide whatever it is you think they are hiding?’
Avon shook his head.
‘Not if it didn’t know what it was dealing with at the time. And remember, they’re UNOR health stats—ISRA doesn’t control them. And they were sent at the end of last month—probably before ISRA realised there was something to cover up.’
‘So what are you thinking?’ Grosvenor asked. ‘And it’s got to be more than just ISRA lying again,’ he cautioned. ‘That isn’t a story—it’s just par for the course.’
Avon smiled, broadly.
‘But the best bit is this,’ he said. ‘I’ve also checked the UN passenger manifests for all their employees travelling to Trevon, and, from what I see, there’re a lot of people that have gone and not come back—people who’s disciplines aren’t of much use for a rescue mission and are better suited to handling First Contacts.’
‘Like?’
‘Feldman. He left over six months ago. He just up and left. No explanation given to his staff. And his whack-brained course on inter-species diplomacy is cancelled till further notice.’
‘Get to your point, Avon,’ Grosvenor said, impatiently, pointing at his half empty coffee mug. ‘The coffee hasn’t kicked in yet.’
‘Well, I’ll put my dangly bits on the table and hazard a guess. The wormholes go down; there’s paranormal activity in the same place as where ISRA’s attempting to reach out to the emigrants; and they’re putting together a bunch of people who have virtually no use to them in a rescue, and are better suited at handling First Contacts. If you add Feldman to the mix, it sounds more like they’re arranging a diplomatic mission. Where to, and who to, I’ve no idea. But whichever way you look at it, it screams ET or the Borg. Take your pick.’
‘Are you kidding me, Avon?’ Grosvenor said, sounding a little disappointed. ‘Aliens? Is that what you dropped the Russell wedding for?’
‘I’d drop a friggin’ wedding for a burned lips story at a MacOliverBell, boss: you know me. But I’m right. Sure of it. And there’s a way we can be sure.’
‘How?’
‘Call ‘em. Tell them we know. Get a reaction.’
Avon willed him to say, ‘Yes’. Besides, it would be fun to hear the duty officer at ISRA gag on his morning coffee, and it would take but a few minutes.
Grosvenor glanced up at the clock hanging over the inner window and then through the window into the reporter pool. The editors’ meeting didn’t start until eight am. They had ten minutes.
‘Do it from here,’ he said, pointing at his ancient desk top graf. ‘And when they’ve finished laughing at you, you can go cover the wedding.’
Avon didn’t say anything for half a second. He had expected greater resistance. He ran a hand around his trouser belt as he always did when he was pushing his luck and stood on shaky ground. His boss was a renowned reporter in his own time simply because he was such a cynical son of a gun. Now Grosvenor was giving him the opportunity to prove his theory, but he had to check it in front of him. There was no place to hide should he have gotten it wrong. There would be no time to add some spin. He would be the laughing stock of the floor.
Avon nodded and then made the call to ISRA’s New York head office, asking to be put through to External Affairs. Grosvenor flicked the graf to loudspeaker. As they waited, Avon went to stand by the outer-window, to look across the inter-section at Eighth and 40th.
ISRA’s head office was located a few blocks away, a glass building built above the historic James Farley post office, opposite Penn Station. He could see the glass shard reach for the heavens, all 130 floors of it; its façade reflecting the grey skies above. Inside of it, the carefully preserved post office carried on as usual, redirecting buoy correspondence to the New Worlds.
When they got through, Avon went straight at it:
‘Actually, I asked for Alien Affairs.’
‘Sorry sir, we don’t have such a thing.’
‘Actually you do. Tell them the New York Tribune is covering the diplomatic mission assembling on Trevon. We’re giving ISRA a chance to verify certain facts before we go online.’
There was hesitancy in the young officer’s voice. He genuinely didn’t have a clue.
‘I’ll get back to you, sir. Can you hold on?’
‘Not for long, lad,’ Avon said. ‘We have a deadline.’
They were put on mute. A few minutes later an older man spoke.
‘What is it?’
Avon decided to go for broke.
‘Can you please confirm the mission’s departure date from Trevon? We have a date for the end of next month, but could be wrong. Our sources conflict each other.’
‘Mission? To where?’
‘Actually we don’t need that. All we need is the date of departure.’
‘Hang on a minute.’
Again mute. Avon fiddled with his trouser belt again, looking down at the Port Authority rooftop pod park, not wanting to meet Grosvenor’s stare.
The older man came back on the line.
‘The New York Tribune, you say?’
‘Yes, sir. Tim Avon, at our newly formed Alien Affairs bureau.’ He looked over at Grosvenor and dared to give him a wink.
‘You’re in your New York Offices?’ the man asked.
‘Correct.’
There was another minute’s silence, and then he was back.
‘Mr Avon, how would you like to come over and talk to Mr Samuel Cohen? He’s—’
‘—the old man who pushed to have Lynthax broken up. Yes. I know who he is. But why would I want to meet him?’ Avon asked, stooping a little as he waited for—hoped for—the right answer. The fingers of his left hand drummed the window sill furiously.
‘He’s asking to meet with you off the record. He wants to clarify a few things with you before you do your upload.’
Avon straightened up and swung around to flash a big smile at Grosvenor.
‘I’ll be there in 15.’
He killed the line, watched the red light blink out, and then skipped about the room.
Slack Jaw watched him do it from his desk outside.
Grosvenor shook his head in wonderment.
‘Aliens!’ he said, already wondering how they could keep this exclusive. ‘Well I’ll be damned!’
Father Paul, God-fearing English Catholic and unashamed advocate of Theistic Evolution, looked up from his heavily revised thesis, glanced towards his cluttered study’s window and reflected on his last eight years service at the Magis Centre for Reason and Faith.
This job was an ideal one for him. He was leading a stress free life, following his passions, exercising his mind and keeping faith with God, his way. Things were just as he wanted them.
It was undemanding work, this pondering over the beginning of life and explaining the latest scientific discoveries in a way that fit the institute’s brand of evolution. Let’s face it, if one overlooked the Old Testament and accepted evolution—the one as proven by science—but put God at the beginning of Creation, whenever that was, then there wasn’t much left to argue over. After all, who was going to prove what had happened 14.5 billion years ago, except by means of mathematical calculation?
Theistic evolution was a convenient theory, for sure. There wasn’t much to defend. The scientists could prove as much as they wanted to in any field, and it would fit. God was there at the beginning with a grand scheme in mind; whenever that beginning was; and before it.
Prove He wasn’t.
But the theory was convenient for other reasons. It had left him free to pursue the two other great loves of this life: restoring 20th Century automobiles and drinking whisky. For that, he felt blessed: his car collection was coming along nicely—he had even found some gasoline to fire up the Thunderbird the other day and what a treat that was!
At 60, though, life was catching up with him. His third hobby, boxing, was now a distant memory: his once fine physique now sagged under his cassock. All that was left was his bulk: he was still a bull of a man.
He blamed the sedentary lifestyle for that, and not having a flock to worry about, but he knew that, in truth, it was the whisky. Shame! If he had to give up one more of his hobbies, well he was sure it wouldn’t be the whisky. He had given up on snacking years ago. That left him with two out of the centre’s three meals a day. But he wondered for how much longer. He’d need to cut it back to one a day some time soon.
The PC pinged as it announced yet another mail, probably another demand to cut back on costs, to make the Centre more attractive to tourists or more relevant to theology students—quite possibly, all three. Father Paul thought to look at it. Instead, he got up from his chair, walked across to the window and looked out onto a dark and empty pod park.
He sighed. No one else bothered him these days: certainly not the students; for there weren’t any.
He walked back across the room and poured himself a whisky, an 18-year old, one of his genuine Irish single malts. Sipping from an antique glass tumbler, he took another look out of the window. It was still dark. 4.30 am. There was no movement anywhere, just a piece of paper floating across a tarmac that he knew would still feel warm to the touch, even at this hour. Still, it was breezy outside, he noted. Perhaps it would be cooler than yesterday; hopefully today it would stay below 100 degrees.
The PC pinged again, this time continuously. He ignored it and stroked his greying beard, willing his day-long hangover away, hoping that the next time he looked at his thesis, something would jump out at him; something he might have missed when he submitted the earlier version.
The PC pinging grew more urgent. Someone was demanding an immediate reply, despite the hour. He looked around his desk for his reading glasses.
It was a summons to New York, to attend a meeting at the Inter-Faith Council for Cooperation. ... With the Budget Committee. ... And then a meeting with HR.
HR?
So they were getting serious. It was no longer a matter of shaving a few cents or dollars from the operating budget. They were cutting his staff back again.
He sat down, heavily, facing the screen; an old flat screen parked in the middle of a pile of dusty briefs.
He read on. It looked as if this were the beginning of the end for the Magis Centre, the end of his ‘Career in Thought’.
He continued reading.
“... Estimate the cost of dismissing staff ... Get multiple quotes for the transfer of the centre’s historical documents to St Mary’s Cathedral, San Francisco. ...”
He looked up. That could mean only one thing: the Council was finally cutting off the centre’s funding. That meant the Centre would need to close.
The centre was closing?
He sat back in his chair and drained his tumbler.
So! This wasn’t the beginning of the end, this was the end. His years of quiet contemplation and mulling over of his centre’s improvable theories were over.
He looked around the room.
He loved this place. He would miss it. He had loved what it represented, and all that it had given him. Yes, it was a job, but it was also a job that had allowed him to question his faith. Although he would never ask, ‘Is there a God?’ because he knew there was one, it gave him the freedom to question the faith’s ancient tenants: To question the seven days it took to make the world and then to populate it with Mankind; the age of the planet being less than a few tens of thousands of years old; man’s place on it, at the top of a pyramid, requiring all other things to serve him.
This place suited him. In truth, Father Paul was a free thinker in a church that had never asked too many questions. The mainstream church had left him frustrated. His faith in the Good Book was never quite as strong or as unquestioning as that of his peers. He knew in his heart that the Bible was flawed: written by ancients with no real understanding of their world, the evolution of life, or the physics that governed its development.
His appointment as the Principal at the Magis Centre had been truly a gift from God for it gave him a chance to stay in the priesthood, but to stay separate from it. It also gave his intellect room to grow. And it gave him time to himself.
In a way, it was unfortunate that his centre’s philosophy had gotten lumped in with Creationism—a wholly unsustainable philosophy in his view. In the outside world, there was now no demand for either, and he knew it. The Fundamentalist Wars had played their part, but it was more than that. Science was developing at such a pace that it was hard for the Creationist loons to patch up the holes in their beliefs, and, no matter how hard the Magis Centre tried to differentiate itself from such intellectual junk, its own philosophy—Intelligent Design—found it harder than ever to get a hearing. But then, it always had been an uphill battle.
Intelligent Design had never genuinely caught on: its main tenants—Irreducible and Specified complexity—were both dismissed by scientists and their governments as pseudo sciences, completely unsupported by the empirical data.
But, surely, if there was no data then that was where faith was meant to play its part, right?
Wrong!
Scientists had never held to faith. They believed in what their eyes told them. They believed in the facts—in the evidence—and the evidence for the existence of God was lacking. Instead, they derided the Intelligent Design movement for invoking the supernatural. It was a ‘gap-based’ explanation, they said—only answering what questions remained about the universe with ridiculous claptrap.
And, in a way, they were right. As one question in man’s understanding of the universe was answered by a new scientific truth, Intelligent Design had just moved on, aiming to fill the other gaps. It had finally settled on the one key question Man was never likely to answer with any certainty: Who put the laws in place that governed the Big Bang? That and evolution being given a guiding hand.
Yes, it was hard being lumped in with the Creationists, or even being loosely associated with them, in a world where scientific discoveries moved at such a pace. And Father Paul knew it.
But convincing the scientific community was only one half of the problem. The theory was also looked down upon by the mainstream religions for not being biblical enough. Intelligent Design reduced the Creator to the status of an engineer, they said: hardly fitting for a being that had created a universe and all the life that was to be found in it.
So it was ostracized by the mainstream churches, kept out of schools, and pilloried in the press. Even the Times of London called it nothing more than ‘superstitious poppycock’, a ‘fantasy’, only propped up by the IFCC as a demonstration to all the religious houses that the Council for Cooperation was truly a council for all faiths, no matter how ‘half-baked’.
Alas, it would seem, not for much longer.
Father Paul drained his tumbler and reached for the bottle, finding it hard to believe that yet another branch of faith was about to die.
But if his theories had taught him anything, it was that he lived in a constantly changing universe, and all good things must come to an end. And now it was his time for a change.
He felt heavier than usual. He shook his head. The Magis Centre was the last of its kind and at 60 he was too unorthodox a priest to be given a congregation.
He wondered what they would replace reason with, now that the traditionalists had finally gotten their way.
And what they had in mind for him.
‘Aliens or gods, Paolo? There’s a difference. How do they refer to them, precisely?’
Father Tannin couldn’t get his head around Toro’s ramblings. They sounded fanciful.
‘Aliens, Father,’ Toro confirmed, sounding frustrated. He was clearly excited, possibly angry. Tannin struggled to keep up as Toro rapid-fired what he had learned. ‘But the aliens think they’re gods. They harvest our souls. They make them work their wormholes. It’s been going on for years. Centuries.’
Father Tannin squeezed his eyes shut and suppressed a shudder.
‘And this comes from ISRA?’ he asked. ‘Directly.’
‘Yes. I’ve been handling their mail and censoring references to it for months. It’s happening. It’s true. They don’t just make this shit up. Sorry, Father. I meant stuff.’
‘Yes, yes. And when did they discover this Thing?’
Toro paused.
‘They didn’t. Lynthax did, back in 2210. ISRA acquired it after they closed them down. You remember. It was a big thing at the time.’
Tannin thought back. ISRA had forced Lynthax to admit that it has discovered hundreds of new planets using wormholes. Millions of people then emigrated, just as Lynthax had intended all the time. But when the wormholes collapsed, stranding everyone thousands of light years away, the authority closed Lynthax down. At the time, it had cited administrative reasons. Toro was now telling him it was because an alien had made contact, seeking the return of his souls and the machine that had harvested them.
‘And he was harvesting souls?’ Tannin found it difficult to grasp. He only had questions.
‘Yes, Father. Souls. For maybe a few thousand years. A lot of them. And we only know because Lynthax stumbled upon the alien’s machine some ten year’s back. The Haraan found out more recently while Lynthax was conducting an inter-galactic test. They were the ones who took down the wormholes and then approached ISRA with a demand for it to be handed back.’
‘Souls?’
‘Yes. Souls.’
‘This alien, the Haraan, he confirmed the existence of them?’
‘Yes.’
‘And there is evidence of this meeting? And proof of souls?’ Tannin trembled in anticipation of the answer. If there was proof...
‘There is.’
‘Can you acquire such proof and bring it to me?’
‘I doubt it, Tom. It’s under wraps—like top, top secret. They say it’s destabilising.’
Tannin nodded. He put a hand on the partition between them and leaned in.
‘It certainly is. But your secret is now in safe hands. It’s in the right hands. Bring your family here. We’ll protect them.’
Tannin heard a sigh of relief in the booth next to him. As he reflected on the news, he heard Toro stifle a sob.
‘I feel so guilty for not coming to you earlier, Father. I’m so sorry. I just hope God can forgive me.’
‘I’m sure He will, Paolo. But I’m not so sure He’ll be happy with the news.’
Movement behind the latticed screen suggested Toro had turned to look at him.
‘What do you mean?’ Toro asked.
‘I’m not sure, Paolo, but I suspect our God Almighty prefers we have faith, not proof.’
Scat flipped the seat down along the back wall of the auditorium, nursing his can of soda. He looked down at the stage and then over his shoulder to see where Goosen had gotten to. He found him at the back door talking to Mary. They appeared to be getting on well. She was smiling.
No one appeared ready to sit down. Most of the 200 or so attendees milled around in the two aisles that cut straight lines through the steeply banked and slightly curved rows of dark blue seats, to the wide stage out front. In any case, the main protagonists had yet to arrive: the suave, supremely confident lead negotiator, Director Flowers, was only ‘on his way’; the burly, bald-headed and middle-aged Colonel was out back still, checking on security; and the Haraan weren’t due for another five minutes.
‘So, you’ve got the hots for the Virgin Mary, have you, Birdie?’ Scat said a little stiffly as Goosen limped past him and slumped into his seat.
‘I’m too old for her, Scat. By about 10 years I think. And she’s divorced with kids. We just get on, that’s all. Pity, really. Pretty little thing so she is.’
‘I guess. If you like ‘em lean.’
Goosen raised a finger.
‘Oh, and by the way,’ he said, ‘it sounds like she may be joining us—on the advance party I mean.’
Scat swung around to take another look at her.
‘Yeah?’
‘So she says.’
Scat tried to hide his surprise. And his interest. But Goosen was good at reading his moods, and Scat could never pretend to be indifferent without Goosen seeing through him.
‘Maybe you should just get it out of the way, Scat.’
Scat flushed a little.
‘Get what out of the way?’
‘Just ask her out. She can only say no. Then it’s done, and you can get your head back in the game.’
‘You mean she couldn’t say, “Yes”?’
‘Sorry, Scat. That’s not what I meant. I meant the worst she could do is laugh at you, say no, then tell everybody about it. And besides, it isn’t good that you’re in such a funk.’
Scat thought about that.
‘Well, they conned us. How am I supposed to feel?’
‘Admittedly, they did—and right royally. But it’s in a good cause.’
Scat wondered when the hell he was going to find the quiet life—a life in which he was responsible to no one but himself. It had been a long search, to date.
‘Perhaps you’re right,’ he admitted. ‘Look, if it shuts you up, I’ll ask her when we’re done here.’
Cotton walked into the auditorium, nodded to Mary and made his way over, sidling along the row of seats in front of them. He smiled guardedly, shook Goosen’s hand, and then turned to face Scat.
The Colonel was always careful around the ex-rebel leader. He had good reason to be. As the military advisor to the Earth delegation sent to diffuse tensions on Trevon back in 2210, Cotton had assassinated one of his own staff, Booni, to help Ambassador Cohen kick-start the rebellion against the corporations. He was then told to use Scat as a patsy. He hadn’t wanted to, but Lynthax’s head of security, Jack Petroff had unwittingly offered him up as an obvious scapegoat, and Cohen had approved it.
‘Good afternoon, Scat,’ he said.
‘Yeah. It is.’
Cotton looked a little uncomfortable. His bald head glistened a little under the auditorium lights, and there were beads of sweat on his upper lip. Scat enjoyed seeing the usually pugnacious Cotton under pressure.
‘Listen, Scat,’ Cotton began, ‘Flowers will be pushing at the envelope a little during this session. It may get a little messy—you’ve heard how the last Haraan behaved when pissed.’
‘And…?’
‘And we want you to stay in your seat. No reaction. Stay docile.’
Goosen raised his eyebrows and chuckled. Cotton ignored him.
‘And no talking to Pierce, even if he speaks to you,’ the Colonel added.
‘Oh, yeah?’ Scat asked, perhaps a tad too aggressively.
‘Yes. We’re still not sure what they can and cannot detect, and Pierce has got to stay in the background—unseen, unheard. He’s only to let us know if he can sense the soul and tell us something about him—but afterwards. Not during.’
‘Well you tell him, then,’ Scat said. It wasn’t a suggestion. He sat down.
Cotton cocked his head. Everyone could speak to Pierce if they knew he was there. But Pierce could only respond through Scat, and they both knew it.
‘No, my boy,’ he said sternly. ‘You tell him. Then you keep quiet. Do you understand?’ His stare didn’t flinch.
Goosen thought the man looked ready and willing to eject Scat from the hall. After all, Scat didn’t need to be in the room for Pierce to listen in.
‘Yes, he does, sir. Don’t you, Scat?’ Goosen said, prodding him.
‘I speak English don’t I?’ Scat replied, still staring Cotton right in the eye.
Goosen gave Cotton an apology in the form of a shrug.
‘I’ll keep him pinned to his seat, sir, don’t worry.’
Cotton gave Scat one last look, then walked back along the row of seats, out into the aisle and down to his place next to the stage. Scat watched Mary walk over to join him, leaving several of the younger delegates to stare after her, their tongues hanging out. And no wonder. Were Michelangelo alive today, Venus would look a whole lot different than she did. She’d wear a short jacket over tight trousers highlighted by a pair of long, slender legs and a high, curving butt.
Scat glowered at the youngsters, not that they saw him. Goosen noticed.
‘One problem at a time, Scat. Let’s focus on the Haraan for now. We’ll get back to Mary later. OK?’
‘Mary? Again, Birdie, would you put a cork in it? I was thinking of just how satisfying it would be to put a hole in Colonel T-shirt. Anyway. Whatever. When’s this show getting underway?’
The lights dimmed, then dimmed again before brightening to full power.
‘Now, it would seem,’ Goosen replied, taking a quick look around. ‘Oh, Look! There’s Flowers and that guy from the inter-species talk shop.’
They were walking along the front row, glancing up at the single lectern on the stage.
It was time.
A large and now-familiar outer-circle of what seemed like inwardly-rotating chrome appeared behind the lectern. The air pressure in the auditorium changed a little as the liquid-looking lens in the circle faded, allowing one galaxy to join another. Down on the front row, Mary held a hand up to her hair, instinctively, despite it being quite short. Flowers held a hand over his papers. The auditorium fell silent. Then the air pressure equalised.
The circle lightened as though someone on M31 had thrown a light switch. Spotlights lit up the lectern. The main auditorium lights dimmed slightly. A mist fell out of the hole and onto the stage.
Scat stifled a giggle. Goosen looked at him and frowned.
It was a melodramatic opening; better suited to a magic show or an over-hyped heavyweight boxing match. Scat was half expecting a troupe of dancers to high-kick their way out of the wormhole.
Instead, they got the Haraan; one of them; wearing a purple cloak over a blue-black and hairless naked body.
It stepped onto the stage, head held high, but moving with a squat-like walk, its movements blurring as if it were a poor projection. Its two long and reverse-articulated legs were bent double at an extremely high hock and carried the body low to the floor. The head turned slowly as the over-large forward-looking eyes—black bug eyes—rotated independently, taking in the assembled delegation. A single nostril at the end of its short iguana-like snout appeared to be sniffing the air. The lobe that hung from it quivered.
Slowly, it walked in front of the lectern, still appearing to blur, or flicker, rapidly.
It stopped, looked down at Flowers and made a series of clicking sounds.
‘I greet you in the name of friendship and peace,’ it said, quite cheerfully through its soul interpreter. Everyone in the auditorium thought it to be speaking to them, directly.
Flowers got up, quite confidently, and stepped forward.
‘And we greet you in friendship and in peace. I am Charles Flowers, head of delegation. Welcome to Earth.’
‘Yes, yes. I’ve been here before,’ the soul translated as its master clicked and tutted away. The Haraan flicked a finger around the auditorium. ‘Been here, done it all.’
Flowers didn’t quite know how to respond to that, so he ploughed on.
‘Who am I speaking to?’
‘You speak to the Most Masterful Honour Superior, Roln Troggan, Elder of the House of Hybris, Keeper of the Directory, Lead Negotiator and most potent male of his species,’ the soul replied.
‘Oh, OK,’ Flowers replied, wondering what that last snippet was intended to convey. ‘But I don’t mean, “Who is he?” I mean, “Who are you?” Who were you before you became a soul?’
‘Well,’ the soul replied, less stiffly, ‘I was Peter Messon.’
Troggan stopped clicking and turned his head towards the wormhole. He moved it slowly, but still the head blurred as if he left something of himself behind when he moved.
‘Then welcome back, Peter,’ Flowers said. ‘What were you before you became a soul?’
Behind him, a row of delegates frantically worked their grafs, trying to find a Peter Messon in their records. In front of him, Flowers could see Troggan slowly rise, unwinding from the squat position.
‘I was a copy-writer at Marlboro for a while,’ Messon replied, ‘then a marketing director for McDonalds.’
‘When was that?’
‘Well, I started at Marlboro just after finishing school—so that must have been in the mid-thirties—1935, I think. Then I moved onto McDonalds—that would have been in 1957. I remember the time: it was just a couple of years after Kroc had set up the chain.’
‘So you’re not consciously evil?’ Flowers asked.
‘I guess that depends on your definition of evil.’
‘Of course it does,’ Flowers agreed. ‘Is that why you serve the Haraan? Because you now think you were a terrible person: you finally realised cigarettes were killing people?’
There was no answer. Instead, Troggan stepped carefully off the stage. Two hundred pairs of human eyes tried to focus on him as he moved to stand directly in front of Flowers. The Haraan was real—it was in the room with them—but the blurriness was unnerving. Even when he was still, he appeared to flicker; always there, but hard to focus on.
Troggan rose until his crotch was at Flowers’ eye level. Flowers fought hard not to cower. He kept his focus on the lectern.
When he felt a little calmer, Flowers looked up to see Troggan staring down at him, from three feet higher up, his head cocked to one side over a quivering neck sac. His skin looked to be a lot thicker and more rubbery than that of Brigat’s. He also smelled musty, which Brigat did not.
Standing this close, Flowers could now see why the legs looked thin. They were built like bird’s legs; more specifically, ostrich legs. Troggan’s femur was slightly shorter in proportion to that of an ostrich, but it was covered in thicker muscle and almost hidden from view inside of the body beneath the thick blue-black hide. The knee—connecting the short femur to an ultra-long shin—was placed high up and close to the body. The shin connected to an equally long highly-sprung foot at an ankle joint that stood some three feet off the ground. The yard-long foot appeared to be powered only by thick, tough tendon.
This Haraan was built to run. Fast and long.
‘You didn’t answer the question, Peter,’ Flowers said, eventually.
‘He’s gone,’ said another voice. ‘Troggan has released him. He’s on his way to Hell, or to nothing. It depends on what you believe.’
‘And who are you?’ Flowers asked, feeling a whole lot less daring than the question may have implied.
‘I’m T. R. Cowell. Mess with me and my master will just escalate through his darker souls until the whole lot of you are squirming in your seats.’
Flowers looked over to the wormhole. A Haraan stood with his back leaning against the inner rim of the hole. He appeared to be dozing. Inside the hole, several Haraan knelt by the opening. One of them extended an arm through it and touched the floor of the stage. Another Haraan dragged it back. There was a brief burst of movement and then another hand appeared, again to touch the floor. Another hand pulled it back. Yet more flickering; more blurriness.
‘I see,’ Flowers said, not seeing anything he actually expected.
‘You had better,’ T. R. Cowell replied. ‘Now let’s re-establish the ground rules, shall we? You speak to Troggan directly. You don’t interact with me. I just translate. Got it? If you do, he’ll release me—here. He’ll give me back my free will, and I’ll have some fun of my own.’
Flowers looked down at Mary. She looked sick. She flicked a hand across her head as if brushing away an insect.
‘Oh, how I love to stroke hair,’ Cowell said.
Flowers snapped his head back to face Troggan.
‘I get it, thanks,’ Flowers replied.
‘So, Flowers, you want to know more about souls?’ Troggan asked in slow clicks.
An aide passed Flower’s a note. He used the distraction as an excuse to collect himself. He glanced down at it, and wished he had not. It was telling him that there was a 55% chance that the soul in the room was the 21st century serial killer, Ted Bundy. Cowell was his mother’s name. Bundy was his step father’s name.
Flowers cleared his throat and pressed down on his fear.
‘We do,’ he answered, looking up at the Haraan. ‘We’re curious. After all, that last Haraan character led us on a merry go round. He wasn’t entirely honest with us.’
Troggan appeared to shudder. Perhaps it was laughter.
‘And you feel that honesty is a pre-requisite in negotiations?’
‘We do. Yes.’
‘Then let me be honest with you for a while.’
‘If you will.’
‘I’m here to help you understand us a little better. So what do you want to know?’
‘How many are there of you?’ Flowers asked, wishing Troggan would step back a little. The musty smell was overpowering.
‘Ask another,’ Troggan said with a toss of his hairless head.
As Troggan looked up into the rafters, Flowers noticed the crown of small, skin-covered horns arranged on the back of his skull much as they were on Brigat’s. His ears grew from the side of his head as did Brigat’s—in much the same place as a human ear—but Troggan’s were in the shape of over-large auger shells that curved back around his skull and met just below the crown, whereas Brigat’s conch-like ears had stopped short. The membrane also opened and closed just inside of the shell-like cavity, as it did inside of Brigat’s, but Troggan’s membrane was closer to the opening. Troggan’s skin pigmentation was also darker, the skin less transparent than Brigat’s. Troggan’s lips were fleshier, and drooped a little more. As with people, the Haraan had plenty of characteristics that marked them as individuals. They weren’t one-size-fits-all.
‘OK. How many planets do you inhabit?’ Flowers asked.
‘Another.’ Troggan waved a hand in front of Flowers’ face, inviting him to move on, find another question. The claws that grew from the back of his hand flashed like metal scythes.
Flowers frowned.
‘Why do you collect souls, and how many of us have you collected?’
‘Because we want to.’
‘And…?’
Everyone heard Troggan click just twice slowly as if savouring the sound the answer made. Cowell, or Bundy, translated almost immediately.
‘Billions.’
Flowers swallowed. His heart raced a little faster than was comfortable.
‘So, why the voices?’
‘To show you.’
‘Show us what?’
‘What it will be like,’ Troggan answered.
‘When...?’
‘If, you mean,’ Troggan said, glancing down at a pendant that hung around his neck.
‘Ok, then, if what?’
‘If you don’t co-operate with us.’
‘How do you mean: co-operate?’
‘Agreeing the soul harvests, with us alone.’
‘You do realise it is not in our power to sign away our human souls. It is unacceptable to us.’
‘Don’t talk rubbish!’ Troggan retorted. ‘You sign your souls away every day.’
‘We do? How?’ Flowers asked.
‘In every decision you make, every action you take.’ Troggan waved his hand above his head.
Flowers caught on.
‘Oh, I see. Our free will.’
‘Yes, your free will,’ Troggan agreed, putting a finger close to Flowers’s face. ‘You pay more attention to cartoons than you do your consciences. You spend more on soda than you give alms for the poor and you put more faith in anti-wrinkle cream than you do the Good Books. Then there’s your greed and your perversions. I must say, they all contribute to a wonderful collection of souls.’
Flowers couldn’t argue Troggan’s points. Instead, he asked another question:
‘But if you can collect souls whenever you want to, why do you need to talk of quotas? Why the diplomatic relations?’
‘Let’s just say it’s more humane,’ Troggan lied. ‘Now that you know about us, and you’ve confirmed the existence of souls, it just seems more humane—to us—to allow you to make better sense of it.’
‘And a working relationship will do that?’
‘It always does.’
‘Always does?’
‘Yes, always. What other questions do you have before we move onto our business?’ he asked, taking another peep at his pendant.
‘You didn’t answer the first two questions. Why not?’
‘Because you’ll learn all about those things when you arrive in Andromeda: either as part of the delegation, or as a soul. Your choice.’
‘I don’t understand. Our choice?’
‘Yes. You either co-operate with us as we prepare for this mission, or I send an army of Judas souls to talk to your people. To talk to you, even. Or you. Or you…’ Every time he swivelled his wrist, he pointed a finger at someone in the audience.
Flowers caught the point.
‘I see,’ he said, wondering if Troggan was always this theatrical.
Eventually, Troggan dropped his hand to his side and then, as though he had just remembered something, he changed the subject.
‘But before we do talk business, I have a message from Brigat; your first contact.’
Flowers was ready for that.
‘He wants his Harvester back, yes, we know,’ Flowers responded. ‘Does he deserve to have it back?’
‘Ah, well. Perhaps not,’ Troggan mused. ‘But that is for us to decide, not you. Again, we apologise for his deception.’
‘Apology accepted.’
‘And…?’
‘Sorry. No. We’re keeping it.’
Troggan seemed to stop flickering for an instant.
‘Oh, dear, Charles,’ Cowell, or Bundy scoffed. ‘Troggan didn’t like that answer one bit. He’s sending a stream of messages back through the hole. It looks like I might just get my outing, after all.’
‘It’s just machinery,’ Flowers continued.
‘It’s our machinery, Flowers,’ Troggan snapped, waiving a hand in front of him. It almost disappeared from view. ‘We have complete mastery over you, and of your after-life, so you should not think to deny us. To all intents and purposes, we Haraan are your gods. You would do well to remember that.’ His hand stopped fluttering about. After a second or so’s silence, he then added, most casually: ‘But if you want to keep it to remind yourselves of our power over you, I shall give it consideration.’
He then bent his legs at the ankle, lowered himself to a squat and made his way back up onto the stage where he climbed up onto the high stool. He pushed his cloak aside and rested his bony elbows on the lectern. His legs were now almost entirely doubled over, his ankles up behind his back. Clawed feet gripped the stool’s edge. He moved his head left and right, and rotated his eyes independently to take in the whole audience.
Now Troggan was out of his face, and sitting under the spotlights, Flowers tried to decide whether he looked more like a featherless raptor, an emaciated demon, a gargoyle—sans wings and cow horns—or a ghoul: the stuff that nightmares are made of.
He settled on butt ugly.
‘So, let us continue,’ Troggan said, looking down at his pendant again. ‘We’ll start with the rules of engagement…’
For the next 30 minutes and in full view of the human and Haraan audience, Troggan and Flowers negotiated the composition of the human delegation, the technological aids it could bring with it and who could sign agreements. Rather, they argued. Then, without warning, and without a goodbye, Troggan scurried back to the wormhole.
The second he stepped through into Messier 31, the wormhole collapsed.
The lights brightened. The spotlights faded. From high up in the auditorium, Goosen breathed a sigh of relief. Up till now he hadn’t said a word. No one had. No one, whether they were a man or a woman, wanted to attract the attention of the legendary Ted Bundy.
‘Upon my own soul, Scat. That was creepy!’
‘Friggin’ right it was, Birdie. It was meant to be.’
‘Still, if you ever think I’m hearing voices, be a friend, won’t you…’
‘I know, Birdie. But I won’t do it,’ Scat said, interrupting him. They had watched out for each other, through thick and thin, for nearly a decade now. Both knew that they would take a bullet for each other, although, as luck would have it, only Goosen had needed to prove it—twice. ‘I’ll try to sedate you first, or knock you out. I’ll only shoot you if I actually have to.’
‘Actually, Scat, I meant for you to sedate me. I don’t like the idea of being knocked out, let alone being shot.’
‘Well, you’ve nothing to worry about, Bud. I’d only shoot you as a last resort.’
Goosen pressed his point.
‘I’m re-assured. Really. But no shooting at all. I might not know where my soul will go, but at least I do know where it doesn’t want to go. And it doesn’t want to work a wormhole. And it certainly doesn’t want to mix it with the likes of Bundy, there.’
‘No worries, Birdie,’ Scat said, seemingly distracted by movement down on the auditorium floor. Flowers was in deep conversation with Feldman. He was nodding vigorously, as though Feldman was making sense. Mary was listening from the edge of the group: a small, vulnerable figure, completely out of place amongst the suits. She looked worried.
Goosen saw Scat’s usual firmness melt away. He was smitten.
‘So, are you going to ask her?’ he asked.
It took a second or two for Scat to respond, and when he did, it was obvious he hadn’t heard the question.
‘What?’
‘Are you going to ask her out?’
Scat made to pick up his things as though he had somewhere else to be.
‘She’ll be busy,’ he replied as if didn’t matter.
‘She’ll always be busy, Scat. She’s a boss.’
‘Maybe some other time, then,’ Scat replied, throwing his bag over his shoulder, making to look busy himself.
‘Scared of the rejection?’ Goosen asked.
Scat stopped pretending.
‘No. Course not.’
‘Then what?’
Scat screwed his face up a little.
‘It’s the price.’
Goosen did a double take.
‘She’s not a hooker, Scat.’
‘No, but she’ll be wanting a commitment, and I can’t give her one.’ He looked around the auditorium. ‘I’m flat out done in that department.’
‘For Jeeze’s sake!’ Goosen muttered. ‘You’re gonna have to commit to someone or something at some point in your life—voluntarily, I mean.’
Scat mumbled something under his breath; something about them being slack-ass diplomats.
Goosen heard only some of it.
‘Well, I’d go steady on claiming to be a diplomat, Scat,’ he advised. ‘You’re hardly diplomatic.’
As he finished giving Scat advice, Goosen put his hands on his hips and looked at him, as though he was peering over a pair of glasses. Scat saw Goosen was making a point.
‘Oh, fark off!’ he replied and started off towards the exit.
‘Now that’s exactly what I mean,’ Goosen observed.
‘I heard that, Birdie,’ Scat replied over his shoulder. ‘Just hope you don’t start hearing voices.’
As Scat left the auditorium, he bumped into Picton, Mary’s personal assistant, the young man who had infiltrated the Lynthax’s NARRie programme and had finally sought Scat’s help to get word back to ISRA about the missing employees. Despite his usually wild and sun-bleached hair being unusually well combed, probably at Mary’s insistence, he wasn’t looking too good.
‘What’s up, Surfer Dude? Looks as though you’ve seen a ghost.’
Picton was usually quick to smile, although today he appeared deep inside his thoughts. Nonetheless, the irony of Scat’s comment wasn’t lost on him: he had been in the auditorium throughout the visit.
‘Mary’s a little spooked,’ he said. ‘Literally.’
‘Spooked? How?’
‘That Bundy character must have been all over her, and I’m not sure she’s handling it very well. I could see her shaking the whole time.’
Scat’s bunched his fists. It would give him a great deal of pleasure to meet with that Haraan, one on one.
‘So, where is she now?’ he asked.
‘She’s gone upstairs with Flowers, Feldman and a few others for a de-briefing. Oh, by the way, Flowers asks for you to go on up. They need to know whether Pierce sensed anything.’
Scat looked around for the refreshment stand.
‘Sure. I’ll go on up after I’ve grabbed a coffee,’ he said. ‘And I’ll take the albatross along with me if I can find him in this.’ He threw a thumb over his shoulder. The lobby had filled with delegates exiting the hall. Although Goosen was taller than average, he wasn’t to be seen.
‘Oh, Birdie? How is he? I haven’t spoken to him since Runnymede.’
‘He’s as dense as ever, Geoff. Thinks he can give me advice on the dating front now.’
‘You mean Mary, right?’ Picton asked.
‘You as well? Jeeze!’
‘It’s obvious, Scat. Except to you and her, that is. You’re like two dogs in a park, Scat: neither of you is willing to let your guard down just in case the other bites. It’s kind of funny to see, really.’
‘Go piss yourself!’
That cheered Picton up a little.
‘Just saying, that’s all. In any case, you’ll be seeing quite a lot of her now she’s on the AP.’
Although Scat didn’t show much interest, Picton thought he could do with a heads up.
‘Apparently the brass has canned any intention of finding Concord until after the mission. If you ask me, they think they’ll be in a better position afterwards. Maybe lease a Haraan wormhole or something. Anyhow don’t be too long. Flowers is expecting you.’
‘I still need my coffee,’ Scat told him. ‘But if we’re in that much of a hurry, you go get Birdie. Tell him I’ll meet him by the elevators.’
Scat had to wait for a car. Most people were going down. Goosen found him soon enough, and for a few moments they stood in silence.
‘And?’ Scat asked, as if Goosen should be confessing something, but was dithering again.
‘And what, Scat?’
‘You’ve been talking to Picton, haven’t you?’
‘What about? I haven’t seen him since Runnymede. How is he?’
‘Never mind. It’s another de-brief,’ he said giving Goosen a heads-up up as to why he was being dragged upstairs. ‘With Pierce.’
‘I know. Should be fun.’
The elevator doors opened, and the panel showed it was going up. Goosen pushed his way in, made some extra room with his elbows for his smaller friend, and pressed 120.
A few minutes later they were walking in on an animated argument. They had been to Flower’s office before, but never when it was so crowded with mission leaders. Some were standing along the back wall, and others were leaning on the window ledge, trying carefully not to knock over his collection of rare cacti—or to lean against the window. Cotton and Mary were sitting in front of Flower’s desk, either side of an extremely crinkled and excited old man who leaned forward in his chair, one elbow on the desk, waving the notes he clutched in his hand.
‘But it does make sense, Charles,’ he was saying. ‘Think about it. Wormholes will change society. It would change the way people think, what they believe and how they behave. Their impact on the economy would be dramatic, but the effects on society would be significantly more disruptive.’
‘But, Jackson, it surely can’t account for that blatantly superior behaviour,’ Flowers replied, almost pleading for an alternative explanation.
‘It certainly does.’
‘But how?’
‘Charles, think! Imagine the human race if you never, in your life, ever have to queue for anything. You never have to wait for a bus, or a train, or sit in a traffic jam. Imagine if everything you ever want to do can be done immediately.’ He let that sink in. ‘Now where’s the aggro in forgetting anything? Where’s the inconvenience of not being organised? Where’s the discipline of going without something for an evening, or of thinking ahead?’
Flowers curled his lower lip.
‘So you’re suggesting they’re so far in advance of our own civilisation we can’t understand their attitudes.’
‘Close,’ Jackson replied. ‘Now imagine you lord it over a galaxy, can take all you want, from any species, anywhere, and can harvest the after-life for unlimited energy.’
Flowers slid further back into his high back chair.
‘Oh, jeeze!’
Jackson waited until Flowers had finished groaning.
‘It’s worse than that, Charles,’ he continued. ‘There’s no reason to negotiate terms with anyone. None at all.’
‘They think they’re gods?’
‘Yes. But worse still, we’re dealing with gods who’ve had it all their own way for, what,’ he said, looking at Feldman, ISRA’s supposed authority on inter-species diplomacy. ‘Three thousand years? Possibly more?’
Feldman nodded, adding:
‘Yes. I don’t want our imaginings to cloud our judgement, but overall, I agree with Jackson. It’s what they believe that counts. And they believe themselves to be gods—with control over our after-life.’
‘It worse than that,’ Jackson added, ‘but you probably don’t want to hear the rest of it.’
‘Jeeze!’ Flowers muttered. He beckoned Jackson to continue with a slight wave of a hand. ‘Carry on.’
Jackson shifted in his seat.
‘Well, apart from being supremely arrogant and less receptive to new ideas, there will be a lot of them. As for the arrogance, maybe we could put that down to a cultural misalignment. I seriously doubt they would want to get bogged down at our level of ignorance, nor would they want us to get to know them too well. They’d prefer to keep a respectful distance between us. After all, we are his—or their—subjects: he’s not our elected Rep.’
‘Why not?’ Flowers asked. ‘Be receptive to new ideas, I mean.’
‘Because there’s no reason to change,’ Jackson replied. ‘They’ll be doing just fine as they are. Just think of the technological advances—in quantum physics alone—needed to create wormholes. I doubt we have anything other than our souls that would be of any use to them.’
‘And there will be a lot of them? Billions of them, you mean?’
‘Trillions more like, because as their population expands they’ll just find other planets to settle—just as Lynthax was doing. And if those planets are occupied, they can use their wormholes to subdue the locals in a very precise, well-targeted military campaign’
‘Oh, fark!’ Flowers sighed. But it made sense. ‘So what do we do? You heard what he did to that Messon character. And that was just for answering one of my questions.’
‘We tread carefully, Charles. Very carefully. No more pushing the envelope. They are unpredictable. The original Haraan, that Brigat guy, wasn’t a rarity, he was the norm. Negotiations will be extremely difficult, one-sided, and almost impossible. They’ll out-fox even the most intelligent of us.’
None of what Scat heard sounded encouraging. He looked around the room and saw Mary sitting with her legs crossed and hunched forward, listening intently to what Flowers and Jackson were saying. She no longer looked spooked, just concerned. For the first time, he noticed a frown across her forehead, and a vertical line between the eyes. He was still staring at her when Goosen gave him a nudge.
‘What?’ he asked, quietly, still staring at her.
‘What did Pierce notice?’ It was Flowers. Mary looked up and caught him gawking.
‘Oh, sorry, sir. He hasn’t said,’ Scat replied, beginning to blush.
‘Then ask him, please.’
‘Yes, sir.’
Scat looked up and with less of the embarrassment he had felt in the early days, he spoke out loud to his Tinker Bell-like friend.
‘Pierce? You there?’
‘Finally. I can speak now, can I?’
‘He says, yes, and he’s pleased to be back,’ Scat said, on Pierce’s behalf.
‘So, Pierce did you notice anything?’ Flowers asked.
‘The first soul wasn’t as disturbing as the second soul,’ Pierce replied. ‘Nor was he as strong-willed,’ he added, giving Scat just enough time to repeat what he had said, word for word. ‘And if you’re going to negotiate with these Haraan, then you ought to insist on the translator soul being less evil. Messon’s translation was word-for-word accurate, at least until he was expelled. Bundy’s translations were not so accurate—he paraphrased and accented where he wanted to. He was angling to get himself a day or two amongst us again. He almost succeeded.’
‘And how did the two of them communicate?’ Feldman asked.
‘Directly,’ Pierce replied after appearing to give it some thought. ‘From soul to Haraan.’
‘But how?’ Feldman persisted.
‘I don’t know. It seemed natural; second nature.’
‘Did you understand Troggan?’ Flowers asked.
‘Yes, I must have done to know he was translating correctly.’ There was a pause, giving Scat a chance to repeat the answer. Then Pierce added something else. ‘I guess that’s kind of weird, right?’ he asked.
‘Make a note,’ Flowers said to an aide, ignoring Pierce’s question. ‘We need to know more. What else?’
‘There were a lot more souls inside the wormhole. Not pleasant ones. He genuinely did have them lined up and ready.’
Flowers looked uncomfortable.
‘OK. What else.’
‘Bundy didn’t notice me: he was too busy messing with you all. Nor did Troggan. I’m not sure about anyone in the wormhole.’
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