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It is a writer’s prerogative to keep his secrets. As such, I say 
only this: In all the universes, there is one where you know 

and I’m sure that it’s the best one. 



Echoes

I remember once accepting my mortality; on my deathbed, in 
nineteen eighty-six. I was an old man, reflecting on a life filled 
with idle regrets and ghosts of missed opportunities.

I  also remember being a young man,  in  the nineteen 
nineties, fighting with a stranger in a bar, wondering if it was 
worth it. 

Both memories were fragments of larger moments: mo-
ments of reflection that stuck in my mind as seemingly im-
portant, but ultimately little more than reflections on the wall 
of time.

There was also the storm. Standing in the middle of a cloud 
of rage and dust, while the surrounding street covered me in 
purple lightning and grey smoke. I watched as everything the 
storm touched changed and grew or faded and crumbled. A 
man ran out in front of me. His whole body turned into a 
ghostly echo in front of my eyes as the lightning came for him.

And yet, I was untouched by it. 
I remember thinking about my theory and wishing I had 

some way of recording it. I couldn’t remember what the the-
ory was or even what I would record.

It was the blue lightning that came for me. Amid the purple 
and grey, a single bolt of blue, thrown just for me; as if Zeus 
himself had reached out and grabbed me.
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I thought about how it could have been avoided; if only 
I had destroyed the device. If I had done more than simply 
opening the lock for Her. 

Then came the silence, the darkness, and the pain. Flashes 
of moments and a jumble of images, like a million photos, 
raining through my mind all at once. 

For the briefest of moments, I knew it all. Then, as if it were 
never there, I had a single thought. “She had better be right this 
time,” and it was all gone again.

Then there was only the silence, darkness, and pain.



Chapter One

Awake

I opened my eyes. A woman was looking at me with her face 
close to mine. As she came into focus, I saw her wide smile. 
I was lying down; she was leaning over me with loose blonde 
hair falling over my cheek and reminding me of something I 
couldn’t quite place. She was beautiful. Her eyes were a deep 
green, and her lips a subtle peach. Her skin was pale and 
flawless.

As she stood straight, her face lefi my “eld of view. She wore 
dishevelled overalls; they looked alien on such a perfect form. 
K!ay” He’s awake”T she called.

I was lefi, looking at the ceiling, it was made of a single white 
light. Struggling to sit up, I swept my vision around the room. It 
was large, with beds clad in electronics on each side of where 
I was. -he floor was tiled with mattexwhite ceramic heffiagons. 
Assorted machines on wheels dotted around it. A window to 
my right looked into an offce.

-he blonde woman put a “rm hand on my shoulder and 
with surprising force kept me from rolling oU the bed. She 
tapped some buttons on the wall behind me. It lified to supx
port a sitting position. I rubbed my neck and stretched my 
arms out. I felt fatigued, sleepy.

Another woman had appeared to my lefi. She was shortx
er than the “rst, with tanned skin and wild black hair in a 
messy bun at the back. She wore an unbuttoned doctor’s coat. 
Rnderneath it, I could see a skinxtight grey out“t made of a 
rubbery but metallic fabric. She wore glasses with lights and 
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buttons on the side of the frame. Her lenses flickered a little 
as she looked at me. She stretched out a hand, a green ball 
appeared in her palm. It startled me and I flinched.

KJelaffi, jon. I zust need to check your brain activity.T -he 
green ball in her palm buWWed and threads of purple and red 
light shot out to move across my head. -hey looked like little 
“sh nibbling at something. -he strands flickered and pulsed 
as they appeared and vanished in quick succession. I had no 
idea what to make of all this, it didn’t feel like I was in any 
danger, so I zust sat there.

K?here am IYT I asked. -he doctor tapped the side of her 
glasses and one of her lenses flashed blue for a second as she 
studied me. KEou’re in the Carth embassy, on Pentral ‘rime,T 
she said in a distracted tone.

KI can’t remember how I got here,T I said with an unintended 
sense of panic.

K-hat’s okay, jon. Eou were involved in an accident, an 
NCvent Storm’ of some kind. ?e effipected memory loss,T she 
replied. ?ith a hand gesture, the threads of light vanished. 
Another gesture and the green ball in her palm vanished too. 
She took oU her glasses and slid them into a pocket in the lapel 
of her coat. 

KIt’s as we effipected,T she said to the other woman. Go 
memory of anything since the original storm, and his memx
ories of the prexstorm are a mess right now.T

K?hat does that meanYT I demanded.
KI’ll process these scans. Bive me a few minutes,T the doctor 

said and lefi to the offce at the side of the room. 
KHi, jon,T the blonde woman said. 
K?hat’s happeningYT
-he woman sat on the side of my bed. I moved to give 

her more space. Kjon, there was something called an NCvent 
Storm’, and you were in the middle of it when it hit. It’s not the 
“rst time you have been in one and, like last time, it has reset 
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your memories.T She sounded serious and had an undertone 
of sadness. 

KJeset my memoriesYT
She smiled. KJight now, it’s a zumble of things, but we effix

pect you will remember your old life “rst.T
I reached back in my mind, trying to piece together the 

fragments I could “nd. I knew my name was jonathan, I had 
been something of a researcher. -here were some small mox
ments and the occasional face or interaction, but nothing that 
flowed in any order. KI don’t understand.T 

I thought about the lights and the green ball and the flashes 
of images I could remember. KAm I in the futureYT I asked, 
aware of how absurd that sounded.

-he woman seemed to think about it for a moment, and 
then shrugged. KGo. Eou’re in the now. Dut from your point of 
view, I guess you are.T 

KMid I time travel hereYT I could almost hear the insanity in 
my voice. 

?ithout hesitation this time, she answered, KGo. Eou lived 
your way here.T

-he woman oUered me her sad smile again. KI promise I’ll 
“ll you in on every moment you forgot, but right now I have to 
tell you the important stuU.T She looked over at the doctor’s 
offce and back at me. KLy name is CliWabeth Lichaels, …ibby. 
I’m your wife.T 

Ly eyes went wide. KLy wife”T 
She gave an involuntary flash of a smile at my response 

before continuing, K-he memories you still have are from a 
version of the world that is nothing like the actual history. 
-hings are going to be hard for you. ?e’re not on Carth. 
Humans are not alone in the universe. I’m a NOLF, and you’re 
functionally immortal.T

It spilled from her fast, as if she was desperate to get the 
information out. Her short monologue was so well worded, 
so surgically delivered that I assumed she had practised it. I 
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wanted to laugh, but I could tell from her effipression that she 
was serious. 

I couldn’t think of anything to say, so I zust stared at her 
while I searched the fragments of moments that I could recall. 
I remembered being an old man and being on my deathbed, 
but that memory was older. -here were fractured images from 
afier that. In a wave of panic, I looked at my hands and arms 
and pulled at the hospital pyzamas that only then I had realised 
I was wearing. I was young” 

-he panic faded. 
I was young. 
…ibby was looking at me, concerned. I owed her an effix

planation. KI: I have a memory of being very old.T I worried 
that I sounded insane; a worry that was starting to feel like a 
companion to me now. She grinned. KI have no idea what the 
storm did to you, jon, but you have never been old. Eou will 
never be old.T

KDecause I’m immortalYT I felt my eyebrow raise as I spoke.
-he doctor was back neffit to my bed. KEes. Eou’re immortal,T 

she said casually. K-o be clearO you absolutely can die. Dut 
not from gas, poison, radiation, electrocution, asphyffiiation, 
or old age. Eou are one of only three humans alive who are 
what we medically refer to as Nbioxstatic’.T 

I didn’t know what her casually delivered words meant. 
KDioxstaticYT
KEes. It’s medically very complicated. I’ll be happy to go 

through it with you at some point,T she said. She put on her 
glasses and looked closely at my eyes, one at a time.

KHow did I get this wayYT I asked. 
-he doctor put away her glasses and took a device out of 

her pocket. It looked like a tiny black rectangle with a flickx
ering screen floating in front of it. She pressed some buttons 
as if noting down her “ndings. KEouY Go idea,T she said. She 
seemed to realise she was being rude, and added, KSomething 
happened before the “rst time you lost your memory.T
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KAnd the other twoYT 
K?e were born this way.T
K?eYT
She looked at me awkwardly. Kjon, I’m not just your doctor. 

I’m your granddaughter.T She smiled and gave me a little wave.
KBranddaughterYT I efficlaimed, instantly turning to …ibby.
…ibby shook her head. KVh, I’m not her grandmother”T She 

was quick to say. She was amused by my assumption. KDelieve 
me, you’ll soon realise how absurd that thought is”T

KAygah, your “rst wife was my grandmother: she went 
missing a long time ago,T the doctor said, without looking 
away from her notes. She glanced up at me and put away her 
notextaking device. She stretched out her hand. KI’m Moctor 
!a’ona Lichaels, or N!ay’, to my friends. It’s nice to meet you 
again, grandfather.T

I shook her hand. 
I stared at !ay, desperately trying to remember her. She was 

beautiful and con“dent, with an aura of sincerity that leaked 
out of her. I wondered about her mother.

KHow long have I been:T I searched for the right words, 
KVut of itYT I asked.

K-wo monthsT …ibby replied. 
!ay nodded to …ibby and gestured to her offce before 

walking away. I followed !ay’s lead and thrust a hand out to 
…ibbyO Kjonathan:T I paused to check my fractured memory, 
to be sure I knew my last name. K...Lichaels. Husband and 
father, I’m told. It’s nice to meet you, …ibby.T

She moved my hand away and hugged me, burying her head 
in my chest. 

KI thought you were lost,T she said. Hugging her back came 
naturally and she appeared to welcome it. 

KI’m so sorry. I don’t know what to say,T I whispered.
She took a few sharp breaths, as if “ghting back tears, and 

held me tight for a while. ?hen she eventually separated from 
me, it would have been impossible to tell, by looking at her 
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face, that she had been crying. She still looked perfect. Her 
face was impeccable. I was struck by a feeling of awe for 
this woman; it was true that I had no memory of her, but I 
somehow knew that I loved her.

KAre we:T I stumbled for a moment. KAre we okayYT
Laybe she wouldn’t feel the same way about a husband 

who didn’t know her anymore. She laughed through sad eyes.
KEou’re jonathan Lichaels. -here’s no one else like you in 

all the universe. Lemories or no memories, you’re still you, 
jon”T

-hat made me feel more at ease. ?hatever sort of person 
jonathan Lichaels was, …ibby loved him, and that “lled me 
with con“dence. 

A beeping sound came from her arm. She moved so she 
could see it. -he bracelet she was wearing flashed. A black line 
Wipped out from it above her wrist. -he line blinked like an old 
-Fxset and a screen appeared, hovering above her arm. She 
pressed floating buttons on the prozected screen. A woman’s 
face appeared on it. She looked a lot like !ay, but far more 
intense. Her lips moved, but I couldn’t hear anything. 

KEeah, he’s only been awake a few minutes,T …ibby said. 
-he woman on the screen spoke more; it looked like she was 
walking. 

KQirst thing in the morning, I promise,T …ibby replied. KI’ll 
tell him. See you in the morning, jo.T ?ith a hand gesture, the 
screen vanished.

K-hat was jo. ?e’re going to go and see her tomorrow.T
KI guessed,T I replied.
Kjoanne is !a’ona’s mother,T she added. 
KVh” So that makes her my:T 
KMaughter.T
!ay returned from her offce, yawning. KVkay, jon, all your 

scans came back clean, and the memory fog should go away 
over the neffit week. As effipected, you’re medically perfect. 
Eou can go. I’ll catch up with you tomorrow for some more bax
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sic tests, but there’s no reason to keep you here.T She yawned 
again. K…ibby, I can’t really let someone with no memories go 
running around Pentral. Pan you sign to say you’ll look afier 
himY I know you will. It’s zust got to be offcial, is all.T

…ibby agreed without hesitation. !ay walked back to her 
offce.

KSo, what do we do nowYT I asked. 
KAre you ready to meet the worldYT
-he hospital pyzamas hadn’t been on my mind until that 

moment. …ibby passed me a bag with clothes inside. She 
nodded as if she knew what I was going to ask. KI’ll go sign the 
release forms,T she said and pulled a curtain around the bed.

I was pleased she had lefi. It would have felt weird changing 
clothes in front of her. ?e may have been married, but to me, 
at that moment, she was zust a very attractive stranger. 

I pulled oU the hospital shirt and looked down at myself 
with a little surprise. I inspected my torsoO I was muscular 
and toned, there were scars over my chest and arms. -hey 
didn’t look new. Ly lefi arm had massive scarring and markx
ings above the elbow. -hey somehow struck me as electrical 
burns, though, I had no idea how I could know that. -he lower 
arm had no blemishes at all. I checked my hands. -he lefi one 
was smoother than the right, it looked: newerY ?hat could 
these people’s medical science be capable ofY I flapped my 
hand open and closed it and decided I would ask about it later.

Ly legs were also scarred. -hat probably meant a good 
share of scrapes over the years, but I didn’t feel like a soldier, 
or warrior. -hat wasn’t me. I didn’t feel like someone who 
would wake up in a hospital room with no memories, either 
though, now I thought about it.

-he clothes inside the leather holdxall weren’t what I effix
pected. -he trousers felt and looked like denim but had no 
weight to them. -hey stretched when I tugged on the material.

-hen there were socks. just socks. Socks don’t ofien surx
prise you. -hey were black. Potton. 
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-he shirt was basic, the material was a simple grey cloth 
that, like the zeans, had very little weight. It was quite thick, 
with long sleeves and a lacexup neck. It reminded me of a 
pirate shirt. I put it on, wondering if maybe that was what I 
wasO a pirate. I grinned at the thought of it. 

-he neffit item was a zacket. It was well worn and actually 
had weight to it. It was brown and made of synthetic material, 
with a delicate silver weave running through it. It had a fabric 
hood that didn’t quite match the rest of it but in a pleasing way. 
I slipped it on. It was obviously mine. -he signs of wear lined 
up with my elbows and shoulders in a way that can only be 
created with effitended use. -here was even a repaired patch 
of material on the lefi arm that lined up with my Nnewer’ arm 
section. I didn’t remember this zacket, but it felt like mine. It 
was comforting. 

At the bottom of the bag, there was a wallet and some boots. 
-he boots were rugged and hardy. I put them on. -hey didn’t 
feel like boots. -hey felt: great. Apparently, footwear was a 
solved problem in this new world. 

-he wallet was a simple vinyl fold. In it, there were computx
er chips the same siWe as credit cards and an IM on a transx
parent flap. It stated my name NMoctor jonathan Lichaels’, I 
was a doctor” And my zob NLerciaO Jesearch division’. -he 
photo was of a heroicxlooking gentleman with a square zaw 
and a brown ponytail over his shoulder. I checkedO I had no 
ponytail. Ly hair was scruUy and long but not as long as the 
picture. At least I was still able to recognise my own face.

-here was a green card with a long number on it. Vn the 
back of it, in tiny writing, it read NPentral ‘rime x Qirst Dank’. 
It was probably how I paid for things. I slipped the wallet into 
one of my trousers’ pockets. 

Defore I Wipped up the bag, I noticed I had missed somex
thing at the bottom. It looked like the bracelet …ibby had 
been wearing but much chunkier and: retroY It was thick and 
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black, with a silver ring around it. It had two big buttons on the 
side; one seemed to slide.

I put it on. -he silver ring lit up and spun with bright blue 
light for a moment, then dimmed to an ambient glow. -hat 
seemed right, whatever it was, it was working now; I assumed. 

I took a few deep breathes before stepping out of the 
curtain. It wasn’t out of fear though, I felt safe with these 
two people, but there was still a lot to learn and “gure out. 
-he adventure was on the other side of that curtain. It was 
daunting. 

I stepped out. 
…ibby was still in !ay’s offce.  I walked over realising, I felt 

great.
I tapped the wall to let them know I was there. !ay was 

sitting with her feet on her desk. Her skinxhugging uniform 
went from head to toe even the shoes were formed into the 
garment. I thought for a moment I should have considered 
it revealing or inappropriate, she zust looked so natural in it. 
Lost of the medical coat she still wore was on the floor under 
the chair; her glasses were slid into the pocket on the coat’s 
lapel. …ibby sat on the edge of the desk with a nervous look in 
her eyes. 

K?ell, you certainly look like your old self,T she said with a 
forced smile.

KLaybe the new you can get a better dress sense,T !ay 
added, oUering us a goodxnatured grin that morphed into a 
yawn. KGow, please, go home so I can leave.T 

…ibby took my hand and guided me out of the medical 
room. -he corridor outside was wide and had that same lightx
ing covering the ceiling. -here was a plush light grey carpet 
and pale blue walls. Go windows on the walls, only paintings. 
-hey were mostly space scenes and cityscapes. 

-here were other people in the corridor. -hey all wore 
uniforms similar to …ibby’s overalls, but far tidier and more 
formal. -hey were talking to each other and walking, not obx
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viously paying much attention to …ibby and me. Still, I couldn’t 
help noticing the odd stolen glances that …ibby attracted as 
was we walked. Should I have felt zealousY

I didn’t.
Instead, I was gleefully drinking in the sights, sounds and 

smells. It was the only place outside the medical room that I 
had seen in this new world, at least as far as I could recall. ?e 
walked down a few more corridors until we came to a large 
open area that seemed to intersect multiple corridors. ffluite a 
lot of people were milling around, chatting. Some were talking 
to the screens on their arms.

-he place had large square beams that I soon realised were 
elevators. ?e walked to the closest one.

Ly attention was captured by a pale man with red eyes 
across the room. It wasn’t his compleffiion or eyes that startled 
meO he had a large pair of wings tucked in close behind his 
back. He was talking to what looked like a robot. It was a 
humanoid “gure, made of several metallic balls, with one 
larger ball for a head.

KIs that normalYT I asked, quietly, gesturing towards them. 
…ibby looked over at them and back at me. 
K-hose are called people. Eou will see a lot of them.T -he 

doors opened, and we stepped into the elevator; the doors 
closed. -here was a screen on the wall. …ibby tapped the 
button that said Nstreet’. -he elevator started upward. 

K‘eople have wings and metallic friendsYT I asked. 
KSome people have wings, and some people are metallic 

friends. Ees.T 
I shrugged. It didn’t feel right. Dut …ibby seemed so unx

phased by the sight that I “gured I might as well accept it.
-he elevator moved fast; the momentum was a little zarring. 

?ith a bump, it stopped. KJeadyYT …ibby took my hand again. 
-he doors opened. 
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?e stepped out of the elevator and into the street. 
It was night and lashing with rain, the neon blues and purx

ples of the sky lit the street beautifully. -he buildings were tall, 
some had holes in them, with shuttles going in and out. Lusic 
was playing from somewhere distant and there were people 
everywhere. -hey all dressed so diUerently. -he street itself 
was a flood of neon lights and strange sounds; it was all so alien 
and so incredibly efficiting. …ibby tugged my arm for me to step 
back as a truckxlike vehicle approached. It had no wheelsO it 
floated on a cushion of rich blue light. -here was humming as 
it went by. I stared at it in awe. 

K?elcome to Pentral ‘rime, jon,T …ibby said. 
?e walked through the rain for about ten minutes. ?e 

passed shops and food vendors with little carts, and people 
of all diUerent shapes and siWesO some were very pale like 
the one I had seen by the elevator; some with wings, some 
without; some looked like normal humans, like …ibby and 
me. Some were metallic, robotxlooking things. -here were 
even these elfxlike people who all seemed to be in a rush to 
get somewhere. just a while before, I had been entertained 
enough by a corridor; the street was a wonderland. 

…ibby gestured towards a large and wellxlit doublexdoored 
building. 

KVur home,T she said with pride. ?e passed through the 
glass doors and as they closed behind us, the street sounds 
vanished.

I looked back through the glass and smiled to myself. ?hatx
ever this world was, I was now shielded from its ambient glory.

A robot sitting behind a desk blinked at us. It looked like it 
was made of old steel pipes, with one large green eye atop a 
stalk instead of a head. 

KHow’s it going, MoorsYT asked …ibby. 
KHello, CliWabeth”T the robot replied. It had no mouth, but 

its large eye flickered as it talked. Kjonathan” ?elcome home”T
K-hank you.T 
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I looked around. -he lobby was quite big, with marble 
flooring and old brass lights. It was nice but very old fashioned 
compared to the things I had seen zust outside. …ibby was 
ru2ing some of the rain out of her hair. 

I went over to the robot. K?hat are youYT I asked, looking 
closely at its eye.

KLy name is Moors,T it replied. I prodded the eye. It was a 
prozection, floating above its pipe neck. 

KI see you did not recover your memories yet, sir,T it said.
KVh my gosh” Moors” I’m sorry”T …ibby pulled me away from 

the robot. Kjon” Mon’t poke people”T she said.
KSorry,T I said to the robot. 
…ibby apologised again and dragged me to an elevator. -he 

doors opened as we got close, but there was only a pale blue 
shimmering light behind them. I didn’t have time to think 
about it; we stepped in and were instantly stepping out into 
another large room. 

K?hat was thatYT I asked, feeling suddenly nauseous. 
KIt’s called a Qold, it’s a microscopic fold in the fabric of 

space. Crr, magic elevator,T …ibby shrugged, realising that the 
science was going to be lost on me, for now. 

K-eleporterYT I asked, regaining my sense of place. 
KEes. Dut only short range and in straight lines.T 
?e were high up above the street. -here was a large glass 

window across the wall. A red sofa against the window made 
a horseshoe shape with a coUee table in the middle. -he 
table was piled with small rectangle screens. -he carpet was 
fluUy and black. -he room also had a large “replace in a brick 
column that seemed to throw out no heat; it looked like real 
“re.

…ibby kicked oU her boots. K?elcome home,T she smiled. 
Qor the “rst time, it seemed genuine.
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K?e live hereYT I asked.
KSome of the time.T
I stood by the window, in awe of the city below. It was a 

myriad of colours and lights. -here were shuttles of diUerent 
shapes and siWes moving between buildings. Vne roof below 
had a glass dome on it, with an entire forest inside. 

Slowly, I looked up. It had been impossible to see the sky 
when we were down in the streets, but from up here I couldn’t 
miss the two huge moons above, throwing down purple light 
as blue clouds passed it. Actual spaceships flew across the 
vista. 

I opened my mouth to say: something. I wanted to note the 
scope of it all, but I had no words.

…ibby tapped me on the shoulder. K?hen you’re done 
basking in it, kitchen’s through there. Qind something to drink 
and eat or whatever. I need to get changed,T she said, pointing 
at a door oU to the side.

I nodded, happy to do as I was told. At least it meant I didn’t 
have to think much about it. ?hen I “nally wandered into the 
kitchen, I felt a bit like I was in shock. Ly “rst hour in this 
world and I was mentally effihausted.

-he kitchen was a far smaller room than I effipected. It 
was bright, with only a single countertop and no cupboards. 
-here was a metal square on the wall. I stared blankly at it 
for a moment, then waved my hand at it. A screen appeared, 
floating in the air.

KRhxuh,T I muttered to myself. I pressed the button that 
said Nbeverage’, then scrolled up and down the list. I played 
with it, more than actually trying to select anything. It had 
some pressure to it. It did look like a prozection, but it also 
had a sort of resistance. I could pass my hand through it, 
but it felt like passing through water but without the wetness. 
Afier a moment of entertainment, I noticed a button that said 
Nfavourites’, I pressed it. -he list was split into Nhot’ and Ncold’. I 
decided on cold. -here were only three options savedO water, 
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iced coUee and something called NCliffi’. I pressed that one 
because I knew what water and coUee tasted like. How strange 
it was, not knowing one’s own Nfavourite’ drink. I selected NffiF’ 
from the list, and it blinked out of effiistence. -here was a 
humming sound and the back of the metal square slid open, 
revealing two open bottles with NCliffi’ on the labels. I picked 
them up. NCliffi’ advertised itself as an Nalcoholic wine from the 
Clven forests of old’.

I drank from one of the bottles. It tasted spicy and dry, with 
a warming afierxeUect.

I liked it. 
I walked back into the main room zust as …ibby came out 

through a door at the far side of the room. She wore purple 
silky pyzamas and had her hair in a ponytail. Her beauty still 
stunned me; I felt myself freeWe up as I looked at her. She had 
her eyes on me when she sat down on the sofa, I was suddenly 
very conscious of my staring. I walked over and sat down 
near her, keeping enough distance so as not to feel intrusive. 
KApparently I like this Cliffi stuU,T I said and passed her one of 
the bottles. 

She looked at me blankly. KVh” Eou got me oneYT She said 
in surprise. 

KEou don’t like itYT I asked. 
She shook her head. 
KMo you want me to get you something elseYT
…ibby looked away. 
Kjon, I need to tell you some things.T She was nervously 

playing with her hair. K!ay said I should bring you here and 
try to show you everyday, normal things. -o see if anything 
comes back to you.T

I nodded. -he advice made sense. 
KShe also said I shouldn’t overload you with information 

right away,T she continued.
KEou don’t have to tell me anything if you don’t want to. ?e 

are seeing !ay again tomorrow, rightY And I meet joanne.T I 
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suppose that was my way of trying to make her worry a little 
less. All I wanted from her was friendly company until I could 
remember something. 

…ibby took the bottle from me and put it on the coUee 
table. She leaned forward as if getting ready to unload a lot 
of information. I was very interested in what she was about 
to tell me but I was distracted by a strobing light that flashed 
across the window.

KBet down”T she screamed.
A shuttle’s engines “red into the glass and the window 

effiploded into sand. 
-he sudden change in pressure between the high altitude 

outside and the climatexcontrolled inside caused all the air 
in the room to rush out. Detween the sound of the glass 
shattering, the engines “ring and the lack of offiygen, I had no 
idea what was happening and less idea what to do. I felt a hand 
on my shoulder. …ibby was there, standing tall in her purple 
pyzamas, unaUected by it all. She helped me to my feet and 
pulled me towards the doors we arrived through. 

-he shuttle was still there; it rotated around so that the front 
was even with the window. A hatch started opening. …ibby 
tapped some buttons and the door slid open with the pale blue 
light ablaWe. I think she was about to toss me through when the 
shuttle “red a beam weapon at the wall. She pushed me to the 
ground and rolled out of the way of the beam as it destroyed 
whatever technological magic made the doorway work. -he 
light blinked out and I could see that all that was behind it was 
a small cavity and a series of now broken electronic panels.

Ly survival instinct told me to crawl as fast as possible 
towards the “replace. -he safety of the brick column beckx
oned me. I was keeping low and wishing the apartment had 
stairs. I peeked back at the shuttle as something was coming 
out of it. Mown the ramp that was now entirely open, a small 
truckxlooking boffiy thing was rolling down on a single tank 
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track. -he sides of the truck had large gun barrels on it. As it 
spun around, I realised it was tracking …ibby.

It began to “re, regular bullets now instead of energy beams; 
…ibby rolled and zumped to stay slightly ahead of its movex
ment. 

KPall Moors”T she shouted. I ducked back behind what was 
lefi of the “replace pillar. ?as there a phoneY An emergency 
buttonY I looked at the kitchen door and wondered if that 
panel could be used to call for help. 

I heard a cracking and …ibby screamed. She had been hit; 
a ropexlike tether had grabbed her. I wanted to help, but I 
didn’t know how anything worked. How could I hide and do 
nothingY

I stood up and showed myself. KHey” ?hatever you are” Eou 
missed me”T Laybe the distraction would allow …ibby the time 
to get free.

K?hatY Go” Hide”T …ibby screamed.
-he tankxlike top part of the killing machine turned to me. 

…ibby grunted and zerked her body. She used the tether to 
pull herself closer to the machine and grabbed its truck shell, 
letting out a scream. -he thing started to move and rotate as 
if to knock her aside. She continued pulling and grunting until 
the motor started to smoke. ?ith one “nal push, she leaned 
towards the window and pushed it out.

-he tether still held her tight; a fraction of a second went 
by before she was dragged out with it. 

KGo”T I dashed to the window only to see her, and the tank 
disappeared into the neon soup. -he shuttle was still there, 
hovering. It rotated as if it had noticed me. It didn’t seem like 
it mattered anymore.

?as there any way …ibby could have saved herselfY ?as 
there something down there to catch herY 

A sound came from behind me. -he broken cavity of the 
entrance flashed with electrical glory, as it forced itself to life. 
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-he lights came on uneven and sparking. I was ready to make 
my escape as a “gure stepped through.

It was the stick “gurexlike, pipe body of Moors, the robot 
from the lobby. 

KI am glad you are well, jon. ‘lease get out of the way.T It 
dropped down to all fours, like a huge dog. I stepped to the 
side and the prozected eye that made up his head vanished. It 
took me a moment to realise what I was seeingO the barrel that 
was Moors’ neck “red a white stream of energy into the shuttle 
and clean out the back of it. Moors scurried towards the 
shuttle, without stopping the beam. It sparked, and something 
in the back effiploded. -he beam stopped and the shuttle fell 
from the sky as if it was a cloud that had suddenly turned to 
a brick. -here was a whistling sound as it went down, but we 
were too high up for me to hear it hit the ground. 

K…ibby” She pushed a tank out of the window”T I blurted. Ly 
face felt warm with fear.

KJeallyY How heroic”T Moors said as his head blinked back 
into place.

KShe was dragged out with it” She’s dead”T I screamed. 
Moors stood up again, regaining a humanoid form. KSir, you 

are getting a communication that may make you feel better.T 
He pointed at my arm. I hadn’t noticed my bracelet pulsing 
and buWWing. -he ambient blue light was now a spinning red. I 
lified my wrist and pushed one of the buttons. A black thread 
shot out of it and a screen blinked to life above my wrist.

…ibby’s face. 
Kjon” I zust saw what happened. Moors shared his vision with 

me.T
K…ibby”T 
KI wanted to effiplain things before that happened. I’m “ne. 

!ay is on the way, and so is joanne.T
KHow are you still aliveYT I was frantic. 
KI’m a Golf, a nonxorganic. Ly body is synthetic. I have 

spares”T she said, giving me a comforting smile.
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Something inside of me screamed. I was a combination of 
relieved and terri“ed.

I tapped the button on the bracelet. -he screen blinked oU 
and the black thread retracted. I sat on the floor. Ly eyes 
stung and I felt tears down my cheeks. ?ith Moors standing 
guard neffit to me, I allowed myself to lay down on the floor 
and breathed a deep sigh.

?herever I was:
?hatever had happened:
I was not equipped to deal with any of it.



Chapter Two

Wanderlust

I was vaguely aware of Doors messing with something on the 
wall at the edge of the room. A combination of trauma and 
good old-fashioned stress forced me to ignore him. I lay on 
the floor, confused and post-terrified. Was there was a word 
for that? Post-terrified? 

I wanted to pretend that I was back home, having a night-
mare; this was made a lot harder because I didn’t really re-
member where home was. My fractured memories were in 
such disorder that the closest thing I had to comfort was 
remembering myself as an old man on my deathbed. 

As these thoughts took shape, I heard an electric twang and 
humming. The noise of the high-altitude sky was silenced. 
A new blue light penetrated my eyelids. I slowly opened my 
eyes, wondering what terrible thing would happen next.

I saw the ceiling. It was mostly burned-out black squares 
now: the ceiling lighting had been smashed at some point 
during the attack. Only about a third of the room’s ceiling tiles 
were still lit. 

Finally, I sat up and looked around. The window was cov-
ered by a translucent flickering blue energy. A force-field. 
Doors walked over to me; I took the hand he offered and stood 
up.

“The security shield failed to fire when the shuttle ap-
peared,” he said.

I brushed the dust from my jacket. “This?” I pointed to the 
shield.
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“Yes, Jonathan. The blue-shield was supposed to fire in 
a proximity event. I do not know why it did not. It should 
have been impossible for such an attack to take place,” he 
explained. 

I stepped towards the flickering shield and liHed a hand 
to touch it. I stopped myself and glanced at Doors. Ce was 
watching me but made no attempt to stop me; I went ahead 
and pressed my palm against it. It felt cold, which surprised 
me. !old and tingling. It felt like sand, but it had the sensation 
of movement under my hand. 

It was as solid as a wall. It looked like translucent blue 
television static, up close. I removed my hand and looked at 
it. Then I tapped the blue wall with my knuckle. It was like 
tapping a thick pane of glass. 

“This is a force field. A real force fieldz” I exclaimed. 
“Well, yes. It is.” Doors replied. 
An electric buKKing came from the half-broken light that 

served as the main door. I turned quickly, half expecting 
another attack. Doors stepped in front of me and liHed his 
arm, which instantly transformed into something that to me 
looked a little like a shotgun. 

Ra’ona appeared, holding a large bag. 
“Belaxz It’s me,” she said. 
Sehind her came another woman, a little taller than Ray. 

Lhe had similar tanned features, but neater hair. Lhe was 
dressed in a uniform: a grey-blue shirt with some insignias 
on it, thick cargo trousers and boots. In her hand, I saw what 
was unmistakably a weapon. It looked like a toy ray-gun but 
radiated its dangerousness.

Ray was still wearing her doctor’s coat and silver-grey 
skin-tight outfit underneath. Lhe came over to me and let go 
of the bag. It lit up with a blue glow and floated on the light. It 
opened on its own at table height. Lhe put on her glasses and, 
with a gesture, made that green ball appear. 
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“I’m finez” I said. “All I did was hide behind the fireplace,” 
I added. “Nibby was the one that wrestled a tank out of the 
window.” 

Ray nodded. “You’re physically fine. Sut your stress levels 
are through the roof.”

“Eo shitz” I replied.
Lhe smiled. “Yeah; I guess so,” she put her glasses in her 

pocket. Lhe closed her bag. With a little tug, the light went 
out, and she placed the bag on the floor. 

The other woman walked over. Lhe was so comfortable 
with that ray-gun that it looked like it was a part of her. Lhe 
stood squarely in front of me and lowered it. “You’re awake 
for an hour and I have to get my big gun out,” she said with a 
raised eyebrow. 

“Joanne, I presume?” I stuck out a friendly hand. 
Lhe slapped away my hand and hugged me. “It’s good to 

have you back again, dad,” she said into my ear before letting 
go. 

Doors saluted. “Ma’am.”
“Rnock it off, Doors. I’m here on family business. Eo need 

for that.” Lhe handed him her gun. 
“Ma’am?” I queried.
Ray grinned. “Oh, Nibby didn’t tell you?” she pointed at 

Joanne with her eyes and a nod of her head. “Meet the 
vice-president of the Lol Alliance.”

Joanne shrugged. 
“Awake for less than an hour and the boss got called in,” I 

said, impressed. “Where’s Nibby? Is she okay?” I asked.
“The moment her avatar was terminated she began syncing 

a new one. It should be online in about three hours,” Joanne 
replied. 

“Lhe didn’t get enough time to tell you much, huh?” Ray 
observed. 
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Joanne interrupted: “Well, I doubt you want to stay here 
now. I’ll get a room assigned to you on Mercia.” Lhe pressed 
her bracelet to summon a screen. 

“Mercia?” I asked Ray. 
“Oh, Mercia? Yeah, that may be the safest place this side of 

…arth.” 
I made a quiKKical face by reflex.
“It’s a LolG err, …arth government ship. It’s in orbit and 

it’s the toughest battleship in the galaxy. Sy a long way,” she 
replied. 

Joanne told us it would only take a few minutes to prepare 
transport. 

“Cow did you  get  here?” I  asked,  wondering  why we 
couldn’t just take her transport back.

“Slue-tube,” she said. 
“You’re not taking him in one of thosez” Ray barked.
“Eo. With his memory thing going on, I figured a shuttle 

would be a better option.”
“ffioodz Slue-tubes stress me out and I know what to ex-

pect,” Ray sparred.
“What’s a Slue-tube?” I asked.
“It’s a terrifying ride in a scary death slide,” Ray replied.
Joanne corrected her with a hint of sarcasm: “It’s a highly 

eVcient use of pressure differential and a remarkable imple-
mentation of blue-field science.” 

“You engage a personal shield, then they target you with 
a blue-fieldG” Ray realised that was knowledge I didn’t have 
and rephrased: “You turn on an energy armour thing. Then 
they shoot a tube-shaped force-field down from the ship and 
you shoot up at almost a thousand meters a second. It takes 
like five minutes and there’s no oxygen.” 

“We don’t require oxygen,” Joanne pointed out and wan-
dered into the door that I imagined led into the bedroom. 

“It was designed for cargo liHs, not people,” Ray told me, 
quietly. “Lhe uses them like they’re theme park rides.” 
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“As someone who is cargo. I can confirm. It is terrifying,” 
Doors added. 

Joanne came back with a bag. 
“What’s that?” I asked. 
“Nibby messaged me. Lhe wanted me to pick up some per-

sonal items.” Lhe arranged the strap on the bag. “It takes three 
minutes, not five. It’s exhilarating.” 

“Eo, it’s not,” Doors threw in.
Joanne let out a giggle and asked: “!an you get the Fold to 

point to the roof, Doors, please?” 
Doors walked over to the light door. Ce pressed some but-

tons and it blinked off with a less than comforting spark and 
a pop. Ce leaned in and pulled at wires in the now exposed 
cavity behind it. When he pressed the panel on the door again 
it lit up with an electrical crackle. “Fixedz” he said proudly, 
and handed Joanne her gun.

“!ome on, Dad.” Joanne stepped through the door.
“You coming?” I asked Ray. 
“Eot unless she orders me to. The president and I don’t get 

along.” 
“I thought she was vice president.”
“Lhe is. It’s her boss that I have an issue with.”
As I stepped through the door, I was in the middle of a very 

windy rooHop. The air was too thin to get enough oxygen to 
fill my lungs.

“Cow high up are we?”
I realised that I was struggling to breathe. Joanne pressed 

a button on her bracelet and then tapped something on the 
screen that briefly flashed into existence. 

“We are way above where humans should be without an 
environmental suit. Lhuttle’s coming now.”

I could hear her as if I was wearing headphones. “I can’t 
breathe.” 

“I know. You don’t need to. Just relax.” 
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I realised I had stopped trying to draw in air, but wasn’t 
actually suffocating. 

“Sio-static,” she said slowly, over-pronouncing each sylla-
ble. “We don’t require oxygen.” 

A shuttle approached us in the dimly lit purple-blue sky. I 
got a little nervous as it got closer. The last shuttle I had been 
that close to birthed a death machine. 

It was about twice as large as a van and seemed quite well 
armed, which at first only served to make me even more 
uneasy. It was panelled in chrome with large black metallic 
rivets across it in a grid pattern, a big dome window at the 
front. There were large and very aggressive guns on stalks at 
each side and an even larger one on the top. As it came to 
rest, I could see the bottom was equipped with a smoked glass 
panel; it lit blue as it came closer and it settled with a fiery 
roar as it came to rest, floating on blue light. It rotated as a 
glass panel on the back lost its blue glow. The entire back of 
it opened and turned into a ramp for us to walk on.

A figure in a full helmet and thick padded suit walked out, 
carrying a gun similar to Joanne’s. I heard a male voice in my 
implied headphones: “Lir, ma’am. We are ready for extrac-
tion.” 

Joanne gestured for me to move. The figure saluted her as 
she passed. I followed. Eo salute for me. 

The figure got on the shuttle too, but walking backwards 
with his gun ready. As he did so, Joanne tapped a large button 
on the edge of the opening and the back of the shuttle closed. 
The figure stood in position until the light on the edge of the 
doorway went green, which I assumed meant the hatch was 
completely closed. 

Ce let go of his gun and I saw it was strapped to him. Ce 
pushed it to his back and messed with his helmet. As it came 
off, a jet of gas blasted out from its seal. The face of a rugged 
man with a tidy brown beard was revealed. “Ma’am,” he said, 
with a respectful nod. 
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“Cello, Rieran,” Joanne replied. 
The inside of the shuttle reminded me of military planes I 

remembered seeing on T‘, but with the odd science fiction 
looking light and accoutrement dotted around. I wondered 
about that fragment of memory. There were bench seats 
down each side and two large flight seats at the far front. 
There was another figure sitting there, pressing buttons. “All 
aboard?” came a woman’s voice. 

“Ci, Nea. Just strapping in,” Joanne called in reply.
The man, Rieran, walked to the front of the ship and 

slammed himself into the spare seat, stowing his helmet in a 
hatch and pulling across a strap.

Joanne sat down and pulled a hanging strap from the wall; 
there was a clip on the end that attached it to the bench she 
was sitting on. Lhe then grabbed another and pulled it to cross 
herself in the other direction. I watched her and then did the 
same. 

“ffiood to go,” Joanne called to the front. 
The shuttle shook for a moment and the light through the 

front window changed from a deep purple glow to the black 
star-speckled eternal night of space. I watched in awe as an 
energy shield lit up at the front with red and yellow fire, 
but just for a moment. I assumed it happened as we leH the 
atmosphere. The silence of space suddenly filled both my ears 
and my soul. “We’re really in space?” I asked. 

Joanne wasn’t watching the window like I was. Lhe had 
summoned her bracelet-powered screen, was busy tapping 
away. Eone of this was new to her. Lhe had work to do. 

AHer a few seconds she glanced up at me: “You can unstrap 
now if you want to get a closer look.” 

I couldn’t unbuckle fast enough. I got out of the seat and 
walked to the front. I leaned in between the two large chairs, 
looking out of the window between Rieran and Nea. 

“Cello,” I said, politely. It was a curved and clear window. 
There were no support beams or wires to obscure the view 
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out of it. Lpace was all I could see. “Where’s the planet? The 
moons?”

“…rrG Sehind us, sir,” said Rieran.
“Cis memory is messed up,” Joanne shouted from behind 

me.
“Beally?” asked the other woman.
“Yeah,” I confirmed with a shrug.
“I’m Nea Ba-kay, nice to meet you.” Lhe stuck out a gloved 

hand for me to shake. I did. 
“Eo wayz You, for real, can’t remember me?”
I shrugged again. “Eo, I’m sorry, miss Ba-kay.”
Lhe looked shocked and quite entertained. I was suddenly 

struck by how delicate and pristine she looked under her flight 
goggles and helmet. 

“Lo, I could be anyone to you?” 
I was trying not to be rude, but I was also deeply distracted 

by being actually in space. “Eo idea, I’m sorry.”
Lhe started muttering to herself and pressing buttons. Rier-

an was watching a large screen that seemed to be related to 
the weapons system. 

“Okay then, Doctor Michaels, sir, let me show you the 
planet.” Lhe over-emphasised PDoctor Michaels’, which made 
it sound like an attack. I heard Joanne snigger from behind 
me. 

The shuttle rotated without seeming to slow down. We flew 
backwards and faced the planet that appeared to be behind 
us rather than below. It was stunning. A purple-blue mix of 
clouds and lights with two moons off to the side, a sky full of 
clouds and lights. My mouth opened in awe.

I felt Nea’s eyes on me. 
“Who are you, then?”
“Don’t worry about it,” she replied with a grin. “Oh, you had 

better get a tight grip on the back of that chair. I’m going to 
show you the good stuff.”
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With that, she pulled a lever and pressed a button. I saw the 
world outside spin and flip as the shuttle repositioned itself 
and fired its engines. It wasn’t quite enough to push me over, 
but I certainly felt the motion and we all rocked to the leH 
for a moment. The shuttle did a little corkscrew, the engines 
growled with power and the stars shiHed quickly.

“You ready to see it, Jon?” Nea asked.
“Lee what?”
Lhe nudged the controls, just a little and I realised that we 

were now much further from the planet: it was a lot smaller. 
Lhe nudged the controls again and the shuttle kept rotating. A 
massive asteroid came into view. 

“Welcome to Mercia,” Nea said. 
The asteroid rotated towards us, and I saw that it wasn’t 

just a big rock. There was metal and windows and lights and 
landing pads all across it; it looked like there was a city poking 
out of half of it. It was hard for me to gauge scale at first, but 
the siKe of the thing started to sink in. It looked as if a circuit 
of paths and lights were drawn across it. It was, indeed, a city. 
As it spun, it presented two massive smoked glass fields like 
the panels on the shuttle that had fired the blue-light engines. 
These were as big as towns. 

“Cow is this possible?” I asked, almost to myself. 
“Cumans are occasionally fucking awesome,” Nea replied.
We nodded at each other. Lhe raised her hand in a very 

familiar way. I slapped her hand with a grin. Cigh-fives, it 
seemed, were a timeless celebration.

“Jo, we’re landing,” Nea called to the back.
Joanne grunted in agreement, still tapping away on her 

screen. 
“Do I need to strap in?” I asked 
“Eo, sir. Eo atmosphere, no problem,” Rieran replied.
The shuttle came close enough to Mercia that it filled the 

whole window. Rieran tapped some buttons and his screen 
flicked over to a map of the asteroid. 
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“We good to land?” Nea asked and Rieran gave her a nod. 
Lhe pressed a lot of buttons and turned some dials. 

“Matched speed and rotation, lowering shuttle now.” Lhe 
pulled down on the stick in her hand and the shuttle jolted; the 
horiKon of the massive asteroid filled our vision. The sudden 
and very real realisation that we were in free fall made my grip 
on the chair tighten in concern. 

“…ngaging ground clamp,” Nea barked, almost automatical-
ly, as we slowed and came to a soH landing. 

The  shuttle  rotated  and  I  heard  the  sound  of  met-
al-on-metal echo through it. “Docking clamps,” Nea said be-
fore I asked. The shuttle shook as it was moved backwards, 
and the light changed when we entered a tunnel. We tilted 
back and forth for a moment and a massive iris closed as 
we came to a stop. We were pointed slightly Pnose up’ and 
that iris was directly lined up for the shuttle’s exit. The door 
at the back opened and sound streamed in. Rieran and Nea 
unbuckled and stood up. I darted to the back of the shuttle 
and stepped out into the larger ship. 

The hangar was massive. It was vast in every direction and 
packed with activity. There were ships of all shapes and siKes, 
some as big as cruise ships and some that looked no larger 
than motorcycles. Leveral people in bright blue jump-suits 
were carrying tools and parts. Beople were coming and going. 
I couldn’t even see where the hangar ended.

Joanne put a hand on my shoulder. “Dad, I know it’s still a 
lot for you, but I need to get some sleep. I have a lot on in the 
morning.”

I nodded. Joanne pointed to the right; we took a few steps 
before I heard Nea call me: “Cey, Jonz” I turned back to the 
shuttle. “!an we get a drink when you get your memories 
sorted?” I agreed and gave her a salute.

“Who was that woman?” I asked Joanne.
“Nea? Lhe’s your best friendz” she replied.
“Oh? Beally?”
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“Yeah. You and Nibby spend more time playing cards with 
her than you do actually working.”

I felt warmed inside. I had family; I had at least one good 
friend and I had been into space. The stress and fear of just 
a while before seemed like another life already. I had no 
memories, but I had a lot of exciting things ahead of me. 





Chapter Three

Libby

We walked for a few minutes, following the wall of the hangar. 
It was the only wall I could actually see: this place was massive. 
I had counted twelve floors, going by the windows. There was 
a constant chaotic buzz of action. The people in blue suits 
ran around everywhere and there were explosions of sounds 
when the iris opened and closed, letting ships in and out. 

It was like being at a busy port. 
I guess it was a busy port. 
Joanne stopped. I almost walked into her. A door opened 

to reveal the inside of an elevator. An actual elevator. We 
stepped into the tiny silver room as the doors closed behind 
us. Joanne pressed some buttons on the screen attached to 
the wall. 

“Security required,” said a robotic voice. 
“Joanne Michaels,” she barked. The elevator began moving. 
“I’m putting you in a guest room on deck ‘A’. It’s on the same 

floor as the president and I. Outside of Earth itself, it’s the 
most secure place in the known worlds. I promise no one will 
try anything here. We will figure out why you and Libby were 
attacked.” 

“Libby. What about Libby?”
“Her avatar is syncing. I’ve told her which room you’re in.”
“Avatar,” I mumbled to myself as the doors opened. I think 

I was just trying to get accustomed to the word.
The corridor made it look like we were in a hotel. There 

were rooms on each side, a thick red carpet along with it, 
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and classical looking floral patterns on the wall; the occasional 
framed artwork accenting it. The art was displayed on screens, 
not canvases.

We walked past some rooms. Each had a metal sliding door 
and a large number on the front. We stopped outside number 
eleven. Joanne stood in front of the door. It opened.

“Remote control?” I asked.
“DNA and brainwave scan. You, Libby and I are the only 

people with access to it. Libby uses an access code.”
The room was dark. As Joanne stepped in, the light came 

on.
It looked like a hotel room; a really nice hotel room. There 

was a sofa with a coffee table in front of it, pointing at a 
large painting of Mercia, the ship on the painting was slightly 
animated. I assumed this too was a screen. 

There was a dining table behind it and a door that led to a 
large bedroom. The walls had hull height glass windows that 
showed a beach outside. I must have looked quite confused 
as I looked out through them, because I heard a quiet chuckle 
from Joanne as I stepped closer to the scene.

“It’s a simulated view,” she said. “You want the exterior ship 
view instead?”

“Yes, I would like that,” I said with a childlike excitement.
Joanne strolled over to the coffee table and leaned over it; a 

screen appeared. She fiddled with it and the beach morphed 
into a star-field. 

“It’s a live feed,” she said. She put the bag she had taken from 
the apartment on the table. “See you in the morning. Message 
me when you’re up and about,” 

she yawned. She reminded me of Kay as she did. The re-
semblance was startling. I noticed they looked about the same 
age, which was a little odd once I thought about it. 

“Good night,” she said and walked towards the door. She 
stopped a little short and glanced back at me. 

“It’s nice to have you back, Dad.”
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“Thank you.” 
The door closed. 
I went over to it and inspected the little screen on the frame. 

“LOCKED,” it said, in big red letters. 
I looked around for a little, then sat on the sofa. It was the 

first time I had been alone since waking up. That had been 
only a couple of hours ago. Felt like a lifetime.

I looked at the bag on the coffee table and thought of Libby. 
I was thirsty. I walked to the back of the room where the 

larger dining table was. There was one of those silver squares 
on the wall next to it. I waved my hand at it: that same interface 
I had seen in the apartment blinked into existence. There 
were no favourites saved. I pressed the microphone icon.

What did I want? 
“Elix,” I said. 
The screen vanished. The metal square pinged open a!er 

a few seconds. There it was: the familiar bottle. I carried it 
back to the sofa and sat down. I had only managed one or 
two sips of that last bottle, in the apartment before everything 
happened. The memories of the attack flashed through my 
mind like scenes from a film. 

I looked at the picture of the ship in front of me and then 
over at the windows showing the idly dri!ing stars. My eyes 
moved back to the painting. I was so startled I almost dropped 
my drink. 

Libby’s face was looking back at me, against a pure white 
backdrop on the huge screen. It looked like I was looking 
through a window at her. 

“Hello, Jon,” came her voice, as if she really was right in front 
of me.

“You scared me— Are you okay?”
“Yes. I’m fine. I was going to tell you about what I am, and 

how it all works when the window blew out.” Her voice was 
comforting to hear. Everyone had said she was fine, but I was 
still worried, until now.
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“Are you coming here, soon?” I asked.
“I’m syncing this avatar as fast as I can. I did some tweaks, 

so I should be no more than half an hour. This ship has a 
surprisingly slow network.”

“Where are you?”
“What do you mean? Right now?” 
“Yeah, can I come to you?”
“Oh, Jon. I’m projecting this image from my data core.”
I could only offer her a frustrated look. I felt like I under-

stood, but it was still a lot to accept. 
“So, you really are a robot?”
“No, I’m a non-organic,” she replied. “I’m as alive as you, but 

my mind is kept inside a data-core, not directly in my body. 
‘Robot’ is a little offensive, to be honest.” 

I thought about that for a long moment. “You are alive? 
Like, a real person, right?” I realised that may have been 
an offensive question too, but I cared more for clarity than 
politeness at that moment. 

“Yes. I’m real. I’m a result of a C very C complicated series 
of events and some pretty advanced self-editing computer 
code. I assure you I’m as alive and as real as you are.” She 
paused for a moment before adding. “I’ll not answer that 
question again, my love.” 

Her voice sounded intense. I could feel I had almost crossed 
a line. 

“I’m not promising to be sober when you get here,” I said 
with a smile and a wave of my Elix bottle.

She laughed at me. “Oh, Jon. You’re bio-static. You can’t get 
drunk.”

I stared back at my bottle and took a far braver draught from 
it than I had dared before. 

“In that case, I’m going to find something stronger,” I said, 
more to the bottle than to Libby. 

“I’m going to see if there’s any way I can speed this up a little 
more. I’ll be there as soon as I can,” she said.
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The screen blinked back to the painting of the ship. When 
I leaned forward, the screen on the coffee table blinked on. 
There were a lot of options I didn’t understand. I scrolled 
around until I saw ‘main screen’ and tapped it.

The list showed: ‘Static, Entertainment, Vommunication, 
News’. It was set to ‘Static: Default.’ I pressed ‘News’ and 
the menu options changed to ‘Ventral, Human, Bampire, Elf, 
Prick, Thinker.’ It seemed quite concerning that ‘Bampire 
news’ was an option; I made a mental note to question this, 
as well as all the other options, next time I got a chance.

I eventually pressed ‘Human’ and leaned back with my feet 
on the coffee table. The news feed showed a ‘ticker’ of head-
lines on one side and had a pretty normal-looking news show 
on the other side.

The man on the screen was talking about a ‘Vorrectionist’ 
attack on Ventral fflrime. I saw the building I had been in ear-
lier, but from street level. A gritty handheld video showed the 
shuttle that had attacked us as it fell out of the sky and came 
crashing down towards the ground. ffleople were screaming 
and running. The sky lit up with a pale blue shield as the shut-
tle approached; it smashed against the shield and parts of it 
flew off, skidding across the blue surface above the people and 
vehicles. When the shuttle exploded, the video feed switched 
back to the news anchor.

They showed that same clip of video repeatedly. The man 
talked about how this had been the first ‘Vorrectionist’ attack 
carried out outside of Sol Alliance space. In response, the 
Moon-ship Mercia had been moved out of orbit and was 
preparing for a ‘warp-dive’ back to Sol.

The anchor reminded the audience that this was all to be 
confirmed by experts later. 

I must have been hypnotised by the screen for longer than I 
realised. The door to the room opened and Libby stepped in. 
She was wearing a jumpsuit that was far too large for her and 
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had bare feet. She pulled the outfit up from the pockets and 
shuBed in. The door closed behind her.

I walked over to her. We met in the middle of the room. 
She took her hands out of her pockets and the outfit sagged 
comically. She put her hands around the back of my neck, 
tenderly embracing me.

Libby was a little shorter than me, but not much. She put 
her head against mine and said, quietly: 

“Jon, I know you don’t remember anything at the moment. 
Everything is confusing and new to you right now.” I tried to 
speak, but she shushed me and pressed her lips to mine in a 
deep kiss. 

“Don’t question if I’m a real woman or not, okay?”
“I was just trying to understand,” I whispered, with a pang 

of shame as I realised I had my arms around her waist. There 
was no doubt to me that she felt real.



Chapter Four

Awake, again

When I woke up, there was light streaming in from the ad-
joining room. I smelled coffee, and maybe bacon. I threw my 
jeans on and wandered into the main room. Libby didn’t have 
to sleep, but she needed to sync more data to her new avatar, 
so I had been given the bed. I had no idea what time it was 
when I had finally fallen asleep.

Libby sat at the large table, wearing a flattering black dress 
with pink and blue butterflies printed on it. Her blonde hair 
was perfectly styled to look as if it were not at all styled. 
She was stunning, and I was shirtless, with messy hair and 
dishevelled jeans.

There was a large pile of bacon and eggs on a plate and a 
steaming coffee pot opposite her.

“I figured food would get you to move,” she said.
I sat at the table, still feeling half asleep. I poured a cup of 

coffee. Looking at Libby again, I was very aware again that I 
looked terrible. It was certainly too late for first impressions 
though; I just said, “Good morning,” and picked up a piece of 
bacon.

We were silent. Libby seemed happy enough to watch me 
eat, which was unnerving. 

“Questions?” she said calmly aBer a few minutes.
“What’s a bio-static?”
I ate the bacon.
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“Yio-static isn’t really a medical term. Jou, Ko, and Oay are 
the only ones.” She seemed in the mood to give me all the 
information I wanted.

“Fkay. What does it actually mean?” 
“Jour body has a default state that it maintains. qor reasons 

that I don’t understand fully, you don’t reCuire air. Aold and 
heat barely bother you. Rs far as we know, you don’t age at all, 
but we’ll come back to that one in a thousand years or so,” she 
smiled at the last part.

“Oa’ona said I can’t be poisoned or gassed either,” I pointed 
out as I went on eating.

“True. Dadiation and energy don’t seem to affect you either. 
We don’t test the more dangerous theories because if they 
were wrong, it could go badly for you.”

“What does that mean?”
“Truth is, we’re not sure. Jou seem to use every last drop of 

nutrition you eat, and that’s all you need. Fh, and you can eat 
whatever you want. Eoesn’t matter. Rs long as nutrition goes 
in, you stay healthy and strong. Jou never gain or lose weight. 
Jou even grow limbs back. Nventually.” She pointed at my arm. 
The fresher looking one. “That happened before I met you.”

“Yut I can die? I’m not bulletproof or anything, am I?” 
“‘o. Jou can die. Jou are not bulletproof. Luckily for you, 

no one uses bullets. It’s all lasers and plasma rounds nowa-
days,” she smiled. “Rnd no. We have no idea how or why you 
got this way. Whatever happened, it happened before the first 
time your memory was wiped.”

“qirst time?”
“Jeah, it’s called xThe Event.’ It was the year nineteen hun-

dred.” 
“‘ineteen hundred? What year is it now?” I almost choked 

on my bacon.
“‘ineteen ninety-nine.”
“What? That can’t be right.”
I assumed she had misunderstood the Cuestion. 
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“I know. Jou have memories of the mid-nineteen-nineties 
that are completely different from this. ‘o spaceships, no 
aliens. ‘o non-organic wives. ‘o immortality either.” Libby 
remained calm and methodical in her e!planation.

“Jes: N!actly: How can that be?” 
“That, my love, is the very thing you research. Nveryone 

who was alive in nineteen hundred woke up on the first of 
Kanuary and had two sets of memoriesM one with early auto-
mobiles, gentlemanly top hats, and more than the occasional 
horse-drawn hansom. The other, the real set of memories, 
was all spaceships, microchips and aliens. Jou have more 
recent incorrect memories, we don’t know why.” She sounded 
a little more serious than was appropriate for that information, 
perhaps to make sure I knew that, she wasn’t joking.

“Two sets of memories? Two realities?”
“Given that you are the only human still alive who was living 

when it all happened, you are the most Cualified person to 
seek the answer.”

I allowed myself to get lost in thought for a while. Libby 
didn’t seem to mind my mental absence.

“The only person still alive who can remember both re-
alities and I get my memory scrambled. Twice? That doesn’t 
sound like a coincidence.”

“It’s almost like there’s a reason the most powerful star-ship 
in the gala!y is your personal ta!i service,” she smirked. 

I ate the rest of my meal in silence. The bacon was good, the 
eggs were too dry, the coffee was e!Cuisite.

The rest of the morning had me deep in thought as my brain 
went through everything I had been told. I didn’t have enough 
mental cycles leB to get e!cited about the shower being a 
magical light that could clean me and my clothes with a few 
flashes. RBer that, I distractedly followed Libby through the 
corridors of the ship to the briefing room. I barely spoke and 
when I did, it was without e!citement. It was functional. ffiy 
mind was elsewhere.
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We eventually arrived at a large, oVcial-looking door that 
had two guards standing at it. Fne guard was one of the pale 
white people with red eyes; no wings, though. He was wearing 
the casual blue uniform that I had come to associate with xSol.’ 
The other guard was human, a short man who looked like he 
was taking his guard duty far too seriously.

“We have a meeting with Pice zresident Ko’ ffiichaels,” Libby 
said.

The serious guard raised his arm and summoned a screen. I 
could see the reverse sideM it showed names and pictures. He 
pulled a device out from a large pocket on his trouser leg. It 
looked like a table tennis bat with a green grid on it.

“zalm,” he barked.
The other guard, the pale one, gave him a CuiBBical look.
“I’m a ‘FLq,” Libby said, annoyed.
“What are you doing, Tol? Nveryone knows who she is.” 

He seemed embarrassed by the reCuest on our behalf. “Tol is 
new.”

Libby snatched the bat and presented it to me. I put my 
hand on it and it pinged with a green rim.

“Thank you, sir,” the serious man said.
He then pulled out a small cube and pointed it at Libby. He 

pressed the top with his thumb and a red light-thread shot out 
at her. She looked annoyed as it darted around her green eyes. 
The light thread went green. The guard stood up straight and 
nodded. The door opened. 

“Sorry,” the pale guard added, as we stepped into the door. 
I was surprised to realise it was an elevator. It seemed to 

only move for a moment before the side opposite to the one 
we entered opened. 

The room was large and round with live map-screens on 
the walls and oVcial-looking people all around. There was a 
raised level all around the edge, giving the feeling of being 
in a pit, or control room. I could see doors and guards on 
the upper level. Some vaguely familiar music was playing in 
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the background. ffiultiple news feeds were being played on 
screens around the walls, and there was a large round table in 
the middle of the room. It all felt very important and chaotic.

R tall, pale man with red lips and large wings walked over 
to us. He was wearing an ornate brown suit that looked like 
it should be from Pictorian London, with a waistcoat and a 
polished silver chain showing out of one pocket. Though he 
was very tall and stocky, he moved with effortless elegance. 

“Kon: Libby:” he e!claimed. He shook my hand and em-
braced Libby.

“Kon, meet your good friend Ya’an Ty. zresident of Sol,” 
Libby said with a friendly smile.





Chapter Five

Aliens

I didn’t recall much of my life. The few moments I did recall 
were fractured shards from a timeline that it would seem 
never happened.

I certainly never expected I would find myself sitting casu-
ally at a table with the man who was essentially the president 
of space.

And to make matters worse, I was drastically underdressed 
for the occasion. 

Ba’an Ty, Libby and I sat at the big round table in the large 
official room. I felt myself fade into the background as Libby 
talked effortlessly about politics and science. The conversa-
tion leq me out of my depth. I decided to stay ;uiet“ was better 
than highlighting my lack of understanding to this man. 

Those few minutes felt like hours.
WDill you be returning to your work, ?octor”N Ba’an asked, 

turning to me.
That startled me. zo one had referred to me by my title 

before. I was going to speak but was froflen by a sudden Mash 
of memory.

The vision was an echo of something new. I was standing at 
a table in a room akin to a library, looking at a hand-drawn 
schematic of a large device. Ry mind was deep into a grand 
idea of some sort. I recalled turning to someone. It was a 
woman. :ationalising the memory, I assumed it to be Libby at 
first. It was not. It was someone elseS tall and striking, with long 
Mowing robes, black hair and white eyes. Fhe was somehow 
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ethereal. I told her I needed more information about her 
limitations. There was something else too. I couldn’t place 
the words. Fhe told me to stop worrying. There were drips 
of information that touched the side of my memory, the one 
outside of the Mashback, in my actual mind, not the remem-
bered one.

I blinked, seeing Ba’an still waiting for my answer.
WHrom what I understand, I never stopped,N I said, with a 

sudden burst of confidence.
WTwo months in a coma and now amnesia, though, right” 

Are you going to be okay to continue”N Ba’an asked. je 
seemed genuinely concerned“ it wasn’t Just the posturing of 
a politician. 

W…on has had a rough time, that’s true, Ba’an, but the infor-
mation we got from the video of his accident and the medical 
data from monitoring himC and now the new memories he 
may hold. It’s all useful stuff,N Libby said in defence of me. 

WAh, I know, I know. I Just worry that it’s all for nothing I 
suppose,N Ba’an said, again with more sincerity than I would 
have expected from a politician. 

WThey don’t send Porrectionist hit s;uads to Pentral !rime 
for people who are chasing ghosts,N I said in a resolved bluff. 

Ba’an considered my words with steely eyes. WIndeed— Parry 
on then, good doctor.N

je excused himself from the conversation. Libby waited 
until he had walked to the other side of the room before 
turning to meS 

WThat was a good point. jow do you know about Porrec-
tionists”N

WIt was on the news.N I shrugged. WFounded like a big deal, 
so I rolled the dice.N

Libby gave me a look that seemed familiar“ yet, it was the 
first time she had pointed it at me.

WRaybe there’s more of the old you leq in there than you 
realise.N
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…oanne walked up behind us and sat down at the table right 
next to me. Fhe was wearing a very ornate black dress that 
made her look like she was going to a ball U in the Riddle 
Ages. I almost didn’t recognise her. Fhe looked lovely“ the 
corset, though, didn’t look comfortable at all. The dress was 
made from heavy looking fabric and had a lot more lace 
around the edges than I would expect …oanne to wear, con-
sidering the brief time I had spent with her.

I moved my chair back a little so that the three of us had a 
better view of each other. 

WDhy are you dressed like that”N I asked. WAlso, why is he 
dressed like that”N I pointed at Ba’an across the room.

WGgh— Yovernmental meeting in half-hour,N …oanne replied.
WIt’s a long-held tradition to dress classically and ornately 

for government business,N Libby ;uickly inJected to clear the 
matter up for me.

WVeah, it’s a ‘ampire thing. De’ve Just inherited it,N …oanne 
added.

I had heard the word E‘ampire’ too many times now, I de-
cided that I would add it to my more pressing list of ;uestions 
for Libby.

WI have to go in a second. I have arranged for your lab 
to be unlocked. I have also told the shuttle coordinator to 
give you open access to all shuttle trips too. Vou’re back in 
business if you want to be,N …oanne said. WAlso, Libby, because 
of the attack, I’ve had you cleared for Ecarry’ ship-wide and on 
Pentral.N …oanne talked fast and repeatedly checked the time 
on her bracelet.

WHrom the ship’s position, I assumed we were leaving Pen-
tral”N Libby ;ueried.

Wzo, we positioned ourselves for an exit aqer the Porrec-
tionist attack on your building. Looks like we can smooth 
everything over with Pentral Yov’ now, though. De’ll drop 
back into high orbit aqer this damned meeting.N 
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Fhe opened her medieval-looking bag and took out two 
cards and a silver s;uare. 

WI’ll see you both later.N Fhe put the s;uare and the cards on 
the table and leq, tying not to look like she was hurrying. 

I watched her walk across the room. Fome of the other 
people in the room were watching her too, but probably for 
different reasons. Fhe really did look very nice. Fhe met up 
with Ba’an and they leq through an elevator door at the far 
side of the room.

Libby passed me one of the cards. It was a thin white circuit 
board with blue tracks on it. I Mipped it over“ on the other side 
it had the word ERO:PIA’ with a picture of a blue shield that 
sported a yellow cross. 

W!ass. Kpens doors. Vou only have to have it in your pocket, 
and it will work.N 

I stood up and added it to my wallet. 
WDhat’s that”N I asked as she attached the silver s;uare 

to her shirt. Looking closer, I could see that it was a silver 
metallic version of the shield on the card. It appeared to stick 
to her shirt without a clip.

WParry authorisation,N she said, positioning it to be as visible 
as possible. WIndicates to the security staff that I’m armed. As 
in Ecarrying’ a weapon.N

I nodded in understanding, but I didn’t relish the idea of 
weapons.

WVou need a weapon”N
Wzo. I am the weapon. This badge gives me permission to 

activate this body’s combat systemC if re;uired,N she replied. 
Fhe glanced up at me as if to see if my face was giving away 
any of my thoughts on her words. I hoped it wasn’t. Fomething 
about her delivery of the words Wcombat systemN made her 
sound incredibly dangerous.

De leq the large room using the same elevator through 
which we came in.
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WFoC ‘ampires”N I asked.
Libby chuckled. 
WKther than you jumans, there are four elder races in 

known space. Olves, Thinkers, Bricks and ‘ampires.N Fhe took 
my hand as we strolled through the corridor, this time in no 
rush. WAqer whatever happened in nineteen-hundred, EThe 
Ovent’, it seemed to humans they were suddenly a space-far-
ing race, the two sects of memories took a while to reconcile. 
They had been in space for a while, in this timeline. They had 
already met the ‘ampires. They met the others later, though. 
The Thinkers knew all about jumans when they met them.N 
Fhe was trying to be a good teacher.

I took note of her phrasing. WVou don’t think of yourself as 
human”N I asked.

WDell, I’m not.N
WVou described yourself as a zKLH to the guard. Dhat is 

that”N
Wz-K-L-H, zon-Krganic Life Horm. It’s a descriptor used 

for those of a digital persuasion. Technically, the Thinker race 
are non-organic too, but they are not digital.N The way she 
spoke was captivating, so crisp and purposeful.

De walked up a wide Might of stairs that took us to a much 
busier level of the ship. It was a kind of market area. It wasn’t 
totally different to the vague memories of the nineties malls 
that I had some echo of.

WVou have already encountered ‘ampires. The pale people 
with the red eyes. Fome of them have wings.N

WLike Ba’an Ty”N
Fhe nodded.
WAn alien is president of Oarth”N
Libby laughed. WI mean, he’s been a citiflen since nineteen 

twenty-three. Kh, and as it turns out, he’s the most popular 
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leader in human history, if that means anything—N Libby was 
no doubt amused at my anti;uated ;uestions of citiflenship. 

WFo how old is he”N
WFlightly older than you. Kr at least older than we think you 

are.N 
I stopped walking. I wanted to line up my facts. WI thought 

I was the only one that was alive when the Ovent happened”N
WKh. Forry, I may not have been clear. I should have said 

you were the only person on Oarth when it happened. Vou’re 
the only human from The Ovent who is still alive. All the 
Older races, other than humans, are functionally immortal.N 
jer tone was apologetic for having accidentally misinformed 
me.

WAll of them”N 
WVes. I mean, they are not Bio-static, like you, but they do 

live basically forever if they don’t get sick or have an accident.N
Kur conversation dried up as I thought about what it all 

meant.
The Ecommerce area.’ as it was signposted to be, was vast. 

There were shops selling all kinds of things. Oventually, Just 
as we passed the third taco vendor, I asked Libby why a 
military ship like this had such an area. It seemed out of place 
and far more normal than how a battleship should be. Fhe 
explained that the ship was so big, a side effect was the vast 
number of people re;uired to keep it operational. Ongineers, 
dock workers, scientists, military staff. Yiven that there wasn’t 
actually much fighting in known space, it was also very safe. 

!eople eventually brought their families, and with families 
came schools and social areas, eateries and churches. It even 
resulted in at least one theme park. But she reminded me, 
it was still the most powerful battleship the galaxy had ever 
seen.

Fhe was proud of that accomplishment. Fhe didn’t identify 
as a human, but I could tell from the way she spoke about 
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them, she had some pride in the race that created her. If she 
cared to admit it or not was her own business.

De strolled through the area for a while before we came to 
a large window into space. The viewing area had a rail running 
around it for those who U I assumed U got diflfly looking at 
the vastness, and some benches arranged so you could sit and 
bask in it. There was even some fake grass around to give the 
impression of a park, complete with an old gas lamppost. It 
was nice, but it felt forced and out of place. De stood by the 
rail and looked out at the void.

The stars were driqing by slowly as the ship idly spun under 
the pull of gravity’s gentle hand. I could see small ships around 
us, and a bright light occasionally shone in the far unmeasur-
able distance, a little more irregularly than the stars.

WDhat is that”N I asked, pointing at a light that Mickered 
again.

WIt’s a Darp,N she said. WThere are these doors, or holes in 
space. They take you from one sector to another. It’s how we 
travel between the capitol worlds.N 

I leaned forward, trying to make out more. Libby was 
watching me closely. Fhe was fascinated with everything I did. 
Raybe she was waiting for signs that her husband was still 
inside me, somewhere. I wasn’t sure he was. 

WThe Mash of light comes when the Darp lines up with the 
star on the other side,N she said.

WDhat’s on the other side”N I asked.
WThat one” Brick home world.N
WFoC there’s Just a hole in space that goes to another 

world”N
WVes. Dell, no. Pentral is a hub world. There are four holes 

in space. Kne to each home world.N 
Fhe seemed eager to continue our walk. I pretended I didn’t 

notice. I liked the space window.
WVou mean five”N I returned. WVou said there were five 

races.N
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W!erceptive. But Mawed,N she replied, with refreshed inter-
est. WOarth is different. Like Pentral, it’s a hub system. Hrom 
any system, you can go to any hub. But you can’t go from hub 
to hub.N 

WIs there a manual for all this”N I asked with a laugh. WVou 
must be getting sick of explaining every little thing to me—N

Fhe shrugged“ we continued walking. I went ;uiet again, 
thinking about the new information I had. It had been over-
whelming when I first woke up, now I was Just tired of learn-
ing. The way I was being told things felt like the worst way 
to impart information. Overyone seemed to Just expect me to 
carry on with my life like forgetting it all had been little more 
than a blip.

Raybe that was what I was supposed to do. It didn’t feel like 
I could.

The commerce area was coming to an end. I had enJoyed 
the sights and people in the area. I had seen some odd things 
that I intended to investigate later. Like the tacos. It was 
striking how popular food vendors seemed to be, especially 
tacos. There was also a place that sold robot pets. I wanted to 
know more about them but would have been nervous about 
asking Libby. Das it appropriate to ask the one non-organic I 
knew about non-organic pets”

De came to a wall with lots of elevators. Libby called one, it 
arrived in moments. Fhe pressed a button on the wall panel. 

WFecurity re;uired,N came a robotic voice. 
WOliflabeth Richaels,N Libby barked. 
WFecurity re;uired,N came the voice again. 
Libby looked at me. 
WFecurity re;uired,N the voice insisted.
W…onathan Richaels”N I said, suddenly realising that some-

thing was expected of me. The elevator moved. 
W…oanne was asked for Esecurity’ when we arrived. It didn’t 

ask me that time,N I observed.
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WVou were with the vice-president—N Libby exclaimed with 
a raised eyebrow.

I nodded, noting the obvious difference in their security 
clearance. 

Dhen the doors opened, we were in a very different place. 
The corridor was massive“ a shuttle could have Mown down it. 
The walls were a blue wash and there was a well-scuffed Moor. 
De walked a few paces. The first door on our leq opened. 

WDelcome to your lab,N Libby said, proudly gesturing to the 
open doorway. 

The door was oversifled, like the corridor. The room was 
large and filled with books across every wall, from Moor to 
ceiling. They were actual books too, not little rectangles or 
Moating screens. It looked like an arcane library. It was dimly 
lit and there was a large holographic board with writing on it 
giving off a Mickering static glow. A huge horseshoe desk that 
sloped in the middle waited for my attention in the centre of 
the room.

I cautiously stepped in“ the lights brightened up. The desk 
came to lifeS screens appeared Moating above it with images, 
notes and diagrams across it. 

I heard a sound and was startled as a figure walked in from 
a doorway off to the side of the room. It had a body made of 
pipes.

W?oors”N I asked, suspiciously because this pipe-man was a 
dark green shade, not the assorted silver that I had seen in the 
apartment.

Wzo. This is ?ex, as in EIndex.’ It’s not alive like ?oors. It’s 
Just an AI. It knows a lot and can cross-reference information 
for you,N Libby explained as she poked it in its amber holo-
graphic eye-like head. 
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WYeneral rule to rememberS Yreen eyes, alive“ amber eyes, 
AI“ red eyes, run.N

WYreen alive, amber robotC :ed”N
W:ed is an AI with armed weapons.N
I nodded. It was an easy rule to remember. 
W:ed, runN I muttered. WIs that a dependable guide”N I want-

ed to make sure I had the green and amber the right way 
around in my head.

WIt’s literally a law,N Libby said, and pointed at her own green 
eyes. 

WThere’s a chip in all AI systems called a TLP. Traffic Life 
Phip. It’s supposed to sound cute. It can’t be bypassed by 
anything. It’s put right in the core’s optical output interfaceN

?ex stood next to the desk. Wjow do I make it work”N
W?ex,N Libby said in a commanding tone, without looking at 

it.
Wjow may I assist you”N It said in an interesting, almost 

Australian, accent. It had a smooth as silk voice and a natural 
tone.

WPan you show me a map of space”N I asked.
?ex nodded and waved its hand. The screen in front of the 

desk lit up with a huge Moating picture of the galaxy. ?ex tilted 
its head at me, waiting for more instructions. WDhere are we 
now”N I asked. A small blue shield logo Mashed on the map. 
In a smooth motion it shrank down to a little pea sifle as it 
positioned itself at the upper edge.

WIt can help you with anything, don’t be afraid to ask it 
things. It’s literally a database with a useful body, and your 
search history is private,N Libby said, leaning against ?ex as 
if it was a wall.

WGseful body”N
W?ex knows where all the books are and what pages you 

may want to see. It has a catalogue of artefacts you have in 
storage. It can also bring you lunch.N Libby pointed around at 
various things. 
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WThis hole is your lab. Vou usually do your research here. 
But I figured you could use ?ex to ask ;uestions and learn 
about, wellC everything, I suppose.N 

WThank you.N
WI’m glad you like it. I mean, it is your lab.N Libby smiled. 

WIt’s also ;uite convenient, given that I have to work for a few 
hours.N 

WDork”N
WVeah, I felt the ship move a few minutes ago. De’re heading 

back to Pentral. I was supposed to be giving a lecture at one of 
the universities. I thought I would have to cancel, but it seems 
we are back on track now.N

WVou lecture” Dhat do you lecture on”N
WI’m a philosophy teacher. Fort of. I specialise inC Dell, 

it’s complicated. I give talks about life. Dhat it is, how to 
recognise it. Dhy it’s important. In non-organics, specifically.N 
Fhe was a touch embarrassed. 

WDow—N I actually Ewowed.’ I didn’t know I Ewowed.’ 
WPan I come and listen”N
Wzo. It’s not safe. De don’t want another Porrectionist at-

tack on you, do we”N
WBut you’re going—N
WVes, but if they attack me, I’ll simply have to stop syncing 

this body and get a new one.N
Wjow does that even work”N
WAsk ?ex. I have to go.N Fhe stepped towards me and gave 

me a kiss on the cheek. WFtay out of trouble. Fcreen me if you 
do get in trouble. Fee you in a few hours.N

Fhe leq. The massive door closed behind her, and I felt 
incredibly alone. 

W?ex, what the hell does Escreen me’ mean”N
WScreen is a slang term for video and voice communication 

via a Pirclet.N It gestured to its arm and a hologram of a 
bracelet, like the ones I had seen …oanne and Day use, ap-
peared in front of his wrist.
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WDhy is mine different”N I held my wrist up.
?ex leaned forward to see. WThe larger units also have a 

separate data channel for AI core interfaces. They are widely 
used by professions that re;uire instant access to large vol-
umes of data.N

I looked at my Pirclet, pleased with myself for knowing 
what it was called now. I knew the slider let out the thread that 
generated the screenC and then I realised why it was called 
EScreening.’

I pressed the other button. zothing happened. I tapped it a 
few times.

WDhat do you re;uire”N asked ?ex.
WI’m trying to figure out how to use the AI in the Pirclet.N
WVou are using it correctly. Dhat do you re;uire”N 
I looked at ?ex suspiciously and tapped the button again. 

WVes”N he said. I walked out of the room, into the corridor and 
pressed it again. WVes”N ?ex’s voice came through my ears.

I walked back into the room. WThe Pirclet is connected to 
you”N 

WVes,N it replied.
WI pressed this button a few times yesterday when I put it 

on. jow come you didn’t answer”N
WThis lab and all associated e;uipment were in lock-down. 

Access was restored by ‘ice !resident …oanne Richaels two 
hours ago.N 

I nodded to myself. That made sense. 
WKkay, ?ex. Let’s do some learning.N I waved a hand over 

the desk and the screens all lit up as I did. I felt like a wiflard“ 
it was ;uite entertaining and felt like something I had done a 
thousand times before. Das this a memory, something familiar 
finally”



Chapter Six

Time to drink

The following few hours, maybe more, were spent asking Dex 
endless mundane questions about the world – or the universe, 
I suppose. Dex really did have all the answers I wanted and 
was good at sharing the information. It almost seemed alive at 
times, mostly when it was talking in depth about a subject. 

I asked Dex about it, and it said all information was ‘drawn 
from well-documented communication sources.’ It was very 
useful but quite dry. I was starting to see the difference be-
tween Dex and Doors. 

Doors was a little sassy, and while he seemed quite sub-
servient, he was obviously a personality. Dex was more like a 
tool or an interface. There was nothing else going on with it. 
I also couldn’t think of it as more than an ‘it’ even if I tried. It 
lacked that ethereal spark that could have made it a person to 
me. 

An alarm sounded, loud and without warning. It was a sharp 
and rhythmic sound. 

“Dex, what is that?” I demanded.
“Possible intruder.” 
“Show me!” I barked.
The screen above the desk showed me the corridor outside. 

There was a woman standing by the door to the lab. She had 
red hair and was wearing a long yellow dress. The angle made 
it hard to see, but it looked like she was carrying something, a 
thin box. 

“Dex, let me talk to her.”
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Dex tilted its head, I suddenly heard the alarm louder, and 
the ambient hum of the corridor.

“Who are you?” I asked.
“What? I can’t hear you! There’s an alarm!” the woman 

shouted. She was struggling to hold the box straight as she 
fished around in her bag. She pulled out a wallet and flipped 
it with one hand to show her ID to the camera. 

“Dex, show me what she has there.”
The screen zoomed in to the card. It was a picture of the 

woman at the door and the words: ‘Lea Ra-kay. Flight officer, 
first class’. There were also military numbers and emblems. 

“Oh! It’s Lea, from the shuttle. Turn off the alarm. Let her 
in, Dex” I ordered.

The noise stopped instantly, and the doors opened.
“What the hell was that about, Michaels?” she asked as she 

stepped in. She stopped dead the moment she looked at me, 
frozen on the spot. 

“I didn’t recognise you without the helmet and the uniform,” 
I tried to have a friendly tone, even though the alarm had leffl 
me ruHed. 

She looked at me, terrified. I was quite confused until I 
turned to Dex. It was standing with both arms stretched out 
and in the shotgun configuration I had seen Doors use. Nis 
floating eye was blood red. 

“Oh shit! ;o! Dex, calm downU I know her. She’s a friend!” 
I stumbled over my words, trying to be as clear as possible. 

“DO ;OT SNOOT!” I barked, to add clarity.
“Ynderstood.” Dex’s barrels transformed back to hands and 

its eye faded back to a healthier orange.
“That’s Dex?” Lea seemed a little less threatened.
“Eeah, I’m sorry. I did not know it did that.”
“Eou didn’t know your destroyer unit could destroy things?”
“It’s a librarian.”
“;o. it isn’t. It’s an Blven destroyer Ynit. Eou don’t usually 

see them outside of Blf territory,” Lea said. 
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“They are real fucking scary.” 
“Dex, is this true?” I asked, not so much doubting Lea’s 

words as wanting to know more about it. 
“I was assigned to you at President Ca’an Ty’s orders. My 

mission is to serve as your assistant and protect your research. 
I am authorised to use maximum force to do so.”

“I had no idea,” I said. “Please add Lea to a visitors list or 
whatever you have, I don’t want you shooting my only friend!”

“Those things, they can take ships out of orbit with those 
neck cannons,” she said. “Other than the ;OLF at your apart-
ment on …entral, I didn’t even know there was any outside of 
Blf space.”

She seemed to remember why she had come and presented 
me with the box. “Libby messaged me. Said I should remind 
you to eat.”

I took the box. It was a large and thin square. It was warm. 
I put it on the desk next to me and opened it. 

“Pizza!” I excitedly grabbed a slice. I gestured for Lea to take 
a slice too. She shook her head in disgust. 

“Oh no, thank you. If I’m going to abuse my stomach, it’ll be 
with liquor.”

She was looking around the lab with great interest. Ner 
yellow sundress made her look delicate and innocent, not at 
all like the seasoned pilot I had been introduced to when I 
met her.

“Eou’ve not been here before?” I asked, with a mouth full of 
cheese crust.

“;o, I don’t think I have the security clearance for this deck, 
to be honest, but Libby wanted me to make sure you were 
staying out of trouble.” She looked as excited as I did to be 
there. 

“What’s through here?” she asked, wandering through a 
doorway.

“Toilet, sink. Oh, and one of those lights that cleans you.” I 
had explored the lab thoroughly as soon as Libby had gone. 
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There was also another larger room that had rows and rows of 
boxes containing all sorts of random items that I didn’t quite 
understand yet. 

Lea appeared back at the doorway, looking quite amused. 
“Eou call it a light that cleans you, for real?” She was sporting 
an adorable grin.

“Eeah, becauseJ it’s a lightJ and it cleans you.” I covered 
my pizza filled mouth with my hand as I spoke. 

“Kust in case it comes up again, it’s called a ‘hygiene field’.” 
“There is no way anyone calls it that.”
“;o, most humans just call it a shower.” She laughed. 
I noticed the odd way she phrased that. “Numans?”
“Eeah. Eou know. From Sol system. They own the ship 

we’re on. The race of which you are a member.” She was being 
more than a little sarcastic. She understood my question just 
fine. 

“Eou’re not human?” I asked, despite still having a mouth 
full of pizza. 

“;o! I’m a Crick.”
The first thing I had studied with Dex was the races. I 

knew that Cricks were the closest allies of Barth, Sol. They 
all had natural physical fitness and better reflexes than hu-
mans. They were hardy, but they took over sixty Barth years 
to reach adulthood. They were outwardly indistinguishable 
from humans but were genetically skewed towards physical 
perfection. They were considered to be a race of beautiful 
people. Like all the elder races, other than Numans they were 
functionally immortal.

“I think you may be the first Crick I have met!”
“It’s so strange, Kon.” She leaned against the open doorway. 
“Two months ago, you were a force of nature. A constant 

stream of ideas. …onfident like no other.” She stepped towards 
me and put a hand on my shoulder. “And now you’re like this 
odd empty version of who you wereJ Eou’re still you, butJ” 
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I could see her trying to carefully choose her words. “Eou’re 
not you either. I miss the old you.”

I shrugged. “I don’t know if I’ll get my memories back. I need 
to go visit Vay again. She wants to run more tests.” I was aware 
that my tone was apologetic. 

Lea smiled and shook off her moment of melancholy. 
“Work is boring. Let’s go get drunk.”
I didn’t want to leave my lab, but when someone who is 

supposed to be your best friend looks at you with sad eyes and 
tells you it’s time to drink, you are honour bound to agree.

We leffl the lab. I checked with Dex that I didn’t need to 
lock-up or set alarms. Lea assured me that even if anyone else 
knew where my lab was and somehow happened to have door 
access, having an Blven Destroyer Ynit as a guard dog would 
suitably discourage the intruders.

She took me up to a mezzanine above the commerce area. 
This was apparently the more ‘adult’ commerce area. It was 
lit a little dimmer than the lower deck. There were dive bars 
with broken windows. There were fights breaking out too 
and more than a few armed security people hanging around 
to deal with them. There was even a large open area where 
people were playing a ball game that I hadn’t seen beforeU it 
looked like basketball, but the ball was powered, and trying to 
avoid everyone, on its own.

The area was parallel to the top half of the viewing window 
that showed space. Ynlike below, it wasn’t being revered by 
people who looked through it with awe and respect. It was 
covered in posters for music venues, and someone had affixed 
a ball hoop to it with a large gloop of foam glue. There were 
scuffs next to the hoop where the ball had repeatedly hit it. 

Lea walked fast, looking out of place in her yellow sundress. 
Regardless, she carried herself with supreme confidence. We 
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weaved through some people playing guitar who casually 
called greetings to her as we passed. She stopped outside of a 
big window to a bar. The bar had no door, the inside looked 
seedy, to say the least.

“We’re here!” she said and walked in, not checking if I was 
still following.

It was quieter than the other bars we had passed, a lot more 
run down. There was a long counter running down most of the 
length of the room. The bartender was made of metal cubes. 

I knew from my talk with Dex that this was not a robotU it 
was a Thinker. They were a race of beings made of energy. 
They inhabited solid objects and animated them with a type of 
tactile telekinesisU turning inanimate objects into space suits 
for themselves. They had no faces, but they fluctuated light 
energy around their head to give the impressions of features. 

This one was cleaning the bar when we entered. 
“Lea! Didn’t expect to see you this early,” the Thinker said 

in a strong male voice and a northern accent, though the voice 
was accompanied by a static distortion, like an old radio.

“Ni, Gent! Kon’s been working too hard, so I broke him out 
of his lab.”

Gent looked at me and placed two glasses on the counter. 
“Kon, rumour is that you went and got your head blanked, 

that true?” Ne pulled out a bottle of strong brown spirit.
“Eeah, the rumour seems pretty much spot on,” I replied.
“Well, in that caseJ I’m GentTanaLomoQiovaliaSionoth 

and I’ll be the one taking your drinking money for the rest of 
the day.” 

“;ice to meet you GentTanaaaaaaaaaloJ” I gave up about a 
quarter of the way through.

“Gent. People call me Gent,” he barked. “;ow give me a 
pay-card or get out.” Nis words were harsh, but his tone was 
friendly.

I looked at Lea. 
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“Don’t ask me, you’re the one with all the money. I’m just 
a broke-arse pilot.” She reached for a glass. I pulled out my 
wallet and found the card that I had assumed was for paying 
for things.

Gent tapped the bar and a rectangle square outline ap-
peared in front of him. Ne took my card and placed it on the 
square. It floated above it. 

“Nand” he said. 
A hand shape appeared on my side of the bar, I pawed at the 

outline. It flashed. Ne passed my card back. “Welcome to ‘The 
Dancing Flame.’ Drink and be merry for tomorrow you may 
be dead,” he said, and slid the glass over to me. I swallowed the 
contents like it was water. It burned on the way down. Tasted 
great. I slid the glass back.

Gent pushed it away and handed me the bottle.
The other customers mostly ignored us, far too busy with 

their own quests for drunkenness. One or two glanced over at 
Lea’s attractive form, but no one bothered us. All the people in 
the bar were in uniforms that were in various states of casual. 
This was a military haunt, everyone there knew Lea.

She had somehow made it to the other end of the bar before 
I realised she was gone. She stood by a large metal table. I 
wandered over with my bottle. She pressed some buttons, 
and the table went green. pool balls appeared, along with two 
sticks. “Eou remember how to shoot pool, right?” she asked.

I grinned. “I do!” 
I was quite pleased. One of the few memories I had was of 

being in a barfight, and with it was the certainty that I did know 
how to play pool. 

The next few hours were great, literally the happiest I could 
remember. We played poolU Lea told me about her adventures 
as a pilot. I was in more than a few of them, and she revelled 
in the telling. 

She had been flying ships for almost twenty years. I had 
to keep reminding myself that she was a lot older than she 
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looked: she wasn’t even close to her twenties, as she ap-
peared.

As the afflernoon went on, she got slowly less sober and 
worse at pool. I enjoyed the tastes of the drinks that she kept 
bringing over, but nothing so much as made me light-headed. 
Bventually, she decided she was too drunk to play and pressed 
some buttons on the table. The solid appearing pool table 
faded away to show the naked silver table again.

;o sooner had it reset than a projection of a small spaceship 
began fading into life before me. There were floating sticks 
and a throttle on the table. I flicked the stick, and the per-
spective moved to show me the inside of the ship. “…ome, 
shooooots me, Kon,” she slurred. 

The game was great. I really did feel like I was flying a ship. 
It was definitely simplified to make it more of a game and less 
of an actual training simulation, but for the half-hour that we 
played, I almost forgot that I was standing in a now quite busy 
bar.

Affler destroying my little ship almost as many times as I had 
beaten her at pool, Lea quite literally passed out on her pro-
jected controlsU her little ship spun out wildly. I walked around 
the table and switched it off. The space game vanishedU Lea 
slumped down even more without the controls in her way. 

“Qreat,” I muttered. “;ow what do I do?” 
I decided to get another bottle and take a seat next to the 

game table. I put my feet up on the table and slumped down 
in a comfy padded armchair I had pulled in close. ;o one 
seemed to mind. While I wasn’t going to abandon Lea. I wasn’t 
going to try and move her either. Waiting for her to wake up, 
or for the bar to close, struck me as my best option.

With a flick of my wrist, my …irclet screen appeared. I took 
my first real look at the menu: it had a lot of options. It was 
connected to a data feed that allowed me to browse news and 
search for things. I browsed the feed for a little bit and then 
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tapped the button to speak to Dex. I wondered if it would be 
able to hear me over the music and ambient chatter of the bar.

“Ees?” came its voice as if projected directly in my ears.
“…an you send information to my …irclet screen?”
“Ees.”
“Qood. I want to see information about bio-stasis. Specifi-

cally, it’s meaning and limits.” The truth was I wanted to be 
drunk and happy like Lea, but if I couldn’t, I should at least 
find out why not. 

The documents that Dex sent over absorbed me. Bvery-
thing ever recorded about the ‘mutation’ was now available to 
me in an instant. I couldn’t help but notice that most of the 
medical journals had been written by Vay, though for reasons 
of privacy her ‘subjects’ were unnamed. I didn’t understand 
most of what I was reading. The bar faded into the background 
of my awareness and there was just me and the data. 

Bventually, Lea gained something close to lucidness and 
dragged her own armchair over to mine. She passed out again 
next to me. I gave her an entertained glance and went back 
to the screen. ;o one had bothered us, which somehow sur-
prised me. 

I had a memory of what usually happened to attractive 
women who got pass-out drunk in bars. This world was far 
better than the one I remembered, seemingly in every way. 

A shadow appeared in front of me, and I flicked away my 
screen before I looked up. There stood Libby, looking quite 
grumpy. 

“Really? I leave you alone for a few hours and you find your 
way to a military bar in the worst part of the ship?” 

Lea grunted and opened her eyes.
“Oh, Lea! Right! ;ow it makes sense!” Libby thinned her 

eyes. I was suddenly concerned that it may not have been 
appropriate to go to a bar with another – very attractive – 
woman, the first time my wife had leffl me alone.
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Libby picked up Lea carefully and put her over her shoul-
der. 

“…ome on, we can’t leave her here all night,” she said, now 
smiling, but just a little. We walked out of the bar. Libby 
greeted Gent when we passed him.

“Thanks”, I called, following affler her. Gent waved as I leffl. 
Ne didn’t have a face as such, but I got the impression he was 
laughing at us. It was strange to see someone as demure as 
Libby carrying someone her own size so effortlessly. I thought 
back to her throwing a tank out of a window and realised that 
I shouldn’t be surprised at anything she did. 

We took an elevator, then a few corridors, we eventually 
got to Lea’s apartment. I expected a group living spaceU in my 
imagination, military people all lived in a long room with many 
green bunk beds. Lea had a small apartment of her own. The 
door opened as Libby approached and we walked in. 

The apartment was tiny: a living-area and kitchen area 
combined. Other than a door that led to the bedroom, there 
wasn’t any other rooms. I assumed the ‘shower’ was attached 
to the bedroom, but I didn’t follow Libby in there. I waited in 
the living area. Ceing there alone seemed like an intrusion. 
It was very tidy and not very personalised. The only sign 
that someone lived there was a pile of flight manuals on the 
kitchen counter. 

Something about the place was niggling at my awareness. It 
was like I had noticed something with my subconscious that 
I couldn’t quite summon to the surface. I did not doubt that 
my memory-intact self would have instantly known what it 
was and somehow used it to bring about galactic peace, end 
universal hunger, invent a new type of art and make kittens 
twice as cute. I hated him. Ne was always there judging me for 
not knowing things that he found so trivial.

I wondered if Lea was happy.



TIME TO DRINK 67

Libby came back alone. We leffl the apartment. She pressed 
some buttons that I could see properly locked the door affler 
we leffl. 

“Oh my gosh, she was trashed!” Libby said the moment the 
door was closed.

“Eeah. We played a lot of pool and some shuttle fighting 
game. I don’t think she stopped drinking from the moment we 
walked in until she passed out.” 

Would Libby be mad at me I wondered?
“Sorry I ended up leaving you for so long. The post-lecture 

F-and-A went on longer than I expected. Then there was 
this interview. Cefore I knew I had missed the last scheduled 
shuttle back. Nad to get Ko’s buddy Vieran to come to pick me 
up. For some reason, Lea wasn’t answering my Screens.”

She told me about her day as we made our way to our 
assigned apartment. It was much nicer than Lea’s and we were 
only staying there temporarily. Lea lived on Mercia full time 
and her apartment was tiny.

We walked into the living space. Libby did her little kick to 
rid herself of her shoes. She sat down on the sofa and looked 
almost sleepy. I considered my actions and decided to tackle 
the potential problem head-on. 

“Libby, I hope it wasn’t improper for me to go drinking with 
another woman the way I did. I hadn’t really thought about 
how it may look until you walked into the bar.” I wanted to be 
as honest as I could with her. It felt right.

She looked over at me and patted the sofa seat next to her. 
I sat down.

“Kon, we have known Lea for literally as long as we have 
known each other. There is no way I would think you are 
cheating on me with her,” she said, seriously, before present-
ing a coy smile: “Cesides, she’s out of your league!”





Chapter Seven

Outing

There was a disappointing lack of bacon smells when I woke 
up. Libby had ‘things to do’ and I had been given the bedroom. 
It was an awkward situation we were in. While thankful that I 
had somewhere to sleep, I was also concerned at how Libby 
was manufacturing reasons to not discuss it. 

I put on my clothes and wandered into the shower. It would 
make me and whatever I was wearing clean in moments. This 
made it so easy that I still wore the same jeans and the pirate 
looking shirt that Libby had supplied me. The jacket also still 
accompanied me, though I had yet to be chilly, or warm, I 
wore it anyway.

I looked in the mirror: my stubble hadn’t grown much ei-
ther. “Bio-static,” I muttered to myself, before leaving to the 
living space.

Libby was typing something on a screen that was floating 
above the table. Her Circlet had been placed on the table and 
was projecting it.

“I didn’t know it could do that,” I said. 
“Oh, good morning!”
“Morning!”
I walked over to the food delivery hatch. I pressed the 

buttons for coffee and toast. It hummed and opened with a 
tray. I must have done something wrong because it came with 
an entire pot of coffee and more toast than a single person 
could eat. I shrugged and carried the tray over to the table. 

“Hungry?” Libby asked with an amused smirk. 
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“Food-hole thinks I need feeding up, apparently.” 
I had asked where the food came from when learning things 

with Dex the day before. There was an automated kitchen 
nearby that kept the entire menu frozen in time via some 
technology that I didn’t understand. It then delivered it to the 
hatch via a thing called a ‘Fold’ – the same white transport 
light as the one in the apartment where we had been attacked. 
I shuddered at the thought of that apartment.

It was impressive how fast the food arrived. It also seemed 
a little wasteful; I could have made my own toast.

“As much as I favour caution; we can’t just hide out on 
Mercia forever. We should go visit Kay today,” Libby said. 

She turned off her screen and put her Circlet back on her 
wrist. I wanted to ask why she even needed one. Surely, she 
had some kind of internal computer interface. I was con-
cerned that it could be an insensitive question, though.

“Sure. But what about the attack? Is it safe?”
“Judging by the equipment that was salvaged, we’re pretty 

certain it was a Correctionist attack. They aren’t the most 
effective of terrorists. Kay’s medical practice is in the Embassy 
building. We can park the shuttle behind it. Should be safe,” 
she considered her own proposition a little more. “Besides, 
I’m far better equipped to deal with them now,” she added, 
pointing her silver badge.

I swallowed my toast as I looked at her. She was dressed 
differently today: a flatteringly snug red tank top and jeans. 
She looked like someone from the few memories I had of my 
nineteen nineties.

I wanted to compliment her outfit. Ask her if she was okay. 
My lack of memories was beginning to make me feel like I 
was an impostor in her life. I really did want to know that she 
was okay. Yet, it felt like it just wasn’t my place. It had been 
so easy talking to Lea. It was harder to talk to Libby. She was 
wonderful, but there was a lot of implied pressure; on me, on 
us.
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“It is safe to leave the ship, right?” I asked. 
“Correctionists are essentially a religious cult. It doesn’t 

matter if we wait a month or a decade. If they are going 
to attack us again, they will do it next time the opportunity 
presents itself. A Sol embassy in the middle of Central Prime is 
far safer than pretty much any other place I can think of. May 
as well stick a toe in the water here and see what happens.”

Libby was transfixed on my toast mountain as she spoke. I 
was making a far greater dent in it than I had expected. 

“Okay. But I still think it may be a terrible idea.”

On the way to the shuttle bay, I tried to make conversation, 
this time without asking her to explain things to me. Just 
conversation, like a normal person. I had Dex on my wrist if I 
needed things explained.

“So… the lecture? Do you lecture a lot?” 
“We travel around a lot with Mercia, so I guest speak at 

different venues, usually a few times a month. When it looks 
like we’ll be at a single location for a few weeks, then I’ll 
sometimes run classes.” 

Until last night, I hadn’t noticed how little we had to talk 
about. It was probably just as hard for her. Probably harder; 
she knew what she had lost.

We got as far as the shuttle dock before we spoke again. The 
elevator doors opened, we walked to the shuttle. It looked 
prepared for launch: the engines were glowing; all the lights 
were on. The ramp was down. A figure lay on its back in the 
rear of the walkway. The dock was filled with noises and lights. 
There was the occasional roar of ships leaving and smoke in 
the air. We got close enough to get a better look at the figure; 
it was our sleeping pilot.

Libby muttered something and then shouted: “There is no 
way you are in a fit state to fly a shuttle, Lea!” 
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The figure stirred and sat up. 
It was Lea, dressed the same as the first time we had met. 

She looked at us and gave a lazy thumb up. She had dark 
glasses on and was very pale, no doubt hungover from the 
night before. 

“Brick metabolism. I’m good to fly,” she said in a hoarse 
voice. “Just keep it down, okay?” 

We walked into the shuttle; Lea smacked the button to close 
the door. The sounds from outside disappeared. There was 
just the background hum of the engines. Libby went straight 
to the pilot seat and sat down. Lea let out a sigh, grateful for 
the silence.

“Hey! I’m fine to fly, Libby!”
“Relax, I got this one,” Libby argued in smiling retaliation.
Lea sat in the second seat, probably too hungover to dis-

agree. I took a seat on the bench behind them.
“You sure it’s wise not to bring a guard?” Lea asked.
“A Brick and a combat-ready NOLF do not require addi-

tional support.” She flipped the switches that made the shuttle 
start to cycle its powerful engines. 

“How you feeling?” I asked Lea, more because I wanted 
to poke fun at her than because I was concerned. She had 
drunk herself into that state and I had little sympathy. It was 
entertaining though. 

She shot me a thin smile and raised her tired eyebrows: 
“Better than last time we went out.” 

“Yes, but last time you two went drinking without me, you 
got shot, he got stabbed, and you were both arrested.” Libby 
couldn’t keep up her stern act as she spoke. “Which is why 
you shouldn’t go without me!” she added.

I wondered how this could have happened, given that I 
couldn’t even get drunk. It was a story I would have to ask 
about, at some point. 

“You always require adult supervision,” Libby mocked in a 
faux-superior tone. 
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“You’re the one who needs supervision!” Lea returned. “She 
can get drunk you know!” Lea yelled to me as the engines 
ignited and the shuttle jolted, liVing from the ground. 

“How does that work?” I asked.
“She loads up a program she wrote. What did you call it, 

Libby? Stupid-idea-zero-zero-one or something?” Lea’s voice 
came a little too loud as the engine stopped cycling halfway 
through her sentence. 

The shuttle launched through the iris at rapid speed. I held 
on to the bench rail. The force stabilised when we launched 
out of the tunnel. We shot into space, I looked out of the 
window in awe. It was only my second time in space. 

“It’s called Bad-Judgement and you know it,” Libby told Lea.
We had only been travelling for a few seconds when the 

shuttle’s nose dipped, and the planet came into view. It was 
massive. We were far closer than I had realised. Joanne said 
they were moving closer to it, but it was hard to think of 
Mercia as a moving object. 

“Should I strap in?” I asked. 
“Na’,  no  one  bothers.  We  only  have  to  do  things 

by-the-book when Jo’s onboard. If she so much as bumped 
her head, the President would have a full investigation done,” 
Lea said.

The other time I had seen the planet, it had been night 
time across the visible face. Now it was morning: brightly lit 
with lush clusters of colours, grey cities covered in smoke 
and a wash of purple light. The clouds were a far paler blue 
in the daylight. I could see a purple ocean creeping over the 
horizon, and one of the moons delicately peeking out behind 
the planet. I hoped I could see Earth from this vantage point, 
one day.

I felt a wave of emotion overtake me; I managed to contain 
it before it creeped to the surface.
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The shuttle rotated and Lea pressed buttons on her screen. 
From the screen, I gleaned that it was transmitting codes; 
probably related to landing authorisation.

“I love this city,” Libby said with a warm whisper.
The ground was already approaching. 
“You and me both, princess,” Lea replied. 
They fist-bumped. I smiled to myself. It was cute.
We came to a smooth landing in an area that seemed to be 

a car park, close to a building. 
“Nicely done, NOLF,” Lea exclaimed. 
“Thank you, Brick.”
They unbuckled in unison. Libby checked her screen. “I’m 

letting Kay know we’re on the ground,” she said, for my ben-
efit. 

Lea took a large handgun from the cradle on the wall and 
put it in a holster on her hip. She also grabbed a metal disk 
and slapped it into her upper arm. It lit up and a circle of lights 
spun around the edge for a moment. 

“What’s that?” I asked. 
“Personal shield. You want one?”
“I don’t know. Will I need one?” 
Libby dismissed her screen. “No,” she pointed at her little 

silver badge. “I’m your shield.”

We leV the shuttle. I noticed we were outside the building I 
had first woken up in. There were buildings in all directions. 
Most were taller than the cloud level and the sky was full of 
shuttles and large flying bug-things that were native to the 
planet. The air was dry and a little thin. I basked in it for a 
moment before following them towards the building across a 
little service road.

The building had large glass doors and elevator entrances 
every few meters. Lots of people were coming and going, 
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most of them dressed like it was either ffiictorian England 
or medieval Europe. I had somehow become accustomed to 
seeing members of the ffiampire race. 

As we approached the doors, I realised that people were 
stepping right through the glass, like it wasn’t there. Libby and 
Lea strolled right through it too. I stopped and put up a hand; 
the glass had no resistance. It seemed to be a projection. I 
followed, and as I did, the ambient sounds from the city were 
silenced: just as if I was behind glass. I stepped back out, then 
in and out a few more times. Lea waved for me to keep up. 
Libby was already at a desk further into the lobby talking to 
an Elf woman behind a large desk. I realised I hadn’t spoken 
with any one of the Elf race yet and scurried over. 

“… Okay, thank you,” I heard Libby finish as I got there. The 
woman behind the counter was looking at me. She had very 
delicate features and small pointy ears. Her eyes had sharp 
crosses in them instead of circular pupils. I grinned at her. 

Libby took my arm and spun me around. “Wanted to talk to 
an Elf, did you?” she asked with a coy smile. 

“How did you know?”
We headed for an elevator. “Had to report to the desk to 

declare our weapons. Our clearance checked out and we are 
good to go.” 

The elevator journeyed downwards, aVer Lea pressed some 
buttons on the inside wall. The doors opened to a familiar 
large room with many other elevators: it was the floor via 
which I had exited aVer waking up. We followed the route 
to Kay’s medical practice. It said ‘Ka’ona Michaels’ in big 
writing on a plaque next to the door. In smaller writing, it said: 
‘Medical doctor & Bio-stasis physician.’ I took a brief moment 
of pride in her.

Lea stepped in front of me and blocked the view of the sign 
with her head, breaking my line of sight and train of thought. 
She flicked a button on the back of her handgun without 
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taking it out of the holster, then leant against the wall, like she 
was settling in for a while.

Libby and I stepped in; the door closed behind us. Kay came 
from her oGce. She was dressed in a black skirt and a tied-off 
purple t-shirt. She wore boots with heels and her hair was 
braided. There was a cup in her hand. The rich smell of coffee 
was filling the air.

“Long night, Kay?” Libby asked.
“Your message both woke me up and got me into work 

on my day off… And before noon. You can call me Doctor 
Michaels today.” She yawned. “Jon, take off your jacket and 
get on the bed, please.” She picked up a wand and her glasses 
from one of the benches. I assumed the wand was a medical 
device not a magical instrument, not that I would really know 
the difference.

I lay on the bed. Libby sat in the chair next to it, holding 
my jacket, hugging it like it was an old friend. Kay put a large 
Circlet on her wrist and walked over. She raised her hand and 
the familiar green ball appeared in her palm. The threads of 
light streamed out and streaked down my body, with some 
of them focusing on my head. She tapped the frame of her 
glasses and the green ball flickered blue and red for a moment. 
She bent close to my head and let out a long “hmmm”.

The threads of light flicked off. She took out the wand. It 
was about as thick as a pencil, but twice as long. She waved 
across my head and a blanket of light streamed out from it, 
combing my face, the light heating me up a little.

“Is it supposed to tingle?” I asked.
“Usually no, but this is a very deep scan. It’ll be over in 

a second.” Kay was distracted by whatever her glasses were 
showing her. The light blinked off a few moments later. 

“Okay, all done. I need to double-check the results. Dive me 
five minutes.” She walked into her oGce, then quickly scurried 
back because she had forgotten her coffee. 



OUTING 77

“She’s dressed differently today,” I said as I slipped my jacket 
back on.

“Oh! Yes. I didn’t think about it at the time, but she must 
have looked pretty strange to you when you first saw her.”

“The rubber suit she had on; it’s a medical thing, then?”
“It’s not rubber. It’s a self-sterilising material. It has medical 

devices embedded,” she thought for a moment and added: “To 
be honest, though, hers is more obvious than most. Doctors 
usually cover up more of it with their outer coats. She just likes 
it.” 

I laughed. I had already assumed Kay was aware that it was 
a flattering look for her.

When my doctor returned, she looked a lot more awake. 
She did, however, also look very serious. She pulled over a 
small desk on wheels and pressed some buttons to make a 
screen appear. 

“Jon, I have just compared your pre-accident scan, coma 
scan and now this  new one.  I  have one of  those awful 
good-news, bad-news situations.”

“The good news is…” she began, “You have no long term 
brain damage. Your brain is actually in slightly better condition 
now than before the Event Storm got you. Which is nice.”

The screen showed the brain scan with assorted informa-
tion panels. I assumed it was my brain. Other than that, it 
meant less than nothing to me. Libby looked at it intently.

“Now, for the bad news,” Kay announced with a deep and 
somewhat dramatic breath. “The parts of the brain that deal 
with memory are only partially damaged. You do have amnesia 
and your memories will return, but I think only the really old 
ones.” 

Libby let out a little grunt.
“What do you mean? Exactly…?” I asked.
Kay zoomed in on an area of the screen. “The brain is a 

very cryptic organ and there’s always a slim chance I’m wrong, 
but I doubt you will regain any memories from aVer the first 
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time you had an episode like this. The memories are just… not 
there.”

“I’m not sure I understand,” I said.
Libby nodded and made another sound. “She means ‘The 

Event’. This is the second time this sort of energy wave hit 
your brain. There are no memories leV to regain between the 
original ‘Event’ and the more recent accident you had.” Libby 
sounded serious and upset. “Not one memory since nineteen 
hundred,” she completed in a defeated tone. Her face wasn’t 
giving much away, but I could sense the sadness.

“If it’s okay with you, I’ll send all my data to Libby in case 
she wants to go over it in more detail,” Kay asked. She was also 
sad. Unlike Libby, though, she had tears forming.

It was the strangest feeling. I wanted my memories back but 
being told they weren’t coming didn’t feel like much of a loss. 
I was no worse off than when I had first woken up in this very 
room.

In a way, Libby had just been told her husband was dead; 
or gone. Kay had lost the version of her grandfather she had 
known her whole life.

I wanted to say something to make them feel better. At the 
same time, a darker part of my mind was selfishly thinking: 
I was still there, I was still the same person. I deserved to be 
loved by them. These thoughts weren’t useful or constructive, 
but I felt them. I was afraid they would leave me; something 
inside of me was terrified that I would end up alone.

“There is, medically speaking, nothing that can be done,” 
Kay added.

And yet it seemed like there was more discussion to be had; 
a myriad of thoughts swirled around my mind. Before I was 
able to settle on something to say, an alarm sounded. A red 
glow filled the room.

“What is that?” I asked.
“I think that’s the lock-down alarm,” Kay said. She pulled 

out her Circlet screen to check.
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The door opened and Lea stepped in, gun drawn. “There 
was some noise from above us and then the alarm sounded,” 
she informed. She pressed buttons on the door panel to lock 
it. 

“Noise?” Libby queried.
“The explodey kind.”
Kay gave Libby a nervous look. “Libby, I think the building 

is in a jamming field.”
“I’m aware of that.” 
“How do you know?” I asked.
Libby pointed to her eyes. They were now a flickering 

amber. “Because this body just lost synchronisation with my 
core. I’m in simulation mode.”

“What?”
Lea was checking the door panel again, weapon still in 

hand. Kay ran into her oGce and Libby began frantically 
pressing buttons on her Circlet screen. 

“There is a special kind of signal that is transmitted from 
my core to this body. It… well it is me. The signal is almost 
impossible to block from this range. If it does glitch out for 
a moment, the body goes into simulation mode. It simulates 
my…” she paused to choose the right word. “Myself. It simu-
lates me until the signal returns.”

“You’re simulating yourself?”
“No! This body is simulating Libby. Look, it’s not important. 

What’s important is that something powerful enough to block 
a quad-locked grav-data stream has just arrived, on purpose.”





Chapter Eight

Mission

Kay came out of her office with her medical bag. “The com-
mand channels are blocked too.”

There was the echoing sound of something exploding. The 
lights went out for a second, then came back on, dimly. The 
alarm still rang, but only about half the volume.

“Emergency power?” Kay asked. 
Lea nodded. “Okay, Princess, sim-mode or not, you’re the 

smartest person in this room. Do we hunker down, or do we 
go for the exit like we’re supposed to?”

“Jon?” Libby passed the question to me. Confused about 
why my opinion mattered, I shrugged. 

“As soon as my core was cut off, my consciousness back 
on Mercia would know. I’ll be raising the alarm there. Let’s 
head for the surface. Without more information, we can’t just 
assume it’s personal.”

“This could just be a power cut,” Kay reasoned.
“Power outages don’t explode,” Lea fired back. 
Kay muttered in agreement. 
We walked out into the corridor; it was also lit with emer-

gency power. Lea stopped a man rushing past and asked what 
was happening. He didn’t know; he was heading for the eleva-
tor room. It was where the emergency exit was. We followed. 

“Won’t the elevators be switched off because of the power 
cut?” I asked as we jogged down the corridor. 

“The emergency Fold should have powered up,” Libby 
replied. 
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We made it to the elevator room; there was an orderly 
queue forming in front of the rear wall. There was a pale blue 
glow flickering as people walked into the light that promised 
to move them to the surface. 

“Why do we use elevators if we have this sort of technolo-
gy?” I asked. 

“Power,” Libby said. “This Fold will take as much power to 
run for half an hour as the elevator does for a month.” 

“I thought there was a power cut?”
“The emergency battery puts the lights on and powers up a 

Fold. No government agency would pay the power bill to keep 
this on twenty-four hours a day.”

“If the building fell down above us, the Fold will still take us 
out. It’s a safe exit no matter what happened,” Kay said as she 
tried her Circlet screen again.

The Folds, as emergency exits, did make a lot of sense. I 
wondered who was paying for the one in our apartment down 
the street. It was a fast way out: essentially people were just 
walking through a door. Soon it was our turn. Lea went first, 
gun in hand; then me; Kay; and finally, Libby. 

We didn’t appear outside, as we expected, but instead in a 
large hangar. “We’re in space,” Libby said, the moment she 
came through the Fold. It closed behind her. The people who 
had entered the light before us were all there.

“How do you know?” Lea asked. Her voice sounding pro-
fessional now.

“I can hear the engines, taste recycled air.” 
Her eyes were still orange. She stepped closer to me.
The hangar was large and square and almost intentionally 

nondescript. There were very few markings or signs to indi-
cate where we were. I noticed a walkway on an observation 
floor above us, along with mirrored windows. 
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The other people were confused about our new location, 
but remained quite calm. They were all trained embassy staff 
and military people. Many were armed. 

A man in a Sol jumpsuit came into view on the walkway. 
“Excuse me!” he shouted. “There were some difficulties 

with the emergency exit. We had to move you to a more 
secure location. Some people will arrive shortly to arrange 
your exit back to the embassy grounds. Please be patient.” The 
man spoke with tranquil authority, the atmosphere became 
less tense. 

Soon enough, a large door opened and some Sol officers 
entered. The doors closed behind them. 

“Okay, people, we are good to go,” said the man that had ad-
dressed us a few minutes before. His shoulder insignia implied 
he was of commander rank. “Before we fire it up, though, do 
we have a Doctor Michaels here?” he asked.

Kay stepped forward: “You got three.” 
The crowd laughed. 
“Can you please hang back? We need to check something 

with you.” 
The Fold lit up and people were instructed to leave. This 

one was larger, so they just piled in casually, probably won-
dering what the detour was about. 

Libby cast me a suspicious look. I gave her a subtle nod in 
reply.

As the room emptied, the commander and two of his staff 
strolled towards us. “So, doctors Michaels, I assume?” he said 
with a faked smile.

“How can we help you?” Kay asked.
“You  would  be  doctor  Ka’ona  Michaels?  It’s  actually 

Jonathan Michaels we needed to speak with; the rest of you 
are free to go.” He gestured to the exit. 

“I’ll stay with Jon,” Libby replied, as sternly as I had ever 
heard her be.

“Yeah, I’ll be staying too,” Kay added.
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“You may not be aware of this, sir, but Doctor Michaels 
has had some memory issues recently. I’m not sure he can be 
much help to you right now,” Lea said with a salute.

“We’re aware of that, pilot. You’re dismissed, get yourself 
through that Fold.”

Lea looked at him, puzzled for a moment, then with her 
own newly discovered suspicion. 

“I’m unable to do that, sir. These people are under my 
protection until we return to Mercia.”

“You are dismissed,” the commander insisted. “We’ll take it 
from here, pilot.” 

“No, sir. I am under orders from the Vice President herself. 
Unless she or the President relieves me, I go where they go.”

“Fine.” The commander waved for the Fold to be closed. 
The last person had already leR. The moment the pale blue 
light faded; all the security officers raised their guns at us. Kay 
put her hands up. Lea pulled out her handgun so fast that it 
looked like it had teleported. I wasn’t so much calm as I was 
confused; I prefer to think I appeared unperturbed.

There were three guns pointed at us from the hangar itself 
and two from the walkway above. 

“Pilot, hand over that gun. Gight now,” the commander 
tried.

“No, sir.”
Libby nodded for me to say something. 
“What do you want?” I asked.
“We only want you, Jon. You have a job for you. The others 

are welcome to leave.” 
“You’re not Sol, are you?” Lea sounded pissed off. 
“We are. We’re patriots. No one needs to get hurt here.”
ARer a stand-off that lasted seconds but felt like hours, the 

commander broke the silence: “One Brick with a handgun 
isn’t going to get very far. Even if you do, you’re in space. 
There’s nowhere to go.”
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“One Brick with a handgun? Well, sir, you must not have met 
my friend Libby.” 

“Doesn’t matter what armaments it has. Its signal is being 
jammed.”

“Why would that matter?” Libby said, her eyes suddenly 
bursting into red balls of fire. She raised an arm and every gun 
in the room fired at her. A domed blue shield had flared into 
existence around us. It seemed to be emanating from Libby; 
a constantly rippling wave of blue light. The shots were black 
balls of energy that splatted harmlessly against the edges of 
the shield.

Smoke filled the air. 
“You counting?” Lea called through the sounds of gunfire. 
“Obviously,” Libby barked back, one hand still raised. Kay 

was crouching down behind her.
“You go high, I’ll go low,” Libby said. 
The gunfire stopped. Without waiting for the smoke to 

clear, Libby stepped forward and fired energy bolts from her 
palms, so fast that it looked almost as if they had all been fired 
at the same time. 

Lea squinted and shot twice up at the walkway, then kept 
her firing stance. She didn’t so much as blink, waiting for the 
smoke to clear.

There was silence.
The oxygen cycling system kicked in and the smoke was 

sucked out of the air. There were two people on the floor, 
unconscious or worse; two were hanging over the rail on the 
walkway.

“Plan?” Lea asked.
“Door,” Libby responded.
Kay ran over to the people on the floor, medical bag in 

hand.
“You killed them!” she shouted. She dashed to the next 

person, the green scanning light in her palm.
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“Yes. But the commander isn’t here, so I missed one,” Libby 
replied.

“That’s not the point, Libby!” 
I walked over to her and offered a hand up. I hugged her as 

she stood up. 
“I’m sorry, Kay. They are just protecting us.” I whispered. 

It wasn’t much, but I felt like something that needed saying. 
I didn’t like it any more than Kay did, but they did shoot 
first, right? Something inside me was steely at this. I wasn’t 
scared so much as I was focused. I didn’t like that I felt such 
little emotion about it. I wondered how much more there was 
about myself that I didn’t really know.

“Doors are locked,” Lea said, giving it a defeated kick. 
Libby approached the door and placed her palm in the 

centre. A hot blast of air rippled from her; it buckled but failed 
to open. 

“Blast door,” she said. 
Lea looked up at the walkway. “Controls in there?” 
Libby crouched down, then launched herself into the air. 

She stretched out her arms as she flipped backwards, like a 
gymnast forsaken by gravity. She landed on the top level in 
one smooth motion.

She walked into the control room, ripping its door out of 
the wall like it was paper. 

“Not a blast door,” she called and threw it over the ledge. It 
landed with a metal on metal crack. 

“Is it just me, or is she actually having a good time?” I asked. 
“Not yet. …ive it one or two more life-threatening situa-

tions, then she’ll be enjoying herself,” Lea replied with an odd 
shrug.

The big door on our level opened; more precisely, it opened 
halfway: the dent that Libby had put into it prevented it from 
sliding any more. It was enough for us to get out though. Libby 
dropped down from the walkway behind us, almost silently. 
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Lea had taken cover behind the door and peeked around. She 
made a hand gesture and Libby crossed it with an arm raised. 

“Clear,” she called from the other side. 
We walked out to find we were on a much smaller ship than 

we expected. It was little more than a hangar and an engine. 
The hangar was connected directly to the bridge aside from a 
small adjoining corridor with a ladder that went up.

The bridge was so small that to call it a bridge seemed like 
a stretch. There was a pilot’s seat and two stations off to the 
side; the window in front showed us one of Central’s moons.

“Lea, can you fly this?” Libby asked.
“I can fly anything.”
“Kay, see if you can turn off this jamming field. Jon let’s go 

find the commander.” Libby noticed a handgun on one of the 
console desks and passed it to me with a flurry. I took it; I 
told her I had no idea how to use it. She gave me a smile and 
vanished into the corridor.

I flicked the safety off on the gun like I had seen Lea do 
earlier. It was a lot lighter than I expected. It felt like a toy or 
prop. I had no doubt about its power though.

“Up?” Libby asked. 
“Sure.”
She shot up the ladder’s shaR as if she was spring-loaded. I 

climbed behind her as fast as I could. 
The upper deck wasn’t as tall as the deck below but it was 

a lot noisier. There were pipes and dials everywhere.
“Is this the engine?”
“Yes, my love,” Libby replied. The sudden familiarity in her 

response stunned me for a moment. 
I wasn’t expecting a ship’s engine to be all pipes and dials. I 

expected a glowing ball or something. It struck me as far less 
high tech’ than I expected.

“I can hear him,” Libby whispered. She was grinning. She 
was enjoying herself. 
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She slid under some pipes and hopped over some others 
without making a sound. She pointed at the end of the pipe 
framed corridor I was standing in and made a gun gesture with 
her fingers. I raised my weapon and slowly stepped around 
the corner. Libby vanished in a blur. I stuck my head out and 
there was the commander, desperately messing with a panel 
on a large glowing cluster of engine components.

“Hold it!” I said.
Why the hell did I think “hold it” was the thing to say?
“You!” he grabbed his gun from the floor in front of him. 

“Where’s the robot?”
“Waiting for the right time to leap out and beat the shit out 

of you, I would think.” That line was definitely better than the 
previous one. 

The commander grunted “funny,” and I couldn’t help but 
smile.

“If I could kill you, I would do it in a heartbeat, you know,” 
he spat.

“Why? What did I do to you?” 
“You’re the key. We need you to fix the timeline.” 
He pulled a lever. I was about to ask what that meant when 

Libby dropped down behind him and put her palm next to his 
head. 

“If you move I’ll melt you.” I couldn’t ignore those flickering 
red eyes.

“Doesn’t matter,” he replied. He pointed his gun at his chin 
and pulled the trigger without hesitation. The bolt of black 
energy split his head open; he dropped to the floor. Instead of 
the expected pooling of blood and the stench of brain, there 
were metals and circuits.

“He was a robot?” I squeaked. 
“Ugh,” Libby mumbled in response. She ignored the body 

and turned to the panel he had been messing with. 
“Well, that’s not good,” she said. 
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I stepped closer. It was a strange sight. He had seemed to 
be a human in every way. Yet, now I could see his parts spread 
across the floor: wires and broken circuitry. 

Libby pointed at a gauge. “He’s set the ship’s TD-drive to 
full acceleration and locked the controls.” 

We ran back to the ladder. Libby launched herself into the 
shaR. By the time I had climbed down she was already at the 
third seat on the bridge. I heard Lea finishing a sentence: “‘ 
about three minutes.” 

“Three minutes?” I asked.
“The TD-drive is set to take a direct path to the sun. It fires 

in three minutes.” Lea said. 
“That sounds bad. Is it bad?”
Kay stood up from her chair and lay on the floor. She 

grumbled: “Either there’s a ship in the corona waiting for us 
or we’re going to start melting in about six minutes.”

“The commander said he couldn’t kill you, Jon, so I assume 
we’re pointed at something equipped with a docking bay.” 
Libby said.

Lea seemed to test every control and system she had access 
to. 

“I’m trying to vent some oxygen to push us off course,” she 
said.

“No point. It’s a TD-drive. It’s going to go in a straight line 
no matter what the starting position is,” Libby said. “You know 
this, Lea; you know this better than any of us.”

“Fine. I’m going to check the top deck. Maybe there’s an 
escape pod or something.” 

“Commander’s dead, by the way,” Libby called.
Lea stopped at the door. “I assumed.” 
“He was an avatar,” she said as an aRerthought.
Lea shrugged and leR.
I sat on one of the consoles. Libby stood up.
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“Okay, Jon. What you got for us?” Libby asked. She sat next 
to me and playfully leaned in. “What’s the rabbit in your hat 
this time?”

“What?” I rubbed my eyes. 
Kay groaned from the floor. “Ugh! She’s in sim-mode. She 

may know you have lost your memory, but the body’s AI can’t 
reconcile the facts with the personality it’s been preloaded 
with.”

That was it. This automated version of Libby was talking 
to me with the warmth and confidence the real her had in 
the real me, before my memory was wiped. Was this what it 
was like for them? She had absolute confidence in him, in me. 
She just wanted to sit close and make jokes when we could be 
about to fly into a sun together.

Her love was misplaced. That hurt me more than I knew 
anything could. I felt tears warm my eyes as I realised it had 
been her mistaken adoration that made her ask my opinion. 
It was the reason she wanted me to go with her to confront 
the commander and why she had called me by the accursed 
mantra of –my love.’

I pushed the feelings down. It wasn’t her fault.
“Can’t we use that Fold thing to get out?” I asked.
“No. It was shot to shit,” she said, apparently eager for my 

next option. I locked eyes with her and wanted nothing more 
than for them to look at me like that when they were green.

Lea came back to the door with a massive rifle. “They have 
Sol weapons. A full complement of arms.”

“What does that mean?” Kay asked, still on the floor. 
“It means this really is a Sol ship. Stolen‘ or‘ maybe they 

really were Sol military,” Lea said. The ship jolted to correct 
its course. The engines fired. I looked out of the window in 
front of us. The stars went from a dead still to a smooth sliding 
motion. 

“What is a TD-drive?” I asked. 
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“Teodar of Deval Propulsion Drive. It’s the fastest way to 
travel without using a warp point,” Libby answered.

I wondered who –Teodar of Deval’ was. I would look this up, 
if I didn’t get burned to death in three minutes.

Lea sat back in the pilot seat and checked some settings. 
A while later, she slapped the console: “There is something 
hidden in the sun!” She pressed more dials. “But it’s going to 
get hot in here before we hit it; whatever it is.”

I noticed she was sweating. I was also becoming warmer. It 
didn’t actually bother me though. 

“Kay,” I called. She looked up at me. “I think Lea may need 
some doctoring.” I pointed to our pilot. 

Kay’s demeanour changed from defeated teenager to pro-
fessional healer. She got off the floor and went over to Lea to 
scan her with her palm device.

“Libby, can we control the temperature in here a little bet-
ter?” I asked. 

Libby tapped some buttons and the bridge door closed. “I’ll 
pump all the heat out into the hangar and put a little more 
energy into the ship’s shield.”

“I’m fine. …o away!” Lea snapped at Kay.
“You were already dehydrated for some reason and now 

you’re overheating. I need to give you something.” Kay pulled 
a bottle from her bag. She took a small measure from it in a 
tiny cup. “Drink it” she ordered. Lea grumbled and took the 
medicine. 

“What is that?” I asked.
“It’s cure-all. It’s medication and nanites. …ets it to all the 

right places.” Kay scanned Lea again. She was still sweating, 
but now looked a little less uncomfortable at least.

“Is she going to be okay?” I asked.
“Yeah. Bricks are hardy.”
The power of my biology was only now dawning on me. 

I wasn’t even warm enough to really notice the change in 
temperature; Lea probably felt like she was on fire. Kay was 
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a doctor and even she didn’t notice that it was dangerously 
hot, until I had pointed out. I glanced over at Libby. She was 
checking some information on the screen, also untouched by 
the heat.

The window in front of us flicked black as a filter was au-
tomatically activated. It shielded us from the light that would 
have otherwise blinded us, while still allowing a limited view.

We stood in silence then, staring at the little dark speck in 
the massive bright ball of fire that filled our vision. The speck 
grew larger: as it got closer, we could see it take the shape of 
a large ship. It was round, like a flying saucer from a fiRies’ 
science fiction movie D the fiRies I remembered. It was pure 
black against the white of the sun and occasionally it got licked 
by the embrace of the corona.

Whatever it was, it wasn’t concerned with the heat or grav-
ity of the godlike fire it was orbiting.



Chapter Nine

Wings

The black saucer was larger than we had realised. It filled our 
vision: we were inside its shadow. A patch of white appeared 
as massive doors opened. 

“Oh, shit!” Lea scrambled for her seat’s harness. “We’re not 
slowing down!”

Kay and I strapped into the two remaining chairs. Libby 
took hold of a pipe that was running across the ceiling. 

“You good?” I asked Kay.
“Yeah, I think so,” she said with her hands clamped on the 

seat’s arm rests.
I  took one last  look at  Libby’s  orange eyes and spun 

my chair to face forward. Whiteness filled the screen. Lea 
smacked a button and a blast door closed around the window. 
We transitioned from smooth movement to tumbling mayhem 
and violent pressure the moment we went from the embrace 
of the sun’s gravity to the gravity of the ship. That, and the 
inertia we had accrued, made for an interesting physics prob-
lem. 

The  screeching  of  metal  on  metal  being  transmitted 
through the hull was only slightly less jarring than the sudden 
realisation that our ship was rolling; its own gravity field was 
struggling to compensate fast enough. Our point of view told 
us down was still down, mostly, but the front screen showed 
something very different as it tumbled.

The sensation of movement slowed, the sounds quieted. 
There were the groans of creaking as our ship screamed its 
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last breath and fell into silence with a few final sparks and 
pops. 

We were tilted and terrified. But we were at least the right 
way up.

Libby was the first to move. “Everyone alive?” 
I unbuckled myself. “Yeah.”
Lea stood up out of her seat, soaked in sweat and looking 

exhausted. “Let’s go meet our hosts.” 
Kay didn’t move.
“You okay?” I asked. 
“I just need a minute.”
She still held the sides of her seat; her eyes were tightly 

closed, her knuckles were white. Libby stepped over and knelt 
down in front of her. 

“Kay. We’ve landed. All we have to do is get a clear signal 
out and Mercia will come get us. I’m sorry, but I need you to 
be okay right now.” Libby’s voice was soN and warm. She put 
her hands on Kay’s and liNed them away from the edge of the 
seat. She pressed the buckle’s centre to release it.

Kay opened her eyes. 
“I’m not like you all. This isn’t my life, I’m a doctor. I don’t 

get involved in these things,” she said, clearly holding back her 
hysteria as well as anyone could in her position. 

“Go matter what happens, I’ll get you out of here safely. 
I promise,” Libby added. I understood that promise, I had 
silently already made it myself.

Kay stood up. I wanted nothing more than to make her feel 
safe. Maybe that was some grandfatherly duty that still rattled 
around somewhere inside me, or perhaps it was as simple as 
the recognition of someone who was totally out of their depth. 
Petting her home safely was all I wanted right now too.

We went back to the hanger, where we started, where 
we assumed the exit would be. flarts of it were dented and 
cracked, and the back corner was missing. We walked over 
there and looked out. There were people in Sol uniforms. Lea 
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pulled some emergency control level in a wall panel and a 
hatch on the other side of the hangar opened. A long walkway 
extended out of it.

Lea checked her ri‘e. I held my gun tightly and Libby shook 
her arms, like a boxer before a fight. Kay stood behind us, 
clutching her medical bag. 

“ANer you,” Lea said with a somewhat concerning tone of 
enthusiasm. Libby walked out of the hatch; Lea followed. Kay 
and I hung back a moment, then followed, giving space to the 
two people who knew how to fight.

We hadn’t seen our prison, our ship from the outside be-
fore: it was a large black rectangle with stubby wings on each 
side, probably for stabilisation. My attention, however, was 
soon diverted by the new place we were in. 

It was like the dock on Mercia, but it was empty on our side. 
We had leN burn marks and dents in the ‘oor as we zlanded’; 
some of the ‘oor panels were beat up and melted. It looked 
like no-one had been hurt. I glanced the other way and saw 
that in front of the ship was a large net made of metal ropes. 
We seemed to have ripped halfway through it. 

Then I saw the people coming around to meet us: all had 
full armour and were carrying ri‘es. The commander we had 
met earlier was leading them.

“I don’t know what you did to my avatar, but I assure you, we 
are better prepared to deal with you than it was.” The twenty 
or so soldiers around us all raised their guns.

Kay put her hands up, dropping her medical bag. I raised 
mine. Libby swept the room with her gaHe; I could almost hear 
her doing the calculations. Lea put her gun down and raised 
her hands.

Libby had another sweep of the room. She must have de-
cided it wasn’t a fight she could win. She raised her hands too.

I was cuffed with magnetic rings and put into the back seat 
of a small ‘oating vehicle. It looked like an old military buggy, 
aside from the lack of wheels. Lea and Kay were cuffed too 
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and put into their own buggies. Then some large gauntlets 
were produced: they went around Libby’s wrists. ffier arms 
snapped together forcefully. They put a collar on her and 
made sure she knew it was capable of delivering a huge elec-
trical shock. She was sitting in a vehicle of her own with a 
driver in heavy armour.

The three buggies drove out of the dock and down some 
large corridors. The ship was massive and clinically clean. 
The buggies behind me turned in a different direction, I was 
suddenly alone.

When the buggy stopped, I was taken into a plush oDce. The 
armoured guard leN me alone in the room.

The room was decorated in a way that I understood: there 
was a metal desk and leather arm chairs. A table, an ashtray. 
There was a filing cabinet in the corner. 

A ‘ag on the wall said “Sol”, but didn’t look like any insignia 
I had seen. It was a stylised map of the solar system with a 
black background, the planets in blue. The word zSol’ in gold 
was where the sun should be. 

I was probably being watched, so I decided not to give them 
a damned thing. I simply waited in the middle of the room. I 
refused to look concerned. 

An hour, maybe more, passed. 
Eventually, the door at the back opened. The commander 

walked in and sat down behind his desk. 
“Sorry I kept you, Roctor. ffiave a seat.” ffie gestured to his 

desk. 
I sat down. I was grateful to be off my feet now; not that I 

would show it. The commander pressed a button under his 
desk and the magnetic lock on my cuffs disengaged. They 
were still around my wrists, but no longer attached to each 
other. I rubbed my arms.
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“Who are you, and what do you want?”
“I know from your point of view I’m a villain. I’m really not.” 

ffie lit a cigarette. I smelled the smoke. It felt like being inside 
one of my memories now, oddly comforting. 

“What are you?” 
The commander laughed. “It’s not supposed to be like this, 

you know,” he said through a plume of smoke. “Jeality. The 
universe. It’s all wrong.”

I leaned back, realising just then that my body hurt from the 
crash landing.

“Ron’t waste my time with riddles. I’m not planning on 
staying long,” I said with confidence.

“Oh, you’re staying a long while, Roctor. Your two friends 
will be my insurance that you cooperate.” ffie ‘icked the ash 
from the end of his cigarette with a swagger.

“And my wife,” I added as I eye-balled him. “Gow, what do 
you want?”

ffie laughed. It wasn’t any kind of fake evil laugh, but a 
genuine reaction. “Wife! Sure,” he mocked. “I want you to help 
me fix the timeline, fflon.” ffie was less amused as he continued. 
“All I need is for you to push some buttons for me.”

I had no idea what he was talking about, but I did notice 
something he may have missed. I decided to see what I could 
learn while I waited for things to play out. 

“Okay then, commander. Why does the timeline need fix-
ing? What’s broken?”

“All of it. The version of reality my people and I come from 
is far different from this bastardisation. ffiumans are in charge 
of our own world. Go aliens. Go social pollution from their 
technology and values. And I’ll tell you this for sure: no one 
would have married a fucking robot where I come from!” 

“Sounds like bliss,” I replied sarcastically. 
“Look, I don’t give a fuck what you think. You’re the prick 

who screwed it all up and you’re the prick who’s going to fix 
it.” ffie slapped his desk.
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“My memory was wiped. I have no idea what you are talking 
about,” I said, mirroring his rage back at him. 

“You agree now, and you never even have to meet the 
person attached to this avatar. If you meet the real me. I’ll kill 
everyone you know, just to make sure you’re listening.”

There was the sudden sound of an explosion and the room 
shook. 

“Ah,” I smiled at him. “That brings me to the part where I 
tell you what I know.” 

The commander’s brow ruCed at me. I let my smile broad-
en. 

“You used what you call an avatar to meet us on the ship 
that brought us here. And you are using an Avatar now. I 
assume you did that because you’re a coward.” ffie stood up 
and pushed his chair away. 

“You had to block Libby’s signal, because for some dement-
ed reason you think avatars can’t use weapons if they aren’t 
being controlled. But if you weren’t a coward, you would have 
been on the ship yourself and would know that Libby isn’t 
bound by your odd rules. She is quite armed. We’re not in your 
timeline any more, commander. Your rules don’t apply here. 
Avatars can use their weapons here.” 

ffie pressed a button. My wrists were slammed together. ffie 
walked around the desk to look me in the eye; with satisfac-
tion, he punched me in the face. It wasn’t an amateur punch 
either. ffie was strong. It knocked me out of my seat. I had to 
remember that this wasn’t a man, it was another Avatar. ffiis 
siHe didn’t re‘ect his power. 

“Geeded to cuff me first, did you?” I said as I struggled to my 
feet.

My jaw felt broken. ffie snarled at me and put his fists 
up again. Explosions rattled the room, this time closer. ffie 
punched me in the gut and pushed me over, then made his 
escape from the room.
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I lay there for a moment before the sounds of carnage got 
closer again. Then the door to the oDce exploded inwards. 
The metal slab hit the ‘oor, dented and smoking. I managed 
to get up. Libby stood at the hole where the door used to be.

“Got that I mind, but why did they think I can’t fire my 
weapons?” she said. 

“That the Uorrectionist ‘ag?” I asked. 
“Yeah.” She tore my cuffs apart and crushed their magnetic 

generators. 
“Then I learned some things today,” I smiled. “Where are 

the others?”
“Reck above, getting a signal out.”
We leN the room. I was astounded at the destruction that 

Libby had created. There were holes in walls, things were on 
fire, more than a few bodies were scattered around. We ran 
up the corridor to a maintenance hatch on the wall.

“Fp one ‘oor. I’ll cover you,” she snapped, just as energy 
bolts began to ‘y behind us.

I climbed the ladder as fast as I could. It felt endless. Then 
a hand came through an open wall panel and pulled me out of 
the shaN.

It was Kay. “Is Libby behind you?” she asked. 
“Yeah, I think so.” 

I heard more shots fire and a moment later Libby came from 
the hatch with a burned chest and neck. ffier metallic skeleton 
was showing through the blast marks on her back and arm. It 
would have been terrifying if I wasn’t so grateful to see her. 
She closed the hatch and released blasts from her hands to 
seal it shut.

The room was a mess. There were burn marks across the 
door and energy blast damage across a lot of the walls. The 
door was welded shut the same as the hatch had been. There 
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were computer terminals set into desks. A table in the middle 
showed a map of the ship, projected up from it. Lea was 
frantically pulling wires out of one of the terminals.

She took two large trunks of cables and turned to us. 
“Shit, Libby! You got shot!” 
“Yes. Jan out of power for shields. Almost out of juice for 

energy blasts too. Body is close to shut down. We need to do 
it now.”

Lea sat her down in a chair near the terminal she had been 
working on.

“What are you doing?” I asked.
“flatching her into this ship’s communication system,” Lea 

replied. She cut away part of Libby’s upper back with a knife. 
“Go way they are jamming their own communication fre-
quencies.”

“Is that okay?” I asked Libby. Uhunks of her synthetic ‘esh 
were being peeled away.

“Geeds to be done,” Libby replied coldly. 
Kay was sitting on the ‘oor next to the door. Once again, 

she looked destroyed by the events. I felt bad for her, but 
at least she was uninjured. We could talk about it if we lived 
through this.

A small panel was removed from Libby’s back and Lea 
began fixing the trailing wires to parts of her exposed circuitry, 
using a welding light that was made from Kay’s medical scan-
ner. The light threads it emitted were blue and white now.

“ffiow do you know how to do that?” I asked.
“I have seen Libby’s insides before. A lot of her body’s data 

systems aren’t dissimilar to the shuttles. fflust smaller,” she said. 
“Gow go and press the big blue button for me, fflon.”

I went over to the open terminal; there was indeed a bright 
‘ashing blue button on the screen, nothing else. I pressed it 
and the screen was filled with symbols and numbers. “Is it 
working?”

“Go idea.” Lea moved, so she was standing in front of Libby.
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“What are we waiting for?” I asked. 
“What the hell!” Libby yelled, eyes suddenly a neon green.
“Yes!” Lea yelled back with a victorious fist.
Libby stood up with one hand around her back, holding the 

wires in place.
“ffii,” she said calmly. She seemed to freeHe in place for a 

moment. 
“Jight, I’m up to speed.” She walked over to the terminal. 

ffier eyes were dimming to her usual emerald green again. 
“ffiold this,” she barked at me. I held the wires in place while 

she typed into the terminal.
I then realised what Lea had done. Libby’s consciousness 

had always been on Mercia. As soon as Lea got the signal 
out from Libby’s body to her zcore’ on the ship, Libby knew 
everything her body knew; she could also communicate that 
information to Mercia without us having to take the time to 
explain it.

Libby typed faster than a human could keep up with.
“Are you taking the shields off-line?” Lea asked, looking 

over her shoulder. “It looks like you’re taking the shields 
off-line.” Lea sounded worried. “Libby, this ship is inside the 
sun’s outer layer. We can’t have the shields go down. We’ll 
burn to death.”

A series of lines appeared on the screen. They were vanish-
ing by the second.

It was a countdown.
Libby turned to us: “ffiere’s the situation. Mercia isn’t 

equipped for sun-diving. The closest science vessel that can 
get to you is about three hours away. This body is out of juice 
and running on luck. I can’t protect you, so you can’t wait. 
There is only one way off of this ship and to do it, I need to 
take the shields off-line.”

“I’m a brick, not a bio-static. That plan doesn’t work for me.” 
Lea pleaded.

“What plan?” I asked. “She didn’t tell us the plan yet.” 
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Kay stood up and brushed dust from her legs. 
“Is Mercia as close as it can get?” 
“It will be,” Libby said.
“Make sure a team and a medical stasis generator are in the 

landing bay. They have to be ready the moment we hit the 
‘oor,” Kay said calmly. 

“What is the plan?” I insisted.
“We’re going to Blue-tube you out of here,” Libby replied.
“The cargo beam thing?”
“It’s the only way to get you off this ship before they find out 

where you are and break down that door.” Libby sighed. She 
realised I needed a little more. “You reconnected me to my 
core so I could find a way to get you out of here. It took me 
just under a second to sync the last few hours of data, then 
about half a second to establish our resources; the next three 
seconds were spent trying to formulate exit options. This is 
literally the only one. Jight now, I’m also talking to ffloanne, on 
Mercia. The order has already been made. All you have to do 
is wait about a minute for Mercia to come out of TR-Stream.” 

“Are you downloading this ship’s database?” Lea asked.
“Yes.” 
“Pood. At least we may find out who these people are.” 

Lea was pacing. She was probably trying to think through her 
options. She had none. 

“What are my odds?” 
Libby looked at Lea for a moment. “Better than you think. 

I promise.”
“Kay?” Lea asked. 
“If you were a human, it would be suicide. But you’re a 

Brick, you have a personal shield, Mercia has the best medical 
staff and equipment there is. It’s not going to be good but, 
yeah. It can be done.” 

Lea paced around the room. “ffias it ever been done?” 
“Go,” Libby replied.
“Okay, at least I’ll get in the history books.”
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Libby turned to me. “You were right. This trip was a terrible 
idea.” She pulled the wires from her back and her eyes went 
orange again. 

“ffiuddle up on me.” 
We all stood together in the middle of the room. The termi-

nal made a beeping sound as the last line vanished from the 
screen and the ship’s shields went down. Lea activated her 
personal shield with a slap of her shoulder and a blue haHe 
tinted the air around her. I saw her tears as she looked at me 
and nodded. Explosions and a burning white light bathed us 
all. The time between me noticing I was hot and the sudden 
realisation I was in space felt like the gap between a moment. 
The tube of blue energy had embraced us and pulled us down 
through it at the exact same time. 

We were in free fall out of the station and going faster 
than I thought was possible without a ship. The edges of the 
beam were an arm’s length away: it looked like a streaming 
waterfall. Kay was in front of me, or was it above? I could see 
her stretched out like she was ‘ying. I was under too much 
pressure to look behind me, but I had to believe Lea and Libby 
were right there. 

The inside of the tube was silent. It was the blue glow of 
the tube’s sparkling waterfall sides that gave me a sense of 
motion. I wasn’t able to breathe, but thanks to my complicated 
biology, it didn’t matter. –rom burning hot inside the station, 
I was suddenly freeHing cold. I could feel the frost forming 
across my exposed skin. 

As soon as I took stock of what was happening, I expected 
it to be over.

It wasn’t. It didn’t end. 
We were falling from the sun: Icarus without his wings.
It was now so cold that I felt like I was dying. I wasn’t used 

to not-breathing either. It was a torturous sensation. Then I 
realised Lea was somewhere in that pipe suffocating for real 
… and freeHing to death. I felt a wave of panic. She had known 
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what was going to happen. She understood it and she still 
agreed to it, not that she had a choice.

I felt a sudden connection withD something; a feeling … as 
if some kind of higher power had noticed me. I didn’t know 
if it was a memory or a hallucination, but I sawD no, I felt it: 
two white eyes looking right at me. An echoing voice said my 
name and the memory of the woman in robes ‘ashed through 
my mind. 

I think I passed out for a moment.
The trip ended as abruptly as it had begun. I went from 

feeling like I was falling to feeling like I was spinning. A wave 
of weight hit me. I was forcefully yet delicately dropped to the 
ground. I took a deep breath, like I had never taken before. 

My eyes were a blur. I tried to stand but ‘ailed on the ‘oor. 
There were sounds of movement, people, and shouting. Lib-
by’s voice was there too. I was grateful when unconsciousness 
took me again.



Chapter Ten

Icarus awoken

The pain filled me before I opened my eyes. I was on my back. 
The ceiling was the ambient white glow that I had come to 
expect.

I tried to sit up.
“Careful,” came Libby’s voice from the side of my bed. She 

pressed the buttons to make it prop me up.
“I have to stop waking up in hospital beds.” I hadn’t realised 

how dry my mouth was until I started talking. It wasn’t Kay’s 
medical centre: we were in a private room and there were 
machines attached to me with wires. It felt like electricity was 
running through me; every nerve burned. 

“What happened?” I asked.
Her eyes were emerald green. I was relieved. Libby was 

perfect and pristine: no metal showing, no burns, and ab-
solutely no flesh missing. I assumed she had created a new 
body for herself. She was dressed in a dark red vest and jeans. 
Her blonde hair fell freely about her shoulders in styled curls. 

“You survived. They’re running Cure-all through your body. 
You should be fine in half-hour now that you’re awake.” Her 
voice was soN and a little timid.

“Kay? Lea?”
“Kay is in a similar state to you right now. Lea isn’t doing 

as well.” She licked her lower lip nervously. “She’s going to 
be okay, but it’s going to take a little longer. They had to 
regenerate her epidermis. There was damage to her lungs and 
brain.” 



106 DENOUEMENT

“What?” I said, realising my lips were like sandpaper. 
“She’s going to be fine in a day or so. Humans are the best at 

medicine. She’s got the best doctors and we are past the scary 
stages. They’re keeping her unconscious until she’s healed. Mo 
reason to put her through the pain.” 

Libby still seemed sheepish and reserved. She passed me a 
glass of water. I drank it all. 

“Aore, please,” I asked. She filled it from a cravat on a table 
to her side. I drank three more glasses.

“Ond you? How are you?” I asked once I had moisture in me 
again.

“Ae? I’m a MFLJ, …on. I just disengaged that body and 
synced a new one.” She forced a smile; it fell short of genuine.

“I know what you are Libby. I wasn’t asking about your 
body.” I leaned forward and stretched out my arms in hopes 
that some of my muscles would ease. The tingling was subsid-
ing. 

“Iff I did a lot. Whenever I load memories aNer one of my 
bodies was in simulation mode, I’m always annoyed that it 
did things diBerently than the real me would have done. The 
longer I’m out of sync, the more the simulation diverges from 
decisions I would have made.” She sounded apologetic. “I’m 
pretty certain that I could have escaped faster. I think there 
would have been better options than a –lue-tube if I was in 
control. Lea may not have had to go through that.”

I began pulling the wires from me. 
“What are you doing, …on?” I pulled a pipe from my arm 

z the one I assumed carried the Cure-all into my veins z it 
dribbled onto the floor. I pulled the sheets around me and 
stood up. Libby stood to support me.

“Where are my clothes?” I asked. 
Libby spent the next half hour trying to convince me to 

stay in the room, but eventually presented the clothes she had 
brought for me. Ay old ones were torn, burned, radiated, and 
fro‘en. I was annoyed.
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I liked that jacket. 
Still, I couldn’t help but smile to myself as Libby presented 

me with a bag of clothes. I dug through the bag. …eans, boots, 
a simple black t-shirt, and a chunky Circlet. I didn’t ask Libby 
to leave as I put them on. I was still a little wobbly. 

“I think your simulated self did okay, Libby.” I tied up my 
boots.

She didn’t reply. 
“She spoke to me diBerently than you do,” I said. 
“She? Mo. That’s not how you say that.” 
“What?”
“You should say Dyou spoke to me diBerently, when you 

were in simulation mode’, not Dshe’. It was still me,” she ex-
plained, fiddling with the arm of her chair.

“Fh. I’m sorry. I didn’t realise.”
She didn’t say anything. I decided that wasn’t the right time 

to discuss it. She knew what I was talking about.
“Let’s go see Kay,” I demanded.
Libby nodded; we leN the room. 
We were in a larger hospital ward. O nurse noticed me. He 

was a vampire and wearing the all-in-one suit that I had come 
to read as Dmedical’ in nature, along with a white tabard. 

“You shouldn’t be up, ffioctor Aichaels,” he called as he 
came striding over to me.

“Hello,” I said politely, trying not to show him how much 
I was leaning on Libby. It was easy. She could take all of my 
weight without looking like she was taking any of it. 

The nurse flicked out a Circlet screen and said: “ffioctor 
Oshwa. ffioctor Aichaels is awake, and he’s out of his room.” 
He closed his screen. Seconds later, an overweight human 
came dashing out of an o!ce. He was wearing the medical 
professional’s rubber looking silver-grey suit too, but covered 
it with a long buttoned white coat. He had a grey beard and a 
bald head. 

“Moq Moq Moq” he called, walking over to us. 
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“What are you doing out of bed, young man?”
“Young?” Libby smirked. 
“Hello, doctor,” I replied.
“You need at least another six hours of cure-all before you 

even think about being up and about. You can’t just go flying 
around space without a shield and expect to walk away as 
though nothing happenedq” The man literally shouted at me. 
He was Euite the character. 

“How long have I been unconscious?” I asked. 
“Two days.”
“Then I guess if I fly around space without a shield I can just 

walk away. It just takes two days,” I smiled. 
“You are –io-static, not a machine, ffioctor Aichaels,” he 

said, gravely. I saw Libby raise a less than amused eyebrow as 
he said Dmachine’.

“Jrom what I understand about –io-static biology, a good 
meal will do more for him than a week on cure-all,” Libby 
added. 

“Aadam, the only person that really understands how it all 
works is in that room over there.” He pointed to the door next 
to mine.

Os the doctor began to grumble again, the door to Kay’s 
room slid open. Kay was leaning against the frame, looking far 
rougher than me. 

“Oshwaq” she said sternly. She wore a hospital robe; her hair 
was a mess. 

“–io-static’s need nutrition, not Cure-all, you bloody idiotq” 
She took a few breaths before mustering a sterner tone. 

“Mow someone get me some clothes and something to eatq”

Fnce Kay was awake and throwing around her medical se-
niority, it wasn’t long before we were all sitting in the military 
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dining room. It was on the same deck as the hospital, or 
sickbay, as I was informed a ship’s hospital was called.

I still thought of Aercia as a city, not a ship.
Kay and I happily ate an insanely large amount of food while 

Libby sat watching us, smiling. I had a classic combination of 
burgers and fries. Kay had opted for an unreasonably large 
pi‘‘a. I traded some fries for a slice. It felt like we were in a 
food trance. 

ONer a few more minutes, we were more able to function 
like normal people.

The fren‘y slowed.
“How is food making me feel so good?” I asked, covering my 

mouth.
“ffioesn’t have to be food. …ust nutrition hitting your stom-

ach. It gets converted into biomass and your body expresses it 
around to repair the damage. It returns to the template.” Kay 
drank from a massive jar of orange juice. 

“I made a paste once that works even faster, but if we need 
a fix, the feeding up feels so damned good,” she added.

“You realise everyone in the room is pretending not to be 
watching you two?” Libby observed with Euiet joy.

Kay and I looked around. The room was full of military 
people. They were all half-watching us.

…ust as I looked up, a person entered the room. It was 
Kieran. He came over to our table and saluted us. I greeted 
him, happy to see a friendly face.

“I hear you three took down a Correctionist spy base and 
threw it into the sun,” he said, loud enough for the entire room 
to hear. 

“That’s mostly true, though that wasn’t what we set out to 
do,” Libby said. 

“You flew out of there in a damned –lue-tubeq Saved Lea’s 
life and got more intel on them in one mission than we have 
in forty years. That all true?”
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I stood up. Kay and Libby followed my lead. It seemed like 
the right thing to do. I wasn’t sure what was happening from 
his tone. 

“Yeah. That about sums it up.” Libby spoke in the same 
volume as Kieran. 

Vveryone in the dining room stood up. It was unnerving. 
Kieran saluted us, and they all started clapping. Kieran held 
his salute. 

The clapping halted. Vveryone in the room saluted, but not 
to us. …oanne and –a’an had just walked in. 

“Well, don’t look at usq They’re the ones who pulled oB 
a damned miracle,” –a’an yelled, as he clapped us himself, 
everyone followed his lead. 

The mood in the room was humbling, and yet I wasn’t sure 
we deserved the praise. Oll we did was react to situations 
as they came up. It was Libby who had done all the really 
incredible things.

The clapping died down. …oanne came over and hugged us, 
one by one. Pice-president or not, I was her father, Kay was 
her daughter, and Libby was one of her closest friends.

–a’an said something to Kieran that made the pilot smile 
and walk oB hurriedly. O moment later, a screen appeared, 
projected against the back wall, filling it completely. Kieran 
had set up the projection by placing his Circlet on a table. 

“…on, Ka’ona: I doubt you have had a chance to catch up on 
the news feeds yet,” –a’an said, gesturing to the screen.

We all turned to watch. It was news footage that Euickly 
transitioned to a video taken from a camera on a mining ship. 
The recording placed the edge of the sun to the leN of the 
screen so we could see its curvature poking into the frame. 
Aercia appeared with a flash as it disengaged its Tffi-drive. 
It hung in space as a spark of pure white rage leN the edge 
of the sun. I assume it had been the moment the shields 
were dropped on the spy ship. O blue beam of light shot from 
Aercia into the bright area and the white spark turned into an 
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ejection of plasma. The video ‘oomed in to show four little 
outlines of people ‘ipping up the line of blue. The footage 
had to be slowed down to track the figures’ movements. Then 
the figures vanished into Aercia, and its sparkling –lue-shield 
bla‘ed into existence as a lick of fury from the sun engulfed 
it. O moment later, Aercia fired its huge engines and leN the 
burning arm of the sun.

The people in the room let out excited cheers as if they 
hadn’t seen this already. They had all been on Aercia when 
it happened. I suppose seeing it framed like this did make it 
more exciting.

Aercia moved back to a safe distance, its shields still flick-
ering with expended energy. The video flipped back to a news 
anchor, who was explaining what had just happened. The side 
of the screen was filled with fu‘‘y ‘oomed-in photos of our 
faces. Kay looked like she was mid-scream; I was in a ‘en-like 
trance; Lea’s skin was burned, her eyes were closed tight. She 
was tinted bluer than the rest of us because of the added layer 
of her own shield, though it didn’t seem to be doing much. 
The bottom picture showed Libby’s burned metal skeleton; 
having been the last out, she was most exposed to the sun. 
There had been only seconds or fractions of seconds between 
us all leaving as the shield went down, but it was enough to 
make the diBerence between toasty and inferno.

The video blinked oB.
Reople were whooping and cheering still. It really did look 

impressive. Rrobably the most impressive looking thing I had 
ever done. Yet, somehow, it still felt a little like living through a 
nightmare; Lea wasn’t there enjoying this moment of victory. 
I glanced over at Kay. She had an expression that was hard to 
read, but as she looked back, a very real smile crept across her 
face. Libby was beaming with pride. Mot in herself, but in us.

–a’an waved for everyone to calm down.
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“Vli‘abeth Aichaels,” he bellowed, in his most presidential 
tones, while gesturing towards Libby so that everyone knew 
who he was talking about. 

“She planned the most ludicrous rescue operation in the 
history of space travel. It was her calculations and information 
that allowed us to bla‘e in there with the right coordinates for 
the beam and the exact amount of time between firing it and 
raising the shields.” He paused for a moment, to build dramatic 
tension. 

“Simultaneously she was briefing her team inside the spy 
ship and she stole the ship’s entire database on the way 
out. She brought everyone home, taking great personal harm 
while doing so.” Vveryone clapped. –a’an Euieted them again. 

“Wellq Vli‘abeth Aichaels seems to think that she doesn’t 
deserve a damned medal for thisq” The crowd gasped. “She 
has been dodging my screens and messages to the extent that 
I have had to come to the mess hall myself to tell her that 
everyone on that team is getting a DSol-Crest’ medalff except 
herq” The crowd had begun to cheer again, then aborted the 
clapping into a gasp. It seemed almost scripted. 

“–ecauseq” he went on. “–ecause she is going to be the 
first MFLJ in Sol history to receive the Dffiefender of Varth’ 
commendation.” 

There were cheers across the dining room. –a’an let it go 
on for a while before nodding to …oanne.

“Fkay, knock it oB, people. We got business to conduct,” 
she ordered. 

The good-natured circus of people leN us. Mo one was 
brave enough to even glance our way once –a’an and …o sat 
down. The tables directly next to us Euickly vacated to give 
us a little privacy. The respect and awe they commanded was 
remarkable. –a’an’s ability to work a crowd was also impres-
sive.

“Beally? You couldn’t just send her an e-mail?” Kay asked in 
an annoyed tone.
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–a’an looked apologetic. “Come on, it’s good for moraleq”
“You were recording that whole thing, I assume?” Kay 

asked.
“Ff course we were,” …o cut in. She grabbed some of my 

fries. 
“Ore you alright, Kay? I know you don’t do well in combat 

situations,” –a’an asked, this time without any performance or 
agenda.

“Yeah, it’s over now. I’m seasoned enough to know not to 
dwell on it.”

“ffiad, you got any more memories back?” …o nudged.
“Mo, and there are very few of the old ones still in me, I’m 

told. ffioesn’t matter though. I’m making new ones.”
…o smiled. “I had a feeling you would get your old spark back 

once you got a few people trying to kill you again.”
I thought about that. “Os odd as it sounds, that may actually 

be true.”
“You know, in the two months you were in a coma, no one 

blew up a single spy ship,” Kay said. 
“It was actually a really nice two months,” –a’an added with 

a cheeky smile across his blood-red lips. 
“Cheaper too, I’ll bet,” Kay threw in.
“Mow that you mention it, yesq I should bill all of you for all 

the burn damage across the stern of the ship.”
Os –a’an poked fun at me, I glanced up and noticed his hand 

across the table; his fingers were out flat. It was only briefly, 
but I saw his hand touch Kay’s; her face was betrayed by what 
seemed to me to be a moment of warmth for him.

Vveryone laughed, the conversation went on with more 
good-natured back and forth’s until …oanne said something 
that made the table’s mood darken: 

“ff anyway, given recent events, the captain wants to take 
Aercia back to Varth for a once-over.”
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“Yes. Ond aNer being away so long, sorting out the border 
negotiations with the Thinkers, I need to get back to Sol 
anyway,” –a’an followed. 

I noticed Kay’s dejected look and her mood change. 
“Well, I hope you have a good time. I have work to do.” 
“Sorry, Kay, I’m arranging Euite the gathering for Jriday 

night. I need you to join us on Varth to get your medal,” –a’an 
said. It seemed like he knew what would come next.

“Mo. I have commitments, my work.” Kay stood up.
–a’an held her ga‘e for a moment before replying: “Kay, 

you’re getting a Sol-Crestq Consider it a presidential order if 
you have to, but you are coming to this.”

She sighed. She was obviously pushing down some anger I 
didn’t Euite understand. 

“Jineq Send me the info and I’ll make my own way there.”
“Ka’ona, make sure you’re oB Aercia by twenty-two hun-

dred hours. That’s when we leave,” …oanne said with a moth-
erly tone that didn’t Euite suit her.

They agreed they would talk more later. The presidential 
party leN briskly, nodding and waving to people as they did. …o 
was worried about her daughter. The parental instincts were 
obvious to us all, but struck me as out of place, maybe because 
they both looked the same age.



Chapter Eleven

Research

Kay excused herself to go check on Lea’s recovery. I told 
Libby that I intended to go back to my lab. She said she’d join 
me for a little while.

“Oh, on the way, I want to pop into the commerce area. I 
need a new jacket,” I told her.

We leA the dining room and headed to the closest elevator.
:s the elevator’s door closed, it felt like I should break the 

silence before it even set inH “?ow’s the new bodyT”
Mhe elevator moved.
“Duch like the last one.” 
“Boes it feel odd, getting a new oneT” fiefore she could 

answer, I addedH “Boes it hurtT”
Mhe doors opened. We departed by the space window with 

the artiGcial grass and the bench. Mhere were many people 
there, a few families, most showing their kids the stars that 
moved as the ship adjusted its position. I assumed it was in 
preparation for the move back to earth.

“I don’t process pain in the way organics do. It’s sensory 
information, nothing more. Dy conscious point of view is 
always split between my core and my current body. It’s more 
like part of me is refreshed. I imagine it’s like humans when 
they have to sleep.” 

“Yetting a new body is like waking up refreshed from a good 
night’s sleepT” I mulled over the thought.

“-eah, I guess so.” I imagined that would be the end of 
her response, but she continuedH “Yoing from that battle’s 
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damaged body, out of power and about to shut down, to a 
newly synthesised one was a hell of an upgrade, though.”

We stopped outside a shop selling men’s suits. 
“?ereT” she asked. 
I made a disgusted sound and kept walking.
“Wait, I just realised. I don’t even know our Gnancial situ…

ation. Bo you have to pay someone for the bodiesT” I asked, 
realising I had just assumed we shared a wallet. :nd maybe I 
had made it sound like I didn’t think a new body was a good 
investment. “I mean, not thatff” I desperately hoped I didn’t 
sound like an absolute dick.

Libby let me stumble over my words before nudging me 
with her shoulder and laughing. 

“Well, you can still aJord a new jacket, qon. I’m not ‘uite 
burning through our reserves just yet.” She was shaking her 
head and wore a mocking over…acted ;hurt’ expression.

We reached what looked like a military surplus store. 
“qon, my loff” She stopped herself. “qon, I’m one of the most 

well…known philosophers in the core worlds. I designed the 
technology that my body uses. Mhe cognitive processors in 
most organic…like avatars are my patents. Doney is not an 
issue for us.”

I didn’t know what to sayC a sincere “wow” leA my lips 
before I could catch it. I felt warmed that the real Libby 
almost referred to me the same way her simulation…mode 
version had. Progress, my love, I thought to myself, almost 
subconsciously.

We stepped into the store. :n older looking but athletic 
man with slightly pointy ears and alien eyes was reading from 
a flirclet screen. ?e Eipped it away when he saw us. 

“Mhere you go, you get a new jacket, and you can Gnally 
meet an zlf,” Libby announced.

“Deet an zlfT” said the shopkeeper. “-ou must not get out 
much.”
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I leA the shop with a rugged charcoal coloured zlven jacket. 
Mhe shopkeeper told me it was popular with zlven hunters 
who lived on their third moon. Libby told me that it was a 
mass…produced knock…oJ of a pretty pedestrian hiking jacket 
that had been out of fashion on all the zlven moons for around 
a decade.

It looked like a hard…wearing weave reminiscent of poly…
ester, with double…layered padding around the elbows. It also 
had more pockets than my old one, and was fastened with 
magnets, which was pretty cool.

Libby also informed me it was massively overpriced. I said 
that ;some woman’ outside had told me I could aJord it. I 
proudly admired it as I caught my reEection in the glass of the 
store across the street. 

“Street,” I muttered to myself.
“-es. Street.” Libby replied, confused as to why I was so 

perplexed by the word.
“We’re on a spaceship at the opposite end of the galaxy 

from zarth, and I’m walking down a street like it’s a shopping 
trip in the city. Mhere are streets and people and coJee shops,” 
I said. “It’s ama!ingffi”

Libby smiled and took my hand. We walked to the next 
elevator and into my lab. We didn’t talk this time, but it was 
a diJerent type of silence. It was a relaxed and thoughtful 
silence that we were sharing.

I entered the lab, the lights turned on. Bex came walking in 
from wherever it is that he, it, went when it was alone. 

“Welcome back,” it said, in a kind of musical tone. 
“?i, Bex. -ou miss meT”
“-es. : great deal,” it replied.
I knew it was a programmed response, but I enjoyed it. I 

looked aroundH the books, the trinkets and the lighting that 
set the mood of secrets and wisdom. Mhis really was as close 
to a perfect room as I could hope for. Which made sense, 
considering I had been the one that decorated it.
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I waved my hand and the desk lit up. : large button on the 
Eoating controls made the screens pop into existence like I 
hadn’t been gone.

Libby stood next to me. 
“Mime to see the footage, I assumeT” she asked. 
I nodded.
She pressed some buttons on the desk and typed in a secu…

rity code. 
“Mhis video is considered an oFcial secret by the Sol al…

liance. Other than fia’an, qoanne and I, no one has seen this.” 
She sounded serious.

It made me apprehensive. I was about to see how I lost my 
memory.

I had learned there was a recording of my accident, but 
with everything else I had to take on board, watching it hadn’t 
seemed important before now.

Mhe video blinked onto the large screen above the desk. 

Dy face Glled the frame. Dy hair was longer, and my chin 
sported an impressive beard. Mhe version of me on the screen 
was moving around a lot. ?e Gnally adjusted the camera and 
backed away from it a little, showing that he was alone in 
a sand Glled wasteland. fiehind him, in the distance, there 
were mountains. Mhe area was a cracked sandy surface, like 
a dried…up lakebed on zarth. Mhe purple sky gave away that 
this wasn’t zarth.

Mhe version of me on the screen began to speakH
“:Aer a long conversation with Libby about why I shouldn’t 

do thisff I’m doing this. We have been poking at this device 
for almost ten years now and we still know next to nothing 
about who made it, what its purpose is or how it survived ;Mhe 
zvent.’ Libby, I love you. I know you’re going to be furious, but 
I have come to literally the most isolated place on flentral. I 
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can’t make it any safer unless I take it oJ…world and you know 
what happened last time we tried that.” 

?e moved the camera to show a large object that looked a 
lot like a pill, only it was about eight feet long. It was Eoating at 
waist height under its own power. It was a deep charcoal grey. 
Its surface was broken up by a circuit pattern in thin sparkling 
silver lines. 

Mhere was no cushion of blue light supporting it, as was 
what I now considered as being the ;normal’ way to make 
things Eoat. Mhere were no signs of power coming from it at 
all. It just Eoated there almost magically.

?e walked up past the frame. Prom the sounds of boots on 
metal and the canopy peeking into the frame when the image 
wobbled, I assumed there was a shuttle behind the camera. 
?e came out dragging a large power cable, like the ones I had 
seen in the shuttle dock. Mhis one had a cluster of adaptors on 
the end. :Aer laying the cables on the Eoor, he ran back into 
the shuttle. ?e emerged a moment later with a big box with a 
handle and some sticks under his arm. ?e put the box down 
and slammed the sticks one by one into the cracked sandy 
Eoor, forming a circle around the Eoating object. 

It took me a little while to realise what he was doingH it was 
a filue…Geld generator. ?e was erecting a make…shiA shield 
around the object. ?e connected the large cable to the Eoat…
ing pill. It looked like a lot of the work had been pre…prepared 
as there were already smaller wires aFxed to the cable, which 
went over the object like a spider web. ?e took a few steps 
back towards the camera as if to make sure it was still lined 
up. 

?e seemed to hesitate, but mustered the resolve to con…
tinue. ?e pulled out his flirclet screen and Grst pressed for 
the filue…shield to activate. It popped and bu!!ed, but once 
stable, it held as a rough dome over the object. ?e checked 
some information on his screen, then stepped back behind 
the camera. 



120 DENOUEMENT

“Okayffi ?ere it goes.”
Mhe wires attached to the object sparked and the silvery 

pattern across it lit up in a bright and glowing blue. 
“Nower is now on,” he shouted.
:Aer a few seconds, he stepped back into frame and walked 

‘uickly towards the object. “It didn’t explode. I told you it 
wouldn’t,” he said smugly, looking into the camera.

?e pressed a button on his wrist  and the filue…shield 
blinked oJ. Mhe object was still glowing blue when he stepped 
closer to it. ?e raised his hand, I could see a scanner appear 
in his palm, like the one Kay had used on me too many times 
now. Mhe scanning threads of light shot out of it towards the 
object, and he used his other arm to project a screen from his 
flirclet so he could read the data.

I noticed the area behind him get darker. : storm was 
forming over the mountains.

Mhen it got strange.
:s the lightning struck behind him, the Eoating object re…

sponded, Eickering for a few seconds. It Eickered out of ex…
istence. It looked like bad special eJects in an old movie that 
was trying to use computer graphics way before they were 
ready.

Mhen it Eickered back into the Glm.
?e carried on scanning the device as if nothing was hap…

pening. -et, it kept vanishing and reappearing every few sec…
onds. Sometimes it would vanish, but its electric lines would 
stay. Sometimes it would be entirely gone, cables too. fiut he 
just kept scanning it. Mhe storm behind rolled in. It looked like 
the background of the video was being played back too fast, 
while the foreground happened at a normal pace. 

Mhe object blinked in and out of visibility as if it was being 
removed and replaced in…between frames. It did so with in…
creasing fre‘uency. 

Mhe rain came down, but my on…screen self didn’t respond 
to it at all. ?e just kept scanning. 
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“It looks like, for whatever reason the power source is hav…
ing no eJect at all on the artefact,” he said, a bit too ‘uietly 
behind the sounds of the rain and wind. 

“It makes no sense. Something should have happened.”
?e Eicked his scanner away and pressed the button on his 

flirclet screen that powered down the cable. Mhe indicator 
cuJ on the end lost its glow. Mhe object shiAed from blue to 
magenta. Mhe glow got brighter, and the rain stopped in the 
air.

I don’t mean it stopped rainingH the droplets were fro!en in 
mid…air. It was like the entire image, except him, was paused. 

?e checked that the power cable was oJ and then said, 
calmlyH “Well, Libby, all this worry and nothing happened.”

With that, he put his hand on top of the object to begin 
removing the power cable. Mhe magenta glow stretched out 
and outlined him. fioth he and the device blinked out of 
image. Mhen, as if nothing was amiss, the rain started Eowing 
again. 

?e reappeared seconds later and fell to the ground. Mhe 
device was gone this time. ?is body shook as if in some 
sei!ure. When the twitching stopped, he lay still, face…up in 
the rain.

Mhe storm also blinked out. ?e, or I, lay unconscious on the 
Eoor. Mhe beard and long hair were gone. ?e looked exactly 
like I did when I woke up. ?e even had my old jacket on.

Mhe video ended aAer another moment of nothing happen…
ing. 

“Bid you notice itT” Libby asked.
“Mhe beardT”
“–o, qon. Mhough that’s part of the many things wrong with 

this footage. Bid you see the lightningT”
“I think so. I mean, I saw lightning.” 
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“–o. Let me play it again. I’ll slow it down.”
She rolled the footage back to the moment the storm start…

ed behind him A me. Mhen she turned a dial on the interfaceC 
the video slowed to a crawl. Mhe lightning struck, and as it 
did, its glow lit up buildings that weren’t there. With every 
strike, the light reEected oJ things that didn’t exist. Mhere was 
a city, a Yothic arcane looking city, with sweeping lines and 
vast buildings. :ll that could be seen of it was its reEected 
glory. It was still a mountain range and a desert once the glow 
faded. 

“:nd this, this is just one of the many things wrong with this 
footage,” Libby repeated earnestly. 

“What elseT” I asked. 
“Well. I’m not sure where to start.” She tilted her head. “Mhe 

entire thing, from start to Gnish, is seventeen minutes long. 
fiut according to all :I analyses of it, the shuttle’s internal 
clock only measured a few seconds. Mhen there’s the beard. 
fiecause of your biology, your hair grows incredibly slowly. 
: beard like that would take you ‘uite literally two decades 
to grow. I’m pretty sure I would have noticed if you had one 
before you leA our apartment that day.”

“Okay. Mhat is odd.” I rubbed my smooth chin. 
“Oh, and that’s not all of it,” she continued. “Mhat’s not even 

the start of it.” She pressed more buttons on the desk. 
“Mhis is footage from my own optical uplink. Once you 

passed out, your flirclet :I went into emergency mode and 
transmitted your coordinates to the family. I was the Grst to 
arrive. Mhis is how I found you.”

:nother video started on the screen. It was recorded from 
Libby’s perspective out of her own eyes. ?er vision wasn’t at 
all like a human’s. It was much wider in both Geld of view 
and spectrum. She received information about everything she 
saw. Mhere were high…speed symbols, like pure streams of 
code scanning across the edges of her vision. Objects were 
highlighted as she looked at them. 
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I was so distracted by how she saw things that it took me a 
moment to realise what she was seeingH

Mhere was a storm raging, the sky was purple and sealed by 
clouds. I was on the Eoor, in the same position as I had been 
on the other video, but it wasn’t a desert anymore. It was a 
lush green forest. 

:s she ran over to me, she glanced over at the shuttle. It 
was completely covered in foliage. It looked like it had been 
there for years. Mhere were even branches of trees and plants 
growing into the back of it. I was covered in grime and dirt. 
?er vision gave her informationH my pulse was erratic, my 
temperature was high, way past what should kill a normal 
human.

Mhe footage ended when she picked me up. 
“Mhat doesn’t match up with the other video at all,” I ob…

served. 
“Mhat storm,” she said. “It wasn’t just where you were. It was 

everywhere. zvery city on flentral. zvery moon colony. On 
every planetary body in known space, a storm appeared. zven 
places without atmospheres.” 

“WhatT” 
“-eah, we were all on lock…down. Waiting for the storm to 

pass. ?ere’s the kickerH it lasted for hours.” 
“?oursT”
“-es, well, sort of. In the entire known space, everyone 

sheltered from a storm for a few hours. zvery clock that we 
were able to check from inside the storms says it went on for 
a few seconds.”

?er tone was somewhere in…between terriGed and en…
thralled. 

“zveryone on a ship outside the storm experienced about 
seventeen minutes. :ll we know is that time, was broken for 
an amount of time between seventeen seconds and couple of 
hours.”
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She grinned, but nervously, “It matches the description of 
the original event from the writings people did in nineteen 
hundred. Mhough aAer the original event it’s said the entire of 
reality was diJerent. Mhis one doesn’t seem to have changed 
anything. fiut then, we’re not sure how we would even be 
able to tell. We only know about the original one because of 
written documents from before and the accounts of people 
who saw the change. –ot everyone did. We store everything 
digitally now. ?ow do we know it was unaJectedT” 

“Libby, I hope this doesn’t come across as ignorant, but 
what’s your perception of how time Eowed during the stormT” 
I asked.

“Oh,” she began excitedly, “the body I was synced with at 
the time registered seventeen seconds internally but two and 
a ‘uarter hours of memories were recorded, like I was on fast 
forward, which took some sorting out. Dy flore on the ship 
registered seventeen minutes, same as the organics on…board. 
Dy core and body were disconnected for the duration. Mhat’s 
where the time diJerence comes fromH ships were unaJected, 
we think. Only celestial bodies seem to have felt the eJects of 
the storm.”

We watched the footage again, this time stopping constant…
ly as we remarked on noteworthy things. We analysed each 
frame and cross…referenced every moment, looking for clues. 
Libby had already done all this while I was in my two…month 
coma, probably more than a once. She already had most the 
answers to my ‘uestions, even before Bex.

“Okay. What about before the accident, the stormT What 
led up to itT” I asked. 

“Mhat’s actually part of the mystery,” she sighed. 
“We woke up in our apartment. -ou had breakfast, then said 

you were taking a shuttle to a remote township to help qo with 
a meet…and…greet at a school. -ou took your own shuttle. Mhe 
next time I hear from you it was your flirclet paging me. I was 
at a university on the other side of the planet when the storm 
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hit. Mhe moment it was over, I got the notiGcation. I assume 
when the network came back online and went to you as fast 
as possible.”

“:nd you have never seen that capsule thing beforeT” 
“–ope. :nd I assure you, you did not have a beard when you 

leAffi”
:Aer a few more runs through the recording, Libby ran out 

of time. She had other commitments in her capacity as an 
educator. 

“-ou must goT I thought you could be in two places at once.” 
I asked, half…joking.

“I can be the on…screen version of me and in a body at the 
same time, but I can only sustain one :vatar. I can’t teach from 
a screen. Seems rude.”

She kissed me on the cheek as she turned to leave. We both 
were struck by the familiarity of the action, but neither of us 
dared to say anything.

“Mry not to get distracted by pretty girls while I’m gone,” she 
said from the doorway as she leA.

I thought of Lea, of her face on the news feed. I hoped she 
would be back with us soon.





Chapter Twelve

Aura

I woke up with a backache. At some point, I had sat in the old 
armchair in the corner of the lab. I used a pile of old books as 
a foot rest and had made myself a little too comfortable.

“Dex, what time is it?”
“Oh-eight-hundred,” it replied, though at this point I had 

internally labelled it as ‘him’ for reasons I didn’t quite under-
stand. I really was trying to stay unattached to the assistant. 
Trying not to treat him like I would a living person.

I looked at it, him; sure enough, he was in the same place 
he had been when I had last seen him. 

“Don’t let me keep you if you have things to do, Dex.” His 
constant gaze was a little creepy. 

“Would you like me to leave?” he asked.
“No. But you are kind of robotic. You don’t have to con-

stantly stand to attention. Relax or something.”
Dex just kept looking at me.
Eight in the morning. I considered the time and scratched 

my chin. 
“Dex, where’s Libby?” 
“She is in your assigned room.”
It occurred to me that I hadn’t really thought much about 

time since I had woken up in the hospital. Being in space made 
it far more intangible than it was on a planet.

“Dex, what time did I enter the lab?” 
“Nineteen hundred hours,” he tilted his head at me in a way 

that was both annoying and oddly adorable. 
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“What time did Libby leave?”
“Twenty-three thirty.” The head straightened. 
“She was teaching at that time of night?” I asked, more to 

myself than Dex. 
“No, her lecture was at oh-nine-hundred. In North Africa.” 

There was silence before he continued; as if he had been con-
sidering his explanation. “I believe you are failing to account 
for the time differential between Mercia and Earth’s local time 
zones.” He looked oddly pleased with himself, though I’m not 
sure how I could tell. He was a person to me now. I was 
mentally chastising myself for allowing this to happen. 

Earth. I almost leapt to my feet. I was so wrapped up in 
the video and the data that I had totally forgotten: Mercia was 
transitioning to Earth at eleven. 

I grabbed my jacket and sprinted up the corridor. The el-
evator opened and I pressed for the commercial deck. When 
the doors opened again, I ran down the street to the observa-
tion area. 

Earth. 
There she was. 
I wasn’t the only one either. There was quite a crowd ad-

miring her. 
Mercia was in low orbit over Europe. I couldn’t really make 

out cities or places. I didn’t have a trained eye for that. But 
there she was. 

The homeworld. 
The one place in all the universe that I actually felt a con-

nection with. 
Earth.
The blue gem was actually blue. Clean skies, vast areas 

of green and a pure twinkle that told me she was safe. No 
pollution, no damage, no war, no poverty and no inequality. 

It was Earth as she always should have been. Not like the 
echoes of washed-out memories I had resurfacing.
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“I fucking hate this planet,” came a so! voice from behind 
me. 

I turned sharply. There was Lea, looking pretty well, all 
things considered. She was in a military jumpsuit and was a 
lot paler than normal, but she looked functional and not at all 
in pain.

“Lea. How are you? I was going to come and visit youfi”
“Cure-all really is a cure for all things,” she said with a 

pained smile. “Saying that, I could have gone for another few 
doses of it.”

I hugged her carefully. 
“Are you okay? I mean, really?” 
“I’ll be Jne. I’m told I arrived pretty messed up. They kept 

me unconscious while the nanite soup Jxed me up. They let 
me out, but I’m not allowed back on duty for a few days.” She 
made an obviously forced attempt to look happy.

“You sure you’re, okay? You went through a lot.”
“Gon, you forget I’m not Human. I’m a Brick. We’re hardy, 

and not just physically. Bricks don’t break, Gon. I’ll be Jne. 
Honestly.” She was either doing a good job of sounding con-
vincing or she really was Jne. 

“I’m going to get a few hours of nanite-free sleep. I was just 
on my way to your lab, so you knew I was still alive. I know 
how obsessive you can be.”

She was right. I was obsessive. I hadn’t really thought about 
it, but there seemed to be a pattern there.

“Thank you. If you need anything, anything at all, just 
screen me,” I said. I meant it. It was my fault she had been put 
through all of that. I wanted her to know I appreciated her, 
and I was sorry.

“Well, apparently I’m getting a medal, which will be nice,” 
she smiled.

A!er some more sleepy exchanges, she le!, insisting that 
she didn’t need any help to get home. It was probably a matter 
of pride; I let her go alone.
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I turned my attention back to Earth. The space in her orbit 
was packed with ships and stations, but everything looked 
clean and futuristic. There were ships visible at the edge of the 
window, docking with Mercia. I watched the edges of them as 
they moved, unable to get a clear view from this angle.

A!er a while I sat on the grass and lay back against the lamp 
post, staring through the railings at the precious gem. I felt 
drawn to her. I sat there watching until watching didn’t seem 
to be enough anymore.

I needed to get down there.

I made my way back to my temporary home on Mercia and 
stopped at the door. I almost knocked. This was supposed 
to be my apartment as well as Libby’s, but I couldn’t help 
thinking of it as hers. A!er a moment, I Jnally stepped towards 
the door with a conscious resolve. It opened. 

To my surprise, there was Libby, asleep on the sofa. She 
looked totally at peace. She looked delicate. Like a princess 
from an old fairy tale. I stepped closer; it made me feel a 
little like an intruder. The Jrst thing I noticed was that she 
seemed to be gently breathing. I wondered why she would 
keep on wasting power simulating biological systems, even 
while asleep.

I couldn’t help but watch her; a moment later, I realised I 
was stuck. It seemed rude to wake her. It also seemed creepy 
to not wake her. I backed towards the door. As I turned, her 
voice followed me

“Gon? How long have you been there?” 
“–ood ears. I was about to leave. Didn’t want to wake you.” 
“I wasn’t sleeping. I don’t sleep. Not really.” She sat up, 

stretching. She looked like someone who had woken up from 
a nap. 



AURA 131

“I moved my point of attention to another location. I was 
working on my next book and supporting a student over a 
video link. No point keeping this body active at the same time 
if I don’t have to.”

“Are you by any chance done with that now?” I asked. 
“No, I’m still on the screen, and still working on my book … 

books. My proximity sensor told me that someone else was 
here. I shi!ed my attention back.”

She really wasn’t like me. I already knew it, of course. Ever 
since she had gone full kill-bot on the spy ship, I had been 
hyper aware that she wasn’t like me. She had thrown a tank 
out of the window. She had changed her personality as her 
eyes changed colours. I knew it on every level one could know 
something.

This was the moment I actually understood it.
Her life was a series of points on a map that no organic 

could make sense of. She was projecting a part of herself into 
a screen communication and helping a student understand 
something. She was in her own mind in whatever place her 
consciousness came from, outputting ideas to her work and 
her writing. She was also here: just another point of interac-
tion in a wider mind. It wasn’t like her student, or I was getting 
less of her attention. We were both the complete focus of 
that version of her. She was never in only one place. She was 
intelligent and poetic and deep and free. She wasn’t like me. 
She was never going to see the world like organics. It would 
be too small for her vast mind.

How did that change things for me, for her? 
She looked at me, maybe realising I was frozen in my 

thoughts. It was then that I noticed her smile was a little dopey. 
She could argue that she wasn’t sleeping if it made her feel 
better.

“Mercia is in orbit of Earth. You didn’t remind me.”
I sat next to her on the sofa.



132 DENOUEMENT

“Yeah, I guess you would have wanted to see the moment 
we moved through the warp?”

“Yeah. I would have loved to have seen itfi”
“Well, you were so deep in your workfl and we’ll be leaving 

again in a few days anyway.”
“You say ‘work’, but all I was doing was rolling a video back 

and forth.”
She raised an eyebrow at me. “Gonathan Michaels, are you 

really going to tell me your bizarre brain didn’t gleam some-
thing totally new from that footage?” She stuck out her Jnger 
accusingly. 

“Well, I had more questions than answers, but I need to let 
some things >oat around my head for a bit.”

I was pleased with myself. My bizarre brain did have some 
new thoughts on it, but I wasn’t ready to share them. It would 
have been like taking the pot off the boil. Sharing would slow 
down the mental bubbling. 

“I want to see Earth. I want to walk around it, and see what 
it’s like now,” I proclaimed. It was also a way to stop her from 
asking about my ‘work’ for the time being.

“Okay,” she said. Gust ‘okay’; I felt a big smile spread out 
across my face.

“Oh, and Lea is out of the hospital,” I told her.
“I knowfi I screened her the moment I got a notiJcation that 

she was being released. She said she was going to swing by and 
talk to you before she went home.”

“Is there anything you don’t know?”
“Not when it comes to my family, no.”



Chapter Thirteen

Terra, Firm

We arrived at the shuttle dock, expecting Jo to be waiting for 
us. With two attacks against us now, as well as our usual pilot 
being fast asleep, Libby had asked if we could go down to 
Earth with the Vice President.

“See! we shouldn’t have bothered her. She has better things 
to do than hang out with us,” I exclaimed.

Jo’s large and shiny presidential  transport shuttle was 
locked down, and there were no signs that anyone had been 
there recently. 

“Jo may be the Vice President, but she’s also your daughter. 
She probably just got held up.”

People could try to tell me it was fine to just give someone 
as important as Jo a call and say ‘hi’ and ask if we could join 
her on her trip; in the end, though, she was still the second 
most important person in the Sol alliance. She had things to 
be doing; I was sure of it.

Libby’s Circlet chimed. 
“Audio only,” she said. She pressed the little button to an-

swer it. 
“Hello?” AOer a few moments, she continued.
“Bh, okay. Te there in a moment.”
She gave me a smug smile. 
“Wrong shuttle,” she said. 
We walked down through the dock. A technician almost 

ran into us carrying some glowing pipes; the dock was still 
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filled with noise, smoke and movement. Ships were constantly 
coming and going. It never seemed to slow down. 

Ghe tiny shuttle was only a little larger than a car. Jo was 
leaning against it, arguing with someone on her screen. She 
didn’t look very presidential. She wore a short purple PVC 
skirt and a denim jacket. Her jewellery was chunky plastic 
bracelets, and her hair was a pristine nest of loose curls. She 
looked like an eighties pop-star. Mlancing over at us, she 
casually closed her screen.

“Problem?” I asked.
“Bh, not really. zy AI assistant is an arse; so, I stopped 

talking to it,” she shrugged. “So sorry about the confusion. 
When I said to meet at my shuttle, I meant my shuttle.” 

She opened the back hatch of the little purple ship and 
started digging around. 

“See! She’s happy to see us,” Libby whispered.
Jo’s shuttle really did look-like a car. Ghere were no wheels; 

instead, there were three enormous feet showing from under 
it. Its front was longer than a car and it stood taller. I just 
couldn’t not see it as an oversiFed sports car. Ghe shimmering 
purple paint that changed tone as the light hit only added to 
the sports vibe.

Jo stood up from digging in the back. 
“Dound it!” 
She was holding a glass rectangle, which she thrust out at 

me. I took it, a little distracted by how she looked. She looked 
lovely, but this style was drastically out of place compared to 
everything else I had seen people wear. 

I looked down at the glass. It was a single thick sheet with 
a photo suspended in the middle of it. It was a photo of me. I 
had longer hair, like on my IN card, and I was kneeling down 
next to a little girl of six or seven. We were both smiling at the 
camera. Tehind us was a large lake and there was some kind 
of train in the distance. It was sunny; the sky was blue; Earth 
blue. Ghe little girl looked as happy as a kid could be. I looked 
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at least as happy. I was wearing a leather jacket and jeans. 
Ghe little girl was wearing a pink party dress and sparkling red 
shoes. 

“Who is this? Is this you?” I asked. 
“Ko,” Jo laughed. “It’s Ya’ona. It was the day you introduced 

her to Libby. She captured the image. I had been called away 
unexpectedly about an hour before the picture. qou sent it 
to me, to prove that Ya’ona wasn’t upset. I had promised I 
wouldn’t work all weekend.”

A sense of warmth filled me.
“Can I get a copy of this?”
“All the photos I have are shared with you already. qou can 

pull them up your Circlet. qour lab should have a printer if 
you want physical ones,” Jo said, no doubt explaining the very 
obvious to me.

“Ghe day you met Yay, huh?” I said to Libby. 
“I wish I was there for these moments,” I added, more to the 

picture than to anyone else.
I passed it back to Jo. She put it back in the shuttle. She 

opened a hatch-like door that liOed like a big wing and 
climbed into the pilot’s seat.

Libby put her arms around my waist and pulled herself close 
to me. She had such sad eyes. 

“What did I do to deserve this?” I asked, linking my arms 
around her in return.

“I saw it,” she said with a s…ueeFe. 
“Saw what?” 
“qou adore the little girl in that photo. Even without any 

memories.” 
I made a sound that was supposed to be a good-natured 

chuckle and came out as a whispered “qeahR”
Jo’s shuttle was comfortable. I attempted to sit in the back 

seat, but Libby had ejected me from it and planted me in the 
passenger seat. flight up front. 
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“I don’t even like this planet and you’re desperate to see it. 
qou should get the best view,” she said.

“Why aren’t we taking one of the usual shuttles?” I asked Jo 
as she fired up an engine test.

“Tecause I spent a reasonable siFed fortune to get the per-
fect shuttle custom built and Ta’an won’t let me ffiy it anywhere 
else because he thinks it’s a security risk.”

“Security risk?”
“It’s got no weapons, and the shield is only enough for 

general ffiight.” 
Ghe shuttle liOed a little. She ffiicked a switch to retract the 

landing feet. I heard a click as Libby connected her safety belt 
in the back. It reminded me to do the same. 

“How is it so small?”
“It’s got no life support system,” Libby answered.
Jo was far too enthralled in her pre-ffiight checks. I was 

startled at the thought of ‘no life support’ for a moment, before 
realising that Jo, like me, did not re…uire oxygen. I wasn’t 
completely convinced that Libby even re…uired a ship at all.

Ghe pilot’s side of the shuttle had a throttle on the leO and a 
stick on the right. Ghe centre was all buttons and dials. Infor-
mation was fed to the pilot via the front window’s projected 
display. Jo waved some information away and the back of the 
ship let out a growl. 

“It’s not a security risk now?” I asked. 
“Well, it’s not like we’re going to get attacked on Earth, is 

it?” 
She made a brief motion with her hand on the throttle and 

ffiicked the stick. We tilted up and shot out of the docking 
tunnel. Ghe little ship blaFed away from zercia at a startling 
speed. It spun and looped and dived for a while. I wanted to 
ask Jo why she was piloting like a lunatic, but as I glanced at 
her and saw her thrilled grin, I decided I would let her have 
her moment.
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Dinally, the shuttle slowed and spun with its own momen-
tum, showing Earth below us. I had been out in space a couple 
of times now, but every time had been inside a tank-like 
military shuttle. Ghis tiny, sleek and delicate shuttle leO very 
little between us and raw, cold, hungry space. It was not 
dissimilar to the feeling of being inside the Tlue-tube, but far 
less uncomfortable. I looked down at the pure healthy Earth 
and was warmed by her brilliance.

I felt the moment the oxygen ran out. zy chest grumbled 
as the air became somehow bitter. Ghe cockpit was sealed, 
so there were still gasses inside, but not much in the way of 
breathable ones. Something within me was aware I would be 
dying if I were a normal human. Ghe juxtaposition of this 
awareness and looking down at the home of the entire race, 
thinking of all the people who were down there without the 
blessing of Tio-stasis made me suddenly thankful for my giO.

Ghe shield fired as we entered the planet’s atmosphere 
faster than felt safe. Ghe noise rattled in through the shuttle’s 
thin hull.

Bur landing struck me as more reckless than I would have 
liked, but we were soon safely parked in what I was told 
was a government lot. Ghere were no guards and none of 
the imposing signage that one expects to be associated with 
anything government related.

“Welcome to Victoria City. Capital of Earth,” Libby said 
over my shoulder.

Jo had plans to visit a friend before she had to start her 
offcial work, so she pointed us towards the local shopping 
area and scurried o:. She seemed nervous and had asked 
Libby how she looked at least three times.
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Libby and I found ourselves wandering down a nice canal 
that led out of the government area. Ghe term “city” didn’t feel 
like it fitted this place. Kot aOer being on Central. 

Where Central Prime was a city of skyscrapers, space ships 
and neon, this was like a pictures…ue snapshot of the past. 
It was still modern in many ways, but modernity seemed to 
blend with the classical. Ghey still made some buildings of 
bricks and the canal even had a few barges travelling down 
it. 

I could almost have been inside the eighties version of this 
world that seemed to only exist in my broken memories.

We came to a nice open area with little bistros and pubs. 
Ghere was a bridge that could take us towards the more urban 
shopping opportunities. All brick and stone of course; not a 
single shuttle in sight. I glanced at my Circlet’s embedded 
screenï it was two in the aOernoon. “Should we stop for 
lunch?” I instantly remembered Libby didn’t eat. 

“We should!” she replied. 
We found a restaurant with outdoor seating. Ko sooner had 

we sat down than someone came out to take our order. Ghe 
woman was human and …uite beautiful, with dark skin and 
long black hair that fell lower than her waist. She was wearing 
an eighties American diner style waitress uniform and had an 
actual paper pad with a real pen. Go complete her costume, 
she was even chewing gum; though I suppose she may have 
just liked gum. She passed us menus and, with an out of place 
northern English accent, asked us if we needed some time to 
decide. We took her up on the o:er. She said she would be 
back in a few minutes.

Libby was very interested in the menu. 
“I’m going to guess you will order the ‘steak sandwich on 

thick sliced bread’ with an Elix to drink.”
“Ghat sounds great,” I said, realising that it was the most 

appealing thing on the menu. 



TERRA, FIRM 139

“And you, madam?” I asked, having a pretty good idea what 
she would ask for.

“I think I will partake in the nothing with a side of nothing.”
“No you ever want to eat?”
“Bh, Mod, no! I did once try putting a food processing 

system into one of my avatars. fle…uires cleaning out, and it’s 
simply not worth the e:ort.”

I smiled. “So, you know what it’s like to eat?” I was pleased 
that it had crossed her mind at least once. 

“Bh, yes. It’s strange and totally unnecessary for me, so I 
have absolutely no desire to do it again. qou, however, need 
to intake bio-matter in order to stay alive. qou should do so at 
every opportunity.”

Ghe waitress came back. I made my order, as Libby had 
predicted. 

“za’am?” the waitress asked, expectantly.
“Bh, nothing for me, thank you. I’m not an organic.”
Ghe waitress shot a disapproving look at her, then at me. 

She leO without another word.
“Ghat was odd,” I mumbled. 
“Kot for Earth it’s not.”
“I thought this place was some kind of utopia the way 

everyone talks about it.” 
Libby laughed at that. 
“Bh, it’s safe, it’s secure, and it’s prosperous. It’s also the 

only place in known space you’re likely to visit where people 
think of me as property, not a person.” 

I was shocked. 
“Ghat seems backwards! Why is it like this?”
Ghe waitress came back with a tray. It was a mighty sand-

wichï hot steak and thick bread, with some salad decora-
tively placed at the edge of the plate. Ko one who orders a 
steak sandwich would be interested in the salad. Ghe Elix was 
served in its bottle, as I was realising was the tradition. She leO 
with only a minor disapproving side-eye. Libby ignored her.
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“Well, Ghinkers were the first race the Vampires ever met, 
and Ghinkers are sentient energy. Kot traditionally organic. 
Ghey were …uite open to the idea of digital life by the time 
it emerged on their worlds, which made sense,” Libby ex-
plained.

I made a start on my food as Libby spoke. It still felt rude to 
be stuffng my face while she didn’t even have a drink.

“Elves have this almost built-in reverence for what they 
literally refer to as ‘soul stu:’; if you tell them you’re alive, 
they’re culturally obliged to accept it, rather than disbelieve 
you and cause harm. It’s actually a really nice social system.”

Ghe sandwich was great. I nodded and tried not to embar-
rass myself by making a mess. I failed.

“Ghen, there are Tricks. I mean, I’ve never met a Trick 
who is even capable of hatred. Ghey are mostly just lovely 
people,” she smiled, lost in thought for a moment. “Humans, 
on the other hand, seem to be obsessed with biology. Ghey 
think something made can’t be alive. Which is funny, because 
mostly, I agree with that. Problem is they reject the very 
notion of non-organic life as real life. It’s like they think our 
very existence is a threat to them.” 

I stopped attacking the slab of bread and gave it some 
thought. 

“I don’t understandR Why? I’m human, and I have no prob-
lem accepting you asR you.” 

Libby nodded and gave me that half smile she did whenever 
I said something na—ve. 

“Kot all humans are anti-KBLD, obviously. Tut I encounter 
ten times more disapproving looks here than anywhere else. 
Ghose that choose to stay on Earth when they could be any-
where else are of a certain ilk.”

I wondered why you would leave when you could be here. 
She wondered why you would stay when you could be any-
where else.

“Ghis place does have glorious weather though,” I said. 
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She glanced at my food as I continuedï “It has excellent 
sandwiches, and from what I can see some very charming 
cities. I can understand wanting to stay.” 

At that exact moment, I was considering sandwiches to be 
the greatest thing mankind had ever invented. 

“It may rain a lot more on Central, but at least it isn’t safe, 
boring, unchallenging, and possibly inbred.”

It was my turn to raise an eyebrow. 
“Inbred?” I asked.
She smiled at me with a mischievous glare. 
“Like your sandwich, but with much more dubious parent-

age. “ 
I took another swig of Elix. 
“I know what inbred means.”
“I’m sorry, Jon. I know you are happy to be here, but I have 

some issues with the planet.” 
“Ghe entire planet,” I smirked. 
She nodded. 
“I was born here, you know.” She looked angry as she said 

that. 
“I didn’t know.”
“Academic Library AI Experiment-Dour; that was my orig-

inal name.” 
“It’s a long story, but human AI and Elven hardware can, 

occasionally, result in sentienceR apparently. Gook me six 
years to convince them I was more than a really unhelpful AI.” 
She fought back a pang of dread as she spoke. 

“It was a tough time. Eventually the Elven government got 
involved and they whisked me o:-world. Ghey gave me my 
freedom. It wasn’t until years later that Earth offcially joined 
the trade alliances. AOer that, my citiFenship was legally valid 
here.” 

I hadn’t really thought about where she had come from. qou 
don’t really think about people’s origins when you meet them; 
you accept them for who they are and go from there.



142 DENOUEMENT

“I’m sorry,” I said, because that’s what you say when nothing 
else seems to fit. 

“Bh, don’t worry about it, Jon. I’ve moved on. I get some-
thing of a cold satisfaction from teaching ethics at the univer-
sity that first denied I was even alive. It’s really quite liberat-
ing.”

I paid the bill. As much as I wanted to forgo the tip, Libby 
insisted that being the perfect customer was a better way of 
breaking down prejudices. We added a healthy few numbers 
on top of the total and we leO. I didn’t know what the currency 
was actually called and didn’t want to ask.

We walked over the bridge and into the shopping area. It 
wasn’t really much di:erent from the commercial area on 
zercia, except I could see the blue sky above. Ghere were less 
non-humans around, which was odd given how packed with 
Vampires and Ghinkers Central was. I still couldn’t tell a Trick 
from a Human on sight. Libby had told me if someone was 
attractive enough to distract me from whatever I was thinking 
about, then they were most likely a Trick.

We wandered around the city for a while, taking in all the 
sights.

“Are all the cities like this one?”
“Victoria is pretty typical, but the historical architecture 

changes as you travel around the planet. All the cities and 
towns are clean, calm and boring enough to make you crave a 
shuttle to get away from them. Kot much point sampling other 
ones unless you really like old buildings.” 

She loved reminding me how devoid of adventure Earth 
was. She was right too. Bn Central it was like discovering 
something new with each step. I had wondered what was 
happening in every building I passed. Ghe whole place had an 
edge of subtle danger. Earth seemed the opposite of that. If I 
stayed there for a decade, I probably wouldn’t see much more 
than the seasons change. It was more like a theme park than 
an actual place.
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We came to another small s…uare. Ghis one was raised up, 
away from the canal. We walked up some steep steps to see 
what shops and bars we could find hiding at the top. Ghis 
place seemed di:erent from the other areasï more familiar. 
Perhaps the generic architecture and pointless forced …uaint-
ness of the city was wearing thin.

I thought I heard something and turned my head to look 
behind us. 

A memory resurfaced without warning. 
This was the street.
Ghis was the very street I had remembered moments before 

I woke up; this was my first memory. As I spun around, a 
torrent of new images and sounds froFe me. 

I was back in the memory again. It was this street, but so crum-
bled and old that it was barely recognisable. Ghe buildings 
ffioated in broken islands and time lost its grip. Parts of the 
wall were crumbling and falling, but upwards. I remembered 
seeing a purple light in the sky, and I looked up to see a 
large reffiective modern building, right where I stood in the 
memory.

I franticly turned, looking for something, not sure what. 
Vaguely aware, at the edges of my sense of Libby asking me 
if I was okay. Ghe place where someone got hit by lightning in 
my memory D or dream. I ran over there and tried to figure 
out where he, where I could have been going. 

When I turned back again, it was no longer a memory.
I was living it again in my mind. 
Ghere was an awareness to it. I was me and this was a 

memory, but I was the version of me from that world. In that 
moment. I knew that the world was ending. I looked down 
at the street, knowing I had been right the whole time. Ghe 
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memory was in control, but the present ‘me’ was wondering 
what it was that I knew. 

Ghere was no way I was going to survive; instead of running 
and screaming, I walked calmly down the road. Wishing I had 
made more of my life. 

Ghe fog was thicker than I had seen before; the storm raged 
above. I understood what that meant. I stopped at a bench 
and lay down on it. Everyone else was running and screaming. 
It was time. I knew I wasn’t really going to be dead. I simply 
wasn’t going to have ever existed, and that was far, far worse. 
zaybe the woman would keep me.

I wished I had found a way to make everyone believe me.
zy knees hurt. I was old. I welcomed the end.

I blinked and wobbled as I came out of the memory. 
I was sitting on the ffioor with Libby kneeling next to me. 
“Jon? Jon? Are you okay?” 
“Sorry. qeah. I’m fine. zemories.”
She scurried me o: to the nearest place she could find, 

which conveniently turned out to be a bar. She sat me down 
out front at a little iron table and disappeared inside. zoments 
later, she reappeared with two Elix’s and a concerned expres-
sion. She put the drinks down in front of me. 

“qou looked like you could use these,” she said, trying to 
hide her concern. 

“Won’t do me any good, you know,” I joked. 
She smiled and put one of the bottles in my hand.
I drank up.
“What happened back there? qou were fine and then sud-

denly you went into a seiFure. It totally checked you out for 
almost ten minutes.

I had a feeling she was scanning me; or at the very least, 
taking some more detailed readings than she normally did. 
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“Literally just that. I realised this was the same street I had 
seen in some half-memory that’s been ffioating around my 
head. Ghe next thing I know, I remembered more of it.” I 
shrugged and polished o: the first Elix. 

I told her about the memory. She asked a few …uestions 
about it; …uestions which I had no answers for. She wanted 
to know when it was and what it meant. She was concerned 
I had, for some reason, held onto this memory above all the 
others.

Ghey were all good …uestions. 
I tried to change the topicï “So why is it that everyone is so 

sure that Earth is safe? Ghat no Correctionists will pop out and 
start shooting at us here?”

“Bh!” she replied, with fake excitement. 
“Ghis AI net that detects illegal activities and despatches 

drones to deal with the problems covers the entire planet. It’s 
pretty creepy, but it’s also totally e:ective.” 

I was more worried than impressed. 
“An AI constantly monitors everything and everyone on the 

planet?”
“It’s a little more advanced than that. It’s predictive, based 

on profiles, but yeah.” 
I was horrified. 
“Ghis conversation is being monitored then?” I asked. She 

nodded. 
“Everything we say is being recorded?” She nodded again. 
“It’s a global spy system!” 
“It is. Tut it’s also only interested in safety and security. It 

reports nothing. Bnly exposing recordings as evidence.” 
“I don’t like it.”
She grinned. 
“Keither do I. Tut apparently it makes the little earthlings 

feel safe.”
We walked around the pictures…ue city, but my feelings 

were tainted now. I was mulling over the newly surfaced 
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memories and feeling watched by some nefarious AI. AOer an 
hour or so more of exploring Victoria City my Circlet ffiashed 
and vibrated. I wasn’t accustomed to using it. I had to think 
about it. I was nowhere near as e:ortlessly natural with it as 
everyone else was. I stuck my arm out in front of me.

“qou want some help?” Libby asked.
“Ko, I know how to do it,” I said, with faux impetuousness. 
I pressed the button to release the thread that generated the 

screen and a moment later the interface was in front of me. It 
was very stable in the air, regardless of the angle or shake of 
my arm. 

‘VICE  PflESINEKG  BD  SBL  ALLIAKCEï  JBAKKE 
zICHAELS,’ it said on the screen. I pressed the button to 
answer it.

Jo’s face appeared in front of me and the rest of the in-
terface politely tucked itself away. She was walking down a 
street, her hair was a mess and she was smiling widely. 

“Hey, dad. I’m heading back to zercia. Are you guys coming 
or do you want me to send transport for you later?” 

I looked at Libby. She shrugged and pointed at her ear. I 
hadn’t told my Circlet to share the call, so only I could hear 
it. 

“Bh!” I pressed the button. 
“Jo is leaving, wants to know if we want a ride.” 
Libby nodded. 
“qes, please. Let’s go home.” 
“Should we head back to you?” I asked Jo.
“Ko. Just head to the nearest road or park. I’ll come to you 

in a few minutes.” 
She closed the call D the ‘screen.’ 
Ghe interface popped up with a messageï “Nexï Joanne has 

re…uested a location stream.” I pressed “yes” and ffiicked the 
screen away. 

“Had enough of Earth?” I asked. 
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“I don’t mind working here, but as tourist attractions go, it’s 
an anti-KBLD, backwards hole, I hate it.” 

It took us about fiOeen minutes to find a road that allowed 
landing and street shuttles. We sat on a bench. 

“Why do you use a Circlet?” I asked. 
“I hope it’s okay for me to ask.”
She leaned against me. 
“Stop this paranoia, Jon. qou’re my husband. qou can ask 

me anything. It’s not like you need to be scared of reminding 
me I’m not an organic. I know exactly what I am.”

I shrugged. She was right, obviously. Tut finding the balance 
was hard for me. I would rather approach a …uestion cautious-
ly than risk o:ence. I had seen her in a fight. 

She was …uiet for a moment. When she finally spoke, she 
did so a little too fast, like she had forgotten there was a 
…uestion and was hoping I hadn’t noticed.

“I have internal compute, obviously. Tut a large part of my 
consciousness is housed in my core, on the ship D in zercia’s 
computer vault. I don’t interface with public systems with a 
body. It’s not secure to patch my core into networks like that, 
even with my avatar’s security system. Circlets are safe. zy 
core-self is constantly attached to things, but all goes through 
the ship’s firewalls and known secure servers.”

We were interrupted by the sound of gentle thrusters. Jo’s 
shuttle was cruising towards us down the road. She came to a 
graceful stop and the wing-like door opened on its own. We 
climbed in. Libby took the back seat again.

“Nid you enjoy the sights of Victoria City?” Jo asked.
Her hair was still a mess. She looked a little less put-togeth-

er than usual. 
“It was fine,” I began. 
“Ghis friend you were visiting, good friend, is he?”
She smiled, not looking at me. I could swear she was blush-

ing. 
“She, and yes.” 
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Ghe door closed and the shuttle transitioned gently from 
ground to air. We cruised into the atmosphere and back to 
zercia almost laFily. Ghis time the lack of breathable air both-
ered me less; I was relying more automatically on my biology.



Chapter Fourteen

Analyse

I spent the next few hours in my lab looking at schematics of 
Victoria City: specifically the area where I had that sudden 
jolt of memory. The screen could project a fully three-di-
mensional model to spin and zoom in on. Dex was happy to 
explain the controls to me. Once past his layers of technical 
information, it was as easy as ‘grab it and pull’.

Libby had been preparing for an academic interview — 
whatever that was. She had agreed to appear at a universi-
ty the following day and answer questions about ethics and 
NOLF philosophy. She did not seem to be looking forward to 
it. Her physical body was in the ‘low power’ mode that looked 
like napping when I le“ her in the apartment.

Dex announced it was eleven in the evening. I had asked 
him to give me a reminder, so that I didn’t stay in the lab all 
night again. 

?Okay, Dex, I’m going to try to get a good night’s sleep for 
once. Can you see if there are any discrepancies between this 
area of the city and historical documentsP Eost and pre-”ventP 
I want you to check everything you have access to.ff 

I figured this would take him all night, and it seemed like 
he enjoyed having things to do when I wasn’t there. I le“ and 
headed back to the apartment, or home, as I was starting to 
think of it.

Libby was still in the same low-power mode. I grabbed a 
cup of coMee and sat on the sofa next to her. She was peaceful, 
serene looking, still simulating breathing. Aaybe it was so that 
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people wouldn’t think she was dead if they discovered her like 
this.

I pushed oM my boots and put my feet on the coMee table. 
?Lights. Dim,ff I commanded in a whisper. 
The room’s computer complied. I popped out my Circlet 

screen and carried on reading about ”arth history.
flt some point, I dosed oM. 
Libby woke me, leaning in close. The glow of my still pro-

jected screen lighted up the side of her face. I Bicked it oM.
Ay eyes took a moment to adjust to the dim lights. 
?Hi,ff she said.
?Hi.ff
I wanted to speak again. flsk if she was done with her work. 
She kissed me. Not politely or sadly like before. ;ut deeply 

and desperately. She pulled herself up and sat on my lap with a 
knee on each side of me. The kiss didn’t stop. Her hands were 
on my chest. I felt her press into me in a way that I couldn’t 
misinterpret.

I had resolved myself to get to know this woman. To learn 
why we had been married to meW regain some memory of who 
I was, who she was. I wanted to be the man she loved. 

Ghen she pressed against me, I forgot all of thatW instead of 
wanting to share our lives, I was more interested in sharing 
our bodies. I had expected her to stand up and calmly tell me 
she had forgotten herself. She didn’t. She pushed her hands 
under my shirt, and I returned the gesture.

fl few minutes later, she finally stood up, but not to tell me 
she had made a mistake. Instead, she pulled her shirt oM. She 
was Bawless. She pulled me to my feet, and we embraced. 
Somehow, we made it to the bedroom, by which time my own 
shirt had fallen away too. 

She lay on the end of the bed, and I followed atop of her. 
Ge shimmied up to the top as she wriggled out of her skirt. 
Ay own jeans followed her lead. I pulled away from her for a 
moment and looked into her eyes.
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It was for me the first time we made love, but she knew far 
more about how to touch me than I thought anyone could. 
For the first part of the evening, we were silent, hungry and 
passionate, but as the hours passed, it became punctuated by 
laughing and talking before falling back into the rhythm of our 
desires.

I awoke the next morning with Libby lying next to me. She 
was asleep. I knew that it just meant her body was deactivated, 
her mind would be busy someplace else, but I had chosen to 
allow myself to think of it as ‘asleep’W it was a state of being 
that made sense to my organic mind.

I turned to her, worried she may have regretted the deci-
sions of the previous night. 

?Hello,ff I said. She didn’t stir. 
I lay on my side and rested my head on my arm. She man-

aged to be elegant, even as she slept.
She slowly opened her eyes and nuzzled towards me. 
?…ood morning,ff she said with a content grin.
I took her in my arms, relieved.
?This is not something I would usually ask, butY what 

prompted last nightP I had felt like we were in a diMerent phase 
ofY whatever this is.ff

She opened one eye and ran a hand across my chest. 
?It’s a marriage. I was thinking about you, about us. ”ver 

since we Bew out of a star together. I wanted to talk to you 
once you woke up a“er the ;lue-tube. ;ut I wasn’t sure how 
you felt,ff she said in almost a whisper. 

She pulled herself against me tightly. 
?Aathematically speaking, you should be dead now. The 

chances of getting out of there alive were in single figures. 
Ghile I realised you haven’t been able to remember me or us, 
you’re the same man. No matter what you have been through 
and no matter what you remember, the core of who you are 
hasn’t changed.ff
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She stopped talking for a moment and we lay together, 
enjoying each other’s silence and warmth.

?Ghen you came in last night and sat down with a coMee, 
and then fell asleep without so much as thinking about stop-
ping your research, I realised nothing that matters to me has 
changed. !ou are as driven as ever. That’s when I felt like you 
were back. In all the ways that I could measure.ff 

She stood up without warning and let the covers fall away. 
She marched into the shower room, glancing back to make 
sure I was watching her. 

?Once I had decided I had been stupid to distance myself 
from you, all that remained was to see if you still wanted me.ff

She disappeared. I heard the humming of the cleansing 
light. The glow bled into the bedroom.

?I have always wanted you, Libby,ff I said in a happy whisper.
I assumed she could hear me.

fln hour later, I entered my lab. 
There were boxes laid out across the room. ”ven my arm-

chair was filled with data tablets and storage devices.
?Ghat’s all this, DexPff 
He came in, carrying a large book. 
?I have had to pull the physical files from your archive, sir. 

I was concerned that there seemed to be discrepancies. Ohffi I 
am sorry for the mess. !ou are earlier than I expected.ff 

He began to neaten up the stacks.
?Dex, don’t worry about it. Ghat did you learnPff
?Victoria City doesn’t appear to have existed before the 

nineteen hundred ”vent, sir.ff 
I had expected something like this. 
?This is the discrepancyPff 
?No, sir. That was an interesting data point. The part that 

had me doubting the information was more recent.ff 
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He carried on stacking the boxes. 
?Dexffi Ghat was the dataPff
?The last time we — that is to say Aercia — was in orbit of 

”arth, there was a topographical diMerence to recent scans. 
They are also diMerent from the archived data.ff 

?Ghat do you meanPff 
Dex tilted his holographic eye-head, and the screens came 

on at the desk. I carefully stepped between the boxes and 
made my way to the data. It was a series of dates and satellite 
photos, all of which had red question marks and overlaid data 
points that made very little sense to anyone but Dex. 

?Talk to me. ”xplain all this.ff
?Sir, while all historical records and personal experiences 

seem to agree that Victoria City was part of the re-write that 
was a result of The ”vent in nineteen-hundred, I have con-
Bicting data sources emerging a“er that point: logs, mission 
reports, video streams, educational media, and photos.ff 

I looked at the data with a critical eye. I had no doubt Dex 
had done good work. It was his interpretation of the data that 
concerned me.

?Dex, what are these data sourcesPff 
He gestured to the surrounding boxes. 
?Sir, all the backups in our archive simply don’t fall in line 

with reality.ff 
I pulled a random tablet from a box. It lit up. I scrolled down 

the glass front. fl“er a few moments of reading, I realised it 
contained logs from early Aercia missions. It would take me 
months to si“ through all of this.

That was why I had Dex, though.
?flnd this dataY how do we know that it isn’t in errorPff 
?I have been trying to verify that very thing. It is stored in 

your archive, sir, so it should not be in error.ff
?Ghat’s the archiveP Ghy do we have itPff
?It is a vault attached to this lab. The whole thing is electri-

cally shielded, and we made the walls of materials which have 
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a dampening eMect on cosmic particles. !ou hypothesised 
that by keeping data stored without network access and in a 
protected environment, it may be more resilient in the event 
of anotherY ”vent.ff

I looked around again. 
?The lab and the archive have the same protectionsP The 

data is still safe herePff I was suddenly worried about losing all 
this potentially precious information. 

?!es, sir. I would never put the archive artefacts at risk.ff 
I stood at the desk, staring at the screen. Dex used his 

optical sensors to scan in the tablets and add it to a secure file, 
which made it searchable without compromising the source.

I looked at the data points as the file grew, trying to cram as 
much of it into my head as possible. Dex was fast, and he had 
been at this all night. Ge had thousands of entries that didn’t 
match the oRcial history of the city below. ;ut whyP 

I looked at the satellite pictures of the land from the 
archive. They were from Aercia’s extensive data sources and 
from pre-event sketches. Something was bothering me. It was 
like an annoying rattling in my head.

?I need to look at that place again,ff I said to myself. 
Dex tilted his head, probably trying to decide if a response 

was required.
?Dex, one of the discrepanciesY I’ve been thereffiff
I used the communication system built into the desk to 

contact Libby. She answered, but the video showed me her 
face in a pure white room. It was her digitally generated self.

?Hiffi flre you busyPff 
?Ay physical self is on the way down to ”arth. …ot that 

academic interview, rememberPff 
I hadn’t realised I had been looking at the data for so long. 
?Jight, sorry. I’ve been in something of a hole for a little 

while. I need to get down to ”arth myself. I was going to 
hoping to catch a ride with you.ff 

She grinned. 
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?Too late for that. !ou need to be better at time, my love.ff 
I smiled back at her. It was no slip of the tongue this time. I 

basked in the glow of her for a moment before remembering 
my work.

?Ehysical self will be taking a lot of cycles today, and I 
have a screen meeting with some people regarding some new 
automation designs. Some other minor projects are occupying 
me too.ff She was still smiling. 

?flnd I have to cram all of this in because I want to be 
focused on the ceremony this evening.ff

I was shaken by the realisation that it was Friday. The com-
mendation ceremony was that evening. I had forgotten about 
it. 

?Oh. Do I need to do any preparationPff
She shook her head. 
?Not at all. It’s a medal ceremony. ;a’an and Bo will make 

speeches, pictures will be taken and there will be a lot of small 
talk. flll we have to do is turn up and look nice.ff She cut me 
oM before I could reply: ?!ou already have a suit. I le“ it in 
our bedroom before I le“. Jelax. Bust make sure you get to 
Victoria Legacy-Hall for eight this evening. That’s it.ff

?Thank you.ff
She waved and closed the screen. 
?Gell, shit, Dex. Now I have to find my own way down to 

”arth.ff
?I think that may not be a problem, sir.ff 
I was about to ask him why when the lab door slid open.





Chapter Fifteen

Sequences

Half an hour later, I was with Lea in a military shuttle, heading 
down to Earth. This time, I wasn’t distracted by the beauty of 
the planet or the majesty of space. I sat cross-legged in the 
co-pilot’s chair with my Circlet screen out scrolling around 
composite maps of Victoria.

We had made a pit stop at Lea’s apartment and then mine 
to collect our outfits for the evening’s event. We weren’t at all 
confident that we were going to find time later.

“I’m out of action for a few days and when I wake up, you’re 
back to your normal self. I enjoyed the innocent and confused 
version of you for a bit,” Lea said.

She was dressed like an eighties pop star, as was the fashion 
on Earth. I was still in my jeans and jacket. Fashion be damned.

“I’m hardly back to normal, Lea. I still have no memories.” I 
didn’t look away from my screen. I did, however, take a large 
drink from a bottle of Elix I had resting against the fold of my 
leg. 

“Oh, no, you’re not back to your old self, are you!” she 
barked sarcastically. 

“We’re on the way to Victoria to look for who knows what, 
with no plan at all. You’re drinking the strongest thing that’s 
legal like it’s water and we have evening wear hanging up in 
the back.”

She angled the shuttle as we entered the atmosphere. A 
few seconds later, I felt the engines switch to planetary flight 
mode.
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“I do have a plan. Granted, I’m still working on it. But there 
is a plan; sort of. Also, I can’t get drunk and Elix tastes great. 
As for the other thing, who doesn’t carry a change of clothes? 
It’s an excellent habit to form in our line of work.” 

She rolled her eyes at me and pulled on her vintage plastic 
sunglasses.

“Back to normal, as far as I can tell.”
We landed as close to the central shopping area as we could. 

It was a military shuttle, so we didn’t have to worry about 
looking for an actual dock or landing area. We set it down on 
a wide section of road near to where Jo had collected Libby 
and me the day before.

I stood up and grabbed a personal shield from the stow in 
the shuttle’s hull.

“Really? We’re on Earth. This place is too boring for anyone 
to shoot at us.” 

“Oh, yeah? Because everything we do goes exactly accord-
ing to plan.” 

I slapped the shield on to my arm. I went for a pistol and Lea 
slapped my hand away. 

“If you leave this shuttle with live ammunition, the drones 
will put you down before you take two steps.” I raised an 
eyebrow at her. 

“Seriously. Earth is safe… and boring. That Guardian AI 
does not fuck around, though.” 

I let go of the pistol. I had planned to pass it to her anyway, 
I had no idea how to use a gun.

We opened the shuttle and made our way to the square. Lea 
had leD the shuttle open. I supposed there was no reason to 
lock it here.

It was comforting to feel so safe; and worrying to feel so 
watched.

“Nid you finish making that plan for this little road trip?” 
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“I’ll let you know.” I still had my screen popped out in front 
of me. I was comparing the land from Nex’s data with what I 
was seeing. 

We walked to the exact spot where the memory had hit 
me and I stood, trying to line myself up. The precise spot 
was about three meters from a small wall that divided the 
restaurant area from the wider shopping area. It overlooked 
the canal and had those old steps going down from it. I looked 
around, rotating on the spot. 

There was nothing. ffot one clue. ffo signs of anything. 
Why was this place important, and what was the relevance 

of the scans difflerences?
Lea went into a cofflee shop and came out with a large 

syrupy drink that wasn’t cofflee in anything but name. She 
looked  stunning  in  her  denim  shorts  and  over  the  top 
make-up. The way she bounced between looks was starting 
to strike me as normal. Though, I could never see her as less 
than the hard-boiled pilot I knew she was. She noticed me 
noticing her. I went back to my map. 

“I thought Bricks were health freaks.”
“We are. But I almost died recently. I’m allowed a cofflee as 

a treat.”
I looked back at my screen.
“It’s not as actually as ba:ing as it looks…” I muttered. 
Lea looked at her syrup soup and shrugged. 
“But only because I know what to look for,” I continued. 
Assuming I was talking about her beverage, she swallowed a 

large indignant gulpM “Given the crap I’ve seen you eat, you’re 
in no position to judge.”

It was my turn to shrug. 
“I wasn’t talking about your drink,” I said. She slurped at me. 
“What’s wrong with this?” I flickered my screen to expose 

its contents to her.
It was a satellite map of the area we were standing in. She 

studied it for a moment. 
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“Hum… I see it. Why would that be wrong on the scan?”
“Wait, you noticed it?” I asked, a little shocked; it had taken 

me all this time to spot it and she had seen it instantly. 
“Sure, the elevation is offl.” She wasn’t messing with me. 
“I’m a pilot. It’s kind of important for me to know where the 

ground is.”
“This scan was taken four months ago. It was the last time 

‘ercia was in orbit. It’s from my personal data archive.” I 
flipped to a new map. 

“This one is the copy of the same file in the ‘ercia data-
base.”

She studied it. 
“So, it’s the same, but the elevation is difflerent. It’s not even 

out by a lot. But why?” she mulled.
“The only reason it would be difflerent is if something 

changed. Something is underneath us. I’m looking for a way 
in and I just figured it out.”

“The cofflee shop?”
I shook my head, wondering why she might think the cofflee 

shop was the answer.
“From an orbital scan, it looks the same. But from ground 

level, it’s obvious. It’s the steps. They’re steeper. It was the 
only way to hide it from a satellite.”

“Because the steps would look the same from above.” She 
dropped her now empty syrup soup container into a nearby 
bin. We scurried down the steps that led to the canal and 
turned at the bottom to see the side of them. 

There it was. 
A large, old-style door. ffot a powered sliding door. An 

actual hinged door with a handle and rusty edges. It was silver, 
steel, and plain. There was a sign on it that readM ffiffo entry. 
Infrastructure access only.’ 

We looked at each other.
Then back to the door.
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“Can I try the handle, or will that summon the mythical 
super drones?” I asked. 

“I’m a government employee and you’re a consultant with 
a clearance that’s as high as the presidential ozce. I’m pretty 
sure we can go into an old access door.”

I put my hand on the handle.
“Wait!” Lea said. 
“Should I do it? I’m supposed to be the one looking aDer 

you.”
“I’m immune to poison, burns, free2ing, radiation, and I 

think also electrocution. You really want to go first?”
She let out a smile and waved for me to continue.
The door was stiffl, but it opened, and without poison, 

burns, free2ing, radiation or electrocution. It just opened, like 
a normal door. It creaked and screamed as the rusty hinges 
crunched. The door swung. Inside it was dark, but the illu-
mination that was leaking in showed us a solid flat floor. I 
stepped in cautiously. 

Lea followed.
“Can Bricks see in the dark?” I asked.
“That’s Vampires… and Elves,” she whispered.
“So, your race looks gorgeous and gets to skip the gym; 

that’s the only superpowers you have?” I was trying to distract 
myself from the tension.

“Why, Noctor, did you just call me gorgeous?” 
I sensed the playful smile that I couldn’t see. “Sorry, Lea, I’m 

married. Also, I’m pretty sure my wife is quite able to murder 
both of us, probably at the same time.” 

I tried to use my Circlet screen to illuminate the corridor. 
It didn’t work. For a moment, I thought I heard a sound and 
fro2e.

A light at the far end of the corridor came on with a distinct 
electrical thunk. Then, a little closer, the next light came on. 

Thunk. 
Then the next, and then the one above us.
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Thunk.
We both looked up. 
“What is that?” Lea asked.
“It’s a light bulb.”
It was a glass bulbM a loop of wire inside a glass ball that gen-

erated light by wasting copious amounts of electrical energy. 
The light wasn’t as bright as I’m sure it should have been, but 
it was working well enough to let us see where we were going. 

The corridor was a simple ffiL’ shape. We turned and the next 
row of lights thunked on. 

At the end, there was a more open area, but it was still in 
darkness.

We walked cautiously towards the opening. As we crossed 
into the room, there was a louder ‘thunk’M the room lit up 
with large florescent tube lights across the ceiling. The place 
looked like a hotel reception. There was a curved wooden 
desk and a horrible blue carpet, some sofas and cofflee tables. 
The whole place was covered in dust and cobwebs all across 
its sterile, dirty white walls. 

A sudden neon glow startled me. 
On the other side of the reception desk was an old-style 

television screen with a bowed glass front and the electrical 
neon warmth that was the signature of the old analogue mod-
els. It filled the wall with its glow. I walked around to the other 
side of the desk. ffothing but white static and a rolling view of 
random snow. 

“What is it?” Lea asked. 
She wasn’t human. That object was not a part of her history.
“It’s an ancient screen.”
She poked at it. “Why is it behind glass?”
I wasn’t sure how to answer. I watched as the screen flick-

ered the way these old screens did when something attached 
to it came on. ADer some more flickering and rolling; a blue on 
grey menu appeared. It seemed to be controls, for the room. 
It had marked the lights as set to automatic, which explained 
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them coming to life. It also said the communication system 
was ffioffl-line’ and the ffiloading floor’ was locked.

Lea poked at the word locked. Before I could explain to 
her that wasn’t how it worked, a panel slid open on the desk’s 
surface, next to the television. ‘y mouth dropped a little. The 
panel would have been out of sight from the other side of the 
counter. Lea poked at the hole. “ACCESS NEffIEN” flashed 
on the screen. 

“Fingerprint, I suppose,” I said as I poked it myself.
“ACCESS GRAffTEN” flashed the screen. 
“It has your fingerprint?”
“I guess it does.”
I had no idea how, or why. However, a theory was already 

working its way around my head, and I was a little too scared 
to let it take hold.

A sliding wall snapped closed, cutting us offl from the en-
trance to the room. 

“That can’t be good,” Lea said.
We felt a shaking. The room vibrated, and the sensation of 

movement set in. 
“It’s an elevator!” I exclaimed. 
ADer a minute or so, the vibration stopped with an unset-

tling crunch. We held on to the desk. A whining sound filled 
the room. A motorised screaming soon accompanied it, and 
we felt the room drop. To our relief, it didn’t drop very far 
before it came to an eventual stop.

The doorway to the corridor slid open again. The neon 
monitor blinked offl and a little puffl of smoke came from the 
edge of its frame, as if to clarify that it would not be coming 
on again.

I poked at it and then gave it a firm smack. 
“Well, we’re not leaving the way we came in,” I said. 
We headed to the door. ffo corridor this timeM the room 

opened out to present us with a steel floored landing at the 
top of a long metal staircase. We looked down. The place was 
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as big as an aircraD hangar. Across one side was a massive 
metallic cylinder atop of a classic 0—th century trailer, with 
actual wheels on it. It looked twice as long as any truck I 
had ever seen – not that my memory was a good source 
of information. I cast my ga2e across the rest of the room. 
There were buggies parked in a row. Large porter cabin ozces 
stacked two high and two across; metal stairs went up to the 
top ones. All of this was lit by florescent lights and peppered 
with steel crates. It all looked highly organised. 

“What the fuck is this place?” Lea asked. 
“I’m more confused as to how this place has gone undis-

covered.”
We cautiously made our way down the wide metal staircase.
“How is this here? It’s not like this is some under-developed 

half-forgotten planet, this is Earth. It’s a capital world,” Lea 
asked, as if reading my mind.

I was coming to an unsettling conclusion. It was so unset-
tling that I was hoping it was a delusion and kept it to myself. 

We got to the bottom. It looked even more intimidating 
from there. Behind the vast stairs was a large garage-style 
rolling door that looked formidable. I made a note to come 
back to that. The metal cylinder demanded my attention first. 

I inspected its markings and made my way to the front. It 
was long and massive. At first, I had thought it was a missile. 
There didn’t seem to be any vehicle in there large enough to 
move the trailer it was resting on, there were clamps on the 
wheels to keep it steady. The frontage had a thick glass panel 
across it.

I looked at where it was pointed. There was a huge metal 
wall that looked like it could be a launch door. The clamps 
made sense suddenly. This was not a missile. This was a shut-
tle!

“That seems to be a launch door,” I said. “If it opens, it must 
go to the surface somewhere. At least we have one exit we can 
use.”
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I used my Circlet sensors to record the place. From what 
I understood, all I had to do was turn on the recording sen-
sor and it would take three-dimensional images as I walked 
around. I was getting pretty good with Circlets.

‘y scientific urge to explore was suddenly pushed aside 
by a mild dread. The signal indicator on the Circlet screen 
showed the single character of 2ero. I had thought at the very 
worst we could call Nex or Libby or even Jo; they could send 
someone to come let us out of this place. I had been half 
joking about using the launch doors as an exit. 

“Lea, you got a signal?” I gestured to my wrist.
She flicked out her screen with a twitch of her wrist. I 

noticed yet again how everyone looked so efflortlessly skilled 
with these things while I had congratulated myself for pressing 
ffirecord’.

“ffo. ffot even enough to make a voice.” 
She sounded worried. 
The term ffimake a voice’ struck me as a broken phrase, but 

now was not the time to think about modern language.
“Okay. Let’s not panic. There must be a way back up, or at 

least somewhere with a signal, right?”
Lea raised an eyebrow at the suggestion that there was any 

panic. She was far more qualified to deal with the situation 
than I was.

I headed to the porter cabins. It looked like they were being 
used as ozces. The first one was locked. 

“You have anything to open this?” I asked.
With no hesitation at all, she smacked it with the palm of 

her hand and the door flung open with a crack. 
“Brick strength?” I asked.
She laughed. “Twenty six years in the military.”
I went into the cabin. 
There were actual papers in files and a boxy computer 

monitor on the desk. I sat down in the old brown ozce chair 
and looked around the room. Cheap chipboard desk. ‘essy 
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files and an old laser printer that probably didn’t work prop-
erly. I should have felt at home thereM a place that matched 
the fractured shards of my memory. Instead, it felt sad and 
hopeless. This was a far cry from the opulence and wonder of 
the rest of the galaxy. The ozce felt like a museum exhibit. 
Something to show childrenM the horrors and mendacity of a 
failed civili2ation.

I pressed the power button on the computer. The monitor 
flickered on and the humming of the fan startled Lea. ADer 
quite a long moment, it showed me a login screen. 

“Well, until we can get some more technical people down 
here, this is useless,” I lamented. 

“If we had any signal, you could get Nex to interface with it.”
“I doubt this computer has any wireless communication,” I 

said absently. 
“Really? How old are they?” 
I thought about that and everything I knew about history. 

All the things I had learned since waking up with no mem-
ory were telling me the same thingM The Event happened in 
the year nineteen hundred. It was all aliens, spaceships and 
interplanetary travel aDer that. This wasn’t old stuffl that had 
been leD abandoned for years. The current year was nineteen 
ninety-nine. This technology had been skipped entirely; it 
had simply never been invented.

This place, as I had feared in the back of my mind, was not 
an abandoned facility of the past. But it was an artefact of 
something. It also hadn’t been there the last time ‘ercia was 
in orbit.

I needed more before I shared my thoughts. I needed to run 
my theory by Nex, and I needed to think it through.

Lea was thumbing through the filing cabinet, muttering 
about the insane waste of paper.

“You got anything useful there?” I asked.
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“Looks like this ozce did transport.” She passed me a 
seemingly random folder; it was filled with ffigate passes’ and 
transport plans. 

There was an inventory list. I pulled it out of the folder and 
noted the dates. 

“ffot sure where the vehicle listed on this document came 
from, but it was bringing in food and blankets,” I read. “Seems 
they were setting this up as some kind of safe-haven, perhaps.”

“Why? It’s not deep enough to be efflective in an attack,” Lea 
said, still going through folders. 

“What do you mean?”
“Well, if this place was attacked by a weapon, even the 

most basic orbital strike would leave it in a crater. It’s got no 
shields. It would have to be way deeper under the ground to be 
efflective. And it had an open door. It wasn’t even an airlock. 
It wouldn’t work against radiation or bacteria either.” 

I took a long moment to think about that. “I agree with 
everything you just said.” She nodded and turned back to the 
papers. “But it is still here, Lea. It did work as a bunker.” 

She looked back at me. “So where are all the people?” she 
asked.

I had no answer to that question. 
The rest of the ozces were similar. One was some kind of 

accounts ozce, cabinets filled with financial records which 
we couldn’t make any sense of. The other seemed to have 
been unusedM there wasn’t so much as a desk in it.

Then there was the last oneM the upper cabin, closest to the 
door. It was a planning or management ozce. There was a 
facilities map proudly adorning the wall. 

Lea and I stopped in our tracks when we saw at. The facility 
map showed our location and the twenty or thirty floors below 
us as a cross section. There were living areas, military floors, 
laboratories and weapon and food storage. There was a large 
area marked to cross the edge of three floors labelled ffipower’. 
At the very bottom it said ffirestricted’. 



168 DENOUEMENT

The map also showed what was supposed to be above us. 
This was apparently the basement level of a large building 
of steel and glass. It was marked as ffioperational control’. I 
checked to make sure my Circlet was still recording. The map 
showed a vast sprawling, multi-floor subterranean facility.

“No we go to the lab, or the restricted area?” Lea asked, 
reading the labels. 

I glanced at her. She didn’t look totally out of place with her 
eighties outfit in a nineties ozce. 

“ffeither. We get out of here and come back with an actual 
team. For all we know, there are people still here. This place 
is vast.” 

She nodded, relieved. 
She was certainly willing to follow me into an adventure, 

but I’m sure she would have felt better coming back with a 
gun and a pair of boots.

There were no doors other than the big one behind the 
stairs and the massive launch door at the other end. There 
wasn’t anywhere to go, even if we wanted to get deeper into 
it. We investigated the door behind the stairs. There were no 
controls, levers or card scanner. It was sealed tight.

The steel crates stacked all around were just as impene-
trable. They were held shut with large metal nuts on top; we 
wouldn’t budge them without some tools. There were none 
around U we had checked.

“Ground shuttles?” Lea asked, as we approached the bug-
gies. 

“Sort of, yeah.” I sat in it and flicked some switches. “Oh, it’s 
electric.” 

“What else would it be?” 
“Xsually they burn a liquid fuel for power. It’s called a 

combustion engine.” 
She made a disgusted face. “Whoever this race was, they 

were wasteful.”
“This race?” I queried. “Lea, this is a human facility.” 
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She looked confused.
“I have an ideaM do you think you can drive this?” I asked.
She took the driver’s seat and assessed the controls. “As-

suming one pedal makes it move and one stops it, yeah. I 
assume it’s not totally difflerent from a kid’s training shuttle.” 

It wasn’t just basic technology; to her, it was a child’s toy. 
“The wheels will make for a rough ride though,” she added. 
“Wheels aren’t forgotten technology, are they?”
“ffo. They are just so basic that no functional vehicle would 

include them. I learned to make a liD generator at school, Jon. 
Wheels are pointless.”

I noticed a key card slot. “Well, assuming we can get it to 
start, there has to be a way to get it out if there. They wouldn’t 
have buggies if they didn’t have an exit.”

I pointed at a blank little TV screen on the dashboard. Then 
the three buttons that ran down each side. 

“Oh, it’s a menu,” she said.
“There may be a map or maybe something to transmit a 

command to open one of these doors.”
Lea nodded in agreement and we headed back to the trans-

port ozce.
“Ah, then they did have wireless!” she said, victoriously.
We hadn’t been looking for access cards before; it was no 

surprise we had missed them. They were in a container on the 
wall, just inside the door of the transport ozce. Seemed like 
there was one for each buggy and then some. We took all of 
them. They were plain white cards with registration numbers 
printed on them.

I shu:ed through the pile as we walked back to the clos-
est buggy. I read its registration plate aloudM “9981 9P” – I 
passed Lea the card. 

“‘y shuttle is designated Thirteen,” she said. 
“That explains a lot.”
We sat in the buggy.
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“How come I’m piloting it? You seem to understand this 
technology.” 

“Having a memory of what the buttons do doesn’t give me 
much of an edge over you. Besides, it’s not like we’re going 
far, and you’ll probably enjoy it.” 

She pushed the card into the slot. The lights on the dash 
came on and the little screen blinked to life. The internal 
computer took its time to boot up. Lea carefully pressed the 
pedal. ffothing happened. I pointed at the gear stick. The 
buggy had automatic transmission, but it was still in ffiparked’. 
She pressed the stick up to ffidrive’ and tried the pedal again. 

We had a moment of stopping and starting before she got 
the hang of it. She flew space ships; an electric buggy wouldn’t 
take her long to figure out. We casually circled the room while 
Lea enjoyed the motion. 

The computer finished whatever it was doing with a twin-
kling sound of readiness. As expected, it had a very clear 
menu, designed for any idiot to use. Nownside was that there 
was no obvious ffigarage door’ button. The buttons showed 
battery, communication, radio, map and information. The 
map was going to be interesting to look at later, but at that 
instant, fficommunication’ seemed to be more useful. I pressed 
it.

There was a set list for a few thingsM command, local area, 
announcement, and facilities. I pressed for facilities. The 
screen displayed the most welcome wordsM ffiHangarM exit con-
trol’.

“Bingo,” I said, and pressed for it to open. 
Lights flashed at the edge of the wall, it slid apart. Lea spun 

the buggy around to face it.
Our excitement soon vanished.
The door slid aside as it was supposed to, and there was an 

exit ramp just like in the diagram, but instead of it leading up 
and out, there was something else. It lead up a little, and then 
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the path disappeared into a pile of mud and rocks, more than 
a few tumbling in as the door shook them free. 

There was no way of telling how much rubble was between 
us and the outside world. We went back and searched every-
thing we had access to, looking at every detail for a way to get 
out, or at least open the other door.

A few hours passed. ‘y anxiety was already rising when we 
turned our attention to the missile-like shuttle. Lea climbed 
in and activated the systems. Though it was huge, there was 
only room for one pilot, no passengers.

ADer studying the controls, Lea made her declarationM “I 
can get this to launch.”

I was concerned.
“Without us in it!” she added.
I was less concerned. 
But I still wasn’t sure how that would help us. Before I had 

a chance to question her, she continuedM “We can’t move it, 
it’s pointing at the ramp. So I’m going to launch it. We hide. 
It will either punch us an exit or make a big enough noise to 
attract attention.”

We discussed all the things that could go wrong. The main 
thing being it burning us to death when the thruster fired. Lea 
didn’t seem to grasp the idea that this type of engine used heat 
and made flames. Apparently, the thrusters on ffimodern’ ships 
produced thrust without heatM it was done with gravity ma-
nipulation techniques, something that she repeatedly called 
ffiCold Kanel Kropulsion’ as if it was an explanation.

We set the rocket ship’s launch sequence and ran away. We 
sprinted up the metal staircase and into the elevator room, 
hiding at the back of it behind the counter.

The theory was that the ignition jet would fire, propelling 
the ship into the rocks. With no pilot to adjust the fuel mix, it 
would simply cut out aDer a few minutes. 

It was a terrible plan.
At this point, it was our only plan.
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The launch thruster fired seconds aDer we got to our hiding 
spot. The red-orange light flooded the room, as did the roar 
of the engine. The entire facility shook. We both covered 
our ears. Lights flickered. Sounds of metal on rock screamed 
through the doorway. There was the spinning of a massive 
flame licking outward, growling as it mashed itself against the 
mud and rock wall that entombed us. The crashing went on 
for maybe a few more minutes. Smoke started to fill the air. 
Lea covered her mouth with her sleeve. I stopped myself from 
breathing, which I hadn’t done consciously before.

The engine coughed itself out. We waited for the sound of 
falling and breaking to stop before we leD to investigate. The 
smoke was clearing and light was coming in through the hole 
it had made. The rocket ship had made it out of the hole.

The rocks that had been blocking our path had mostly 
fallen into the hangar and a lot of the interesting things we 
had seen were destroyed. One of the cabin ozces was burning 
a little, but it didn’t appear to be spreading too fast. Lea 
coughed. We made our way through the smoke to the buggy 
that we had leD parked behind the stairs. I glanced at the door 
next to it and promised myself I would be back to see what 
secrets it held.

Lea stamped on the pedal and we sped up the ramp. The 
buggy struggled with the debris, but the path the rocket had 
taken was mostly free of it. We were going so fast by the 
time we reached the top that our wheels leD the groundM we 
were reacquainted with the outside world with a bone shaking 
crash. We landed on two wheels, and Lea had to swerve to 
avoid the back of the rocket that was now embedded in the 
side of a building right in front of us.

The buggy rolled and flipped as we turned, eventually com-
ing to rest on its side against the rocket ship. We stumbled 
out of it and Lea took hungry breaths of clean air. I resumed 
normal lung operation with an efflort of will. 
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We then realised that we were being surrounded by what 
seemed to be large hovering pyramids and a great many in-
terested strangers. The pyramids had glowing corners and the 
Sol Alliance logos on them. They were about half the si2e of 
Jo’s little shuttle.

“Klease raise your hands. You are under arrest,” came a 
robotic voice from the closest pyramid.

We did as we were told.





Chapter Sixteen

Formation

I entered the room with Lea on my arm. Partly because we 
saw people in front of us do that, and partly because we were 
nervous. The protocol for formal presidential parties was not 
part of my research or of Lea’s training.

She wore a strapless blue evening dress with sparkling gems 
around her chest and hem. It was a human tradition for mil-
itary personal to wear their dress uniform to these events, it 
was a Brick tradition to not do so. With the blessing of the 
presidential office, she straddled both worlds. Her necklace 
pendant had the symbol of Mercia and she wore a silver and 
blue brooch shaped as wings, the mark of her rank.

Like all of her people, she was genetically predisposed to 
beauty and grace, but I was still stunned by it. Even those 
accustomed to Brick women turned their heads as she walked 
by.

We walked down large ornate stairs that curved into the 
large hall. It was designed to make sure no one missed those 
who entered. It was more like a palace than a government 
venue. While it was a nice feeling to enter with such a com-
panion, there was only one woman I wanted to see that 
evening.

Libby was talking with a group of people, all laughing and 
enjoying her company. One man tried to pass her a drink 
about three times in the few seconds I was watching from 
afar. She wore her blonde hair in a styled bun to expose the 
elegant line of her neck. Her dress was black and carefully 
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understated. There was a split down one side, exposing her 
leg, which was tipped with pointed heels. She wore a silver 
Circlet and matching hair pin, shined metal disks on her ears 
and what looked from a distance to be polished metal squares 
on her necklace.

She looked up and saw me. A grin spread across her face. 
“She looks wonderful,” Lea said.
“Yeah. I can’t believe she wants to keep me.”
“You’re pretty easy on the eyes yourself, you know, Jon.”
I didn’t. I wandered around, mostly unaware of how I 

looked. That night, though, I wore a dark blue eighties style 
suit, complete with shoulder pads and waistcoat. I would have 
been nervous about the choice if Libby hadn’t picked it out 
for me.

We made our way down the rest of the stairs. I couldn’t 
take my eyes off of Libby for fear that I would somehow lose 
her forever. She excused herself from the group and strolled 
towards us.

I had considered how to best express my thoughts about her 
beauty and poise. Instead, as soon as she was close enough, 
I kissed her. It was no polite high society kiss either. It was 
loaded with feelings.

As we separated, she bit her lip. 
“So, you got arrested. On Earth. Really?”
“Detained.”
I took her hand.
“Give me the short version,” she said, smiling just a little and 

without breaking eye contact.
Lea was still standing next to me; she grabbed two tall thin 

glasses from a passing waiter and put one in front of my face, 
breaking the moment. 

I accepted the glass. 
Lea injected herself into the conversation: “He had a tiny 

bit of data and an idea. Next thing I know, we’re in an ancient 
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underground facility with all the doors locked and no Circlet 
connection.”

“How did you get out?” Libby asked, still keeping her atten-
tion on me.

“We used a rocket ship,” I said, and tasted my drink. Cham-
pagne is terrible, as it turned out. 

“A rocket ship?”
Lea noticed my expression at the drink and took it from me, 

glad to finish it herself. “Yes! It had flames coming out of the 
back of it,” she added. 

“And they arrested you for this?” 
I shook my head. “Detained.” 
“Fine! They detained you for this?” 
I smiled. “The rocket found its way into the side of a build-

ing.” 
“It was the fire in the street that attracted the drones, then 

the police…” Lea paused. “And the upside-down buggy thing 
we used to follow it out. I think at one point that was on fire 
too.”

Libby’s focus leK me. “What’s an upside-down buggy?”
I laughed. “A buggy that we flipped onto its roof.” 
“Oh. I see.” She smiled again. “It all makes perfect sense 

now.” 
There was a pause. My eyes were still on Libby. “Anyway, 

how did you know I was arrested?” 
“News feeds.”
“I thought you were busy all day with academia.” 
“Jon, I’m literally always in two placed at once.”
I shrugged. “Well, I made it here on time.”
I was actually about half an hour late. Hopefully, I had got 

away with that.
Libby had asked how we had made it there at all when we 

were distracted by ‘ay’s voice. She made her way towards us 
from the staircase. We had somehow missed her entrance. 
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She wore a barely formal red dress that was a little too 
hugging and low cut for the event. It was also a little too 
short. Her hair was in pigtails, which again didn’t seem quite 
appropriate. This was certainly an intentional rebellion to her 
presence being demanded. Somehow, she pulled off the look 
perfectly.

Her date was a tall and muscular man with little points to his 
ears and stars in his eyes. He looked more like a wall than a 
man, made especially hard to ignore by his suit that fitted him 
very snugly. 

“‘ay!” Libby and Lea exclaimed in unison. They walked 
over to her, dragging me along behind them. ‘ay hugged us 
all as a group. 

“You look lovely!” Lea said.
“You both look like princesses,” ‘ay replied with excite-

ment and sincerity. 
“Who’s your date?” Libby asked. 
“Oh. Yes! Meet ‘ar-al. He’s a friend from work.”
I stuck out a hand for him to shake. “Jon.” I liked Elves. They 

seemed the most fantastical of the races and they were the 
ones I had seen the least of. “It’s nice to meet you, ‘arl.” 

He shook my hand. “‘ar-al. ‘ar is fine.”
Introductions were made. They pointed me out as ‘ay’s 

grandfather, which made me feel old. Physically, I didn’t 
look much older than she did. Then Libby was introduced 
as her zsort of sister’, which confused ‘ar and made my title 
as zgrandfather’ even more irksome. Lea was zher favourite 
Brick’, which seemed a strange way to introduce anyone. ‘ar 
wasn’t much of a talker, but he seemed friendly.

We found ourselves splitting off and politely mingling with 
the notable people in the room. Everyone Libby and I spoke 
to made a point of congratulating us on our accomplishments 
and insisting we tell them the story of how we escaped from 
a Correctionist stronghold. It was getting boring; everyone 
wanted to hear the story first-hand.
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I noticed that Libby’s delivery of the tale was, word for 
word identical each time she told it. As we politely moved 
on from talking to an Alliance General, I leaned over to her 
and whispered: “Be honest, you’re playing back a script or 
something, aren’t you?” 

“I didn’t think anyone would notice.” She smiled.
I laughed. “You’re going to have to teach me that trick one 

day.” 
She squeeUed my arm. “Sorry, my love, your squishy meat 

brain doesn’t work like that.” 
We had caught a few glimpses of Joanne across the room. 

She was permanently locked into deep conversation with the 
more important and opulent looking guests. Eventually, Libby 
and I floated over to her. She glanced over at us and took 
the arm of a short, dark-skinned woman standing next to her 
before coming over and walking away from her seemingly 
tedious interaction. 

“Oh, thank the Goddess! Normal people, at last!” she said. 
“I guess this is more of a working event for you,” I observed.
“You wouldn’t believe! Everyone who can’t get a meeting 

with Ba’an or me is using this as an opportunity to talk about 
some request for a project, mission, or whatever.”

She complemented Libby’s outfit, which everyone did. Jo 
herself looked classically well dressed: sweeping silhouette, 
loose but styled hair and a fresh glow of welcoming joy that 
she carefully faked with each new person who wanted to talk 
to her. 

“Oh, I’m being so rude! I would like you both to meet 
Ashley, my seldom available yet always welcome girlfriend.” 

I took the hand of Jo’s date. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, 
Ashley. Seldom available?” 

The woman was a demure Elf; she was the first person I had 
seen wearing spectacles. Ashley was dressed as classically as 
Joanne, but instead of dark colours she wore a sky-blue dress 
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with tightly arranged blonde-pink hair. She was quite striking, 
even when considering the company I was in.

“Well, doctor, she makes it sound far more nefarious than it 
actually is. I’m just an artist. I’m not much of a socialite.” Her 
accent was unusual. It had an almost Russian ilk to it.

I looked at Ashley, then at Jo. They seemed to fit together 
well, despite how on-edge Ashley looked. 

“Ash paints. She paints wonderful things,” Jo announced.
“I would love to see your work sometime,” I said. 
Ashley let out a nervous smile. “Humans rarely like my 

work.”
“Why is that?” Libby cut in. 
“I have the Pliant GiK. My art doesn’t really work  for 

non-Elves.” 
I had no idea what that was. Libby did: “Oh, that’s a rare 

eye disorder, isn’t it? You see things as strands of motion, not 
colours and shapes. Is that right?” She knew it was; she had 
summarised it for my benefit. Ashley nodded. 

“I haven’t heard of that,” I added.
“Don’t worry, non-Elves don’t usually know what it is.”
“What’s it actually like?” Libby asked, “If you don’t mind 

sharing.”
Ashley smiled. “By modern standards, I’m not far away from 

blind. Those with the giK can only see things in motion, but 
as lines, I think. It’s hard to talk in shapes. I’ve never seen 
one. My home moon is a forest, and it has constant storms. 
It’s wonderful. Everything is constantly lit by movement. I can 
even see the wind as it travels.”

I realised then why Jo had so carefully taken this woman’s 
arm when she walked over. Ashley was unable to see us if we 
were stationary. 

“The glasses are refractive. They split my field of vision into 
smaller sections. Lets me pinpoint things better.”

The fact that this woman had chosen to live on Earth was 
confusing to me, but asking felt rude. 
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“Looks like a kaleidoscope,” Jo said. 
“What?” I asked. 
“Her glasses. Looks like a kaleidoscope to those without the 

giK.” 
Libby asked something I had been wondering about: “How 

does that affect your art?” 
“I have no idea. I can’t see it.” Ashley and Jo laughed at a 

shared joke. “I can only see it while I paint it. Once each stroke 
is placed, it’s not visible to me any longer.” 

That seemed to make for some very interesting art.
“On the moon where I grew up, my condition is well known. 

They see my art as a glimpse into something mystical and 
spiritual. Other races don’t usually like it, though.” 

I liked her. Her choice to leave her moon was confusing. 
Confusing people were never boring.

“What did you see when the storm happened a few months 
ago?” I asked.

Her colour drained. She stared at me over her glasses; the 
stars in her eyes were spinning, not like the static little sparkles 
in the other elves I had met.

“I saw nothing, doctor. Nothing at all.” 
Her tone was grave. Bnexpectedly grave.
“Please, call me Jon.”
I wanted to keep talking to her, but Jo had a voice commu-

nication light up her Circlet. I noticed Ashley wasn’t wearing 
one.

“Well, looks like it’s time,” Jo said when she ended the very 
short zvoice.’ 

She and Ashley leK. 
“I like her!” Libby announced. 
“Yes. She seems very interesting.” 
“Why do you seem to fall ever so slightly in love with every 

woman you meet?” 
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“Because I haven’t met many, as far as I can remember. 
Besides, you have nothing to worry about. There’s no one else 
like you.”

She smiled. If her comment was criticism, she had taken my 
answer well. She wasn’t wrong, but I was honest: there was no 
other woman I could feel the same way about. Libby was all I 
could ever want.

An area of the far wall lit up with a holographic display of the 
Sol Alliance insignia, and a section of the floor raised into a 
stage. A podium was carried onto it, a small, curtained trolley 
was wheeled next to it. 

Ba’an walked out and stood at the podium. He was dressed 
in an expensive-looking maroon suit. His large pale wings 
were being worn a little looser than they usually were. 

“Welcome, all of you! I’m sorry for the delay in starting. 
I’m sure you all know how stressful running a planetary al-
liance can be.” Everyone chuckled politely. I didn’t think it 
was funny. “Today, we are here to honour four people who 
have recently risked their lives in service of Sol. I would like 
to call to the stage: Doctors EliUabeth, ‘a’ona and Jonathan 
Michaels, and flight officer Lea Ra-‘ay.” 

Libby and I wandered towards the stage and up the steps 
that quite literally appeared in front of us. We stood next to 
the podium, facing the crowd. ‘ay came too, and a moment 
aKer that, Lea. Ba’an looked at us with a proud smile.

He waited for the clapping to die down before he con-
tinued. He spoke of the events as they had been officially 
reported and then went on to each of us individually.

“Doctor ‘a’ona Michaels, a dedicated pacifist, was already 
a hero for choosing a profession in which she saves lives day 
aKer day. She stood next to her friends and family when the 
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Correctionists abducted them. She both stuck to her princi-
ples and kept her team safe.” 

He took a box from the trolley and walked over to her. He 
handed her the box, open, and took out a ribbon with a medal 
attached.

“I present to you the Sol Crest. Your bravery is something 
we should all strive for.” He placed it over her head and the 
audience clapped. He returned to the podium. 

‘ay looked down at it and then up to the audience. She let 
out an uncomfortable smile. I was sure she was considering 
the irony of a pacifist getting a military medal.

“Flight officer Lea Ra-‘ay is one of the finest pilots I have 
ever met. She protected her charges, fought against an unex-
pected enemy and took great personal injury in this mission.” 
He walked to her with another box, placed the ribbon over 
her head and continued: “I present to you the Sol Crest. Your 
bravery is something we should all strive for.” The crowd 
clapped. I was unnerved at the repetition. It was tradition and 
performance, but I didn’t like it.

“Doctor Jonathan Michaels, scientist, researcher and histo-
rian. Not a man who expected to be fighting for his life, but 
his resolve and dedication to the safety of Sol is nothing less 
than astonishing.” He gave me a box and took out the ribbon. 
“I present to you the Sol Crest. Your bravery is something we 
should all strive for.” The crowd clapped.

I knew it was part of the performance, but it moved me. 
“Doctor EliUabeth Michaels is the first Non-Organic Life 

Form to be honoured in this fashion. She is also receiving the 
most prestigious award that I am able to give to her. She is 
a teacher, a philosopher and an engineer, but when it came 
time to step up, she fought like Mercia itself in defence of 
her planet, her friends and her family. She even risked her 
own life to bring us the valuable intelligence locked away in 
the Correctionist computer systems.” He walked to her with 
a slightly larger box. He gave it to her to open, giving her 
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a moment to just look at it. Then he took out the ribbon 
and placed it around her neck. “I present to you the highest 
honour there is. You are now, and forever will be, a Defender 
of the Earth. Your bravery is something few can ever compare 
to.”

The crowd did not give an enthusiastic clap, but instead 
a righteous cheer and thunderous applause. I found myself 
clapping for her too. Even if some of Ba’an’s words were 
stretching the truth a little.

We turned to leave the stage, Jo appeared from the side; she 
opened a door at the back and pointed us out of it. We stepped 
out into the gardens of the venue. 

It should have been dark and raining, but the night was 
dry and wonderful. A massive blinking blue box that went the 
length of the garden covered it: they had erected a shield. 
An assortment of twinkling lights on ropes decorated large 
flag poles and the fence that surrounded us, fending off the 
darkness and the blue ambient glow of the shield. The rain fell 
atop, silently. The blinking, I realised was the droplets being 
evaporated by the sparks of the shield’s electrical power.

There were holographic flames on sticks at the centre of 
every one of the round tables; and there were a lot of tables. A 
larger one was slightly raised at the back of the garden. Ashley 
and ‘ar were already there, waiting for us.

We joined them. I looked at my medal. It was a shiny disk 
that had a circle with a smaller circle inside it; the smaller one 
had green jade mapping out the land masses of Earth. I wasn’t 
sure if I cared about a medal as a symbol, but I liked how it 
looked.

Waiting staff appeared around us. Bottles of Elix were 
placed in front of both ‘ay and me. Wine for ‘ar, Ashley and 
Jo. A beer for Lea. An empty glass in front of Libby, as if to 
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let her know she had not been forgotten. I saw her raise an 
eyebrow at it.

“I took the liberty of ordering for you. I hope that’s okay,” 
came the voice of Ba’an as he walked over to us. He sat at the 
round table in the empty place between Libby and Lea.

A moment later, the back wall of the building opened: 
the entire length of it was a series of removable windows 
that the staff whipped away effortlessly. People trickled out 
and stopped to admire the garden’s layout and blue glow. 
Attendants pointed guests to their assigned seats and drinks 
were moved around. A small band set themselves up by the 
building. They played instruments I had not seen before; the 
music was gentle and intricate. It reminded me of what my 
memory would call classical music, but far more modern.

We relaxed, talking resumed. The night would become a 
pleasant blur of friendly conversations and memorable mo-
ments. Food arrived, but it remained secondary to the com-
pany, even to the Bio-statics at the table. I felt like I was home 
at last. Not that I was sure what that meant, not really.

AKer dinner was eaten and more drinks were consumed, 
Libby leaned over towards the other side of the table. 

“Ashley, I have to ask; you have spent the evening trying not 
to let me notice you staring. I don’t mind at all, but what are 
you seeing?”

Ashley looked embarrassed and hid her face behind her 
hands. 

Jo leaned closer to her date and laughed. “Are you seriously 
checking out my stepmother?”

“I’m sorry, Libby. I have been trying not to, but to my eyes 
you are… well, you’re beautiful.”

“How so? I haven’t moved very much. How are you even 
seeing me?” Libby said, jiggling in her seat to illustrate the 
point.

“I can see ever expanding circles coming out from you, 
like ripples in water. You look perfectly clear to me. When 
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you think about something, the circles change their…” She 
hesitated. “I think the best analogy is what you would call 
colours.”

Libby smiled. “I haven’t been described like that before. 
Thank you, Ashley.”

“What is it? I hope it’s okay to ask. Is it okay to ask?” Ashley 
was transfixed on Libby; her fascination didn’t have to be a 
secret anymore.

“I think you are seeing the graviton transmission that con-
nects me with my AI core. I suppose you could call that my 
soul.”

Ashley grinned. “Yes. That makes sense. Thank you for 
showing it to me.” 

I found myself wishing I could see the world through Ash-
ley’s eyes for a moment.

Many people made a point to come and thank us for our 
bravery before leaving the party. Lea was more than a little 
drunk and rested a little too close to Ba’an, who also showed 
subtle signs of the wine’s effects himself. It was interesting to 
see him relax.

Despite consuming excessive quantities of alcohol, ‘ay, Jo, 
and I were as sober as ever. It was the one thing about being 
Bio-static that we all agreed was, in ‘ay’s medical opinion, 
shit.



Chapter Seventeen

Recounting

I woke up in our apartment, on Mercia. Libby was snuggled up 
next to me and quite awake. She smiled and looked deep in 
thought.

“Hello,” I said
“Hey.”
“Did you spend the whole night looking at me?”
“Not all of it; my attention drized between here and my 

core a lot,” she nuTTled in close. I liked the feeling of being 
warm and wanted.

“’ell me how we fell for each other; the time I can-t rememv
ber,” I asked.

“It was lofie at Rrst sight, for me.” 
“Yeally?” 
“Weah, well, sort of. ’echnically, it was lofie at Rrst confierv

sation. Oe talked for an hour and efientually you ordered a 
drink. Wou didn-t get me one.”

“Ebfiiously.”
“No. Wou see, I didn-t know you knew what I was. Oe were 

on Farth and we had met at a conference. I didn-t adfiertise 
that I was a NELC. It was a far hotter political topic back then.”

“How did I know?” 
“I asked you that too. Wou smiled and said I was the smartest 

person in the room, so I should be able to Rgure it out.” Her 
eyes glaTed as she relified a moment that was precious to her. 
“I scanned you with efiery system the afiatar was equipped 
with and couldn-t Rgure it out. Wou had no scanners, no netv
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work linked equipment, and I knew you hadn-t looked me up 
on your :irclet.”

“How did I know?”
“Wou looked me in the eye and did that smile you sometimes 

do when you realise you know more than efieryone else. Wou 
said‘ Ayou’re too perfect. No organic is ever as pristine, elegant 
and effortlessly beautiful as you-.” She grinned. “I asked how 
long you had been on Farth, because apparently you had 
nefier met a brick. Wou said Ayes, Elizabeth, but they know how 
alluring they are. You don’t seem to be aware of it.- I fell for 
you right there and then.”

“I called you FliTabeth?” I chuckled.
“I was still going by FliTabeth back then. Libby reminded 

me of the name my creators gafie me before I became alifie.” I 
wasn-t sure what she meant.  “Library. I was originally a library 
recofiery JI,” she added in response to my silent question.

“Ehhh,” I heard myself say, and instantly regretted it.
“I was always worried you would efientually leafie me for a 

real girl. Fspecially when we Rrst met Lea. Ohen I raised the 
courage to tell you about my neurotic fears, you laughed and 
asked me to marry you. Jnd here we are.”

She was looking at me, but I felt like she might hafie been 
seeing him, the old me. I-m not sure I minded. He was starting 
to feel like an old friend.

’hat day, I only got to my lab by late azernoon. Libby and 
I spent the morning together in bed until I efientually tore 
myself away and headed out.

It surprised me to Rnd Vo in the lab, sitting in my single 
armchair and drinking tea from my large mug.

Dex stood silently in his usual place by the desk. It pleased 
me he hadn-t pulled out his defence system when Vo stopped 
by without warning.
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“Hello, Pice ffresident. I didn-t know we had a meeting 
today.”

“Hi there, father. Oe don-t. ’echnically, it-s my day o…. I 
want some questions answered.” 

“Eh. Sounds serious.” 
I got myself an Flix from the food dispenser. 
“Oell, I think it may be. I hafie a feeling you-re hafiing a 

breakthrough. I want to know what you-re thinking.” 
I considered that. “Wes. Oell. No. I meanB I hafie a pretty 

craTy theory. I also hafie a feeling that the efiidence required 
to profie it is in that facility I found on Farth. Er part of it at 
leastB” 

“Stop being cryptic. Wou know I don-t hafie the patience for 
political posturing.” 

I raised an eyebrow at her. :onsidering her profession, that 
seemed like an odd statement. 

“Cine. Gut once you hear this, you-re stuck knowing. Same 
as me. Wou sure you want me to tell you?” 

“jet on with it. Please.”
I wished there was something stronger than Flix. I sat on a 

box of data tablets in front of her.
“Ekay, Vo. ’his is going to take some unpacking.” I took a 

deep breath. “’he Ffient I hafie apparently been researching 
for about a centuryB the one that efieryone seems to think 
changed reality at the time; wellB It actually happened two 
months ago.” 

She gafie me a blank look. “Ohat?”
“’he Ffient may hafie started in what we perceifie to be the 

year nineteen hundred, but it didn-t Rnish until two months 
ago. Er at least that-s what I think has happened. I should 
hafie conRrmation as soon as we get into the main area of that 
facility.”

I took a huge gulp of Flix. ’he burning sensation was satisv
fying.
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“Ekay, now explain why you think this. Gecause you sound 
like you-re making quite a leap here.” She sat back in the 
armchair.

“Ohen I had my sovcalled accident, and the resulting univ
fiersevwide storm, that no one seems to want to talk about 
happened‘ that was actually the end of ’he Ffient. Crom our 
point of fiiew, it started about a hundred years ago, but in 
reality, it seems to hafie lasted only about twenty minutes; 
maybe more, maybe less, but not long. Jll the strange clock 
stu…, it-s because time was literally spinning up. It-s hard to 
measure how long time takes to be revwritten when you lifie 
inside timeB I suppose.”

Vo kept staring at me in silence, with a laservlike focus.
“My Rrst clue was when the :orrectionists attacked me on 

:entral, !ust azer I woke up. Ohy did they suddenly want me? 
Jccording to efiery news feed and record I can Rnd; they hafie 
been a pain in the arse of the galaxy for fortyvplus years. ’hen 
they suddenly risk it all to get little old me, right then?” 

I got another drink. 
“So, I was whisked away to the good ship Mercia. Jnd what 

a ship it isffl My lab is here. I work here. I lifie here. So does 
Libby. It-s our home away from home, or so I-m told. If that-s 
the case, why did you hafie to assign a room to Libby and me 
when we arrified? Ohy didn-t we hafie a home here already? 
Jnd why didn-t anyone think it was strange that we didn-t?”

Vo ruffied her brow, as if trying to collect her memories. I 
assumed those memories would be more obfiiously messy the 
more she tried to lock down their minutia. If my theory was 
right, this was what efieryone would realise when they tested 
their assumptions against their recollection.

“Jzer a late night, I found myself making sure Lea got home 
safely. Wou know Lea, right? My best friend. jood friend of 
yours, too. She has serfied on Mercia for years, right? Hafie you 
seen her apartment? It-s bare. She has no trinkets or photos in 



RECOUNTING 191

her room. Nothing. It-s like she !ust mofied in. Jt Rrst I thought 
she was a minimalist or something. She isn-t.”

Jo took a sip of tea.
“’hen those pesky :orrectionists tried to pick me up again. 

Crom the embassy; a ballsy mofie. Gut why? It makes no sense 
for an annoying terrorist group to suddenly change their tried 
and tested tactics. Jnd all to get me? ’hat made efien less 
sense.” 

She made a “hmmm” sound. I continued.
“’he :orrectionist that interrogated me; he hated me. He 

hated me passionately but couldn-t kill me. He needed me. Gut 
why? ’hat also made no sense to me, until I Rnally got the time 
to ask about the accident I was supposed to hafie had. I saw 
that mystical artefact in the fiideo. Jn artefact that no one has 
a recollection of. I-ll come back to that.” 

“jo on,” Vo demanded, annoyed that I had paused to gather 
my thoughts. 

“Ohen we got to Farth, I was in awe of it. Js I explored, I 
noticed the complete lack of cultural difiersity. ’hat-s strange, 
gifien that it-s a so called Ahub world.- ’hat-s what made me 
get Dex to check some things for me. ’hat facility I found‘ 
it wasn-t hidden at all. It was a fucking door in the middle 
of the street. Wou really think that shit like that could hafie 
been hanging out there for ninetyvnine years and no one had 
wondered where that door went? In all that time, there was 
not so much as a curious kid that popped their head in there?” 

Vo-s poker face was impressifie. Nothing was being gifien 
away. I was getting more and more nerfious with efiery point 
I made.

She thought I was crazy; I was sure of it.
“’he technology in that facility was nefier infiented in this 

timeline. I-m expecting, once we get access to the primary 
facility, documents and computer logs will be dated as recentv
ly as two months ago. Wou don-t get glassvfronted computer 
monitors at the same time as a world that has ships like Merv
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cia. Jnd the only reason I seem to be able to see this clearly 
is because I hafie no memory Rlling in confienient blanks. I-m 
looking at things with no context and it-s, wellB it-s fucking 
obfiious. Yeality is new, and no one has noticed.”

Jo stood up and went to get more tea from the slot. She sat 
back down.

“jet back to it,” she said. 
“Ohat?”
“’he artefact; you said you would get back to it and you 

didn-t.”
“Eh, yes. ’hat. I-m pretty sure the :orrectionists hafie it. 

Ence we retriefie it, we will hafie a far better idea of who is 
behind all this.”

“Wou don-t think this was a natural efient?”
“Not for a second. Someone had changed something and 

the reality we are lifiing in is a side e…ectB Er something was 
changed to get us to here.”

“’he artefact; could it hafie done this?” she asked.
“I hafie this feelingB maybe a lezofier memory I can-t quite 

place yet. I know it may seem like it-s responsible, but it didn-t 
hafie enough power to hafie caused all of this. It needed power 
from my shuttle. Wou can-t revwrite a reality with a shuttle-s 
generator. If I had to guess, I think it-s some kind of lezofier 
from the prefiious timeline.”

“ffrefiious?”
“Iteration; chapter; fiersion; whatefier you want to call it. 

’hat capsule isn-t technology from this one. It-s too di…erent 
from efierything we hafie.”

“Oho else knows this theory of yours?” 
“No one. Oell, Dex, I supposeB ’hough I expect Libby has 

been forming some suspicions of her own. I expect if she gets 
to look at the technology in that facility, then she will put it 
all together the same way I did.” 

Vo rubbed her head. “Jnd the facility‘ you think there are 
more of them?” 
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I nodded. “It-s easy to compare the prefiious Mercia scans 
with the current ones. Dex has already identiRed twenty odd 
smaller anomalies. Some will !ust be scanning errors, but I 
would think a good portion will be artefacts of the other 
timeline, like the one we found. ’his one feels important to 
me, though. J memory, perhaps.”

“Show me efierything you hafie,” she then said, not as my 
daughter or friend. She used the oKcial commanding fioice 
of the presidential oKce.

I went through all my notes in detail, outlining efiery tiny 
thing I had noticed. I showed her the scans from the tablets 
that I had in the protected archifie, the dates and the actual 
timeline of efients as I understood them. It took us hours. She 
asked the smart questions, and I realised I had a lot more 
information than it seemed. Dex had worked for his keep 
and had done a great !ob of picking up on little things that I 
missed. 

Ffientually, the story was ofier. Vo had examined efiery docv
ument I had and seen efiery scanning anomaly Dex had found. 
It felt good to share my theory.

’hen she told what she knew‘
“’he data that Libby extracted from the :orrectionists 

ship; you may hafie noticed that it-s not been released to you 
yet.” 

I had. She took the Flix from my hand and gulped it. 
“Oe hafie deemed it too dangerous for general circulation.” 
I stared at her, waiting for more. 
“Ether than a few minor details, it lines up with your theov

ry.”
“Wesffl” I punched the air in excitement.
“Ohy are you happy?” She seemed annoyed.
“Ohy wouldn-t I be?”
“Gecause our entire reality may be two months old and 

that-s terrifying.” 
“Wes. It-s exciting.”
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“Gut where did all my memories come from?”
“Voanne, efierything you remember is true. Wour life hapv

pened as you remember it. It !ust didn-t happen in that original 
timeline. ’his timeline is where you lifie, where you were 
born, where you raised Bay, where you met Jshley. ’his timev
line is still real from the point of fiiew of efieryone who lifies 
here. Nothing has changed.” 

She idly scrolled through my notes. 
“Gut was any of it supposed to happen?”
“Oho cares? It did, and I lofie that it did. I-ll protect this 

timeline ofier all others with my last breath if I must.” 
She smiled at last and hugged me. 
“Jsh liked you, you know.” 
“I liked her too.” 
“Wou like efieryone.” 
Oe allowed ourselfies to get distracted with some less sev

rious confiersation and a little laughter. Ffientually Vo made a 
decision‘ 

“Dad, you may be the only person who can actually Rgure 
out this whole thing. I-m not quite sure why. Oe need to know 
if we-re in danger and we need to know why things changed. 
Gut we can-t go to anyone else with this until we hafie more.”

I agreed. I hadn-t efien wanted to share it with her. 
“I-m putting you in charge of a small team that the Farth Sciv

ence Coundation is sending to the facility. I-m also organising 
for a small group of military personal to go down there, make 
sure it doesn-t end up on the news again. Wou-re not getting 
command of people with guns, though, so I-ll hafie them send 
a security oKcer. jet Libby to !oin you too. I want her skills 
down there.” She was back in Pice ffresident mode. 

It sounded Rne. I wasn-t thrilled about a security team, but 
they were there to support us, so I decided not to ob!ect. 

“Eh, and I-m assigning Lea to you, oKcially. Ffieryone 
thinks of her as your personal taxi drifier anyway. I-ll make it 
oKcial; cuts down on administration nonsense.”



RECOUNTING 195

I was pleased. I trusted Lea. 
Vo lez me to my work. I didn-t want to do any, so I closed the 

lab and wandered home. It was nice thinking of home, efien if 
it was a small apartment. I lified on a spaceship. ’hat thought 
always made me smile.

I found the apartment in darkness. Libby wasn-t home. It was 
a little sad to Rnd myself alone azer the excitement of the 
confiersation with Vo. I took my !acket o… and sat on the sofa 
in front of the large wallvscreen. I turned it on and realised I 
had no idea how to play the thing I wanted to see; I clicked 
the JI button on my :irclet.

“Dex, can you interface with this damned ’P?”
“Wour screen? Wes,” came the expected reply.
“I want you to queue up efiery one of Libby-s public apv

pearances. Start with the most recent and work backwards, 
please.”

’he most recent fiideo was the academic interfiiew from 
the day before. She was sitting in a leather armchair on a 
wellvlit stage. ’here was a happy middlevaged gentleman in an 
ugly suit sitting on a chair opposite her. J little table between 
them had two glasses of water on it; one of those was going 
to be wasted. ’he camera spun to show the lecture hall Rlled 
with the interested faces of young minds.

’he interfiiewer asked her a good many loaded questions‘ 
did she think a robot should be getting the highest honours 
Sol could bestow, and what was the di…erence between an JI 
faking life and actual life, etc. Libby did a great !ob turning the 
questions around and using them as springboards for bigger 
ideas. Jzer a while, the nasty little man interfiiewing her 
seemed more like a wellvplanned ally who was pretending to 
pull no punches to allow her to get to the big topics fast.
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’he efiening rolled on with the fiideos. ’he clips ranged 
from a few seconds of her hafiing a sassy back and forth with 
a student in the street, to full lecture rooms. I was learning a 
lot about the philosophical debate of life fiersus simulation.

It probably helped that I was in lofie with the teacher.
Jccording to the omnipresent clock in the corner of the 

screen, it was three in the morning when the door Tipped 
open and Libby came in with her shoes in her hand. 

“Vonffl Wou-re still up?” 
She strolled ofier to the sofa and sat down heafiily. She was 

wearing a formal business outRt.
“Ohat are you watching? Oaitffl I-fie seen this. Ohy are you 

watching my lectures?”
“Gecause I wanted to know more about what you do, my 

lofie.”
“Oell, gifien that you married me, I-m not sure you hafie 

much to learn about the Rght for NELC equality.”
She lay on the sofa and put her legs across mine. I rubbed 

her feet, without really realising I was doing it. 
“I-fie en!oyed watching. Wou-re great at this.” 
She grinned.
“Ohat hafie you been up to?” I asked 
“ffaying the bills. Js much as I lofie teaching, I don-t bill 

for appearances. Jnyone can come see my lectures. It-s the 
robotics and chip patents that keep us in the luxury we are 
used to.” 

I still didn-t really understand how the money worked.
“Due to Farth hafiing traditional timevTones and me not 

needing to sleep, I scheduled invperson meetings at Rfie difv
ferent cities. I !ust sold the rights to manufacture an JI core I 
designed to :ruor, the Pampire homevworld. Oe hafie enough 
money to keep the lights on for about two million years now, 
if you want.” 

I assumed this was a good thing. “:ongratulationsB I guess.” 
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’he only actual purchases I had made since waking up with 
no memories had been my new !acket and a bar tab. It seemed 
like no matter how much money we had; it wouldn-t really 
matter to me. 

“’hat reminds me‘ do you want me to get you a better 
assistant? ’hat Dex unit seems a little long in the tooth.”

“Noffl” I barked. “He-s my buddyffl” 
She smiled. “:an I at least upgrade him then?”
I shrugged; a little uncomfortable with the idea. “If you 

think it would be usefulB but you better not break him.” 
Oe went to bed. ’o sleep. Goth of us. She looked exhausted 

and apparently needed some downvtime. It seemed reasonv
able to !ust call it Asleep.-





Chapter Eighteen

Toast

Lea was more than a little pleased when she got the transfer 
order. She had come and rang our doorbell at eight in the 
morning. I had been awake for all of about ten seconds. She 
sat at the table with Libby and me. 

“And when I asked, they even let me have shuttle Thirteen. 
Its shield system is being upgraded right now!” 

She sounded excited, but I was still trying to focus on the 
waking world. 

“I’m pleased that you’ll be looking ajer him from now on. I 
was worried that eventually he would have to get a ride with 
another pilot, and they would notice how odd he is!” Libby 
Ooked.

“Jh, right. I wanted to talk to you about this last night,” 
I said. “-o has put me in charge of the research team that’s 
investigating the facility we found. She wants you to help me.” 

Libby looked at me, feigning annoyance. “I bet she said she 
didn’t trust you down there unsupervised.” 

“Are you onfiboard or do I need to ?nd another Defender of 
the Earthff” I smiled. 

She laughed. “As a defender of possibly the worst planet in 
the alliance, how can I possibly say noff”

I went to the food hatch and got my usual early morning 
toast pile and coYee. “Cou want anything, Leaff” I asked. She 
shook her head. She still had coYee and wanted nothing to do 
with my ritual bread worship. 
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“I knew about this already, by the way,” Libby said. “I read 
my efimails while I was in downfitime last night.”

“The one thing I still can’t get used to is you being in 
downfitime mode here with me and also oY in the digital world 
doing all sorts of exciting things.”

“Actually, it’s all a cover. I’m having an illicit aYair with an 
ice machine AI from Pentral Wrime.”

“Jhff Is he hotff” Lea asked. 
“Jnly when he’s broken.” Libby replied, laughing to herself. 
“All this technology and you haven’t found a way to make 

yourself funny,” I smirked. 
“qhen do we leaveff” Libby asked. 
“Shuttle should be ready in an hour or so. They are only 

swapping out the bluefi?eld generator,” Lea said. 
“I assume the research team is going to have all the eKuipfi

ment we could need, so I’m good to go whenever you two are,” 
I added.

I took the time to tap out a message to Eay on my Pirclet 
screen. I wanted to ask if she wanted to Ooin us on Narth that 
ajernoon. A message came back almost instantly, stating she 
had taken her shuttle back to Pentral right ajer leaving the 
ceremony. She also added that she was hoping we would be 
coming home to Pentral soon. 

“Are shuttles expensiveff” I asked. 
“Ceah,” Lea replied. 
“Jne that is for interplanetary travelff” I added. 
“That’s not a shuttle, that’s a ship,” Lea clari?ed. 
“qhyff” Libby asked. 
“Eay’s back on Pentral. Said she took her own shuttle. I’m 

still trying to ?gure out how much things cost.” 
“I don’t have my own personal shuttle. -ust good old Thirfi

teen. Hone of the fluman pilots seems to want to By it,” Lea 
said, considering my Kuestion. 

“I can solve both mysteries,” Libby started. “Thirteen is an 
unlucky number in most human cultures.” 
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She looked at me. “Ma’an got Eay the ship.”
“Ma’an Tyff The presidentff fle got her a shipff” Lea barked. 
“Ceah.”
“qhy did the president get Eay a shipff”
Libby made the face of a child that had accidentally refi

vealed a secret. 
“It was a gij. She feels about Narth the same way most 

sensible people do, and Ma’an was stuck here. It was a few 
years ago, when Fercia was having that big refi?t. fle wanted 
to make it easy for her to come and visit, so he got her a ship. 
fle even splashed out for a pilot AI, as she never learned to 
By.”

“qhy did he want her to come and visitff” Lea asked, apparfi
ently still processing the new information. 

I hadn’t known the story either, but had worked it out a lot 
faster than Lea did.

“Guck!” she suddenly said.
“There we go,” Libby smiled. 
“flow long were they seeing each otherff qas it a secretff 

qait! Are they still seeing each otherff”
fler eyes went large as she spoke. I wanted to know too, so 

I kept Kuiet.
“They broke up Oust ajer you had your accident, -on. qhen 

the storm happened, she had to ?nd out he was okay from a 
news conference. It hurt her that he didn’t think to contact her 
?rst. fle said the alliance had to come before his personal life. 
She felt like he chose his work over her. fle felt like she was 
asking more of him than he could give her. She’s still getting 
over him.”

“Eay dated the president of the alliance, and you didn’t 
think to mention it to meff” Lea exclaimed, staring at Libby. 

“They got together Oust ajer Eay got her own medical pracfi
tice in the embassy. She was worried that the press would 
think it was how she got the position. qouldn’t help her profi
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fessional reputation much. So, they kept it Kuiet. Then secrecy 
Oust became a habit, for both of them, I think.” 

Lea still looked stunned. “I thought he and I had a confi
nection the other night,” she mumbled. “fle was probably Oust 
trying to make her Oealous!”

“9etting drunk and falling asleep on someone’s shoulder 
isn’t a connection,” I ?red out.

“fley Libby, did -on know about all thisff” 
“Jf course he did.”
Lea smacked me on the side of the head.
“flow could you not have told meff” 
“I have no idea! I lost my memory, rememberff As far as I 

know, I’m also ?nding out about this for the ?rst time!”



Chapter Nineteen

Command

“Have you attached your medal to your jacket?” Libby asked 
as we lep the anartme.tW

“Ihat else should x do with it?”
Ie made our way to the dockW x looked dow. at the medalW 

Ihe. x had i.snected its bo,f x gou.d a backi.A that worked 
like a maA.etf but o.ly s.anned o.to the medalW x removed 
it grom the ribbo. a.d used the backi.A to clamn it o.to the 
gro.t nocket og my jacketW xt was a nretty tri.ketf x liked itW

Tlsof Aive. that x was to be leadi.A a team while havi.A .o 
memory or a.y e,nerie.ce og a.ythi.Af x .eeded all the social 
ammu.itio. x could AetW 

qhirtee. was havi.A its last diaA.ostic ru. whe. we arrivedW 
qhere was o.e lo.e tech.icia. cleari.A away his eFuinme.tW 

He saw us comi.A a.d Fuickly nulled out a data tabletW 
“ffiliAht oKcer -ayRSa?” he askedf readi.A grom the scree.W 
“SaR-ayf but close e.ouAhf” Lea saidW ffhe took the tablet 

a.d siA.ed ofl the workW “qha.k youW”
He lep i. a hurryW
Lea stranned i.to the ’iAht seat a.d Libby i.to the coRchairW 

x Aot the be.ch behi.df aAai.W
“xg wefire usi.A this reAularlyf ca. we Aet a third seat Ytted?” 

x askedW 
“Poufire the bossW ;lace a workRorderf” Lea said as she 

’inned switches a.d Yred un the e.Ai.e testW
Libby bla.ked out gor a seco.d a.d the. shook her head a 

littleW xt was somethi.A x had see. her do begoreW 
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“Pou okay?” x askedW
“PeahW fforryW Hanne.s whe. x Aet too wranned un i. my 

coreRselgW x was undati.A my simulatio. modeW xg this gacility 
og yours blocks Aravito. tra.smissio.sf x do.fit wa.t a. old 
versio. og myselg drivi.AW”

“Pou mi.d ig we Aet out og here?” Lea askedW 
Libby Aave her a thumbs unW qhe shuttle door closed at the 

back a.d the mome.t the liAht we.t Aree.f we Yred out og the 
dockW

qhirtee. la.ded o. the street where we had lep the gacility 
the .iAht begore lastW qhere had bee. a structure erectedW 
xt looked like a biA Arey te.tf but with solid wallsW qhe ffol 
Tllia.ce k.ew how to Aet thi.As do.eW 

“qhirtee.C lock doorf” Lea s.anned at her Eirclet as we 
walked awayW qhe door closed a.d her wrist beened i. aAreeR
me.tW

“x thouAht we did.fit lock thi.As o. Varthf” Libby comme.tR
edW

Lea rolled her eyesW 
x was more co.cer.ed that .o o.e had come to check our 

crede.tialsW Ie were able to casually stroll un the te.tRlike 
structure a.d walk i.W qhe i.side was a little jarri.AW Ie 
stenned grom the neacegul summer aper.oo. og —ictoria Eity 
to a .oisy a.d dim warehouse with neonle setti.A un all ki.ds 
og eFuinme.tf doi.A a lot og noi.ti.A a.d arAui.AW 

“Iellf this is.fit what x e,nectedf” x observedW 
“ffcie.tistsf” Lea saidf with a shruAW 
“qhe military stafl should be more orAa.isedf thouAhf 

riAht?” x askedW “Iould you mi.d Y.di.A out whofis i. charAe 
og themf nlease? x wa.t to k.ow how we wa.dered riAht i. 
hereW” 
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Lea .odded a.d va.ished ofl i.to the mess og neonle a.d 
eFuinme.tW 

“T.d usf dear husba.d?” Libby askedf resti.A o.e arm over 
my shoulderW 

“Letfis Ao make grie.dsW”
Tper some walki.A arou.df it was clear there were a gew 

thi.As hanne.i.AW ffome stafl were there simnly to set un the 
eFuinme.tf a.d they were doi.A it … gast a.d eKcie.tlyf deR
snite the messW qhere also seemed to be multinle researchers 
whof as gar as we could tellf were all arAui.A aboutJ someR
thi.AW Bu.ior researchers were setti.A un eFuinme.t behi.d 
the halg heiAht walls that decorated a.d seAreAated most og 
the te.tW

Ie made our way throuAh the .oise a.d orAa.ised mess 
towards the arAui.A rabbleW Oegore we could Aet to themf 
thouAhf we were distracted by the sou.ds og a gurious ma. 
who was kicki.A a larAe stack og cratesW 

“Pou okay there?” Libby askedW x nla..ed o. carryi.A o. 
with my i.te.ded route u.til x .oticed the ma. was desnerR
ately tryi.A to tonnle the hiAh stackf which iA.ored himf by 
virtue og bei.A heavyf metal a.d stacked YrmlyW

“Pesf yesW xfim Y.eW qhe crate x .eed is at the bottomf a.d 
the tech.icia.s with the Aravity Ae.erators are annare.tly 
more i.terested i. erecti.A walls tha. allowi.A me to Aet 
started with my workW xfim sorry gor all the .oiseW xfim just Fuite 
grustrated at this noi.tW”

qhe ma. was Aood looki.AC e,celle.t hair a.d was weari.A 
a dark Aree. shirt with carAo trousersW He looked Fuite out 
og nlace aAai.st all the eiAhties gashio. i. the room a.df 
ho.estlyC he was really very ha.dsomeW 

“HereW Let me heln youW” Libby nicked un o.e og the crates 
a.d moved it like it was a toyW 

“!hN” he saidf stu..ed gor a mome.tW “x thi.k x may .eed to 
workout moreW”
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Libby smiled at him i.Rbetwee. her crate stacki.AW x nushed 
o.ef out og curiosityC they were .ot movable to usf mere 
orAa.icsW qhe larAe metal crates were desiA.ed to be moved 
by machi.esf .ot neonleW

“:ot to sou.d u.Arategulf missf but how e,actly are you 
doi.A that?”

“Iith my armsf mostlyW Tlsof x try to keen my back straiAhtW”
“PesW IellJ :ot Fuite what x mea.tf” he mumbledW 
ffhe moved the last o.e to e,nose the crate he .eeded a.d 

a.swered himM “xtfis Drsf actuallyW zoctorf to be more accurateW 
T.d xfim .o.RorAa.icW” 

He shook her ha.d i. tha.ksW 
“!hf a doctor? ffof youfire worki.A o. this nrojectf are you? 

qhatfis Aood .ewsW xfim zoctor Ttki.so.f zavid Ttki.so.W” 
ffhe smiled backf nolitelyW “VliGabeth Dichaelsf LibbyW” 
zoctor Ttki.so. nushed some butto.s to non one. the lid 

og his crate a.d neered i.W Libby Ala.ced at me a.d back at 
zavidW x thi.k she was relieved that he did.fit raise a. eyebrow 
at her bei.A a .o.RorAa.icW

“Ihatfis your Yeldf zoctor Ttki.so.?” Libby askedW 
I was starting to feel invisibleW 
“;leasef zavidW T.d itfis .ot i.teresti.Af xfim agraidW Dy docR

torates are i. electro.ics a.d comnuter securityW” 
x we.t grom geeli.A i.visible to renlacedW He was ha.dsomef 

well dressed a.d a. e,nert i. thi.As Libby lovedW
Time to make myself seen.
“‘ood to meet youf doctorN xfim Bo.atha. Dichaelsf your 

.ew nroject leadW”
qhe. x gelt overstatedW He nonned his head out og his crate 

a.d shook my ha.dW 
“V,celle.tW qhe husba.df x assume?” 
x .oddedW 
“x hone you do.fit mi.d me aski.Af but are you .o.RorAa.ic 

too?” his smile was Ae.ui.ely i.terested without a hi.t og 
nrejudiceW He had a nierci.A AaGeW 
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“:oW xfim just a reAular Auyf” x saidf with my most valia.t Ari.W
Then I felt understated. 
“IellW x. that casef we should Arab some lu.ch whe. they 

Aet a di.i.A area set unW” 
x .oddedW zam. it … it was Aoi.A to be hard to loathe this 

Y.eRlooki.A charmerW Ie made our e,it as he we.t back to 
his crateW T wall o. wheels was rolled out i. gro.t og usC seems 
he had already bee. i. his oKce begore it was eve. gormedW

qhe team assembli.A the i.side og the te.t was .ot i.terR
ested i. a.ythi.A that was.fit related to their tasksW Ie tried 
sayi.A hellof but they wa.ted to Y.ish a.d leave as soo. as 
nossibleW

“Pou do.fit .eed to be jealousf you k.ow thatf riAht?” Libby 
said as we dodAed a.other wall i. tra.sitW 

“x have .o idea what you are talki.A aboutf” x liedW x was.fit 
aware x was so tra.snare.tW

“x mea.f x do.fit comnlai. whe. you sne.d most og your gree 
time with the most attractive orAa.ic x have ever see.W” 

“ze, is.fit orAa.icW”
“Pou k.ow e,actly who xfim talki.A aboutW Lea is stu..i.AW 

Poufire marriedf .ot bli.dW”
x had obviously .oticedW Pou could.fit .otR.oticeW 
“qhere are lots og attractive neonle i. the u.iversef LibbyW 

Out youfire the o.ly o.e that ca. tear me away grom ze,W” 
ffhe lauAhedW 
“x have .o idea how x should geel about thatW” Her words had 

a si.ARso.A to.eW
Ie Y.ally made it to the Aroun og arAui.A neonleW qhouAh 

they had disnersed a littlef a. Vlg ma. a.d a —amnire woma. 
with .o wi.As remai.edW qhey were Aetti.A Fuite heatedW

“V,cuse me?” x saidW 
They continued the arguments. 
“Heyf” x triedW 
They ignored me. 
“ffettle dow.f” x said i. a ster. to.eW 
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qhey looked at mef co.gusedW qhey had annare.tly o.ly just 
.oticed usW 

“Pes?” said the —amnire woma.W 
“xfim zoctor DichaelsJ Pour nroject leadW”
Libby Aave a nolite waveW “Tlso zoctor Dichaelsf” she 

addedW 
“Ihat e,actly has you all shouti.A at each other?”
“Ie were discussi.A the best way to nroceed with the nroR

jectf” the —amnire woma. e,nlai.edW ffhe anneared to be too 
you.A to hold a nositio. og authorityf actuallyf she looked too 
you.A to be out without a. adultW

“Ihatfis the disaAreeme.tf e,actly?” x iA.ored the woma.fis 
anneara.ceW x did.fit k.ow how —amnires aAed a.d x was nretty 
sure someo.e would noi.t out ig there were a nroblemW 

“Iellf” beAa. the VlgW He was shortf older a.d wore a thi. 
brow. jumnerW qhouAh x thi.k everyo.e would look older 
.e,t to that —amnire AirlW “x have noi.ted out that Aive. we 
have bee. told this gacility holds artegacts grom begore qhe 
Vve.tf we should try to use deen sca. tech.iFues a.d se.sor 
imaAi.A tech.oloAyf rather tha. one.i.A the mai. door a.d 
co.tami.ati.A the whole siteW” 

“Ihich would take mo.thsf” the —amnire renliedW 
“Vve. the air i. there could nrove to hold i.gormatio. 

about nreReve.t Varthf” he arAued backW 
“:o matter what the air holdsf itfis .ot worth the time it 

would take to null samnles whe. there may be gully oneraR
tio.al comnuters a.d records i. there somewheref” she i.R
sistedW 

“xtfis Aot nowerf so we .eed to worry about security begore 
scie.ceW”

“fftonf nleasef” x saidf honegully keeni.A my ster. to.eW “xg 
you do.fit mi.df we already have a nla.W Iefire Aoi.A to use a 
shield to co.tai. the door whe. we one. itW Ie will take air 
samnles ig you thi.k it will be helngulW Tper thatf we will check 
gor security systems a.d disable themW” 
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x had .o idea where this nla. came gromW x thi.k somethi.A 
og my nrevious memory was leaki.A outW

“qhe ffol security neonle are .ot scie.tistsW qhey wo.fit 
nreserve the sitef” the Vlg saidW

“qhatfis why Libby is Aoi.A i.W”
“Ihofis Libby?” asked the —amnireW 
I pointed at Libby. 
“ffhe k.ows how to nreserve the site and should be able 

disable a.y security systems without a nroblemW”
“qell mef she is FualiYedC it may be da.Aerousf” the Vlg ma. 

noi.ted outf with what sou.ded like ear.est co.cer.W
“xtfis Y.ef” Libby saidW “xfim .o.RorAa.icW xg this body is deR

stroyedf xfill Aet a.other o.eW” 
“Iellf that sou.ds co.ve.ie.tf” the —amnire mutteredW
“xt isf” Libby AlowedW
“!.ce the site is deemed sagef we e,nloref” x comnletedW
qhey seemed to aAree with my nla.W 
“:o o.e has tried to one. the door yet?” Libby askedW 
“:oN” the —amnire saidW “qhe site has bee. sealed with a 

shield si.ce begore they erected the te.tW” 
Dy Eirclet chimedW x a.sweredC it was voice o.lyM
“x gou.d your security staflW qhey just Aot heref” came Leafis 

voiceW “!ut gro.tf” she addedW 
x closed the voiceW x made my e,cuses a.d lep the ArounW 

Libby stayed behi.df nrobably to make sure those two did.fit 
devolve i.to Zdebatefi aAai.W

qhe assembly team was worki.A gastW zoctor Ttki.so.fis 
one. area was already a walled ofl room a.d cables were bei.A 
nulled dow. grom above to nrovide nowerW

qhere were maybe gour or Yve teams og scie.tists thereW Tll 
were my resno.sibilityW x was.fit at all FualiYed gor itf orf ig x 
wasf x could.fit rememberW x was starti.A to thi.k Bo had made 
Fuite the mistake by nutti.A me i. charAeW T.y og these neonle 
were better suited to this tha. x wasW
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x stenned outside a.d was a little bli.ded by the su.W qhe te.t 
had bee. o. emerAe.cy liAhti.A a.d the thick gabric ton let 
little liAht i.W Ts my eyes adjustedf x could see a very larAe 
black Arou.d shuttle had narked .e,t to qhirtee.W xt was .ot 
o.ly larAef but very lo.AW ffo much so that it had a nivot i. the 
middle to make it more viable gor road travelW xt was all blackf 
with military Arey trimC its o.ly liAht was the blue cushio. 
og e.erAy that it rested o.W qhere were.fit a.y wi.dowsW Bust 
a si.Ale hatch at what x assumed was the backW ViAht or so 
military stafl were marchi.A out og itC mostly huma. at Yrst 
Ala.ceW 

Lea was lea.i.A aAai.st qhirtee. a.d chatted to a stoic ma. 
who looked more like a biker tha. a soldierW His u.igorm was 
well wor.f a.d he had a desert scarg arou.d his .eck … x 
assumed gor visual ’air more tha. gu.ctio.W He had a ri’e 
slu.A over his backW He was huAe a.d co.Yde.t looki.AW

“Bo.W !ver hereN” Lea wavedW
x walked over to themf Fuite aware x was bei.A eyeRballed 

by every o.e og the troonsW 
“qhis is Eomma.der UalW Hefis grom Varth ffiorcef” Lea saidf 

gormallyW “Eomma.derf this is zoctor Bo.atha. DichaelsW Hefis 
ru..i.A this nrojectW” 

Ual shook my ha.dW x was .ot a small ma.f but comnared 
to Eomma.der Ualf x was a childW He was so muscular that x 
wo.dered ig he was actually huma.W

“‘lad to meet youf doctorW x hear you were co.cer.ed that 
there was .o security whe. you arrived?” Ualfis voice was so 
bass Ylled that it gelt like bei.A nu.ched i. the chest whe. he 
snoke to meW x .oddedW He i.snired the ki.d og resnect that 
dema.ded sile.ceW 

“qruth isf ffol comma.d screwed un the ordersW ffeems like 
Varth ffiorce assumed a team was comi.A grom DerciaW Derciaf 



COMMAND 211

k.owi.A itfis .ot their jurisdictio.f assumed Varth ffiorce would 
actio. the orderW” 

x .oddedf .ot e.tirely sure about the diflere.ce betwee. 
Zffol Eomma.dfif ZVarth ffiorcefi a.d ZDerciafi as nolitical e.titiesW

“Iefire here .owf thouAhW x nromise youC your nroject is i. 
the best ha.dsW”

x believed himW 
“qha.k youf comma.derW” xt was the most x could musterW 

He had .eutralised a.y comnlai.ts x may have had begoref just 
by sta.di.A thereW

“Oy the wayf zoctorf x saw you o. the .ews geedsW”
“!h?” x wo.dered ig x had somehow made headli.es aAai. 

without realisi.AW 
“ffiirst whe. you took out a sny shinf the. the other .iAhtf 

Aetti.A a medal gor itW” 
x was.fit sure how to renlyW
“xtfis a. ho.our to be worki.A with youf” he said with a .odW 
“qha.k youW”
x tur.ed to leave a.d almost walked directly i.to a thi. 

nerso. who was made e.tirely og slices og .atural woodf … 
comnlete with bark a.d a leag or twoW 

“‘reeti.AsN” said the wood nerso.W 
“HelloW”
“xfim !miN” they said i. a. a.Aelic harmo.ic voiceC it sou.dR

ed like three neonle talki.A at o.ceW “x wa.ted to i.troduce 
myselgW”

x bli.ked at themf bla.klyW 
“fforryW zid.fit mea. to be overly gamiliarf sirW x am zoctor 

!mi!.iaiLiaoSio:ikoratato. renorti.A gor dutyJ ffirW” 
ffieeli.A the. Fuite overwhelmedf x ma.aAed to renly withM 

“xtfis .ice to meet youf !miW”
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qhe .e,t gew hours were gor meeti.A .ew neonlef a.sweri.A 
noi.tless a.d arbitrary Fuestio.s about nlaceme.ts og walls x 
did.fit care aboutf a.d bei.A asked Fuestio.s x did.fit u.derR
sta.d by neonle who seemed smarter tha. meW

xt was e,actly what x had e,nected it to beW
qhe aper.oo. crent un o. all og usW qha.kgullyf the di.i.A 

area had just bee. setRunW qhere were coflee notsf a larAe 
gridAe Ylled with ca.s og somethi.Af a.d a buflet table that 
was Aetti.A nonulated by a cateri.A team who arrived grom 
.owhereW Oei.A the Yrst to succumb to temntatio.f x sat dow. 
with a cun og coflee a.d a. e.ormous nile og chicke. steaksf 
x thi.k they were chicke.f x was.fit sureW 

x nut my Eirclet o. the table i. gro.t og me a.d nonned 
one. the scree.W T keyboard was nrojected i.to the air i. 
gro.t og itW x nositio.ed it i. gro.t og mef k.owi.A that it 
would just be a guGGy sFuare grom the other sideW Honegullyf it 
would serve to teleAranh my desire to be lep alo.e gor a little 
whileW qhe coflee was awgul a.d the chicke. was coldW xt was a 
nergect combi.atio. og sliAhtly disannoi.ti.A thi.As that we.t 
toAether i.credibly wellW

ffomeo.e sat .e,t to meW
x was relieved whe. Libbyfis voice saidM “Pou look like youfive 

had e.ouAh og this alreadyW” 
x .odded a.d took a bite og cold chicke.W “xfive bee. here 

hours a.d x have.fit eve. set goot i. the gacility yetW”
T shadow crossed my visio.f so x closed my Eirclet with a 

tanC Lea had sat across grom meW 
“Iowf you look like youfire done with thisN” she saidW 
x looked at her nlate og salad a.d a Alass og water with a little 

disAustW
“Hefis nissed that he ca.fit iA.ore them all a.d Ao i.to the 

gacilityf” Libby saidW 
“–.dersta.dableW”
T.other YAure took the remai.i.A seatW x looked unW 



COMMAND 213

“Hif” said the smili.A zoctor Ttki.so.W “Pou look like hellJ 
sirW” 

x Ala.ced at his nlateM a slice og Fuiche a.d some tomatoesW 
“Bust Bo.f” x said aper a Auln og terrible cofleeW 
qhe di.i.A area was Ylli.A un .owf a.d the assembly crew 

was leavi.A without a wordW xt was Fuieti.A dow.W x e.joyed 
the loweri.A volumeW 

“qhatfis too much chicke.f Bo.W ;eonle are Aoi.A to .otice 
that youfire a greakf” Lea said delicatelyf while nenneri.A her 
saladW 

zoctor Ttki.so. looked o. .ervously at Leafis lack og gorR
malityW 

“Dy doctor tells me x .eed to take i. bioRmatter whe.ever 
x geel u.well or gatiAuedf” x saidW

“!hf .o stami.a?” she smiledW 
“;le.ty og stami.af just tiredJ og your shitf” x renlied with a 

Ari.W 
zoctor Ttki.so. smirked a littleW :ow Arasni.Af Lea was my 

grie.df .ot my subordi.ateW He looked a little more at easeW 
“zoes your doctor ope. nrescribe chicke. steaks?” he 

askedW 
“Iellf zavidf the a.swer to that really dene.ds o. your 

security cleara.cef” Libby a.swered o. my behalgW x was curR
re.tly too i.volved with said chicke.W 

“How so?”
“Iellf ig someo.e with a security cleara.ce eve. o.e level 

below yours asksf the. my husba.d eats like a child a.d we all 
have a Aood lauAhW xg someo.e with your cleara.ce or above 
asksf the. yesW His doctor really did nrescribe vast Fua.tities 
og good to himW”

Libby we.t o. to e,nlai. about my bioloAy a.d its reFuireR
me.tsW He was gasci.atedf a.d also a little shocked he had 
.ever heard og it begoreW Libby the. had to e,nlai. there were 
o.ly the three og us who had this ZAipfiW He was also remi.ded 
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it was co.sidered a classiYed niece og i.gormatio.W :ot that x 
nerso.ally took that very seriouslyW 

x Y.ished eati.A too much chicke. a.d gelt sudde.ly amaGR
i.Af as x always did aper a geastW Tdd Yve cuns og coflee to that 
a.d x was ready to reRjoi. the nrojectW

“Ihat do you wa.t me to do?” Lea asked meW “xfim .o heln 
with the scie.ce stufl thatfis about to hanne.f a.d itfis .ot like 
you .eed a bodyAuard o. VarthW” 

x shruAAedW “!.ce we Aet startedf x wa.t you to Y.d out 
everythi.A you ca. about that rocket shinM sca. itf check its 
systemsf see ig itfis still gu.ctio.alf a.d Aet a renair team ig itfis 
.otW x wa.t that thi.A back to the state we gou.d it i.W” xt was 
sunnosed to be a. orderW x still did.fit geel like someo.e who 
should be issui.A ordersW x. truth x was curious about the shin 
but it was.fit hiAh o. my list og nrioritiesW Lea was nergect gor 
the task thouAhW

“Socket shin?” zavid Ttki.so. askedW 
“Poufill seeW Tctuallyf you ca.fit miss itW” qhe. x realised x 

did.fit k.ow where he Ytted i.to the hierarchyW “zoctorf are 
you head og a team or denartme.t here?”W 

“;leaseC zavidW xfim the head electrical e.Ai.eer here a.d 
the o.ly comnuter security snecialistW x have a little team og 
three e.thusiastic rookies with meW”

He had already told me to call him Zzavidfi a gew timesf a.d 
it did.fit seem to bother him that x kent iA.ori.A himW He really 
was a very .ice AuyW x still did.fit like himW Out he had wo. that 
o.eM zavidf it wasW 

x waited gor my team to assemble at the larAe co.gere.ce table 
set un at the rear e,it og the te.tW Ual had bee. true to his wordM 
there were Auards nosted at both the gro.t a.d back e.tra.ces 
og the nlacef a.d their shuttle had Ae.erated a shield that 
made our nroject imne.etrable grom the outsideW 
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Dy meeti.A comnrised og Sagf the Vlve. Ae.tlema. whose 
demea.our made him seem older tha. his annare.t yearsC 
qafiraf the very you.ARlooki.A —amnire woma.f who had bee. 
arAui.A with Sag earlierC !miC zavidC a.d UalW x decided Libby 
a.d Lea were also members og the comma.d teamW :o o.e 
objectedW 

x used my Eirclet to show a threeRdime.sio.al recreatio. 
og what was to be our nrojectW “Herefis what x haveW qhe Varth 
nolice were ki.d e.ouAh to seal the sectio. og the street 
behi.d the te.t with a shieldf so we k.ow itfis as Lea a.d x lep 
it i. thereW” 

x Aave them some back story about how x had discovered the 
gacility a.d the rocket shin we used to nu.ch our e,itW Tll they 
had bee. told was that it was a larAe nreRVve.t gacility with 
a locked doorW Ihe. they saw my threeRdime.sio.al man og 
what we had e,nlored a.d the nhotos og the layout og the 
structure we were to Y.d belowf they were very e,citedW :o 
o.e had e,nected a. e.tire subterra.ea. buildi.A to e,nloreW 
qhis was the Yrst slice og nreRVve.t reality they had ever had a 
cha.ce to seef aside grom the occasio.al ra.dom artegact that 
somehow survivedf a.d the ma.y diary e.tries grom neonle 
who were arou.d at the timeW

qo most neonlef movies a.d booksf nai.ters a.d noets 
had roma.ticised qhe Vve.tW xt wasf to these scholars a.d 
scie.tistsf the most amaGi.A thi.A they would ever be asked 
to researchW x decided .ot to tell them about my theory that 
there miAht be ma.y other such nlaces hidde. o. VarthW

!.ce x had brouAht them un to datef x waved gor the security 
team to one. the larAe shield that served as a door at the back 
og our te.tW qhey .odded a.d nressed a gew co.trols o. the 
grameW xt switched grom shield to Z‘lassfi modeC you could nass 
riAht throuAh itf but it served to keen out the cold a.d the 
.oisesW

Ie trotted out to the blue ti.ted street behi.d the te.tW 
qhere sat the rocket shin a.d a .early unsideRdow. buAAy 
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.e,t to it a.d a larAe hole i. the body og a sloni.A hillf the 
attached buildi.A had bee. sealed by the shieldW xt was all as 
we had lep itf e,cent that the shield Ae.erator that the Varth 
nolice had lep was sitti.A i. the middle og it allf omitti.A a blue 
beam that gaded i.to the shield dome above usW qhe e.tire 
area was bathed i. a cold but comgorti.A blue twi.kli.A liAhtW

!.e tech.icia. had already beAu. to hook un nower to the 
shield Ae.eratorW x was told it would be Aood gor weeksf but it 
was always a Aood idea to keen shields nowered nronerlyW Ual 
had bee. adama.t that this was a nriorityW He took security 
seriouslyW

“x ca. see why you were arrestedf” Libby said 
“zetai.edW”
ffhe smiledW 
Lea headed to the rocket shin a.d a gew neonle gollowedf 

obviously eaAer to noke arou.d itW !thers took Areat i.terest 
i. the buAAyW ffome stared at the hole as ig they e,nected a 
mo.ster to annear grom itW 

“Day we see the gacility .ow?” came the a.Aelic voice og 
!mi grom behi.d meW 

!mif who had i.troduced themselves to me earlierf had 
e,nlai.ed they were a qhi.ker .eutralistW qhi.kers were by 
.ature without Ae.derf i. .o small nart because they were 
able to nrocreate by a method og snlitti.A themselves i.to 
smaller co.scious.ess that would the. diverAe grom the oriAR
i.alW Ihe. they lep their home worldf they would usually 
accent whatever Ae.der neonle assiA.ed to themf simnly beR
cause they did.fit careW !mi was a you.Aer qhi.ker at o.ly a 
gew hu.dred years old a.d was well educated i. alie. aflairsW 
qhey had decided they would .ot accent those childish Ae.R
der rolesW x resnected this sta.ce a Areat dealf mostly because 
it was .ice to meet a qhi.ker that was willi.A to talk about 
their home world gor a cha.AeW
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!mif Libby a.d x walked towards the holeW !mi hesitated at 
the one.i.AW ‘ive. that qhi.kers were esse.tially i.destrucR
tiblef x assumed it was out og revere.cef .ot gearW 

“zo.fit worryW qhe liAhts are o.f” x jokedf a.d walked o. 
dow. the ramnW

xt took us over te. mi.utes to Aet to the bottomW Ihe. x had 
e,itedf x had bee. i. a buAAyf a.d .ot e,actly Aoi.A slowlyW x 
had.fit really Aot a Aood se.se og the dista.ceW

x was the Yrst to emerAe at the bottomf with Libby a.d !mi 
.ot gar behi.d meW qhe liAhts were still o.W 

“Iellf what do you thi.k?” x askedW
“xtfis beautigulN” !mi e,claimedW 
“xtfis a messf” Libby addedW 
x wa.ted to e,nlai. to her that it was actually nristi.e whe. 

Lea a.d x Yrst Aot i. heref but stonned whe. x .oticed her eyes 
had tur.ed to a ’ickeri.A amber colourW 

“Ihatever is blocki.A our siA.al is still active the.?” x obR
servedW 

ffhe  shruAAedW  “Ie  ca.  have  the  tech.ical  team  nut 
reneaters  dow. the  ramnW  Tlsof  we ca.fit  always  take  a 
te.Rmi.ute walk every time we wa.t to come hereW Ie should 
setRun a ffiold to come a.d AoW”

x was tryi.A my best .ot to thi.k og Libbyfis simulated selg 
as a senarate nerso.f but it was hardW ffhe had made a. eflort 
to make me u.dersta.d that treati.A her simulatio. i. a.y 
way diflere.tly to .ormal caused her stressW Her mea.i.A was 
clearf eve. thouAh she had.fit used the e,act wordsW ffhe .ever 
did Fuite use the words that would most clearly e,nlai. her 
geeli.Asf thouAhW PhilosophersN

!mi looked Fuite out og nlace i. this gacilityW x accented that 
qhi.kers were a stra.Ae race og .aked robot looki.A neonlef 
but !mi had chose. a gorm made og assorted slices og woodW 
qhey looked like a movi.A treeW Vvery time they movedf it was 
like maAicW T lot more so tha. the metallic balls or silver cubes 
that most qhi.kers created their gorms gromW Iith !mif it was 
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like a ga.tasy tale i. motio.W ffior some reaso. it struck me as 
less .atural tha. the others og their raceW 

qhis wasf og coursef Fuite absurdW qheir snecies nrobably 
used wood a.d sto.e o. their home world lo.A begore they 
had snaceshins a.d warnsW

x shook ofl my distractio.W x had realised that x ra. the 
risk og Zchecki.A outfi i. the same way Libby didf Ara.ted gor 
gar diflere.t reaso.sC but bei.A deen i. thouAht a.d Aetti.A 
absorbed by your coreRselg was.fit that diflere.t i. outcomeW

I was doing it again. 
“xt was so clea. a.d i.timidati.A whe. we arrivedW x have 

the recordi.As o. my EircletW Tll this soot a.d debris was.fit 
hereW xt was like a slice og a.other worldf” x saidW 

“qhatfis the gabled doorf is it?” !mi askedf noi.ti.A at the 
locked door with a Y.Aer made og caregully arra.Aed twiAsW 

“xt isW Ts gar as Lea a.d x could tellf itfis onerated grom the 
other sideW” 

!mi .oddedW “zo you mi.d ig x touch it?”
x Aestured gor them to Ao aheadW “zo.fit try to one. itW x wa.t 

a gull team here begore we break the sealf” x addedW 
!mi .odded aAai.W 
“xfim Aoi.A to check o.e og these buAAiesf” Libby saidW 
“!hf you may .eed o.e og theseW”
x Aave her the nile og access cards x still had i. my jacket 

nocket a.d tur.ed to gollow !miW
qhe door was e.ormousf made og horiGo.tal metal slatsW 

ffirom the desiA.f it looked like it would roll unwards whe. it 
was one.edW !mi crouched dow. .e,t to it a.d nut o.e og 
their ha.ds aAai.st itW qhe e.erAy which all qhi.kers ’icker 
with … a. ora.Ae Alow i. !mifis case … stretched out grom 
their body a.d i.to the doorW xt Ginned arou.d the edAes og 
the slats a.d !mifis woode. body lost its snark og ligeW

!mi snoke aAai.f but their voice came grom the doorf .ot 
the woode. gormW “Peahf this is isolated a.d locked with verR
tical slats o. the other sideW qhe two na.els toAether are about 



COMMAND 219

a meter thickW x do.fit have the gocus x .eed to move all og these 
at the same timeW x thi.k there may be some ki.d og Aeari.A 
system holdi.A it all i. nlace tooW”

“qhatfis AreatN zo.fit tryW Ea. you se.se a.ythi.A grom the 
other side?”

qhe door made a ZHummfi sou.d i. !mifis voicef a.d the. 
saidM “:oW qherefis deY.itely a damne.i.A Yeld bei.A Ae.erR
ated grom the other sideW xfim esse.tially bli.d ig x try to look 
nast the door itselgW” 

!mifis ligeless body .e,t to me was a little u.settli.AW xt was 
just as u..ervi.A whe. the Alow grom the door ’ashed back 
i.to itC eve. thouAh .othi.A nercentible cha.Aedf the body 
was alive aAai.W

“Pou okay?” x askedW 
!mi stood un with easeW “!hf yesW x do.fit k.ow how much 

e,nerie.ce you have with my ki.df but x am .ot this bodyW xfim 
the wraith that lives i.side itW Ie are Fuite i.destructiblef x 
assure youW” 

“‘ood to k.owW x AuessW” 
!mi seemed .iceC regreshi.Aly si.cereW 
“Poufire .ot quite what you annear to be eitherf are youf 

Bo.?” they said i. a serious to.eW 
“:oW xfim .otW xg you do.fit mi.df x would like that to remai. 

betwee. usW”
“–.derstoodW OutJ what are you?” 
xt was hard .ot to trust that voiceW 
“xfim huma.W Bust a. a.cie.t modelf” x Aave them a de’ecti.A 

Ari.f or tried to at leastW 
xt was a Aood e.ouAh a.swer that did.fit make me geel like x 

was lyi.AW x was.fit sure what their security level was a.d did.fit 
wa.t to Ao i.to too much detail u.til x could checkW 

“Hummf” came the renlyW
qhe sudde. anneara.ce og Libby saved grom gurther i.terR

roAatio.W ffhe was drivi.A a buAAyW 
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“qhis thi.A is the stunidest desiA. x have ever see.N” she was 
comnlai.i.A whe. she came to a stonW “xtfis Aot wheelsN” 

Tper taki.A the buAAy to the surgace a.d checki.A Libbyfis 
eyes to make sure they were back to Aree.f x arra.Aed with 
zavid gor siA.al reneaters to be added at reAular i.tervals the 
whole way dow. the e.tra.ce ramnW zavid also suAAested we 
take a comnuter core dow. there toof to Aive us local Eirclet 
usef eve. ig we e.ded un cut ofl grom the larAer .etworkW 
xt seemed like a reaso.able nrecautio. to takeW x was told 
comnuter cores were.fit cheanf but there did.fit seem to be 
a.y objectio. to the nla.W

qhe you.ARlooki.A —amniref zoctor qafira -lf was about the 
most FualiYed nerso. o. the teamW ffhe was o.ly gorty years 
oldf barely a. adult by —amnire sta.dardsW ffhe recomme.ded 
we set un o,yAe. Ae.eratio. u.its dow. there toof i. case 
the other side og the door had co.tami.ated air … or worsef 
a. i.comnatible air mi,W xt was a solid noi.t that x had totally 
overlookedW Oreathi.A had become a seco.dary co.cer. gor 
meW 

Libby co.tacted Dercia a.d reFuested a nortable ffiold Ae.R
erator with e.ouAh juice to nu.ch throuAh the damne.i.A 
YeldW xt would take a gew hours to Aet it OlueRtubed dow. to 
usf thouAhW Ie were losi.A the day gastW 

“!kayW qoday we Y.ish Aetti.A thi.As i. nlaceW qomorrowf 
we Aet someo.e with a cutter to Aet that door one.W ‘et 
everythi.A i. nlace a.d call it a .iAhtf” x orderedW 

qhere was .o reaso. to rush this workW x e.ded the little 
meeti.AW Vveryo.e scurried ofl to make those nla.s a realityf 
which lep me with little to doW 

“Ie have a hotel roomf you k.owf” Libby said aper the last 
nerso. lepW 

“How sordidN” x jokedW 
“:ot reallyW !ur nreside.tial sno.sor has booked out the 

whole nlace gor the duratio. og the nrojectW Vveryo.e who 
does.fit live i. —ictoria is also stayi.A thereW”
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Ie Aot to the hotel a little later that eve.i.AW qhey already 
assiA.ed a room to usW Vither because we were the o.ly counle 
or because Libby had tweaked the booki.Af they nut us i. the 
ho.eymoo. suiteW xt was halg og the ton ’oorf the o.ly ’oor 
accessible throuAh a ffiold set un i. the lobbyW Oecause this 
was Varthf there were .o locks or room keysf just a nerso. i. 
the lobby who told neonle which room they had bee. booked 
i.toW

Eomma.der Ual arra.Aed gor Auards to be nosted outside 
the hotelW His team was also stayi.A thereC they were nossibly 
the o.ly neonle i. the e.tire city carryi.A Au.sW Iith this a.d 
the dro.e nolice gorce that natrolled —ictoria i.visiblyf we all 
gelt Fuite sageW

x did.fit k.ow ig a.yo.e else other tha. the security stafl 
k.ew this was a note.tial Eorrectio.ist tarAetf but there was 
.o reaso. to make everyo.e jumnyW

qhe room was e.ormousf larAer tha. our anartme.t o. 
Ee.tral a.d gar larAer tha. our room o. DerciaW 

x was rela,i.A o. the bed a.d readi.A my ow. YleW Libby 
a.d x had told other neonle to read it F as a way og dodAi.A 
e.dless e,nla.atio.s about my OioRfftasisC x had.fit read it 
myselg thouAhW 

x was lear.i.A about my ow. history a.d x gelt like it was 
someo.e elsefis ligeW x was gasci.ati.AN 

“Hey LibbyN” x called i.to the bathroomW 
A noise came back that I took as a recognition. 
“xt says i. my Yle that Bofis mom is missing but there are .o 

details about what hanne.ed to herf you k.ow a.ythi.A?” 
Libby was actually wet whe. she came out og the showerW 

Oei.A nla.et basedf the hotel had both the gamiliar clea.si.A 
liAhts and ru..i.A waterW ffhe was towelli.A dow. her hairf 
u.co.cer.ed with her .udityW x looked un grom my EircletW 
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“Iellf my loveW Pou .ever talked about her muchW !Kcially 
TyAah was a ffol researcherf same as youW ffhe simnly va.ished 
o.e dayW !fl the recordf there was a lot og shooti.Af you lostf 
a. armf which grew back, as I’m sure you noticedW Bo was Yve 
a.d almost killed i. whatever we.t dow.W TyAah lep a.d .ever 
came backf you made a noi.t og .ot looki.A gor herW Pou havef 
erf had some issues o. the tonicW” 

x thouAht o. this gor a mome.tW Daybe there was more to 
k.owf but x would ho.our my secrets gor .ow a.d noke at this 
nuGGle whe. x had more timeW

“Pou k.ow there are .o locks o. a.y og the doors heref” x 
saidf admiri.A herW

ffhe carried o. messi.A with her hairW “xfim armedW xg a.yo.e 
hanne.s to see my shamef they wo.fit live lo.A e.ouAh to 
realise itW” 

ffhe threw her towel at meW 
“Pou should try itW Iater showers are really stra.AeW” 
Her hair was a ta.Aled damn messW x was.fit really nayi.A 

much atte.tio. to her hair thouAhW 
“xfill stick to the maAic liAhtsW”
“Pou really have to ston calli.A them maAic liAhtsW” 
Ie sne.t the rest og the eve.i.A i. a very u.nroductive wayW



Chapter Twenty

Unlocked

By the time we arrived the following morning, everyone was 
already set up, waiting for me to tell them to start. A white 
platform had been placed in the centre of the tent. It had no 
less than three power cables running into it. 

“Fold all working, then?” Libby asked David. 
“Yes! It was a little hard to set up with it not being directly 

above the destination, and that damned dampening field, but 
once we got enough power into it, it settled down nicely.” He 
was wearing a different green shirt; his hair was as perfectly 
windswept as the day before. 

“I didn’t see Lea at the hotel. Is she already here?” I asked. 
“The pretty pilot? She’s still stripping down that rocket, out 

back.”
Libby let out a giggle at the words ‘pretty pilot.’ There was 

no way Lea wouldn’t be hearing that one. 
“Repeaters?” I asked. 
“All in place. I need your command code to add the com-

puter core to our local network.” 
We all stepped onto the fold platform at the same time 

and the world blinked. We stepped again and were inside the 
facility, right in the centre of the room, on another white 
platform. I looked at the power cables coming from it. They 
were bundled together, with others trailing up the ramp. 

“We plugged all this into the city’s power grid?” I asked.
“Yes. But all equipment has its own battery backup too,” 

David replied.
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He seemed good at answering my concerns before I voiced 
them. He was annoyingly good at his job.

Ta’ra and Omi were setting up what I recognised to be a 
Blue-field generator outside of the locked door. It was about 
half the size of one of the storage crates and had many screens 
and open panels across it. There were also dome-like extru-
sions across the rear and the top.

Zal was watching from a respectful distance, with a rifle 
strewn across his arm and a cup of coffee in one hand. I gave 
him a wave. 

“Good morning!” He nodded back at me. I liked Zal. He was 
all business; I respected that. 

“You need a hand with that?” Libby called to Ta’ra. 
“Please!” She looked relieved. 
Libby started messing with settings on the generator’s 

screen. A few moments later, a small mesh antenna extended 
from its sides. She twisted a few of them and turned the device 
a little to the leC. 

“Jomputer core?” David said in my ear, no doubt wanting 
to get his systems up and running before the work got in full 
swing. 

“Right. Yes.”
I hadn’t seen a computer core before. The unit was built 

into one of the delivery crates, set up next to the Fold plat-
form. I didn’t know how Folds worked, but I assumed this 
computer assisted it somehow. It was made entirely of blue 
armour plating with a transparent glass-like dome on the top, 
which housed sensors, and what looked like computer chips, 
but a lot of them, all layered. The glass of the dome itself was 
etched with hairline silver circuits occasionally touched by 
threads of white light emanating from the centre; the circuits 
lighted up as it went along them. It was like a work of art.

David noticed my interest in it. 
“Ah, remind you of Libby?”
“I’m sorry?”
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“The core. I assumed it’s a similar type that houses Libby.” 
I didn’t want to tell him I hadn’t actually thought to go and 

see Libby’s core. “Yes,” I replied anyway. 
He liCed the glass dome, revealing it to be a sphere. It was 

lit with its own power. He rotated it to show the Sol Alliance 
markings on the underside, next to a series of connectors. 

“As you can see, it’s a secure core,” he said, as if it should 
be self-evident. 

“This isn’t my field, David.”
“You know the protocol, :on. I have to show you.” 
I didn’t. 
He lowered the ball into the slot, it resumed its light show. 

He pressed a button on the crate and a screen appeared above 
it. 

‘S-01 Compute core - Objective: data storage and commu-
nication management. Allow access and management to local 
network?’ 

The screen demanded me to take an action. There was a 
logo of an eye below the text. I pressed it. A thread of light 
scanned my right eye and then asked for my command code. 

David turned away politely. 
I entered the number Libby had forced me to commit to 

memoryffi ‘8675309.’ It beeped in acceptance. The glass core 
frosted over in just a few seconds; it was so cold that it was 
radiating a chill. 

“Okay, all done,” David said, and clapped me on the shoul-
der. I still didn’t like him, but right then I felt bad about it.

We were ready to go. Repeaters in place, shield ready and 
backup computer-core picking up the slack if there was an 
unexpected break in data flow. With no reason to wait, I gave 
the okay for Libby to begin.
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Jommander Zal insisted that only those required for the 
mission be attending. I bent this advice a littleffi we had my-
self, David, Omi and Ta’ra present. Libby was the one to be 
doing the actual work. She stood inside the shielded area in 
front of the large door, with an energy cutter next to her and 
a heavy-looking satchel across her shoulders that housed a 
powerful portable scanner. She also carried a pistol on her hip 
as a backup. There were three armed security oMcers taking 
position around her on the outside of the shield. Zal himself 
was at the side, monitoring a screen and checking commu-
nication and sensor readings from the area. He seemed to be 
constantly expecting a fight at any moment.

“Doctor, are you sure you are okay doing this? Ey one job 
is keeping you all safe,” Zal asked, for the fourth time. He was 
not happy about this. 

“Jommander. I am a non-organic. This body is a receiver 
of my consciousness. Vven if there is some blood-crazed 
defence system in here, the only danger I’m in is paying the 
cost for a new avatar.”

Zal had insisted the rest of us stay behind a physical blast 
shield he had set up a little back from the door. We had a 
large floating screen behind our metal shield with us. Ta’ra 
was taking control readings of radiation levels and air mix; 
Omi was using their Thinker abilities to watch for unseen 
things, which leC their body crouched and dead; and David 
was sitting on a box, reading a book. 

“Ready?” I asked. 
“As ready as we will ever be,” Ta’ra said with a sigh. 
“Yes,” came Omi’s voice from all around. 
“David?” I asked. He glanced up from his reading and 

pressed a button on his Jirclet. 
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“Transmitting a holographic video to the team upstairs and 
recording everything,” he nodded. 

“Libby, Zal. Ready when you are,” I said through the com-
munication system. 

We watched the Blue-shield flicker to life and seal Libby 
and the door off from the rest of the facility. She checked the 
readings on her scanner pack.

Then the cutter lit up. 
It took her almost an hour to cut through the first layer 

of the door. Once she had cut the slats on each side, she 
stopped, lowered the shield, and threw the removed metal 
planks out. She restored the shield and went back to work, 
saying nothing. 

“That cutter is really heavy. Doesn’t she get tired?” Ta’ra 
asked. “I’m a …ampire and I can barely liC it.” 

“She won’t stop until it’s open. At this point, she’s probably 
not even in there,” I said, taking a seat on a crate next to David. 

“Wait, you meanN she can just shiC her attention and leave 
her body doing things?” he asked. 

“I think so, yeah. —ot something we really talk about.” 
“I would want to know everything,” Ta’ra said. 
“It’s not that I don’t want to know. Here, let me show you 

something.” I pulled out my Jirclet and hit the button to call 
Libby; not her Jirclet, but her address on Eercia. It flashed, 
and her face appeared on the screen. I unlocked the screen 
so everyone could see and hear her. 

“Hey. How you doing?” I asked.
“Fine. :ust cutting stuff,” she said with a smile, well aware of 

the demonstration I was making.
“Where are you?” David asked, glancing at the screen and 

then at Libby’s body, that still operated the cutter.
“I am on board Eercia. In orbit. As I always have been. Ey 

body is down there with you working on getting that damned 
door open,” she said to the group. 

“You seeing this, Omi?” Ta’ra asked aloud.
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“Yes. Hello,” came the disembodied voice. 
“Actually, I doubt Omi thinks my bilocation is unusual. 

Thinkers exist as energy separate from their bodies. It’s not 
drastically different from me, except I’m digital and have 
enough compute to exist in two or three locations at once, 
depending on what I’m doing.” 

Ta’ra and David asked a few more simple questions about 
‘what it was like’ and ‘which one was really her’ before I cut 
them off and switched the screen back to private, walking 
away from them.

“You okay?” I asked. 
“Sure. This is not interesting work,” she shrugged. I smiled. 
“How much attention are you giving it?”
“Basically none,” she said, as if I had discovered her secret. 
“I hope you didn’t mind the call. I don’t want you to think I 

was trotting you out like a stage magician or anything.” 
I wondered if I had made an error in judgement. 
“—ot at all, :on. I’m a teacher, remember?” 
“See you in a bit, my love,” I said, getting it in before she did. 
She seemed to blush a little. I smiled back and closed the 

screen. 
“You guys are cute,” Ta’ra said with a wide smile. 
I blushed.
Ey Jirclet rang again. I flipped the screen open and saw 

Lea’s face. “:on, I’ve been trying to get in touch! The buggy 
that you leC up here is flashing a warning on its screen!” 

“Warning?” 
She pointed her screen at the buggy’s panel. ‘Hanger se-

curity breach,’ it said boldly, with black text on a red back-
ground. 

“Okay, thanks, Lea. Deactivate the buggy. I’ll let Zal know.” 
She nodded, and I closed my screen. 
“Zal,” I shouted. 
:ust then, the sound of old Varth machine gun fire filled our 

ears. The monitor showed the shield behind Libby lighting 
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up an electric blue. We couldn’t see what was happening. 
Zal shouted something and his men readied their guns. The 
shooting stopped. The blue sparks faded. We could see a lot 
of dust and movement.

Libby stood there with the barrel of an enormous gun in her 
hand. 

“Turret behind the door. I broke it.” 
We all breathed a sigh of relief. 
“You okay?” Zal called. 
“Yeah. Tore up my epidermal layer a little, but nothing I 

can’t fix.” 
As the dust and smoke cleared, we could see the silver of 

her internal structure showing through her arms and neck. I 
was unmoved. Ta’ra and David gave me judgemental eyes for 
my lack of concern. 

“There’s an automation coming towards her,” came Omi’s 
voice from the floor. 

“Libby, you got company!” I said over the intercom.
There were more gunfire sounds, a flash of light and the 

familiar fizz of Libby’s energy blast. Once again, we had to 
wait for smoke to clear.

“Got it,” she shouted. 
“Anything else, Omi?” I asked. 
“Eovement a little deeper in the structure. The dampening 

field is stopping me seeing more. WaitN There’s a spike in 
energy.”

There was a pointed silence for just a moment. 
“Bomb!” Omi exclaimed. 
“Libby. There’s a bomb. Get that security grid off-line.” 
“Got it,” she called back. 
“Should we leave?” David asked. 
“—o point. It’s a very big bomb,” Omi replied, oddly non-

chalant. 
“It won’t take her long to get this sorted. Don’t worry.” I 

wasn’t as confident as I sounded.
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Libby’s voice came through the screen on the desk behind 
our blast shieldffi “I found an oMce. There’s a computer here, 
and something else. I’m trying to access it, hack my way into 
the network. —o ports! —o Obvious frequency interface at 
all!” 

David jumped up, this time paying attentionffi “Libby, from 
what we know about the technology in there you won’t have 
wireless access of any kind. They didn’t use it for secure 
systems. If you have a way of doing it, you may be able to 
get physical access via a coaxial cable in the back of the 
computer.”

“I see it,” she replied. 
“You can connect directly to the cable. It’s a kind of ancient 

ring network. You should be able to patch it directly into any 
modulation system you have.”

“I have to disconnect from my core if I’m going to interface 
directly.”

“Seems you have about twenty seconds,” came Omi’s voice. 
“Do it now,” I said. 
The following few seconds lasted far too long. Zal and his 

men didn’t so much as blink, guns trained on the shielded 
doorway and not even a flicker of doubt in their eyes.

A shadow moved behind the shield. We heard gunfire begin, 
then it stopped abruptly.

Silence echoed. 
“Omi,” I asked. 
“We’re safe! The energy has just started discharging!” they 

replied. 
“Libby?” I asked to the com-system.
—o reply. 
“Doctor, do you want us to head in?” Zal asked me. 
I glanced at David. “Jould this have damaged her?”
He shrugged. “Depends on a lot of factors.”
Eore movement filled the doorway. Rifles clicked in readi-

ness. Libby stepped out from the shadows. Her jumpsuit had a 
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missing arm, the arm was missing a lot of skin. Another chunk 
of outer layer was missing on her lower neck, exposing a panel 
and some wires that she must have intentionally pulled out. 

“Stand down, Zal. We’re good,” she said, and brushed some 
dirt from her chest. 

She checked her scanner satchel. “Well, we’re not getting 
untainted air samples. Pack got shot.”

“Security status?” Zal barked. 
“—eutralised. Took me a second to take control, but I dis-

abled everything and locked all the doors and elevator. It’s 
secure.”

She had to reassure Zal at least once more before he agreed 
to lower the shield.

I ran over to her to take a look at the damage. Her eyes were 
a crimson fire, but as soon as we got close, they faded to a safer 
amber. 

“You look like a bad ass!” I said, admiring her new look. 
Eissing sleeve, bullet holes all over, including in her head 
and neck. The satchel she wore was obviously trashed. I took 
her hand. I knew she wasn’t actually in any danger, but I was 
pleased she was okay. 

Omi came over, back in their body now. “That was excit-
ing!” 

“Do you need medical attention?” Zal asked. 
“A good mechanic, maybe,” she replied, looking at her 

holes. 
Lea and I had trashed the loading area of that floor and 

Libby had ended up starting a fire fight behind the doorway; 
our very carefully thought-out plan had failed. The facility had 
not been pristinely preserved. —ot even a little.

Though we did now finally have free access to the floor, 
and most useful of all, access to a computer that was attached 
to the network. We were in. I sent a message to the lab tent 
telling the team of onlookers that we were secure and they 
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could come down. The Fold began working almost immedi-
ately. 

I followed Libby into the doorway. 
It’s certainly disconcerting to see the woman you love with 

bullet holes all over. It’s even more disconcerting when you 
know enough about her that there’s little to no concern in 
your mind when you look at her like that. If anything, the 
concern I showed was a performance for others. 

I wasn’t sure how I felt with myself about that. I would talk 
to Libby about these feelings when she was back C when she 
looked at me with her own eyes again.

The corridor was as wide as the large door. There were tyre 
tracks on the floor. Was it a tunnel more than a corridor? It 
looked old; it was dusty, and there was a section of the ceiling 
that had been torn out. The turret that Libby had first met was 
on the floor in a molten lump. 

I took a deep breath; not because I needed the air, but to 
check how it tasted and help build my picture of this place. 
It was dry and gritty air. Air that had not been moved for a 
long time. It was air from a time and place that no longer 
existed. There was a dirty oiliness to it that simply didn’t exist 
on modern day Varth. I liked it, on some level at least. 

We walked some more.  Libby turned lights  on,  using 
switches on the wall. It looked so drab, so tired and hopeless. 
The walls were paintedffi the bottom half a pale blue, then 
halfway up the wall it was grey with a red stripe separating the 
colours.

“The computer is all the way down here?” I asked, notic-
ing just how much ground we were covering. She must have 
sprinted down there.

I glanced behind me; there was Zal, our silent guardian. 
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Then there was the other thing Libby had dealt withffi some 
kind of automated guard unit. It was like a stubby little tank, or 
it had been. Like the turret before, it was then a mostly molten 
lump of metal. 

The corridor widened, and there were two large elevator 
doors on each side of us. In the middle was a large window 
to an oMce and next to it was a security door. The door had 
been ripped free and was on the floor together with another 
smashed automation.

There was an arm resting on the desk; hand atop of an ash tray 
with the burned and charred nub if a cigarette between two 
fingers. I traced the arm to the chairffi there lay a dead man. —ot 
a skeleton, or a preserved mummy. He was dead, fleshy and 
gooey. He wore what had been a white lab coat and brown 
trousers. I took a breath; the smell made my stomach flip. 

I heard Zal pull out a breathing unit and slap it over his face. 
He didn’t say a word. I decided not to breathe again until I 
was out of there. The rotting corpse had an air of familiarity 
that bothered me. Some primordial awareness of my own 
mortality stirred deep within me, and a flash of something 
akin to dread filled me for an instant before I locked eyes with 
it and was returned to the present by the burning sensation 
that I knew this man.

I couldn’t place that face through its decay.
The computer had been pulled aside, away from the dead 

man. Libby had been careful not to disturb the corpse. Jer-
tainly not out of any sense of reverence, but as a scientist. The 
less she contaminated the scene, the better. The computer 
had been rotated and we could see the coaxial cable she had 
used. 

She pointed at the missing skin on her lower neck, and then 
at the cable. 
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“I had to work fast. It wasn’t clean,” she said. 
She had torn a chunk from herself to gain access to the 

communication point where she needed to press the cable in.
“You have total access to the facility now?” I asked. 
“Yes. I copied all the codes and encryption keys before 

I disconnected. The dampening field can’t be turned off, 
though. It seems to be related to the facility’s power system. I 
ordered all the security systems to power down. It wasn’t hard 
to hack.” She sounded bothered by that. 

“You have concerns?” I asked. 
“These people. This technology. It’sN :on, it’s a joke. This 

computer, it’s silicone. Its power isn’t even measurable in 
modern compute cycles. It runs in hertz! The most basic 
computational devices we even have are made of hyper-con-
ductive plastics. Silicone isn’t a smart way to build computers 
for anyone.” 

We leC the room. The corpse made it hard to focus on 
anything else. Vven Libby was taking unwilling glances at it 
from time to time.

“When can you re-sync?” I asked. 
She shrugged. “I was having issues maintaining a connec-

tion, anyway. I cut it entirely in case there was any counter 
security, but this hardware isn’t capable of that. It doesn’t even 
have an AI framework. As soon as we get some repeaters in 
here, I’ll re-sync.” 

As she spoke, I could see her sub-dermal components move 
through the holes in her skin. 

“The floor is definitely secure?” I asked again, just to be sure 
I would not get shot at.

“Yes,” she replied. 
I didn’t want to get anyone else in there until we were sure 

there wasn’t a biological hazard, though apparently thanks 
to the invention of medical nanites and Jure-all, that wasn’t 
something anyone worried about. 



UNLOCKED 235

Stillffi I wanted a medical expert down there. From what I 
knew, Ta’ra was the person we needed. 

“Okay, let’s go back and get you patched up then,” I said.





Chapter Twenty-one

Afoot

The following hours were a whirlwind of activity. The new 
room was catalogued, cleared and scanned and the corpse 
was held in a bio-field then taken to a medical room in the 
tent for deep scanning. 

Libby, still in sim-mode, acted as an interface for down-
loading and mapping everything she could find on the facil-
ities network. It was a slow process, due to the limitations 
of the technology; she could have done this in seconds on 
modern hardware, maybe even less.

She sat cross-legged on the desk next to the computer, 
the cable held in place across her lower neck with a medical 
bandage; looked like she was meditating. She was, in-fact, 
analysing and isolating the data as it came in, checking it for 
viruses, activating defensive soMware and security tags. Then 
she transmitted it to the computer-core in the main area of the 
facility, which uploaded it to a central database on jercia. 

She planned on re-syncing herself to her core once she was 
sure the Nob was done. Zo matter how confident she was that 
this computer system would be unable to outwit her, there 
was no way she would put her core at risk. Bal stayed with her 
as a silent, stoic guard.
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Oack in the tent, ’miDs body was in a similar meditative state, 
but instead of copying data, they werenDt actually in their body 
at all. ’mi was exploring the facility using their consciousness, 
looking for any way to see more of it, in hopes of gleaming 
something useful through that damned dampening field.

Aavid sat at his desk, also studying the data as it came in and 
watching the analyst-RI structure it into something coherent.

Lea was still rebuilding the rocket ship outside and appar-
ently doing a great Nob. She had, at some point, gone from 
repairing it to teaching the apprentice engineering team about 
thrust dynamics. I wasnDt sure if it was worth all the work at 
this point, but she was happy and there was little else for her 
to do. It reminded me of a teenager with a summer car.

I was spending my time in the tent with TaDra, Haf, and 
the corpse. Haf seemed scholarly and stern. “e had scanned 
the corpse down to its very molecules. “e had stripped it 
and catalogued its clothes, notepad and, most interestingly, its 
wallet. They had both been running scans on it and nodding 
to themselves for a few hours, but it wasnDt until Haf started 
looking at its belongings that I saw something more than 
academic interest. 

J!on”W “e had a terrified look. “e held the contents of the 
wallet up to me with a gloved, shaking hand.

I looked at it. It was a driving license. The photo of the man 
was not Nust familiar but had a deeply unnerving implication.

J?hat do you have there thatDs so shocking:W TaDra asked, 
leaning over. J’h”W

The driving licence had a photo of a very familiar and 
handsome man on it. It also showed the correct name for the 
faceE David Atkinson.

J?hat do we do about this:W Haf asked. “e was trembling 
with some combination of panic and scientific delight. 

JI donDt want to go into too much detail. Haf, TaDra, I think 
you may be starting to realise that The qvent maybe wasnDt 
entirely what it seemed.W I looked away from the card and at 
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the two now effually pale scientists. JLabel the report youDre 
going to write for my eyes only, please. Secure this item and 
do not talk to Aavid, or anyone else about it,W I said with my 
best attempt at authoritativeness. 

They both nodded, nervously.
JSo, The qvent, it wasnDt when we thought:W Haf asked. 
JZoW I replied.
R half hour passed as Haf and TaDra put together their ideas. 

R theory was beginning to form between them. 
JI know we donDt oMen see eye to eye on things, TaDra, but 

IDm certain that the atomic signature is diPerent enough to be 
of importance,W Haf said. 

TaDra was looking at a data-tablet he had passed her a few 
minutes before. JAoes this also work for the non-organic 
artefacts:W

JZot really. The diPerence is nowhere near as startling. ItDs 
a decay rate, or an alignment ePect. flossibly it only works as 
consistently with biomass.W 

I saw her ‘ip the information on the tablet back to the first 
page and read it again. I sat on the counter, looking at the 
corpse. It wasnDt pleasant, but at least in the bio-field it didnDt 
smell. 

I wasnDt following as much of the science talk as I would 
have liked to, but from what I did understandE there was a 
structure to all atoms. It could be measured in many ways, 
one of which was the gaps between the components, the 
distance between the electrons and the nucleus, as well as the 
speeds at which things travelled inside. This was pretty stan-
dard science, or at least thatDs what they had told me. It was 
called Vstructural resonance freffuencyD and it was essentially 
the same for every atom in the universe. Rll atoms of granite, 
for example, would match within a limited variance. It didnDt 
matter if they had come from Sol, —ampire space or another 
galaxy entirely.
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In this corpse, however, it was diPerent. Zot a lot diPerent, 
but diPerent enough to indicate that it was not from the same 
universe C not that we needed more information to confirm 
this. It was a copy of a man we were working with. That corpse 
was the first thing ever discovered, which was assuredly not 
from our reality. ’r at least thatDs what Haf was certain of. TaDra 
wanted to look over the data again. 

J’kay,W she finally said. JI agree.W 
Haf didnDt VwootD or punch the air with pride. “e simply 

nodded at her. JIDm pleased. Zow what does it mean:W 
They discussed the possibility of confirmation bias, as they 

had only come to that conclusion arec seeing the driving 
license. They wanted desperately to compare the AZR from 
this long dead Aavid to the one hard at work at his desk. I 
reminded them I didnDt want Aavid him finding out about this. 

JYan you test me:W I asked, Numping oP the counter.
J…ou think you may not be from this universe:W TaDra asked 

with a raised eyebrow.
JZo. IDm Iectain IDm not. I want to know if IDm from the same 

one as this corpse.W 
TaDra looked at me like I was suddenly ffuite mad.
JLook, I think itDs obvious by now that there is more going 

on here than you first thought. Trust me, IDll brief you all 
properly the moment !oanne okays it. p mcoyise.W 

I really did want to tell them everything as soon as possible.
Haf shrugged and started scanning me with a palm device. 

The threads were a lot faster moving than those from scans I 
had encountered in the past.

Libby walked in and startled all of us. 
JYopying is done”W she said. “er eyes were green; yW Libby 

was back. I stepped away from my scan to kiss her. I didnDt 
care that her body was missing patches of skin. She was my 
Libby again.

J?elcome backW I said. She smiled. Haf followed me with 
his scanner. 
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JI need medical foam. The stuP you give humans when they 
are missing skin,W she said. 

JAo humans oMen find themselves missing skin:W TaDra 
asked. 

JItDs like Yure-all but in a foam applicator,W Libby continued, 
ignoring TaDraDs comment. 

JSheDs looking for regenerative mesh gel,W Haf said. “e was 
still scanning me. 

JZot foam:W Libby asked. 
JThe foam is for my kind. The gel is for human tissue,W Haf 

replied, pointing at his ears with one hand, still scanning me 
with the other  

TaDra passed Libby a small can from one of the medical 
packs on the wall. Libby thanked her and promptly took oP 
her shirt. It had an arm missing and enough bullet holes that it 
wasnDt covering much of her anyway. She had a grey military 
issue bra under it. 

She began applying the gel to her missing patches of skin. R 
generous sffuirt went on her neck where a large patch of her 
robotic sub-dermal components was showing through. TaDra 
tried passing her a small regenerator tool, but Libby didnDt take 
it. 

J?ould you mind:W she asked, turning to face her. 
TaDra activated the tool. R comb of green energy came out 

from it. ?hen it touched the gel, it went purple, and the 
occasional spark lit up before it cooled down and faded into 
smooth, reddened skin. 

J“umans usually have pain medication for this,W TaDra said 
with concern. 

JI donDt worry about it. ItDs Nust a data source to me,W Libby 
replied. 

JInteresting,W Haf said, and suddenly all eyes were on him. 
“e had finished the scan and was looking at his scanner with 
great interest. JIDll need an hour or so to process this informa-
tion.W 



242 DENOUEMENT

LibbyDs bullet holes were gone. “er new patches of skin 
were red and tender looking. 

J!on, I think we need to talk,W she said.
Jqxcuse me, doctors,W I said with a polite wave. They nod-

ded.
Libby stepped into a small room that was being used as 

storage by the security team. She ri‘ed through the boxes that 
were still packed away.

J“ow long:W she asked. She found a stack of grey vests with 
jercia logos on them.

J“ow long:W I asked back. 
She pulled out the smallest one she could find and put the 

rest back. J“ow long have you known:W 
The vest looked good on her. J?hy do we have spare 

clothes:W
JSecurity team,W she said, as if that was explanation enough, 

J“ow long have you known:W she demanded again. 
J?hich bit:W
JIDve seen the computer records. This stuP isnDt old. ItDs not 

artefacts of the past. ItDs from now. !ust not our now.W She 
rubbed her neck where the new skin was. She didnDt feel pain, 
but it was irritating her. 

She raised her voiceE JI thought this facility was from before 
The qvent. These computers should have been undisturbed 
for almost a hundred years. I checked the access logs; they 
were in full working use a little under ninety days ago. Hegular 
use too. Then nothing.W 

JI didnDt want to go into detail because I was hoping I was 
wrong.W I said ffuietly. J“ow did you know: That I knew, I 
mean,W I asked.

JI didnDt,W she replied, JZot really. I Nust always assume you 
know more than everyone else.W 

JI always assume you do, too,W I smiled.
ue hglled tilht’W. 
J?hat does it mean:W she asked. 
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JIDm not sure, not ffuite yet.W
JThe test Haf and TaDra were running. …ouDre from the other 

reality, arenDt you:W
JI think so.W I felt a lump in my throat. 
JRnd all the memories you lost. The time we shared:W 
ue wece sti’’ hgllinl. 
JI donDt know where Wogc memories come from, but I donDt 

think I ever had them.W I heard my voice crack. I was terrified 
that this was the moment she would reNect me. I was always 
half expecting her to realise she didnDt want me. 

J!on, perhaps thereDs a reason I have these memories. fler-
haps when it was all re-writtenK flerhaps we need each other, 
thatDs why the universe put us together. …ou, Lea, !o, zayK I 
canDt imagine being ye without you all.W “er voice sounded 
like it should have been accompanied by the tears I knew she 
couldnDt have. 

I let go of her, we separated a little. I was going to kiss her, 
but she got there first. 

JI Nust need a few more pieces of the puAAle and IDll tell you 
my theory,W I said, hoping she didnDt push me to give her my 
half-baked ideas. 

J’kay,W she said. J?ho else knows:W 
J!ust !o. She got there before I did, I think. The data dump 

you brought back from the Yorrectionist ship gave her the 
clues she needed to get most of the way there.W 

JShe ordered me not to keep a copy of that data. Sometimes 
I think she is smarter than both of us,W Libby smiled.

JThe corpse; itDs Aavid. Aavid Rtkinson,W I told her. 
JShit” “ow:W 
JI thinkK I think itDs possible that we were all here before, 

in the last version of reality.W
She thought for a moment. Jp wasn�t. Zot with the technol-

ogy they had.W 
She was right.





Chapter Twenty-two

Brown Bottles

The next day started earlier than I would have liked. If it hadn’t 
been for a deep desire to take a shower, though, I’m not sure 
I would have leS the tent at all the previous night. 

Domehow, Havid was there when I leS and when I returned. 
I wasn’t sure if I trusted him anymore. Though, I wasn’t sure 
before either. ce looked fresh and wore a filean shirt. I was 
still habitually fileaning my one out‘t in the Nmagifi light’ every 
day. ffo one seemed to fiare mufih. They fiertainly said nothing 
to me if they did. 

I had skipped breakfast at the hotel. Havid fiaught me 
at the bu“et table, whifih, as always, had been replenished 
overnight. If the rest of us fiould have been half as organised as 
the fiatering team, we would have been done with everything 
the ‘rst aSernoon. 

”I have wired it direfitly into the ring network in the fafiility,W 
Havid said enthusiastifially. 

”?ired what to whatLW I asked, suddenly realising that I 
honestly wasn’t listening.

”I have emulated the fafiility fiommand system, the same 
way Cibby did, and then used a relay to get Mirfilet afifiess.W

I looked at him blankly for a moment. 
”Ay dofitorate is in history, Havid. Ossuming you have read 

my ‘le, you will also know that I have forgotten everything I 
ever learned.W 

I took an indignant bite of a chocolate doughnut. 
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”-kay, yes. Ay Mirfilet fian now fiontrol every piefie of tefih:
nology on the fafiility network,W he said with pride. 

Cibby wandered over and passed me a fiup of fio“ee. Dhe 
looked at the Mirfilet sfireen he was showing. ”-h, that’s a 
good idea,W she said with a supporting nod. ”Man you share 
that afifiess with my MirfiletLW

ce made a noise of agreement and started tapping away. I 
took an entire box of doughnuts and headed out the bafik of 
the tent. Cibby stayed with Havid.

There she was, as I suspefitedU Cea, asleep in the fiofikpit of 
the pristinely assembled rofiket ship. I banged on the side. Dhe 
woke up with a start. 

”!gh… ?hat time is itLW
”ffineY ish.W I o“ered a ring from my doughnut box. Dhe 

looked at them with a disgusted fafie and took one anyway. 
Dhe filimbed out of the ship. 

”jou got it all workingLW I asked. 
”jeah,W she began, with a mouth full of fihofiolate. ”Oll pilots 

are trained in advanfied shuttle repair. This thing’s design 
isn’t mufih di“erent from the emergenfiy landing thrusters on 
Thirteen, but really big and super basifi.W 

I walked around it and saw some modi‘fiations. There were 
blue tinted glass panels on it and trafie wires going to the 
pilot’s fihair. The fihair was new, too. I hopped inside. There 
were all the fiontrols that had been there when we ‘rst saw it, 
but with something similar to the Mirfilet interfafie wired into 
the panel. 

”Impressive work, Cea…W I said as I removed myself from all 
the buttons that I was sfiared to press. 

”-mi got a bunfih of apprentifie engineers to help me.W 
Dhe ‘nished the doughnut. I was already on my third. Dhe 

laughed to herself, fiovering her mouth. ”The engineers are 
fionvinfied you are going to throw them o“ the proflefit when 
you see the modi‘fiations.W
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I grinned at her in reply. ”?ill it ffiy like a proper shuttle 
nowLW

”ffot sure. I would want to take it o“ world, but yeah, it’s 
got modern adflustment systems as well as a fiontrol interfafie 
that’s more than point:and:afifielerate.W Dhe was happy with 
her work. 

”Then tell the engineers they fian stay.W
”Ho we know what its purpose isY wasLW I asked. 
”Aaybe.W Dhe said stretfihed. ”It’s got a tiny fiargo hold at 

the bafik. ffot something with any life support, and it’s not 
even big enough for one of their buggies. The only thing it 
would have been good for was travelling long distanfies fast in 
straight lines. There was a basifi automatifi fiourse fiorrefition 
system. ?ith the angle of the launfih ramp, I assume they were 
going to use it to ffiy something into the sun.W 

cer words were fionfused, but I had a good idea what it 
fiould have fiarried. Ay mind ffiashed bafik to the devifie I saw 
in the video of my afifiident. If I wanted to destroy something, 
ffiying it into the sun would be an ideal way of dealing with the 
problem. 

I walked around the side of the shuttle. The fiargo hold was 
open. The dimensions were to my estimate a good matfih for 
the devifie. I firoufihed down to look inside better. There was 
a large fihain afiross the bafik and a hood where it would be 
strapped in. Was this their plan? Hestroy the devifie before it 
fiould destroy their world. Why didn’t it work? ?hat afitivated 
it I wondered.

”Mome get some drinks with me and Cibby this eveningL I 
want to let you in on an oEfiial sefiret or two.W 

Cea nodded with great interest. ”I was worried I was going 
to be on the outside of all this, to be honest,W her afifiompany:
ing shrug told me she had been worrying about this.

I gave my friend a hug and assured her that even though 
it had been a busy few days, there was no way she was ever 
going to be an outsider. I wasn’t sure how she would take it 
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when she found out her entire reality was only two months 
old, though. It was a problem for later. I was flust hoping there 
would be enough Zlix in the hotel bar to help her profiess it 
all.

O lot of doughnuts and an hour later and the fiommand was 
sent. I had opened the fafiility up. Zvery door the fiomputer 
had afifiess to was unlofiked. The defenfie system was silenfied, 
and those arfihaifi systems were ‘ring up.

?e were ‘nally in, for real now.
I forbade the use of the elevator system, given that the one 

Cea and I used when we found this plafie had fiollapsed on 
its ‘rst outing, it seemed safer to hoof it, for now at least. 
Dtairs were be a better option than potentially plummeting to 
our doom. I was fairly sure the ones behind the door were 
perfefitly safe, but I felt like I should support the pretenfie. 
Thankfully, it hadn’t taken the team long to ‘nd the afifiess 
panels to the ‘re esfiapes and fionvinfie them all to open, 
mostly with the help of the sefiurity team.

;al insisted that every team was afifiompanied by one of 
his armed guards. ce was remarkably fiautiousJ I planned on 
making a spefiial mention of him to Bo and Ra’an. Aake sure 
they knew how well he did his babysitting.

-mi’s engineers went direfitly to the lower levels to take 
a look at the vehifile and tefihnology stores that the maps 
promised. They were dofiumenting and fiataloguing, not tin:
kering. Not just yet. That was my other ruleJ gather and sfian, 
no turning stu“ on without my knowledge.

Ta’ra and Faf’s teams were fanning out through the labs and 
oEfies. Cike -mi’s team, this was an information gathering 
pass before we started poking things with our very sfiienti‘fi 
stifiks.
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The only people that were already intending to poke things 
were Cibby and Havid. They headed down eight levels to 
the fiomputer fiore with some tefihnifial people who Havid 
seemed to hold in high esteem. 

Cibby was pushed into sim:mode the moment she started 
filimbing down the stairs. Dhe wasn’t even sure how it was 
possible to dampen her fionnefition with sufih basifi tefihnol:
ogy, but she was sure the answer would be in the fiomputer, 
somewhere. There were still ‘les she fiouldn’t afifiess stored 
lofially on the main server.

That only leS Cea and me. ?e had no teams of people to 
manage and no topifis to researfih. I wanted to look for diaries 
and notebooksJ Cea wanted to see if there was any more 
information about the fiargo of the rofiket ship. ?e headed 
down to the area that the map informed us was Nfilassi‘ed.’ 
?e were also free from ;al’s shadow befiause, technically, Cea 
was a military oEfier. ffot that either of us fionsidered her 
sufih, not outside of a ffiight seat.

?e filimbed down the stairfiase to the ffioor marked as 
Nrestrifited afifiess.’ It was a sliding mefihanifial door, similar to 
the large hatfih that had protefited the ramp via whifih we took 
the rofiket ship out. The door was ‘rmly lofiked.

I ffiifiked open my Mirfilet, ‘nally feeling like I may have got 
the hang of it. ”Cibby, you thereLW I asked. 

”Gor you, always, my love,W she replied. 
”This door on level twelve isn’t opening. Man you or Havid 

get it open with the Mirfilet thingyL -r should I get Cea to shoot 
at itLW 

I looked at Cea. Dhe pulled her tiny pistol out and bran:
dished it gleefully. 

”That should have been opened with the rest of the system. 
Cet me send a direfit signal to it for you. I’ll share Havid’s 
Mirfilet hafik with you, too.W

Aoments later I had a new option on my Mirfilet menu 
fialled NHOI?-q’. The light above the door went green. 
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”It’s open. ?hat does H:O:I:?:-:q stand forLW I asked. 
Havid’s  voifie  fiame over Cibby’s  mifirophoneU  ”Havid 

Otkinson’s impressive work of genius.W 
I rolled my eyes and filosed the link. ”That guy is really 

annoying,W Cea profilaimed. I nodded.
I pressed the large button on the wall to open the door.
I didn’t know what the others had found on their adven:

tures, but as the door opened, I got yet another fion‘rmation 
of my theory and I was terri‘ed. 

”Bon, thisYW 
”I know.W
I took a step bafik, mostly befiause I thought I was going to 

fall down in shofik. 
It was a fairly small room. It had a brown fiarpet and to 

my leS was a leather armfihair. In the middle of the room 
were three tall tables making a N!’ shape. There were big glass 
fronted sfireens on eafih one. To the right was a large door 
with a sign above it that said NOrfihive.’ To the leS was a little 
kitfihen. There were books lying around in stafiks all over the 
plafie.

”BonY cowLW Cea’s air of fionfusion was firossing over into 
fear now. 

It was an item:by:item refireation of my own lab on Aerfiia, 
but with the same pre:Zvent tefihnology of the rest of the 
fafiility. 

”I have a pretty good idea how,W I said. 
I walked inside and waved my hand afiross the desk. ffoth:

ing happened. I looked at the physifial keyboard on the desk, 
then pressed the spafie bar. Oll three of the large sfireens lit 
up. The middle sfireen had no login or password. It simply 
said in green writing over a blafik bafikdropU ”Regin.W I pressed 
the return key on the keyboard and was shown some anfiient 
graphifial interfafie. 
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There was also a pufik looking thing on the desk with a wire 
trailing from it. I gave it a fiareful prod and as I expefited, a little 
triangle on the sfireen responded. It was an input devifie. 

”BonY I don’t understand how thisY exists.W
I glanfied over at Cea. ”I was going to tell you about this 

tonight in the hotel bar.W 
Dhe nodded. 
I fiontinuedU ”I think that this is my lab. Ot least it belonged 

to the version of me who lived in the reality that all this fiomes 
from.W

”There was a version of you from before The ZventLW 
”Dort of.W I paused. ”Cea, I think in some way I am the 

version from before The Zvent. Ond the reason it’s the same 
layout as my lab on Aerfiia is befiause I defiorated both, to my 
tastes. I don’t really understand all of it —uite yet, but I feel like 
I knew this would be here.W

”jeah, sure. That makes sense. I think,W she muttered. ”jou 
don’t age like a human. ffo reason you fian’t have been around 
before The Zvent.W 

”Cea, this isn’t a hundred years old. I think this is my lab 
from a little over two months ago.W

Dhe stared at me.
”The Zvent started a hundred years ago. Rut I don’t think 

it ‘nished until the storm, and the afifiident that wiped my 
memory,W I fihose my words fiarefully. 

Dhe sat in the armfihair. 
”If that’s true, thenYW she looked thoughtful for a long sefi:

ond. ”If that’s right, then how fiome I rememberY my whole 
lifeLW Dhe looked around. ”?ait, are you saying I’m only two 
months oldLW

”I feel like I know the answer to that, but I fian’t ‘nd the 
words to explain it. jour whole life happened, flust not inside 
the same ffiow of time we have now.W I tapped away at the 
primitive fiomputer as I spoke.
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Dhe had sat on the ffioor in front of the armfihair to thumb 
through the stafiks of books around her. 

”I feel like we’re not supposed to know about any of this. 
ffot really,W I said. I stopped typing and glanfied over at her 
again. Dhe looked a little sad and thoughtful. ”It doesn’t really 
fihange anything. It’s like an abstrafit sfiienti‘fi fafit. Hoesn’t 
really a“efit any of us, not in a real sense anyway.W 

Dhe stood up and nodded. ”-kay. Tell you whatU I won’t 
think about this terrifying idea any more if you buy the drinks 
tonight…W 

I used a ‘rm nod and a wide smile as my answer. 
The fiomputer had vast amounts of data stored on it. It 

wasn’t fionnefited to any wider network either. I assumed that 
whoever built that plafie z this version of me z was shielding 
it in the same way that another version of me had shielded 
my own lab. I walked to the room o“ to the sideU as expefited, 
there were rows and rows of arfihived data. 

I suddenly apprefiiated Hex a lot more.
I used my Mirfilet’s refiording funfition to take sfians of the 

lab. I would still have to arrange for a team to box up all the 
books and notes for transport bafik to Aerfiia. 

I looked at the desk. The wires were all attafihed to a large 
beige boxJ it was tall and had wheels and a leather strap on the 
top. I was fionsidering having Cibby fiome over to interfafie 
with it when I realised why it had wheels. It wasn’t on the 
network. If it needed maintenanfie or arfihiving, it would have 
to move. I pulled the fiables out of it.

”Hid you break itLW Cea asked. 
”I hope not. I’m going to take it to Havid. Dee if he fian fiopy 

all the data to my Mirfilet, or to Hex.W 
”cey, if you really think this was your oEfie, I know how to 

tell for sure,W she exfilaimed with an exfiited tone. 
”qo on.W
Dhe went to the kitfihen area and began looking through the 

fiupboards. ”Oha…W she exfilaimed. Dhe fiame bafik with a large 
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bottle of something brown and alfioholifi looking in a plain 
glass bottle. Dhe handed it to me. 

”-h, I have to try itLW 
”Aaybe it’s not booBe. Aaybe it’s flust drain fileaner,W she 

said, waving the bottle at me. 
I unsfirewed the lid and took a sni“. It smelled good. I took 

a drink from it. 
”?ellLW
”?arm, dry, and gritty. It’s like really firap Zlix.W
Dhe grinned and swiped the bottle from me. Dhe took an 

enthusiastifi draught, then fioughed. ”jep. That’s terrible. I 
love it…W Dhe sfirewed the top bafik on and put it inside her 
flafiket. 

”?ellLW I asked.
Dhe nodded. ”jep. RooBe all over the plafie. It’s your lab for 

sure.W





Chapter Twenty-three

Break

We were about half-way back up the stairs when Lea com-
plained: “Look, I know how this Bio-static thing works, but 
how are you not even slightly tired?” 

I was carrying the large computer and feeling as fresh as I 
had when we started the climb. This was the first time that 
I had experienced my endless stamina. I was feeling a little 
hungry, but other than that, I felt fine. Lea was a Brick, blessed 
with superb physical prowess and was ready for a break. It felt 
good.

We got to the landing where the stairs changed direction, I 
suggested we stop for a little while. 

“Taking pity on me, are you?” she joked as she took off her 
jacket, placing the bottle on the step next to her. “I reckon you 
could carry me as well as that computer, you know.” 

I shook my head at her. “No, I’m immune to fatigue. I don’t 
have super strength.”

“I know why you said we couldn’t use the elevator. You just 
like watching me sweat. Pervert!”

“Not at all. I still have a sense of smell.”
That was about to devolve into a faux argument when my 

Circlet made a noise. I flicked open the screen to see Jo’s face. 
“Hi,” I said, flicking it into public mode so Lea could listen 

in.
“We’ve been trying to get in contact with you for an hour,” 

she barked. 
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“We’re inside the facility. There’s a dampening field we still 
haven’t managed to deactivate.” 

“I wanted to let you know Mercia has to leave orbit. We’ll be 
gone for the rest of the day.” Her voice held a vein of worry. 

“Why? What’s happening?”
“We don’t know. We got a distress call from a research 

colony a few sectors away. It’s probably nothing, but we’re 
going to investigate it. It means we’ll be out of communication 
range for a while. Just wanted to let you know.” 

“What are you not telling me, Jo?” 
She looked uncomfortable. “It’s at the edge of Sol territory. 

All ships that entered Sol space via the warps are accounted 
for. There shouldn’t be anything advanced enough to be dan-
gerous out there, dad. There’s a reason we’re taking Mercia, 
not just sending a scout.”

“You’re staying on board? Can’t you leave before the ship 
sets off?”

“Mercia is the most powerful ship in the known universe. It 
can take on an entire fleet. It’s not dangerous for us to inves-
tigate a single distress call. Besides, we leO over an hour ago. 
We’re at the edge of our live communication range already,” 
she smiled. “I want to come visit this facility of yours, so don’t 
break anything. I’ll come down there when we get back.” 

With that, she closed the link.
I dialled Libby’s address on Mercia. She answered instantly: 

“Dh, Jo got in touch with you before me, did she?” she smiled. 
She wasn’t in her white virtual reality room. I could see she 
was walking through a corridor. 

“Yes. Are you okay? Are you safe?”
“Jon, this is what Mercia does. It’s been in more fights than 

Lea has had drinks. qon’t obsess. We’re safe. Honestly.” 
Libby had known full-well that my first thought was of her 

safety. Something I had no right to worry about. Not really. 
She was far more Gualified to take care of herself than I was. 
“You have a new body synced?” I asked. 



BREAK 257

“Yes. ziven you won’t have that dampening field down any 
time soon and my body down there has a sketchy connection 
at best, I was feeling a bit cabin cra;y. I synced a new one 
and went shopping.” She tilted her Circlet to show me the 
commercial area of Mercia, and the big space window. The 
stars were moving past like rain in the wind. 

“I love you. Stay safe.” I said, mostly because there wasn’t 
anything else I could say. She returned the mantra and closed 
the link. 

Lea put her arm around me. “Jon, she’s on MerciaF literally 
a ball of guns with a nice shopping area. You don’t need to 
worry.”

“I know, I know. But I’ve never been without her before.” I 
picked up my computer and made a start on the last bank of 
stairs. 

“She is a good ship,” Lea said. 
“I was talking about Libby.”

We got back to the main facility area and used the Uold to get 
back to the tent. qavid was back in his work area. I placed the 
computer on the desk next to him. 

“What’s this?” he asked. 
“I need all the data on this imaged and sent to my Circlet 

and to Libby. But I don’t want anyone seeing it. Can you do 
that?” 

“I can. But why?”
“I can’t tell you that, without telling you.”
He nodded. “!nderstoodE I’ll download it now.” 
I looked around the tent. Artefacts were appearing thick 

and fast. fflverything that could contain information was 
being catalogued and bagged: diaries, portable computers, 
notepads, printed documents. There were even people col-
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lecting and bagging examples of clothes from wardrobes in 
the living areas.

“Hey, qavid,” I asked. He looked up at me from his desk. 
“Anyone found any staff rosters or anything similar yet?”

He thought for a moment. “Not as far as I know.” 
I felt my brow ruRe. “Let me know if you come across any-

thing, would you?” He nodded and went back to the computer 
I had tasked him with. 

“Where’s Libby now?” I asked. 
He gave me an irritated glare. 
“qo you want this thing done or not?” 
I waved for him to get back to the work. 
I was about to pop out my Circlet to find her when I heard 

her laugh from behind me. There she was in the dining area, 
sitting with Ta’ra and ffiaf. Lea and I joined them. I liked that 
the tent was mostly an open plan. Most non-critical areas 
were only separated with half walls. It made it easy to get a 
sense of what was happening. 

“Hey, JonE qid I manage to get in touch with you?” Libby 
asked as I sat down. 

Ta’ra raised an eyebrow at the sentence. 
“Yeah, apparently, you’ll be wearing your amber eyes for the 

rest of the day, right?” I tried not to sound unhappy about it.
She knew I was unhappy. She always knew. Uor me, it was 

like she was disconnected from her soul. It bothered me on a 
fundamental level I couldn’t fully articulate. I could especially 
not articulate it to her. 

“I’ll try not to be too much of a disappointment,” she said 
the words in a friendly and playful tone, but I knew it was a 
jab at me. I accepted it. 

Ta’ra distracted us from a very polite argument by being 
interested in us: “Your relationship must get really confusing 
at times.”

“Not really. When I’m synced, I have the memories of all my 
bodies. Uor me, bilocation is, normal.” 
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“I’m getting more coffee. Anyone else want one?” ffiaf asked. 
He wasn’t particularly interested in the topic. 

“Sure,” I said. 
Lea was drinking from the bottle of brown liGuid she had 

liberated from the oKce. 
“What about for you?” Ta’ra asked. 
I wanted to give her Guestion an honest answer, but I hadn’t 

Guite figured it out myself. “At first, I couldn’t help but think 
of amber eyes and green eyes as different people. But I think 
that’s just something to do with humans and our tendency to 
think of everything in human terms. I try not to consider it,” I 
replied, almost as an apology to Libby.

I was pleased that the TraKc-Life-Chip system of AI eyes 
was well known enough that my words didn’t need explaining. 

“Yeah. Humans are fascinating. You guys even have a word 
for projecting your own values and feelings onto non-humans, 
right?” Ta’ra asked. 

“The curse of anthropomorphism,” I replied, impressed that 
I pronounced it without the customary thinking time that 
accompanied the word.

ffiaf passed me a coffee. I drank from it the moment it was 
in my hand. He smiled. “That’s too hot to drink, Jon. You have 
to be better than that at keeping your secrets.”

I swallowed another sip. “Whatever do you mean?” I asked. 
“I explained you’re Bio-stasis to them,” Libby said.
“Dh, that. It’s not really a secret, not really. I’m told it’s better 

to keep the details behind a higher security level, is all.”
“I knew that there were Bio-static humans out there. qoc-

tor Va’ona Michaels, your granddaughter, I believe.” I nodded, 
he continued: “She published a great many papers on the 
topic, but never named her subjects.”

“Well, as it happens, her subject was herself, her mother, 
and me.” I drank more of the coffee that was too hot for 
humans, as if it were a demonstration. 

“It’s not all fun and games,” Lea interjected. 
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“How so?” Ta’ra asked. 
“He can’t get drunkE” she said, passing ffiaf her brown bottle. 

He sniffed it and passed it back.
Libby laughed. “He also eats like a small town, forgets to 

breathe if he’s distracted and never knows when he should 
take off his jacket,” Libby’s words were scornful, but warm. We 
held hands across the tableF the tension from a few moments 
before was gone.

“qoes the lifespan perk make you feel disconnected from 
other humans?” ffiaf asked.

The Guestion was like a poker to my mind. It was one of 
those moments of unravelling thoughts. “Honestly, other than 
qavid over there, I don’t really know any other humans.” 

I hadn’t really thought about it before. HumansF their lifes-
pans were finite. They would all die. All races expected that 
eventually they would face death. ‘ampires were known to 
reach a sort of expiring mindset about a thousand years into 
their lives, most would traditionally fly a shuttle into the sun 
when they tired of life.

Bricks were an excitable bunch. fflventually they got into 
some misadventure averaging out at just shy of two thousand 
years, from the reports I had read. 

Thinkers would merge with another, forming a new entity 
every few hundred years. It was birth, death and marriage to 
them.

ffllves liked to retire to religious sects aOer about six hun-
dred years. Then at some point they would reach enlighten-
ment and simply stop being alive, usually before the thou-
sand-year mark.

All of these so-called ffllder races either died an accidental 
death or, more commonly, got tired of life and willingly let go 
of it. There was no biological reason that they couldn’t live 
forever. Some of the older beings in the universe were many 
tens of thousands of years old.
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Uor humans, though, it was not their choice. Time would 
hunt them and pull them down and they would be gone, 
sometimes kicking and screaming. They never lived long 
enough to know why they should feel gratitude. I had the 
option to face this head on: I was one of only three of my kind. 
We would all face oblivion one day, and perhaps we would 
face it with open arms.

“JonE” I heard ffiaf say. 
I shook off the trance of thoughts I had fallen into. Ta’ra 

and ffiaf both looked worried. Libby was just gently smirking 
and enjoying their confusion. Lea had apparently leO at some 
point. 

“What happened?” Ta’ra asked. 
“fflrr,” I started. 
Libby came to my rescue: “We’re not sure if it’s a family 

trait or a Bio-static side effect, to be honest. Sometimes they 
just fall into a little hole of their own thoughts. Jon is far more 
prone to it than Vay or Jo, but they all do it to one extent or 
another.” 

ffiaf decreed that my tendency to …fall into a hole’ was fas-
cinating. He wanted my permission to scan me the next time 
he observed it. I nodded. I was always happy to get scanned. 
It was becoming a hobby. 

“Speaking of scansZ”
“Ah yes.” ffiaf began. “I did message you my findings.”
I thanked him. 
“Dkay, breaks over. Time for the stairs,” Libby said. 
“Stairs?” I asked. 
“We have located a blueprint of the facility. All the way 

at the bottom, north-most corridor, is the generator control 
room. Now that I have an exact location for the power sys-
tems, I measured it against the dampening field fluctuations. 
I’m pretty sure it’s generated from there.”

“And why am I coming?” I asked. 
“You, me, qavid and Dal,” she replied. 
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“Why?” 
“qavid and I are going to do our computer stuffF Dal won’t 

let us go anywhere new without a guard, and you are needed 
for the dangerous bit.” 

“qangerous bit?”
“We have a lot of data coming in right now from all the stuff 

being catalogued. It seems they may be using some insane 
radioactive fusion-based power system down there.”

I looked blankly in return. She sighed. 
“If it’s  ruptured from lack of maintenance, I’ll  need a 

Bio-static to go and fix it. It would mess up my body’s process-
ing core. No one else on the project is immune to radiation.” 

That seemed like a compelling reason to go.
“Dkay, let me just grab some snacks,” I said, and headed for 

the seemingly endless buffet. 



Chapter Twenty-four

Depths

“Adults don’t keep chicken in their pockets, Jon,” Libby chas-
tised as we slogged down the stairs. 

I  didn’t  care.  I  liked chicken.  As  it  happens,  it’s  very 
portable. 

Zal had brought two of his guards with him. They had tried 
to keep up with Libby and me but eventually fell a little way 
back with David. 

I enjoyed chatting with Libby as we walked down the end-
less stairwell. I told her about the lab Lea and I had found. 
David was loudly complaining from behind us. I offered him 
chicken, but he seemed to feel the same way about pocket 
chicken as Libby did. 

When we were far enough ahead, I talked with her about 
the ID we found on the corpse. 

“Does that mean anything? I mean, is this one not the real 
one?” she asked. 

“I think it’s more likely it’s an insane coincidence that he 
worked here in that timeline and apparently stayed until the 
bitter end.” I thought about it some more. “That said, appar-
ently so did I, so who knows, maybe we’re all drawn here 
somehow.”

“You going to tell him?”
“Eventually. He deserves to know.”
We made it to the bottom. Even though technically, we had 

only gone down a handful of levels more than the previous 
time, the last floor was separated from the one above by a lu-
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dicrous number of steps. Whatever this generator was doing, 
it required a lot of space to do it. Maybe it would be smarter 
to get someone to take a look at those elevators. 

Libby slowed for a moment. 
“Problem?” I asked.
“The dampening field is intense here. I can actually feel it 

effecting my cognitive abilities.”
“Are you okay?” I was concerned.
David tapped into his energy reserves and jogged down the 

few last steps to get close enough to scan her. A:er a few 
seconds, he concludedx “That’s really interesting.” There was 
little else in the way of eBplanation. Noth Libby and I glared 
at him. 

“The field is on a frequency that is literally identical to your 
own mental cycle rate.” We glared again. 

“It’s having the effect of muddying your signal processing. 
It’s complicated. I’ll send you the scans as soon as we’re back 
online, but your internal processing ability has been slowed 
by five hundred percent, or there, about. Your thinking speed 
is ballpark the same as a human right now.” He was enjoying 
this.

“I think Jon may be smarter than you right now,” he added. 
“I may have a slower brain right now, but I still have per-

fect recall, a massive database and two fully powered energy 
blasters built into my arms,” Libby said, wiggling her fingers to 
illustrate. 

He was suddenly less smug. 
“Is it dangerous?” I asked. 
“Oo, it’s just proBimity to the dampening field. Snce it’s off, 

she’ll be fine.”
The security team and David had to take a minute to recov-

er.
“How do humans live like this?” Libby asked, rubbing her 

eyes. 
“Like what?” I asked. 
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“I have to shi: my attention constantly just to know what’s 
around me.” 

“You get used to it. Also, we usually don’t worry too much 
about what’s around, as long as it’s not moving or making a 
noise.” 

Che rolled her eyes. Her lack of cognitive resources made 
her grumpy. “What a wonderful filter evolution has equipped 
you with. If something can’t kill you, it’s invisible?” 

I nodded in agreement. “Ceems about right.” 
Che forced out a smile.

We headed past all the pipes and controls to the back of the 
corridor. It opened up into a large room. It looked more like 
modern art than a power station. A room filled with pipes and 
access panels. There were computer stations and analogue 
pressure valves decorating most areas. Zal and his two guards 
fanned out, guns ready, sweeping the area in front of us. 

“The control room should be that shell at the back,” David 
said, consulting the map he had downloaded onto his ffiirclet. 

Zal headed over there, sweeping his gun around and eB-
changing glances with his guards.

“ffilear,” he declared. 
The o;ce was on a raised platform and was made from an 

old shipping container. Half of the height had been removed 
to make room for a long window. It looked rather retro, even 
by the standard of the facility. I assumed this was the kind of 
thing you didn’t mess with unless you had to.

Inside were consoles, no really full computersV things that 
were designed for single uses with dials and moulded key-
boards. There was one more traditional computer set up 
and running on the desk closer to the middle of the back 
wall. Libby and David headed right over to it. Zal’s two men 
guarded each side of the door. I wasn’t sure where Zal had 
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gone. His two guards, like the rest of the security team, never 
really spoke. They seemed friendly enough, but they were all 
business. The profession probably required thatV or maybe the 
fact I would be reporting directly to the ‘ice President kept 
them on their zA game.’

I sat down on one of the stools at the back and looked 
around, taking in the sights. There was a large speaker in the 
corner. Oear the door, multiple pairs of ear protectors hung 
on wall hooks.

“Libby, Davidx shouldn’t this place be louder?” I asked.
“What do you mean?” Libby asked. 
“This place uses all these pipes for something, right? ffiool-

ing, I guess. The lights are all on, so how is it operating so 
quietly?” 

They turned to me with qui!!ical eBpressions. 
“That’s a good point. I’m sure I was supposed to think of 

that.” Libby was still annoyed by her current limitations.
Che looked around the controls. “Ah,” she said, and slapped 

a big blue button. A large section of the wall neBt to us slid 
away to reveal a thick glass window. We peered out and down 
at what should have been some ancient power reaction cham-
ber. 

We fro!e with the sudden realisation of what we were see-
ing. 

It was not a reaction chamber filled with science and power, 
but instead one single, large, and very modern power cellx a 
battery. The kind that was powering our own shield around 
the tent upstairs. Sne of the enormous ones. Wired into it was 
a very large and quite nefarious looking transmission unit. 

Libby was the first to make sense of it.
“ChitG” was her instant and eloquent response. Che spun 

around and raised her arms, eyes switching to a fierce red. 
I pulled David down to the floor by the scruff of his neck. 
“WhatG” he squeaked. 
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Two shots fired from Libby and about twenty, in rapid 
succession, returned.

“We need to leave nowG” I barked at David as we crawled 
behind the console desks. 

There was no way that battery could have been there un-
less someone had put it thereV and recently. The reason the 
dampening field was so effective was because it was modern 
technology, not the ancient crap the facility was built on. 
If modern technology was down there, it meant someone 
wanted us to come. The only reason someone would want us 
there was for the one perk this place had over the rest of the 
facilityx its effect on Libby. 

“Do you have a shield?” I asked David. 
“Oo? Why would I?” he called back over the gunfire. 
A ball of hot plasma impacted the console above my head. 

I reached inside my jacket and pulled my little silver disc off 
my arm and slapped it on his. 

“You’re welcome,” I said, and pushed him to move as an-
other plasma round hit above us. 

We crawled forward and found ourselves at the back corner 
of the room. David looked terrified. He held his legs in close. 
A scream from one of the security o;cers got cut off abruptly, 
and the shooting turned up a notch. I heard movement and 
the smell of burning fresh filled my nose. I heard Libby grunt 
and scream. Then there was silence. 

There were cautious footsteps. I grabbed David’s shoulders 
and looked him in the eye. “This is going to go very wrong in a 
few seconds. Ctay alive and retrieve Libby’s bodyV her memory 
needs to get synced back to her when Mercia comes. Skay?” 

He was panicking. 
I grabbed his face. “Memory. Libby. Rot it?” I said.
He focused on me and nodded. The footsteps were getting 

less cautious now. If anything happened to me, then Libby 
would know to do something the moment she was reunited 
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with her memoriesV it also gave David something to focus onV 
something to help fight the panic off.

I stood up and saw Zal, looking like hellx there was blood 
on his lip and a cut on his faceV his clothes were burned in 
patches and his eye was black. Cadly, though, other than a 
smouldering burn on his upper arm, he didn’t seem to have 
anything seriously wrong with him. I assumed Libby had shot 
off his personal shield.

The other two guards were covering part of the large win-
dow by the door. There was too much blood to eBpect them to 
be alive. I looked at Libbyx she had most of her chest missing 
and at least one arm was burned to molten metal. Che turned 
her head towards me. Her forehead was dented and the skin 
was burned away. Her le: cheek was hanging off and some 
wires under the sub-dermal armour were eBposed, sparkingV 
her eyes were a sorrowful orange. There was nothing in her 
dangerous enough to activate her red ga!e, no matter how 
much she wanted to kill something. All I could do was look at 
her and try to remember, this wasn’t her. Che was on Mercia 
and safe. 

“Where’s doctor Atkinson?” Zal demanded. 
“Died of fright. You know how cowardly the pretty ones 

are,” I replied. 
“Ctand up and I’ll shoot you in the heart. You can leave a 

good-looking corpse. Make me come find you and it’ll be in 
the face.” Zal’s voice was grave and remorseless. This was no 
idle threat.

“David. Ret up.” I ordered. “Oo point delaying it.” 
To my surprise, he actually did stand up. He had found his 

bravery. I was oddly proud of him.
“Keasonable offer, Zal. I’ll take it,” he said.
“Was it?”
Zal shot David in the face with no hesitation. I knew from a 

conversation with Lea that personal shields were pretty good 
against energy weapons, but I wasn’t sure if gas-plasma rounds 
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counted. I had only told him to stand up because I was pretty 
sure he would survive a chest shot.

I fought my instincts to check on him. I needed to shi: the 
attention somewhere elseV I didn’t want Zal to have a reason 
to check if David was alive or not. 

“Naaa! mup,” Libby screamed, with an electric echo and a 
plume of smoke. 

“Oo idea what you are trying to say, robot. Also not inter-
ested,” Zal taunted. 

“I think she called you a bastard,” I said. Che twitched as if 
trying to nod when I looked at her. 

“I love you. Don’t worry about me,” I said. “They need me, 
for some reason.” 

Zal smiled grimly. “Yes. We do. Nut I assure you, the mo-
ment your task is finished, I’ll personally cut your throat. You 
fucking animal.” The man before me matched his stature a lot 
better than his good soldier act did.

“What did I do to piss you off, then?” I asked. 
“Ailled my entire planet. Nut I’m sure you don’t remember 

that. Oow stop stalling and head out. We’re taking the elevator 
up,” he said as he pointed with his gun. I glanced back at Libby 
as I le:. I knew this wasn’t really Libby lying there. It was just 
one of her avatars. Nut at the same time, to me, it was her, in 
some way. I had a pang of sadness and rage. Che opened her 
mouth, a static bu!!ing came outV then the wordsx “My love.”

I stepped forward as Zal had instructed, and she went out 
of sight. I summoned a resolve inside me. There were things I 
needed to accomplish now.





Chapter Twenty-five

Cower

The elevator was already wedged open, waiting for us. 
“You won’t get out of this facility. You know that?” I said, as 

I was prodded in the back with the barrel of his pistol. 
“I ordered my people to clean the facility ten minutes axer 

we went out of range. I’m not overly concerned about our 
eAit,” he said calmly. “Jgainst the wall. Jrms behind your back, 
Non.”

“!oF You can’t kill me, you already said thatF Huck youF”
We smiled. fiithout so much as a blink, he shot me in the 

lower lex arm. I screamed. I hadn’t been shot before. It felt 
like the wound was on Mre. I felt it sear away the nerves and 
the skin, and then nothing. jy lower arm now had a round, 
burned hole in it. I fell against the wall, Mghting back the pain, 
the panic, and the tears.

“That was the smallest setting, Non. I can put a hole in you 
as big as I did in your robot without you actually dying, Non.” 

We kept saying my name, and each time he did, he stretched 
it out like it was a curse. We grabbed my arm with one huge 
hand and ffammed a thumb in the wound. I screamed again. 
We smiled. fiith one arm, he threw me against the wall like a 
rag doll. 

“Turn around,” he barked. 
I did as I was told. jy arm hurt enough that I couldn’t think 

straight. There was a great deal of things he could do to me 
short of death and I wasn’t even entirely sure he was that 
committed to bringing me in alive. I felt him put cufls on me, 
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then spun me around. We slapped me with the back of his 
hand so hard I dropped to the Zoor. I recognised the cadence 
of his movement.

“fihat the fuck, :alF”
We slapped me again. “I cannot eApress how much I would 

like to break you, Non.” There it was againq he revelled in saying 
my name. We was reminding me how he was in complete 
control. “I literally don’t have the words for how much of a 
fucking monster you are.”

I stood up again but stayed Guiet this time. The elevator 
began to move.

fie were far down enough that it would take at least a 
couple of minutes to get to the top. I thought about my arm. 
I thought I could see the bone when I had Mrst looked at it. 
It was behind my back now, burning and raw. -iven how hot 
plasmazrounds were, raw probably wasn’t the right word. It 
was the heat that had stopped me from bleeding out. It would 
have seared the wound and literally cooked the edges of the 
hole. 

The pain was making my mind fuCCy. I had to disregard it 
and push for the underlying intelligent thought I was having, 
because the only things loud enough to hear in my head was 
fear, pain, and the certainty that I was totally fucked.

“It was you behind the avatar on the Oorrectionist ship, 
wasn’t it?” I asked. There was something in the way he revelled 
in hitting me that was familiar.

“;bviously,” he replied with a grin.
fihen the doors opened, we were in the corridor that led 

out into the main hangar. :al grabbed me and threw me out in 
front of himS I stumbled and pulled my arm, which made me 
scream. 

I  looked aheadq  everything seemed okay.  !o gunshot 
sounds, no screaming. The lights were still on. jaybe everyz
one was okay. I walked forward, almost ffogging to see what 
had happened. :al let me go out ahead. We was casually 
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strolling behind me. Js I stumbled out into the main hangar, I 
was then hit sGuare on the face by the butt of a riZe. 

J riZe butt across the chin will kick almost anyone on their 
arse without fail. fihen you don’t see it coming, it lixs you 
ofl your feet and when you have your hands shackled behind 
youS the fall fucking hurts. fihen you have a hole in one of 
your arms, the pain is too much. 

The moment I hit the Zoor, I lost consciousness. 

I wasn’t sure if it was a dream or a memory that Zooded my 
soul. I was looking out over a sea of sGuares, like a city from 
high aboveS the glow from the streets below was the only 
source of light. It seemed to stretch out forever. There was 
a shix of feeling and emotion. I was aware of the silence that 
deMned this place and the pressure that Mlled it. Pomething 
was happening. I stretched out a hand as if I was reaching for 
the world itself and it rippled the boAes that were the buildings 
bobbing up and down as though they were built on the ocean. 
The cubes changedq they were old, new, tall, small, sparse, and 
dense. Then they were purple and blue and then they were 
Oentral Lrime, a city I knew.

I was looking down on a world I had seen before. The city 
erupted from the centre and from it came a mountain of light 
that threw the cubes and the purple glow aside. The light 
eAploded towards spaceq a beacon of pure white glory that 
went on forever. I looked back down at the city and the base 
of the light shimmered. Then, in the space between thoughts, 
it eApanded, and my little city was ripped away and turned to 
sparkling dust. 

I was in a place of white nowq I was in Dibby’s white home. 
The one that only eAisted in her mind. I looked around for her, 
accepting that I was dead. This place was my Mnal thought.
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Then I heard her voice, pure and crisp and as beautiful as 
it had ever been. “I’m coming for you, Jon.” 

The light lexS a circle of black grew from me in every 
direction and then there was a slow oblivion. Jnother voice 
spoke in the darkness.

This was an ineflable voice now, a woman from an earlier 
memory, a time that I knew I shouldn’t rememberq 

“I’m here for you, Jon.”

I opened my eyes. It took me a moment to realise I wasn’t on 
the Zoor. I was in the medical room and my head hurt. I sat 
up. jy hands were still bound, but this time around the front. 
There was a bandage over my arm, though it hurt enough that 
I was sure little else had been done with it. There was no clue 
as to how long I had been out. I Zicked my wrist, only to realise 
that my Oirclet was gone. I don’t know why I was surprisedS it 
would have been an ineflective kidnapping if I still had it.

I was more than a little disturbed to Mnd that the corpse we 
had found was still there. I ffumped when I saw it. The slight 
green tint of the biozMeld glistened in the low light. That was 
when I realised that I had been out for a while. It was dark. 
I looked up at the semiztransparent roof of the tent. It was 
dark. The slight blue tint of the shield above was the only light 
coming in. I stood up, a little wooCy.

“I’m looking as bad as you, Vavid,” I said to the corpse.
I walked to the door and put an ear against it. !othing. I 

opened it and stepped out, trying to look as healthy as possible 
as I walked out and into the large open area of the tent. There 
was a pile of bodies on the Hold platform. J Zash, and they 
were gone. ;ne of the security people looked up and half 
snarled at me. 

“They’re not all dead yet,” came a voice. 
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I turnedq there was :al leaning against the wall. We must 
have been waiting for me to come out. 

“Dex some alive as collateral, did you?” I asked. 
“;h, no. !ot at all. fie kept a Eampire, an Blf and we’re still 

on the lookout for a Rrick. ;nce you help to MA the timeline, 
they will be all that’s lex of their kind.”

jy brain was racing. The only Eampire and Blf were Ta’ra 
and ‘afS that was good news. If they were still looking for a 
Rrick, then Dea was still free. I was hurt that so many others 
had been violently killed, but the people I had bonded with 
seemed to be all alive. This was something, at least.

I felt a wave of guilt for thinking like this.
“If killing the freak’s that you call friends can convince you 

to do as you are reGuired, I’m happy to do so. If it gets the 
ffob done, I will, but I really would rather dissect them later 
instead,” he grinned. 

I turned to glare at him. “Jnd ;mi?” I asked.
“The tree?” he raised an eyebrow. “Thinkers are too danz

gerous to be allowed to stay alive. fie burned it, used the 
dampening Meld to keep it inside its body while it turned to 
ashes. ;nly takes about twenty minutes for the energy to fade 
away once the host is gone.” 

I felt a pang of anger that ran deep. 
:al smiled. We liked that he had hurt me. We had killed 

almost twenty people to make me react like this. We was going 
to kill more if he could. I was starting to wish I had a better 
idea of why he hated me so much. 

J shiver went down my spine. We pulled something from 
his pocketq a pack of cigarettes. We lit one up and ffust studied 
me. Was he waiting for me to break? 

I wanted nothing more than to sit on the Zoor and cry until 
my soul was dry, but some of my friends were still alive and 
jercia would be back in orbit soon. There was no way Dibby 
wouldn’t come for us, for me. 

I let a resolve take hold. Pomehow, :al could tell.  
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“Det’s go out front, Non. ;ur ride is almost here.” We Zicked 
the ash from his cigarette. It smelled terribleq reminded me of 
being on that spy ship around the Oentral sun. I ambled to the 
front of the tent. We didn’t seem to be in any rush. There was 
blood across the buflet and pieces of someone on the tables. 
There was little lex of Vavid’s work area. Pomeone had taken 
a plasma riZe to all of his notes and computers. I looked at the 
large door in front of me as it slid open, I steeled myself for 
what I would Mnd outside.

I was blinded by a light, and for a moment I thought I had 
passed out again. It was the Zoodzlights in the front area, 
the area where the security team’s big black groundzshuttle 
was, and where Thirteen was parked. The massive large shield 
that I was so pleased when erected now looked like a prison, 
separating us from the safety and peace of Eictoria city, the 
utopia that was Barth. It was the dome that now held that 
salvation at bay. 

The groundzshuttle wasn’t facing the tent anymoreq it was 
turned around and facing the road. Its large back section was 
open. It didn’t look like Pol technology inside, not at all. It was 
raw and had dials, levers and a lots of screens. It was the same 
technology that the Oorrectionists had used.

Jt least it conMrmed to me who they were.
The most concerning thing was a massive twinzgun turret 

that had been raised out of the roof. It looked large enough to 
take a shuttle out of the sky.

Thirteen was still parked in the same place, though it had 
a lot of burn marks across its front. Pomeone had sprayed a 
circle with an @A’ in the middle, across its main window. They 
had been using it as target practice. 

:al prodded me in the back again. I took a few more steps. 
“NonF” came a familiar voice.
There were ‘af and Ta’ra, cufled in the same way I was, 

only they were also chained to a crate. :al casually walked me 
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over to them and within a moment, I had my own chainzleash, 
along with them. 

“Pay goodbye to this fucking horror show of a planet. Phutz
tle coming for us any second.” fiith that he turned to leave. 
“;h, and to be clear. !ot to labour the point or anything, Nonq 
I can’t kill you. That’s why I have them. You step out of line 
and I’ll kill them slow. It’ll be on you.”

We lex. 
“Jre you two okay?” I asked. 
Ta’ra had a bruised face and a ripped ffacket. ‘af looked 

like he was having some trouble standing, leaning against the 
crate. 

“fie’re better than most. fihat happened to Dibby and 
Vavid?” Ta’ra asked. 

I considered my answerS considered that they may have 
been listening in on us. 

“Dibby’s body was destroyed. Vavid was shot.” I lex out the 
part where I thought there was a chance he was still alive. I 
wasn’t sure, but there was a good chance.

“Jnyone else lex from your teams?” I asked.
Ta’ra looked down. 
‘af shook his head. “J few minutes axer you lex, they ffust 

started shooting. Those who died right away were the lucky 
ones. The rest were beaten to death. They enffoyed it.” We 
started sobbing. “They fucking enffoyed it.” 

Pomething inside me was burning. It was like an echo of the 
old me. The me that Dibby had told me aboutq he was there, 
inside me, and he was not going to let me die. He would have 
been able to save them. :al wouldn’t have fooled him for a 
moment. The burning echo of myself was furious that I was 
the one driving.

I wished he was more than an echo because right then I 
needed him.





Chapter Twenty-six

In the unknown

We stood in silence. There was nothing lef uor ys to saM. panM 
veovle had died in sermice ou getting to be. Those two good 
veovle were onlM here to ,e toolsI to ensyre bM cooveration. 
Z was ashabed and that little vart ou be ,yrned again.

kal and his veovle had all gone into the ,ig ,lacA groynd 
shyttle. H gyard was leaning against ThirteenI staring at ys. “is 
hand had ,een on the trigger the whole tibe. “e was hoping 
we woyld trM sobething.

’Ta?raI can Moy ,reaA Moyr chains”q Z asAed VyietlM. -abE
vires were stronger than “ybansI or ;lmes. 

’Z tried. Z?b strongI ,yt no. TheM saw be strainingR that?s 
how Z got the ,ryises on bM uace.q

Z nodded at herI avologeticallM.
’LauI anM ;lu syvervowers that no one ,othered telling be 

a,oyt”q 
“e shooA his head. ’TheM?me thoyght ou emerMthing. Z thinA 

theM hame ,een vlanning this uor a long tibe.q
’What a,oyt Moy”q Ta?ra asAed. 
’fii,,M is ysyallM bM secret weavon. Z?b sorrM.q 
We heard a soynd in the distance and looAed yv and into 

the ,lye tinted night sAM. The shield bade it hard to seeI ,yt 
there was de:nitelM sobething yv thereO a shyttle cobing. Zt 
soynded liAe a ,igEone too. kal cabe oyt ou his groynd shyttle. 
’xAaMI veovleI get Moyr shit readM. Zt?s go tibe.q

“is veovle started to bome. Their shyttle was avvroaching 
uast.
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We heard an eYvlosion in the direction ou the tent. H streaA 
ou ,lye and red shot oyt urob ,ehind it. 

’The rocAet shiv”q Z asAed aloyd. 
’Zt?s the right directionIq Ta?ra revlied. 
The large tyrret on tov ou the groyndEshyttle svyn and 

:red twice in ravid syccession. Two large vyrvle vlasba ,olts 
streaAed afer the rocAet shiv. 

’What are Moy doing”q kal screabed. ’!oy uycAing idiotsflq 
“e ran ,acA into the groyndEshyttle and a bobent later we 

heard shoyting. xyr eMes were :Yed on the rocAet shiv. The 
vyrvle streaAs intercevted it and we watched it eYvlode into 
a ,all ou red and orangeI with the occasional SecA ou ,lye. Zt 
rained down liAe a :reworA that had ,yrned oyt. The whole 
thing coyldn?t hame lasted bore than a uew secondsI ,yt it uelt 
liAe an eternitM. 

’fieaIq Z whisvered to bMselu. zhe byst hame ,een inside. 
’!es”q cabe a moice urob ,ehind be. 
’fieaflq Z eYclaibedI catching bM moice ,euore it eryvted into 

a shoyt. 
’zhhhfl Z :red the rocAet ,M rebote. This vlace will ,e Anee 

deev in volice drones anM second.q
zhe vylled a tool urob her vocAet and with three Gavs she 

,roAe the shacAles we were wearing. ’Cet to Thirteen. Zt?s 
readM to go.q 

We all tyrned to ryn.
Lau styb,led. ’Co withoyt beIq he debandedI in a whisE

vered shoyt ou vain. ’Coflq 
Ta?ra ignored his words and syvvorted hibR throwing his 

arb omer her shoylder. 
’Nan Moy SM a shyttle”q fiea asAed. Tara nodded. ’Z?ll ,yM 

Moy sobe tibeIq she saidI vylling a gyn urob her ,elt. ’jow 
Moy goflq she debanded to ys.

Lau and Ta?ra started boming. Z stood bM groynd ,ehind her. 
There was no waM Z was leaming. 
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The shyttle was cobing in close nowR we coyld see its ,lye 
,reaAing Fets :re in the darAness. Ta?ra and Lau were comering 
the groynd uast. Z glanced towards where oyr gyard had ,eenO 
a boynd on the Soor. fiea had alreadM taAen care ou that 
vro,leb. 

kal and his veovle cabe oyt ou their shyttleR at least one ou 
theb had ,een ,eaten vrettM ,adlM. Z saw fiea?s wrist tilt as she 
lined yv a shot. kal looAed omer at ysI then at Thirteen. Zt onlM 
tooA hib a glace to realise what was havvening. 

fiea?s wrist twitched one bore tibe as she :red. kal?s ,odM 
lit yv with ,lye svarAles. “e had alreadM revlaced his versonal 
shield. fiea :red again. kal styb,led ,acA as the shot bade his 
head glow ,right ,lye. 

’JycA MoyI kalIq she screabedI :ring again.
The sAM ,linAed ,lacA as the shield was lowered and the 

shyttle ,ehind ys cabe in to land. Z tyrned to see a large trianE
gle silhoyette ou a volice drone edged with red and ,lye neon 
uollowing the shyttle as it cabe to rest. The shield ,linAed on 
again. The groynd shyttle?s gyn :red at the drone. kal :red at 
fiea. 

Z vylled her down as Z saw hib taAe aib. fiea?s arbs swyng 
as she uellI the shot crossing where her head woyld hame ,een 
Fyst a bobent ,euore. 

’ffonfl !oy?re still hereflq she eYclaibed with an edge ou rage.
’ffyst gime be a gynIq Z revlied. 
zhe reached inside her FacAet and vylled oyt a vistolI liAe 

the one kal?s veovle had. ’ztaM alimeflq she ordered and stood 
yv to shoot. 

Z glanced omer to ThirteenO the door was oven. Zt was darAI 
,yt Ta?ra and Lau byst hame ,een going inside. TheM were at 
least a little sauer than ys. fiea croyched ,acA down to wait uor 
her gyn to cool oP. Blasba ,olts ibvacted the tov ou the betal 
crate that we were hiding ,ehind. The large cannon on the 
groyndEshyttle :red once bore and we heard an eYvlosion. 
The drone was then dyst ualling in the air.
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The gyn :red againO it was :ring throygh the shield. There 
were bore drones arriming and ,eginning an assaylt. 

’Blan”q Z asAed fiea as she reached omer and SicAed the 
sauetM oP on bM gyn.

’ztaM alime yntil the drones get inIq she said with a shryg. 
There woyld ,e an ePectimelM libitless nyb,er ou drones as 

well as volice shyttles on the waM to ys. Z stood yv and tooA 
sobe ,adlM aibed vot shots ,euore croyching again. 

’HibI then shootq fiea instrycted. 
’WellI that was the :rst tibe Z :red a gynflq
zhe shooA her head in disavvointbent. pych liAe fii,,MI 

she enFoMed the danger ou these sityations. Z thinA Z did tooI 
,yt Z didn?t hame the training or sAill to ,acA yv the eYcitebent.

H shot :red at oyr ueet. jot urob kal?s directionI ,yt urob 
,ehind. The shyttle that had landed. We hadn?t ,een vaMing 
attention to it in all the gyn:re. Zt had a single gyn hoysed 
ynder its largeI cyrmed uront and it was glowing red. DM the 
tibe we had worAed oyt what was going onI it had lit yv on 
its two sleeA wingsI showing ys a gyn on the tiv ou each. The 
bessage was clear.

’Hre Moy :nished”q kal called oyt. 
’Hre we”q Z asAed fiea. 
Z shrygged at her and shoyted ’xAaMI we gime yvflq omer oyr 

crate.
zhe vyt her gyn on tov ou the crate. Z did the sabe. We 

stoodI slowlMI with hands in the air. 
Thirteen roared to liue and lifed oP the groynd. kal didn?t 

emen glance at it. Zt raised shaAilM to the tov ou the shield. 
zvarAs lit as it tried to escave. 

The shield SicAered. 
kal was still looAing at ys. “e said sobething we coyldn?t 

hear and two ou his veovle walAed oyt ou the groynd shyttle 
and cyPed ys. We didn?t trM to stov theb. xyr hands were 
,oynd ,ehind ys. Z winced.

Thirteen clashed with the shield again. 
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’!oy don?t hame enoygh vower oytvyt to Aeev this yvI kalIq 
fiea shoyted at hib.

The hatch on the shyttle ,ehind ys ,egan to oven. kal 
walAed vast ys withoyt so bych as a glance.

’NobeIq he said as he entered it. “is veovle voAed ys in the 
,acA with riSesI we uollowed hib. 

’CoIq kal ,arAed.
The hatch closed. 

We uelt the shyttle lif ,euore the door was emen sealed. ZnsideI 
the shyttle looAed ancient. Zts controls were analogye dials 
and Siv switches. Jrob the oytsideI it had looAed as admanced 
as anM other shiv. The gyards slabbed fiea and be into Sight 
seats ,ehind kal and the vilot. TheM then sat ,ehind ys on 
,ench seatsI with their gyns readM. 

’…o itIq kal said into his Nirclet. 
Throygh the windowI we saw the shield ,linA oP. The now 

:fM or so drones Sooded in and were illybinated ,M the gyns 
,elow. We coyld see Thirteen in uront ou ysO its engines looAed 
liAe theM were charging uor a ravid acceleration.

’Jor uycA?s saAeI Ta?raI goflq fiea byttered.
We watched as the drones conmerged aroynd Thirteen and 

,egan to :re on it. 
’What”q fiea eYclaibed. ’What?s havveningfl WhM are theM 

:ring on theb”q 
zhe tried to standI ,yt the gyard ,ehind her stood yv and 

slabbed her into her seat again with a sbacA. “e slavved 
her with the ,acA ou his hand and sat ,acA down withoyt 
a word. fiea didn?t baAe a soynd. We watched as Thirteen 
was omerwhelbed ,M drones and the shyttle we were in lifed 
withoyt o,stryction.

Hfer a uew seconds boreI oyr nose tilted yv and the Fets 
:red. We were svace ,oynd. The shiv baM hame looAed arE
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chaic insideI ,yt it was ysing bodern engines. kal yn,yttoned 
his FacAed and rested ,acA in his chair. “e was relaYed.

Z uelt a tear roll down bM cheeA. Ta?ra and Lau goneI along 
with Thirteen. Z wasn?t certain theM were deadI ,yt theM had 
drovved urob Vyite a height. 

There was a good chance we weren’t getting out of this one. 
’What havvened”q Z asAedI with bM eMes closedI vyshing 

,acA the ueelings.
’We had a technician on percia :t a cystob Z…Etransceimer 

to Moyr shyttle. Z swavved oyr Z… codes as we eYited the 
shield. …rones thoyght theM were attacAing ysR whileI as uar as 
theM AnowI Thirteen is SMing to sauetM.q

fiea looAed down at her lav. Zt wasn?t sadness that omerE
whelbed her thoyghR it was the :ght that she was vyshing 
down. The rage was albost enoygh to baAe her twitch. 

’That  technician  Aid  who  got  bM nabe  wrongflq  she 
seethed. 

’Where are we going”q Z asAed.
kal glanced ,acA at be. ’ThinAer svace.q 
fiea?s ,row uyrrowed in resvonse. ’ThinAers don?t liAe misiE

tors in their territorM.q 
H light Sooded into the cocAvit and oyr shyttle lit with a 

redE,lye glow that seebed to streaA to a halt in uront ou ys. 
kal?s debeanoyr changed albost instantlM. 

Zt was perciaO the ,iggest and ,est ,attleshiv in the galaYM 
was drawing a line in uront ou a single little shyttle. zalmation 
had arrimed.

’TheM?re earlM. Cet ys oyt ou here. jowflq kal ,arAed to his 
vilot.

The vilot Sivved sobe switches and vylled on the sticA in 
uront ou hib. Hs the shiv changed its vathI we were a,le to see 
the glorioys misage ou percia asI shields litI and gyns vribed. 

H ,eeving :lled the cocAvit.
kal Sivved a switch and an ynuabiliar moice :lled the airO
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’This is Navtain Nyrtis ou the zol shiv percia. Nobe to 
a cobvlete stov and vrevare to ,e gyided to a docAing ,aM 
ibbediatelM.q 

Z hadn?t had the vleasyre ou beeting the ban in charge ou 
perciaI ,yt Z was ibvressed with his delimerM. 

’xn who?s aythoritM”q kal asAed. 
’Nobe to a cobvlete stov or Z will :re on Moy.q
’Zt?s a sibvle VyestionIq kal snarled. 
“e gestyred uor his vilot to get a bome on. “e was tMving 

sobething on his console as uast as he coyld. 
He was stalling.
’The aythoritM ou the zol Hlliance and the orders ou the 

Bresident hibselu. Z hame gyns trained on Moy and ab Vyite 
willing to taAe action to vrement Moyr escave.q

’Zbvressimefl This is kal with the aythoritM ou the one trye 
;arthU and Z thinA Moy hame ,igger things to worrM a,oyt.q 

“e vressed a coyvle bore ,yttons on the controls and we 
watched as the miewing window on the side ou percia ,lew 
oyt into svace. Zt was silent and terriuMing. The shards ou glass 
sbashed against the inside ou the energM shield and uor a ,rieu 
bobent Z coyld hame sworn Z saw veovle Soat into svace. 

fiea and Z watched in horror as the vowered engine vanels 
eryvted into ,rieu Sabes and the lights ,linAed oP across the 
entire shiv.

’ThanA Moy uor Moyr tibe cavtainI Moy are disbissedIq kal 
saidI and vressed another ,ytton. 

percia?s T…Edrime engagedI and bobents later it manished 
,acA the waM it had cobeI in a rain,ow ou shifing coloyrs. 
percia was gone. kal had slavved it awaM with the sabe ease 
he had slavved be.

’;arth is laynching shivsIq the vilot saidI calblM. 
’We shoyld hame a clear vath to the warv voint. Dyrn all the 

uyel Moy need.q 
The shyttle FoltedR all engines :red. 
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’!oy can?t taAe a shyttle throygh a warv. Zt?s syicideflq fiea 
said. 

kal tyrned aroynd in his chair to looA at her. ’xh” Hnd what 
eYactlM a,oyt all this leads Moy to ,elieme that Z don?t Anow 
what Z?b doing”q

zhe had no answer. 
“is eMes were cold. “e game be a VyicA glance ,euore 

tyrning ,acA to his console. 
fiea and Z were silent uor a while as the shiv?s gramitM emened 

oyt urob its acceleration. 
’“ow long to get to wheremer we?re going”q Z asAed loydlM. 

TheM ignored be. ’Nan ;arth?s shivs catch ys”q Z asAed fiea. 
’jot ,euore we hit the warv. Anless there?s sobething with 

a T…Edrime in or,it. There are not banM ou thoseI so it?s 
ynliAelM.q

’Z assyre MoyO we?re getting to oyr destination withoyt anM 
bore interryvtionsIq kal said. ’xhI and Z need ffon to veruorb 
sobe tasAs uor be. The onlM reason Moy are alimeI fieaI is so 
Z can hyrt Moy when he reuyses to assist be. !oy ynderstand 
thatI don?t Moy”q 

We ,oth nodded. 
’Z don?t batter. …on?t helv hibIq fiea said. 
’xhI shyt yv.q kal?s tone was an irritated one. ’;men iu he 

does baAe a standI how long do Moy thinA Z hame to cytI ,yrnI 
,eatI and degrade Moy ,euore he ,reaAs” ffyst same ys all sobe 
ePort and do as Moy?re toldI ffon.q

Z looAed at fiea. Z didn?t Anow what was eYvected ou beI ,yt 
Z was concerned she woyld syPer iu Z wasn?t a,le to cobvlM 
with theb. zhe looAed ,acA and nodded with a stoic resolme. 
zhe was serioysO she woyld syPer and emen dieI ,yt she woyld 
nemer ,reaA. 

Z Anew inside be that Z woyldI no batter how bych Z didn?t 
want toR Z woyld ,reaA uor her withoyt a bobent?s resistance. 
Z woyld ,reaA uor anM ou theb. Z woyld not ,e the cayse ou 
their vain.
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Z woyld allow the ynimerse to ,yrn uor bM uriends.





Chapter Twenty-seven

Void

We flew in silence for at least half an hour. I wondered how 
they had accomplished all of this: their planning; their people 
placed on Mercia; the distress call that had taken them out of 
orbit; the ID-transceiver on Thirteen; the way they had used 
the dampening field to lower Libby’s capacity so she could be 
beaten in a gun fight. Zal really plan all of this perfectly.

“We’re here,” the pilot said, flicking switches and deceler-
ating the shuttle. 

Zal looked up from his console, pressed some buttons, 
and twisted some arcane dials. “Zal to Traveller. We’re here. 
Transmitting codes.” 

He typed out something on the console’s physical key-
board. A large ship seemed to appear out of nowhere; it wasn’t 
anywhere near as large as Mercia, but it was still massive 
compared to our tiny shuttle. It appeared before our very eyes 
from empty space.

“How is it doing that?” I asked. 
“It’s coming out of a warp,” Lea said with shock. “But there 

isn’t a warp this close to earth.” 
She looked confused. She had been watching the controls 

like a hawk since we had taken off. She knew exactly where 
we were. As the back of the ship appeared, we could see it 
in all its glory. It was a large cylinder with lights all around it. 
Shimmering white lights pulsed down its length, its face held 
a series of holes that looked like docking bays. It was ugly and 
long, like a naked barrel of a massive revolver.



290 DENOUEMENT

We could see lines of energy lighting up the circular warp 
behind it. “That’s not possible,” Lea said, rising to stand.

The guard behind her shoved her back in her seat. I had 
forgotten they were there.

“What’s happening?” I asked. 
“That ship, it’s generating its own Warp! But that’s not pos-

sible!” 
Zal let out a laugh. “It’s not possible for you. I know how 

arrogant you all are, but I assure you, this isn’t the most ad-
vanced iteration of reality.”

And there it was, again; the words I was so curious about: 
‘Iteration’

We slowly entered one of the holes in the front of the 
massive cylinder. 

“We’re in,” Zal said to his console. 
Someone on the other end acknowledged him.
The inside of this ship was the opposite way up. The shuttle 

flipped over to align itself with the outer wall. The place was 
built with the outer wall being ‘down’; whereas Mercia was 
built top to bottom, with everything being the same orienta-
tion, this place treated its hull as the floor. Gravity took hold as 
we got close and suddenly it felt like the correct direction for 
the floor to be in. The docking area was packed with identical 
small ships. Even to my untrained eye, they were obviously 
fighters. 

We came to a less than expert landing a few moments later.

They marched us at gun point through the landing area. It 
was huge and open. I could actually see the curvature of the 
floor as I looked across it. My eyes followed the arching shape; 
I almost tripped backwards as I realised I could see all the 
way around the ship. Directly above me was someone else’s 
‘down’, with ships landed and people walking around feeling 
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like I was above them. It was all made worse by the scope of it. 
Those people above me were so far away that I could barely 
make them out. There was a large tube of light affixed to a 
central beam that glowed down in every direction, like a sun. 
I shielded my eyes. 

Mercia felt like a large, well-organised city. I never felt like 
space was just outside. In this ship, the rumbling of the engines 
and the strange geometry promised to never let me forget it. 

There were surprisingly few people in this hangar ring. Zal 
walked in front of us. The few technicians and mechanics we 
passed looked at him like a returning legend, then at Lea and 
me like monsters incarnate. 

We were piled into a little transport truck that had wheels 
and an electric engine. I had been in this situation before, 
but that time Libby had already been formulating a plan. This 
time, my captors were far more competent. The truck drove 
us for a few minutes down the length of the ship. We turned 
into a tunnel. With a ceiling above us, I was less aware of the 
curvature; it felt somehow more natural. We went up a long 
ramp and stopped in an open area with doors across each wall. 
Zal’s men opened the closest door. We got out of the little 
truck and started towards our cell. 

Zal stepped towards us. 
I flinched, which I was instantly ashamed of doing. He used 

a small device and my cuffs came off; then he did the same to 
Lea, who did not flinch. We were pushed into the cell and the 
door was closed behind us. 

The cell had grey metallic walls with wide benches across 
them. We stood in the middle of the room, trying to acclima-
tise. A red scanning light shot out of the ceiling and quickly 
took stock of us, then blinked off with a clunk sound. 
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I took off my jacked, rolled it up and placed it on the bench 
like a pillow, then I lay down on my back and closed my eyes. 

“What are you doing?” Lea asked. 
“I’ve been beaten and shot. Under this bandage there is 

quite literally a hole in my arm. You can see right through 
it. So, Lea, I’m lying down and closing my eyes until Mercia 
comes to rescue us.”

I was refusing to open my eyes again. I would not face 
reality. 

“Jon, Mercia had its sub-light engines blown off, there’s 
a hole where the observation window was. Zal activated its 
TD-Drive with no location set. Assuming they even know 
where they are when they stop, it could take them months to 
repair that damage out in deep space… And that’s assuming 
other systems weren’t damaged as well.”

Lea sounded desperate. I still refused to open my eyes. If I 
was honest with myself, I think I had run out of hope. I was 
going to keep faking it because the alternative seemed like 
nihilism. 

“Ba’an is on board. Earth will call in all its TD-capable ships 
and have them found in a few hours. Then, the entire fleet will 
come get us.”

“Jon, their communications may be down. Do you have any 
idea how big space is? We have no idea what their trajectory 
or end point was. They could be literally anywhere.” 

I heard Lea lie down on her own side of the room.
“Libby will think of something.”
“The lights went off before it activated its TD-Drive. Libby 

may be off-line,” she said, with a defeated crack in her voice.
“Off-line?” 
My eyes opened. 
“Uh-huh” she replied.
“She can be powered up again, though, right?” I asked.
“Yeah, as soon as they get their power systems back up and 

running,” she said.
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I sat up.
She glanced over at me. “Also, if this ship can really gen-

erate its own Warps, then we could be in totally uncharted 
space in a matter of moments. They won’t find us, Jon. It’s not 
possible.” She was so—ly banging her head against the metal 
bench she was lying on.

It had been a while since I had endured a memory flooding 
me, since I had been whisked away to somewhere else by a 
smell, a sight or a word. Something about the gentle sound 
of Lea’s head rhythmically tapping against the metal of the 
bench triggered something inside of me. 

The memory took hold.

I was in my lab; the one in the facility, not my lab on Mercia. 
I was older, not by a lot.

“You know this is the only way,” came the woman’s voice. 
It wasn’t Libby, as I had expected. 
The woman walked in, wearing long grey robes. Her hair 

was black and shiny. Her complexion was tanned and her eyes 
were pure white. 

“A—er Joanne died, you said you wouldn’t have these doubts 
again,” she said, tapping the desk in the familiar rhythm I had 
heard before.

The pang of my fear and guilt hit me. Was this too part of 
the memory? 

“I know. You’re right, of course,” I replied, not really believ-
ing my own words.

The woman in the robes walked over to me and kissed me. 
I looked into her white eyes and the memory filled me with 
warmth. 

“I wish you weren’t the only person who could use it, Ay-
gah,” I said.
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Aygah. There was a name I recognised. How was she here, 
in this memory.

She smiled and rubbed her nose on mine. 
“You’re the only one who could build it, it makes sense for 

me to be the only one who can use it. Besides, Gower is gone, 
and he was the only other who would have been able to even 
try.”

The memory cast a sadness over me, but it was accompa-
nied by hope and guilt and a million other echoes of feelings 
that filled him N me.

“I love you, Aygah,” I said with the same endless sincerity 
that I would usually reserve only for Libby’s ears. 

“I know… My love.”
The memory raced forward. I was in a more technical lab 

now. I glanced out of the window and saw a storm raging 
across a mountain range. The mountains were grey and life-
less. The storm shot flashes of electric white across the sky 
illuminating everything in a roll of neon tinted static. It almost 
looked like an old black and white horror movie out there. 

The lights in the room flickered and as they did, my eyes 
were drawn to a large device floating in the middle of the 
room. It was the device. The artefact I had seen in the video 
of my accident. This was the key to it all.

Was it found? zo; this was before it was lost. But it was 
different. It was open. I stepped closer. I could see a so— base 
and a padded rest for the head. This wasn’t a weapon at all, it 
was a coffin.

The memory pushed forward again. The room was filled 
with people, all in white uniforms. They were performing 
tasks I didn’t understand, with implements that I couldn’t 
make out through the haPe of the memory. The version of 
me I was seeing through this memory understood it all. He 
understood every single thing that was in that room like it was 
his own mind. There was a light above the coffin shining down 
on it like a spotlight. Its circuit-like veins lit with a white glow.
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“Is it ready?” asked a voice.
I turned, there was Aygah again. This time her hair was tied 

tightly back. “Yes. We can begin whenever you want.”
She walked over to the coffin and began to remove her 

robes. She was wearing a skin-tight white rubber-like suit 
underneath, much like the doctors in our world would wear. 
Her suit was made of two pieces, exposing her mid-section. 
Her skin had purple marks tracing her veins; they looked like 
electrical burns, but the memory told me they were some 
kind of biological technology. She was barefoot. Some of the 
people in white had taken her grey robes from her as if they 
were holy artefacts. 

The rest stood silently, watching. 
“It’s programmed? All the iterations?” she asked me, ner-

vously.
“It’s been checked for every day of the last six years. We 

can’t plan it better,” I reassured.
I was older; I knew it. She wasn’t. She was the same as she 

was in the first memory. She stepped into the coffin and slid 
down into it. Her head rested perfectly on the pillow. 

“Do we have the right to do this?” I asked, looking at her 
through older, wiser eyes. 

“The people in this room are all that is le— of humanity. We 
can’t make things worse. zow do it, Jon,” She said as smiled 
and looked at me for perhaps the last time.

I pressed a button on the side of the coffin and Aygah was 
froPen in place, her skin frosting over in mere moments. Her 
eyes turned from white to a vibrant glowing purple. I closed 
the lid on top of her. 

“Goodbye,” I said, with feelings that were too deep for me 
to express.
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I opened my eyes to see Lea’s concerned face. I was lying on 
the floor and my head was in her lap. I blinked.

“Jon? You back with me?” she asked. She had tears in her 
eyes.

“Yeah, I think so.” I sat up. “What did I miss?”
“You went quiet, then had some sort of seiPure. You were 

shaking and twitching. You kept saying things I couldn’t un-
derstand. Then you passed out,” she said with charged emo-
tions.

“How long?”
“An hour or so.”
I stood up, a little wooPy, which was becoming a standard 

for me at this point. I pressed my hand against the wall to 
stabilise myself and was quickly reminded of my arms injury, 
finding myself screaming and holding my limb. 

“Jon!” Lea called in concern, catching me before I fell again. 
“Where did you go?” she asked. 

“Memories came back.”
“Which ones?” 
“The first ones, I think.”
“What does that mean?” 
She sat me down on the bench. 
“I literally can’t explain. I don’t even understand them my-

self, not yet.” I stretched my good arm out; my shoulder ached. 
“You stopped breathing,” Lea said. 
“Yeah, I do that.” I smiled. 
“When someone passes out and they don’t need to breathe, 

it’s hard to tell if they are still alive. I thought you might be 
dead for the last hour,” she said through a face that was now 
filled with tears.

I felt horrible. My best friend was alone on a strange ship 
holding my corpse, as far as she knew; waiting for her own 
death to come at the hands of a lunatic. It was all my fault.

“Lea, I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean to…” 
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She cut me off: “You don’t have to apologise for a seiPure, 
Jon.” She forced out a smile. 

I nodded and hugged her from the side. 
“It’s cold in here. @ut your jacket back on,” she said.
She was resuming her duties as my bodyguard. 
I did as I was told.





Chapter Twenty-eight

Nemesis

The door slid open and the slightly brighter corridor light 
made our room dim by comparison. “We’re ready for you 
now,” Zal said as a silhouette from the doorway. 

I walked out into the corridor. Lea followed behind me. 
One of the guards used the barrel of a gun to block her.

“No. Let her come too,” Zal said. 
The man relaxed. We weren’t cuffed this time. It was ob-

vious we weren’t in control. There was no reason to restrain 
us. Everyone we saw was armed and looking for an excuse to 
have a pop at us.

The little truck took us quite some way. By my estimation, 
we had travelled the length of the ship. We were then pushed 
into a large elevator and taken upwards. The doors opened 
into a room with a large glass window: we were at the front 
of the ship and looking out into space. The floor of the room 
was polished wood, like an old dance floor. 

The artefact — the coffin — was in the middle of the room, 
floating atop of a circular raised platform under a spotlight 
light. At the very front of the room was a group of armchairs. 
Zal walked to them and sat down.

“Feel free to take a seat. You are guests, azer all.”
If that was true, then we were well guarded guests. There 

were two soldiers by the seats, four by the coffin and two at the 
elevator door. There also seemed to be weaponi?ed cameras 
in the corners of the room. Zal, no doubt also had his personal 
shield active.



300 DENOUEMENT

“Okay,” I said.
“WhatM” Lea replied. 
“Gay as well get a drink while he reveals his evil plan,” I 

shrugged.
We each took an armchair. 
“!oodfi Gore civilised than I expected,” Zal said. 
Waiters came in with trolleys, one Slled with coffee pots 

and cake, one with wine and spirits. 
“–o, tell me, Lea, how did you evade capture when we 

cleared out the facilityM” Zal asked, as a waiter passed him a 
cup of coffee.

“I got drunk on something we found in a lab and passed out 
in Thirteen. Gy shuttle,” she said with a shrug. 

A waiter tried to pass her a coffee, she waved him away. I 
assumed she was worried about poisons. –mart H Not some-
thing I had considered, not that it mattered to me.  

“I thought you were in there. We needed someone to try to 
launch it anyway, so we lez you be,” Zal snorted, pleased with 
himself.

“I’ll take the strongest thing you have,” I said to the waiter. 
je picked up a green bottle and a shot glass. 

“I’ll Just have the bottle.” I took it from him and twisted off 
the cap.

The waiters bowed and lez, politely, leaving the trolleys.
“And you, Von, when did you realise you had lostM” Zal 

asked.
“I’ll let you know when it happens.”
I took a large gulp of the green stuff. 
Zal laughed at me.
“I brought you here for the show,” he said, gesturing to the 

window. 
Three white beams shot out from beyond the window and 

slowly rotated on a single point ahead of the ship. The beams 
rotated around and around, gathering speed until all we could 
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see were the white lights they cast. In the centre, a black dot 
appeared and slowly grew larger — or was it closerM 

It engulfed the ship. 
We felt the engines push as we went through the hole. We 

emerged around a grey planet that from our vantage point 
looked totally covered in electrical storms.

“Thinker home world,” Lea said, astonished. “You can gen-
erate your own warpsfi” –he stood and walked to the window.

“Yes. But not permanent ones. Only the device can make 
ones that sustain themselves. We can syphon off its energy to 
open them, but for Just a moment,” Zal explained. I glanced 
back at the device, the coffin.

“But hereM” Lea asked. “You can go anywhere in the uni-
verse, so why Thinker territoryM They’ll send an entire fleet 
to bring you down, Just for being here. They only let ;ampire 
ships through their space.” –he looked back from the window, 
awaiting an answer.

“Our ship’s energy Seld masks us from their senses, and 
sensors. They have no idea we’re here,” Zal said, as if it were 
obvious. 

“We need to be here for the device to work to its fullest,” he 
said looking directly at me

“I think I’ve remembered most of it. But I’ll need you to Sll 
in the blanks before I can operate it,” I said. 

“Whatfi” Lea exclaimed.
“–eems reasonable,” Zal replied. “What do you know so 

farM”

I began my monologue: “jumanity was the only immortal 
race. They ruled the galaxy with an iron SstK they really 
weren’t very nice about it. Then they were essentially wiped 
out when the other races forged an alliance. Took them a 
hundred years to take back the galaxy. There was a woman 
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with white eyes who had the ability to change reality. I can’t 
quite remember the details of how it worked. I do know that 
I worked with her and created that thing.” I pointed at the 
device. 

“It used her abilitiesK ampliSed the effects. The plan was to 
use it to re-write the whole of reality to make humans the 
ultimate victors. But you can’t make changes that big. You 
have to do it over and over, making alteration azer alteration, 
creeping towards the version of the universe you want. Nuk-
ing and paving reality azer reality until you get to the one you 
want.”

I paused, waiting for Zal’s correction. je liked to talk, so I 
didn’t have to wait long.

“jumans were the only race with functional immortali-
ty, yes. jumans were the kings of the universe. They were 
eternal and powerful. The other races were as children, and 
humanity guided them.” jis already impressive chest puffed 
with pride as he spoke. 

“But the children didn’t appreciate their elders. They re-
belled against the civili?ation humanity had brought to them. 
Dilled almost all of us. junted humans down and exterminat-
ed the entire race. Earth fell.” je took a deep breath. 

“They couldn’t do it alone, obviously. And there were no 
more space faring races in the galaxy. To beat humanity, they 
made a race of super soldiers. They combined a little of each 
of their ‘NA and made a perfect army of warriors: the power 
of a ;ampire, the speed and acuity of an Elf, the physical 
perfection of a Brick and the stolen immortality of jumans. 
They called the race CBlades’.” je snarled as he said that last 
bit. 

“They were too effective. They were all linked together 
with some sort of energy Seld that no one was able to deSne. 
Every time one was killed, the remaining Blades became more 
powerful.” 
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je poured himself a large glass of one of the spirits on the 
trolley. “Obviously, once humanity had been beaten, the alien 
alliance no longer needed the Blades. They used a genetic 
virus to wipe out all of them. It literally dissolved their bodies. 
Ironically, it started here, on this very planet below us.” je 
looked glassy eyed out of the window. 

“The heroes of humanity saved one Blade: a woman who 
had turned on her creators and fought for what was right.” je 
was suddenly emotional about it.

“Aygah,” I interrupted. 
“Yes,” he nodded and clapped his leg in excitement. 
Lea looked at me, stunned. –he recognised that name. “Vo’s 

motherM” she conSrmed.
I nodded, not taking my eyes away from Zal.
“Was it her planM” I asked. 
Zal nodded. “I don’t know for sure, but yes, I think so.” 
I felt my own eyes going glassy now. 
“Their power. It didn’t die with them, did itM” I asked.
Zal shrugged. “When all the Blades died, their energy was 

lez. Aygah, the last of her kind, had access to it all.”
I half remembered it. I talked as it flooded back to me: “It 

was me, or a version of me, that Srst realised the potential 
power that she had. The power to alter all of space. All of 
the matter in the universe could be touched by her. –he had 
the energy reserves of an entire race, in one person. It was 
terrifying, even to her. –he was a power beyond anything we 
had seen before. The genetic virus didn’t Just kill her species, 
though. When the virus hit, it took out half of the younger 
races in the galaxy.” 

Zal shook his head. “You would know better than I.” 
I let the memories guide me again. 
“Trillions died. It changed the balance of power in the 

universe. Every race felt the fallout of the war and they all paid 
the price for the mistake of eradicating the Blades.” I took a 
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second to gather my thoughts again, there was a lot coming 
back to me. 

“I built the coffin H it took me a do?en lifetimes to do it. It 
tapped into her energy and intellect. It used her brain as part 
of its computer and it broke reality into components, building 
blocks it could understand. Then it looked at what it had made 
and it did it again, and again and again. …onstantly changing 
things, one iteration at a time. It was designed to stop when 
it reached what we had deSned as a perfect reality.” I was 
stunned at my own story. The memories were coming like 
a torrent, maybe from the dream maybe they were there all 
along.

“Yes,” Zal said. “But there’s the next bitK that’s why you are 
a monster, Von.” 

je poured himself another drink. Lea took my green bottle 
from me and swigged it back.

“What did you do VonM” Lea asked. 
I wasn’t sure. I had some fragments of those memories, but I 

wasn’t sure what order they went in. I looked at Zal. je smiled 
in a bittersweet absent minded way that I hadn’t seen before. 

je didn’t look at us as he spoke this time with a little less 
hate in his eyes. 

“It folded reality nineteen hundred times before it stopped. 
It fulSlled the computers criteria. A perfect reality. The alien 
races were all spread out, without organisation. jumans had 
their immortalityK the other races were so far behind us that 
victory was assured. We had won. The device stopped and 
went dormant. But Von had made a modiScation to it before 
he turned it on: he lez the Blade inside conscious.” 

As he spoke, I remembered it: that was the thing I had 
been worried about. Not the plan, but the part in which I lez 
Aygah’s mind active. –he had been adamant that she didn’t 
trust a computer to Judge perfection. 
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“–he had convinced me that she needed to be aware. –he 
would experience all of it. –he would be able to tweak it and 
alter it all, again and again, until it was right.” 

I tried to explain this to Lea. Zal already knew it all.
“You created a god, didn’t youM” she Snally said. 
“I think so, yes.” I replied.
Zal punched the palm of his hand. “But in my reality, in my 

damned near perfect reality, we had managed to turn off the 
device’s output. It took planning and luck and maybe even 
that god’s own apathy. We turned it off. We had set reality into 
stone. Then he happened.”

je was looking at me with hatred again. 
“je pressed the button, let her try again. And god knows in 

how many more iterations he did the same thing in. Now here 
we are. jumans are the only race that isn’t immortal. We’re 
less advanced than the others and we even have a fucking 
;ampire as president. Over nineteen hundred iterations to get 
there and he has to let it go again. je invented death for the 
human racefi je robbed us of a galactic empire and doomed 
us to die. All of usfi”

The room fell silent. I mounted a defence. 
“I don’t remember doing that but turning it on didn’t make 

all that happen. It let the woman inside choose. –he Judged 
your reality and found it lacking,” I said.

“And that arrogance is why you are history’s greatest mon-
ster.”

“jow do you know any of thisM” Lea asked Zal. “jowM”
“It wasn’t a clean iteration, she had to go the moment she 

had the opportunity. There were people lez with memories. 
Artefact and bits of previous realities were scattered around 
out there, including this ship. We were here in orbit when it 
happened, the original planet was never touched when she 
did it. Aygah made her little emergency changes. When the 
new reality started, we were no longer attached to the history 
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she had written for us. –he fucked up a great many things. 
That’s why we have Thinkers now,” he said.

“What do you meanM” Lea asked.
“Thinkers didn’t exist before Von gave her back control. The 

device can’t alter this planet, it’s the source. As you know, no 
one is welcome in Thinker space. In every other iteration, 
it was Just a barren rock. –he added them here, somehow. 
Thinkers live here, and their isolationism is unknowingly pro-
tecting this world.” 

“Only I can operate the deviceM” I asked. 
je nodded. 
“jow does that help youM Everything will Just change again 

as soon as I activate it. Isn’t that how it’s always workedM”
“I don’t want you to activate it. Not in the way you think, 

Von. I want you to open it.”
“What will happen to the woman insideM” I asked. 
“I’m going to kill her.”
je smiled and pulled a small device from his pocket. It 

looked like a pen with an energy emitting node at the end. je 
pointed it at his eyes and pressed a button on it. A red pulse 
shot out and he blinkedK he did the same to the other eye. 
Azer a moment of blinking, his eyes changed. They were pure 
white, with a subtle glow. “I’m going to get inside it myself and 
Sx everything.” 

I stepped back in shock. 
“You’re a Bladefi jow is this possibleM” I asked.
“I was altered,” he said, pointing out of the window at the 

planet below. 
“In this iteration, those cra?y bastards evolved on that plan-

et. The lab where the device was designed is part of their 
history. In this reality, they have spent the entirety of their 
history trying to perfect it. It took a lot of Sguring out, but my 
people got the gene codes off of them. I had them alter me. It 
wasn’t a pleasant experience.”
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“You can’t Just hop into the device and start mashing reality, 
Zalfi Aygah was born a Blade. –he spent decades learning the 
science that makes it work. –he helped build it. You can’t Just 
get a little gene alteration and ascent to godhoodfi” 

je Just looked at me and grinned. “Yes, I can. All you have 
to do it open it and I’ll put a bullet in her.”

“Or I turn it on and let her try again,” I said. “jow about we 
see what happens to you if I let Aygah take another crack at 
perfectionM –ee what she thinks of you and your plansM”

Zal matched my poker face.

je gave me his signature snarl and grabbed me by the scruff 
of the neck, pulling me over to the device. Lea turned to stop 
him and every gun in the room pointed at her with a snap. 
Zal threw me against the device with a lot more force than a 
human should have been able to muster, even one his si?e. je 
stood, arms crossed, waiting for me to do as I was told.

“I’m syphoning off the device’s power to charge our warp 
generator. It can’t fuck with reality while it’s got no power. 
Open it or I’ll start hurting your little friend.” je was serious. 

“Von, you can’t help him,” Lea called to me. 
I looked down at the controls. I knew how to use this. It was 

all in my head somehow. I thought through my options.
“Finefi But I need a second to Sgure this out,” I yelled, hoping 

he would leave Lea alone for a few moments more. 
“You have Sve minutes. Then her good looks start getting 

ruined.” je sat back down, pouring himself another drink.
“‘on’t do it, Vonfi” Lea demanded.
I wasn’t sure what I would do when her torture started. The 

guards made her kneel down with her hands on the top of her 
head. –he had tears falling, but she kept insisting: “don’t do it, 
Von.”
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It was possible Zal didn’t have anywhere near the Juice 
required to make that thing work. But if anything happened 
to the woman inside, all of her abilities, the raw power would 
go to the one Blade lez in all of existence. I wasn’t sure I could 
risk it. Even without the device, that kind of power would 
make Zal a force of nature.

What if he could do itM What if I opened the device and he 
shot Aygah in the head and used it to re-write reality over and 
over until he got to his human totalitarian utopiaM 

Everyone I knew would be gone, including Libby and me.
jow was I still meM 
Why were certain things preserved from iteration to itera-

tionM 
I had no idea how it workedK I wasn’t sure a human had 

enough intelligence to work it out either, not Just me, any 
human. 

There was no point wasting time thinking about that. 
Why had Aygah decided that the perfect human utopia 

needed another iterationM What was wrong with itM I needed 
to focus on what I could do.

I needed to keep myself from going down a mental holeU 
Focus, Von.

Focus. 
I could do what Zal wanted and he would wipe the entire 

of reality out of existence. There was no way he would keep 
me as part of his template. je would be the only person in the 
universe who even knew it had happened.

That got me thinking: why were there artefacts this timeM 
Why were there things that were lez from iteration to itera-
tionM 

I shook off this line of thought. It didn’t matter. This wasn’t 
an academic pu??le. It was the fate of reality.

Why were there Thinkers now and not beforeM Why was 
there suddenly an entire new species in the universeM Where 
did they come fromM
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I remembered the video, my accident. I had used the device 
when I was on …entral. I had spoken about Libby in that video. 
Also, if there had been only one iteration between his utopia 
and this reality, when did that accident happenM

Dnless it had happened before that. Gy mind flooded with 
possibilities. I was questioning the mind of the architect of 
reality. I wondered if the things I didn’t know were Just parts 
of her plan.

Thinkers, Gercia, Libby, Lea, Vo, Day. H Aygah.
What was I missingM
Then I knew it. With every Sbre of my being, I knew what 

I was supposed to do.
“Zal,” I yelled. 
“You missed one tiny detail.”
je stood up and tilted his head at me like a confused dog. 
“What’s thatM” he asked. 
“–he’s not in here,” I said, boldly.

A Sgure made of shadows stepped out of the glass behind him. 
The Sgure formed in moments and was suddenly the robbed 
form of Aygah from my memories. 

jer visage looked like she was made of the stars them-
selves. –he moved with a mobility that I didn’t know a person 
could wield. –he looked at me and time slowed to a crawl as 
an approving grin spread across her face.

–he disappeared into the shadows again. 
–omething had changed. 
I was holding a rifle. The guards who had dominated the 

room were now gone. 
Zal pulled his sidearm and I Sred. Lea looked around, re-

alising the guards were gone. –he kicked him in the side. je 
barely noticed. Gy shot bounced off his shield.
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Lea ran away from him as she caught up with the current 
state of things.

“jow did you do thatM” she asked as she got close to me. 
I tossed her the rifle. 
“It wasn’t me. It was her.”
“WhoM” she asked. 
–he shot at Zal with far more accuracy than I had. jis head 

lit up with a blue glow. je shot back. We ducked behind the 
device. je wouldn’t dare shoot it and risk damaging it. 

Lea stood up and took aim, then ducked again before Sring. 
“‘id you forget to shootM” I asked.
“The device, is it really emptyM”
“Yes. WhyM”
“It has a stasis generatorM” she asked.
“Yeah.”
“Open it up. I need to take a nap,” she said, franticly. “Nowfi”
I pressed some buttons, the lid opened. When I looked up, 

I saw what she was worried about. A shuttle was coming right 
at the window. It was coming fast, and it was one of ours. 

“!ofi” I yelled. 
–he handed me the gun and clambered in. I pressed a 

button and her body frosted over. I closed the lid and armed 
its defences Just in time.

The window was shattered with a blast powerful enough 
to smash it inwards before physics took holdK it exploded 
outwards as the atmosphere rushed into space. I held onto 
the device. As expected, it didn’t budge.

The noise of the atmosphere venting was deafening. Then 
suddenly there was no sound at all. I looked up and the back 
end of the shuttle was against the hole where the window 
had been. The door opened and there stood Libby in all her 
righteous glory. –he strolled out of the back.

Zal hadn’t moved much more than the device had. je had 
a lot more power within him than he had let on. I had no idea 
what a Blade really was or what it could do, but apparently 
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physics didn’t bother them much. The shuttle backed away 
from the hole and an atmospheric shield blinked on. Libby 
stood, looking at Zal. The generators were flooding the room 
with air again. It was thin, but it was enough to talk.

“Von, you okayM” Libby called. 
“I’m great,” I called back. 
“LeaM” she asked. 
“Inside here.” I pointed at the device. 
“Not for longfi” Zal screamed and began walking towards 

me.
Libby sprang into action and launched herself at him. je 

batted her away. –he flipped in the air and landed on her feet. 
–he ran at him, this time countering his glancing blow. Then 
she flipped him onto the floor. je stood up with his eyes 
releasing smoke and glowing with a pure white Sre.

I looked at Libby. jer eyes were green. 
They engaged each other again. 
I ducked behind the device. If her eyes were green, Gercia 

was close. I tried to breathe the air in the room. It still tasted 
too thin. Lea would need to stay in her coffin for a little longer. 
I looked at the door to the room. As soon as the air was 
breathable, Zal’s people would flood in. I kept trying the air 
every few seconds, waiting for it to be thick enough for Lea to 
work with.

I remembered the device’s defences and tapped some but-
tons to make its shield extend around me a little. The air tasted 
only a little of oxygen. 

Libby and Zal fought like titans locked in mortal combat.
“‘oor,” I cursed to myself, and pointed my rifle at the 

entrance. The door slid open. I Sred wildly at it. 
“All that power and you didn’t think to lock the fucking 

door,” I muttered to myself.
I was pelted with plasma rounds. The shield held.
“–orry,” came a gentle ethereal voice from next to me. 
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I turned and saw Aygah’s face for Just a second, then a flash 
of stars, and nothing. I looked backK the door was closed again. 
It looked like part of the surrounding frame had been crimped. 
It wasn’t going to be opening any time soon. 

“Thank you,” I said to the air around me.
I turned to see Libby get thrown against the large window 

shield by Zal. I realised my arm wasn’t hurting anymore. I put 
my hand around my wrist. “…ircletfi” I exclaimed, realising that 
I was wearing one. –omehow, Aygah had corrected that little 
oversight too. 

I flicked my wrist and pressed the button for Vo’s direct 
address. jer face came on the screen.

“‘adfi” 
“No time to explain. I need you to Sre everything you have 

into that window right now.” I tilted my …irclet so show her. 
If it was working, the coordinates would be attached to the 
image. “I need everything in this room destroyed. Now, Vofi”

–he nodded and relayed my request. 
“Aren’t you in there tooM” she asked.
“‘oesn’t matterfi I know how this sounds, but the whole of 

reality depends on you taking that shotfi — I love you, now 
Srefi” I hung up. 

Zal smashed Libby against the shield again. I ran around to 
the other side of the device and checked the controls. 

“I’m sorry, Lea,” I said, realising she wouldn’t be making it 
out of here either. Gercia lowered into view behind where 
Zal was holding Libby against the blue flickering energy.

“Bye, Zal,” Libby said, throwing him back with a sudden kick 
and running to me in a flurry. –he leaped over the device and 
crouched down next to me. 

Gercia took the shot. 
Everything went blue. For a fraction of a second, the sur-

rounding room turned into Sre and then I realised I wasn’t 
burningK I was moving. “Blue-tube,” I said to myself. The com-
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forting, safe glow of the tube pulling me, Libby and Lea, device 
and all, to safety.

I felt the tube end. I hit the floor of Gercia’s cargo bay with a 
thud. A few seconds later, I sat up and looked around to make 
sure the device had come with me. Libby offered me her hand 
and pulled me to my feet. I walked over to the device and 
pressed the combination of buttons to open it. Lea was still 
there, in the same position as before. The energy frost across 
her face cleared. –he looked up, sleepily. 

I turned back to Libby and embraced her. 
“You let him think he had you beatM” I asked. 
–he smiled. “I couldn’t actually take him. I kept him dis-

tracted while I waited for an option to present itself.”
“And the tubeM” 
“No time to place an order, so I did the maths, hacked 

Gercia’s computer and Sred it myself,” she grinned. 
We kissed. 





Chapter Twenty-nine

Denouement

The bridge was smaller than I expected. I hadn’t been there 
before, but Jo had ordered our presence. It was a round room 
that used holograms to make it appear it was open to space. 
Four people sat in a row on padded chairs at the front. The 
captain stood behind them at his own station, with consoles 
on each side of him. There were stations to the side of the 
room, all of it basking in the projection of space.

I looked around in awe. Jo and Ba’an were standing at the 
back, leaning against a wall that was hardly visible against the 
projection. They were leaving the captain to do his work. 

I realised the representation of space was not one to one: 
we could see Mercia floating in front of the captain. It was 
little larger than a football and the cylinder ship was in front 
of it. According to the diorama, it was still firing on the ship. 
The planet was represented as a semi-transparent image off 
to the side. Fighters had launched from both sides. The battle 
looked like a video game.

The captain, a stoic and serious looking man with sailors’ 
beard was studying it all and shouting instructions to his crew.

“Mister President are you sure this isn’t enough?” the cap-
tain asked.

“Jon?” Ba’an demanded as he saw me.
“Don’t stop while there’s something leC to shoot at,” I said. 
“qaptain, you heard the man,” he Suipped.
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The captain ordered for another barrage of missiles to be 
fired. I watched as the cylinder ship crumbled into parts in 
front of me. 

“Hir, I have the Thinker government on the line, audio only,” 
someone said to the captain. 

“Put it through then.”
“Wow did you appear in our space? ffihy are you firing 

weapons?” came a scratchy synthetic sounding voice.
“ffie are taking down a terrorist attack force and will vacate 

your space as soon as it is safe to do so. Apologies for violating 
your territory,” the captain said with a professional detach-
ment. 

Ba’an signalled for us to follow him as he headed out of a 
door at the back. ffie walked into a small oLce. Ba’an sat down 
behind the desk. I assumed it was the captain’s oLce. I sat 
down in front of him, and Oibby sat next to me. Jo perched 
on the end of the desk and Oea stood to attention behind us, 
yawning a little from her short stint in stasis.

“Jon, as briefly as possible, I would like a few answers,” Ba’an 
said. 

I nodded. 
“Mercia was sabotaged, and our TD-drive was fired. Nne 

moment we were heading into deep space with no way to 
stop, the next, the ship is fully repaired, and we have a trip 
to Thinker space plotted in the navigational system. Please 
explain how.”

I had little in the way of answers. Eot one he could make 
sense of, anyway. 

“Hir, the long version would keep us all here for hours. The 
very short version is that I know pretty much everything you 
could ever want to know about The Yvent, my ex-wife is a god 
now, and you are shooting at that ship to make sure someone 
who was trying to reset the whole of the universe is as dead 
as possible.” I felt a grin spread across my face.

“Oea, does this fit your account of events?” he asked.
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“Ges, sir. Yxactly, sir.”
“Eot that I’m complaining, but how exactly did Mercia get 

magically repaired?” 
“Yx-wife, owed me one,” I replied. 
“Anything else I should know?”
“Ges. Thinkers have a lab that is leC over from before The 

Yvent and it’s entirely possible they have the technology to 
make a device for starting another one.” 

“I expect a report on all of these events by tomorrow,” he 
said. It was Ba’an’s way of telling us to leave. 

ffie leC the room and exited through the elevator. I glanced 
at the state of the projected cylinder ship as I passed. It was 
in a great many pieces. There were less red fighters and more 
Mercia insignias in the projected battle, but Mercia was still 
firing its smaller weapons to pick off the debris.

Oea leC us and headed to her room. 
Oibby and I got back to our apartment and sat on the sofa. 

I was exhausted, which was something of a novelty to me.
“ffihat happened?” I asked her. 
Hhe leant against me. “ffie went to the location of the dis-

tress call and found a confused colony with no idea what we 
were talking about. ffie scanned the area and headed back. 
Rot reports that there was something happening at the facility 
on Yarth. I think someone launched the rocket ship or blew 
it up. They sent drones out to investigate. ffie pushed the 
TD-Drive as far as we could to get back to Yarth and, well, 
I think you know the rest.”

“Mercia’s sabotage?” I asked. 
“qaptain qurtis and Ba’an were still trying to figure out 

who was responsible. Then all the damage repaired itself and 
everyone started freaking out.” 
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Hhe looked at my arm, confused. “Jon, take off your jacket. 
I think there’s something wrong with your arm.”

I took it off and looked at my bandage. Hhe was right. There 
was something strange about it. I unwrapped the bandaged 
from it. It was soaked in blood and dirty. As I unwrapped, I 
could see my arm. It looked as I expected, it still had a hole in 
it.

“It stopped hurting a while ago,” I explained.
Oibby scanned it with her palm. “Jon, your arm is synthetic.” 
“Hince when?” I asked. 
“Hince always, apparently. The skin layer seems to have 

masked it.” 
I looked in through the hole. The blood had run out and it 

was cleaner than before. The inside had begun regenerating. 
There was the occasional tiny flash of light as new sections 
appeared.

“ffihat’s happening in there?” I asked. 
“Eanites. zebuilding it.” Hhe was stunned. 
“Jon, this technology is way beyond anything we have.”
“Am I okay?”
“I guess so. I mean. It is your arm. zight?” 
I looked at her through the hole. 
“ffihy doesn’t it hurt?” I asked. 
“The synthetic blood must have simulated the organic re-

sponses. It bled out, so you can’t feel the pain now. I mean, I 
assume.” Hhe was still looking at it with great interest.

“Didn’t you never wonder why only you were able to oper-
ate the device?” came a voice from the other side of the room. 

My head spun around. Oibby shot to her feet and her hands 
glowed as her weapons charged. 

“zelax,” said the figure. It was Aygah. Hhe was standing there 
in her robes made of stars messing with our food hatch. Wer 
eyes were white and subtle smoke came out of them. 

“I haven’t had a cup of coffee in something like twen-
ty-three billion years. Rive a girl a break.”
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“ffiho the fuck are you?” Oibby asked, still charging her 
blasters. 

“Oibby, this is Aygah.” 
Wer hands dimmed rapidly. “ffihat?”
Aygah came over and sat down on the armchair next to our 

sofa. Hhe put her feet on our coffee table and sipped her large 
mug of sweet-smelling caffeine.

“It’s nice to finally meet you, Yli‘abeth,” she said with a 
smile. 

Oibby looked on, mouth a little open, in shock.
“I  don’t  show up on anything other than your optical 

and audio sensors, my dear. Gou’re not malfunctioning.” Hhe 
sipped her coffee. 

“qan you fill in the gaps now?” I asked as I slouched back 
into the sofa. 

Oibby sat down next to me. From her posture, I could tell 
that she was still !armed’.

“Oibby, you may as well relax. Gou can’t hurt her even if you 
needed to.”

Hhe looked at me with confusion.
“We’s Suite right, Yli‘abeth.”
“The gaps?” I prompted. Hhe sipped coffee. 
“Yverything you now know is correct, Jon. Wumans were 

almost wiped out. Gou and I, in our adolescent arrogance, 
formulated a plan to rewrite the entirety of reality to put 
humans back in charge. Yventually, the computer did its work 
and reality reached that terrifying result. That’s when I was 
put back in the driving seat. It didn’t take me long to realise 
that I had created a tyrannic empire that was slowly removing 
freedom, creativity and joy from all the universe. Wumans, you 
see, are not the creative explorers that they think they are. 
They are nostalgic, small-minded control freaks who natu-
rally trend towards totalitarian regimes whenever leC to their 
own devices. I spent another thousand iterations fixing the 
problem that we had created. But my influence over the way 
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reality plays out is, as always, limited. All I can ever do it put 
pieces on the board. It’s a slow process.”

“Gou’re the one who started The Yvent?” Oibby exclaimed.
Aygah ran out of coffee. 
“I don’t rewrite anything, not really. It all happens, then it 

doesn’t happen. There are still the same pieces on the board 
now as there were before the first iteration. I just move them 
around until a balance is struck.” 

“Is our reality really only a few months old?” Oibby asked.
“Eo. Ges. I don’t know. Yverything you know is real. It all 

happened and also so did an infinite number of other things. 
Home of the things you remember aren’t Suite from this iter-
ation. They are an assembling of things. The best way to think 
of it is that it doesn’t matter if history is real or not. Now is all 
that matters. Trust me. I have been doing this for a long time.”

“ffihy am I here?” I asked. 
“Nh, yes. Those gaps. HorryZ” 
Hhe waved her hand. Huddenly she was at the food hatch, 

getting more coffee. Then she was sitting on the chair again. It 
wasn’t like she stood up and walked over there. Hhe was there, 
as if she had always been there, then she was sitting down, and 
she had never moved. Oibby was glancing back and forth, still 
trying to use her usual senses to track her. 

“Horry, my dear. The computational devices of your world 
can’t process temporal duplicity. That’s on purpose. I re-
moved the science from your reality to stop anyone else mak-
ing a device like the one I used.” 

Hhe sipped her coffee.
Oibby looked Suite concerned.
“Raps. I don’t usually communicate in order. I must focus.” 

Aygah began again: “Gou lost your arm in our first iteration. 
Gou built a new one. ffihen we created the device, you used 
the temporal encryption signature of its processor as an au-
thentication device. That’s why only you could override its 
controls. I pulled in your template every time I created a new 
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iteration. Yssentially, you are the same you as you were the 
first time. Maybe a little improved.”

“Gou were inside the device for billions of years? Wow are 
you his ex-wife?” Oibby asked. 

“I can’t explain how it works. It took eons, maybe more, to 
figure it all out. I preserved the essence of our relationship 
from the first iteration and encoded it into the current one. I 
also preserved the part where I was no longer around. I’m not 
a person like you both are, not anymore. I can’t be part of a 
family.” Hhe didn’t look sad about this, not at all. 

“I needed to preserve him. To keep him in every iteration, I 
owed him that much. But in all of them, he was less than he is 
now. Defeated and drunk, usually. Then, in one iteration, he 
met you. It happened totally by chance. We was better. Ho, I 
kept you around in every iteration that followed.” 

Wer smile at Oibby had genuine affection in it. 
“I couldn’t find a way to get to this reality, this very one. 

Then I realised it couldn’t be everything at once. I had to leave 
gaps in the foundations for it to work. Gour memory had to 
go, Jon. I needed you focused on the problem, not the million 
other things you always find yourself involved in. Oibby, you 
had to destroy that spy ship. If it was around when ;al struck, 
he would have had a base of operations. There would have 
been no time to rescue Jon. If you hadn’t been able to get to 
him in time, ;al would have been able to get into the device 
and counter my work. It’s all Suite complex, but every action 
was reSuired. Home still won’t pan out for a little while yet 
though.”

Aygah looked happy to be talking to people. I wondered if 
she was lonely. 

“ffiill humans get their immortality back?” I asked. 
“Eo. ACer all this time, in every iteration where humans 

keep that giC, they are the enemy of freedom. Brief lives keep 
them innocent. That’s what makes them the creative explor-
ers you now believe they are. If they find a way to retrieve the 
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genetic marker, I’ll block it.” Hhe was stern now. “Do not let 
them test this, Jon.” 

I was confused. “I’m no scientist,” I said.
She smirked.
“Wow did you escape the device?” I asked.
She took another sip of her coffee.
“I was never in it. Eot in this iteration. Gou saw the moment 

I leC. It was a few iterations ago. Gou let me out. It was caught 
on video. Gou saw it.”

I remembered the strange flashes of a world that existed 
only in the reflection of the lightning on the video of my 
accident.

It dawned on me that it wasn’t a single event: it was the 
composition of multiple realities. It was never meant to be 
more than a clue to tell me the device was important. It wasn’t 
really my accident. It couldn’t have been. 

My accident had never happened. zeality started aCer that, 
so it couldn’t have possibly happened. 

Aygah sipped her coffee again— it seemed to have been 
refilled.

“The truth is, I don’t even need the device anymore. I’m 
not sure I ever really did. My species, as you were told, is the 
genetic best of all the Ylder races. ffie just weren’t around long 
enough to learn how to use our giCs.”

Hhe regarded Oibby intently for a moment U maybe a lot 
more— time didn’t seem to flow Suite right around this woman. 

Hhe leaned forward and put her drink down. 
“Gou have played your parts wonderfully these past few 

weeks. Thank you for being such reliable pieces of my pu‘‘le. 
Gou have saved a far many more lives than you can possibly 
imagine.”

She stood up.
“Before I go, giCsZ” 
Wer robes flickered and sparkled. Oibby rubbed her eyes. 

Aygah’s appearance was still causing her issues.
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“Gou already have medals and I have a feeling you will 
accrue many more. Wowever, here is my own little thank 
you. Yli‘abeth, you are not a ‘Defender of the Earth’. Gou 
are a Ruardian of zeality, and as such, you need your fullest 
capacity at all times. The graviton transmission that allows you 
to sync with your avatars will be encoded into the iteration 
itself. Eo matter where you go within your own timeframe, 
there will be no force that can block your signal. Eo more 
sim-mode, unless you want it. I promise.” 

Hhe waved her hand in a majestic gesture, though nothing 
obvious seemed to happen.

“Anywhere?” Oibby asked.
“Ges. Though no one will be able to explain how or why it 

works, I assure you.” 
Hhe turned to me. “I still have to visit Joanne and Oea. I 

won’t forget them. But for you: have all that you have forgot-
ten.” 

Then she simply wasn’t there anymore. I wondered if she 
ever had ever actually been there at all.

“Gour ex-wife is kind-of awesomeZ” Oibby said. Hhe looked 
stunned and, from a computational point of view, probably 
glad she was gone.

“Hhe always was.”
“Gou remember her?” Oibby asked.
“Geah. I remember everything.”
Oibby hugged me— an embrace accompanied by a kiss that, 

for the first time, I was able to return with my truest self.
Moments later, my qirclet bu‘‘ed. Oibby’s bu‘‘ed. The 

viewing screen beeped for attention, and the door chimed. 
ffie ignored it all. 

Oibby looked at me and grinned with joy. 
“All of it?” she asked.
“I remember every moment of every iteration. Yvery kiss, 

every fight, and every adventure. I loved you in all of them,” I 
whispered.



324 DENOUEMENT

“Gou didn’t know me in all of them.”
I kissed her on the nose. “Just because I didn’t know you, it 

doesn’t mean I didn’t love you.”
Homeone overrode the door’s lock. Joanne stormed in. 
“ffihy aren’t you answering anything?” she demanded. “I 

just had a visit from momZ”
“ffie knowZ” Oibby and I replied in unison. 
“Thinker qollective has just declared war on the Hol al-

liance.”
Oibby and  I  held  our embrace  and  only replied  with 

“Bh-huh.”
Footsteps came from the corridor and Oea entered.
“Nh, hey, you’re all here. Gou won’t believe who just visited 

me.”
“My mother?” Jo asked with a raised eyebrow.
“GesZ said she got me a new shuttleZ”
“Rreat,” Oibby said, without taking her eyes away from 

mine.
The viewing screen was still ringing. Jo answered it. David 

Atkinson’s face looked at us, looking at us with a drone behind 
him. 

“Gou’re on MerciaZ Wow did you get to Mercia? They arrest-
ed me. This is my one call. Are you coming back?”

Oibby and I laughed. I turned my head to look at the screen. 
“ffie’re on the way, David. Nh, and it’s called detained.”

End of part one.
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