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PART ONE

 


UP AND OUT


 


 


Who has gone farthest?


For I would go farther.


– Walt Whitman, Excelsior





CHAPTER ONE


LONDON


 



The two Serbian butchers had Ed Rico pinned to a table. They were getting ready to break his wrists with the flat edge of a meat cleaver. He’d been playing cards with them since yesterday lunchtime, in a store room above their shop in Bethnal Green. Now it was late afternoon and he couldn’t afford to pay the four grand he owed them.


The room was dark and squalid, with meat-filled chest freezers humming against the walls, and a single brown light bulb overhead. The Serbs had him face down across the wooden packing crate they’d been using as a game table, his arms stretched out, hands and wrists dangling over the crate’s edge. He felt the pile of betting chips digging into him through his shirt. The big guy holding him smelled of coffee and stale cigarette smoke. His name was Pavle and Ed could feel his hot breath on the hairs at the nape of his neck.


“Time’s up, Ed, my friend.”


Ed struggled. Through watering eyes, he watched Grigor, the smaller of the two men, hefting the cleaver from hand to hand.


“He’ll be here with your money,” Ed said, “I know he will.”


Grigor looked up at the clock on the wall above the sink. He shook his head and his tongue clicked behind his gold teeth.


“He is already late.”


He placed the cleaver carefully on the top of one of the freezers and rolled up the sleeves of his polyester shirt, like a backstreet surgeon preparing for the first incision. He had crude tattoos on both of his forearms, and fat gold rings on his fingers. His bald head shone like a bullet.


“It was a good game,” he said, smoothing his thick moustache with the index finger and thumb of one hand. “And I am genuinely sorry it has to end this way.”


Ed tried to pull free, but couldn’t. Pavle’s hands were like iron clamps.


Grigor leaned down. “Ed, you are a good taxi driver. I also know you are an artist, and for whatever it’s worth to you, I very much like your work. But you must understand that this is a matter of honour.”


Grigor cleared his throat and spat. Ed squeezed his eyes shut and gripped his hands into fists. His heart thumped against the wooden crate. He’d gone into this game hoping to hustle a few hundred quid for rent and art materials, but as usual, he’d pushed it too far. He’d been stubborn and reckless and dug his heels in when he should have folded. Now he could almost feel the flat edge of the knife striking his wrist, shattering the bone. Bile rose in his throat. He squeezed his hands until his fingernails dug into his palms.


This was really going to hurt.


He heard Grigor lift the cleaver. The floorboards creaked as the Serb took up position, shifting his weight from foot to foot as he prepared to deliver the first blow. Stretched over the crate, Ed winced in anticipation, every muscle tensed against the coming pain. He heard Grigor grunt as he lifted the knife high above his shoulder, ready to strike—


Thump! Thump! Thump!


The noise from the door startled them all. Still holding Ed’s arms, Pavle recovered first.


“For your sake, I hope that’s him.”


Ed opened his eyes, blinking away tears. Hardly daring to breathe, he watched Grigor lower the knife, stalk to the door and crack it an inch.


“You have the money?” The Serb demanded.


“I do.”


Grigor took a step back, making way. Beyond him, standing beneath a dusty bulb on an uncarpeted landing, stood the one person Ed had been praying for: his brother, Verne.


Verne worked for the BBC as a war correspondent. He was a well-built man with thinning hair, rimless glasses and an expensive olive trench coat. He stepped into the room as if afraid of getting his shoes dirty.


“It’s all here.” He pulled a fat envelope from his inside pocket. “Now, let him go.”


Grigor snatched the envelope and tore off the end. He thumbed through the contents and then, obviously satisfied, muttered something to Pavle. The pressure on Ed’s forearms eased.


Ed slid to his feet. He felt like crying. He rubbed his wrists, reassuring himself they were still okay. His legs were shaking. He stumbled over to his brother, who caught his arm, holding him up.


“Are you okay?”


Ed gave a nod. There were tears in his eyes. He swallowed hard.


Grigor slid the money into the pocket of his butcher’s apron.


“Okay then, we are quits.” He brandished the meat cleaver. Its sharpened edge flashed in the pale brown light from the room’s solitary bulb. “But if we ever see you or your cheating brother again, we fuck you both up, you understand?”


Verne looked down at him, clearly unimpressed.


“Perfectly.”


And then they were out of the room, stumbling down the narrow stairs to the front door, Ed’s weight resting on his brother’s shoulders, and a wild laugh bubbling in his throat.


 



Half an hour later, Ed sat hunched in the back bar of a high-ceilinged Tudor pub in Holborn, a few short steps from the Chancery Lane tube station, in a carved wooden booth that reminded him of a confessional. Verne was at the counter. He came back with two pints of bitter and a glass of brandy, and pushed the brandy across to Ed.


“Drink that. It’ll stop you shaking.”


“Thanks.” Ed did as he was told. Then he coughed, and wiped his eyes.


“It wasn’t my fault,” he said. “They were cheating. They kept talking in Serbian. I knew they were up to something.”


Verne heaved a sigh. “Then why did you stay? Why didn’t you just walk away as soon as you realised what was happening?”


Ed shrugged. He’d been pushing his luck and he knew it.


“This is typical of you, Ed. It’s just one disaster after another. When are you going to grow up?” Verne took off his glasses and rubbed his eyes. “You know, I had to call in some pretty big favours to get that money.”


“I’ll pay you back.”


Verne shook his head. They both knew Ed hadn’t sold a painting in months, and could barely afford to buy the materials he’d need to paint new ones. Since his mother’s funeral, he’d been at work on a triptych depicting the half-scavenged hulls of oil tankers being broken up by gangs of ship-breakers on the grey mud flats of Chittagong in Bangladesh. Put together, the three panels formed a panorama showing fourteen, maybe fifteen ships. Yellow sparks flew in the twilight. Gangs of thin, grimy men clambered over the wrecked ships, like crabs attacking beached whale corpses. He’d layered the mud in thick daubs of brown and grey paint. Most of the men were stick figures. It looked like hell on Earth, and of course, no-one wanted to hang it on their wall.


Ed looked miserably at the office workers crowding the bar. It was only five o’clock, but it was already dark outside and felt much later. The pub itself dated back to the 1920s; it had a high pitched roof and a long bar counter sitting beneath a row of large oak vats. Many of the fixtures and fittings had been rescued from the previous building to stand on the site, the latest in a long line of ale houses, dating back as far as the seventeenth century.


“I’m sorry, Verne. I mean it. You’ve always been there for me.”


His brother waved a dismissive hand. Today was the first time they’d spoken since their mother’s funeral, six months before.


“Look, forget the money, okay? I’ve got more important things to worry about right now.” He replaced his glasses and sucked the froth from the head of his pint.


“I was going to call you anyway,” he began. “There’s something I want to ask you.”


Ed raised an eyebrow. “What is it?”


Verne put his glass down and hunched forward, resting his weight on his elbows. “It’s Alice. I think she’s having an affair.”


Ed’s drink tried to go down the wrong way. He coughed and wiped his mouth on the back of his hand.


“What makes you say that?”


Verne looked over the top of his rimless spectacles. “I don’t know. Has she said anything to you?”


Ed dropped his hands out of sight and squeezed them into fists, knuckles brushing the smooth denim of his worn jeans.


“No. No, she hasn’t.”


Verne’s fingernails rapped against the tabletop. “She’s been different since I took that assignment in Somalia. Distant. And she’s been taking more photo jobs here in town. You know she kept her apartment in Peckham? She spends two or three nights a week there now. Or says she does, anyway.”


He let out a long, ragged sigh.


“I know she came to see you, Ed, when I was away. Did she say anything...?”


Ed shook his head. What else could he do? He couldn’t forget the night Alice had shown up on the doorstep of his first floor studio flat. She’d been lonely and restless, looking for company. He’d asked her in and opened a bottle of wine, and they’d sat drinking by the window. The night had been warm and he’d left the blinds and windows open, letting in the lights and sounds of the city.


He remembered her auburn hair and the print her lipstick had left on the wineglass.


“It’s not like Verne and I don’t love each other,” she’d said, looking down at her drink. “It’s just that we don’t know how to live together.”


Ed had been sitting on the edge of his work table, beside his easel.


“I’m sure you’ll work it out.”


Alice had her legs crossed at the ankle. She wore black stockings. Her shoe dangled carelessly.


“Sometimes I think I chose the wrong brother.”


Ed shifted position. He looked down at his hands.


“Don’t say that.”


She twirled the stem of her wineglass between thumb and forefinger. Her cheeks were flushed.


“Why not? It’s true.”


His mouth suddenly dry, Ed turned to look out of the open sash window.


“Okay,” he said, “but you don’t have to say it.”


Outside, the streets were hot and quiet, and bathed in electric orange light. He watched a car slide past, its tyres making a soft ripping noise on the warm tarmac.


Ordinarily, he would have jumped at the chance to be with a girl like Alice, married or not. She was clever and funny, and fiercely independent. And he’d known her longer than Verne had. Yet he couldn’t get away from the fact that she was his brother’s wife. That was one line he didn’t want to cross. He didn’t want to be that kind of guy.


He drained his glass and rose to get another bottle. As he did so, Alice slipped the wedding ring from her finger and dropped it into her handbag. She sat up straight and brushed a strand of auburn hair behind her ear, and started to unbutton her blouse.


“I know how you feel about me, Ed.”


 



That had all happened over a year ago. Thinking about it now made Ed’s hands shake all over again.


“She didn’t—I mean, she didn’t say anything to me.” He could feel his cheeks burning.


Watching him, Verne’s eyes narrowed the way they did when he caught the scent of a really good story. He sat back and used an index finger to push his glasses firmly back onto the bridge of his nose.


“Ed? Is there something you’re not telling me?”


“No.”


Verne leaned across the table, almost out of his seat.


“What is it, Ed?”


“Nothing.”


Ed’s eyes were watering. He bit his lip, fighting back a nervous laugh.


“I know when you’re lying, Ed, and you’re lying now. Look at you. Come on, if you know something, anything, you have to tell me.”


In his peripheral vision, Ed saw faces turning their way, drawn to the brewing confrontation like sharks scenting blood in the water. He brought his hands up.


“Verne, please—”


He looked up and saw his face reflected in his brother’s specs.


“I’m sorry, I can’t. I don’t know anything.”


Verne frowned. “Don’t lie to me, Ed. I can tell there’s something—” He broke off, eyes wide.


“Oh shit,” he said. “It’s you, isn’t it?”


Ed looked down at his hands.


“Shit. She told me she’d seen you. I should have known.” Verne raked his fingers back through his thinning hair. “Jesus Christ, Ed. What were you thinking?”


Ed pressed back in the booth. The smirk was gone now. His heart beat so hard he could feel it at the back of his throat.


“Look, Verne—”


Verne’s mobile rang. With a curse, the older man pulled it out and checked the caller display.


“Don’t say another word, Ed. Not another fucking word, okay?”


Still scowling, he pressed the answer button and clapped the phone to his ear. After a few seconds he said, “I’ll be there as soon as I can. Tell the camera crew to wait for me.” Then he lurched to his feet and pocketed the phone, swept an angry hand through his hair, and straightened the lapels of his trench coat with an angry tug.


“I’ve got to go. There’s something going on by the Embankment. Some kind of emergency. They want me to report on it.”


Ed swallowed. He knew that if he let his brother walk out now, they’d never have a chance to talk this through. That would be it for them. Verne would cut him out of his life again, as he had after the funeral.


“Verne, I—”


Verne turned on his heel.


“Goodbye, Ed.” He stalked out of the room, down the passage that led past the oak-panelled front bar, out into the street.


For a moment, Ed sat and endured the curious stares of his fellow patrons. Then with a sigh, he pulled himself out of the booth, and gave chase.


When he got outside, he found it was raining. The shop windows were bright with Christmas lights and decorations. He splashed across the street, weaving between the buses and taxis, to the steps of the Tube station, catching Verne at the ticket barrier.


“Don’t go,” he said, tugging his brother’s sleeve.


Verne shook him off without a word. Without looking back, he swiped his ticket and barged his way through the barrier.


Ed didn’t have a ticket. He looked over at the queue for the machines. By the time he got a ticket, Verne would be on a train and gone. Without stopping to think, he jumped the barrier. Shouts came from the guards, but he didn’t stop to look. Scrambling to his feet, he pushed through the crowd and tackled his brother at the top of the escalator, grabbing his arm.


“We need to talk.”


Somewhere, an alarm rang. Verne shoved him away. He stepped backwards onto the moving escalator and pointed an angry finger at Ed.


“Stay the fuck away from me.”


“But—”


“I mean it. Take one more step and I’ll hit you.”


“But Verne—”


And then two armed police officers were yelling at Ed to kneel and put his hands behind his head. As they cuffed him, Verne turned away in disgust, riding the escalator down towards the platform. Kneeling there, on the cold wet floor at the top of the stairs, with one of the officers holding a firearm to the back of his head and the other talking into a radio, Ed watched his brother’s retreating back. Verne had his shoulders hunched and head tipped back, looking at the ceiling. Ahead of him, the air at the foot of the escalator rippled like a heat haze.


Ed blinked and shook his head. For a moment, he thought his eyes were playing tricks. Then as he watched, the haze solidified. A purple arch shimmered into place, filling the base of the sloping tunnel like a hungry mouth: a mouth into which the metal steps of the escalator were falling one by one, disappearing in searing flashes of actinic white light as they did so.


Ignoring the angry curses of the police officers, Ed struggled.


“Verne!”


He saw his brother’s shoulders twitch. Then Verne finally looked down and saw what was in front of him.


The air pressure in the tunnel changed. Ed felt his ears pop. He thrashed against his cuffs until one of the policemen slapped the side of his head hard enough to crack his nose into the moving rail of the escalator. Then the man noticed what was happening below. Ed heard him swear. Both policemen started shouting into their radio mikes. They still had their guns in hand, but now they didn’t know where to point them.


Ed raised his head. His nose felt broken. Hot blood dripped from his chin.


“Verne!”


Through watery eyes, he saw his brother trying to climb against the downward motion of the stairs, but he was too close to the arch and Ed could see he wasn’t going to make it. The stairs were falling away beneath his feet.


Ed strained forward. Their eyes met for a second, and Verne stopped moving.


“Run!” Ed yelled.


Verne shook his head. He closed his eyes. He let the stairs carry him down until the wounded escalator gave a final grinding screech and collapsed. Ed caught a final glimpse of his brother falling backwards into the archway, arms outstretched, his body disappearing in a flash of white.





CHAPTER TWO


THE BUBBLE BELT


 



Tiers Cross was a small planet orbiting just beyond the outer fringes of the Bubble Belt. It was icy and cold but it had been given an atmosphere, and two artificial orbiting suns that kept the surface from completely freezing up.


Only one city sprawled across its icy plains. Uptown, there were bright lights, crowds and skyscrapers, but down by the spaceport, drifters and tired hustlers worked the narrow streets. They huddled at windy intersections in flapping coats, waiting for the right deal, the big score. Katherine Abdulov moved among them, avoiding the ebb and flow of their skinny bodies. She had an appointment to keep with a potential client. Her insulated boots crunched on the frozen ground, her breath coming in ragged clouds. She wore a long grey coat over a set of stained ship fatigues, and a warm cap with fur earflaps. The glyphs on her shoulder identified her as the master of the Ameline, an old trading vessel currently mothballed in orbit.


She walked through the same old familiar street smells: the greasy stink of the fast food joints, the mingled reek of urine and vomit, the burned plastic tang of fuel drum alley fires. Her ears picked up the electric fizz of the illuminated signs in the windows of the bars she passed; the buzz of a tattooist’s needle from a shop on the corner; raised voices and the crash of shattering glass off somewhere down the block.


Above the street, the Bubble Belt stretched across the night sky like a curtain of beads, filling the heavens. It was a Dyson swarm of bubble habitats, as wide as the orbit of Mars. There were maybe a billion individual habitats in there, each one sporting a different size, shape and internal environment. No-one knew who’d built them. Most were between one and two hundred metres across. Some had working biospheres with animals and insects. Others were tight-packed mazes of empty corridors. Some were filled with water or gas, others with nothing more than soil. But all were as unique as snowflakes, and all perfectly self-contained.


At the Belt’s heart, something like a naked singularity lay wreathed in a fog of incandescent gas. As a fixed point where the rules of space and time broke down, it resisted the mind’s attempts to interpret it. When looking at it, some saw a mirrored sphere, others a greasy, writhing mess of flabby tendrils. Nobody saw it in the same way twice. It had driven good men insane. It was an inexplicable gnarl in the grain of the universe and after a while, in order to preserve your sanity, you learned to stop noticing it.


Although a handful of the Dyson habitats had been settled, the vast majority remained unexplored. The crews scouting them called themselves ‘bubble breakers.’ In all, there were upwards of fifty breaker crews operating in the Belt at any one time. They were salvage teams and they were scavengers. They hit the bubbles, drilled their way in, stripped out anything useful-looking, and auctioned it online, to the highest bidder. It was a dirty and dangerous get-rich-quick kind of a job, and in these lean economic times it tended to attract dangerous and desperate people. People with little left to lose.


People like Katherine Abdulov.


Twenty-six years old and the estranged scion of a wealthy trading family, Kat had come to the Belt the same way so many others did: out of fuel and out of funds. She’d been hoping to score a lucrative charter, carrying a few rich prospectors and their recovered loot. Low on cash, she’d gambled everything to get here, a desperate last throw that left her with nothing, not even enough money to refuel her ship. Unable to find either passengers or cargo, she’d been forced to put the Ameline into storage and join a breaker crew.


She looked up, to where a green dot indicated the position of her ship on her visual overlay. Increasing the magnification in her eye, she managed to resolve a recognizable and familiar silhouette: the Ameline lay in a standard parking orbit above the moon. Tiny readouts flickered in the corner of Kat’s eye, giving estimates of distance and relative velocity. Red and green navigation lights blinked along the ship’s blunt, wedge-shaped hull. Maintenance tugs nosed around it like curious fish around a sleeping shark.


The Ameline had been a derelict when Kat had first found it, half-cannibalised, stripped for parts, and it had taken weeks of patient work to get it flight-worthy again. Since then, she’d worked her way along the branching trade routes that stretched, like the threads of a spider’s web, from Earth to the Outer Worlds, hauling whatever passengers or cargoes were available, trying to get home, back to Strauli. Somehow, she’d managed to stay one step ahead of the wolves crying outside the airlock door. Against all the odds, she’d lurched from one job to the next, keeping the old ship flying until finally, broken down and busted, she’d reached the Belt.


A chill wind blew up the street. Kat returned her vision to its default setting. She wondered if the ship’s eager, dog-like mind felt as restless as she did.


On Tiers Cross, life was tough at the bottom of the food chain. There were too many people here seeking their fortunes. Every time a ship arrived, it brought more of them. They all came to Tiers Cross looking to make a fast buck. And ninety-nine times out of a hundred, they were disappointed. If they weren’t killed or crippled, they wound up broke and starving. They huddled around fires burning in old fuel drums, or slept uncomfortably beneath tarpaulins, waking at dawn to find themselves covered in frost. Some picked through heaps of scrap for saleable fragments of obsolete cyber-crap, or tried to hawk homemade jewellery to tourists. Others, like Kat, joined breaker crews when they’d spent the last of their savings. It was dangerous, but it was the only option they had left.


When Kat did it, she packed her few possessions into a bag and walked down to the yard in the chill morning air to enlist. There were two crews hiring that day, but she discounted the first straight away. Fat Keith had a bad rep. He’d lost eight men on his last expedition, and word had it that in order to save his own skin, he’d abandoned three of them in an airless bubble. Giving him a wide berth, Kat signed instead with the second crew. It was led by a known alcoholic with the name of Radford. He had a fierce black beard and hard blue eyes, and an old military tug tricked out for civilian use.


“I expect you to do your job, and to do what you’re told,” he blustered.


His crew consisted of Kat and two others. The first bubble they hit was refrigerated inside: all snow and ice, and nothing of any worth. The second wasn’t much better, but they managed to rip out an air filter that fetched a good price when they later put it up for auction.


Before they had the chance to find anything else of worth, Radford slipped and broke his leg in the third bubble. He was drunk. He lost his footing on a ladder and fell ten metres onto a hard rock floor, which ended the expedition and left Kat back on the streets of Tiers Cross with barely enough in her pocket to cover the Ameline’s berthing fees.


So, for the last few weeks, she’d been haunting the port bars looking for work. Some days, she hadn’t been able to afford to eat. It had been a miserable, desperate time, but now, at long last, it looked as if her luck had changed. She had a lead and, if this meeting worked out the way she hoped, she’d soon have a couple of paying passengers and funds to refuel the ship.


 



The bar she was aiming for lay at the end of an irregular row of prefab shelters, relics left over from the first expeditions to arrive. Their generators had powered the settlement’s first, faltering steps, and their tough walls had given shelter to the colonists during the early blizzards that threatened to wipe everything else away. She reached out and gave the nearest an affectionate pat with her gloved hand, as if acknowledging an old friend. Beneath the graffiti and frost, she saw the faded flags and insignia of long-dead organisations: NASA, USAF, ESA...


Ahead, she heard jukebox music blowing up the street and shivered. The tune was an old electric blues number, and one of Victor’s favourites. She squared her shoulders. She didn’t want to think about Victor. Their last fight had taken place years ago, and light years away. Since then, she’d tried her best to forget him. Now, annoyingly, he was here on Tiers Cross. She’d seen his ship arrive on the Grid this afternoon, and she’d been lying low ever since, afraid of running into him. The last thing she wanted was for him to see her like this, penniless and desperate.


She blocked the music out of her mind and kept walking.


When she reached the bar, it was the same low, scrappy affair she remembered from previous visits, some years back. Its fizzing neon sign featured a stylized skull and crossed bones, and the name: Admiral Benbow. The walls were built from old packing crates and sheets of corrugated iron. Whenever a shuttle lifted from the port, the windows rattled.


Kat pushed through into the bar’s stale warmth. The place was mostly empty. This early, only the hardcore drinkers were at the bar. She walked across and slid into a vacant booth. Nobody met her eyes, although a few pinged her neural implants with their own, checking out her public profile. Ignoring them, she took off her fur hat and shook out her mussed chestnut hair with a gloved hand. The table had a chipped plastic touch-screen, and she used it to order a glass of Palinka brandy. She didn’t look up when the waitress brought it over, just dropped a handful of local coins onto the woman’s tray. From beneath a lowered brow, she scanned the bar, from the gaming tables at the front of the room to the scuffed cybersex cubicles at the back. The place itself hadn’t changed much in the years since her last visit. In fact, looking around she was fairly certain it hadn’t even been cleaned. Two tables over, a man watched her. He wore a hooded black robe, like a monk’s habit.


“Captain Abdulov?”


She narrowed her eyes. “You’re Francis Hind?”


The man rose. Beneath his hood, he had short hair, grey at the temples.


“I am.”


“You didn’t tell me you were an Acolyte.”


He slid into the chair opposite.


“I didn’t realise it was relevant.”


Kat shrugged. She couldn’t afford to be picky.


“It’s not.” She dismissed the matter with a flick of her fingers. “Now, how can I help?”


Hind glanced around, and then leaned discreetly inward. In this light, his skin looked as grey as his hair.


“I’m searching for passage to Strauli Quay,” he said.


“For two of you?”


“Yes, myself and one other.”


Kat sat back in her chair. “And the fee we discussed?”


The man patted a concealed pocket in his robe.


“I have it.”


He pulled out an antiquated palmtop and transferred the money to her account. As soon as he had, she used her neural implant to order a priority refuelling. Then she shook the man’s hand, gave him an estimated departure time, and watched as he bade farewell and left the bar, tugging his hood forward as he did so, to protect his face from the wind.


When he’d gone and the door had banged shut behind him, she allowed herself a sigh of relief. She’d been stuck on this worthless planet for three long months, getting cold and tired, and wondering if she’d ever fly again. Now, she could hardly wait to get airborne, to open the throttle and feel the kick of the exhaust, the giddy freedom of the up-and-out.


Two passengers weren’t enough to make the voyage pay for itself, but they were enough to fuel the ship, and who knew what she’d find when she got to Strauli? Would her parents be waiting for her? Would they be pleased to see her, or would they turn her away again? She picked up her glass and swirled the contents. She would find out. Whatever welcome they gave her, anything beat being stuck in this chilly backwater.


Kat downed the remains of her drink, and rose to leave. She was pulling her cap back over her head when the door of the bar burst open and three men piled in laughing, brushing flakes of snow from their flight jackets, talking in off-world accents.


They stopped when they saw her, and the tallest stepped forward. He pulled down the scarf covering his mouth and nose.


“Ah, Kat.” He seemed embarrassed. Kat’s heart thumped in her chest. This was exactly what she’d hoped to avoid.


“Hello Victor.” She felt her fists tense. She’d last seen Victor Luciano on a planet seven light years from here, and on that occasion, she’d thrown a drink in his face.


“It’s been a long time,” she said.


Victor’s lip curled as he looked her up and down, obviously comparing her thick-soled boots, drab grey coat and army surplus hat to his own immaculately clean flight suit.


“Not long enough.” He tried to step around her but she moved to block him.


“Get out of my way,” he said quietly, looking around the bar, obviously uncomfortable.


“Can we talk?”


“No.”


He moved past her. She tried to stop him but he shouldered her away, and she staggered into the arms of one of his comrades, who wrapped a thick arm around her throat. She struggled and got in a few kicks but couldn’t squirm free. Her palms itched for the pistols she’d left on her ship.


Victor stood arms folded, watching her thrash about with a look of embarrassment on his face. After a minute or so, he shook his head sadly.


“Throw her out, boys.”





CHAPTER THREE


ALICE


 



A month after Verne’s disappearance, Ed summoned the courage to visit Alice at her apartment in Peckham. He left his taxi in a residents-only space and climbed the metal outside steps to her front door. She answered his knocks in a dressing gown, her auburn hair ruffled and flattened on one side, her eyes raw and puffy, smudged with yesterday’s eyeliner. She took him in and offered to make him a cup of coffee.


“You’ll have to have it black, I’m afraid. There’s no milk.”


Her apartment comprised a couple of cluttered rooms on the top floor of a subdivided brick town house on a quiet street. The front room had a small kitchenette at one end and a television against one wall. The walls were covered with framed prints of photographs she’d taken. They were mostly pictures of collapsed and overgrown buildings, but there were a few pictures of the night sky, taken from various locations. An Ikea sofa separated the kitchenette from the rest of the room, and judging from the half-eaten meals and sticky wine glasses on the carpet beneath it, Ed guessed Alice had been using it as a bed for several days. A duvet had been scrunched into a heap at one end. He perched on the sofa arm beside it.


“I heard the police dropped the charges,” Alice said.


Ed scratched at the week’s worth of stubble on his chin. The bruises around his nose and eyes were mostly gone now, but remained fresh in his memory.


“They had better things to worry about. I got off with a fine and a slap on the wrist.”


Steam came from the kettle spout. The switch clicked off.


“You’re lucky you weren’t shot. What did you think you were doing, jumping the barriers like that?”


“I had to stop him.”


Alice poured out the hot water and stirred the coffee with an angry rattle of the teaspoon.


“I wish you had.” She thrust the mug at him.


He said, “Have you seen the news?”


Alice sniffled wetly on her sleeve. She wore jogging bottoms beneath the robe, and had thick hiking socks on her feet.


“What news?”


He leaned toward her. “There are other arches now, maybe a dozen of them. Two in the States and one in Venezuela. Four in Africa. Perhaps another three in the Far East, some more in Russia.”


Alice frowned. She seemed about to say something, but stopped herself, as if too worn-out to make the effort. Instead, she opened the fridge and pulled out a half-empty bottle of Shiraz.


Ed got to his feet. He’d been glued to the TV since his brother’s disappearance. He’d seen the restless crowds milling on the streets around Chancery Lane and the Embankment, with their candles and petrol bombs, unsure whether to smash the arches or worship them.


“China’s closed its borders,” he said. “Germany’s gone for martial law. Everyone’s scared. I even saw some troops on the streets of Hackney yesterday, and there are police barricades and roadblocks everywhere. I got stopped and questioned twice on my way over here.”


Alice pulled the cork out of the bottle with her teeth and spat it into the sink. She swilled a dirty glass under the cold tap, shook it dry, and then sloshed the remaining wine into it.


“So everything’s falling apart? That’s your news? That’s what you came all this way to tell me?”


Ed cleared his throat.


“A guy in America found one of the arches and went through it.”


“So what?”


“He came back.”


Alice put the wine bottle down with a clunk.


“What?”


Ed reached for her hand. “He went through and a couple of hours later, he came back. I saw the pictures on CNN. He had frostbite and bruises, and he kept spitting up blood, but he made it back.”


Alice looked pale. “W-where had he been?”


“Mars.”


“You’re kidding.”


Ed shook his head. “They analysed the grit on his boots. He went to Mars, and somehow he stumbled back through the gate without dying of cold or suffocation.”


He watched Alice rub her forehead.


“So what are you saying? Verne’s dead?”


“Not necessarily.” He gave her hand a squeeze. “You see, while he was there on Mars, this guy saw more arches. NASA sent through an astronaut in a spacesuit and she confirmed it. The scientists think they’re part of a network.”


He slipped a battered Tube map from the back pocket of his jeans and spread it out on the kitchen counter.


“Imagine each of these stations is an arch,” he said, tracing the Bakerloo line with his finger. “And they’re all linked. You can get from any point on the network to any other if you follow the right route, jumping from one station to the next.”


Alice bit her lip. Her eyes were damp and confused. “So, if it’s that easy, why hasn’t Verne come back?”


Ed cupped his other hand over hers, enfolding it.


“Maybe he’s trying to. Maybe he’s stuck on the wrong part of the network and he’s on the Central Line when he should be on the Circle.”


She slipped away from him and wiped her eyes on the back of her hand. She walked over to the window, and the thin winter light kissed her face. The front room window looked out over the bare trees of the Common. Leaves blew around on the grass.


She said, “You want to go after him, don’t you?”


“Yes.”


She shook her head. “Well, you’re crazy. You don’t know what’s on the other side. And besides, you’ll never get close enough to an arch if the police have them all blocked off.”


Ed folded the map away and picked up his coffee.


“You may be right. But if they keep appearing like this, then sooner or later, if I’m quick enough, maybe I’ll get to one before they can throw a cordon around it.”


Alice turned.


“And then what? What happens if you appear on, say, Mars while he’s on Pluto? How are you going to find him?”


Ed rubbed his eyes. Whatever she said, he knew he had to try. He couldn’t stand the thought of his brother still out there alive, still angry at him, still trying to make his way home. He had to find him and bring him back. He had to make things right.


He walked over to Alice and took the wine glass from her fingers.


“This isn’t doing you any good,” he said.


He made her take a shower. When she came back, she looked better. Her cheeks were flushed and she wore one of her husband’s old sweaters. Her legs were bare. She had her hair wrapped in a towel.


“Look,” she said. “What happened between us, what we did, was wrong.”


Ed’s coffee had gone cold. He tipped it down the sink.


“So, it’s definitely over?”


“Of course it’s over. How can you even ask?”


“I wasn’t asking. I thought—”


“Are you glad he’s gone, is that it? What are you thinking? That I’ll fall into your arms like nothing’s happened?”


“No, of course not.”


“Then shut up.”


She curled herself onto the couch and pulled the duvet over her legs. She looked warm and tired, and ready to sleep.


“I think you’d better leave now.”


Ed looked down at her. He stuck his chin out. “You know I’m going to find him, don’t you?”


Alice wriggled lower, eyes shut.


“I’ll believe it when I see it, Ed.”
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US President calls for calm after night of rioting


Unrest triggered by yesterday’s grenade attack on Wilshire Blvd arch.


Hundreds hurt overnight in clashes with Los Angeles police and National Guard.


--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------


World’s oldest man dies in Tokyo, aged 143


Relatives attribute longevity to exercise and diet of rice and raw fish.


--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------


Hurricane winds batter Miami for the fourth time in three months


Thousands homeless.


Governor declares national disaster.


--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------


Vatican: ‘Arches are a test of faith’


Pope urges caution.


--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------


New water war in Middle East?


Droughts spark fresh hostilities.


--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------


Refugees flee arch sites in Midwest


Unconfirmed alien sightings spark widespread panic.


--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------


World Health Organisation fears arch-related pandemic


WHO recommends strict quarantine procedures.


Urges governments to be vigilant for ‘alien pathogens.’
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CHAPTER FOUR


SABOTAGE


 



A couple of hours after her scuffle in the bar, Katherine Abdulov found herself sitting in an office on the upper floor of a two-storey bunker on the edge of Tiers Cross’s main port. The windows looked out over the landing field. From where she sat, she could see the sparks of shuttles lifting from the terminal buildings at the far end of the field.


She was there at the surprise invitation of Ezra Abdulov-Paulsen, a distant cousin on her mother’s side. She hadn’t even known her family had a permanent office on this planet.


Sitting behind a plastic desk with his back to the window, Ezra was a small, slight man about the same physical age as her, with a tuft of blond hair that gave his rounded face a boyish aspect.


Just looking at him made her feel old.


She’d been travelling since her early twenties, jumping from star system to star system, on one trading vessel or another; and while a jump through hyperspace felt instantaneous to the crew of the ship making it, in reality it lasted the same length of time it took light to cross the intervening distance. This, when dealing with distances measured in tens or dozens of light years, meant Kat was objectively quite a lot older than she looked, and certainly a hell of lot older than the young man on the other side of the desk.


“If you were still an employee, we could file an official complaint on your behalf,” he said.


Ezra’s invite had arrived less than an hour after the brawl at the bar. A few blows had been exchanged. It hadn’t been a real fight, but Kat’s lip was swollen and she knew she’d have a black eye in the morning.


“There’s no need,” she said.


Ezra opened a drawer and produced a half-empty bottle of whiskey, and two tin mugs. He poured a measure into each and slid one across the desk to her.


“On the contrary, I think you should file a personal complaint with the port authority, and the sooner the better,” he said. “Anything to keep Luciano tied up here for as long as possible.”


Kat sniffed the mug he’d given her.


“And why would you want me to do that?”


Ezra appraised her with a look. Then he drained his mug, coughed, and dabbed his lips with a handkerchief. He blinked rapidly and despite his bravado, Kat got the impression he rarely drank.


“We have a bit of a problem, Katherine. The family, I mean. And we need your help.”


Kat put her mug back on the desk without sampling its contents.


“I should have known.”


Ezra gave an apologetic shrug.


“I know you were excluded from the family because of your, ah, association with Victor Luciano. I also know that association ended acrimoniously, some years ago.”


Kat folded her arms across her chest. Victor captained for a rival trading firm, and her relationship with him had been viewed with distaste by both sides. To the rest of the galaxy, it was ancient history. But to her, travelling between the stars, only a matter of months had passed, and the feelings were still raw.


“The thing is,” Ezra continued, “we know Luciano’s heading to Djatt for the Pep harvest.”


Kat shrugged. “Don’t you have a ship going?”


Ezra pursed his lips. “We had the Kilimanjaro, but it’s been delayed. We can’t get a replacement here in time to beat him. It’s a logistical thing.”


Kat raised an eyebrow. Prized by aficionados and epicures, and produced from a plant flowering only once every hundred years, Pep was a mildly addictive stimulant with a peppery, metallic taste. A single crate of it could fetch enough to buy a brand new starship.


“Delayed?”


“There was an explosion of some sort. Reports are patchy but, unofficially, we suspect sabotage.”


Kat sat forward. The Abdulov family had enjoyed a near-total monopoly on supplies of the drug for centuries. To lose it now would be a serious blow to their reputation and prestige.


“Why not send a ship from Strauli?”


Ezra shook his head. “They’re seven light years away. The first they’ll hear about this is when Victor passes through the system, seven years from now. By the time they can ready a ship, assuming they have one in port, he’ll already be well on his way. No, if we want to beat him, then our only option’s to send the Ameline.”


Kat brushed a speck of lint from the knee of her ship fatigues. “But I don’t work for you anymore,” she reminded him.


Ezra spread his hands on the desk. “If you do this for us, we’re willing to let bygones be bygones. We’ll refit and refuel your ship, and we’ll reinstate you as an employee and family member, giving you full refuelling privileges at all family facilities.”


Kat blinked in surprise. “You’re serious?”


“I absolutely am. And to show you how serious, I’m prepared to authorise an advance on your first month’s wages, at full captain’s salary.”


Kat eyed him as he slipped the whiskey bottle back into his desk. Sitting there, he looked every inch the young and ambitious bureaucrat, working to earn the promotion that would take him away from this provincial posting, back to the family’s head office on Strauli. And young as he was, he doubtless saw her expulsion from the family as an old quarrel, a dry and dusty fragment of folklore from before his time as a family rep.


To her, the wounds were still fresh.


“I’m doing pretty well on my own, you know.”


“I’m sure you are. But this isn’t about you, Katherine. Not really.”


“Then what is it about?”


Ezra swivelled his chair to face the window. Looking out over the landing field, he steepled his fingers against the tip of his nose.


“The truth is, we’re short on ships and we need you. In fact, I’m forwarding you a contract right now.” He tapped the arm of his chair and immediately, in her right eye, her implant flashed an icon to indicate receipt of the file.


“And what happens if I refuse?”


Ezra turned his chair to face her again. He spread his hands on the desk.


“I’m offering you a way back, Katherine. What more do you want?”


“An apology might help.”


Ezra shook his head ruefully, as if he’d been expecting her to say that. Then he tapped his fingertips on the table.


“Katherine, I grew up hearing stories about you and the way you turned your back on us. I was at school when they took away your commission. But for what it’s worth, I’ve read the files, and I am sorry for the way you were treated.”


He bowed his head.


Kat leaned back in her chair and frowned. She hadn’t expected him to sound so sincere.


“Do my parents know about this?”


“Your mother and father are on Strauli Quay.”


“So this isn’t an official apology? They won’t hear about any of this for another seven years, at least?”


Ezra smiled bravely. “I assure you, I have full autonomy to act in the family’s best interests. If you sign that contract, I’ll provide you with a letter of introduction explaining everything, and they’ll have to accept it.”


He straightened his tie. “Look the fact is, your family needs you, Katherine. It’s a matter of honour.”


“And all I have to do is beat Victor to Djatt?”


“Yes.”


She licked her swollen lip. Despite her pride and lingering resentment, it was a tempting offer, and would give her the funds to fly again. More than that, it would piss Victor off.


A grin tugged one corner of her mouth. She used her neural implant to access the contract and run it through a standard legal filter. It all seemed in order.


“Okay,” she said. “I’ll do it.”


She stamped the contract with her personal encrypted seal and fired it back to the young man on the other side of the desk. She saw his gaze flicker as he confirmed receipt. Then he rose and held out his hand.


“Welcome home,” he said.


 



When Kat got to the commercial shuttle terminal an hour later, she found the Acolyte waiting by the departure gate, and he wasn’t alone.


“This is Toby Drake,” the old man said.


Kat nodded. Drake was a tall, dark-skinned young man with a chocolate-coloured leather coat and a cumbersome suitcase.


“It’s mostly books,” he said shyly, as he shook her hand.


“Books?” Kat’s neural implant contained a hundred million words of electronic text, and hyperlinks connecting it to the ship’s memory, which held at least a hundred million more. Using modern data storage solutions, you could fit every book ever written onto a crystal the size of a human fist. Why would anyone need a whole suitcase just to carry that?


“Uh-huh, lots of books in the suitcase. I hope that’s okay? Only Mr Hind here thought there might be a weight restriction?”


Kat tapped the side of the case with the toe of her boot.


“What kind of books?” she asked.


Drake unclipped the lid and extracted a cloth-bound volume. He held it out to her, smiling shyly.


“Real books.”


Eyebrows raised, Kat turned the dog-eared hardback over in her hands. It was heavier than she’d expected, considering it was made of paper, and it smelled fusty, like the algae in the Ameline’s sewage recycler. She didn’t dare open it. She had no idea how it was supposed to work. So instead, she handed it back and led the two men through the boarding gate into the shuttle’s passenger cabin. Drake took the seat next to her, and talked to her as the pilots taxied them across the ice to the runway. He had a nice voice, but he was nervous. His hands fidgeted on the arm rests. Between his stammers and pauses, she gathered he was a research scholar, a physicist attached to one of the teams studying the Gnarl at the centre of the Bubble Belt, dragged away from his studies by an unexpected summons.


“Honestly, I don’t know what I’m doing here,” he said.


Two days ago Francis Hind, the Acolyte, had arrived at Drake’s office carrying a handwritten invitation from the leader of an expedition planning to study the Dho Ark. The Ark was a rocky planetoid on the outskirts of the Strauli system. It had been hollowed out, coated in sheets of artificial diamond, and converted into a starship by its inhabitants, the reclusive Dho. About two metres in height, the Dho wore dark gowns similar to those sported by their human agents, the Acolytes. The gowns brushed the floor as they walked, making them appear to glide, and their heads were permanently encased in baroque, chitin-like helmets that gave them the appearance of stylised stag beetles. According to Toby Drake, no-one really knew where the helmets ended and the Dho began.


“It’s a hell of an opportunity,” he said. “Apart from the Acolytes, this is the first time humans have been allowed into the interior of the Ark. I—I just don’t understand why I’ve been chosen. By the time I get there, the team will have been in place for fourteen years, and I don’t know what more I’ll be able to add. And besides, it’s not my area of specialty. There are at least a dozen better qualified candidates on Tiers Cross alone.”


Kat looked across him to the window, and saw they’d reached the end of the runway and were rolling to a halt on the compacted snow, awaiting launch clearance from the tower. Beyond the glare of the spaceport lights, she could see the bubbles of the Belt sparkling like scattered sand in the darkened sky.


“Nervous?” she asked him.


He looked at her. “How can you t-tell?” His knuckles were white.


“A lucky guess.”


The noise from the engines rose to a deafening shriek. Drake closed his eyes. His forehead shone with sweat.


“Just relax,” she said. “Why don’t you tell me about your work?”


He gave her a sideways look. “With the Gnarl?”


“Yes, why not? It might help.”


“O-okay.” He took a deep breath. “Well for a start, most people think it’s a naked singularity, but it’s not. It isn’t dense enough. If it were a gravitational singularity, its mass would be huge. But as far as we can tell, it weighs less than a medium sized star.”


Kat made a face. “I looked at it once and it made my eyes hurt. How do you study it?”


The young man smiled, as if he heard this question all the time. His teeth were very white.


“We do most of our analysis using computers. We try not to spend too much time looking directly at it, but you know, it doesn’t hurt to take a glance every now and then.”


Kat said, “A breaker once told me it was artificial, built by the same race that built the bubbles.”


Drake waggled a hand. “Iffy,” he said. “We don’t know that for sure. It could be a natural phenomena. Perhaps it was there first, and whoever built the Belt did so in order to study it?”


Kat licked her lips. She was eager to get off the ground.


“So,” she said, “we still don’t know what it’s for?”


“Maybe it isn’t for anything. Maybe it just is.”


“That sounds like a cop-out.”


Drake’s teeth flashed. “Maybe it is. But we’re learning a great deal just by studying it. The arch network, for example.”


“What about it?”


“It turns out that the arches all resonate on the same electromagnetic frequencies as the Gnarl.”


Kat frowned, feeling she’d missed something. “What does that mean?”


“It means the Gnarl may be powering the network.”


“Really?”


Drake shrugged a leather-clad shoulder.


“I don’t know, but I’ll tell you one thing.” His teeth flashed again. “I’d give my right nut to find out.”


Behind them, the engine noise increased. Then the pilot let the brakes off and the shuttle leapt forward, kicking them back in their seats.


As they rattled down the runway, Kat felt her heart pump a wild surge of joy. A grin split her face, and her feet drummed excitedly on the floor. Beside her, Drake sat stiffly in his seat, still sweating, eyes closed.


As the cabin tipped upward and the wheels left the tarmac, he reached for her hand.
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