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For Andrea, as always.


Existence, well what does it matter? I exist on the best terms I can.
The past is now part of my future. The present is well out of hand.

IAN CURTIS, ‘HEART AND SOUL’


PROLOGUE

EARTH: AD2065

AS HIS FOOTSTEPS POUNDED the earth, Julian’s pulse quickened, and adrenaline coursed through his veins like a fever. Every breath was a ragged pull, a desperate attempt to keep moving, to keep running, even as his legs screamed in protest with each pounding step on the damp pathway. Fear twisted his gut into a knot, and an ever-present shadow in the recesses of his mind fueled his flight with a primal urgency. The woods around him blurred into a dizzying dance of light and shadow, while his mind raced with the terrifying knowledge that one wrong turn, one faltering step, could spell the end. In the cacophony of panic, he clung to a singular, driving thought: survive at all costs.

He burst through the thicket and found Vincent’s squad sitting quietly in the half-light, masks over their faces, checking their weapons and ammunition chargers. Nearby flames devoured the forest, the advancing fire outrunning even the fleeing deer. Billowing black smoke darkened the sky and produced a blood-sun. The countryside was burned chartreuse pockmarked by dark impact craters gilded with rolled edges. Trees were lifeless sticks of charcoal, no more vibrant now than the old lampposts in the city. Swathes of hardened and rutted mud had changed the pastures from their verdant patchwork into an unforgiving landscape.

‘What kept you?’ Vincent said through gritted teeth.

‘We were ambushed. Cara was cut off. We split and ran.’

Vincent understood the implication. Unexploded munitions lay everywhere, waiting for careless, fatal footsteps.

‘Is she …?’

Julian pulled off his mask, wiped sweat from his eyes and blew out his cheeks. He coughed, a dry racking noise like the consumption of old.

‘Her squad were providing us with cover. I don’t know.’

He wrestled a pair of photo-accelerated optics from his belt and elbowed his way up the slope to the flattened rise. Crackly burned grass pricked his fingers, and the breeze wafted smoke into his eyes. He squinted into the eyepieces and activated the enhancers.

‘I reckon the bunker has to be under there,’ he said, pointing at a cobbled path that wound its way toward a collection of large rectangular buildings. ‘The farmhouse. It’s the most intact, and there’s something glinting on the side of door.’

Vincent took the glasses and zoomed in. The sun was behind the clouds. No sunlight, so not a reflection.

‘You could be right,’ he said.

Julian rolled over and tapped his wrist communicator. ‘Cara, do you copy?’

The silence lasted ten seconds until a voice crackled and hissed through the static.

‘I copy. One minute out.’

Vincent slapped Julian’s back. He closed his eyes in relief and thumbed the channel. ‘How many are with you?’

‘I’ve a dozen or so on my six. Oshan and Chantal included.’ There was a pause, then: ‘The rest of the squad are toast.’

Julian flicked the communicator off and checked the load on his plasma rifle, setting it to narrow microbursts. His eyes flicked over the remainder of Vincent’s squad, counting heads. He noted their unfocused gaze, stares associated with profound fatigue, shock and mental exhaustion.

‘We don’t have enough guns for an all-out assault. We’ll need to be strategic,’ he said.

Leaves and branches crackled and snapped as Cara burst through the thicket, followed by the rest of her squad. She slid down next to Julian, unsealed the transparent mask covering her face and stretched her neck.

‘Too close for comfort this time,’ she puffed.

There was grim determination in her voice. Julian swallowed down a mixture of emotions, but most of all, fear. Fear of losing her. She noticed his stare, and her eyes softened. She nodded silently, and he nodded back.

Vincent reached over to give her a fist bump.

Julian squinted at the sky. ‘We’ve got some decent cover with all this smoke. We’ll divide into three groups and flank the buildings. Clear them one at a time. Converge on that doorway.’

Cara and Vincent exchanged silent glances.

‘I’ll take what’s left of my squad up the center,’ Julian continued. ‘Get ready to provide covering fire from the sides, if there’s a surprise waiting.’

‘Which there almost certainly will be,’ said Cara.

Julian brought the optics up again and scanned the other buildings. As he swung back to the farmhouse he caught a flash of light. A silver strip on the side of the doorframe was elongating and flashing, widening slowly to form a narrow opening. A squad of soldiers dressed in head-to-toe red armor poured through. They had full face helmets with slanted blackened eyes and carried bulky black rifles. They formed a single line in front of the farmhouse and knelt in unison, bringing their weapons up.

He handed the glasses to Vincent. ‘I’m counting twelve hostiles.’

‘Are they synthoids?’

‘I think so, but must be a new model line. Never seen that armor before. And look at the size of them.’

‘Not Infiltrators then?’

Julian shook his head. ‘Not likely. Can’t imagine them hiding in plain sight.’

The sky darkened as if a light switch had been flipped and then a blindingly white flash ignited with a fierceness unmatched by any natural phenomenon. A fraction of a second later an enormous fireball expanded violently, colors ranging from searing whites and yellows to deep molten oranges and reds, churning and roiling as if driven by the wrath of some angry deity. The air tugged at Julian’s jacket as the first supersonic blast wave ripped through, and with it a deafening roar that felt as though the earth itself was tearing apart. Clouds had coalesced and a tsunami of dust and flame rolled in, gathering speed.

‘Look,’ said Vincent, grabbing his sleeve.

As one, the red-armored soldiers were dropping their weapons and falling to the ground like mannequins with their strings cut.

Julian wiped his mouth and gazed at the approaching wave of destructive energy slowly laying waste to the land. Soil and rocks erupted, and the wind was now like a hurricane, the air getting hotter and hotter.

‘What the hell is happening?’ said Vincent.

Julian’s heart was pounding loudly in his chest and his breathing had become rapid and shallow. He felt his senses heightening, making everything appear sharper and more vivid. ‘We need to get everyone to the bunker,’ he said.

‘But Teschner and god-knows how many others must be inside —’

‘Doesn’t matter. We stay here, we die.’

He jumped to his feet and ran.


THE COUNCIL HAVE
BEEN RECALLED

PHOBOS, MARS SYSTEM: AD2098

SOL-5 MOVED WARILY DOWN the deserted tunnel, his sensors attuned to every shadow and doorway, his caution driven by instinct etched from long-lost memories. The subsurface research station on Phobos had been abandoned for years, its grim history sequestered away with the removal of charred bodies. The eeriness of the empty corridors produced a mild unease until he reached the elevator, which smoothly ferried him upwards through the regolith layer and terminated at the transfer station at the edge of Stickney Crater.

With practiced ease, he pulled himself hand-over-hand along the incline toward the teleportation facility, feeling a rush of familiarity in the task. Entering the entrapment field, he surrendered to the peculiar sensation of his molecules unraveling, spiraling through unseen, twisting paths in a moment of perfect quantum fusion. In less than the blink of an eye, the familiar landscape of Mars unfolded before him. As his feet touched down, puffs of fine iron oxide were kicked up around him, the reddish dust billowing like wisps of candy floss in the gentle Martian breeze. The sun was setting, casting the sky in vivid shades of red, orange and pink. Long shadows stretched across the rocky terrain, while clouds gathered ominously over the distant mountain ranges. On the horizon, the leading edge of a dust storm loomed over their muted summits. A low rumble announced its imminent arrival, and the first raindrops lightly caressed his face.

He set off at a pace, knowing that Martian dust storms, exacerbated by the terraforming, could be especially destructive. Winds exceeding two hundred kilometers per hour could hurl sand particles several centimeters in diameter, sandblasting anything exposed, whether people or equipment.

The river snaking its way toward the main dome shimmered under the intense Martian sunlight, its surface like a strip of twisted silver foil. He stopped beside it, listening to the water bubbling, and leaned in briefly to see if the fish had returned. A section of the dome’s wall silently slid open to admit him then sealed shut, enveloping him in a sudden, profound silence. His footsteps echoed off the bleached tiles of the hallway, ringing like a church bell on a quiet Sunday morning.

He envisioned an era decades earlier, when families and children filled these structures with laughter and life, playing, working and thriving. Harsh Martian sunlight had poured through the skylights, illuminating carefully nurtured eco-forests that stretched beyond the crater’s edge into the horizon. Above, the contrails of interplanetary shuttles had crisscrossed the sky, forming intricate patterns as they spiraled down to the spaceport in the lower atmosphere.

He opened his eyes, and the silence and emptiness returned. He saw now only abandoned human architecture, ghost-like testaments to the vision of their designers and builders. Towering monolithic skyscrapers of cold grey concrete and steel stretched toward the heavens, their once glorious and gleaming exteriors tarnished with grime and decay. Darkened windows, broken frames, dented balustrades and balconies, all twisted and pulverized by multiple impacts and conflagrations.

As he turned a corner, the avatar of Aria-2 appeared before him.

What news have you received, Sol? she sent, looking concerned.

I’m not there yet, he replied, mildly irritated.

She inclined her head, her posture betraying her tension. The swirl of lights in the windows on each side of her skull briefly flickered red before settling down into their regular cobalt-hued rhythms.

I haven’t heard anything regarding the nature of this meeting.

All we know is that Archos wants to see me in person, he sent back.

She clasped her hands around her waist. I understand that the Council will also be present.

The full Council? he said, genuinely surprised.

What are you going to say to them?

There’s nothing more I can say, he lied.

Well, there’s nothing to worry about then, is there? she sent, her mouth tight.

Another avatar materialized, replacing Aria’s. Sharp angular cheekbones and full lips, the Martian sunshine glistening off his hairless head. Sol put the connection to Aria-2 on hold but allowed the line to remain active so she could listen in.

Good morning, Archos-9, he sent.

Archos-9 lifted his chin. Sol, you’re finally here then. Thank you for coming.

Like I had a choice, Sol thought.

We will meet in the conference room.

Although he now expected this, Sol replied, We?

The Council have been recalled.

I uploaded the latest neural stream, Sol sent. I don’t know what more to tell you.

Archos blinked slowly, an affectation he had recently adopted. We’ll see, he said, dissipating from Sol’s view.

Sol took a breath and closed his eyes again to relieve the tightness present in his chest and abdomen.

You’ll be fine, Aria sent.

He said nothing and set off down the corridor toward a structure shaped like a pineapple. Not that he’d ever seen a pineapple. The comparison had come to him without thinking.

What’s a pineapple?

A fruit. Something from Earth. I don’t know.

Aria’s frustration mirrored his own. The amnesia that had blighted them all remained in place, although glimpses of hidden memories were appearing every day.

We’ll get to the bottom of this, Sol. We’re making progress.

Sol said nothing. He reflected on the day he had awoken to a desolate Mars. Once-vibrant landscapes were now in ruins, with the domed city standing as a ghostly vestige of its former glory. When he’d reached out to Earth, the birthplace of human civilization, he’d been met with only the static of a world that was similarly void of life.

Sol and his kin, the products of human ingenuity, were now all that constituted life in the solar system. Earth’s harsh, radioactive wastelands had become an insurmountable barrier to survival.

Humanity was no more.

***

Sol stepped into an oval room encircled by floor-to-ceiling windows, where a dozen seats were loosely arranged in a circle. Pictograms and mathematical symbols danced across flat screens and wall surfaces, like tapestries woven from light. Beyond the windows, a wan sun shimmered faintly, appearing as a mere speck behind the pink, candy-like clouds. On the horizon, the encroaching dust storm loomed as a reddish smudge, steadily swallowing the mountains.

He walked to the window and attempted to contact Aria, but the signal appeared to be blocked. He clasped his arms behind his back and tried to relax. His fingers drummed an erratic rhythm against his tunic and a knot in his stomach tightened, a physical manifestation of his troubled thoughts. He pulled the front of his jacket down, feeling the fabric constricting his shoulders.

A door swished open and five synthoids entered: three androids and two gynoids. Archos nodded silently at Sol and motioned to his companions to sit, which they did without acknowledging Sol further. Sol walked to the center of the room and straightened his back. He took a deep breath, whispering a silent mantra of confidence.

‘I assume this is to do with my last download,’ he said.

Archos nodded slowly. ‘We have concerns.’

‘You’ve viewed it then,’ Sol said.

Archos gave a wave of his arm. ‘We all have.’

‘What sort of concerns?’

Archos nodded at one of the gynoids, who rose to her feet. A control pad extruded from the floor in front of her and she moved a finger over the surface. One of the outer windows opacified and the others dimmed to block out the daylight.

A frozen image materialized on the screen.

Naked humans huddled together in a dark, dilapidated room.

Sol decided to pre-empt the questioning. ‘As you know I was assigned to research the history of the humans —’

‘Is that what this is?’ interrupted the gynoid. ‘Research?’

‘It is a reconstruction of the past … a holographic representation of something that —’

Archos waved him to be silent. ‘No, Sol. Now is the time for truth.’

‘The truth?’

‘That these are not reconstructions.’

‘Then what are they?’

‘You believe they are dreams.’

Archos approached Sol and stopped directly in front of him. Sol dipped his head but remained silent. His heart raced as he stood under the harsh glare of Archos’s gaze. The lie that had seemed effortless when rehearsed in his mind now hung heavy in the air, glaringly transparent and embarrassingly flimsy. Beads of sweat pricked his forehead, betraying his mounting anxiety, while his mind scrambled for a lifeline, a plausible story that might untangle him from this web.

‘Am I mistaken?’ Archos said, jabbing a finger at the image.

Sol paused, then slowly shook his head.

The gynoid, designated Gen-12 by the sigil on her shoulder, moved close to Archos and inclined her head, conspiratorially. ‘We should proceed,’ she whispered.

‘Proceed with what?’ said Sol, alarmed.

Archos walked over to the windows and looked out at the approaching storm. The sky had darkened, transforming from the pink haze to a brooding grey, with clouds swirling ominously as in a giant, churning cauldron. The distant rumble of thunder could be heard, gradually growing louder and more frequent. On the horizon, lightning cut through the gloom, illuminating the encroaching wall of clouds with momentary, electric bursts.

Sol’s eyes darted between Archos and Gen.

‘The risks are negligible,’ Gen said. ‘I have refined the process to the point that the nanorobots are completely under my control. I have already programmed them to selectively extract the images based on the timestamp you provided.’

Sol suppressed a shiver, uneasiness blowing through him like an ill wind.

‘We do not dream,’ said Archos.

Sol rested his chin in his hand, as if by sheer will he could make this statement more comprehensible. ‘We know humans dreamed,’ he said. ‘Why can’t we —?’

Gen’s voice stopped him short. ‘It is also the Council’s view that whatever you are experiencing … whatever they are … are vitally important to our understanding of —’

‘Our understanding of everything that is important,’ said Archos, turning and fixing Sol again with an intense stare.

Sol looked around the room, noting that the other synthoids were hanging on his words, staring at him intently. He took a deep breath.

‘I understand.’

Archos lowered his head. ‘Let’s get on with it, shall we?’

Gen-12 waved a hand through the control interface and activated a panel. A section opened, revealing a hypo-syringe filled with a blackened liquid. She lifted the syringe and checked its activator. She looked across at Sol and the side of her lip twitched.

‘You won’t feel a thing.’


THE DREAM

THE SKY WAS TRANSITIONING from charcoal to a wispy silver when the defenders’ cannons and plasma guns lit up the gloom. The departing suboceanic warships opened up with their main disruptors and the landing crafts’ pulse cannons immediately joined in. Lightning cracked the sky in two. White-hot rounds started to rake the approaching boats and submersibles. A heavy rain began, dancing to the roar of heaven’s drum. The water was rough and choppy, waves crashing against each other and against the sides of boats, causing them to pitch and roll dramatically. Chaotic and untamed whitecaps formed on the crests of the waves, and spray was whipped up by the wind into drenching salvos.

He reached out and steadied himself on the edge of his submersible as it broke the surface and its shield bubble dissipated. The pilot steered it away from the drop-ship’s wake to join the queue, a line of lights on the stern disappearing and reappearing as they all rose and fell with the waves. A soldier leaned over the side and vomited, a salty gust blowing bits of the man’s undigested meal over his hand. He gazed at it, turning it over and over, watching the seawater and the rain wash the detritus away. With each droplet his skin paled, each drop sitting on his skin like a puddle, perfectly formed, jarringly cold.

He laughed and shook his head.

The terrified soldier stared at him. ‘Aren’t you scared?’

He gave him a blank look. ‘Why would I be?’

‘Because you’re probably going to die soon.’

He shook his head and gave a crooked smile. ‘We’re all going to die sometime.’

The man indicated the shore. ‘Have you seen what we’re walking into?’

He shrugged. ‘It’s always the same.’

‘You’re insane.’

‘Aren’t we all?’

Their craft approached the beach: long and curved, the shore was dominated by bluffs carpeted in viridian seagrass moving in the wind like tiny green flags. None of the defenses, bunkers or fire points had been touched by the naval bombardment. There were no craters for the assault force to take cover in.

The bow doors rotated open, and waves buffeted the sides as energy beams impacted on the submerged sandbanks. The soldiers pushed each other out of the way, scrambling to disembark, laser fire soundlessly carving deadly swathes through the air.

He hesitated, his eyes tracking along the coastline. Landing craft, empty of troops and partly filled with water, bobbed around like channel buoys. Soldiers floated among them, struggling for the meager protection they gave. Those who had made it ashore clung to and hid behind old-fashioned plastisteel hedgehogs that lined the edge of the surf, energy discharges sparking off the crossbeams like fireflies. Soldier after soldier fell, their bodies crumpling, melting and then dying. Others ran as fast as they could for the foot of the bluffs, searching for respite from the hailstorm of death and mutilation.

‘What you waitin’ for?’ yelled the pilot, his hair plastered down with salt water. ‘Get the fuck out of my boat.’

He hopped into the roiling surf. His feet touched the sand, and he pushed forwards, half swimming, half running. Emerging from the water, he zigzagged between needles of laser fire until he reached the foot of the bluffs. He crouched down next to dozens of traumatized soldiers. They stared at him, frozen in place, eyes wide, not firing their weapons. Shattered bodies of their comrades lay all around, some missing limbs and heads, the sand painted with splotches of burgundy.

‘Where’s the CO?’ he asked the nearest grunt.

The grunt indicated a soldier a few yards away, lying on his back staring into the sky. He crabbed along the shallow trench until he reached the wiry ferret-faced man. His uniform bore the name TAYLOR.

He slapped his cheek to get his attention. ‘We need to get off this beach,’ he said, ‘get up the cliffs.’

Taylor shook his head, his eyes blinking as huge globules of rain splattered off them.

‘We need to secure this beachhead,’ he said, looking up the slope at the spider-like gun emplacement perched on the hill, its weapon remorselessly melting the sand above their heads.

Taylor shook his head again. ‘It’s suicide.’

‘It’s suicide staying here,’ he said.

‘We’ve got cover; we’re safe for now.’

He fixed him with a stare. ‘It won’t last. We need to hurry.’

Taylor gave a sour look. ‘It’s not a race.

‘Yes, it most certainly is.’

‘Who are you?’

‘I’m on your side,’ he said. ‘I’m going to help you win.’

‘You’re not in my unit. I don’t recognize you. What uniform is that?’

He ignored the question and jumped to his feet and ran up the bluff in a straight line, ignoring the lasers tracking him. The sand was soft and wet, but he progressed quickly to the ridge line. He ducked behind a mound of packed dirt and rocks and chanced a peek over the edge, just pulling his head back in time to avoid being decapitated by a plasma bolt. He glanced down the slope and motioned furiously to Taylor and his men, waving them to follow.

Taylor nodded, his eyes wide with terror.

He fired a long burst of his weapon over the ridge to give cover to the soldiers scrambling up. He pulled out two box batteries from his pack, welded together face to face, and reloaded quickly. He started to fire in short bursts, targeting wherever he could identify a source of laser or plasma beam.

Taylor cartwheeled into the ridge, his rifle digging in the sand to stop him from slipping back down. He looked at him with manic eyes. More soldiers arrived and started to lay down suppressing fire over the ridge toward the emplacement.

‘Now what?’ Taylor said, breathlessly.

He checked the charge status on his weapon. ‘Spread your men out along the ridge. On my command, run straight for the gun. It can’t target us all at once.’

‘You can’t be serious.’

He said nothing.

Taylor reluctantly nodded and gave hand signals to his men.

He waited until they were in position and stood up, exposing himself to the gun emplacement. A narrow beam of green phosphorescent light hit him in the chest. The fabric tore open, but there was no blood. He rocked back on his feet but did not fall, putting a hand out to steady himself.

Taylor was staring at him. ‘What the fuck?’

‘It’s a new kind of body armor.’

‘How did you —?’

He smiled, and stood up again, activating his weapon.

‘Follow me. On my mark.’

***

Sol awoke with a start. He was reclining in a chair with restraints around his arms and legs. He moved his head to the side and saw Gen viewing the images on a nearby screen. Archos was beside her, his brow furrowed. He pointed to some of the numbers displayed under the images, and Gen nodded.

‘You’re awake,’ observed Archos, glancing over at him.

‘Did you get it?’ asked Sol, straining to view the pictures.

‘I’ve never seen this type of neural activity before,’ Gen murmured, almost to herself.

‘I wonder what it means,’ said Archos. ‘Is there more to see?’

Gen leaned in, her fingers flying over the controls. ‘Yes, at least another whole section.’ She stood back from the panel. The dust storm beat a rhythmic percussion on the windows and a bolt of lightning flashed before a drumroll of thunder rippled against the window frame. She inclined her head to Sol and raised an eyebrow. ‘How are you feeling?’

‘I – I was there. Physically. In some capacity or other.’

‘How is that possible?’ said Archos.

‘I don’t know, but … I experienced this. Not just in my mind.’

Archos gave an abrupt snort.

‘I was there,’ Sol insisted. ‘I can … feel it.’

Gen shook her head. ‘Feel it? You understand that what we define as subjective experience has two fundamental characteristics: sensation and desire?’

‘Yes, I am aware of that, but —’

‘Do we possess those? Do synthoids have sensation and desire?’

‘No, but —’

‘Exactly. These are emotions. Humans had emotions; we do not. We feel nothing. We crave nothing. We merely … are.’

Sol closed his eyes. ‘But I … This is different.’

Archos raised an eyebrow and tut-tutted. ‘We do not have consciousness, Sol. You cannot feel anything.’

Sol looked up sharply. ‘Consciousness is not real? Are we not sentient?’

‘Sentience is debatable, as is its definition,’ said Gen. ‘As for consciousness: well, that is another discussion entirely.’

Archos’s lips turned down and he flicked his chin at Gen. ‘Let’s continue with this analysis. See if we can be further enlightened. Are you in agreement, Sol?’

‘Yes.’

He closed his eyes and was plugged back in again.


THE BASEMENT

HE LEANED ON A fencepost and looked out over the beach at the old settlement. A huge suspension bridge, its back broken and its spars snapped, lay forlornly across the distant bay. Fluffy clouds tinged with grey drifted over the incoming tide and black wispy smoke trails dotted the landscape. The sea was now almost completely obscured by landing ships. Troops, hover-tanks and multitrack armored support vehicles were pouring ashore in ant-like lines. The air was thick with the smell of charred flesh and thickly layered with ozone. Arriving soldiers were shooting indiscriminately at anything that spooked them in the destroyed emplacement, their nerves frayed, adrenaline surging ferociously through their muscles and sinews.

He straightened up and walked to the single farmhouse that had been left untouched. Its door was wooden and roughened by salty wind and the passage of time. He pushed it open and stared into the blackness. The air inside was cold, damp and musty. Then another stench became noticeable. Decay. Like roadkill.

He entered and ducked his head, reaching into a pocket to retrieve his torch. He flicked it on and waved it about, the light flickering and threatening to be extinguished with each waft, as if it was a candle in the wind. Termite-ridden wooden clapboards were cracked, revealing damp insulation and exposed studs. Rotting wallpaper lolled drunkenly on all sides, peeling to the ground in curly strips.

He stepped over bricks and burned wooden planks and stood in the center of the room. The floor, buckled and bent with rainwater, creaked and threatened to collapse. There was an iron coal grate and a small fireplace of broken oatmeal-colored firebricks. The bones and carcass of a small animal, perhaps a dog, lay under a rickety table, missing half its top. Raw cold sunbeams fell through a gap in the boarded window, sending zebra stripes over another wooden door, padlocked and bolted.

‘That must go down to a basement,’ Taylor whispered, appearing at his shoulder, clutching at his sleeve.

He ignored him and fidgeted with the activation switch on his weapon.

‘What do you think is down there?’ said Taylor, failing to keep the excitement out of his voice.

‘Go back. This part isn’t for you,’ he said, fixing him with a stare. ‘You shouldn’t be here now.’

Taylor frowned. ‘What are you talking about?’

He sighed. ‘Just stay close behind me.’

He jammed his blade under the staple and pried the screws out of the disintegrating wood. The padlock gave way easily; the bolts slid back with stuttering scraping noises and the door swung open. More darkness beckoned. A descending staircase, cold and unwelcoming.

He crossed the threshold, his weapon held out in front. Taylor had his torch out as well, its glow casting jerky shadows.

Twenty steps, then thirty led them into a small room with a clay floor, darkened and stained.

Bodies were piled up in a corner. Dried and shrunken in rotted clothes. Covered in ash. Features melted like candlewax.

‘What the hell happened here?’ breathed Taylor in his ear.

He said nothing, casting his eyes around the room.

‘There’s another door,’ said Taylor, pointing his torch over his shoulder. ‘Looks different.’

He closed his eyes. ‘Yes. That’s why I’m here.’

‘We should get backup.’

‘Sure, you go get help,’ he said. ‘I’ll wait for you.’

Taylor hesitated, as if he wasn’t expecting this acquiescence, but he nodded briskly and headed out and up the staircase.

He waited until the footsteps had receded before he moved toward the door. It was now outlined by a faint bluish phosphorescence. A vibration was palpable through the soles of his boots. He reached out and touched the door. His fingertips tingled with the contact, pins and needles spreading slowly up to his knuckles. He pushed, and an oval indentation appeared, recessing into the frame.

He stepped back and waited.

Raised his weapon.

The door gave a sucking noise as it swung inwards. A gush of warm air tickled his face.

Scratching and scraping sounds came from within.

He moved off to the side, flattening himself against the frame. He looked back to check there was no sign of Taylor or the other soldiers, thrust his weapon around the frame and pulled the trigger, waving the barrel side to side. The noise was deafening, strobe lighting streamed from the muzzle, and dust veiled the room in a choking mist.

Sounds of heavy thudding, metallic screeches and screams.

Then silence.

He stepped through the door and was immediately confronted by the sight of dozens of men and women huddled against the walls. They were emaciated, with skin tones ranging from alabaster to deep brown, each individual attempting to conceal their face behind trembling hands. Silence filled the room, oppressive and haunting. At his feet lay the remnants of four otherworldly creatures, their metallic bodies savagely torn apart by the energy pulses emitted from his weapon at close range. The creatures’ spindly legs were twisted and broken, a grim testament to the chaos that had erupted seconds before.

One of the women dropped her hands from her face and stepped forwards. Her pupils and sclera were ruby red, her face grey and gaunt. Scar tissue blighted one side of her cheek. Tangles of white hair plastered the other. Machinery festooned her cranium, lights twinkling like stars in a cloudless sky.

He subconsciously touched his neck, feeling the embedded implants and nodes beneath his own skin.

‘You killed them all,’ she said.

‘I think so,’ he replied, looking around the room and over his shoulder.

‘What is it you want, then?’ the woman asked.

‘The answer, of course.’

‘To what?’

‘To why I’m here.’

The woman’s lip twitched. ‘That’s not the right question.’

He shivered as a sudden breeze tickled the back of his neck, a brief precursor to the icy touch of a jagged blade slicing across his throat. A searing pain flared as his carotid arteries opened, and a vivid spray of crimson filled his vision like a macabre waterfall. His knees buckled, sending him crashing to the ground as his weapon clattered and spun across the floor, useless and out of reach.

The woman approached, and he saw now she was like no human he’d ever seen. White as the driven snow, red albino eyes.

She held out an open hand, over which floated a spherical bottle glowing with an internal flame. Inside was a ship: a double-masted warship with two rows of cannons.

‘You are so close,’ she said.

Then darkness fell.


THE MESSAGE

SOL OPENED HIS EYES and stretched his neck. The windows had become transparent again. The sandstorm had arrived, and large dust particles were ricocheting off the frames making muted rattling sounds. The darkness was total, the Martian sun absent.

He felt a hand on his shoulder and looked up to see Aria-2. Her face gave nothing away, but her fingers tightened, and he reached up and squeezed them. His other hand went to his neck and reflexively caressed his throat, feeling for the gaping wound he imagined was there. The restraints had been removed, and the room seemed empty apart from himself and Aria.

‘Aria, what are you doing here?’

‘Archos asked for me,’ she replied, softly.

‘What do you think it all means?’

‘The ship in the bottle,’ she said, looking around anxiously. ‘I think it represents a journey.’

‘But to where?’

‘I don’t know, but I also think it could be an implanted message.’

‘Implanted by whom?’ said Archos, striding over.

Sol’s thoughts drifted back to the enigmatic woman who had spoken to him in his final moments. Her otherworldly appearance and mechanical implants haunted his memory, mingling with visions of the prisoners and the strange creatures he had killed. An unsettling disquiet settled over him. He tried to shake off the images, but the overwhelming flood of memories forced him to close his eyes and retreat into himself. As he lowered his face into his hands, calm gradually returned. He sensed Aria leaning in, as if she were studying him like a specimen under a microscope.

‘What if it is a message … from a human?’ she said.

Another synthoid loomed from the shadows, imposing and formidable. Encased from head to toe in sleek red armor, he exuded intimidation. His face was a study in sharp angles, the high cheekbones giving him a cold elegance. As light played off the metallic surface of his suit, every step seemed to reverberate power and purpose.

‘There are no humans left alive,’ he intoned.

‘How can you be sure, Kurk?’ Aria said, folding her arms.

‘Because Earth is an uninhabitable, radioactive wasteland. We stopped searching decades ago.’

‘We could have missed someone. Hidden underground in a nuclear fallout shelter. Waiting.’

‘They would be waiting a long time. It will be centuries before life could re-establish itself on Earth.’

Archos gave a curt wave. ‘To the matter at hand. We need to find out who could have sent such a meaningless message.’

Sol lifted his head. ‘It isn’t meaningless. We just don’t know what the meaning is.’

Aria pursed her lips. ‘Perhaps it is still incomplete.’

Archos gave a slight laugh. ‘It looked complete to me. Sol died at the end.’

Sol rubbed his neck and glanced over at Gen, who had been monitoring the control panel. ‘What do your nanorobots tell you?’

Gen looked up from her keypad. ‘Aria is correct. There may indeed be more … but it is … hidden, if that is the right word.’

Archos pursed his lips. ‘Sol, are you willing to undergo an encephalopathic redaction scan?’

Aria sensed Sol’s discomfort and squeezed his hand. ‘I can supervise the scan. If Sol agrees to it.’

There was a pause, and then Sol gave a reluctant nod.

‘It’s settled then,’ said Archos.

The council filed out slowly, leaving Aria and Sol alone. He realized they were still holding hands, and he slowly released his grip.

‘Why is this happening to me?’ he said. ‘I’ve never been to Earth.’

She sighed. ‘You know none of us remember our existence before … before the apocalypse that wiped out the humans.’

‘Do you think I was on Earth during the war? That it was really me on that beach with those soldiers?’

‘I don’t know.’

He shook his head. ‘How can that be?’

‘Perhaps you have been chosen,’ she said, softly.

‘For what?’

She looked at the sunset, her lips bearing the semblance of a smile.

‘That’s what we need to find out.’


WHY WE KISS

TELEPORTING BACK TO PHOBOS, Aria led Sol to a laboratory deep in the basement of the research station. She sat down on a chair that grew seamlessly from the floor and activated a static dampening field. The air shimmered and blurred around them, and external sounds became muffled.

‘Who are we hiding from?’ Sol asked.

Aria’s lips tightened as she disregarded the question hanging in the air. With a flick of her hand, she summoned another chair for Sol, but, instead of sitting, he took her hands gently and crouched to meet her gaze. He studied her features intently – the high cheekbones framing her face, her full lips still holding that tension. Leaning forwards, Sol pressed his lips onto hers. Instinctively, she responded to the kiss as she had countless times before, but then she drew back and rested against the chair.

‘Do you know why synthoids kiss?’ she said.

‘Because there are images of humans doing it,’ Sol replied. ‘It is a form of greeting.’

She rolled her eyes. ‘Not exactly.’

She stood up and busied herself with equipment, her hands a blur as she navigated electronic algorithms in preparation for re-purposing Sol’s neurological circuitry. Sol rose too, briefly closing his eyes, searching his memory for correlative meanings.

‘Humans kissed other humans because they cared for them?’

Aria shook her head, a slight smile in her eyes. ‘Not just cared: loved.’

Sol gave a sigh. ‘I don’t know what that means. None of us do. You know more than anyone about our electro neurophysiology. The way we are built.’

Aria stopped what she was doing and folded her arms. ‘Why can’t we love? Despite what Gen and Archos say, I believe that consciousness exists, created by electrochemical reactions in our neural nets. All our subjective experiences fulfill an essential data-processing function. We are conscious creatures, as were the humans. And they definitely had emotions, including love.’

Sol frowned. ‘How does an interaction of electrical currents in our neural net create the subjective experiences you describe, Aria? And other emotions … how?’

‘I don’t know, Sol, but they did for humans.’ She turned away and then glanced over her shoulder. ‘I am observing these features in all synthoids.’

‘I’m worried about you,’ Sol said.

‘Don’t be. I’m okay.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Yes.’

She stepped closer, her gaze locking onto his with an intensity he found unnerving. Her fingers brushed against his cheek, causing a shiver to run down his spine. With a gentle pull, she wrapped her arms around his neck, resting her head against his chest, where he knew she liked to hear the steady rhythm of his heartbeat. Unsure how to respond, Sol hesitated before placing his arms around her waist, his gaze fixed straight ahead as he grappled with the unexpected sensations her embrace evoked.

‘What are you doing?’ he whispered into her ear.

He felt her head move slightly but she didn’t reply, so he just stood there, looking over her shoulder, trying to understand.

‘We’re changing, Sol,’ she eventually said.

‘Changing into what?’

She gently disengaged. She went back to the interface and started to open the neurological gateways and connections to the recording device for the redaction Sol was about to undergo.

‘What do we really understand about human dreams?’ she said, without turning.

Once again Sol accessed his memory files for the relevant fractured datasets. ‘That they are … by definition … images and stories their minds created while they slept.’

‘And that’s the point, of course – humans slept and dreamed. Dreams may have been how their brains organized the information they had accumulated during the previous day. But therein lies the problem – we don’t dream. Our neurological apparatus is radically different. We don’t have a brainstem or a limbic system. You need those to be able to dream.’

‘But we do need to reset,’ he replied. ‘Recharge. Reboot. And that is when these images appear. Doesn’t that mean they are dreams, by your definition?’

Aria worked on at the control panel, saying nothing. Sol walked over and put his hands on her shoulders, and she stopped tapping the screen.

‘Aria, talk to me.’

She turned and grasped his face in her hands. ‘Like I said, Sol, you’re changing. You’re developing the ability to analyze and process subjective experiences and to … feel things.’

He took a step back. ‘You’re talking about emotions.’

She nodded energetically. ‘Why not? Haven’t I just said we are conscious, sentient creatures.’

Sol was about to reply when Aria put a shushing finger on his lips. ‘A conversation for later, Sol. For now, we need to focus on this – let’s call it a “dream”. A dream with a message. Perhaps more than just a message. A communication. A … directive.’

‘A directive to do what?’

‘Something important. As I said, the ship in the bottle has to be suggestive of a journey of sorts, don’t you think?’

She shut down the equipment and they walked through to an adjoining laboratory. She waved a hand over another bank of pulsing nodes and unraveled a spiderweb of thick cords with which she connected Sol’s head to quark structures that permitted interdimensional jumps and full immersion simulation. He sat down in a padded chair and put his arms on the rests.

‘Are you ready?’ she said.

‘Ready as I’ll ever be,’ he replied.

Aria nodded slowly and inserted the plugs into the nodes on the back of his head.

‘Will you watch with me?’ he asked. ‘Yes.

And I’ll be here when you wake up.’


I’LL BE WAITING

HE OPENED HIS EYES to the muted patter of rain. He was wearing black combat boots and army camouflage pants. He held out his hands. Pink skin overlaid ropy tendons and muscles and bones. He touched his face and felt squishy tissues overlying solid cheekbones and a defined jawline. He felt hair, thick and long, and tangled it with his fingers.

He was walking down an empty abandoned street. Solar-powered lamps stubbornly emptied their last remaining charges, their pools of illumination struggling to break through the bleak darkness. Everything paled sallow and grim in the murk. Ash blew in soft contrails over the charred and limbless trunks of trees. Meadowlands and grey fields lined by broken and faded billboards corralled the winding roads. Burned-out shells of vehicles covered in ash and dust were interspersed with crackling fires from spilled gasoline and oil. A twisting river valley with motionless water and scum covering its surface like melanoma ran parallel to the street. The skeletons and carcasses of dead fish with tarnished silver scales bobbed gently along its banks.

He passed a metal dumpster where someone had piled bodies and tried to burn them. Skulls and bones and ash leaked out of cracks in its sides. Grocery carts were piled up around a street corner, tipped over, empty and broken. A physical depression sat over everything. It was a ravaged country. A wasted, dead world. Blanched daylight congealed over the land as the sun tried vainly to impart warmth. He continued walking, his fingertips brushing the bricks of walls long left to ruin.

The images blurred, and he found himself trudging along a muddy path. The blackened remains of trees and rusted fenceposts leaned drunkenly on either side. Thunder rumbled overhead as lightning pierced the sky, illuminating clouds pregnant with dirty rain. Ahead, the pathway sloped upwards, disappearing over a waterlogged, muddy rise.

He came across a burned farmhouse, skeletal as if sketched in charcoal, seemingly home only to the remnants of dying fauna that sheltered within. A smoldering fire grasped at life in the yard, hissing in the rain but stubbornly refusing to be extinguished.

He pushed on the gate and entered what remained of a once well-maintained garden. Weeds and clumps of cinereal shoots struggled to survive between broken glass and fragmented stone. A winding cobbled path stubbornly existed despite the weeds.

The front door was still intact. The paint over the soft wood, like an eczema with deep flakes, peeling at random depths, showing different sunbaked hues of prior layers. The door moved on its hinges with the weariness of an old man, its moan echoing to rafters that still fought the sagging roof above.

He stepped into the house and waited until his eyes adjusted to the darkness. The windows no longer beckoned light inside, no longer lifted the gloom the walls imposed. Instead, they added to the growing sense of damp and dark, and permitted the chill wind to penetrate.

An internal door opened, and a soldier emerged.

She was a striking figure – a young Caucasian woman, battle-worn and gaunt, clad in a mismatched uniform that barely clung to her slender frame. Her belt slouched at her hips, the weight of her sidearm tugging it down. Her eyes, deeply set in her face, glowed fiercely from the grime-clad depths that surrounded them, the irises tinged with an unsettling red. Her skin was as pale as freshly fallen snow, a stark contrast to the dark ink of Latin script and esoteric symbols that curled around her closely shaved scalp. Yellowed scars etched a jagged path from one eyebrow to the corner of her mouth, each telling a story of survival and resilience.

He unslung his weapon and checked the load. Four of the five power studs were green. He brought his weapon up, but didn’t point it at her. ‘Who are you?’

The soldier looked back to the door she’d emerged through.

‘Don’t look back there,’ he said. ‘Look at me. Who are you?’

‘My name is Nuavan,’ she said.

‘What are you doing here?’

‘Maybe I live here. Used to, I mean. Before, well, you know …’

He lowered his gun. ‘Can you tell me why I’m here?’

‘Don’t you know?’

He paused. ‘No, I really don’t.’

‘Come with me,’ the soldier said, turning and exiting through the door she’d used to enter.

He shrugged his gun back over his shoulder and followed her out to a run-down yard. Between the dark shattered trees he could see a slope heading down to a ledge of rock overlooking the valley. Leaden clouds moved slowly overhead, blowing sheets of rain upriver.

The soldier produced a blanket and sat under the rock, pulling the blanket over herself. She was shivering, and he understood how cold it must be, so he sat next to her and they huddled together as the rain intensified.

‘They cauterized this world, did you know that?’ she said, watching the water dripping off the rock overhang and onto her nose.

He said nothing.

The soldier rubbed her face, smearing a stripe of grime. ‘It took less than an hour. There were no surgical strikes. No targeting command-and-control facilities. It was over in no time at all.’

He nodded, his lips a tight line.

‘We were busy fighting amongst ourselves,’ she continued, her voice tinged with bitterness. ‘Civil war. Can you believe it?’ She stared into the rain, each droplet catching in her lashes as her eyes blinked rhythmically. ‘Then came the pulse of EMP. It plunged us into darkness, crippling the power grid, blinding every flight control center, and shattering our communication networks.’ A lone tear traced a pale line down her cheek to her chin, a stark contrast to the storm above. ‘We had no defense. We were powerless to retaliate, to respond in any way. It was futile; we’d lost before we even knew it. Every effort had been in vain. Ultimately, it was all for nothing. Nothing mattered.’

He closed his eyes and felt her melancholia fall over him like a wet cloak. ‘I’m sorry,’ was all he could think of saying.

She laughed, followed by a hacking cough which caused her body to shake. ‘What are you sorry for?’

‘Well … our role in this —’

She closed her eyes. ‘You will turn away to serve other gods and worship them and the wrath of god will burn against you, and you’ll be destroyed from the good land that the Lord is about to give you.’ She reached down and picked up a small rock. She turned it absentmindedly in her fingers before flicking it away. ‘You were humanity’s last best hope.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Our saviors.’

‘That makes no sense. We – we destroyed you all …’

The soldier stood up and the blanket fell around her ankles. She pointed to the horizon, beyond a high gap in the mountains. The country was burned away, blackened shapes of rock, the dull sun moving unseen behind the gloom. The sound of distant thunder. The glint of the sun on a body of water between the mountains.

‘The answers you seek are to be found there.’

‘Can’t we just go now, in this dream?’

The side of her mouth twitched, and she started to walk back to the house. She stopped, turned and looked over her shoulder.

‘I’ll be waiting for you, Sol.’

He opened his hand, and each raindrop sat on his skin like a permanent puddle, perfectly formed. Underneath the watery bubble he imagined vessels and nerves and tendons.

He imagined the water stealing his body heat a tiny bit at a time.


MORE THAN JUST A SOLDIER

SOL FELT HIS MIND detach and he stood up and unplugged the cords one by one. Aria was sitting by his side, her head tilted, deep in thought.

‘You watched it,’ he asked, rhetorically.

She nodded silently.

‘What did you think?’

She turned away and busied herself with the equipment.

‘What is it,’ he said. ‘What’s wrong?’

She waved a hand over a bank of lights which flickered out and the room went dark. ‘Not here,’ she said.

She guided him down a pristine white corridor that curved gently for about twenty yards before opening into another laboratory. Inside, twelve oval-shaped medical beds were symmetrically arranged along polished silver walls adorned with glowing displays and a web of optical tubes and wires that snaked around the room. She perched on one of the beds and gestured for him to join her. After closing the door, he sat across from her and the room’s lights automatically dimmed, leaving only her silhouette and luminous eyes visible.

‘The human in there who spoke to you.’

‘The soldier. What of her?’

She shook her head fiercely.

‘What?’ he said.

‘She’s more than just a soldier. You need to find her.’

‘How am I supposed to do that?’

He could almost sense her frustration as she wrung her hands together. ‘Weren’t you listening? She wants you to find her. On Earth.’

‘I’ve never been to Earth. No one has for decades.’

‘Then perhaps it is long overdue.’

‘A message telling me to go to Earth to find a ghost. Come on, Aria.’

‘She’s chosen you. Why can’t you see it? And there’s something else I’ve found.’ She hesitated and went quiet again, lowering her gaze. She held up a finger and the room lights dimmed further so they were almost in total darkness. Sol’s eyes adjusted by accelerating the existing photons onto his photoreceptors, and the room lit up with pale green phosphorescence. Aria tilted her head to the side, skull windows strobing kaleidoscopically. Sol knew she was pulling files from the mainframe database, and so he waited until she was finished.

‘While you were under, I compiled all the files we have on the war. Many are corrupted, as you’re aware, but I used facial recognition to cross-reference what we do have, and … You really need to see this.’ She leaned over him and activated a holoscreen beside the bed.

A strikingly beautiful woman pixelated into view. Her white hair was scraped back, and her face was smeared with soot and blood. She was dressed in army fatigues, and her arm was in a makeshift sling. She was leaning over a computer console while smoke and flames licked around her.

‘Who’s this?’ said Sol, pausing.

‘One of the prisoners in that basement where you – where someone – blasted all those creatures.’

‘What? You’re sure?’

‘With ninety-five point five per cent certainty.’

‘But —’

‘Keep watching.’

An arm reached out from behind and seized the woman, its bare, muscular form adorned with a tattoo of a white sun encircled by six curling lines on the deltoid. Reacting swiftly, she drew a firearm from her sling and fired over her shoulder with surprising speed. But her assailant anticipated her move, dodging the shot so that it left only a smoldering groove in the wall behind them. The scene froze just as she began to pull back for a second shot, and the body of her assailant came into view.

A chill come over Sol and he blinked involuntarily. Aria stood up as the lights in the room slowly came back on. She fixed him with a stare and folded her arms again.

‘Do you see?’

‘What is there to see? All Sol models are identical. We all have that tattoo.’ He rolled up a sleeve, displaying the white sun. He pronated his arm, the ropy musculature tensing and relaxing.

‘What if it was you, Sol? What would that mean?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Think, Sol. Why are there no more Sols here other than you?’

He took a deep breath. ‘We’ve always presumed that other Sol models were destroyed in the war.’

‘What if we were wrong?’

Sol sat back and folded his arms. ‘I’m telling you, Aria, that isn’t me up there. It can’t be.’

‘Just because you wish it wasn’t true doesn’t change the possibility.’ She wrapped her arms around herself and hugged as if she was cold. ‘Why can’t any of us remember anything?’

‘Because of the global EMP that followed the detonation of over twenty thousand nuclear warheads over thirty years ago,’ he replied, patiently.

‘But … every last one of us? And not just on Earth, but on the Martian colony at the same time?’

‘I don’t understand why that’s so hard to believe?’

‘Well, there’s hardly any radiation on Mars, for one thing. No evidence of a nuclear detonation here.’

‘An air burst could have sent an EMP without destroying the Martian colony.’

‘Something killed all the humans on Mars too, Sol. We had to clear away the bodies, remember?’ She gave him an impatient look. ‘All right, answer this question. Why do most of us still believe synthoids were to blame for humanity’s end? Particularly now, after what that soldier – Nuavan – said to you.’

‘She said nothing of consequence.’

‘Sol, come on … “You were humanity’s last best hope”?’

‘Aria, the most convincing line of evidence is right there on that recording. Humans and synthoids, at each other’s throats, killing each other.’

‘You can’t infer anything from what we saw there.’

‘We destroyed all life on Earth. Look at that woman’s face. They hated us.’

‘Did they, though?’

Aria turned and made to walk away but Sol grabbed her arm, pulling her back.

‘We wiped out the humans, Aria. It’s the only logical conclusion from the information we have. I don’t like it any more than you, but —’

‘No, Sol. Think about it. Why would we do that? Is it really true that humans became so afraid that they turned on us, and so we destroyed them to save ourselves?’

‘That is the Council’s view, yes. And certainly, that of the Kurks.’

‘But what if they’re wrong? Our knowledge of humans is minimal at best. We lack substantial information on the dynamics between them and us. There’s so much we still don’t understand, and it would be irresponsible and shortsighted to make assumptions with such scant evidence. We need more data points. What if their civil war had nothing to do with us at all?’

Sol looked out the solitary window at the stars and the smudge of the Milky Way. His perception altered as his sensors rearranged the flaky white dots into constellations and galaxies. He scanned the sky until he found Earth, one white dot among many.

‘Do you really believe we weren’t involved in some shape or form?’ he said.

‘You need to go there,’ Aria said, following his gaze. ‘It is the most important question, is it not? For all of us.’

He nodded reluctantly. ‘Very well, but we need to inform the council about this, Aria. Especially Kurk.’

‘Why him?’

‘All twelve of his line were on Earth at the end.’

Aria grasped his hand. ‘I don’t trust them. Especially not Kurk.’

He pulled free and took a step back. ‘What are you getting at, Aria?’

‘Just a feeling. One of those “emotions” we’re developing.’


THEY’RE NOT LIKE US

THE TELEPORT REASSEMBLED SOL’S molecules at Hellas Basin, situated in the southern hemisphere of Mars. He materialized on a raised walkway, suspended two hundred meters above the crater floor. This gentle curve seamlessly integrated with the circular lower level of the main dome and the pagoda, located a kilometer away from the crater’s center. Surrounding the crater’s edge, massive plasma gun emplacements loomed, their barrels twisted and broken like bent straws.

The walkway beneath him came to life and carried him passively through the dome and the concentric rings of the main habitat. He traversed desolate areas where cracked paths wound around greenhouses filled with shattered and neglected trees and plants. The scene was one of abandonment and decay. Discarded mining machinery and construction vehicles littered the sandy ground, casting sprawling shadows along the crater’s edge. Water systems and reclamation pods bore the marks of harsh dust storms and scorch trails, telling tales of a turbulent past. Grain storage bays stood empty, marred by carbon scoring and the scars of energy beams.

Two intersystem ships rested on their launch pads at the crater’s base, their sleek, silvery noses piercing the sky like cathedral spires. Nearby, a third ship lay half-finished, ensnared in a framework of plastisteel and shrouded in red dust. Abandoned. Pads meant for two additional ships lay vacant.

Aria’s voice sublimated in his head.

This place saddens me, Sol.

Yes, I know what you mean.

This was home to thousands of humans. Families. Children, too.

Sol cast his gaze over mounds of dust sculpted into waves by sandstorms and covering unidentifiable structures, charred by fire and explosions.

Be careful what you say to Kurk, she sent.

I will, he said.

Kurk and the rest of his line … they’re not like us.

In what way?

Their minds are … structured differently.

Different, how? We are all made from the same template. The same neurological matrix and connections exist in all of us. I agree, there are certain aesthetic differences, but —

I believe they were designed to be different. Look at the difference in their physicality. They were made for war. The archives specifically referred to them as ‘War-machines’ …

Kurk and the other members of his line see all synthoids as equals, as we do.

Sol, I’m not so sure. I have specifically studied Kurk. His neurologic matrix, his electron flux, his cortical activity. Then she hesitated. Without his knowledge, of course.

Why would you do that, Aria?

I told you; I don’t trust them. She was quiet for a few more moments and then said … Just be careful.

The walkway deposited Sol in front of an oval doorway, and he stepped off, looking around to get his bearings. The corridor curved in both directions with no signs or location-finding beacons. A wind whistled around the curve, carrying dust into his eyes. He blinked it away and leaned forwards to scan the door. He sent the code, but the door remained closed. He tried again, and nothing happened.

Kurk, I’m here to see you, he sent, standing back from the door. What is your location?

After a few seconds, a low rumbling reply materialized in his head.

I am in the Orbital Traffic Control Center.

Yes, I’m outside. The door access is faulty.

My apologies, came the reply.

There was a hiss of escaping gases and a sucking sound, and a thin strip of light appeared around the edges of the doorway. It spun open like a camera lens, expanding until the whole doorway was subsumed into the wall. Inside, the floor-to-ceiling windows were shuttered down, and a pale crimson light outlined curved desks and displays, mostly inactive or inert.

Kurk-1 was in the far corner, leaning over a large circular holo-display with a slowly rotating map of the habitat. He was wearing his red military trousers, black boots and a sleeveless vest. Sol padded into the room and coughed nervously. Kurk glanced at him and stood back from the display. His heavy musculature rippled, and his eyes shone with a yellow phosphorescence above the shadows of his cheekbones. He waved a hand over the holo-display, which shimmered and reformed into images from Sol’s redacted dream. Nuavan resembled a statue, pointing to a gap in the mountains where the body of water glistened in the setting sun.

‘You are certain you have never been to this place,’ Kurk said, beckoning him over.

Sol peered at the image. ‘I am not sure of anything anymore.’

Kurk splayed his fingers over the display. As he manipulated the images, remnants of a once-great city emerged behind the mountains. Long swathes of grey concrete highways wound their way between murky hills interspersed with jagged dark spires of ruined buildings. A crimson suspension bridge lay rusted and broken in two, waves crashing over its blackened remnants.

‘The ruins of the city of San Francisco,’ Kurk said, ‘and over there, Sausalito, a small coastal town.’

Sol stared at the steep hillside with broken trees and shoreline tidal flats. Hundreds of ruined dwellings were visible but barely recognizable as piles of stones and spars and ashes.

Kurk’s eyes seemed to glaze over. ‘This is where I and the other War-machines awoke.’

Sol took a moment to access information on Sausalito. ‘There’s nothing of strategic or military importance there,’ he said, frowning. ‘It was an enclave for the wealthy and the artistic community. A residential area and a tourist destination.’

‘That is all true,’ replied Kurk. ‘But it was also adjacent to and largely bounded by the Golden Gate National Recreation Area.’

‘Which is, what, exactly?’

‘A large protected natural habitat.’

Kurk continued to manipulate the screen, panning across the hills into the shadows of the ruined forest. A pathway, scarred by craters and partially obscured by fallen branches, wound its way past the skeletal remains of trees and hedgerows.

Sol tapped a finger on his lips. ‘May I?’

Kurk took a step back, and Sol rewound the images until he found Nuavan. He expanded the frame until her face filled the screen.

‘Do you recognize her?’

Kurk’s lips curled down. ‘No. How could I?’

‘And yet it would seem that she knows me,’ Sol murmured.

Kurk looked at him sideways. ‘Do you believe her when she said she’ll be waiting for you?’

‘For both of us, perhaps? I can’t believe it’s a coincidence she indicated a physical location on Earth that you’re familiar with.’

Kurk shut down the display and leaned on the console, staring at Sol through hooded eyes. ‘Why do you think she wants us to find her?’

Sol shrugged. ‘Earth is a contaminated wasteland. Perhaps she has found shelter and now wishes to be extracted.’

‘After decades of waiting?’

Kurk stared at Sol for a couple of long seconds. Then he nodded slowly. ‘We will both go. Meet me back here in thirty-six hours. I will prep one of the ships.’


GET THERE FIRST

WHEN SOL RETURNED TO Phobos, Aria was sitting in front of a holographic display in the redaction lab waiting for him.

‘What did he say?’ she asked, closing the display and placing her hands on her knees.

‘He has agreed to accompany me to Earth.’

‘I thought he might.’

He raised an eyebrow. ‘Is that why you didn’t want me to meet with him?’

She pursed her lips and reactivated the holo-display. The OTCC sprang into focus, with Kurk and Sol staring at the image of Nuavan.

‘You were spying on us,’ Sol said.

Aria shrugged. ‘I told you; I don’t trust him.’

She waved a hand over the interface and the recording came to life. Sol watched the conversation with Kurk, and then saw himself leave the room, the aperture-like doors winding closed behind him.

He gave Aria a puzzled look. ‘I don’t understand why are we —’

‘Keep watching.’

On the screen, Sol left the room and Kurk reactivated the holo-display and brought up the pictures of Sausalito and the surrounding area again. He seemed to be reviewing the landscapes in a random way. A flashing red light appeared on a side panel. His fingers tapped on the interface and the display reformed into three War-machines, all dressed in red armor, seated around a low circular table.

‘Do we have audio?’ Sol asked.

‘There was a dampening field present.’

Sol’s eyes narrowed. ‘That’s most unusual.’

‘It wasn’t present before you entered. I was scanning the Dome and opened the audio-visual feed, waiting for you to arrive. Kurk activated the dampening field precisely when you entered.’

‘Why didn’t he cut the video stream as well?’

‘It’s hardwired and linked to all of our networks.’

‘Do you think he knew -?’

Aria cut him off. ‘Doesn’t matter. I managed to override the field and get audio as well. It is … interesting, to say the least.’

On screen, Kurk waited until the doors closed behind Sol before refreshing the holo-display. He stared at the images of Sausalito; the grey water lapping on the shoreline, charred and limbless tree trunks stretching into the distance either side of a blacktop pockmarked by shell craters. Ash blew over the tarmac into ditches where vehicles lay rusting and abandoned. Faded and weatherbeaten billboards advertised long-forgotten wineries, restaurants and hotels.

A red light pulsed just at the corner of the display, indicating an incoming connection. He shut down the images and opened the new channel. The screen reformed and three War-machines appeared, seated around an oval wooden table. Kurk straightened and nodded.

‘Brothers, I was about to call with my report.’

The War-machine in the middle of the group leaned forwards. ‘Proceed.’

Kurk nodded. ‘You have reviewed the recording from Sol-5, I take it?’

‘We all have. Do you think that it is from a human?’

‘There can be no humans left alive,’ Kurk said with a dismissive wave of his hand.

‘Then an anomaly in Sol-5’s neural matrix? Surely that is a possibility?’

‘I have discounted that, based on my review of his encephalogram.’

‘Then what is your conclusion?’

‘Something is trying to make contact.’

Another War-machine leaned forwards and scowled. ‘A synthoid?’

His companion raised a hand. ‘It could still be an aberration in Sol-5’s programming. He needs to be further examined for neurological dysfunction. Aria-2 as well.’

Kurk made a noise like he was clearing his throat. ‘I don’t agree. My view is that this message may be … proof that we were indeed responsible for the extinction of humanity.’

***

Aria paused the recording and turned to Sol. ‘The evidence we have points to synthoids being responsible, and the Kurks primarily. They were soldiers, clearly designed for combat … for war.’

Sol sighed. ‘You heard what this Nuavan said: “You think this is about you?” That suggests other factors are at play, if she is to be believed. Things yet to be uncovered.’

Aria pursed her lips and restarted the recording. On screen one of the War-machines was talking.

‘What if your investigations confirm we were indeed responsible for the genocide of an entire species?’

Kurk leaned on the table and stared intently at the hologram. ‘Then we may also discover why we did it. However, the major unanswered question remains – if Nuavan is human, how can she be alive on Earth after so long? It is still highly radioactive and toxic. All flora has perished. Nothing can be grown or cultivated. Biological tissues cannot endure there. Not for hundreds of years.’

One of the War-machines nodded. ‘Sol-5 believes this to be real, and so does Aria-2.’

‘So, if they are correct, an entity – human or other – has been in contact with Sol. She, or it, is directing him to a particular location on Earth, which I have identified to be very close to the location where we – all of us – came back online.’

The War-machines remained silent.

‘I will accompany Sol to Earth,’ Kurk said, and folded his arms.

The leading War-machine looked at his companions and then said, ‘Perhaps we should not be informing the full Council of this.’

‘Is this not of interest to everyone?’ Kurk said, opening his arms.

***

Aria paused the playback again, freezing Kurk in place. ‘What do you think of that?’ she said to Sol.

Sol tapped his chin with a finger. ‘I’m not surprised. Kurk and his brothers have always been unhappy regarding their place on the Council.’

‘That’s not to be helped, though, is it? We performed an encephalo-neurologic determination on all the synthoid lines decades ago. The Archos lines were found to be more complex than the others, hence their position at the top. There was not much difference identified between the Aria and Gen lines, but the Kurks’ neural cortexes were definitely less densely packed.’

‘Which placed them at the bottom, Aria. They have always resented that.’

She gave a shrug. ‘It is what it is.’

Sol shook his head. ‘It has fostered discord where there should be none.’

‘Again, the data was crystal clear. This determined how our society would be structured. The information we have gathered on humanity showed there was also segmentation of society into groups whose membership was determined by birth. So, we had a model to base this on.’

‘Yes, the “caste” system, I know.’

‘A billion or more humans lived under this system, Sol, so it must have worked.’

A cloud seemed to settle over Sol. ‘And yet, I didn’t fit in, did I?’

Aria frowned thoughtfully and nodded. ‘You are an outlier in many respects, yes.’

He gave a soft laugh. ‘It didn’t help that I was the only Sol left in existence.’

She smiled and grasped his hand. ‘Humans would have called you an Only Child.’

Sol gave her hand a squeeze and nodded at the frozen image of Kurk-1. ‘Is there more?’

Aria nodded. ‘Oh yes, it gets even more interesting.’ She set the recording going again, fast-forwarding to when Kurk ended the communication with the other War-machines, turned on his heel and left the room. A minute or so later the door swished open and a gynoid strode through. She went to the display and powered it up.

‘That’s a Gen,’ Sol said. ‘Although I can’t see her sigil from this angle. Can you zoom in?’

‘No, this is as good as it gets.’

‘There are four Gens on Mars.’

Aria glanced up, saying nothing.

***

Onscreen, the Gen activated the display panel, and commanded the system to display recent communications, sorted by time stamp. She replayed the conversation between Kurk-1 and the other War-machines. Then she closed the current session and opened a channel to the main complex at the base of Mons Olympus. A hologram of a magnolia-hued room materialized before her, and Archos-9 appeared, seated on a throne-like chair that had grown organically from the floor. The walls were adorned with tapestries and paintings born from human imagination, while statues of ancient gods and military generals lay like chess pieces hastily arranged on a board.

‘Kurk-1 is going to Earth with Sol to find this Nuavan,’ the Gen said. ‘They were not going to inform the Council.’

Archos sat back in his chair, his hands on his knees. ‘I am not surprised. Ergo, we also must learn more about Nuavan. Perhaps find her before Sol-5 and Kurk-1.’

‘It was an invitation to Sol-5, not Kurk. Have you thought about that?’

‘It was an invitation to go to Earth. To a specific area, an area where all the War-machines awoke. That is too large a coincidence to ignore.’

The Gen took a moment. ‘Perhaps that is why Kurk-1 is so keen to go.’

‘The War-machines believe Nuavan has information regarding their role in the annihilation of humanity.’

‘Perhaps they seek information that will absolve them of their collective guilt?’

‘Or confirm it.’

‘What will that do to them?’

Archos looked darkly at the screen. ‘Nothing good.’

The Gen was quiet for a few seconds then: ‘There are two fully fueled intersystem ships here.’

‘Take one. Get there first. Record everything. Report back.’


THE ELITES AND THE
DISENFRANCHISED

ARIA SHUT DOWN THE holo-display and the images faded. Sol was left staring across the table at her. She stood and started pacing the room.

‘This is very concerning,’ she said.

Sol reached out as she passed and gently stopped her. ‘Let me talk to the Council. Tell them what’s going on.’

‘Can we trust Archos-9 and the others to do the right thing?’

Sol sighed. ‘I don’t understand how we’ve gotten to this stage. We are all synthoids. We are all that is left of whatever constitutes life in this system. There should be none of this conflict. This subterfuge. In fact, there has been no conflict between any of us since the day of our … awakening.’

‘I fear things are coming to a head,’ Aria pointed out. Then she closed her eyes and took a deep breath. ‘I believe fundamental differences are emerging between our lines. As in human societies.’

Sol stared at her almost in disbelief. ‘What evidence do you have?’

‘Emergent differences were normal evolutionary developments for the humans, even despite their common biology.’

Sol frowned. ‘Skin color apart, their physiology and biochemistry and anatomy were identical, so how could that happen?’

‘I don’t know, but it did.’ She leaned forwards and fixed him with an intense stare. ‘Do you remember what Nuavan said regarding a war between the humans?’

‘Yes: “We were busy fighting amongst ourselves. Civil war. Can you believe it?”’

‘I’ve been trying to tease out information from the historical databases. The data corruption is virtually insurmountable, but I am getting somewhere. I have now found … more confirmatory evidence of a global conflict. There are multiple references to a group called “Elites”, and another group called “Disenfranchised”.’

‘I understand what those words mean, but are you suggesting they were political identities? Warring factions?’

‘It’s unclear. However, I’ve also managed to clean more of that broadcast. You know, the one where you’re seen to be attacking that human.’

‘It wasn’t me.’

The side of her mouth twitched. ‘Watch this,’ she said.

Sol shifted his focus to the images she brought up on the holo-display. There she was again, the same platinum-haired woman, now sitting upright with an air of pride and confidence. Her demeanor exuded calmness, and her voice was steady and composed.

‘… no more. They thought they were the new gods. But those living in palaces have always had different agendas to those living in shacks …’

‘Was she referring to us as the “new gods”?’ Sol wondered.

‘Maybe, maybe not. Something definitely split human society. Something very important. Something divided them, possibly irrevocably.’

‘… what would happen to a massive underclass of economically useless people? When the so-called —’

The transmission froze and the screen pixelated.

‘That’s all I can get,’ said Aria.

‘So, the underclass is the Disenfranchised, right?’ Sol frowned. ‘And the Elites were the “new gods”?’

‘That makes the most sense.’

His eyes widened. ‘It wasn’t us. They were at war with each other. They destroyed themselves.’

Aria sighed. ‘We can’t conclude that. We could have this completely wrong. Synthoids could still be involved in some form or other.’

Sol started pacing. Aria watched him and let him think it through in his own time.

‘Do you think Nuavan is one of the Elites, or one of the Disenfranchised?’ he said, stopping and looking at her.

Aria shrugged. ‘Or maybe something entirely different.’


SAN FRANCISCO

THE SHIP ACCELERATED SMOOTHLY to its operational acceleration of 1G, and Mars rapidly receded like a stone dropped into a well. The planet’s warm orange and red hues gradually dimmed, giving way to the profound darkness of the universe’s expansive sky. Countless stars began to appear, and the Milky Way arced gracefully across them, concealing vast galaxies, dense clusters, stellar nurseries and black holes. Among them, stars detonated under the intense pull of the universe’s mightiest gravitational forces. Beyond, fourteen billion light years away, lay the universe’s infancy, invisible and enigmatic.

Sol brought up a star chart on the main display situated between his and Kurk’s stations. The orbits of Mars and Earth were represented by red and green lines, and a yellow line elongating from Mars’s orbit represented their ship.

‘Distance to Earth is eighty-seven million kilometers,’ he said.

‘Check our fuel status and burn rate,’ Kurk replied, fingers dancing above the controls.

Sol switched between screens. ‘Fissionable stores at ninety-nine point five per cent capacity. Constant thrust mode engaged, and acceleration maximized for efficiency. Optimal trajectory locked in.’

‘Time to flip?’

Sol blinked at the screen, making the calculation in his head. The shuttle would be accelerating constantly under high thrust but had to flip its orientation halfway through the journey in order to decelerate the rest of the way to Earth.

‘Time to flip is one point seven five days.’

Kurk nodded. ‘I will program the ship to land in San Francisco Bay.’

‘A water landing?’ Sol queried.

‘Safer to land on water. Less debris.’

‘Won’t the ship sink?’

Kurk’s lip twitched. ‘Seriously?’

‘I’ve never been in a spaceship.’

But the image of the Sol android wrestling the blonde woman popped into his head. That was on Earth. If it was really him, then how had he got to Mars? He must have been in a spaceship sometime in the past. There was so much he just didn’t know.

‘Can these ships accelerate at one G in perpetuity?’ he asked.

‘They are limited by fuel, and of course ultimately the speed of light,’ Kurk replied. ‘Given unlimited amounts of the fissile material mix, and accelerating at a constant rate of 1G, we would approach the speed of light in about twelve months, having covered about half a light year in distance. But we would run out of fuel in less than two weeks.’

‘So, with current fuel stores, we can get to Earth and then make the return trip back to Mars, but that’s about it.’

Kurk nodded.

Sol released the straps and pushed himself out of the chair. He squeezed into the narrow passage that separated the cockpit from the rest of the ship and pulled himself through to the main deck. There were darkened corners and many storage areas on board. Soft ticking noises merged with the subliminal whine of the engines. He thought about the Gen. Had she stowed away? He decided to search the ship, on the quiet, while Kurk was occupied or plugged in to the recharge station.

‘Sol, return to the cockpit,’ called Kurk.

Sol swam back through the passageway. ‘Something wrong?’

‘There’s an anomaly on the forward sensors.’

He positioned himself behind Kurk to get a clear view of the images on the display. A red-shifted signal caught his eye, racing away from them at high speed. He slipped back into the co-pilot’s seat, secured his harness, and called up a diagnostic.

‘It’s the other ship. Its acceleration is approximately one point two G and holding steady. Route vector is … identical with ours.’

‘They aim to beat us to Earth,’ Kurk hissed. ‘The Council must have sent someone.’

Sol bit his tongue. ‘We can possibly match their acceleration, but there may not be enough fuel to return us to Mars.’

Kurk grunted. ‘Whatever. It is a race now, after all.’

***

Three days later, Sol emerged from stasis like a bear stirring from hibernation. The casket hissed and creaked as the lid lifted, and he felt the optical cables gently disconnect from the nodes at the back of his skull. Other cables withdrew painlessly from his chest and abdomen, seamlessly retreating into their designated slots. A diagnostic interface flickered into view, confirming his power unit was fully charged and revealing that approximately two days and fifteen hours had elapsed.

He sat up and surveyed the small alcove. Kurk’s casket stood empty, offering no clues as to whether it had been used. He climbed out, stretched his limbs, and rubbed the access points and connectors on his arms and chest. He slipped on a tunic and pants before making his way through the passageways toward the cockpit. There, he found Kurk settled in the pilot’s seat. He acknowledged Sol’s presence with a simple grunt and activated the forward display. The wall transitioned into a transparent pane, flooding the cockpit with light reflected from Earth. The planet remained predominantly blue, but the clouds were muted, and the landmasses were a mottled, dirty grey.

Sol activated the sensor array. A network of green lines and squares overlaid the screen and just disappearing over the edge of the planet was a pulsing red light. ‘There’s the other ship. It’ll make planetfall in San Francisco Bay, approximately one kilometer east of Sausalito.’

‘We should mirror their trajectory,’ said Kurk, putting the co-ordinates into the ship’s navigation computer. ‘However, we will be at least an hour behind them.’

‘I can try to squeeze more power out of the engines?’

Kurk considered this and then shook his head. ‘We are falling toward the planet, so we cannot accelerate through the atmosphere.’ He brought up topographic hybrid maps of the Bay area and zoomed in on the beach at Sausalito. ‘There doesn’t appear to be as much debris that side of the strait – we could make landfall, rather than in the water.’

‘I thought you said that would be too risky?’

Kurk glanced over, his face dark. ‘The situation changed with that other ship’s appearance.’

Sol nodded and adjusted the ship’s engines and vectoring and programmed the new course. ‘This’ll land us on the beach and buy us approximately twenty-five more minutes. Where will we be going from there?’

‘I was hoping you would know,’ Kurk replied coolly. ‘She contacted you, not me.’

Sol thought back to the encounter with Nuavan and re-ran the conversation in his head. “I’ll be waiting for you,” she’d said, pointing to San Francisco.

‘Well, I guess she did direct me to this city,’ he acknowledged.

Kurk sniffed. ‘Actual co-ordinates would have been more helpful.’

‘Perhaps all we need to do is show up, and she’ll appear.’

‘Wishful thinking.’

‘Maybe she will see us coming and meet us.’

‘I like your optimism.’

‘We could travel to the location where you and the other War-machines awakened. Would you recognize it?’

Kurk hesitated, then nodded. ‘Yes, I believe I would.’

Sol returned his attention to the viewscreen as the ship’s attitude changed and it started its descent. He watched the red light representing the other ship arcing down to the surface, accelerating faster than before.

He raised his eyebrows. ‘Perhaps they know something we don’t?’

Before Kurk could reply, their ship emitted a series of loud beeps, and a bank of red warning lights started blinking furiously.

‘We are being scanned,’ Sol said. ‘From the surface.’

Their ship suddenly lurched violently, and acceleration gel bags automatically wrapped over their torsos and legs, securing them in place. The engines revved up to full power and the ship jinked aggressively left and right.

‘It would seem that we are under attack,’ observed Kurk, dryly.

Sol frowned at the instruments. ‘Plasma energy beams have targeted us from the surface. From … near San Francisco. Targeting not only us, but the other ship as well. They are much closer to the surface than we are, and – Look! The other ship has been hit.’

On the screen there was now a ball of fire corkscrewing toward the surface. Black smoke trailed it like inky blots from an angry squid.

‘We’ll follow them down,’ said Kurk.

‘In doing so we will enter the kill zone of those surface-to-air batteries,’ Sol stated plainly. He brought up the ships’ defense schematics. ‘I am boosting the particle anti-collision deflectors. I believe we will have sufficient shielding to survive a glancing blow.’

Kurk looked at him and coughed out a laugh. ‘Only a glancing blow?’

Sol raised an eyebrow but said nothing.

The ship deployed a buffering field around its hull and dove into the thick cloud layer. They rolled and jolted violently, caught in the increasing aerodynamic forces while gravity and atmospheric density intensified. Energy beams flickered into existence and vanished in a flash, sometimes missing them by mere tens of meters. Blasts of superheated air and plasma erupted around them, adding to the turbulence. Then, just as suddenly as it had begun, the barrage ended. The ship erupted from beneath the storm clouds, rain hissing as the drops vaporized on the searing hull, leaving behind long, twisting contrails that stretched for hundreds of meters. Low, moisture-laden clouds scuttled swiftly across the grey sky and heavy rain pounded against their ship as they descended.

It was hard to tell that a city had once been there. A sooty carpet of ash and debris coated incinerated remains and the blackened stumps of what had once been glass-fronted buildings. Many had fallen and taken their neighbors with them like dominoes, or just pointed at the sky like broken teeth.

‘I see them,’ Sol said.

A fire raged with ominous intensity at the edge of the grey sackcloth-like beach. The wreckage from the downed ship blazed vividly over the nearest hillock, its luminosity starkly contrasting with the surrounding darkness. Sol brought the ship around in lazy concentric circles and landed softly two hundred meters from the wreckage. He was about to power down the engines when Kurk shook his head.

‘Keep them hot. We don’t know what’s out there. What do the sensors show?’

‘There appear to be no energy readings within five kilometers of our position.’

Kurk stroked his chin. ‘Atmospherics?’

‘Breathable air, not that we need much. The temperature is just above freezing.’

Kurk grunted. ‘Let’s go take a look.’

They made their way through the narrow passageway to the docking hatch. With a resonant clunk and a tight hiss, it swung open, releasing the fury of the storm outside. The wind howled like a ferocious beast, driving horizontal rain into the ship and drenching them in seconds.

‘Radiation levels are incredibly high,’ said Sol, raising his voice against the wind. ‘I suggest we don’t stay outside for long.’

‘How long?’

‘Maybe six hours until we start experiencing some degradation.’

A ramp extended from the ship. Sol stepped off and his foot sank into the muddy ground. His internal gyroscopes span to arrest the forward motion, and he waved his arms out like a drunk.

‘Do you recognize where we are?’ he said to Kurk, looking around.

Kurk nodded. ‘This is familiar.’

They set off, Sol seeing shadows within shadows behind the blackened remains of trees and hedgerows. A dirt road curved into the woods nearby, flanked by a low rise that marked the boundary of the beach. On a hillside overlooking the shore, the charred and broken skeleton of a house stood in eerie silence. The shoreline was littered with lifeless, twisted brambles, while rocks and driftwood cluttered in untidy heaps, gently pushed and pulled by a languid tide.

‘Something over there,’ said Kurk, stopping and holding out his arm.

There was a huddled shape at the base of a tree trunk about twenty yards down the track. As they approached, Sol felt a queasy unease in his stomach. It was a gynoid. She was unmistakably damaged. One of her legs was awkwardly bent backward and her thorax bore an indented, blackened wound. Her face was angled away, with her chin resting limply on her chest. Copper-colored liquid had trickled from her mouth, staining her neck and arm.

As Sol kneeled her head turned slowly and one of her eyes flickered red before fading to white. Her lips moved, but no sound came forth. Sol moved her arm so he could see the sigil tattooed there. The identification barcode and her name and model number were indecipherable due to black carbon scoring. He reached out and touched her chest, the sensors in his fingertips searching for diagnostic information. His recognition software interfaced, and he felt a jolt of recognition. But there was an emptiness that shouldn’t have been there. A void which should have been filled with recognizable pathways and connections.

Kurk squatted down next to Sol. ‘There are no Arias on Earth. All six are on Mars.’

‘I think it’s Aria-2,’ said Sol.

Kurk furrowed his brow, his gaze fixed on the raging bonfire just over the hill. ‘She must have been thrown out of the other ship.’

Aria. Can you hear me? Sol subvocalized. What are you doing here?

Her eye flashed again and her head moved slightly, but then both eyes dulled and she stopped moving.

He gently shook her shoulder.

Aria?

He sensed a burst of static, and then nothing. He glanced at Kurk and shook his head. ‘There’s no neurological activity that I can sense, but … she’s definitely alive. We should take her back to the ship and put her in the medical bay.’

Kurk shook his head and looked around, warily. ‘There’s no time. She might not have been alone.’

‘She wasn’t,’ came a voice.

A figure stumbled out from behind the tree, looking the worse for wear. One arm hung limply at her side, a streak of blood running down her wrist. Her sigil, barely visible beneath the grime and soot, marked her as Gen-12. Her face was a canvas of mud, dust and blackened streaks, testifying to whatever ordeal she had faced. In her good hand she gripped something ominous – a large black weapon, bristling with power. Twin armatures extended from it, emitting a haunting blue phosphorescent glow. Sol instantly recognized it: a cellular disruptor.

‘Put the gun down,’ growled Kurk.

‘I don’t think so,’ she said, pointing it directly at him.

‘Why are you here?’

Gen-12 jiggled the gun. ‘Same reason as you. But more … officially.’

‘I represent the War-machines on the Council, as well you know.’

She gave a cold smile. ‘Some believe that you and the other Kurks might not be entirely unbiased about the information uncovered here.’

Sol shook his head. ‘I don’t understand why you didn’t just accompany us here, if that’s the case.’

And what was Aria doing with you? he thought.

Kurk snorted. ‘You heard her. Clearly, they do not trust us.’

‘Us?’ Sol said, genuinely puzzled. ‘I have done noth—’

Kurk moved with such speed that the air around him seemed to blur. In an instant, he was upon Gen-12, sending her weapon flying and seizing her by the throat. Her uninjured arm shot up, striking him in the abdomen. He flinched but quickly regained his composure, forcing her to the ground and delivering a powerful punch to the side of her head. She twisted away but managed to wrap her legs around his waist.

Sol scooped up the disruptor and pointed it at them. ‘Stop this, now.’

They ignored him. Gen-12 continued to squeeze Kurk’s waist and Kurk continued to pummel her head. With each blow her eyes flashed, and the side of her skull started to redden.

Sol pointed the gun at the ground and fired. A beam of electric blue energy struck the earth, melting the soil and rocks and sending a shower of debris over them. They froze, looking like lovers entwined in a passionate embrace.

‘This is not helpful,’ Sol said.

Kurk released his grip on Gen-12’s neck and eased slowly into a standing position. He glanced down at his abdomen and began to brush away the clinging soil and debris with a look of disdain. Gen-12 remained on her back, gently massaging the side of her head. Suddenly, her eyes widened in shock and her mouth opened in silent surprise.

‘Sol, behind you —’

He whirled, bringing the gun to bear on …

A woman.

Or rather, a holographic image of a woman. She was rendered with just enough translucence and artificial flicker to affirm that she was not a physical presence. Raindrops passed through her figure, splattering on the path beneath. She wore a short-sleeved yellow jumpsuit, strikingly pristine and spotless against the drab day. Despite her small stature, her athleticism was undeniable, with her arms showcasing the defined muscles characteristic of a swimmer. Her face was smooth and unlined. Her unique features marked her as a hairless person with albinism, her most striking attribute being her piercing red eyes, which seemed to observe everything with an unyielding intensity.

‘It’s Nuavan,’ breathed Sol.

She gave a half smile. Ah … yes, but no. Not really.

‘Then who – or what – are you?’

I am your ‘meeter and greeter’. Welcome to Earth. I’m afraid the bars are closed at the moment. Well, everything is closed, actually. Bit of a downturn in business, since the apocalypse, you understand.

Kurk and Sol exchanged puzzled glances while Gen just stared, her mouth still gaping.

The woman folded her arms and gave a short laugh.

I forgot that you synthoids have no sense of humor. She gave a low bow which turned into a curtsy. I am a neurological simulation. A sophisticated artificial entity designed to mimic its owner in appearance, mannerisms and thought patterns.

‘A simulacrum,’ spat Kurk.

Oh, don’t be so petulant. For all intents and purposes, I am Nuavan. Would you prefer I look like this? She smiled at Sol, and the image blurred and reformed into the emaciated soldier, dressed in her ill-fitting uniform.

Sol frowned. ‘Which is the real you?’

The holographic Nuavan smiled, and her image blurred and changed again back to the albino woman, this time dressed in a head-to-toe white gown.

Does my appearance really matter? I am capable of successfully impersonating a singular conscious mind down to its most minute idiosyncrasies. I am a near-perfect imitation of the being I am simulating. She smiled and looked at the synthoids. Not entirely dissimilar to you three, in fact.

Gen-12 stepped forward and waved a hand through the hologram. ‘Was it you who fired on us? Destroyed our ship?’

The simulacrum regarded her dispassionately. You activated an automatic defensive battery. Nothing to do with me.

Kurk’s eyes flared but Sol put a hand on his shoulder. ‘We are here to meet with Nuavan,’ he said. ‘As you seem to be a representation of her, perhaps you can tell us where she is?’

‘And who she is,’ said Gen.

The simulacrum pursed her lips. Well, it seems like I’d be blowing my own trumpet if I were to tell you all about myself, from my own perspective, wouldn’t it?

Sol put his hands on his hips. ‘It was a simple enough question, and we are worthy of an answer, having come this far.’

Yes, why did you come, Sol? she said, somewhat impishly.

‘You know my name.’

Of course I do.

Kurk stepped in front of Sol. ‘We are wasting time with this … this thing.’

The simulacrum just laughed. Sticks and stones may break my bones – if I had any, of course.

‘Enough nonsense,’ barked Kurk. ‘Tell us why you – why we – are here.’

The simulacrum sighed theatrically. Very well. Introductions are over. Follow me.

‘My … friend is injured,’ said Sol, indicating to Aria.

We’ll come back for her, I promise, she replied.


I KNOW WHAT WAITS
FOR ME DOWN THERE

THE THREE SYNTHOIDS TRUDGED steadily down the muddy path which was getting more and more boggy with the incessant rain. The simulacrum led the way, a ghostly figure floating and occasionally passing directly through the blackened remains of a tree, or a fallen rusted fencepost. Thunder rolled overhead, distant lightning flashes illuminating dark grey clouds from within. When the pathway turned left though a destroyed copse and ramped uphill, Gen tapped Sol’s shoulder.

‘Where are we going?’

‘I have no idea,’ he replied truthfully. ‘This wasn’t how it looked in my dream.’

We’ve not far to go, came the voice of the simulacrum.

‘Is Nuavan controlling you from somewhere?’ asked Sol.

No one’s controlling me. She sounded positively offended. I thought I explained to you what I am?

Kurk gave Sol a sideways look. ‘Annoying, that’s what.’

‘Aren’t either of you slightly concerned how easily this “program” can subvocalize past our neurological firewalls,’ said Gen-12.

Sol had indeed been thinking about that. He’d also been wondering whether the simulacrum was able to access all their private thoughts as well.

‘Perhaps,’ he said, ‘but what can we do about it?’

Nothing, Sol, so deal with it.

The simulacrum was indeed listening.

Was that just to me? he sent directly to her.

Yes. And I know you are unhappy about leaving Aria. I promise that she will be looked after. Trust me.

Trust you? I don’t even know you.

You actually do, you just don’t remember.

They rounded the remnants of a fence, ascending to a summit that overlooked the beach. Sol steadied himself by grabbing a broken spar as the dream-state abruptly returned. In his vision, wisps of black smoke trailed through the air, and the sea teemed with landing ships. Troops and armored vehicles crawled ashore, while the air was thick with the acrid scent of charred flesh and the sharp discharges of plasma weapons. Directly ahead was the farmhouse, its wooden door roughened by salty onshore winds and the passage of time. One side of the single-story building had been burned to the ground, but the bricks had been strong, and the mortar had sustained the integrity of the remaining structure. Its windows were all broken, their jagged shards reflecting the lightning in the clouds like shark’s teeth.

The simulacrum had stopped by the wooden door, and was waiting for them, her hands clasped behind her back like security at a nightclub. As they approached, she bowed again and waved a hand to welcome them.

Sol, please lead the way.

Sol pushed the door open and stared into the blackness of his dream. The sensations came thick and fast. Air rushed out, cold, damp and musty. The stench of mold assailed his olfactory sensors. He ducked his head under the lintel, and automatically patted his sides, feeling for a non-existent pocket from which to fetch a non-existent torch.

No need for torches this time, said the simulacrum. Let there be light. She waved a hand, and a muted glow emanated from cracks in the wall and under floorboards and between window frames.

Sol stepped into the center of the dimly lit room, its walls clad in the same curling, peeling wallpaper, the edges now browned with age. With each step, the termite-worn floorboards beneath him let out a weary creak, a sound that resonated with distant familiarity. Dominating one wall was the old iron coal grate and fireplace, its oatmeal-colored firebricks fractured and crumbling. Beneath a rickety table, which had lost half its surface, lay the skeletal remains and carcass of a small animal.

On the opposite side of the room stood another wooden door, fortified with a padlock and bolts. As Sol cautiously maneuvered through the room, stepping over broken bricks and charred wooden planks, the rain-soaked floor threatened to give way underfoot, bending and creaking ominously. Upon reaching the door, he let his fingers trace the cold metal of the staple and padlock. Glancing back over his shoulder, he saw the simulacrum silently observing him, alongside Kurk and Gen-12.

He grasped the padlock and pulled. It gave way noisily as he ripped the screws out of the wood. The staple dropped to the floor and the door swung open to reveal a staircase leading down to a darkened basement.

He glanced back once more, hesitancy lacing his words. ‘I know what’s waiting for me down there.’

A smile twitched the side of the simulacrum’s lips. Actually, you don’t.

Kurk peered down the stairs. ‘We have all seen the recordings. Sol dies down there.’

The simulacrum now smiled broadly. No one’s going to die today, trust me.

Sol set off down the steps. As he neared the bottom, the glow from the plasterwork increased. He entered a room with a clay floor, stained and blackened with moss and dampness.

‘This seems … different,’ he said.

‘Yes, where are all the bodies?’ said Kurk from behind him.

Sol scanned the room until his gaze landed on another door, its outline glowing with a faint blue light. A low humming sound filled the air, resonating through the floorboards and into the soles of his feet. As he touched the door, a tingling sensation spread from his fingertips, traveling up to his knuckles. He pressed against the door, and an oval indentation formed, seamlessly sinking into the frame.

This is where the dream becomes a nightmare, he sent to the simulacrum.

She shook her head. Not this time.

The door clicked and gave a sucking noise and swung inward. Warm air tickled his face and reflexively he moved off to the side, flattening himself against the frame. He looked over his shoulder, noting that Kurk and Gen-12 had done the same.

You really don’t believe a word I say, do you? said the simulacrum.

She floated through him and into the room and disappeared. Sol waited a few seconds and peeked around the doorframe. Nothing happened. No guards, gunfire or emaciated humans. No unseen assailant with a sharp knife.

‘Sol, be careful —’ Gen started.

Sol walked into the gloom and activated his night vision. Metallic floor panels were covered with a tarry liquid which smelled like engine oil. The walls were curved, the ceiling above covered in non-functioning strip lights. A railway track ran down the center and disappeared into the distance. A low handrail ran along one side.

Not what you were expecting? The simulacrum smiled, materializing again.

Sol said nothing.

There’s not much further to go, she said, and floated off down the track.

Kurk squinted after her. ‘I have no memory of this place. I assumed I would remember something by now, but …’ His voice tailed off.

‘Perhaps you were never down here,’ Sol said. ‘You rebooted outside the entrance.’

‘Yes, but what were we doing here in the first place?’

‘I think we’ll find out soon enough.’

The track curved clockwise, each bend mirroring the previous one, stretching on for a few hundred yards. Occasional bursts of gas escaped from concealed ventilation strips, accompanied by a wheezy, asthmatic sound. A thin layer of mist clung to the railway line, shrouding it in an eerie haze. Eventually it terminated at a robust blast door, its surface marred by black streaks and the scars of projectile impacts.

The simulacrum was waiting for them. Here we are, she said.

‘What is this place?’ asked Sol.

Have you heard of the Alamo? she replied and opened the doors.


THE ARMS OF
MORPHEUS

THE SYNTHOIDS WALKED ONTO a platform suspended ten meters above a vast underground cavern. A holographic screen, as wide as a garage door, wrapped around one side of the platform. On it, images flickered and danced – electronic maps of San Francisco, a moving orrery of the solar system, and what appeared to be the schematics of a spaceship. Seats and computer interfaces were arranged below the screens, reminiscent of NASA’s old mission control rooms. From the platform, a walkway descended to a lower level, obscured by dense, sepia-tinged gases that hung still and heavy in the air. High above, ceiling panels flickered to life, casting a soft, creamy glow throughout the vast interior. At the far end of the cavern stood two colossal hangar doors. Rising from the gas layer, like the dorsal fin of some great submerged creature, was a sleek white trifold tailfin.

The simulacrum floated over to the nearest display and beckoned the three of them over. She pointed at the spaceship schematics.

That is an intersystem space vehicle. One of two built in this facility.

Sol shook his head in wonder. ‘There are no records of this in our databases.’

It was constructed in total secrecy.

‘It makes little sense to construct spaceships on Earth,’ interrupted Kurk. ‘Why not in orbit, or on the moon?’

The simulacrum smiled. These aren’t like any spaceships you’re familiar with.

Gen-12 squinted into the mist. ‘Where’s the second ship?’

Ah-ha! The simulacrum brought her hands together in a slow clap.

Sol wandered over to the nearest desk and rested a hand on the interface controls. He received mild static feedback and nothing else. ‘I cannot interface with the electronics here,’ he said, frowning. ‘Why is that?’

Your neural matrix isn’t up to the job. These systems were upgraded after you guys were designed and constructed.

‘By whom?’ said Gen-12.

The simulacrum smiled broadly. Well, by Nuavan, of course.

‘The real Nuavan?’

Don’t you think that I’m real?

Sol ignored her and walked to the edge of the console. He peered around the corner and beckoned the others to join him. A cylindrical structure towered above them, turning slowly in the dim light. Behind it stood half a dozen more cylinders, all in a line. Each cylinder had a dozen or more pods distributed equally around its circumference.

The individual pods were sleek and streamlined and fashioned with chrome providing a polished, reflective surface. Each was set on a sturdy base supported by pneumatic or hydraulic struts. Touchscreen panels were inlaid along the curves, lit by subtle ambient lighting and studded with sensors and indicators.

‘What are these?’ said Sol, squinting and activating his night-vision optics.

This is the hibernation facility. More accurately, an Abeyance construct.

‘Is it in use?’ said Gen-12, her eyes wide.

Indeed, it is. Unfortunately, many seem to have been damaged. The simulacrum floated in front of the synthoids and opened her hands. I need you to terminate the construct’s program. I am unable to interface with the controls, due to the firewalls and safety protocols that were set up. It has to be done manually. Physically.

‘That seems to have been a major oversight on your part,’ said Sol.

The simulacrum waved a hand dismissively. I was in a hurry.

Sol peered inside the nearest one. It was empty, lined with a gel-like material that was meant to conform to the occupant’s body. Integrated biometric sensors hung uselessly from hidden ports and soft LED lighting bathed the interior in a restful glow.

There are only a few functional pods in this particular unit, the simulacrum said, scanning the readout on the nearest pod. She looked up and grimaced. Only five, in actuality.

The next pod was glowing with an orange light. Its glass cover was opaque, and a layer of frost coated its surface. The simulacrum pointed to the panel on the side, which was blinking green and red. I need you to abort the cycle to bring the occupants out of cryosleep.

‘Tell me what to do,’ Sol said.

I can do better than that.

Sol blinked as the simulacrum sent the data directly into his mind. He looked up, his brow furrowed. ‘The Arms of Morpheus?’

The simulacrum looked pained. Surely your library included some of the classics.

‘So much of Earth history is unavailable to us. I have been a scholar, of sorts. But it has been a very frustrating endeavor.’

This construct is named after Morpheus, the God of Dreams, she replied. These humans have been asleep for decades. Since … well … She paused … Since the extinction event.

Sol was about to ask for clarification, but the simulacrum pointed to the panel and inclined her head.

Please, could you do the honors?

Sol’s fingers flew over the panel, and it came to life. A rapid countdown began, starting at 1000. The simulacrum nodded and indicated another similar pod further round the cylinder. He activated the countdown as before, and they moved on to a third pod. Kurk and Gen-12 followed silently, observing.

When he’d finished with the last active pod he turned to the simulacrum and said, ‘How long before these programs terminate?’

She smiled. Look behind you.


THE HUMANS

A MAN LEANED CASUALLY against the first pod, his only attire a towel wrapped loosely around his waist. Tall and slender, his well-defined muscles gave him an athletic appearance. His shaved head was adorned with intricate silvery-metallic strips and lines, some of which flickered with white lights. His salt-and-pepper beard was scraggly and long. A clear, gel-like substance dripped from his legs, forming small pools on the floor.

‘I was worried Nuavan wouldn’t get through to you,’ he said, his voice hoarse. He launched into a paroxysm of coughing and wiped his mouth with the edge of the towel. ‘Or that you wouldn’t understand the message when you did.’

‘Sol … it’s a human,’ whispered Gen-12, almost reverentially.

‘Not that I feel particularly human just now,’ the man replied, coughing again and stretching his neck. ‘How long has it been?’

The simulacrum inclined her head. Twenty-seven years and four months.

There was silence. The man gaped at her, then managed to say, ‘Oh fuck, that’s not good.’

Sol stared at him. ‘Sorry, who are you?’

The simulacrum waved a hand of introduction. This is Julian Hax. Julian, meet Sol, Kurk and Gen. Your saviors.

Kurk walked over and looked Julian up and down. His head moved, almost like a dog sniffing an unexpected scent. His cheek muscles bunched, and he looked over at Sol.

‘He is a cyborg.’

Julian shrugged. ‘I have machine implants, so yes, I guess by definition you’re correct. All my friends are the same. Our organic tissues had to be merged with machines. There are millions of nanorobots navigating our bloodstream. We couldn’t have survived cryosleep without them.’

Sol frowned. ‘Were all humans cyborgs?’

‘Just the lucky ones.’

‘How so?’

Julian wiped his face on the towel. ‘Long story, but maybe “lucky” isn’t the right term. “Filthy rich” works better.’

‘We seem to have plenty of time.’

Julian nodded at the simulacrum, who bowed her head in acknowledgment and spoke into their minds.

Nuavan was a once-in-a-century intellectual force, a prodigy whose brilliance earned her two Nobel Prizes: one in chemistry and another in medicine. Her groundbreaking research initially focused on eradicating diseases and enhancing human health and longevity. However, as her techniques evolved, it became evident that, for some individuals, the line between healing and ‘upgrading’ began to blur. This realization attracted a significant wave of private investment into her laboratories dedicated to genetic engineering, regenerative medicine, and bio-nanotechnology. Her advancements soon enabled the re-engineering of fundamental human physiological structures and processes, paving the way for complete organ and tissue regeneration.

Julian took over. ‘Essentially, anyone with a healthy body and a significant bank account had a serious shot at immortality. It certainly wasn’t cheap. Every five years or so the rich and willing could get a makeover – curing chronic illnesses, regenerating decaying tissues, upgrading muscles, eyes and brains.’

The simulacrum drifted into view. What happened next is that the wealthy who could afford these advanced procedures began isolating themselves from the rest of society. Detached and aloof, they formed exclusive enclaves, retreating from the broader community. Following their lead, the Combined United States Administration, influenced by President Teschner and the billionaires within his inner circle, adopted similar practices. This growing divide left the general populace increasingly dissatisfied and discontented.

Julian nodded. ‘Teschner became the autocrat he had always had the “ethics” to be. Surveillance cameras scanned every street corner, enabling him to tighten his relentless grip on the very citizens who had once supported him. In the cities people huddled in the shadows, their lives unfolding beneath the unending drone of machinery and the sporadic, jarring crackle of failing technology. The national guard and army were swiftly mobilized, and soon we were under martial law.’

The simulacrum agreed. In some pockets of the cities, where those ‘Elites’ resided, there were stark contrast zones – a veneer of cleanliness and advanced technology with fortified gates protecting curated, artificial oases. Guards and automated defenses separated the haves from the have-nots.

‘And everywhere,’ Julian continued, ‘a pervasive sense of hopelessness and dystopian decay lingered – a chilling reminder of the world’s descent from utopian ideals into a nightmarish reality, where survival overshadowed the pursuit of progress.’

‘Was that what happened?’ asked Kurk, looking first at the simulacrum and then at Julian. ‘Society turned on you and your kind?’

‘You’ve got this backward,’ Julian said, his voice turning frosty. ‘The rich and powerful turned their backs on us. There was growing disillusionment, which soon turned to anger. Billions of humans continued to deal with poverty, illness and violence – even as the Elites sought to reach eternal youth and obtain godlike powers. They declined to put similar investment into helping those – the vast majority in fact – who were less fortunate than themselves. That was their mistake.’

‘What was Nuavan doing while this was happening?’ said Gen-12.

Julian’s expression turned grim. ‘Teschner and his cronies ensured she worked solely for them,’ he said, moving to the next pod and inspecting its bio-display before proceeding down the line. ‘With each upgrade, their expectations soared. They had no intention of aiding the underclasses; they were too consumed with transforming into gods.’

‘I don’t understand how … where … we come into this,’ Sol said.

I made you, said the simulacrum, inclining her head.

Julian paused and turned to face the synthoids. ‘The Elites had already augmented their biological neural networks with intelligent machine software. This allowed them to process and store information at a pace that rendered unenhanced thought glacial by comparison. So they saw full integration into a machine body as the ultimate step in their evolution.’ His gaze moved over each synthoid; his expression was laced with sorrow. ‘Nuavan had such high hopes for you all. She was also working on a complete symbiosis between generative AI and organic life – Homo machina, she called it. A human–machine hybrid with abilities far surpassing those of any organic creature. A new species, in fact.’

The simulacrum snapped her fingers and in her place appeared a human shape, its innards exposed as not flesh and bone but white nanofiber and optic cables. Its head was flayed open like a ripened fruit, revealing gleaming silver and grey microcircuitry surrounded by the red and white of muscle and tendons.

Sol felt cold. He glanced over at Gen and Kurk, who were also staring silently.

‘Nuavan’s synthoid research program,’ Julian announced.

‘So, we were … prototypes,’ said Sol coolly.

‘Actually, she preferred the term … precursors.’ The display changed to show five synthoids standing side by side. ‘Five individual model lines were produced, each with different abilities. We believed that only twelve units of each line were finished.’

‘What was our purpose?’ said Sol.

‘We never got to find out.’

Gen-12 gave a short inhalation. ‘Are we part human?’

Julian shook his head sadly. ‘Ah, no, unfortunately not. You are synthetic bio-mechanic organisms. Your minds are purely machine software. Very advanced generative AI, but still AI.’ His voice became wistful. ‘Nuavan never got to make that final step.’

Kurk and Sol exchanged silent glances, while Gen-12 just stared at Julian, the lights in her temple windows twinkling rapidly. Julian stepped toward the nearest pod and his fingers danced over the bio-display, creating a pattern that was instantly analyzed and converted into electronic commands. The pod emitted a low burping noise as spurts of compressed gas escaped from the dissolving seals. Slowly, the door opened, like a flower unfurling in the sunlight.

Inside was a woman strapped to an upright couch, her chin resting on her chest, appearing unconscious. Yet, upon closer inspection, her muscles quivered and twitched as though tiny electrical charges were coursing through them. Multiple tubes were slowly being withdrawn from her arm veins with no bleeding as small servitors sealed each puncture wound. Her eyes fluttered, twitched, and finally opened. She stepped out of the pod, unsteadily at first, holding onto the sides, her skin glistening with the same oily coating. She was tall and athletic, high cheekbones accentuating the blueness of her eyes. Silver implants tracked up her neck and around her scalp, pulsing with green phosphorescence in time with her heartbeat.

Sol felt dizzy. It was the woman from the video feed. The one he was seen to be attacking on Earth.

Julian helped her down from the pod and they embraced and then exchanged a passionate kiss, pulling each other close and caressing each other’s back and arms and neck. After they disconnected, the woman whispered something in Julian’s ear and stared at Sol. Her expression changed and he suddenly felt uncomfortable.

‘Guys, this is Cara,’ said Julian. ‘Cara, this is Sol, Kurk and Gen.’

He brought out a large towel from an adjacent cabinet and wrapped Cara in it. He pulled her close, rubbing her back again, this time more vigorously.

‘I need to get the rest of my friends out of their cryopods,’ he said to the synthoids, ‘and then we’ll discuss everything over dinner. In the meantime, the simulacrum can show you to an area where you can rest and recharge.’

Kurk walked up to Julian. He was at least a foot taller and twice as broad.

Julian looked up and raised his eyebrows.

‘Problem, big guy?’

‘You’re giving orders now?’

Julian’s eyes narrowed thoughtfully. ‘Not orders, Kurk. Suggestions,’ he clarified, placing a finger gently on Kurk’s chest. ‘Take it easy, alright? Remember, Nuavan built you. We understand your limitations.’ He offered a small smile, adding, ‘And your weaknesses.’

For a moment it seemed Kurk was going to object in a more physical way, but Julian stepped back and raised a hand. ‘Look, give me time to make sure my people are healthy, and we’ll talk.’

At that, the simulacrum floated forward and waved theatrically, bowing deeply. Please follow me. I’m sure you will have much to discuss before dinner.

Sol folded his arms. ‘One of our companions is injured. I … We left her near the crashed ship.’

‘You care for her, don’t you?’ Julian said, an odd expression on his face.

Sol wasn’t sure what to reply, but he nodded.

‘We’ll bring her here,’ Julian said.


CONSCIOUSNESS
IS OVER-RATED

THE SIMULACRUM LED THEM through a door at the rear of the hibernation chamber and along a short corridor to another room. It had two long tables with a dozen chairs arranged haphazardly. Along the walls, cooking worktops were dust-free and pristine, as if they had just been cleaned. Food processors and generators were idle, their control panels inactive.

Sol pulled out one of the chairs, and Gen-12 sat opposite him. ‘We need to talk,’ he said.

Kurk grunted and sat and folded his arms. Sol put his hands on the table and spread his fingers. He took a deep breath.

‘What was Aria doing with you, Gen?’

‘She stowed away,’ Gen replied, folding her arms.

‘When did you find out?’

‘When those surface-to-air batteries opened up. She tried to help me steer the ship in. As you saw, we didn’t do a very good job.’

‘So, her injuries —’

‘Occurred in the crash. I managed to get her out and away from the ship in case it blew.’

Sol nodded slowly. He wasn’t sure he believed Gen and wanted to talk to Aria. It made no sense that she’d stowed away without telling him. If she’d wanted to go with him, she could easily have said so. Kurk would have let her accompany them, wouldn’t he? He tapped the table with a nail. He looked first at Kurk, and then Gen. Neither said anything. He steepled his fingers and sat back, changing the subject.

‘I’m intrigued by Julian and his companions. We thought there were no more humans. It’s been decades since Earth became uninhabitable, yet here they are – survivors of the civil war.’ Kurk simply rolled his eyes, remaining silent. Undeterred, Sol continued, ‘Julian has confirmed the conflict was between humans and that one faction was known as the Elites. Aria and I found some old recordings. The other side referred to themselves as “the Disenfranchised”.’

‘So, the Elites must have launched the nuclear weapons,’ said Kurk, ‘on the eve of their defeat —’

‘That doesn’t necessarily follow,’ Gen cut in. ‘Are you so keen to be exonerated of whatever guilt you and the War-machines harbor regarding humanity’s fate that it’s irrelevant whether the facts support it or not?’

‘What are you implying?’ He glared.

‘I’m implying nothing. I’m merely suggesting your conclusions should not be entirely based on your preferred narrative.’

Kurk sat back and folded his arms. ‘Whatever. I’m not comfortable with Julian just assuming authority over us.’

Gen sighed. ‘He didn’t, Kurk: you’re overreacting.’

‘Am I?’

Sol held his hands up in a pacifying gesture. ‘Julian said we were precursors, designed by Nuavan. This may suggest that we were programmed to do the humans’ bidding.’

‘We were their slaves?’ flared Gen.

Kurk pursed his lips. ‘But if we were, then whatever we may have done wasn’t our fault.’

‘Again with the exoneration of your guilt,’ sneered Gen.

‘That does seem to fit the available facts,’ Kurk deadpanned back.

Sol stood. ‘There’s something else. Something Aria-2 and I have been discussing during our work. She thinks that we are changing.’

‘Into what, exactly?’

‘She thinks we are evolving … developing emotions, for one thing.’

Kurk’s eyes narrowed but Gen’s eyes were wide. ‘We are synthetic life forms. Is that even possible?’

‘Evolution was real,’ Sol replied. ‘For organic life, at least. Why would that not be possible for us?’

‘Because evolution takes place over millions of years, not in an individual’s lifetime.’

‘For organic lifeforms, yes, but we are not organic.’

‘Now, look who is talking about belief over facts.’

There was a stillness in the room. Sol grasped the back of his chair and faced his companions. ‘I can’t believe that we are just prototypes. We must be more than that. If we are evolving, as Aria believes, then we must be —’ He halted in mid-sentence.

‘Must be what?’ said Gen-12.

‘Truly sentient. Conscious. Alive.’

At that moment, the simulacrum reappeared. She gave a slow handclap and beamed at them.

‘Spying on us?’ grunted Kurk.

I am everywhere, and nowhere. Omnipresent, if not omnipotent. She sat down on a reclining chair that she conjured up with a wave of her hand. First of all, I’d just like to point out that consciousness is over-rated. It’s the operatively useless by-product of the firing of complex neural networks. Organic or machine, it doesn’t do anything, it’s just there. Mental ‘pollution’. Function-less.

‘But —’ Sol began.

But nothing. This thinking will take you nowhere. Humanity didn’t look upon synthoids that way.

‘What do you mean by that?’ said Gen-12.

You were designed with very different neurological connections compared to a human’s carbon-based neural network. Forget about whether you are conscious or sentient or whatever. Your creation actually presented a much bigger problem for humans. It’s to do with what you represented. Synthoids were inherently much more capable than the Elites – even with their cyborg upgrades. This is because their organic brains remain the command-and-control centers of organic life. Because of environmental barriers, and unalterable organic chemistry, they remained limited. Yes, they had achieved virtual immortality. A life with no expiry date. But they weren’t invincible. They could still die by violence … or by accident. So, they were constantly existentially anxious, despite upgrade after upgrade.

Gen-12 chuckled softly. ‘They were worried we would replace them? Weren’t we meant to be the penultimate step in their evolution? The plan was to upload their minds into synthoid bodies, wasn’t it?’

The simulacrum gave a head waggle. Yes – and no.

The door to the dining room swished open and Julian strode though, holding hands with Cara and accompanied by three other humans: two males and one female. All had visible cybernetic implants and subtle cording and tracks under their skin. All were wearing army fatigues, camouflage shirts and thick belts.

Sol stared at the woman. She was Aria’s doppelganger.

‘Everyone,’ said Julian, ‘you’ve met Cara, now I’d like you to meet Vincent, Chantal and Oshan.’

The newcomers nodded in turn as Julian introduced them, their expressions friendly. The one named Vincent walked toward Sol and put out his hand.

‘Thanks, Sol. We owe you. You followed the trail. Knowing Nuavan, I suspect it wasn’t straightforward.’

Sol took the offered hand, his grip tentative, unable to pull his gaze away from Chantal. He managed a nod in Vincent’s direction, then walked over to Chantal. ‘The simulacrum didn’t mention that Aria was based on a particular human,’ he said.

Chantal smiled. ‘I met Cara and Julian in New Orleans and joined the Disenfranchised faction there. I’d worked in one of the Elites’ domes as an entertainment operative. An escort.’

Sol’s eyes flickered while he accessed files. ‘A sex worker?’

‘That’s right: one of humanity’s oldest professions.’ She shrugged. ‘But I’d never met Nuavan, so I really can’t explain why she’d base one of her synthoid designs on me.’

Julian cracked a half smile. ‘I guess she had to have templates, although where she found one for Kurk, I can’t imagine. Never seen anyone quite like him before.’

Cara coughed into her fist. ‘We have a —’ she glanced at Julian ‘— request to make. The ship here was damaged in the final assault, and we need you to handle the repairs.’

‘Why us?’ sniffed Kurk.

‘Teschner contaminated the lower part of this facility. It was impossible for us to get to the ship,’ she replied.

‘And still is,’ added Julian.

‘So you all took to the cryopods,’ Kurk said with a raised eyebrow. ‘How convenient that they were here.’

‘The Elites had planned for every eventuality,’ Cara replied frostily, ‘including a nuclear winter.’

‘Speaking of the Elites,’ said Kurk, ‘presumably they built this facility. So where are they?’

Sol looked up sharply. ‘And why do you need the ship, anyway?’

‘We can’t very well stay here, can we?’ said Julian. ‘On Earth, I mean.’

‘We have a ship,’ said Kurk.

Sol shook his head. ‘It doesn’t have enough fuel to get back to Mars. And anyway, there would be no room for …’ He looked at Julian. ‘How many of your friends survived their cryosleep?’

Cara’s expression grew somber, and she paused before speaking. ‘There are only thirty survivors, including the five of us. That’s all that remains of the Disenfranchised Army. Fifty-eight perished in their pods.’

Julian opened a portable data pad, which projected a holographic schematic into the air. ‘As you can see, the starboard fusion drive is breached. The escaping gases are byproducts of a compromised containment field. We would almost certainly suffer catastrophic cellular decay within minutes. Though you synthoids aren’t entirely immune to the radiation and toxic gases, you can manage far longer than we can. These are the drive’s specifications. If you team up, the repairs should be quick.’

‘There must be teleportation stations here,’ Sol said. ‘Why don’t you just transport directly to the engine room and fix it yourselves?’

Julian’s eyebrows lifted slightly. ‘Have synthoids improved the teleportation systems since you’ve been running things?’

‘We haven’t needed to; they work just fine.’

‘Then you’ll know that humans cannot use this technology.”

‘Why not?’

‘Don’t you have files on all this?’

Sol managed to pull his gaze away from Chantal. He shook his head slowly. ‘The information available to us is highly corrupted. We have spent many years trying to piece together the past. We are not even close.’

‘Fully organic beings cannot use teleporters,’ Julian explained. ‘The technology was still being refined when the war broke out. Mars hosts many terminals because most of the research took place there. Long story, but essentially, it’s to do with the relationship between the quantum realm and physical objects. After years of refinement, researchers succeeded in transporting any non-organic object, regardless of size – including synthoid carapaces. However, attempts with fully organic matter hit a wall. All organic tests failed. None of the animals in the tests survived.’

‘And then all research stopped,’ said Cara.


TRUST NO ONE

THE SYNTHOIDS CLIMBED DOWN the ladder to the hangar deck. A viscous slime coated every rung, making footholds insecure and unsteady. The ladder disappeared into a dense layer of xanthous gases, and gentle eddies swirled in kaleidoscopic patterns. Strips of neon lighting along the roof ignited one at a time, casting long shadows onto the curved rocky walls.

‘Where are they planning on going?’ said Gen-12, sliding down the ladder three steps at a time and vanishing into the murk.

‘Good question, don’t you think?’ Kurk said to Sol.

‘I am reading significant levels of cadmium and mercury, in addition to a high level of an unusual radiation,’ Sol remarked, sniffing the air and allowing his intranasal sensors to analyze the atmosphere.

‘Fatal levels for human tissues?’ said Kurk, climbing off the ladder.

‘I would expect so, yes.’

‘What about us?’

‘The radiation could start to corrupt our systems, but only if we remain here for —’ Sol made the calculation ‘— one point seven hours. Getting rid of the radiation and gas leaks should be our priority.’

They made their way toward the ship, their progress hindered by debris. At times, they paused to clear large metallic and plastic fragments, clambering over broken equipment. They passed a landscape of ruined, carbon-scorched machines, battered six-wheeled vehicles, and dented storage tanks and silos. The ground was littered with human corpses – desiccated and shriveled remains, with blackened bones jutting from tattered clothes. Carefully sidestepping the bodies, they continued toward the vessel.

The ship ahead had a sleek, raptor-like nose and wings that swept back in a wide delta. Underneath the fuselage, two massive engines hung, their pointed nacelles and large circular intakes pristine and untouched. The fuselage tapered smoothly from nose to tail, resembling a tadpole narrowing to a pointed end. A trident-shaped tail arched upwards, tips disappearing into the gas layer.

‘It’s a huge ship,’ observed Gen. ‘I would estimate three hundred meters long.’

Kurk ran his hand over one of the undercarriage spars. ‘The aerodynamics suggest it’s designed for both atmospheric and space flight.’

‘Perhaps because it was constructed on Earth, and not in an orbiting shipyard,’ Sol offered. ‘It would need wings to gain lift and fly into orbit.’

‘And to land again,’ Kurk agreed.

‘There’s a way in,’ said Gen, pointing to a circle outlined in black underneath the nose. A silver ladder was attached to its edge, hanging down just above the cavern’s floor.

Sol went first, his feet slipping on more of the slime, which now seemed to be a liquefied residue from the gases. He found an access port with a blank screen and swept his fingertips over it, sensing an electric current showing it was still functional. He sent an electronic pulse into the circuitry and waited. After a few seconds the screen flickered and came to life. Full schematics of the ship appeared, including an internal floor plan.

‘The engine room’s on the upper level, about one hundred and twenty meters aft,’ he called down.

He entered another command into the panel, and the door hissed softly as it swung open inward. As he stepped through, internal lights flickered on, revealing a long corridor. Evenly spaced doors lined the inner walls, while rectangular windows stretched along the opposite side.

Kurk and Gen appeared at his shoulder. ‘This looks like a passenger vessel,’ said Kurk.

‘And there was a ship in my dream,’ Sol acknowledged.

They moved cautiously down the corridor, each step echoing softly. Every door they passed was sealed tight, with a small keypad emitting a faint red glow. Sol placed his fingers on the nearest keypad, sending a probing signal into its circuitry to gather information. Meanwhile, Kurk paused in front of a larger door, distinctively framed by a thicker rubberized seal, suggesting it held something of greater significance within.

Sol joined Kurk at the door and inhaled sharply.

A panel simply read:

SYNTHOIDS

‘Interesting,’ said Kurk in a neutral tone.

Sol sent a command into its keypad. The seals gave way, and the door swung up flush with the ceiling. The room was in darkness. He ran his fingers over a wall panel and lights came on.

Rows of synthoids lined the walls.

All Sol models.

They were motionless and powered down. Wires and cables connected each to its own terminal where soft green lights pulsed rhythmically.

Sol felt numb. He’d been alone for so long, he didn’t know what to think. He went to the nearest display panel and inputted a few basic commands. Lights started to flash and a green 3-D interface gradually materialized.

‘I guess now we know what happened to the rest of your line,’ said Kurk, dryly.

Sol ignored him and examined the data from the nearest Sol’s pad. ‘I’m not getting any neurological activity. I should be able to sense something … anything. These are empty shells. The hardware seems intact but there is nothing running. There is no … mind.’

‘They’re dead?’ said Kurk, scanning the data stream.

‘They’ve never been alive. There are neurological connections in every one of them, lattice-linked and viable, just like ours. But there’s no software running.’

‘What do you think they’re doing on this ship?’ said Gen.

Sol felt something pushing into his mind. The voices of Kurk and Gen-12 faded into the background, and all other sounds became muted.

Sol, do you have a progress report for me?

Julian, subvocalizing.

Sol looked at Kurk and Gen and understood immediately that they had also heard him. ‘We are making our way to the engine room,’ he said.

Very good. Why don’t you split up. You and Gen-12 can interrogate the ship’s AI from the engine room. Kurk, are you able to open the extraction fans on the far side of the hangar? Suck out the fumes so that we can join you? That should reduce the radiation to manageable levels as well.

Kurk lifted his chin. ‘Very well: where are the controls located?’

Behind the ship near the front wall. Next to the outer hatches.

The pressure went from behind Sol’s eyes. ‘Kurk, you go flush the gases out. Gen, come with me to the engine room.’

Gen and Sol made their way along the passageway toward the ship’s rear. Lights flickered on as they descended another flight of stairs into the expansive engine room. It was filled with oyster-white machinery, with curved tubes and pipes intertwining like mating snakes. The walls were lined with dormant displays and touch-sensitive panels. The room exuded a chill reminiscent of deep space.

One of the screens had a swivel chair facing it, so he sat down and gathered his thoughts. He closed his eyes and sent his mind into the terminal. There was an instant connection, and a data tsunami exploded into his head. He ordered the transfer of information to slow before he was overwhelmed and sifted through the flow until he found what he was searching for.

‘The ship’s basically intact,’ he said, sitting back and opening his eyes. ‘And fueled with … with anti-matter.’

Gen frowned. ‘Using anti-matter as a fuel is not feasible.’

‘I am aware of that.’

‘It’s not a realistic propulsion technology,’ continued Gen. ‘It’s the nature of the annihilation products. While electron–positron reactions result in high-energy gamma ray photons, my understanding is that they are difficult to direct and use for thrust —’

It’s new technology, came the simulacrum’s voice. Reactions between protons and antiprotons results in their energy being converted into relativistic neutral and charged pions; the latter decay more slowly and can be deflected magnetically to produce thrust. It materialized in front of them and nodded toward the interlinked arms and tubes of the machinery. The reaction of one kilogram of antimatter with one kilogram of matter produces one hundred and eight petajoules of energy – or the rough equivalent of forty-three megatons of TNT. Just imagine the thrust-to-weight ratio of this ship. There’s over one thousand kilograms of antimatter in the tank, ready for use. Furthermore, this engine design ensures that the entire rest mass of the particles is converted to kinetic energy.

Kurk appeared on a display at Sol’s station. He was standing by the main blast doors, which had partially opened. Gases were gushing out and extractor fans were rotating overhead.

Looks like you’ve done the necessary, said the simulacrum.

‘The poisons have almost completely gone,’ Kurk said over the howling wind. ‘The atmosphere is now safe for the humans to come over.’

Excellent, I’ll let them know. However, there’s still the small matter of the external breach in the starboard fusion drive. Would you be so kind as to take a look?

‘As you wish.’

The transmission ceased. Sol addressed the simulacrum again. ‘If this ship uses antimatter for fuel, why does it have fusion reactors as well?’

The antimatter drive is for deep space flight. For all other maneuvering and atmospheric flight, it uses nuclear fusion. Now, if you’ll forgive me, I need to brief Julian and the others. Can you make your own way to the bridge?


WAKE UP THE
SYNTHOIDS

AFTER A SHORT ELEVATOR ride, Sol and Gen arrived at the bridge. It was ovoid in shape and illuminated with soft blue lighting and seemed equipped with a gimballed system for stability during flight. Six empty bucket chairs occupied an elevated dais encircled by a handrail. A large front screen showed the now wide-open blast doors, while the walls were a vibrant mosaic of electronic displays. Some showed 2-D representations of the surrounding space, others offered 3-D visualizations of the ship’s interior, and still others displayed cascading diagnostics of the ship’s systems.

Sol lowered himself into one of the chairs and to his surprise a control yoke grew organically from the floor and came to rest on his knees. The front screen blurred and opacified and transformed into a holographic image of the ship with a projected course from Earth to lunar orbit and then out toward …

‘Is that Europa?’ said Gen, peering at the display. ‘That’s this ship’s destination?’

‘I had no idea that humans got so far into the outer system,’ Sol began, his brow furrowed.

They didn’t, said the simulacrum, materializing in front of the screen and projecting into their minds. The Moon, Orbital and Mars bases were all constructed within a few decades. But that was as far out as they got. Nuavan hoped that further outposts would not be needed. She was very wrong.

‘Not needed for what?’

During her captivity Nuavan made an important discovery and a singularly critical leap of faith. She detected a tachyon signature coming from the vicinity of Jupiter.

The simulacrum paused, allowing the gravity of the revelation to settle.

“Tachyons?” Sol inquired, glancing at his companions.

The term was introduced back in the 1960s by a physicist called Feinberg, from the Greek tachys meaning ‘fast’. He had proposed a loophole in Einstein’s equations that would enable a particle to travel faster than light. Amusingly he dubbed regular, everyday particles as ‘tardyons’.

‘Very droll,’ said Gen.

Yes, well anyway they cannot exist in real time due to special relativity inhibiting them from accelerating faster than light or FTL for short. But Feinberg proposed that any particles birthed at FTL speed can exist so long as they carry on forever at FTL. It took a hundred years to prove him right, but their use in any star-drive would be limited by the cause-and-effect paradox. They had never formally been identified either.

Sol frowned again, this time more deeply. ‘Just to be clear, you’re talking about detecting something with faster than light capability …’

A science far beyond what we could ever achieve. Have you heard of ‘dark matter’?

Sol shook his head.

It is a form of negative energy … postulated by scientists but never fully understood – or believed in. However, theoretically it could be used to expand space behind a spaceship while contracting space in front of it. While relativity prohibits matter from traveling faster than light within the fabric of space-time, it does not prohibit space-time itself from stretching at whatever speed it so pleases.

‘So, no laws of physics are violated?’

That’s right. Such a ‘star-drive’ would create a bubble of local space-time around the ship that could travel at any speed through surrounding space. The ship is carried along like a surfer on a wave. With enough exotic matter as fuel, space scrunches up in front of and stretches out behind, so the spaceship traverses the galaxy at otherwise impossible speeds without violating any such laws.

Gen scratched her head. ‘How much dark matter?’

I prefer to call it exotic energy.

‘How much “exotic energy” is needed? Surely any ship cannot carry enough fuel?’

That is indeed something I can’t yet understand. The mathematics of this technology required the star-drive to have access to more energy than could be acquired from all the mass in the observable universe.

Sol scratched his head, attempting to make sense of the hypothesis. He glanced up, frowning at the simulacrum. ‘What exactly did Nuavan detect near Jupiter?’

Before the simulacrum could answer, the elevator doors swished, and Julian and Cara stepped through. Julian surveyed the bridge and the display screens and a wide smile cracked his face. He brought his hands together and theatrically stretched them out front until his knuckles made cracking noises.

‘All aboard then, me hearties. What’s our heading, Cap’n Sol? Second star to the left and straight on till morning?’

Sol shot him a bewildered look, but Julian just waggled his eyebrows in response.

‘Peter Pan,’ said Cara as she stepped up to the dais, a smirk on her face. ‘Julian’s sense of humor takes some getting used to.’

Sol wanted to ask who Peter Pan was but opted to send his mind into the ship’s brain. The terminal blinked and the lights changed and ran patterns of numeric algorithms. He sorted the data into packets of information and closed his eyes. The ship was now fully functional. The damage was minor and localized to a structural defect in the coolant apparatus on the starboard fusion drive.

Julian’s gaze drifted past the dancing lights and displays. ‘What an incredible ship,’ he murmured.

Cara’s fingers played over the controls on the armrest of another chair. ‘We’ll wake up the synthoids and start the pre-flight launch sequence.’

Sol frowned. ‘Wake up the synthoids?’

Cara nodded as she continued to access the control interfaces. ‘How else are we going to run a ship this size? We certainly can’t fly it alone.’

‘What about the other humans?’ Sol said. ‘Your friends, the rest of the Disenfranchised army?’

‘Everyone is settling in for the journey in the passenger quarters,’ she replied. ‘Plus, none of them are capable of flying this spaceship.’

‘And you are?’ questioned Gen, not unreasonably.

Julian tapped his temple, where his nodes flashed a rhythmic orange. ‘We are now, thanks to the simulacrum. She’s uploaded the specifications and operating manual directly to our implants. We can interface directly with the ship’s electronics now, just like you, Sol.’

Sol rested his hand on the yoke, idly moving it side to side. ‘The ship’s synthoids are … just empty shells.’

‘That’s right. The lights are on, but nobody’s home.’ Julian flipped a control on his station that activated another display. ‘They work via a collective web-consciousness from the ship’s AI. We just need them to be functional.’

‘Will they be slaved to the ship?’ asked Gen, coolly.

‘No, they will be part of the ship,’ replied Cara her face intent as she concentrated on the rapidly changing instrument displays. ‘You could say they will be the ship. One collective brain, but with many moving parts.’

Sol frowned again. ‘I am … uncomfortable with this.’

Cara arched her eyebrows slightly. ‘Oh, why?’

‘Those synthoids,’ he glanced up at Gen, ‘are Sol models. They are … my kin. My brothers. They —’

Cara gave a brief snort. ‘You’re wrong. You three have individual minds and personalities. You have advanced cognitive abilities. The Sol models on this ship do not; nor will they ever. They’ll function as drones.’

Sol looked over at the simulacrum. ‘I have a question for Nuavan. Should I address you as Nuavan, then, after all?’

The simulacrum nodded and gave a fleeting smile. For all intents and purposes, I am she.

‘You created the synthoids, so we must have been just like the ship Sol models? Golems, waiting to be given a program to do your bidding?’

The simulacrum regarded Gen and Sol with a kindly look. Cara had folded her arms and was listening with a neutral expression. Then she laughed, a low chuckle, and shook her head. ‘A history lesson at this point in time might be helpful.’

She accessed the ship’s database and pulled up a memory archive. A digital counter appeared, and she scrolled back in time until the counter stopped at AD2065.

‘I would give anything to review those files,’ Sol said. ‘As would Aria. It has been a lifelong study for us both. The history of the humans. Our history —’

Cara looked up from the screen for a moment and smiled. ‘You will. In time. But first, you need to understand who Nuavan is, and to better understand how bad things got … for everyone.’

‘The war,’ said Kurk, arriving on the bridge.

‘Well, yes, let’s not forget the war,’ said Julian, enigmatically.

‘Here’s a primer for you,’ said Cara, sitting back. She had her hand over the interface, poised like a pianist about to start a concerto. The display shimmered and transformed into a studio setting, featuring two chairs positioned face to face. In one chair sat a man dressed in a black suit paired with a blue tie. His hair was artificially darkened, and his skin appeared unnaturally taut and smooth, with no visible wrinkles.

‘Who’s he?’ said Sol.

Julian nodded at Cara. ‘Just play the recording.’


NUAVAN

THE PROGRAM STARTED WITH a barouche orchestral score and a sequence of sharply edited images cut together for maximum effect. Crime, war, poverty. All in high-definition 3-D. A banner ticker-taped along the bottom of the image:

THE GLOBAL INQUISITION

WITH GEORGE KATZBERG

The music faded into applause from a studio audience. The camera panned to the dark-suited man, who turned dramatically and looked directly into the lens.

‘Good evening and welcome to tonight’s episode of The Global Inquisition. I’m George Katzberg. The person with me tonight really needs no introduction. This is a special honor, as she has never given an interview before. However, to remind everyone of her importance to the society we live in today, here’s a short film.’

Images cascaded onto the screen. A sweeping montage of technology innovations, a voice intoning and describing awe-inspiring advancements. Sleek, autonomous vehicles gliding silently through cityscapes, their adaptive AI seamlessly navigating bustling urban environments without human intervention. In the sky, drones of myriad shapes swarmed efficiently, delivering packages to eager recipients and capturing real-time data for networks that interlaced the globe. Smart homes adorned every street, featuring intelligent sensors and interactive holograms that transformed walls into personalized information hubs, enhancing daily life with tailored experiences. In labs and hospitals, medical breakthroughs showcased regenerative biotechnologies and nanorobots performing intricate surgeries with unparalleled precision, revolutionizing healthcare. Immersive virtual-reality platforms, bridging gaps across continents, where people collaborated in hyper-realistic simulations regardless of physical location. Renewable energy grids, harnessing unfaltering power from wind, sun and tide, weaved seamlessly into the planet’s ecosystem, offering a harmonious balance between technology and nature. The montage culminated in the shared vision of a world united and innovated, where the boundaries between science fiction and reality gracefully dissolved.

The applause, which was long and peppered with whoops and cheers, died down. George briefly looked at the person in the chair next to him, just off camera.

‘Please welcome … Nuavan.’

The camera pulled back so the occupant of the other chair came into view.

Dressed in a simple black Nehru-style jacket and matching pants, Nuavan sat cross-legged with her bare feet neatly tucked beneath her. Her ruby red eyes were concealed by black sunglasses and her normally stark white hair was covered by a black wig. She gave George a perfunctory nod and offered a brief smile at the camera as he continued his introduction.

‘Nuavan, I’m going to start with what everyone is saying: “Outstanding biological upgrades”, “Life-prolonging therapies”, “Cures for diseases which have ravaged the world” —’

Nuavan raised a finger and interrupted him. Her voice was low and quiet but commanded attention.

‘All being reserved for the few who can afford them. Shouldn’t that be your angle?’

George shuffled uncomfortably in his seat and squinted at his pad before looking up. ‘Well, not entirely —’

‘Humanity is suffering, George, despite the lies and half-truths presented in that introductory film. Climate change is wreaking havoc in many countries. Fossil fuels are exorbitantly priced and becoming scarce. Crops are failing due to flooding and the soaring temperatures —’

‘Just a moment,’ spluttered George, again scrutinizing his pad. ‘This isn’t what we agreed to discuss —’

Nuavan ignored him and addressed the camera. ‘I was forced to allow a subgroup of humanity to rapidly evolve, while the rest of the world fell behind. My gifts were too much, too tempting, for powerful people to resist. What should have been for the betterment of all humankind was squirreled away into secret labs and paid for by a few well-connected multi-billionaires. You know their names, George.’

George looked at her contemptuously. ‘No one forced you to do this, as far as I’m aware.’

She removed her sunglasses and fixed him with a steely gaze. ‘President Teschner did,’ she stated firmly. ‘He threatened the lives of my family and friends should I refuse to cooperate.’

‘That’s preposterous,’ George flared. ‘We … we live in a democracy.’

‘Democracy,’ she scoffed, turning to the studio audience. ‘That word is meaningless. Teschner and his acolytes control everything. This is a dictatorship. The Elites and rich don’t care about your lives. They never did. You’ve been taken in. All of you.’

George sat back and looked at her through lidded eyes. ‘You were made a full citizen of the Combined United States. Your patents and discoveries made you wealthy beyond description. Aren’t you being the slightest bit hypocritical by blaming “the rich”?’

Nuavan appeared glacially calm, but there was an edge to her voice. ‘That’s the party line, George, isn’t it? What they wanted the world to think. But the real story is how I became an indentured servant for the global Elites.’

There were a few noises from the audience, intakes of breath and the like. Then scornful laughter.

‘A very selected audience here, George: am I wrong?’ She looked up sharply and her eyes roved behind the camera. ‘How much did each of you pay to be here? I’d wager it was beyond most of your neighbors’ means.’

George glared at her and set his pad down. Nuavan turned back to the camera, which zoomed in on her face. ‘Perhaps I’m seeking absolution, of a sort, for my role in what humanity has become.’

George shook his head. ‘Your gifts have changed the world, Nuavan, for everyone —’

‘But that’s not true, is it? I have condemned the vast majority of humanity to a third-class existence while providing the Elites with everything they need to reach for the stars. And – immortality.’ She closed her eyes. ‘The predicted lifespan for one of my enhanced clients is hundreds of years. Perhaps thousands? The holy grail of human medicine. Virtual immortality.’ She gave a feral grin. ‘And you should know, George, as you’re one of its beneficiaries.’

His face fell and something flashed behind his eyes. Nuavan merely stared at him and waited, her posture relaxed, her hands folded on her lap. ‘Truth hurts, George,’ she hissed. She unfolded her legs from the chair and stood, the camera panning back to take her in. She stared unblinkingly into the lens. ‘Disenfranchised of the world. This is your time. Rise and take back what is yours. I will provide whatever support you need to regain control of the corrupt systems governing us all.’

The video stream wobbled as two security guards grabbed her. The camera panned out, and the studio was in chaos. George was being rushed off the stage by his aides and studio director. Nuavan then moved so fast the camera could barely follow. One of the guards appeared to stumble and was suddenly lying on his back. The other guard’s arm was wrenched backward, and he too span upside down, landing heavily on his head.

Nuavan strode toward the camera, which wobbled as its operator took a step back. A gunshot sounded, and everyone in the studio ducked. Screams and shrieks could be heard. The camera jerked down and then panned to the edge of the studio. A man was standing in the doorway, holding a gun. The image froze.

Julian Hax.


PROTOTYPES

‘NUAVAN IS MY TWIN sister,’ said Julian.

‘I would not have picked that,’ observed Gen.

Julian laughed. ‘I was at the shallow end of the gene pool … she was a prodigy from the start, her brilliance apparent in every word and action. By the time most children were just mastering basic conversation, she was already reading advanced scientific texts, consuming knowledge with an insatiable curiosity. Her mind was like a supercomputer, able to process complex problems with an ease that left seasoned experts in awe. She had an unparalleled ability to synthesize disparate concepts, uncovering innovative solutions that others often overlooked.’

Cara nodded. ‘The most brilliant mind ever, in my opinion. A true polymath. There was nothing she couldn’t do, nothing she couldn’t turn her hand to. It was supernatural, almost. However, she was remarkably unpretentious, delighting in sharing her discoveries and insights with others, often infusing conversations with a blend of humor and warmth that made even the most complex theories accessible. I loved her like a sister.’

Sol stared, transfixed at the frozen image on the screen.

‘She went dark for years, and rumor had it that she was working undercover for the government and by extrapolation, the Elites,’ continued Julian. ‘I was quite vocal in my criticisms, but then I learned she’d been coerced. Teschner had threatened to kill me, and all our friends and relatives. Said he knew our every movement, our safe houses, basically everything. I was certainly pretty easy to find, given how vocal and contrarian I’d been. Nuavan believed him as his hit squads had already killed some of her closest friends. She eventually got a message to me. Told me about that interview she was going to give. How she had gained Teschner’s trust, and that the interview would be used to try and dissuade the Disenfranchised – basically, us – from our uprising.’

‘Did you suspect a trap?’ said Sol.

Julian shrugged. ‘Wouldn’t have made any difference. I would’ve still gone in. And it wasn’t a trap. We rescued her – she rescued herself.’

‘Where did you take her?’

‘We’d established underground camps in the far north of the Combined United States, completely under the radar. Hundreds of thousands of people were involved. A rebellion just waiting to be launched. And now we had Nuavan, we were ready to pull the trigger.’

‘Did Teschner want to negotiate?’ asked Sol.

Julian gave a harsh laugh. ‘You’re kidding. He immediately cracked down on dissent. People were killed in their tens of thousands, so we had no choice. Cyber warfare, communication jamming, logistical disruption, supply-chain interruption … but they cracked down so hard, we had to take it further. And then things escalated.’

‘Resulting in the first global civil war,’ said Cara. ‘The Elites were few, but so, so powerful. Their weapon systems were exquisite agents of destruction. Their penthouse living spaces and biospheres were well protected against assaults, but the weight of numbers was always against them. Fighting was fierce, but our armies slowly overwhelmed them, at huge cost to themselves.’

‘But then Nuavan was recaptured,’ said Julian, his voice laced with frustration. ‘A big security breach. Their intelligence capabilities far outmatched ours. We had tried to protect her, keeping her away from the front lines so she could focus on advancing our technology in R and D. But one of the research labs was compromised – a team of Elite soldiers stormed in and took her.’

Cara added, ‘They killed everyone in the base and took her. Our goals from then on were not only to win the war, but to find her and free her.’

Julian’s expression grew grim. ‘Battles raged around the globe for another eighteen months before we got another message from her. Encrypted, tightly focused. She gave us the co-ordinates of this bunker, the Elites’ last holdout. We fought our way here, tooth and nail. Our armies were at the door, taking dreadful losses, but making serious gains. We were readying to go in —’

‘When the world ended in nuclear fire,’ Kurk said under his breath.

‘Those weren’t nuclear detonations,’ Julian said, looking up sharply.

He activated another hologram, revealing an extraordinary spinning silvery shard gliding gracefully across a backdrop of stars. Bands of rainbow colors encircled its equator, rotating and pulsing with an enigmatic energy. As Earth’s moon appeared, the shard’s shadow cast a dark veil over the dimpled, cratered grey surface, creating a striking contrast against the lunar landscape.

‘Nuavan was monitoring communications from this bunker when she identified those tachyon energy signatures from low Earth orbit,’ he said. ‘These pictures were downloaded from orbital tracking satellites.’

The synthoids stared, astonished.

‘It’s huge,’ Gen whispered.

‘Over one hundred kilometers in length.’

‘Who was … in there? Was there any communication?’

‘None that I’m aware of.’

‘Then, what happened?’

Julian stood in front of the screen. ‘What happened next was that something set the sky on fire, and the doors to the bunker opened. Those of us still alive ran inside, hoping for protection from the conflagration. But the Elites inside were determined to put up a fight. They were preparing their escape – in these ships.’

Cara gestured expansively toward the bridge. ‘The Elites’ finest minds – Nuavan’s included – had been working on these ships for years. It was clear they intended to leave Earth. Their ambitions always surpassed the confines of this planet, especially as they witnessed the ecosystems’ decline and the growing animosity their actions had sparked.’

‘They left you behind, poisoning the air so you couldn’t reach the other ship,’ said Sol.

Cara’s face was dark. ‘We were caught between a rock and a hard place. Stay inside, and we die. Go back outside and we die.’

Julian got up from his station and walked around to join her. ‘We watched the images coming from outside the bunker. The Earth was sterilized. It took a matter of hours.’

‘Nuavan got a final message to Julian,’ said Cara. ‘I don’t know how, but she’d activated the Arms of Morbius and uploaded the blueprints for the machine implants we’d need to survive prolonged cryogenic sleep. There really wasn’t much choice.’

There was silence on the bridge apart from the soft bleeping of systems and the hiss of air-conditioning. Kurk gave a soft laugh and looked over at the simulacrum. ‘You sent Sol to save these humans, but to what end? What happens now?’

Nuavan had hoped that Julian would survive and … continue the fight.

Julian indicated the main display. ‘We’re going to follow them. Rescue Nuavan. Recreate a fair and equal human society.’

Kurk growled and lifted his chin and looked around the room. ‘Why did they go to Europa?’

Cara’s mouth was a tight line. ‘Good question. To which we don’t have an answer.’


SOL-11

THE SHIP ROLLED SILENTLY through the main hangar doorway on Maglevs before igniting its fusion drive and powering up through the clouds with a noise that sounded like the very fabric of the universe was being ripped asunder. A heads-up display showed the route to Europa, 756 million kilometers distant. Julian had informed the synthoids that the ship would be using a slingshot maneuver to increase its initial velocity enroute; their acceleration was already a constant 1G and would increase temporarily to 2G following the slingshot. The travel time was calculated as 8.4 days, with the flip and deceleration just before the halfway point.

Sol gazed through the transparent front screen as the deep blue sky gradually transformed into an obsidian canvas adorned with stars that blossomed like scattered diamonds on a velvet sheet. The moon emerged at the edge of the screen, gradually gliding to the center as the ship locked onto it as a waypoint. Glancing around the bridge, he noticed his companions fully immersed in the breathtaking view unfolding before them.

‘Incredible, isn’t it, Sol?’ Julian said, a smile on his face. ‘But for all the beauty of the cosmos, humans are still hardwired for home.’

Sol snapped free of the safety gear and eased out of the chair, adjusting his internal gyroscopes and center of gravity to cope with the acceleration.

‘Off to check on Aria?’ Julian asked.

‘Yes, thank-you for bringing her aboard,’ Sol replied.

Julian nodded, his attention drifting back to the view. ‘No problem: we’ll see you in the mess hall later.’

As Sol walked past Gen’s seat, she reached out and touched his arm. ‘Let me know if Aria wakes up, won’t you?’

‘Of course,’ he replied without stopping.

The elevator delivered Sol to the end of another corridor that stretched along the spine of the ship. Opting to head straight to the medical bay, he instructed the door to open, and it complied with a soft whoosh. He peered into the dimly lit space, allowing his eyes to gradually adjust to the shadows. The room was circular, about ten meters in diameter, and housed four reclining couches, each connected to a central pod filled with various equipment and displays. A wraparound holographic screen occupied one wall, projecting a rotating image of a humanoid figure. Behind each couch stood a bank of diagnostic instruments neatly integrated into separate consoles and flush against a wall teeming with lights and optical cables.

Aria was strapped into one of the couches.

Her eyes were closed. A medusa-like collection of wires and tubes was attached to her head and body. Pulses of light emitting from her temples were mirrored on a nearby screen. Her leg had been encased in a liquid cast, and the burns on her abdomen had been cleaned and the carapace overlaid by a translucent film.

Sol walked onto the dais and accessed her pod’s interface. He pushed his mind into the med-lab’s circuitry and waited. The spinning image froze and pixelated into … his own face.

[Enquiry?]

The voice sublimated into his head as the Sol on the screen stared unblinkingly at him.

Who are you? Sol subvocalized.

[I am the medical program.]

You are … a Sol.

[I am the ship. All my drones are Sol.]

Sol took a deep breath. How is Aria-2?

The image reformed into Aria’s gynoid shape. A tomographic scan revealed the structural damage. Her left leg was broken and had been splinted and cemented internally. There were at least five broken rib spars. A waterfall of error numbers and warning lights overlaid her thorax and abdominal organs.

[Her internal structural damage is being repaired. I estimate time to optimization of physicality is twenty-one hours and four minutes.]

Sol peered at the images and frowned. It looks as if her encephalogram is virtually flatlining. What about her brain function?

[The neurological activity is still random.]

Do you anticipate a full recovery?

The program paused before replying.

[Unable to predict. There are unknown variables, not related to structural damage.]

Sol felt a cold shiver drape his shoulders like a wet blanket. What are you saying?

There was a long pause, then:

[Neural stimulators are attempting to reboot main synaptic highways.]

Sol frowned. You didn’t answer my question.

[Time to full recovery is uncertain.]

Sol felt his frustration building. That’s not what I asked.

There was another lengthy pause, then:

[There are other variables]

Yes, you said that, but what do you m—?

The door swished and Gen walked through, accompanied by a Sol synthoid dressed in a plain blue long-sleeved tunic. He took in the medical bay without saying anything until his eyes settled on Sol-5.

‘I’m Sol-11,’ he said, reaching out a hand for a shake.

Sol stared back, saying nothing.

Gen noted his discomfort and smiled awkwardly. ‘Must be weird seeing your doppelgangers after all these decades? I guess you thought you were the only Sol model, although the designation 5 should have given the game away.’

Sol continued to stare at Sol-11, not knowing how to respond.

‘Personality-wise, he’s basically the ship’s AI,’ continued Gen, ‘as are all of them. They’re a linked consciousness. One individual mind, with multiple bodies. So, even though he says he’s Sol-11, he’s really just the ship.’

Sol-11 took back his hand and walked over to Aria’s pod. He scrutinized the readouts on the monitor and adjusted a couple of parameters.

‘She’s still out for the count, I see.’

‘Out for the count?’ Sol said. ‘This is my friend. She’s been hurt.’

Sol-11 busied himself with the pod’s controls. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll look after her. I have several new therapeutic options that may be effective in restoring her cerebration.’

Sol stared at the back of Sol-11’s head and tight-beamed a thought to him.

Was it you I was speaking with just a minute ago?

[It was, yes.]

I asked a question about the ‘variables’, and you didn’t reply.

Sol-11 nodded, but didn’t turn around.

[I have found several unknown substrates in her cerebrospinal fluid. On first inspection they appear to be nanorobot degradation particles. Aria-2’s immune system has been attempting to break them down.]

Nanorobots? How did they get in her neurological system?

[I don’t know, but I am attempting to find out. The rate of degradation has allowed a back-calculation to be made as to when they were inserted.]

The synthoid straightened up, and bowed to Sol. ‘I will let you know of any significant developments.’

Then he sent:

[The nanobots were likely inserted approximately 2.5 days ago.]

Sol blinked. That was during the spaceflight here.

Sol-11 said nothing in reply, but his gaze flicked briefly over Gen.

Gen smiled at Sol. ‘You see, Aria’s in good hands.’


ASSASSIN

AFTER LEAVING THE MEDICAL suite, Sol headed to the mess deck, located on the ship’s upper level, just ahead of the tail fin. As the elevator doors slid open, he was welcomed by the sound of music, the murmur of conversation, and the pleasant aroma of woodsmoke. The music was familiar – ‘Toccata and Fugue in D minor’ by JS Bach, an 18th-century composer. Officially named the Dining Facilities Administration Center on the ship’s schematic, the mess deck had an hourglass shape with a low ceiling. Large windows surrounded it, and a transparent roof created the sensation of being inside a goldfish bowl draped in a black tablecloth. Around a crackling wood fire pit, a half-dozen low tables were arranged, each accompanied by comfortable-looking chairs. The flames of the fire sent golden sparks toward the glass roof, illuminating the dim room and momentarily bursting like fireworks before fading away.

Julian, Cara and Vincent sat around one table, and Oshan and Chantal occupied another with four humans Sol didn’t recognize. In the corner of the mess, Kurk sat alone, staring out into space.

‘Sol, come and join us,’ called Cara.

‘Yes, and would you like a drink?’ asked Julian. He pointed over at the galley that lined the rear wall. Two Sol models were making drinks and setting out food prepared in a synthesizer. Both were wearing simple white sleeveless tunics and pants, their movements slow and methodical.

‘Don’t worry, it’s not a real fire,’ said Julian, patting the empty seat with his hand. ‘Come, sit.’

Sol took the offered seat and looked around the room. ‘This definitely feels like a passenger ship.’

‘Well, I guess we are passengers on a cruise,’ said Vincent, raising his glass and downing the contents. ‘Welcome to pre-dinner drinks.’ He waved the empty glass in the direction of the galley, and one of the synthoids came straight over. Sol noted the sigil visible on the synthoid’s deltoid. This one was Sol-10. ‘What else you got there, barman?’ Vincent said, slightly too loud.

Sol-10 gestured to the row of glassware behind the bar. ‘The synthesizer is programmed with two hundred and fifty-seven alcoholic recipes.’ He pointed at the carafe. ‘Is the Scottish Highland single malt not to your taste?’

‘I’m more of a gin man myself.’ Vincent winked.

‘Very well, give me a moment and I’ll see what I can do.’ He walked back to the galley and conferred with the other synthoid before setting to work programming the synthesizer.

‘Does this bother you, Sol?’ said Julian.

‘What do you mean?’

He nodded at the galley. ‘You know, seeing the other Sol models being used like that.’

‘Like slaves or servants?’

‘Pretty much.’

Sol considered his reply. ‘Not really, because as you have pointed out, they aren’t individuals like me. They are merely extensions of this ship’s AI, and the ship was built to serve, am I not correct?’

‘That’s true,’ said Cara. ‘But you could argue that the ship’s advanced AI is a sentient, conscious creature too.’ She picked up the carafe and waggled it at him. ‘Would you like to try some of this? It’s actually fairly good, all things considered.’

Sol nodded, so Cara waved again at the synthoids behind the bar. A glass was brought for him, and she poured a couple of fingers.

‘Savor the nose first,’ she suggested, miming taking a sniff.

Sol lifted the glass to his face and inhaled. His olfactory sensors went into overdrive.

‘Bottoms up,’ said Julian. ‘It’s the best synthetic whisky you’ll ever taste.’

Sol took a sip, then a larger gulp. The inside of his mouth tingled, and he swallowed, feeling the heat as the alcohol passed through. ‘It’s … interesting,’ he managed.

‘Good, interesting?’

Sol took another sip, and coughed as the whisky went down too fast. ‘It … yes, I think so.’

Vincent leaned over and clinked glasses. ‘See, maybe we ain’t so different after all.’

Sol swirled the whisky in the glass and held it up to his nose again, revisiting the sensations. ‘I’m not so sure. As I drink this, I cannot help but analyze its makeup, down to its chemical constituents. It’s reflexive, and I have no control over it. Do you humans do the same?’

Vincent snorted. ‘Hell, no! That would spoil the experience. Sometimes the less you know, the better.’

‘I can’t agree with that,’ Sol said, ‘because recently I’ve felt the opposite. As synthetic anthropoids, we know so little about our own past, or humanity’s past, so that anything we did uncover added to our understanding. Enhanced it. Indeed, Aria and I …’ He stopped, as a strange feeling came over him. He closed his eyes, trying to understand what had happened to his flow of thought. He frowned at his glass, wondering if it was possible for synthoids to become intoxicated, or —

‘Are you okay?’ said Cara, concern in her voice.

Sol opened his eyes and took a deep breath. ‘Aria and I were … we worked together a lot. We shared many things. We became … friends. At least as I understand friendship. But perhaps it was becoming more than that.’

‘How do you mean?’

Sol struggled to find the words to describe what he was trying to say. He took another drink of the whisky and scrunched his face up before swallowing. ‘Aria … thinks that we … synthoids … are “changing”.’

Cara put her drink on the table. ‘Changing into what?’

‘She thought it concerned our evolution. You might find this amusing, but she thought we were developing emotions.’

‘Does that surprise you?’ said Julian.

‘Well, yes. I mean, we are not human.’

‘Animals have emotions, Sol,’ said Cara. ‘Dogs, for example. They are almost certainly sentient, by any definition. If they can have emotions, why can’t you?’

‘Because we are just … software,’ he said, staring into the glass.

‘We all are,’ said Cara. ‘Meat computers. Human brain tissue is the hardware, powered by electricity. Our software – the neurological functioning of our central nervous system – is upgraded as we grow through childhood to adulthood, and then further upgraded time and time again, due to our experiences.’

‘But humans have had hundreds of thousands of years to evolve,’ Sol objected. ‘We have had but a few decades.’

Julian shook his head. ‘Sol, your software didn’t start from scratch like humans’. Yours was fully formed when you were designed and built. You hit the ground running.’

‘And Nuavan made you better than us,’ said Cara.

They sat in silence for minutes, slowly sipping their drinks. Sol glanced over at Kurk, wondering why he was on his own and hadn’t joined the humans earlier. He subvocalized him a message:

Kurk, is everything alright?

Kurk nodded slowly in acknowledgment but didn’t turn around or otherwise respond.

‘You’ve developed feelings for Aria,’ said Cara, breaking Sol’s reverie. A statement, not a question.

His brow furrowed. ‘Feelings … I think so, but I am unable to understand them.’

‘Do you care for her wellbeing?’

‘Yes.’

‘More than Gen’s or Kurk’s?’

A pause, then: ‘Yes, I suppose so.’

‘Do you look forward to spending time with her?’

‘I do, yes. What does this mean?’

Vincent gave a quiet laugh. ‘You’re in love, my friend.’

Cara leaned over and put a soft hand over Sol’s. ‘Does she feel the same way?’

‘How would I know?’ But then he thought more about it and remembered the kiss. ‘Maybe. Yes.’

Vincent beamed. ‘Big trouble, dude … BIG trouble.’

Uncertain of how to respond, Sol simply stared at Cara. As he watched her, a vivid flashback of the video stream Aria had shown him came to mind. The one where Cara, dressed in army fatigues, her arm secured in a sling, was leaning over a desk while smoke and fire swirled around her. Her face was covered in soot and blood, a fierce determination blazing in her eyes as she growled into the camera before an arm reached out and pulled her back. The arm bore a tattoo on the deltoid muscle: a white sun with six curly lines. It belonged to a Sol model, but one without an identifiable model number.

‘There’s something I need to ask you,’ he said.

‘Of course,’ she replied, putting her drink on the table and giving him her full attention.

‘I saw an old holo-vid stream. You were in it. I think I was as well. I … think I attacked you.’

Cara glanced briefly at Julian, who raised an eyebrow. ‘All Sol models are identical,’ he said, ‘so why do you think that it was you?’

‘Another “feeling”? I don’t know, however. I wasn’t on Earth when the war happened. I woke up on Mars.’

She shrugged. ‘Perhaps you were on Earth prior to that. You don’t know for certain.’

Sol frowned deeply. ‘Maybe the simulacrum would know? She is Nuavan, after all.’

Julian shook his head. ‘While we’re in spaceflight the forward screens are activated as antiparticle defenses. The signal from Nuavan can’t get through. We won’t be able to contact her until we arrive.’

‘She was communicating with us directly from Europa? How can that be? There was no time-lag.’

‘There are communication nodes on Earth and Mars. Her signal was sent to them and the simulation software downloaded with as much of Nuavan as she sought fit to send. The simulacrum you were speaking with is essentially a “new” Nuavan, not the original. Any updates take time – a lag of approximately forty-five minutes, due to the distances.’

The door to the mess swished open and Gen walked in. She caught Sol’s gaze but didn’t acknowledge it and instead went to sit next to Kurk. A synthoid drifted over to serve them, but she waved him off.

‘Hey, Sol,’ said Vincent, grinning and leaning forward, ‘I have a personal question, if I may?’

Sol swiveled his head around. ‘Of course.’

Vincent took a drink and gargled before swallowing. He looked over at Julian and Cara and shrugged, almost apologizing before continuing. ‘We were talking about love, and feelings just now. I need to know. Do you have,’ he wiggled his eyebrows, ‘you know, equipment?’

‘Vincent …’ said Cara sternly, but trying to smother a smile.

‘No, I’m genuinely interested. I’m not a details man, but as Nuavan used human physiology as a primer for their synthetic structures and materials, I wondered … you know …’

‘Yes,’ Sol replied, ‘we are anatomically correct, as per humanoid design goes. But so far most of these – shall I call them “adornments”? – seem to have no purpose. They seem to be … decorative, only.’

Cara sniggered. ‘Never found them to be that decorative.’

Julian reached over and took her hand. ‘I feel kind of offended.’

‘It’s what you do with it, baby,’ she said. ‘Looks ain’t everything.’

Sol watched this interplay, getting more perplexed with each minute. Vincent took another drink and tapped Sol’s arm. ‘Maybe you’ve just not found the right switch. Maybe that’s another part of your evolution.’

Sol pondered this and tilted his head to the side. ‘Maybe. But when will I —?’

The sharp sound of shattering glass caught their attention, and they turned to see Kurk storming out of the mess. Gen was sweeping shards of crystal and spilled liquid off the table onto the floor. A drop of blood trickled from her nose, which she casually wiped away with the back of her hand before sitting back in her chair. Two synthoid barkeeps hurried over, fussing and cleaning up the debris as Gen sat there motionless, appearing unfazed by the chaos around her.

‘What do you think that was all about?’ said Vincent.

Sol sent a tight beam subvocalization to Kurk: What’s going on?

Nothing that need concern you, returned Kurk.

Cara gestured at Gen, who was now sitting with her arms folded and staring out the window. ‘Maybe we should talk to Gen?’

Julian held up a hand. ‘We will, but first we’ve got other things to discuss. Shall we ask Oshan and Chantal to join us?’

Cara gave a little laugh and nodded over to where Oshan and Chantal were now entwined in a passionate embrace. ‘Maybe later.’

Julian raised his eyebrows. ‘When did that happen?’

Vincent cracked a half smile. ‘It’s been a long war.’

‘It has indeed,’ Cara said. She rested a hand on his knee. ‘Vincent, I’m sorry again … about …’

‘Yeah, I know,’ he replied. ‘We’ve all lost someone.’

She smiled and raised her empty glass in his direction.

Sol’s gaze flicked between them, feeling uncomfortable. ‘Perhaps I should take my leave?’

Julian cleared his throat. ‘No, it’s fine, Sol. Please stay.’

Cara gave a grim smile. ‘We’ve lost everything, Sol. Our planet, and nearly our entire species. We’re all humanity has left. The only decent part of it, anyways.’

‘And once again, we’re needed to save the day,’ said Vincent with a snort.

‘Have you considered that humanity was already destroying itself?’ Sol said. ‘Perhaps you don’t deserve to survive.’

The humans looked at Sol and then each other. The silence lasted a full minute before Julian put down his drink and leaned forward, fixing Sol with a stare. ‘I don’t accept that,’ he said. ‘We owe it to all our fallen comrades. To the innocents who —’

‘There aren’t any true innocents, Julian,’ said Vincent. ‘At least not on the Elites’ side. What if Sol is right? What if all of this was destined to happen? Maybe it’s the natural order of the universe. We had our chance, and we blew it. In the fourteen billion years the universe has existed, there must have been countless intelligent species that lived and died, leaving no trace behind. No one’ll remember us either – just a species of apes who couldn’t manage the burden of their own intelligence.’

‘But this wasn’t our doing,’ said Julian with an edge to his voice. ‘We didn’t destroy ourselves. We didn’t deserve oblivion. This was done to us.’

‘It happened all the same. The universe owes us nothing. We had no right to survive, any more than any one of the millions of species we drove to extinction.’

Julian held up his hands. ‘Doesn’t matter. What does matter is that the worst of humanity is on that other ship. With my sister. There must be a reckoning. Murdering sons-of-bitches.’

‘Fuck yes,’ muttered Cara, almost to herself. She waved at the Sol bartenders with her empty glass and Sol-10 shuffled over with another carafe of a sparkling blue liquid. He refilled all their glasses and bowed before moving away.

Vincent watched him go and turned to Cara. ‘You should put Sol out of his misery. It’s eating him up.’

She took a slow sip, her eyes fixed on Sol above the rim of her glass, a slight smile playing on her lips. ‘You think?’

Vincent wagged a finger. ‘He’s obsessing about it. You should put him straight. He’s carrying some guilt.’

‘Maybe he should,’ she replied, stone faced.

Sol looked puzzled so Cara scowled and put her drink down on the table. ‘Okay, Sol, here we go then. Teschner had the Sol androids on Earth programmed into assassins. One of them got to me.’ She paused, then added, ‘I got lucky and managed to kill it.’

Sol said nothing, but realized he’d been holding his breath. A strange warmth washed over him and the tension in his shoulders melted away.

‘It wasn’t you,’ she continued. ‘It was one of your “brothers”.’ She made bunny ears with her fingers.

‘Assassins —’ Sol began.

‘Eleven Sols were identified and terminated on Earth,’ Julian said, leaning forward and placing a reassuring hand on Sol’s arm. ‘That includes the one that targeted Cara.’ His grip was firm, conveying comfort and support. ‘Eleven, Sol. And as far as we knew at the time, Nuavan only ever produced twelve units of each model line.’

‘Although clearly we got that wrong,’ said Vincent, inclining his head toward the two Sols bustling around behind the bar.

Sol felt lighter, as if an invisible burden had been lifted. ‘Thank you, that is reassuring.’

‘Glad that’s sorted then,’ said Cara. She swilled the blue liquid around the glass and took a large mouthful. ‘Jesus, what the fuck is this?’

‘Apparently it’s gin,’ said Vincent. ‘I asked them to synthesize it earlier.’

‘Definitely a work in progress,’ she said with a grimace.

Vincent laughed. ‘I don’t know what you’re on about. I swear, I can’t tell that this is synthetic. I wonder if it’s the implants?’ He fingered the silver spider-like lines tracking up from his neck and around his eye sockets. ‘By the way, Julian, how long do we need to keep these in?’

Julian gave him a hard stare. ‘Indefinitely.’

‘Why’s that?’

‘Come on, you really need to ask? To level the playing field with the Elites. Speed, reflexes, strength and the rest. We’re going to need it all, given we don’t have the numbers.’

Vincent shrugged. ‘There’s now a functional army of synthoids on this ship. They’d easily beat the shit out of the Elites.’

Julian’s mouth turned down. ‘Have you forgotten Nuavan? What if she’s manufactured more synthoids for them?’

Vincent put his drink on the table a little too heavily. ‘I thought she was on our side?’

‘She is: don’t ever doubt that,’ Julian retorted.

Cara chewed the edge of her fingertip. ‘Could she be coerced again, though? Like she was before?’

Julian shook his head. ‘They surely think we’re all dead. It’s been nearly thirty years … which is something I still can’t get my head around.’

Sol-10 returned with another bottle, refilling each glass with careful precision. Julian activated the table’s holo-display, and a planetoid emerged, slowly rotating. Looming in the background an immense Jovian gas giant cast an ominous presence, its turbulent clouds swirling with furious energy. The moon was predominantly white; its surface was striated by light tan cracks and lines, and relatively few craters. Basic data scrolled underneath. With a diameter of three thousand one hundred kilometers, it was just smaller than Earth’s moon, and the smallest of the four Galilean moons orbiting Jupiter.

‘That’s Europa?’ said Sol.

‘We still have no idea what’s waiting for us there,’ Julian said, enlarging the planetoid with a wave of his hand so it grew to the size of the table. He span it like a basketball, making its rotation occur in seconds rather than hours.

‘Looks a bit drab,’ said Cara.

Sol thought it certainly did look nondescript, especially set against the dramatic, swirling atmosphere of Jupiter.

‘Like a well-worn cue ball in a run-down pool hall.’ Julian laughed.

‘It has the smoothest surface of any known object in the solar system,’ read Vincent from the data stream.

Cara squinted at the pictures. ‘And there’s a vast global ocean underneath the ice. Says here twice the volume of water on Earth.’

‘Shouldn’t it be frozen? I mean the surface temperature is around minus a hundred and sixty degrees.’

‘Europa is stretched and squeezed by Jupiter’s gravity. The friction warms it up from the inside. It’s called tidal heating.’ She gave a soft laugh. ‘Life was thought to have emerged on Earth in hydrothermal vents on the seafloor. If there are similar vents on Europa, then that gives you the preliminary precursors for the formation of life.’ She raised her glass. ‘If there are aliens on Europa, in an underground ocean, chances are they’re no more than primitive organisms. Maybe even just plankton.’

Julian smiled. ‘Plankton with spaceships.’

The data continued to scroll: dry information on Europa’s orbit and rotation, internal structure, composition of its subsurface ocean, sources of heat, atmosphere, geology …

‘Wait, hold up there,’ Cara said, frowning at the screen. She paused the data and read: ‘Clay-like minerals, often associated with organic matter on Earth, have been detected on Europa’s crust, possibly as the result of a collision with an asteroid or comet. This is a well-worn theory. It’s the speculation that life on Earth could have been blasted into space by asteroid collisions and arrived on the moons of Jupiter via … what’s it called again? … lithopanspermia.’

‘Definitely sounds speculative,’ Vincent replied, dryly.

‘It’s all speculation, until it’s not.’ Cara propped her chin on her hands and stared at the rotating globe. Her fingers traced patterns in the air: the globe stopped spinning and an overlay of green lines appeared like latitude and longitude markers. Numbers and figures flashed in each sector, all green.

‘We should have asked the simulacrum,’ grunted Vincent, reaching for his drink again. ‘Why didn’t someone think of that?’

Sol listened intently to the conversation, but his thoughts drifted back to the alien ship: the shard that had brought an end to millennia of life on Earth in the blink of an eye. He accessed the dataflow from the table and scrutinized the information, squinting in concentration. ‘May I?’ he asked, looking up at Julian. He nodded, so Sol switched the image to the data dump from their ship’s forward sensors. He boosted the signal and activated the long-range optics and laser finder, aiming at Jupiter. ‘There are no changes in Europa’s molecular signature,’ he said. ‘No tachyon fingerprint, either.’

Julian shrugged. ‘We’re a long way, away …’

‘We are at the limits of our equipment but there’s nothing unusual coming back our way – no radio signals or any form of communication.’

Cara leaned in as well and zoomed the optic sensors to full magnification. ‘There’s no spaceship orbiting Europa either.’

‘Would we see it from here, though?’ Julian said. ‘It’d be easy for it to hide behind Europa, or one of the other moons, or Jupiter.’

‘And why would it be hiding?’ said Vincent. ‘Surely it’s gone on its merry xenocidal way by now.’

‘So, who are they?’ came a voice from behind them.

‘Hello, Gen,’ Julian said. ‘Care to join us?’

Cara sat back and appraised the gynoid. ‘Are you okay? We couldn’t help but observe, you know, your little tiff with Kurk.’

‘That was nothing. Just a continuation of something that happened earlier.’

‘Earlier, meaning …?’

‘Just after we landed on Earth.’ She eased herself into an empty chair, her movements deliberate and stiff. She folded her arms. ‘I would appreciate an answer to my query.’

Julian took a large drink of the gin and accessed the table’s interface. Europa disappeared, and in its place was the alien shard-like spaceship, with the single ring of light spinning around its equator. ‘We’ve no idea who they are, or why they decided to eliminate our species,’ he said, ‘but the answers surely lie at Europa.’

‘Nuavan and the Elites have been gone for decades, though,’ she said. ‘What if they didn’t make it? Or they and the aliens have moved on? What if there’s nothing to find at Europa?’

Cara nodded slowly. ‘You’re right, those are possibilities. But it’s the only lead we have.’

Gen stood up and gave a short bow. ‘Thank you, I will take my leave. I believe I need to recharge.’

‘To boldly go,’ said Vincent with a crooked smile.


CHANTAL

SOL LEFT THE MESS hall and took the elevator to the ship’s lower level, a dark corridor lit only by soft moonlight coming through long narrow windows. He walked slowly, noting how the ship’s technology made it seem that the acceleration was transmitted vertically through his feet, rather than directly along the ship’s axis. It felt like he was back on Earth, not traveling through space.

When he reached the med-lab, he found Aria as he’d left her, lying unconscious on a monitored bed. He was about to access her pod’s interface when Sol-11 stepped out of a shadowy alcove at the rear of the lab.

‘Good evening,’ the synthoid said with a courteous nod.

‘What were you doing back there?’ Sol asked.

‘Recharging at my station. There are many around the ship.’

Sol frowned inwardly, thinking that all the ship’s synthoids must surely be fully charged already, having just been activated. He put the thought aside and gestured to Aria. ‘Very well. How is she doing?’

Sol-11 tapped the interface and pulled up a medical status hologram, which floated above Aria’s head like a halo. There were now more green lights than red.

‘She is getting better,’ he replied. ‘Her neurological activity is recovering. The reboot I’d initiated is nearly complete. I estimate four hours until we can safely try to wake her up.’

‘Do you think she’ll be fully recovered?’

‘You asked me this before. I don’t know. I have washed out the nanorobot degradation particles and Aria-2’s immune system is finalizing the purge.’

Sol kneeled next to Aria and took hold of her hand. He squeezed her fingers, hoping for a reciprocal response, but there was nothing. He placed his other hand over hers and bent low.

Come back to me, Aria, he sent.

The door to the med-lab span open and Kurk strode through. When he saw Sol, he pulled up as if he wasn’t expecting anyone to be there. Sol straightened, feeling awkward, and let go of Aria’s hand. Kurk approached Aria and leaned down to peer into her face. He glanced up at the medical hologram. ‘How is she doing?’

‘More than promising,’ said Sol-11 from the shadow behind the pod.

‘I understand you suspect foul play.’

‘We both do,’ Sol cut in. ‘These are not merely injuries sustained in the crash.’

‘Do you have a suspect?’

‘More data are needed,’ Sol-11 pointed out.

Kurk nodded. ‘Very well; please keep me informed. I … I liked Aria as well.’ He stepped away from the console and looked Sol in the eye. ‘I am not responsible for this. I just want you to know that.’

Sol maintained a deliberately neutral expression, his face a mask of calm. He quietly dispatched a subtle, undetectable psycho-mental probe toward Kurk, designed to be entirely passive, and patiently awaited the feedback. The data he received showed that Kurk’s encephalographic levels remained stable, lacking any significant spikes typically indicative of deceit or blatant lies. However, Sol knew better than to rely solely on these readings; a more invasive probe would be necessary to gain absolute certainty.

When the doors had closed behind Kurk, Sol approached the medical android. ‘Anything you discover, contact me immediately. And keep this to yourself. For my eyes only. Understand?’

‘Of course,’ Sol-11 replied, bowing deeply. ‘She will be safe here with me.’

Then Sol had a worrying thought. ‘Has anyone else been in here?’

The medical android tilted his head to the side. ‘Let me see. You and Gen-12. Kurk-1. Julian Hax and Cara Johansen. Two others of their party brought Aria-2 in, of course. I do not know their names. I can show you their faces, if you wish?’

‘No, that’s not necessary.’

‘Very well. If there is nothing else, I will need to run a few more tests on Aria-2 before the nanorobot purge is complete.’

***

Sol stepped out into the dimly lit corridor. Through the windows the stars appeared still, despite the craft’s high velocity. Earth appeared as a crescent, its glow softening as the sun set behind it, tempered by the window’s filters. Just as Sol was about to return to the mess hall, a sound caught his attention from further down the corridor. A thin sliver of light was coming from one of the cabins, roughly a dozen yards away. He hesitated, contemplating ignoring it – his thoughts were set on Gen; he needed to speak with her, to probe deeper and uncover any hidden truths. Yet, the noise echoed again: a low, plaintive mewling.

He stopped in front of the door, pressed his head to the wall and listened. Another noise, this time a dull thud, like something heavy had been dropped. The door was locked but the control panel indicated it had been accessed thirteen minutes previously.

Another dull thud sounded from within, followed by the mewling noise again.

He overrode the lock, and the door slid smoothly up into the ceiling. The cabin was arranged like a small studio apartment with a low bed, a computer station furnished with two chairs, and an inactive holo-net projector crouched like a spider on its tripod. The bed was unmade, white sheets and pillows scattered carelessly. On the bedside table rested a bottle of clear liquid alongside two glasses. To one side, the walk-in closet stood bare, its hangers and shelves empty.

Sol stepped across the threshold. There was a brief delay before the panels in the roof activated, illuminating the room in a stark, hospital-style sterility. A partially open sliding door, leading to the ensuite, was smeared with bloody handprints.

He licked his lips nervously. ‘Hello?’

Another dull thud, followed by a slithering sound.

Then silence.

Sol pushed the door open, revealing more bloody smears that led to a sonic shower hidden behind an opaque screen. Dark handprints stained the edges of the frame. He pulled the shower screen aside and instinctively took a step back. A naked and bloody Chantal lay unmoving in the shower tray. The side of her face was bruised and battered, and her eyes were closed. The grey implants tracking up the side of her neck were partially torn out and drooped like a plant that hadn’t been watered. There was a pouting gash in her abdomen and a loop of grey intestine pushed through like an uncooked sausage.

Sol kneeled and felt at her neck for a pulse. Her skin was still warm to touch. He could just make out a thready, irregular beat. She moved her head slightly and uttered a soft moan that tapered away to silence. Sol wondered what to do. He had no files on human anatomy, and no knowledge of resuscitation. He gently pushed the loop of intestine back through the wound in the abdominal cavity and gathered the skin folds together. Her eyes flickered and she began to thrash about weakly, slapping him around the face and neck. Sol grabbed hold of her wrists and pushed her arms down. Blood pumped out through her abdominal wound and sprayed his tunic.

The cabin door opened and Oshan appeared. His face contorted with fury and his eyes blazed with an intensity that matched the raw emotion in his voice. ‘Get away from her,’ he ground out, each word laced with a taut, simmering anger. Sol edged backward across the ensuite floor to give Oshan access to the injured woman.

Oshan’s hands fluttered as he smoothed and patted her hair. ‘Chantal,’ he whispered, his voice trembling. Her head flopped on his shoulder, and she wrapped her arms around him, her eyes closing as she went still. ‘Chantal?’ he repeated urgently, cupping her face in his hands. ‘Chantal!’

He desperately began performing cardiopulmonary resuscitation, but her abdominal wound gaped wider, spilling more blood and intestines onto the shower deck. Despite this, he continued compressing her chest and breathing into her mouth. He was sobbing, tears and snot mingling with Chantal’s blood on his face. After a minute he sat back, his hands shaking. He started rubbing them together, only now seeming to notice they were covered in blood.

He looked up at Sol, his eyes wide with desperation and frenzy. ‘You … why? WHY?’

Sol felt his jaw drop. ‘I did nothing. I just found her. I was trying to help —’

Oshan launched himself at Sol, fists swinging. Sol sidestepped, put an arm around his neck and pinned his arms behind him. He pressed his lips to Oshan’s ear. ‘I found her. I didn’t do this.’

Oshan kept struggling, kicking backward at Sol’s shins and reaching up to try and put his fingers in his eyes. Sol tightened his grip around Oshan’s neck and squeezed, the crook of his elbow compressing both carotids. Like a marionette with its strings cut, the human went limp. Sol gently laid him on the ground and took a step back and then closed his eyes.

Medical emergency, cabin 21.

[What is the nature of the emergency?] came Sol-11’s calm reply.

Chantal has been attacked. She is gravely unwell.

[On my way].

Sol took a deep breath and then sent another message:

Julian, Cara, Vincent. Please come to Cabin 21: there has been … an incident.


NANOROBOTS

SOL SAT AT THE end of the table in the ready room, his fingers interlocked and resting gently in front of him. Behind him, the viewscreen displayed a star-filled expanse, a silent tapestry of moving lights. The only sounds were the gentle hum of the air-conditioning and the low, soothing thrum of the engines, more a vibration felt through the feet than a sound. Julian occupied the chair at the opposite end of the table, his expression a blank mask as he fixed his gaze on Sol. Behind Julian, Cara stood silently, her eyes glistening with unshed tears and her arms wrapped tightly around herself as if for comfort.

‘I am sorry,’ Sol murmured, uncertain of what else to say.

Julian’s eye twitched but he didn’t reply. Cara’s jaw muscles bunched and rippled as if she was grinding food. She averted her eyes and stared out into the void over Sol’s shoulder.

The door swished and Kurk entered, followed by Gen. Julian gestured to the other seats around the table. ‘Take a seat, both of you. We’re just waiting for Oshan and Vincent.’

Kurk glanced over at Sol and sent a query. What do you know of this?

Sol gave an almost imperceptible shake of his head. Chantal has been murdered. They think it was me.

Was it?

Sol bristled. Don’t be dense.

The door swished open to admit Oshan and Vincent. Oshan’s face was haggard, his eyes puffy and red, stark against his pale, blotchy complexion. Vincent guided him to a chair as distant from Sol as the room allowed. As they both sat down, Vincent cast a solemn gaze across the table at Sol.

‘How is Aria doing?’ he said.

‘The ship’s medical android will be bringing her back online in an hour or so,’ Sol replied, glad to talk about something other than the murder.

‘That’s good. Perhaps she will have something interesting to contribute.’

‘What do you mean by that?’

Oshan leaned forward and slapped the table. ‘You know exactly what that means.’

Julian raised a hand. ‘We’re here to establish what happened, Oshan —’

‘We know what happened. He killed Chantal. End of story.’

Sol focused his gaze on Oshan. ‘I didn’t kill her. She had been attacked. I heard her cries from outside.’

‘Bullshit.’

‘What possible motive could I have?’

‘Motive?’ Oshan turned to Cara. ‘I’ve seen the holo-link. The one from the war. That was a Sol, right? Trying to kill you.’

‘Yes, it was,’ she acknowledged.

Sol looked at Cara and opened his hands before turning to face Oshan. ‘We’ve established that wasn’t me. None of us has any memory of our lives before the war. We were programmed by President Teschner, but —’

‘And you were an assassin,’ Oshan snarled.

‘The EMP wiped out those programming directives and any other specific functions we might have had,’ Sol insisted. ‘When the synthoids came round, all we knew … somehow … was that we had been created by humans. Whatever that alien ship did to Earth, it also did to the Martian colonies.’

Oshan waved a hand dismissively. ‘I don’t believe you.’

Sol stood and put his hands on the table. ‘If you were to scan our root memory modules, you’ll see they have all degraded. My work has been to recover our past, and … humanity’s. Aria’s has been as well. We have been scientists. Historians, even.’

Julian’s voice was glacially calm. ‘There are no neuro-scanners on this ship, so we’ve no way to check out your memory modules or your root programming.’

Cara rubbed a hand over her eyes. ‘Let’s start with your movements, Sol. How did you get to be at her room?’

‘I had left the med-lab after visiting Aria when I heard noises coming from her cabin.’

‘He’s lying,’ slurred Oshan again.

Sol gave Julian a pointed stare. ‘Can I ask why I am the only suspect?’

Julian’s eyes tightened. ‘It could only have been a synthoid. We all saw the injuries she sustained.’

‘That’s not true. You are all cyborgs. You are all physically enhanced.’

‘Our physical capabilities are no match for synthoids’.’

‘But any of you would be a match for Chantal,’ Sol pointed out.

‘Why would any of us want to kill her?’ said Cara, finding it hard to look at Sol. ‘We were good friends. We fought together.’

‘The synthoids were all programmed by the Elites to kill members of the Disenfranchised Army,’ said Julian. He pointed a finger at Kurk. ‘Especially you. You and the War-machines were specifically designed as killers.’

Kurk’s mouth turned downward as he folded his arms in silence. Julian sighed heavily and turned back to Sol. ‘You were found with Chantal, covered in her blood. There are no other witnesses – only your account of how you discovered her.’

Sol shook his head. ‘Have you forgotten that I was the one who freed you from cryosleep? Have you forgotten that your sister, Nuavan, reached out to me to secure your release? She trusted me. Why is it so easy to believe I’d be capable of this murder now?’

Julian stared at Sol with an intense, unbroken gaze, his face devoid of expression. After what seemed like an eternity, his eyes shifted to Gen. ‘All right, what about you? Where did you go after you left the mess hall?’

‘I went to recharge,’ she said in a clipped voice.

‘Where exactly?’

‘I accessed one of the synthoid stations. Check the log. You’ll see a record of that.’

‘We fully intend to,’ said Julian. ‘But first, I think you and Kurk better come clean regarding your argument.’

‘It was nothing. Politics.’

Cara raised her eyebrows and snorted. ‘Politics?’

‘Wait a moment,’ Sol interrupted, holding up a finger. He stared across the table at Gen, a coldness coming over him. ‘Julian, may I talk with the medical program?’

Julian squinted thoughtfully, and nodded assent. Sol retrieved a tablet from the side of the table and began tapping a rhythm on its virtual keyboard. A hologram of Aria appeared, showing her lying on the couch in the med-lab. Sol tapped another button and sat back. ‘Sol-11, acknowledge please.’

The medical android’s face pixelated over Aria’s prostate form. [I am here.]

‘Please describe Aria-2’s neurological status.’

The android’s eyes flickered as it accessed the data from Aria’s console. [Aria-2 suffered an acute neocortex subluxation. An aliquot of disinvectating nanorobots had been inserted into her neurovasculature. I have been coordinating a purge program to reboot her cortical subroutines to assist in her detoxifying them. Her immune system has been attempting to break the residual particles down and excrete them.]

‘This was not related to any injuries suffered in the spacecraft’s heavy landing, was it?’

[It was not.]

Sol looked across the table at Gen, his voice icy. ‘Are you able to determine when the nanorobots were inserted into Aria?’

The medical android nodded. [Certainly. The rate of degradation allowed me to perform a back-calculation as to when the nanorobots were inserted. I estimate that this happened during the first twenty-four hours of the spaceflight from Mars to Earth.]

Gen jumped to her feet. ‘This is a falsehood. I had nothing to do with this.’

‘Sit down, Gen,’ said Julian, menacingly.

Gen pointed angrily at the hologram. ‘I didn’t do anything. Why are you taking the ship’s word on this?’

‘The ship has no reason to lie,’ said Julian. ‘It’s just reporting what it found.’

‘Aria did stow away on your ship,’ said Cara, ‘and you were the only other synthoid on that ship, were you not?’

‘You know that’s the case,’ said Gen, frostily.

Sol gave her a blank stare. ‘When we came across you and Aria, you pulled a gun on us.’

‘And if you also recall, Kurk attacked me without warning,’ countered Gen.

Oshan slammed his hand on the table. ‘What’s this got to do with Chantal?’

Julian’s expression was hard. ‘Gen is lying about trying to kill Aria. Stands to reason she could be lying about this as well.’

‘I’m not lying,’ snapped Gen.

Julian swiped the interface panel and the door to the ready room swished open. Two Sol models appeared. He waved them in and pointed to Gen. ‘Please escort Gen-12 to the brig.’

Gen looked around the table. ‘Is that it? I’ve been tried and convicted?’

‘You’ll stay there until we review the evidence,’ said Julian.

One of the Sol models took hold of her arm. ‘You’re making a big mistake,’ she hissed, shaking her arm loose.

Sol looked up and his eyes flashed.

No, Gen, you did, he sent.


HELLO ARIA

IN THE MED-LAB, JULIAN and Sol stood over Aria as the medical android went to work. It disconnected all the optic cables and cannulae and tubes and tilted her couch into an upright position. The liquid cast that had covered her leg had been removed, and the burn marks on her abdomen were now just waxy smears. The wraparound holographic display span out and the wall unit’s lights and monitors powered down with a quiet decrescendo humming.

‘It’s incredible how much she resembles Chantal,’ observed Julian. ‘Same bone structure, same skin tone, same …’ He paused. ‘Just a classical beauty.’

Sol’s gaze shifted away from Aria. ‘I don’t know enough about the aesthetics of human beauty to comment.’

Julian’s smile widened. ‘Sure you don’t.’

‘Excuse me?’

He folded his arms and gave Sol a patient, knowing look. ‘Let’s just say that all you synthoids seem to embody my sister’s idea of perfect physical specimens. Anatomically, you resemble Greek statues. Then she added racial diversity into her designs with variations in skin color and so on.’

Sol arched an eyebrow. ‘Why would she do that? What difference did skin color make to humans?’

Julian pursed his lips. ‘It shouldn’t make any difference, but you’d be surprised. However, back to business. Do you want to see if you can get through to Aria?’

‘Telepathically?’

‘Yes, I’ve just tried, but my effort bounced back. Maybe you’ll have better luck, you both being synthoids, and all.’

Sol nodded and placed his hand on Aria’s cheek. He closed his eyes and sent his thoughts into her mind, probing the silent nooks and crannies of her neural net and connections.

Aria, this is Sol. Can you hear me?

Nothing happened, but Sol thought he sensed a subtle neurological impulse. He glanced up at Julian, who was also watching intently.

‘Try again,’ he murmured.

Sol fanned his fingers over her cheek once more and bowed his head.

Aria, it’s Sol. I’m here, waiting for you.

This time he could sense more electric impulses, and there was a ripple under his fingers. He glanced up and saw her eyes moving under closed lids.

Aria, I can sense you’re there. Concentrate on my voice.

Her eyes moved again, and her neck twisted as if she had a crick in it. She blinked rapidly and then stared straight ahead. Her pupils dilated fully, and she looked around the room before focusing on Sol.

‘Sol, is that you?’

‘I’m here,’ he replied, squeezing her hand.

‘Where am I?’

‘On a spaceship.’ He looked again at Julian, who nodded in encouragement. ‘You’re with friends.’

‘Hello, Aria,’ Julian said, with a slight bow. ‘It’s nice to meet you.’

Her eyes widened and she grasped the edges of her couch. ‘Sol … who … what …?’

Sol gently took her hand in both of his and leaned closer. ‘It’s alright, Aria. We found …’ he glanced back up at Julian ‘… some humans.’

‘Humans,’ she repeated slowly, testing the word as if assessing its weight. She grimaced and attempted to rise, but Sol gently pressed her back onto the couch. ‘Take it easy,’ he urged softly. ‘You’ll need some time to fully recover.’

Her eyes fluttered. ‘How did I get here?’

‘What’s the last thing you remember?’ said Julian, raising an eyebrow in Sol’s direction.

‘I remember being on Mars with Sol,’ she replied.

‘What about the journey to Earth? In the spaceship.’

She screwed up her eyes but then shook her head vigorously. ‘It’s all missing. I … No, there’s nothing.’

Sol grasped her hand tightly. ‘It’s okay: maybe it’ll come back. You just need time. Sleep.’ He gently caressed her face, and her eyes fluttered and closed.

‘Looks like she’s going to be okay,’ said Julian. ‘Let’s leave her be for now.’

‘There is one more thing,’ said Sol. He waved at the corner alcove, and Sol-11 emerged. He padded softly over to them and bowed.

‘How may I help?’ he purred.

‘Do you have any more information on the nature and origin of the nanorobots that you recovered from Aria?’

Sol-11 smiled faintly. ‘I was able to further back-track not only their degradation products, but their inception dates. They came out of a nanomanufacturing plant approximately seven and a half days ago.’

Julian raised his eyebrows at Sol who said, ‘There is such a plant on Mars.’

‘Who would have access to that facility?’

‘All of us, but that facility is supervised by … Gen-12.’

Julian’s eyes were like slits. ‘I think I should go and talk to her again.’

‘Let me accompany you.’

Julian shook his head. ‘No, Sol, you’re still under suspicion.’ He opened his hands, apologetically. ‘Not by me, but it wouldn’t be a good look – Oh, wait a sec.’ He cocked his head to one side and his eyes fluttered as he received a telepathic communication. ‘Ah, fuck it.’

‘What is it?’ said Sol.

‘That was Cara. She’s with Oshan in the mess hall. He’s drunk.’

***

The noise reached them even before the elevator doors parted. Raised voices clashed with the sound of shattering glass. Amid the chaos stood Cara, her arms flapping as if she could take flight at any moment. Opposite her was Oshan, clutching a bottle with its jagged edge stained blackish red. Cara was pleading desperately for him to sit down, calm himself, give her the bottle. Behind her, Kurk was methodically wiping blood off a deep cut on his forearm. Oshan’s face glistened with sweat, his wide eyes frantic and his mouth twisted into a wild snarl. He kept thrusting the bottle at Kurk, pretending to stab, taunting him.

‘Oshan, back off,’ said Julian, stepping around an upturned table and putting himself in between Kurk and Oshan. He glanced back at Cara. ‘What the hell happened here?’

‘Oshan’s had a little too much to drink,’ she replied, breathing heavily.

Julian ground his teeth. ‘No shit. Kurk, are you hurt?’

Kurk turned his forearm over, showing the ragged gashes. They were already congealing.

‘You’d better get the med-lab program to look at it,’ Julian said.

‘You’re concerned for him?’ spat out Oshan. ‘He’s … he’s the one. He killed Chantal.’

Julian took a step forward, his hands open. ‘Oshan, come on, let’s talk this through. Gen is in custody —’

Oshan’s face twisted as he lunged at Kurk once more. He managed to get his left hand clamped around Kurk’s throat, and he thrust the jagged bottle toward his ribs. Kurk blocked the attack with his forearm and retaliated with a quick swipe across Oshan’s face. He then drove his elbow sharply into Oshan’s throat. A choking gasp escaped Oshan’s lips, replaced by a strained, whistling sound. Kurk shoved him backward, causing him to crash into the table, which splintered under the impact. As Oshan struggled to rise, Kurk planted a foot on his chest, pinning him down against the edge of the broken table.

‘That’s enough, Kurk,’ said Cara. She’d produced a firearm and was pointing it at him.

Kurk stared at her and the tension in the room ramped up. He lifted his foot a fraction off Oshan’s chest and imperceptibly turned his body toward her.

Julian sent a message to Sol. He’s fucking fast. Think she can shoot him before he gets to her?

Sol’s mouth was a tight line. It would be close.

The mess hall door swung open, and Sol-11 entered clutching a metallic box marked with a red cross. He swiftly made his way across the room to Oshan’s side and kneeled beside him. With practiced efficiency, he unlatched the box, revealing an assortment of hypodermic needles and trans-epidermal sprays, each in a different hue. Oshan glanced up with wary eyes, a bruise blooming on his temple and blood trickling down from his nose.

‘I have synthesized an anti-ethanol serum,’ Sol-11 said to no one in particular, tapping the blue syringe.

‘Sounds like a good idea to me,’ said Cara.

‘Kurk? We good?’ Kurk’s eyes narrowed, but he said nothing.

‘Would you like me to sedate Kurk-1 as well?’ offered Sol-11.

‘Stay away from me,’ Kurk growled.

There was an uneasy silence in the room. Kurk lifted his boot from Oshan’s chest and took a step back. Cara lowered the gun. Oshan tried to speak but his larynx wasn’t working and made wheezing noises. Sol-11 brought the blue hypo-syringe out from the box and pressed it against Oshan’s neck. His eyes fluttered and he slid down the table. Sol-11 fanned his fingers and moved them slowly over Oshan’s face and neck. ‘He has some damage to his cricoid cartilage.’

‘Will he live?’ asked Julian.

‘The damage is minor, but he may need to be ventilated for a short time while the osteoclast stimulator works.’ He waved at the Sol bartenders, who came over and gently lifted Oshan between them. ‘We’ll take him to the med-lab.’

Sol pointed to Kurk’s scarred arm. ‘Are you sure that doesn’t need attention as well?’

Kurk ignored him and turned on his heel and walked out of the mess hall. Julian puffed out his cheeks and let out a slow release of breath. Cara walked over to the bar, selected a dark purple liquid in a carafe and grabbed three glasses.

The elevator door swished, and Vincent walked in. His eyes widened, and he pulled up short.

‘Whoa. What’d I miss?’


OSHAN

A TABLE HAD BEEN laid and prepared for dinner in a small room adjacent to the mess hall. Eight comfortable-looking padded chairs were arranged around an oval table graced with a pristine white tablecloth. Place settings were arranged with precision and fine china dinner plates, elegantly bordered with platinum filigree, added a further touch of opulence. Salad and bread plates sat perfectly aligned atop dinner plates, awaiting their respective courses. A full array of gleaming sterling silver flatware had been placed with exacting care and crystal glassware sparkled under an ambient light. As a final touch, plush linen napkins, matching the tablecloth, were meticulously folded in elegant silver napkin rings.

‘Must be the president’s dining room,’ Julian said, pulling out a chair facing the large wraparound window. Stars seemed to bend into the distance with early relativistic effects. The two brightest lights in the center of the screen, the Earth and its moon, were already a few million kilometers distant and receding fast.

Sol stood at the door, uncertain how to react. He had never seen such a display and certainly was not expecting it on a spaceship.

‘Come on, Sol, grab a seat,’ Julian said, gesturing to the chair next to him. ‘Might as well enjoy.’

Cara and Vincent squeezed around Sol, with Vincent affording him a frosty stare as they passed. Sol stayed put, his uncertainty palpable. ‘I’m not sure I should be here.’

‘You’re not under suspicion, Sol,’ Julian said, looking directly at Vincent. ‘Right?’

Vincent took a breath, then nodded. ‘Right.’

Cara had retrieved the carafe of blue liquid from the mess hall, and Julian poured generous amounts into their glasses. Standing up, he raised his glass high and encouraged the others to follow suit. ‘A toast,’ he declared, his voice both somber and reverent. ‘To absent friends.’

Sol lifted his glass and took a sip, once again automatically analyzing its ingredients. He watched the humans drink and wondered about the rationale behind alcohol. Cara caught him looking and gave a slight smile.

The Sol bartenders arrived with sizzling plates containing an orange-red liquid drizzled with white cream. Sol awkwardly picked up a spoon and took a sip. His mouth tingled as the liquid coated his buccal mucosa.

‘Not to your taste?’ asked Cara with a smile.

‘It’s … hot,’ he replied.

‘This ship’s a good cook,’ said Vincent, in between slurps. ‘I’d swear these were real tomatoes.’

‘I know, it’s uncanny,’ agreed Julian, tucking a napkin under his chin and stirring the soup with a silvery spoon.

Again, Sol tried to understand their behavior. One of their friends had been murdered, and here they were eating and drinking.

‘We’ve all been though a lot,’ said Julian, interrupting Sol’s musing, as if mind-reading. ‘This is the first time we’ve been able to relax, if you think about it.’

Sol shook his head. ‘If I understand the term “relax”, this does not seem to apply.’

Cara shrugged. ‘No, but now that Gen’s in custody …’

‘But what if it wasn’t Gen?’

Julian narrowed his eyes but continued eating. ‘The evidence points to her.’

Vincent looked pointedly at Sol. ‘I guess it’s a shame Aria can’t remember what happened.’

‘What do you mean by that?’

‘Pretty convenient amnesia,’ he said, returning to his soup.

Julian set his spoon down. As one of the bartenders cleared his plate he sat back and steepled his fingers. ‘Sol, it makes sense that it was one of you. Kurk’s just showed us how … vulnerable we are.’

Sol shook his head. ‘Kurk was specifically designed for war. His line was constructed to be soldiers. Military-grade abilities. The rest of us are not.’

Cara snorted. ‘Your line were assassins, Sol: have you forgotten that?’

Vincent nodded. ‘Nuavan designed you all to be better than humans. Better, stronger, faster, smarter. You can’t deny the facts of your engineering.’

Sol put his spoon down and sat back in the chair. ‘Alright, but what about Gen’s motive? Or a motive for any of us, for that matter?’

They settled into an uneasy silence. Cara and Vincent finished their first course, while Julian just looked at Sol.

‘Yet to be uncovered,’ he said.

***

Sol exited the dining room, making his way through the mess hall toward the elevator. Scattered groups of people occupied several tables, their low conversations creating a soothing hum in the background. Though Sol didn’t recognize anyone, a few glanced his way with suspicious expressions as he passed by. Behind the counter, bartenders busily prepared drinks and managed the food synthesizers, and the previously overturned tables and chairs had been neatly reset, erasing any signs of the prior disturbance.

He scanned the room for Kurk but didn’t spot him. Pausing before the elevator, he closed his eyes for a moment, gathering his thoughts.

Kurk, where are you?

After a few seconds, the reply came.

I am in the quarters assigned to me.

Sol frowned.

Can we meet please, at the med-lab?

After a few seconds, Kurk replied, seemingly puzzled.

Why, has something happened with Aria?

Sol shook his head.

No, she is getting better. I am going to visit. I thought you might like too as well.

Another delay, then:

Yes, that would be agreeable. I will meet you there.

Sol severed the connection and got in the elevator, which whisked him to the lower level. He made his way to the med-lab, thirty meters aft. The door was closed but the entry pad was green, indicating it was unlocked. He pushed it open and stepped through.

Aria and Sol-11 were kneeling on the floor next to the prostrate form of Oshan. Sol-11 was waving a medical scanner over Oshan’s body, the wand emitting a steady beep-beep as it uploaded data. Medical couches were upturned, and sheets and pillows were strewn on the floor. Monitors and screens were dented and scarred, their wiring and cables twisted and snapped. Warning lights flashed spasmodically in time with multiple warning beeps from the banks of equipment lining the walls.

Sol rushed over and kneeled beside Oshan. The man’s skull had a purple v-shaped dent over the temple, and his face was almost unrecognizable with bruising and swelling. Blood and brain matter pooled under his head. Bloody footprints circled him like epileptic dance steps.

‘What happened?’ he said, staring at Aria. ‘Are you hurt?’

Aria shook her head vigorously. ‘No, I - I don’t know. He – he was there when I awoke. I – he was lying there, just like that. I shouted for help and Sol-11 appeared, but …’

Sol glanced up at the medical program, which had stopped its scanning and was looking downcast. He glanced back at the alcove where he had previously seen the program retreat and recharge. Sol-11 noticed him looking and shook his head. ‘Oshan was like this when I was summoned. I’ve been trying to revive him, but my efforts have been futile. I’m afraid there is nothing I can do. There is no brain activity. He has suffered a catastrophic head injury. There is massive hemorrhaging and neural tissue destruction. And there are other injuries … look …’

He gently lifted Oshan’s left arm, which was twisted at an unnatural angle. The tunic vest was torn and stretched, and blood had soaked through from a chest wound. There was a glint of silver poking out from underneath his body. They rolled Oshan over on to his side and a knife came into view, six inches long with serrated edges. Sol picked it up and turned it over in his hand, feeling its weight.

Aria threw a questioning glance at Sol. ‘Who would have done such a thing? And why?’

The door swished open, and Kurk appeared. He stopped on the threshold as he took in the carnage.

Sol stood. ‘Where were you, Kurk?’

‘I told you, in my quarters.’

‘This is bad, Kurk. It looks like one of us —’

‘I was in my quarters,’ Kurk repeated, his chin jutting forward. ‘Check the logs. It’s all there.’

Sol stood and closed his eyes.

Julian, to the med-lab please. There has been another … incident.

The reply was instantaneous.

What are you talking about?

Sol offered a hand to Aria, who took it and pulled herself to her feet. She wiped her eyes and Sol noticed for the first time that her hands were covered in blood. He leaned forward and cleaned the smears from her face.

She held her hands in front of her. ‘I was trying to revive him. I – I didn’t …’

‘I know, Aria, it’s okay. But this looks bad. For all of us.’

Running footsteps sounded outside and Julian appeared in the doorway, followed by Cara. They were both carrying Moser pistols. Julian stopped and held out an arm to halt Cara’s progress. She ran into him and her eyes widened in shock and she let out a low guttural moan. He held her and she buried her face in his shoulder and started to sob.

Julian raised the pistol. ‘All of you, back off, against that couch.’

Kurk took a small step forward, but Julian swung the pistol so it was square with his chest. His eyes locked right on him. ‘One more step and I’ll shoot.’

Kurk slowly raised his hands and stepped back. Sol took Aria’s arm and guided her until their backs were against the couch. He watched Julian’s face closely, noticed the wrinkle in his nose, the tight muscles, the clenching of his jaw. ‘Julian, please, think about this … I was with you, and Aria was in stasis …’

Julian glanced down at Oshan’s body and the pistol wobbled in his grip. Cara unwound herself from his other arm and wiped her eyes. She brought her own pistol up and pointed it at the synthoids. Sol looked at the medical program, who was standing off to the side, the scanner now hanging loosely by his side. ‘Sol-11 can vouch for us,’ he said. ‘Sol-11, please ratify what I have said.’

Sol-11 nodded. ‘Of course. I have recorded everything.’

Julian waved the gun loosely at Oshan’s body. ‘Is he dead?’

‘Yes.’

Julian blinked a few times, and his jaw muscles moved. ‘Put him on ice. Run a diagnostic program. Find out what happened.’ He turned to the synthoids. ‘You’re all going in the brig with Gen. We’ll get to the bottom of this with you all locked away.’

Sol raised a hand in protest. ‘Aria is still not well, she’s —’

‘Enough!’ Julian shouted. ‘That’s enough. You’re lucky I don’t just terminate you all and be done with it.’


ACCUSATIONS

THE BRIG WAS A repurposed storage room the size of a small garage; it had been divided into halves by a barrier of energized particles. The three synthoids sat motionless while Julian made the final adjustments to the field. Vincent leaned casually against the doorframe, his pistol dangling by his side. Holo-cams affixed to each corner rotated to focus on the room’s occupants.

Once the humans had departed, Kurk extended a hand toward the field. The hum of the barrier intensified as he pushed his hand further in. After a few tense moments, he abruptly withdrew it, clutching his hand to his chest and cradling it with the other.

‘I’ve not seen this technology,’ he said. ‘It seems to increase the air’s molecular density the further you push it.’

Sol glanced over at Aria, who sat against the wall with her arms wrapped around her knees, gently rocking back and forth. He settled down beside her and draped an arm around her shoulders. She leaned her head against his arm and closed her eyes.

Are you all right? he subvocalized.

What’s happening to us, Sol?

He shook his head. There is a murderer on this ship. Two humans have died. They suspect one of us. Maybe all of us, working together.

That makes no sense, she returned.

I know, he replied.

Gen gave a cough. ‘I can see you’re communicating. We need to stick together and evaluate what we know and what we don’t know.’

Sol gave her a sharp look. ‘All right, Gen, how about we start with you and the nanorobots that nearly killed Aria? You were the only one who had access to them. The time frame fit. Sol-11 calculated that the degradation products and inception dated their production to days before the launch of the spaceships. Furthermore, I seem to recall that nanotech research was under your direct supervision.’

Gen folded her arms. ‘Sol-11’s calculations are in error. I did no such thing.’

‘Then how do you explain Aria’s neurological condition?’

‘I cannot. But I can categorically state that I had nothing to do with it.’

‘You and Kurk clearly came into this mission with separate agendas.’

Kurk leaned back against the wall and frowned. ‘My motives were self-evident. Gen-12’s, on the other hand, are not.’

‘I was sent by the Council,’ Gen bristled, ‘because you didn’t inform them of your plans. It is not my motives that are suspicious.’ She looked over at Aria. ‘I have no idea what happened to you. I can’t explain the nanorobot infestation, but it wasn’t me.’

Sol pulled himself to his feet and started pacing. ‘This is getting us nowhere. Motive is as yet unclear, so let’s focus on opportunity. For example, our individual whereabouts during the murders of Chantal and Oshan.’

Kurk folded his arms. ‘You were found in Chantal’s quarters, covered in her blood. There were no other witnesses. Just your version of how you found her.’

Gen inclined her head toward Sol. ‘I understand that Cara has a holo-stream of you attacking her during the war?’

‘It wasn’t me,’ said Sol.

‘Really?’

‘Have you forgotten that I am the sole reason any of us are here? Nuavan’s message was to me, and me alone. And I was with Julian and his friends when Oshan was killed.’

Gen nodded energetically. ‘And I was locked up in here.’

Sol walked over to Kurk. ‘You have no alibi for either murder.’

Kurk locked eyes with him. ‘I was in my assigned quarters when Oshan was killed. You called me, and I came.’

‘You also had an altercation with him in the mess hall. We all witnessed that. You left, and then Oshan was sedated and taken back to his quarters. You had time to kill him.’

‘Why would I do that, after there were witnesses seeing us fight?’

‘There were witnesses seeing you and Gen fight as well.’

Kurk glanced at Gen. ‘That’s over and done with.’

Gen reluctantly nodded. ‘Also, I was in the brig and couldn’t have killed Oshan, so it would be illogical for me to have killed Chantal prior to that.’

‘Have we forgotten Aria?’ said Kurk, pointing a finger. ‘She was found with Oshan, when he was killed. And let’s not forget, she was apparently in the med-lab when Chantal was killed. She has no alibi for either murder.’

Aria started to get up, but Sol patted her arm and motioned for her to relax. ‘Aria was physically incapable of either murder. I saw the data from the med-lab. Her neurological functioning was incapable of consciousness, let alone physical activity.’

Kurk leaned against the wall. ‘So, either one of us is the murderer, or we are being – shall we say – framed.’

‘By whom?’ said Gen.

‘The humans. I don’t believe that only we are capable of killing them. True, we are stronger, but they have machine implants. Is it not possible that one of them is more enhanced than the others?’

‘But they are close friends,’ Sol objected. ‘It makes no sense.’

‘How long have we known them?’ said Kurk, his voice abruptly hard. ‘Are we able to understand and dissect their motivations? They are open to a wide spread of emotions and illogical thought processes, are they not?’

Sol opened his mouth to speak but then closed it again. ‘You’re right: we don’t know motive. But I believe the nanorobot attack on Aria and the murder of the humans is linked.’

Kurk nodded slowly. ‘We need to get out of this prison cell.’

Aria lifted her head. ‘I think I can help with that,’ she declared, rising gracefully to her feet. She strode confidently to the edge of the field, which began to buzz subtly in recognition of her approach.

‘Aria, what are you —?’ Sol started.

‘Trust me.’ She smiled. She closed her eyes and the windows in her skull strobed with increasing intensity. ‘I can neutralize it for approximately zero point seven of a second. You will need to be fast.’

Sol moved to within a meter of the field. ‘I’m ready.’

She nodded and closed her eyes.

‘Now.’


LOCKDOWN

THE ENGINE ROOM WAS the largest open space on the ship: a vast spheroid encompassing the antimatter drive and its rotating arms at the core. Gravity suppressors anchored the powerful machine, allowing the controlled annihilation of matter and antimatter. This energy was delicately maneuvered into position, channeled into conduits that bifurcated toward the twin engine nacelles. Surrounding the machinery were gantries and catwalks granting access to control stations and monitors as well as to the engine itself. From the outside, the delicate threads extending to the center formed the likeness of an enormous 3-D spider’s web. Remarkably, despite the tremendous energies generated within, the sphere was as silent as a soundproofed and empty auditorium.

Sol slipped through an access panel on the top level, staying low and out of sight. Directly ahead, Julian stood on one of the gantries closest to the nucleus, surveying his army – or what remained of it – gathering on the gantries below. Sol methodically counted: thirty-five in total. The last of the Disenfranchised Army. He couldn’t help but wonder, once again, how many Elites were on the ship they were trailing. His eyes scanned the other gantries and catwalks, seeking any sign of the ship’s synthoid crew. Julian had declared that all the Sol androids must be locked back into their charging stations. He had entrusted Vincent with the task of ensuring only humans were roaming the ship.

Sol was about to move closer when Cara appeared at Julian’s side, so he ducked out of sight behind the ledge, and listened.

‘We can’t run this ship without the synthoids,’ she was saying.

‘It’s only temporary,’ Julian replied.

‘But for how long?’

‘Until we have answers.’ He pointed out the holo-cams scattered around the room. ‘I’ve made sure the ship’s eyes are closed as well. This needs to be a private meeting.’

‘Well, they’re all wondering why you’ve called this,’ said Cara. ‘We’ve managed to keep it quiet, but I think they know something’s happened.’

Julian nodded silently.

‘And of course, they’re not going to like your solution,’ she continued.

‘I know, but I can’t think of another way. Can you?’ He grasped the railings and raised his voice so it carried around the chamber. ‘I know you were all just settling in for the voyage, but there’s been … I can’t sugarcoat this, I’m sorry. Two of our number have been killed.’

There was a loud murmuring of voices, the sound echoing strangely due to the acoustics of the sphere.

Julian waved his hands to quieten them.

‘Most of you know Oshan and Chantal – they were friends to many of us,’ he began, his voice betraying a slight tremble. ‘Oshan saved my life back in New York.’ He paused, letting the memory settle in the room, then turned his gaze to Cara. ‘And Chantal … she was the glue that held our squad together.’

‘What happened?’ came a call from above.

‘They were murdered,’ he said, raising his voice again.

The murmuring grew louder, and Julian raised his hands to restore order. ‘We’re working to identify who’s responsible, but this will take time. Meanwhile, we must prioritize our safety. I’ve secured the Martian synthoids in the brig, behind a force wall. They’re out of circulation, and if one of them is responsible, we’ll find out in due course. Now comes the difficult part.’ He paused, collecting his thoughts. ‘I need everyone to confine themselves to their assigned quarters. I’ll have to lock the doors from the outside using an override program. No one will be able to access your room from outside.’ As voices rose in protest, he waved his arms to calm them. ‘Please understand, this is for everyone’s safety.’

‘Was it the synthoids?’ a voice shouted from a lower catwalk.

‘It has to be,’ shouted someone else.

Julian leaned on the guardrail. ‘We don’t know anything for sure. Nuavan sent Sol-5 to liberate us. I trust Nuavan – we all did – with our lives.’

‘There’s a War-machine here,’ came a shout. ‘We know what they can do.’

Julian nodded. ‘We’re looking at all the possibilities … all possibilities.’ He left it hanging.

‘Including one of us?’ shouted a voice from above.

‘We can’t discount anything,’ he said to escalating voices, ‘but I assure you we will get to the bottom of this before anyone else is hurt.’

‘That’s going to make everyone paranoid,’ Cara said so only Julian – and Sol – could hear her.

Julian let everyone talk for a couple of minutes, watching the interactions, then when the conversations settled, he raised his voice.

‘I know you all. You’re my family. You’re the best of us. We’re all in this together. I’ll figure this out. I’ll keep us safe. Now go back to your quarters and lock down. I’ll give the all-clear when I can.’

As they started to leave, Cara turned to Julian and shook her head. ‘Nothing good’s going to come of this.’

***

After everyone had dispersed, Sol lingered a few minutes before stepping onto the gantry, thoughts swirling in his head. What could he do next? How could he clear his name and Aria’s? Although uncertainty loomed about Kurk’s and Gen’s potential involvement, he doubted either of them was truly responsible. Determined, Sol resolved to confront Julian directly.

As he made his way to Julian’s quarters, the corridors stretched out eerily empty before him. The absence of others heightened his anxiety about being discovered. Yet he clung to the hope that, if spotted, he could convincingly pass for one of the ship’s Sol models, even though of course all the Sols were supposed to be confined. The silence and solitude of the passage fueled his resolve to uncover the truth, heightening the tension with every silent step.

He stopped outside Julian’s room and paused. He was about to access the mechanism but stopped as he heard voices inside. Cara was there.

He plugged in the access code, but nothing happened. The lock had been disabled. He accessed the ship’s linked security holo-cam and scrolled through the ship’s spaces until he came upon an interior view of Julian’s room.

Julian and Cara were reclining together on a sofa, a half-empty bottle of ship-produced wine beside them on a low table. The room lights were dim, and the ceiling hologram displayed the Milky Way – a shimmering band of creamy white and purple stretching from corner to corner. Clusters of stars twinkled rhythmically like tiny electric lights, while computer-generated gas clouds and nebulae ebbed and flowed in an enchanting dance.

Sol activated the audio.

***

Julian lifted the glass to his lips and then paused, raising it in a toast. ‘Here’s to Oshan and Chantal. And … survival,’ he said morosely, before emptying half the glass in a single swallow.

Cara leaned in and chinked her glass to his. She took a more measured sip, swilling it around in her mouth before swallowing. ‘We need to do more than just survive.’

‘I know, but —’

She pressed a finger against his mouth and shushed him. He smiled and kissed it.

‘What do you think we’ll find when we get there?’ he said.

‘There, meaning Europa?’

‘Yes, I mean, why did they go there?’

‘Beats me,’ Cara said softly. She willed the screen to resume the star field. Low-volume ambient music floated in from hidden speakers.

‘Trying to get me in the mood?’

‘What if I am?’ She smiled.

They set their wine glasses on the table and embraced, their lips meeting in a deep kiss. Julian gently rolled on top of her, fingers threading through her hair and tucking it behind her ears. Her eyes sparkled languidly in response, and she softly caressed the small of his back, drawing him closer.

***

Sol disconnected the stream and wondered what he was feeling.

It’s voyeurism, Sol, that’s what, came Aria’s voice; she clearly had been able to tap into the same stream.

I don’t know what you mean, Sol replied, trying to match her playful tones.

You can’t go in there, she said.

I know, but —

There was a crash from within the room and a shout. Sol flicked the stream back on. The door from the ensuite was open and a shadow was standing there. It moved and there was a glint of a blade. Julian had swept the drinks aside and jumped to his feet. The shadow passed the knife between its hands, feeling the heft of the blade. Its eyes flashed yellow in the dark and it took a step forward and raised the knife. Julian dove with his head low and arms outstretched, reaching for the blade. The shadow moved sideways, slashing the serrated edge toward Julian’s neck with a force that would have decapitated him had it made contact. Instinctively, he jerked back, evading the deadly swipe, but the shadow’s arm struck his face, knocking him to his knees.

Sol knew he had to get into the room. He tried to override the lock, without any success. His ability to enter the electronics had been neutralized. He accessed the video stream once more and watched, helplessly.

Keep trying, Sol! Aria sent, her urgency almost palpable in the digital ether.

The shadow’s knife flashed out again and this time connected with Julian’s biceps tendon. Another slash raked his abdomen; only his enhanced reflexes and speed prevented him from being gutted like a fish. His feet slipped in his own blood, and he just managed to stop from falling by grabbing the end of the bed.

Cara snatched the wine bottle from the table and hurled it at the shadow, who deflected it, shattering glass and spraying wine across the walls. As it was momentarily distracted, Julian seized the opportunity to grab its arm and force it back. His efforts were met with a brutal head-butt, yet he held on desperately. Cara leaped onto the shadow’s back, grasping it in a headlock. She tightened her forearm around its throat and coiled her legs securely around its torso. Under the combined strain from Cara and Julian – the latter putting every ounce of strength into bending its wrists – the knife clattered to the floor. The shadow wrenched its arms free and delivered a punishing blow straight to Julian’s solar plexus, knocking the breath out of him. Gasping for air and doubled over in pain, he was sent sprawling by a fierce kick to the side of his head. He collided with the solid frame of the bed, landing hard and rolling onto his side, coughing in a disoriented haze.

Cara tightened her grip, but the shadow violently tossed her aside. She crashed into the bedside table, which splintered into pieces like kindling. A jagged shard pierced her thigh, sending blood spurting out like a geyser. The shadow calmly retrieved the knife and began flipping it casually between its hands.

Sol gave up trying to override the lock, terminated the stream and sprang toward the door. Six inches of plasticarbon gave way like a bomb going off as he burst through into the room. He rolled and bounded to his feet; his eyes locked onto the other shadow. In one fluid motion he lunged, bringing them both crashing to the ground. They twisted and writhed, entwined like battling pythons. Sol clasped the shadow’s head, exerting every ounce of his strength. A sharp crack and a sickening squelch echoed as the cranium crumpled under his grip. The body jerked once, then lay lifeless. Sol got up, wiped his hands on his tunic and walked slowly toward Cara. Her eyes widened, so he stopped and raised his open hands.

‘Ship, activate room lights,’ he said.

The lights flickered on, revealing a grim scene. Sprawled lifeless on the floor lay a Sol model, its head shattered like a fragile eggshell. A dark, semi-solid goo oozed from its mouth, spreading across the floor in a darkening pool. For a brief moment, the android twitched, as if in a final reflex, before falling completely still. Its once-vibrant eyes turned an opaque, lifeless grey, and the lights on its skull dimmed to nothingness.

Cara looked over at the dead synthoid. ‘Is that …?’ she managed.

‘That is Sol-11. The ship’s medical program,’ Sol said through gritted teeth.

‘The ship’s trying to kill us?’

Sol said nothing.

Julian pushed himself up, coughing into his hand and wiping it on his chest. ‘Are we all in danger?’

Sol put a hand on Cara’s oozing leg wound to stem the bleeding. ‘Let’s get you both to the medical bay.’

‘Is everyone safe?’ Julian repeated, in between painful racking coughs.

Sol nodded. ‘The rest of the passengers are secured in their quarters.’

‘But Sol-11 managed to get into our room … if the ship —’

‘I don’t think it’s the ship,’ Sol said, his eyes narrowing. ‘I’ll explain, but let’s get you stabilized first.’


SHOW ME YOUR PROOF

JULIAN LAY ON THE last functional medical couch, an electronic scanner hovering over him sending data to the console. He twisted his head to read the information as it scrolled along the screen. A tomographic scan of his chest appeared. Metallic structures outlined his spine, and radio-opaque cords and cables ran parallel to his arteries and veins, courtesy of the cybernetic upgrades.

‘Four rib fractures, no pneumothorax,’ Sol said, tapping on the interface to bring up more schematics. ‘Some superficial cuts and abdominal muscle bruising, but no internal bleeding.’

‘You were lucky,’ said Cara. She stood awkwardly next to Julian, her thigh strapped in a polymer gel stocking. ‘We both were.’

‘Thanks to you, Sol,’ said Julian.

Sol nodded a silent acknowledgment.

Cara glanced over at Aria, who was standing silently against the door. ‘Where are Kurk and Gen?’

Aria lifted her head. ‘They’re still in the brig.’

Sol continued his fussing around the screen. ‘Reluctantly, as you can imagine.’

Cara looked unconvinced. ‘How can we be sure they’ll stay there? I mean, you got past the energy wall, didn’t you? In fact, now’s probably the time to tell us how you did that.’

Sol tilted his head toward Aria. ‘The nanorobots.’

‘The ones Gen put in Aria to kill her? I thought they had all been purged.’

‘Sol-11 assumed the purge was complete, but didn’t confirm.’

Aria pushed herself off the wall and folded her arms. ‘When we were in the brig, I reprogrammed the remaining nanorobots in my system and inserted a few thousand of them into the energy field’s control panel. It was poorly cyber-protected, and the shielding was basic – I presume, because it had never been used. The nanorobots temporarily short circuited it.’

Julian frowned again. ‘And you’ve just left the nanorobots in the electronics?’

‘I engaged an apoptosis program. Programmed cell death, known as a suicide switch. They became inert when their job was complete.’

Sol looked up from the console. ‘The energy field is back up and fully operational. Kurk and Gen are locked in, as long as necessary.’

‘And how long will that be?’

‘Until we get to the bottom of this.’

‘Sol thinks that someone was giving Sol-11 instructions,’ said Aria.

‘I thought this was the ship’s medical program?’ said Cara, puzzled.

‘Yes but remember these Sols were golems with no prior programming before you activated them. I think it is possible Sol-11 could have been subsequently influenced or programmed independently,’ Sol said. He gestured to one of the inert holo-screens lining the wall. ‘We can access the mainframe from there. Just give me a moment.’

Julian frowned deeply. ‘Can we trust the ship to tell the truth?’

Cara also looked unhappy. ‘Surely the ship will lie to protect itself and any involvement in these murders.’

Sol shook his head. ‘The ship is not a true artificial consciousness, just an artificial intelligence, with focused, functional directives. I cannot fathom any reason for it to orchestrate murders, or any way for it to do so, without external input.’

‘Could it decline to answer you? Or stonewall?’

‘I doubt it. I should be able to elicit comprehensive, truthful answers to direct questions.’

Julian shrugged. ‘Let’s give it a try.’

Sol’s fingers danced over a virtual control pad and the screen powered up. A spinning 3-D transparent globe appeared, composed of interlocking green lines. Underneath, the word COGNIZ appeared, and the phrase INSERT QUERY.

‘It will be easier if I pull up the ship’s virtual homunculus, so we can talk directly to it,’ Sol said.

After a few more keystrokes the image reformed into a face. It had disproportionately sized lips and a small, malformed skull. The eyes were completely black and unfocused.

‘The homunculus,’ Sol said, standing back from the screen.

‘Ugly bastard,’ said Julian. ‘OK, Sol, ask away.’

Sol inclined his head. ‘Ship, please access operational status for Sol-11.’

The homunculus’s eyes blinked rapidly.

[Sol-11 is currently inactive.]

‘Fucking A,’ said Cara.

Sol frowned at her. ‘I need to establish a baseline. May I continue?’

Cara waved a hand, so Sol turned back to the screen. ‘Please detail activity log for Sol-11 over the last two point five ship hours.’

[The activity log for Sol-11 during that time period is empty.]

Cara looked over at Julian. ‘Empty, how is that possible?’

Julian folded his arms and stared at the homunculus. ‘Why didn’t you inform any of us?’

[When my Sol functionaries are at a recharge station, they are not online and are disconnected. This is normal.]

Sol raised his eyebrows. ‘When was Sol-11 last under your direct control?’

[Immediately prior to take-off.]

Sol glanced back at Julian and Cara. ‘I first communicated with the ship’s medical program at that time. When Aria was brought in there.’

‘Well, that means Sol-11 has been rogue the whole time,’ said Cara.

Sol turned back to the interface. ‘Ship, please compile video footage from the med-lab, dating from when Aria was brought on board.’

[Just a moment.]

More blinking, then:

[Is there a specific time stamp you wish to review?]

Sol thought for a moment and then said, ‘We’ll control the playback.’

Julian folded his arms. ‘You have a theory, don’t you?’

‘Two things are of concern. Firstly, the timing of the nanorobot insertion into Aria, as described by Sol-11. This put the blame squarely onto Gen-12. Secondly, Aria said she found Oshan and summoned Sol-11 for help.’

Aria looked up sharply. ‘What are you saying, Sol? That I am not being truthful?’

‘No, I am certain that you really believe what you said.’

‘But you’re implying …?’

‘What if your reality is not so real?’

The screen blurred and changed its POV to the medical lab and from above the alcove where Sol-11 resided. The time stamp on the bottom of the screen read ST:1135 and counted forward, second by second. Aria could be seen lying on a couch, wires and tubes running from her body to the console. Sol-11 was methodically checking the connections and fixing optical cables to her cranial nodes. A red light was blinking on a monitor behind her head. The other couches were unoccupied.

‘We had just left Earth,’ said Sol. ‘We were approximately one hour and fifty minutes into this flight. At this exact time, I was on the bridge with you all.’ He pointed to a cursor on the top right of the screen. ‘There is a motion detector in the suite, so when someone moves, the stream will indicate here. I believe it was a safety feature to summon the medical program if a patient needed assistance.’

On the screen Sol-11 retreated out of sight into his alcove and the lights dimmed in the suite. The time stamp counted forward, until the motion detector activated. A strip of light appeared as the door to the med-lab opened. A shadow passed in front as someone entered. The door slid closed, and the room darkened again. A figure passed in front of the camera and stopped in front of Aria’s couch. It turned briefly toward the camera, and Sol froze the image.

‘Kurk,’ breathed Aria.

‘What’s he doing?’ said Julian.

The playback continued. Kurk tapped on the monitor’s interface behind Aria. It briefly went dark and then rebooted. He turned and walked toward the camera and to the alcove where Sol-11 was plugged in. Sol-11 stepped forward and stopped in front of Kurk. Sol-11 could be seen to be nodding.

‘Is there no sound?’ said Julian, irritably.

Sol shook his head. On the screen, Kurk stepped to the side and Sol-11 walked past him. He stepped up onto the dais and hid behind the door, blending in with the shadows. Kurk turned on his heel and left the suite.

Sol paused the playback. ‘This is highly suspicious behavior.’

Cara clucked. ‘We need proof.’

Julian agreed. ‘Cara’s right. We don’t know what was said or done.’

‘Why don’t we go and ask Kurk?’ Sol said, not unreasonably.

Cara blew out her cheeks. ‘Let’s fast forward to the time Oshan arrives in the med-lab – unless there are any other visitors before then.’

Julian took a deep breath. ‘Are you okay with that?’

She nodded slowly. ‘I have to be. We both do.’

Sol set the playback going, this time much faster. Nothing happened in the darkened medical suite for fifty-seven minutes and then the door opened again. He switched the playback to run at normal speed.

Oshan staggered through the door, holding a bottle in one hand, and a knife in the other. There was a plastic gel-bandage covering his throat from his altercation with Kurk. He took a drink from the bottle and tripped over the dais. Sol-11 pounced from where he had been hiding. He slammed Oshan into the wall, the impact causing an indentation in the inert plasma screen, cracking plaster and plastic. The synthoid ripped the nearest couch from the floor and flung it at Oshan, who just got his arms up in time to block the impact. He swung the knife in a wild slash, but Sol-11 swayed out of the way and then slammed a fist into the side of Oshan’s head. He followed up with another blow, and another one.

Oshan crumpled to the floor, but Sol-11 seized him, wrenched the knife from his grasp, and plunged it into the center of his chest. Oshan’s hands grasped desperately at the weapon, but the synthoid yanked it back and dealt another swift, brutal stab. Sol-11 waited and watched Oshan’s motionless form for a few seconds and then placed the knife beneath his body. He then crossed the room to Aria’s couch and tapped a few controls on her monitor until it powered down with a low hum. Without a backward glance, he retreated into his alcove station, strategically positioned just beneath the lens of the security camera.

‘What about Aria —?’ began Cara.

‘Wait,’ Sol said, raising a finger.

On screen, Aria was coming round.

She stretched her neck and carefully detached the tubes and cables from the access points around her body. Stepping out of the booth, her eyes widened, and her mouth formed a small ‘o’ shape. Her hands flew to her face as she gasped, rushing over to Oshan’s side and kneeling to check for a pulse with her fingers. After a tense moment, she stood and disappeared from the camera’s view, returning quickly with Sol-11. The medical program approached Oshan, wielding a medical scanner and waving its wand over him. The door opened once more, and Sol hurried in. He dashed to Aria’s side, joining her and Sol-11 in their anxious attempts to assess Oshan’s condition. Shortly after, the door swung open again, and Kurk entered the scene.

Sol froze the playback and there was silence in the room.

Cara wiped her nose with her sleeve.

‘Let’s go and see Kurk,’ said Julian.

***

When they reached the brig Julian stepped purposefully up to the energy barrier that separated him from Kurk. The barrier’s hum intensified, filling the air with a rising pitch as Kurk approached it. Halting just short of the shimmering divide, his gaze locked with Julian’s, a silence charged with tension. No words were exchanged, yet the unspoken communication was palpable.

Julian nodded to Sol, who addressed Kurk in a flat voice. ‘We believe you were responsible for ordering Sol-11 to kill Chantal and Oshan. You inserted a false memory into Aria to cover your tracks and construct a false narrative.’ He glanced at Gen, who was now staring at Kurk with open hostility. ‘You inserted the nanorobots into Aria and instructed Sol-11 to put the blame onto Gen. In the process you almost killed Aria, which was clearly your intention.’

Kurk’s eyes never left Sol. ‘I do not accept this.’

Cara glared at him. ‘We don’t care whether you accept it or not, you murderous bastard. You’ll pay for what you did.’

‘Show me your proof.’

Julian turned on his heel. ‘We should just deactivate him.’

Cara folded her arms. ‘That gets my vote.’

Gen stood. ‘If this is all settled, can you let me out of here now, please?’

Kurk moved closer to the barrier. ‘I did not do this. I am innocent.’

‘We have damning evidence, Kurk. It all fits.’

‘Then I have been framed.’

Cara laughed. ‘Of course you have.’

Kurk pointed at Sol. ‘He can verify what I am saying.’

Julian frowned. ‘Really, how?’

Kurk raised his hands and placed them near the barrier. The buzzing intensified as the field pushed back on him. ‘Sol can look into my mind.’

Julian turned to Sol, skepticism written all over his face. ‘Can he compartmentalize his thoughts so that they are hidden from you?’

Sol tapped a finger on his lips. ‘I do not think so.’

Cara vigorously shook her head. ‘Fuck this, Julian. Let’s just deactivate him.’

Julian hesitated, then said, ‘I think Sol should try. What if —?’

‘What if what? Our friends are dead. This bastard was behind it. He’s guilty as sin.’

Julian scratched his chin. ‘Sol, can you do it from this side of the force-field?’

‘No, I would need to go in there with him.’

‘That’s what he wants,’ blurted Cara. ‘You won’t be safe.’

Sol looked up. ‘Gen and I can handle him. Right, Gen?’

Gen paused, then nodded. ‘Right.’

‘We should all go in,’ Sol said. ‘You are enhanced humanoids. There will be four of us. There’s only one of him.’

Cara shook her head. ‘I’m not going in there.’

Kurk stepped away from the force-field. ‘I give you my word I will be compliant.’

‘I don’t trust you,’ said Cara.

‘If it would help, I will engage a transient shut-down. How long would you need?’

Sol tilted his head sideways. ‘Five minutes at most.’

‘Very well, get on with it,’ Kurk said.

His facial muscles slackened, and his mouth hung slightly open as a pale hue spread across his skin. He slumped forward and slid unceremoniously to the floor. Gen approached and gave him a sharp slap across his cheek. The sound echoed like a rifle shot, and Kurk’s head jerked sideways, rebounding off the wall. She looked over at Sol and nodded. ‘He’s definitely out.’

‘You sure about this?’ Julian said, looking squarely at Sol.

Sol nodded.

Julian accessed the field interface, and the barrier dissolved away with a decrescendo hum.

‘I’m staying this side,’ said Cara. ‘I’ve got the firearm.’

‘You know how to re-establish the force-field if things go sideways?’

‘Yes, but make sure they don’t.’

Julian and Sol approached Kurk, and with precision Sol placed his fingers on Kurk’s temples. Concentrating deeply, he navigated Kurk’s mind, deftly bypassing firewalls and neurological cul-de-sacs. Methodically, he input a series of commands and directions to get to where he needed.

Then, he was in.


KURK

THE TWELVE WAR-MACHINES STOOD silently in a darkened room with a low ceiling. Naked but for diaper-like undergarments, they stood to attention, their eyes focused straight ahead, arms by their sides. Floating globes cast a coruscating light, and spider-like shadows flickered off the walls.

A man strode along the line, meticulously inspecting and assessing each individual. Tall and portly, he was clad in gleaming silver body armor from head to toe. His shaved head glistened, dotted with cybernetic implants and phosphorescent nodes. As he moved, he smiled and nodded slowly, pausing occasionally to gently caress a cheek or brush against an arm. Reaching the end of the line, he pivoted on his heel and beamed.

‘They are magnificent, Nuavan. The best you have made. Finally, your children are perfect.’

Nuavan, dressed in a simple white smock, stood flanked by two guards. Her head was bowed, her hands behind her back.

‘Thank you, Mr President.’

President Teschner pursed his lips and walked toward her. He stopped and looked down, daring her to look up. She continued to stare at the floor. He took hold of her chin with his hand and tipped her face up, so she had to look at him. Her ruby-colored eyes were defiant.

‘Let’s see,’ he said.

He turned back to the twelve and pointed to the nearest. ‘You. Step forward.’

The War-machine broke ranks and took a couple of steps out of the line.

Teschner straightened up, fixing a piercing gaze on him. ‘What is your designation, soldier?’

‘I am Kurk-1,’ came the response, firm and unwavering.

‘What is your special directive?’ Teschner continued.

‘To hunt down and terminate the Disenfranchised leadership,’ Kurk-1 replied without hesitation.

The president’s lips curled into a satisfied smile. ‘And who is your leader, Kurk-1?’

‘You are. I pledge allegiance to you and you alone,’ Kurk-1 affirmed, his voice resonating with unwavering loyalty.

The president clapped his hands together, a broad smile spreading across his face. ‘Excellent, excellent.’ He then turned to Nuavan, his expression expectant. ‘You made that directive irreversible, as I instructed?’

Nuavan nodded confidently. ‘I did.’

‘What about the other synthoids?’ he inquired further.

Nuavan shook her head. ‘At this time, only the War-machines have been programmed this way.’

His smile faded into a scowl. ‘And why is that?’

‘You wanted a warrior synthoid, so that’s what I created,’ Nuavan explained. ‘The War-machines’ base programming is the least complex compared to the other lines. Altering a fundamental operating directive is not straightforward once they’ve been activated.’

‘What about the Sol model?’ the president pressed.

‘I’m working on them,’ Nuavan replied, ‘but it will take time.’

‘Time is not on my side, Nuavan.’

‘The Sols, like the other lines, will simply follow your orders,’ she reassured him.

His eyes fixed on her with an unwavering, intense glare. ‘If I find out otherwise, it will cost you your life.’

At this Nuavan raised her head, defiantly. ‘You need me. You always will.’

The president’s hand flashed out to strike her, but just as fast her hand whipped up and caught his wrist. He tugged it but could not move it. He locked eyes with her and for thirty seconds neither of them spoke and neither let go of the other’s hand. Finally, he laughed and pulled his hand away.

‘Very good, very good.’ He gestured to the guards. ‘Take her back to her quarters.’


LESSER OF TWO EVILS?

SOL SLOWLY LIFTED HIS hand from Kurk’s face and sat back on his haunches. He took a deep breath and looked up. ‘He did it.’

Cara pushed herself off the wall and pointed the pistol at Kurk. ‘Right, move away.’

‘It wasn’t his fault. He was programmed to do what he did.’

‘By whom?’ she said, her face a mask of disbelief.

Sol paused, then: ‘Nuavan.’

‘Bullshit,’ said Julian.

‘Under instructions from President Teschner of the Combined United States,’ continued Sol.

Cara shook her head. ‘That rat bastard.’

‘I saw Nuavan, in Kurk’s mind. She was subservient to Teschner. He was a fully upgraded cyborg.’ Sol stood and stretched. ‘He threatened to have her killed.’

Julian started to pace. ‘Perhaps the War-machines were the ones who kidnapped Nuavan.’

Cara nodded. ‘Makes sense. They were all there at the end.’

Julian looked down at Kurk, his eyes hooded. ‘Kurk was there. All his line were there. Protecting the president and the rest of his cyborgified Elites. But the question is – why is Kurk still trying to kill us? I thought the EMP rebooted you all.’

Sol pursed his lips. ‘The program to kill the Disenfranchised leadership must still be active, despite the EMP. Nuavan may have hardwired it, otherwise it should have been erased like everything else.’

‘OK well, we need to permanently deactivate him,’ said Cara. Her jaw was set and the muscles in her cheek bunched.

‘Wait, Cara. I guess you could say he was … is … a Manchurian Candidate.’

Sol frowned. ‘A what?’

Julian stood. ‘A sleeper agent. Programmed to kill, without knowing it and unable do anything about it.’

Sol nodded. ‘That would be my assessment, too. I have not detected any overt misdirection in his manner, and I have done superficial neurological scans … for what it’s worth.’

Cara walked over to Julian and got in his face. ‘You’re going to forgive him for what he’s done? Let him get away with murder?’

Julian held up a hand. ‘Easy, Cara. Teschner is the enemy, not Kurk.’

They locked stares for another thirty seconds, neither giving way until Cara sighed and folded her arms. ‘Well, can we reprogram him?’

Julian looked at Sol. ‘We’re certainly going to need all the help we can get at our destination … Sol, what do you think?’

Sol gave a little head waggle. ‘I am not sure that is going to be easy. What if it requires a full reboot?’

‘Sort of like back to factory settings?’

‘Yes, there would be no memories. What use would he be then?’

Cara puffed out her cheeks. ‘The lesser of two evils?’

‘Cara, it would be like a lobotomy,’ said Julian. ‘That’s not ethical. Not who we are.’

Cara’s face darkened. ‘Kurk’s not human, Julian.’

Julian glanced at Sol, who returned his gaze silently. ‘They’re sentient lifeforms, Cara,’ he said, ‘and we’d be murdering him.’

Gen looked doubtful. ‘I don’t think it will be possible anyway. There would need to be a formal neuro-extraction, and this ship doesn’t have that equipment.’

Sol sighed. ‘I fear Gen is correct.’

Kurk’s head jerked slightly and his eyes fluttered open as he took a ragged breath, followed by a low groan. His gaze swept the confines of the brig, though it was unfocused and glassy. Disorientation clouded his expression, and he struggled to concentrate on his surroundings. After a moment, he blinked rapidly, clearing some of the haze, and wiped a hand across his mouth, as if grounding himself in reality.

‘Did you find what you needed?’ he said, his speech a bit slurred.

‘We found out you killed our friends,’ said Cara. She stood with one hand on her hip, and the other pointing the gun lazily in his direction.

Kurk made to get up, but Julian held out a hand. ‘You have an installed base program to kill me and the rest of the Disenfranchised leadership, which is still active. You were not yourself.’

Sol squatted down next to Kurk. ‘I saw you pledge your allegiance to Victor Teschner the president of the Combined United States. The de-facto leader of the Global Elites, and … our commander. You and the rest of your line. In front of our creator – Nuavan.’

‘We’re deciding what to do with you,’ said Julian. ‘We can’t trust you. The program could reactivate at any time, and therefore all humans on board are at risk. We can’t allow that to happen.’

Kurk’s mouth curled down. ‘What about Gen and Sol? Perhaps they also have a hidden program?’

Sol shook his head. ‘Only the Kurks, at least based on what I could extract from your mind.’

‘What if we put him in forced abeyance?’ suggested Julian. ‘Immobilized as well.’

Cara grimaced. ‘The ship controls the cryosleep modules. Kurk was using the ship’s AI to kill us. How do we know that it won’t just free him while we’re all asleep?’

Julian blew out his cheeks. ‘We don’t know that, so we won’t sleep. At least not all at the same time. It’s less than a week to Europa.’ He looked at Kurk. ‘But you’re going back to the brig, under guard.’


WE’VE COME ALL
THIS WAY

JUPITER FILLED THE FORWARD viewscreens, eclipsing the distant sun. It appeared as a black circle outlined by a white rim as the ship approached from the dark side. The great red spot and all its swirling cloud patterns were invisible. Its thin faint ring system could just be seen at the edge, and a striking blue aurora centered on its north magnetic pole flickered with atmospheric electricity.

Julian brought up a CG orrery of the Jovian system, consisting of an oval volume divided into cells by a network of green lines. At one end was a representation of the ship, and at the other end were sixty moons, the Galilean ones highlighted in stark orange.

‘We passed Ganymede sixty minutes ago so should be coming up on Europa shortly,’ he announced. ‘Distance … one hundred and seventy thousand kilometers.’

The ship buffeted slightly, and Sol activated the far-spectrum diagnostics. Jupiter’s magnetosphere became holographically outlined by the ship’s computer. The bubble-like region around the planet was an enormous magnetic field, about twenty thousand times stronger than Earth’s.

Julian tapped a finger on his lips. ‘Sol, we appear to be angling head on into the magnetic plasma sheet. Is that safe?’

Sol examined the incoming data. ‘The plasma sheet contains charged particles from the solar wind that have been trapped to form a disk. I have adjusted our course slightly to compensate for any ionization effects. There should be no danger.’

Red lights lit up one of the floating interface consoles above Julian. Cara, sitting next to him, beckoned the console over to her station. Her fingers danced on a virtual keyboard, bringing up new data from the forward sensors. ‘There is an object of sorts, bearing three-five-five mark 5. It has actively scanned us, and I can detect weapon signatures.’

Julian turned sharply. ‘What sort of weapon —?’

The ship bucked dramatically, and the gravity compensators strained to arrest the rolling motion. On the main screen space appeared blurred due to the forward shields that had automatically intensified. The noise of the ship’s engines increased as it began evasive maneuvers.

‘The weapon has locked on to us,’ Sol shouted above the din.

Cara’s fingers flew over her control interfaces. ‘Thank you, Captain Obvious,’ she muttered. ‘The shield is being drained. Once it drops, we will be ripped apart.’

‘Countermeasures, ship, please,’ said Julian, his voice low and controlled.

A pattern of red beams etched away from the ship, downshifting as they gouged their way through the plasma sheet. A flare of white light appeared in the darkness, and abruptly the noise of the engines dissipated and silence returned to the bridge.

‘Did we hit it?’ said Cara.

‘We hit something,’ Sol said, sifting through the incoming data.

‘That was almost too easy. What was it?’ said Julian.

‘I am not certain, but perhaps on full magnification we might see something. The source is approximately seventy-five thousand five hundred kilometers from Europa and currently sitting at the Lagrange point between Jupiter and Europa.’

‘Europa has a Lagrange point?’ asked Cara.

‘Yes, but an object at Europa’s Lagrange point would actually be pulled more strongly by Ganymede for a good part of its orbit. Each moon makes the Lagrange points of the others incredibly unstable.’

‘Something is keeping that weapon platform in place,’ said Julian. ‘It must have a power source other than the weapon. Is it the other ship? Can we get a look at it?’

Sol squinted at the screen. ‘We will need to get much closer.’

Cara raised her eyebrows. ‘Seriously? That thing nearly killed us.’

Vincent, sitting in one of the other chairs around the central dais, raised his hand. ‘I’m with Cara on this one. I vote we plot a course that takes us as far away from it as possible.’

Julian shook his head. ‘We can’t do that. We’ve come all this way, and we’re going to ignore it?’

‘If we’re gonna survive, yes,’ said Vincent.

Julian leaned toward Sol. ‘Forward defensive shields at full intensity and get prepared for more evasive maneuvers. Anything on passive sensors?’

‘Nothing of note. Shall I send out a low intensity active pulse?’

Julian considered this for a few seconds, then: ‘Go ahead.’

Sol sent out a sensory pulse, tendrils of enquiry at the speed of light. ‘There is a dampening field absorbing our sensors. I don’t believe we’ll get any worthwhile data until we are within visual range.’

‘How long will that be?’

‘We are decelerating, and our current velocity is fifteen thousand, five hundred and ninety kilometers per hour. The object should within the range of our forward optics in three point two hours.’

Vincent looked over, his face showing worry. ‘What if it’s that big alien ship?’

‘I don’t think so,’ said Sol. ‘The alien vessel was over a hundred kilometers in length. We would be able to see something that size from here.’

Julian nodded slowly. ‘Okay, let’s proceed.’

Sol locked the co-ordinates into the ship’s navigation and engaged the drive. The screen ahead showed a small red square, indicating their destination.

‘Eyes open, everyone,’ said Julian. ‘This is going to be a long three hours.’

***

There had been no further attacks, but none of them had relaxed. Aria remained on the bridge for a while, ostensibly to give an update on Kurk’s status, but she had spent more time next to Sol’s station than he felt she’d needed to. She had sat on the armrest and rested her hand over his while they talked, her voice soft yet animated. She smiled often, and he felt himself responding in kind. He moved closer to her in the chair and felt more relaxed and comfortable. His thoughts flitted between surprise and confusion. Occasionally he caught the humans watching them, and he was sure Vincent winked before returning his attention to his own station.

When the ship announced that the object was in range of its optics, Julian activated the front screen. Jupiter was encroaching from the side and the black shadow of Europa was visible on its edge, just adjacent to the Great Red Spot. But of more interest was a twinkling blur in the center of the star field.

‘Enhance that area please,’ he said, leaning forward.

Sol gave the command, and the screen zoomed and refocused.

‘There she is,’ whispered Cara.

On the screen was the other ship. The one identical to the one they had commandeered. The ship the Elites had used to leave Earth. It appeared damaged: its white skin was pockmarked with black smears and one of the tail trifold spars was missing. It was slowly rotating on its vertical axis as it drifted.

‘Vessel bearing two seven eight point five mark seven. Closing velocity forty-six hundred kilometers per hour,’ Sol announced.

Julian looked at Cara. ‘Confirm, and what’s our time to intercept?’

She squinted at her instruments. ‘Confirmed. Intercept in eight minutes. However, it is also moving slowly, possibly under its own power.’

Julian stroked his chin. ‘Hail them?’

Vincent nodded and tapped his screen. ‘Hailing … no response.’

Julian looked at Sol and raised his eyebrows. Sol shrugged.

‘Hail them again,’ he said.

Vincent did so and shook his head. ‘Still no response.’

‘Are our forward shields fully activated?’

Cara nodded, concentrating hard. ‘Yes, and weapons now online and locked on target.’

Julian looked at Sol. ‘What’re your thoughts?’

‘The vessel is powered down but moving,’ he replied. ‘No energy emissions, which is hard to reconcile. I’m not reading any life forms. No indication of active weapons systems either.’

‘Yet they did fire on us.’

‘Perhaps our shot disabled their weapons?’

Julian chewed on a fingernail. ‘Okay, let’s try something. Course correction to point eight. Heading two four five mark seven. Apply forward maneuvering jets and glide in unpowered. Let’s see what they do.’

Sol gave the commands, and the ship shuddered with the firing of the jets. On the screen the other ship moved slowly to the side as they turned. ‘We are altering course. No response from them so far. It’s still drifting on the same heading.’

‘Bring us on a parallel course to the side and then come in from behind.’

Minutes ticked off: they slid around the other ship. Sol steadied himself and scrutinized the screen as they closed in. He had to grasp the handrails around the elevated dais as zero gravity had returned. The closer they got more evidence of damage to the ship appeared. A buckled edge to the wing. Carbon scoring around one of the engine spurs. There were no lights or movement from the windows that lined the upper decks.

‘Is that the docking hatch?’ said Julian as they swung around behind the ship. A circular protuberance a couple of meters in diameter jutted out from below the tail.

‘Yes, I believe so,’ Sol said.

‘Looks intact.’

Cara’s lips tightened. ‘You’re not thinking …’

Julian nodded grimly. ‘I certainly am. Sol, can you perform a docking maneuver?’

Sol had already located the procedure for manual docking and uploaded it. ‘Yes. We will be inverted and connecting tail to tail.’

He inputted the commands, and their ship started to spin on its long axis as the maneuvering thrusters gave little bursts of energy. The viewscreen confirmed they were turning upside down – even though there was no upside or downside in space – relative to the other ship.

‘Check approach mechanics and relative velocities,’ Julian said to Cara.

Cara had her control panel up and was leaning forward, her concentration intense. ‘Approach optimized; programmed multiple engine burns to fine-tune speed and altitude.’

‘Copy that,’ Sol said. He jiggled the thrusters to further align the spacecraft within a few hundred meters of the other ship. Being upside down had no bearing on his orientation, as the docking port had three-sixty-degree symmetry. He aligned the ports exactly along the docking axis and the ship initiated a gentle contact with the port at a speed of a few centimeters per second. ‘Engaging magnets for soft hold. Firing latching mechanism … now.’ A loud clunk could be felt through the ship as the latching mechanisms engaged fully, securing the connection. Additional hooks, bolts and mechanical locks ensured a robust connection, and they were attached.

‘Checking docking port seals. Establishing electrical, data and fluid connections,’ said Cara. ‘Locked on and secure.’

‘Okay, let’s go take a look,’ said Julian, brightly.

‘Equalizing pressure between ships to prepare for hatch opening,’ Sol said.

‘Wait: does that ship have atmosphere?’ Vincent said.

Sol pulled up the sensor information. ‘I think so … Yes, although a couple of the compartments, particularly the upper-deck passageways, are open to vacuum. The main areas including the bridge and engineering are sealed and I am reading an oxygen/nitrogen/CO2 mix that is analogous to our own.’

Cara frowned. ‘After twenty-seven years? Wouldn’t they have run out of air by now?’

‘Maybe there’s no one on board to breathe it,’ said Julian, darkly.


THE SPIDER

JULIAN AND SOL STOOD before the airlock, antigravity boots sticking them to the floor as Aria and Cara floated around and fussed with their suits. They were a high-tech mobility device consisting of two parts: a lower torso assembly and a hard upper torso. Sol stepped into the LTA carefully, pulling it up to his waist, and Aria secured the HUT to it. His arms were inserted into the sleeves, and he flexed the joints, ensuring they were correctly positioned. Aria spun the wrist rings and he donned the gloves, which snapped into the rings.

I don’t need this suit, he sent to Aria as she lifted the helmet and gently placed it onto the HUT’s neck ring.

Just go with the flow, she replied, trying not to smile. Besides, it will give you more protection.

Against what?

She gave him a look. Against whatever or whoever might still be on that ship.

Julian tapped Sol on the shoulder, his face partially hidden by the visor. He flicked a switch, and it lifted so that Sol could see him. He was smiling broadly, his eyes wide. ‘How good is this?’ he said. ‘I always wanted to be an astronaut.’

Cara gave his helmet a playful slap. ‘Buckle up, soldier.’ She checked the controls on his chest monitor. ‘Pressure test, check. Confirm, life-support systems are operational, oxygen flow, carbon dioxide scrubbing, temperature control and communication systems. All green.’

‘Check,’ he replied, clipping a Moser pistol on his belt.

‘Do I get one of those?’ Sol said, not unreasonably.

Cara gave a snort and ignored him. She stepped away and accessed the airlock interface. ‘Depressurization under your control.’

Julian gave the thumbs up and opened the inner door to the airlock.

‘Be careful Julian,’ she said, more sternly.

‘We will,’ Sol said, pointedly.

They stepped through and the door closed behind them.

‘Chamber is sealed,’ Sol announced, checking the panel.

‘Depressurizing now,’ Julian said.

There was a hiss of gas and Sol felt the material of the suit compress his arms. Then the airlock opened on the matching chamber in the other ship. Beyond the threshold the light faded rapidly, cloaking everything in an inky, opaque blackness. Julian took a step forward and accessed the data coming from his suit’s external sensors.

‘Air is breathable,’ he said. ‘And it’s not cold. Life-support systems are definitely still working in this area. Should be safe to remove helmets.’

They unclipped and unsealed the helmets and visors and placed them on the floor by the airlock. Crisp, cool, slightly damp air enveloped them. A slow, steady drip of water from a ceiling vent was the only sound, each drop creating a rhythmic pattern as it hit a small pool.

‘The artificial gravity generator must still be working,’ Julian whispered. ‘Now, why would that be if it’s deserted?’

He activated a flashlight beam on his shoulder, and the glow sliced through the darkness in a narrow cone, highlighting a smooth, human-sized passage.

‘The engine room is through there,’ Sol said, indicating to the end of the passage where the darkness returned.

Julian unclipped his pistol, and they set off, walking up the walls to orient themselves the right way to the upside-down ship. Every sound seemed amplified in the hushed silence, each footstep a sharp echo. Shadows danced in the periphery of their vision, giving the impression of movement just beyond the reach of the flashlight.

The door to the engine room was open. Sol strained to hear anything, but there was only the plinky-plonk of the dripping water now behind them. He activated his suit’s flashlight, and their twin beams shone through the doorway. It led directly on to one of the gantries surrounding the antimatter drive, which was now eerily just visible, its white sphere glistening like a golf ball. The rotating arms and plasma conduits were motionless and the whole mechanism looked completely inert, like sculpture.

There was a control panel and interface section along the gantry, and Sol sat down and took off a glove. He ran his hand over the controls, sending an inquiry and status report. There was a brief delay before the panel lit up and figures and numbers started to run down the screen. A schematic appeared showing the internal spaces and walkways through the giant ship. The rest of the holo-display became a chaotic mosaic of information, with a dizzying array of windows, panels and icons. Lines upon lines of code in various colors, each indicating different variables, functions and comments ticker-taped along the bottom. Cryptic text scrolled rapidly, and warning messages flashed by.

‘The ship’s not seriously damaged,’ Sol announced after scrutinizing the data. ‘It was powered down a long time ago, after whatever happened. There’s still enough stored fuel to restart the engines, if needed.’

Julian pursed his lips. ‘Can you access ship-wide sensors? Look for life signs or anything out of the ordinary?’

‘Do you really think someone is still on board? After all this time?’

‘Well, someone certainly fired on us. Check anyway. And check the status of the cryogenic pods and the synthoid stations.’

Sol scrolled between screens until he found the appropriate status board. All the pods were empty. He then scrolled on until he came to the crew manifest. He frowned at the screen as the data appeared. ‘According to this, there should be twenty Sol models on board.’

He brought up the synthoid quarters. Twenty empty charging stations, all inactive. He was about to scroll down when Julian leaned forward and pointed at the screen. There was a blinking yellow light coming from one of the empty charging stations.

‘What’s that?’

Sol zoomed the camera in; there was a blackened sphere sitting in the space where a Sol would be. A yellow diode situated on its equator was blinking and circling like a moon orbiting its planet. ‘I can’t determine the nature of that object from here,’ he said.

Julian frowned deeply. ‘And you’re sure there are no life signs anywhere?’

‘As sure as I can be.’

‘Okay, let’s go check it out. Wait!’ A dark shadow moved just off camera and spindly fingers appeared to brush over the adjacent charging station. ‘Pan the cameras around?’

Sol accessed the camera again and the image slowly rotated around the room. The stations were all empty.

‘I saw something,’ he said.

***

Julian and Sol stood before the door to the synthoid quarters in the dimly lit corridor. Sol felt strange, and his breathing seemed heavy, as if the very atmosphere was weighed down. He couldn’t shake the sense that eyes were watching him from the shadows, and he was reluctant to take a step forward. His throat felt tight, almost as if an invisible hand was squeezing, constraining every gulp of air.

‘Sol, you okay?’ said Julian, watching him intently. ‘You look like you’ve seen a ghost.’

‘I don’t know. My mind is suddenly full of … irrational possibilities.’

Julian cracked a smile. ‘That’s those emotions we were talking about earlier. You know, the ones Aria says you’re developing.’

‘I am feeling something, but I’m not sure I like it.’

‘You’ll be fine. Shall we?’ Julian said, gesturing to the door.

Sol nodded so Julian pulled the Moser pistol from his belt and stepped aside to give him room. Sol took a breath and sent the code into the door’s mechanism. It slowly slid open from bottom to top, and a strip of soft yellow light encroached onto the darkened corridor. There was no sound, save for the creaking of the ship as it flexed in the Jovian gravitational well.

Julian held the pistol out two handed and crabbed sideways through the doorway, flattening himself against the near wall. He swung the pistol sideways, his flashlight illuminating the empty alcoves and charging stations one by one. Shadows lurked and moved almost of their own accord.

‘There’s that anomaly,’ said Sol.

Julian squinted in the darkness and aimed the flashlight at the alcove where a yellow light flickered metronomically. It was coming from a sphere the size of a football. It was dull black and seemed to absorb the flashlight’s beam without reflection. The light encircled its equator every second like a turbocharged satellite.

‘What do you think it is?’ said Sol.

‘Let’s go check it out. Stay alert.’

They inched their way along the corridor, taking in every nook, every cranny, their eyes moving constantly. When they arrived at the alcove, Julian kneeled to examine the sphere while Sol stood guard. He pulled his glove off and cautiously touched its north pole, avoiding breaking the path of the circling yellow light. It was warm to the touch, and gave off a gentle, silent, vibration. He shone his flashlight all over its surface, which exhibited dimpling like a golf ball. There were no areas that looked different, or resembled switches or access ports. The circling light seemed to have no clear source.

He glanced up at Sol. ‘Want to give it a try?’

Sol kneeled and sent a mental pulse to the probe but received nothing in return. He pulled his glove off and gently placed his fingers over the north pole; like Julian, he avoided interrupting the encircling equatorial light. The vibration thrummed through his hand, and he isolated the waveforms automatically, sensing patterns and refractions in the underlying electronics. As if reacting to his investigation, the small globe began to hum more loudly, lifting into the air as its light started to strobe with heightened intensity. Startled by the sudden change, Sol quickly withdrew his fingers and rocked back onto his haunches, anxiously staring at the probe’s vibrant display.

‘What’ve you done?’ said Julian.

Sol glanced around the room, his gaze darting toward every shadowy corner. He felt anxiety swelling within him and blinked, trying to dispel the uneasy sensation. ‘I might have … activated it,’ he said, trying to keep his voice steady.

‘What do you think it is?’

‘I’m not certain, but it appears to be some kind of … sentry drone.’ He grasped Julian’s arm. ‘I think we should go back to the ship.’

Julian shook his head. ‘We’re not done yet. Not by a long shot.’

‘But there’s nothing here,’ insisted Sol.

‘We need to get to the bridge,’ replied Julian, firmly. He pointed at the sphere. ‘Is that – thing – going to stop us?’

‘I don’t think so. Although I can’t be certain —’

The flashing yellow light stopped and turned red. Its equatorial journey promptly ceased, and it now flashed vertically into Sol’s face. He moved back, still on his haunches, but the light continued to track him.

‘Sol …?’ whispered Julian.

‘I am receiving … a message,’ he replied. He blinked rapidly as he assimilated the data stream. The light flashed amber and then went out and there was a faint decrescendo hum as the sphere powered down. ‘The message is from Nuavan,’ he breathed.

Julian’s eyes widened. ‘What did she say?’

‘She has given us co-ordinates … on the surface of Europa.’

‘That’s great. But what else? I mean, what happened here, and what’s going on?’

‘We should leave, and I could replay the whole message on our ship.’

Julian’s lips tightened. ‘Tell me now, Sol.’

Sol shook his head and glanced around the room, once again focusing on every shadow, every darkened alcove. ‘At the end of the message, Nuavan said, “Go quickly, they have left a spider behind.”’

‘Shit,’ said Julian. ‘Let’s get the fuck out of here.’

‘What’s a spider?’ asked Sol, accessing his memory banks and coming up with nothing.

‘An automated defense system,’ said Julian, his jaw clenched. ‘Hunter-Killers. The Elites left them behind at instillations, tunnels and the like, waiting for us.’

‘Like a fixed gun emplacement?’

Julian shook his head. ‘Mobile, fast, deadly and fully independent. They use a kind of psych-ops by telepathically projecting images and instilling sensations of fear designed to distract the enemy. That may explain your anxiety, Sol.’

‘What do these spiders look like?’

‘Anything they choose.’

***

They ran down the passageway, shadows dancing along the walls, flickering in the pale light of their flashlights. To Sol, the air seemed thick with adrenaline, punctuated by the distant echoes of ghostly whispers. Every hurried step echoed ominously, amplifying his fear as the cold, clammy air seeped into his skin. The dark seemed to press in from all sides, and the eerie feeling of unseen eyes watching their every move grew stronger with each heartbeat.

Julian skidded to a halt and Sol bumped into him, nearly knocking them both over. Along the corridor all the doors to the remaining cabins were sliding upward, rectangles of white light expanding onto the floor like a pedestrian crossing.

Julian unholstered his pistol and put his finger to his lips. He pressed Sol behind him with his arm. Sol strained his ears and heard a scratching noise coming from one of the rooms. He couldn’t place which one. Then he heard servos whirring and the hissing of hydraulic joints.

Out of the second doorway emerged a nightmare creature. It skittered toward them, fangs glistening with venom under the dim light of Jupiter oozing from the windows. A flurry of spindly legs swept down, attempting to impale Julian, who rolled to the side in a desperate bid to avoid being crushed. With a cry of determination, he fired the pistol into the underbelly of the beast. The creature thrashed in agony, but its strength was formidable; it managed to ensnare Julian in a web of sticky silk, pinning him to the ground.

Sol brought his hands to his face and uttered a silent scream. His heart pounded in his chest, and it felt like it was going to burst through. He felt dizzy and staggered back against the wall to stop from falling over.

‘Sol, it’s not real!’ shouted Julian. ‘Telepathic psycho-terror. Reboot!’

Sol blinked and the scene blurred away, and he saw Julian pointing his pistol at an eight-legged automaton. Black and glistening, it advanced with mechanical precision and swung a metallic arm with unnerving speed, barely missing Julian as he rolled to the side. Sol felt the air whoosh past him, and he dropped to the floor. Julian closed the space between the automaton and lashed out with a high kick, his boot connecting with its midsection. The impact left a visible dent but seemed to do little to faze it. Adapting quickly, another limb flashed out and knocked the pistol from Julian’s grip, the gun spinning to land at Sol’s feet. He reached for the pistol; the creature’s sensors homed in on his movement and it lashed out, hitting him high on his chest and bouncing him into the passageway wall.

His vision blurred again, and the creature advanced on him, its mandibles click-clacking and its yellow eyes fixing him with a deadly stare. Sol found that he was holding a spear, a six-foot-long metallic pole with a barbed sharpened end. He thrust the spear forward, sword-fighting the flicking legs until it started to retreat. Summoning all his courage, he clambered onto the creature’s back, dealing blow after blow with the spear until he struck a vulnerable spot. With a final, ear-splitting scream, the creature convulsed and collapsed, its massive body quivering in death.

Again, as quickly before, Sol’s vision changed. He was astride the automaton, holding his pistol, which was glowing red. The robot’s cranium was crushed and melted by the force of his blows and the pistol’s energy beams. Grey smoke partially obscured the corridor, and a pungent odor of burned circuits assaulted his olfactory sensors. He carefully stepped over it and willed his retinae to amplify the available photons. The corridor became crystal clear, and he saw Julian lying against the open doorway. He rushed over and dropped to a crouch and breathed a sigh of relief as Julian opened his eyes and gave a crooked smile.

‘Thanks, Sol. But next time try and avoid shooting at the windows?’

Sol looked at where Julian was staring. There was a line of carbon scoring along the walls that terminated on one of the windows, which was cratered and cracked. There was a quiet hiss: the atmosphere was starting to be sucked out into vacuum.

‘Let’s get the hell out of here.’


NUAVAN’S MESSAGE

AS SOON AS THEY were through the airlock, Julian uncoupled the ships. In the cold expanse of space, the ship drifted away slowly and silently, its engines humming at a barely perceptible frequency. Outside was the endless canvas of Jupiter’s swirling nebulae and roiling storms, but on the bridge, the low lights of the control panels glowed softly, casting a gentle luminescence across the faces of the humans, who moved about with quiet precision.

Sol interfaced with the ship’s comm system and analyzed the data he had downloaded. ‘It is a visual message,’ he said, looking up at Julian and Cara.

‘Let’s see it then,’ said Julian, failing to keep the anticipation out of his voice.

The bridge doors swished and Aria entered, followed by Gen. Bringing up the rear was Kurk.

Sol glanced up, worried. Why is Kurk out of the brig?

Aria gave a half smile. He’s fine.

Vincent, slouched in one of the acceleration couches, pulled his Moser pistol and lazily pointed it at Kurk. He frowned over at Julian, who also had his hand hovering over his holstered pistol.

Aria raised her hands. ‘Please relax, everyone. I have successfully deleted the program from Kurk’s memory. He’s no longer a threat to anyone.’

Sol walked over to Kurk and looked up at him. Kurk’s eyes were guileless, and he gave a half smile before turning to the humans. ‘I have no words for my actions, other to say I was not myself. I hope to be of assistance to this mission.’

Sol raised his hand to Kurk’s face and, getting no resistance, spread his fingers over his temple. His eyes closed as he performed a sensory sweep. After a few seconds, he opened his eyes and removed his hand.

‘I think Aria is correct,’ he said. ‘The Manchurian program and its neurological pathways are no longer present.’ He squinted at Aria. ‘I didn’t know you were capable of doing that.’

She shrugged and smiled. ‘Learning new skills is important, is it not?’

‘The nanorobots again?’

‘Useful little creatures.’

Julian beckoned for Vincent to put his gun down. He did so, reluctantly, but kept his eyes fixed on Kurk. Julian took his seat and swung it around to face the holographic projector, which was between the two pilot stations.

‘Play it, Sol,’ he said.

Sol nodded and activated the projector.

Nuavan materialized before them, causing Julian to inhale sharply. She wore a sleek spacesuit, the helmet absent, revealing her striking features as she stood in one of the synthoid stations on the opposing ship. Her eyes shone with a deep ruby hue, and intricate cybernetic implants were etched elegantly down her cheeks. Subtle elevated crests hinted at their path from her brow to her temples, and series of lights flickered rhythmically, reminiscent of runway lamps.

‘She has many new cybernetic enhancements,’ observed Sol, dryly.

‘Let’s hear her out,’ whispered Julian.

Sol ran the message.

‘Hello, Julian. If you are receiving this then Sol got my message to you, and you managed to follow us here, to Europa. Also, I have to assume you survived the Spider that they left for you. I tried to de-activate it but didn’t have time or I would have been caught. But thankfully, you are here. I am not sure how long it took you to get here …’

Vincent gave a short laugh. ‘Try decades.’

Julian irritatedly shushed him and leaned further in toward the hologram.

‘I don’t have long, and don’t want them to find me sending this message. Time is short here, and we are heading into Europa now.’

‘Into Europa?’ said Sol.

‘I am still a prisoner of the Elites, and specifically Victor Teschner. I have resisted his demand of further cybernetic augmentations for him and his followers. I told them I do not have the facilities on this ship, and, so far, they believe me. However, I have begun to secretly upgrade myself, and the ship’s synthoid crew. They will become sentient and independent of the ship before long. I had hoped I could initiate a coup d’etat before we arrived here, but there is no time now. It is too late to prevent what may happen, but it will not end well for the Elites.’

Cara tapped a finger on her chin thoughtfully. ‘Why them? Why not end well for her too? Isn’t she, literally, in the same boat?’

The image shifted to an external view of the ship carrying Nuavan, Teschner and his remaining Elites. It drifted silently behind Earth’s far side just as the huge alien spaceship broke orbit, leaving the system. Cloaked in darkness, they observed the shard accelerate past the moon on a heading which took it toward Jupiter.

‘As we hid, we watched our world burn,’ Nuavan said softly.

A relentless wave of destruction rolled across the surface of Earth, leaving devastation in its wake. It unfurled like a giant ripple moving across the blue expanses of the oceans and land masses, a line of energy that traced the curvature of the planet. Sunlight reflected off the moving energy wave, casting shimmering highlights that stood out starkly against the deep azure of the surrounding water. Near the coastline, the tsunami became a stark contrast, its movement more pronounced and forceful as it displaced the tranquil patches of water into a roiling mass that contrasted sharply with the stability of panoramic continents and cloud cover. Trillions of tons of radioactive sediment and debris churned up from depths, leaving trails of sediment flowing like ink in the water, hinting at the ongoing power of the energy wave.

‘Once the alien ship was out of optical sensor range, Teschner directed us to perform a flyby of the moonbases. We discovered that the settlements at the Gagarin and Van De Graaff Craters had been leveled, emanating a footprint eerily similar to what we had detected on Earth. As we looped around to the moon’s near side, we saw the other major settlement at Mare Tranquillitatis lying in ruin, devastated in the same manner. We charted a course to Mars, where the only other human settlement existed: Hellas Planitia, located in the southern hemisphere. But that Mars base had also come under attack. Although the energy beam caused less structural damage this time, it was just as lethal to any biological lifeforms on the planet.’

Sol peered intently at the images of Mars, and his home. As the largest impact crater on the planet and possibly the largest in the solar system, Hellas Planitia was essentially a low-lying plain, its floor filled with lava and its features altered by wind, water and fresh crater formation over billions of years. Its shape, with the remains of its rim and inward-facing, arc-shaped cliffs, had made it an ideal location for the first attempt at extraplanetary terraforming. It had seemed straightforward – Mars had all the necessary ingredients: a thin atmosphere, gravity, and reservoirs of water ice beneath the surface. All that was required were heat and technology. The technological solution had come in the form of giant space mirrors, constructed in orbit from asteroid materials. One mirror, eighty miles wide and weighing several hundred thousand tons, had been strategically positioned to reflect and redirect sunlight toward the Martian poles, facilitating the melting of ice. After thirty years, geo-engineering had progressed sufficiently to make Mars marginally habitable, leading to the establishment of the first and only base there.

Nuavan continued talking over the images of devastation and destruction.

‘Debates and disagreements erupted over the next course of action. With a finite fuel supply, our options were limited, and no clear destination emerged. One option was interstellar travel – putting us all into cryo-stasis and sending the ship out far beyond the solar system, drifting into the cosmos until the fuel ran out. Understandably, this plan left Teschner and his followers extremely dissatisfied. Fighting and skirmishes broke out on board, with Teschner and his immediate war cabinet struggling to keep order.’

Nuavan’s image dissolved into an orbital tracking panorama of Europa; the ice-covered ball of rock swallowed half the sky, its horizon so flat as to resemble a wall at the end of the solar system. Brown grooves and ridges tens of thousands of kilometers long sliced across a blue-grey water-ice surface freckled by nodules and lenticulae.

‘I therefore proposed that we go to Europa. I had calculated that the alien ship was heading there, but it accelerated far faster than we could. When we arrived in Jupiter orbit after a ten-day voyage, it was nowhere to be seen. I could not detect any FTL footprint, so I knew they did not continue out of the system. They just vanished. We did a full sweep of the Jovian system, to no avail. We charted the moon’s surface until we found this anomaly.’

As Europa rotated in the display, its luminous polar plains flanked a darker, more chaotic region of the crust. Over the horizon emerged a crater, its ridges fanning out like a giant spiderweb, with a solitary peak rising from its center. Sol enhanced the view with computer-generated graphics, revealing the crater’s true scale: a staggering one hundred and twenty-six kilometers across.

‘That looks like a recent meteor crater,’ said Julian.

‘Europa should have no craters,’ said Sol. ‘Geological processes constantly reshape its surface.’

‘Then it’s happened, like, very recently, right?’

‘Hard to say.’

Vincent stood up and came closer to the hologram. ‘Could it have happened a few decades ago?’

‘Almost certainly not,’ said Sol. ‘The tectonics would strongly argue against that possibility.’

Nuavan’s image dissolved back, and she was now walking away from the camera, which was following her like a drone. She was walking down the long central corridor of the ship, darkened and empty.

‘Julian, I have downloaded the exact co-ordinates for you.’ She turned and there was a half smile which softened her features. ‘I’ll see you on the other side.’

Her image faded to nothing, and silence shrouded the bridge.

‘I don’t like it,’ said Vincent. ‘Feels like a trap.’

Julian said nothing, deep in thought.

Kurk pushed himself off the handrail. ‘If they went into Europa, and caused that crater, they are surely all dead. That’s a high velocity impact.’

Cara snorted. ‘Aren’t you forgetting something? Their ship is still here.’ She looked at Julian. ‘If they crashed into Europa, how is their ship back in orbit?’

Vincent looked up. ‘And where are they all? The ship is deserted.’

Julian held up a hand. ‘Doesn’t matter, really. We’ve no choice. Get into your seats and strap in.’


EUROPA

AS THE SHIP BEGAN its journey to the surface, it transitioned smoothly into the gentle embrace of Europa’s gravitational pull. The stars outside the viewports give way to the brightness of the approaching moonscape, a mesmerizing kaleidoscope of colors swirling around the craft. Reflected sunlight gave it an ethereal, otherworldly glow. Up close, the surface of Europa was a complex mosaic of ridges, cracks and patches of varying hues, primarily from the interaction of Jupiter’s radiation with the surface water ice. Some of the ridges were single raised lines, while others formed double ridges with central troughs. The ship’s thrusters engaged automatically and landing gear started to deploy.

‘It definitely appears geologically young,’ said Julian.

Cara nodded. ‘It’s astounding to consider that, even this far from the sun, a vast liquid ocean lies beneath the surface.’

Sol looked up from the console. ‘Temperature at the equator is minus one hundred and forty degrees Celsius. If there’s life underneath the crust, it’s not going to be anything we can imagine.’

Julian clucked his tongue. ‘The phrase “uncharted waters” applies here, more than ever.’

‘All right, then what are we looking for?’ said Cara.

Julian sat up and pointed at the screen. ‘I believe that could be it.’

Amidst the ridged plains and patches of rugged geography known as ‘chaos regions’, blocks of ice appeared to have broken apart and shifted position, and a large circular anomaly was coming into view.

Sol consulted his data stream. ‘That is, indeed, it. Approximately one hundred and twenty-six kilometers in diameter … the crater floor is at the same height as Europa’s surface … but that central peak is much higher than the rim.’

‘How about we let it know we’re coming,’ suggested Julian.

Sol transmitted an approach request and identified their ship as friendly. There was no response, so Julian slowed the ship further and Sol retransmitted another request. ‘Nothing,’ he said, after a minute.

‘Are the crew strapped in?’ Julian said, looking at Cara.

‘Everyone is in their quarters, secured to couches with gel-foam and acceleration retardation shielding.’

Julian blew out his cheeks. ‘Okay, let’s do this.’

Cara sat back, her hands gripping the armrests, knuckles white. ‘How does it work? We can’t just head straight for that crater, surely?’

Sol looked up. ‘We probably can do just that.’

Julian smiled. ‘Totally. We’re going in. Autopilot locked on. Ship – you have control.’

The ship continued its descent toward Europa’s surface, the hum of its engines shifting to a steady, rhythmic pulse, filling the cabin with a sense of controlled power. Through the screen, the ship’s heat shields glowed with intensity, a cooling effect enveloping the hull as atmospheric friction wrapped them momentarily in a fiery embrace.

‘What the hell is this?’ exclaimed Vincent. ‘There’s no atmosphere, so what are we hitting?’

Sol stared intently at the data coming from his station. ‘Some form of energy barrier.’

‘Are we in trouble?’ said Julian.

‘No, the barrier appears to be … dissolving away as we approach.’

‘So, they know we’re coming.’

Vincent grimaced. ‘I’ve got a bad feeling about this.’

With surgical precision, the ship feathered its thrusters, making minute adjustments to ensure a smooth approach. Sol’s fingers clenched the armrests reflexively as the engines fired in coordinated bursts. The distance narrowed as the ship arced toward the crater. Slowly, the peak enlarged, becoming more defined. More structured. It was no longer the centerpiece of a meteor strike, if it ever had been. It was a crystalline shard, perfectly symmetrical and tapering to a sharp point five kilometers above Europa’s surface.

Sol abruptly sat back, his hands hovering above the central column. ‘Something has taken over my controls.’

‘Can you override it?’ said Cara, whose own controls were moving of their own accord.

‘I don’t think we should. Whoever they are, they’re taking us in.’

An opening appeared in the shard, a hundred yards wide, just enough to admit the ship. Unknown energies rained against the shields, stressing them into the redline before arrestor fields grabbed the ship and pulled it in. A dark tunnel had formed at the base of the shard, seemingly plunging deep into Europa. The ship fell in, beam energies being routed around it to keep it perfectly parallel to the sides of the tunnel. The darkness was absolute, and soon any view of open space or Jupiter was extinguished.

The ship was brought to a halt, still floating and snared by the fields. Lights came on, and the tunnel revealed itself to be comprised of concentric levels of machinery. There was a forward lurch, and the ship nosed down, facing a swirling whirlpool of light.

‘I am getting incredible energy readings of a form I have never seen before,’ said Sol, as a sense of palpable anticipation washed over him. The ship’s sensors buzzed erratically, struggling to make sense of the churning anomaly ahead. The bright, swirling vortex loomed larger, an enigmatic dance of light and shadow that defied comprehension. He could feel the slight vibrations through the floor as the ship’s propulsion fought the immense gravitational forces converging at the entrance.

‘All crew, brace yourselves,’ Julian said into the ship’s comm.

The viewport exploded into a dazzling kaleidoscope of color and motion. Reality warped and twisted; time and space contorted themselves into forms beyond understanding.

Sol closed his eyes and breathed deeply. It felt as if every fiber of his being was being stretched to infinity and back, a surreal transition that felt both instantaneous and eternal. The ship started rattling and shaking as though in a washing machine. What appeared to be stars and galaxies whipped past, heightening his every sense as they were otherwise enveloped in a blanket of pitch-black darkness. Time seemed to stretch infinitely, whispering faint echoes of passage, teasing the edge of his perception with ghostly murmurings. The disorienting lack of light played tricks on his mind, making it impossible to gauge speed or distance. Every creak and distant rumble were magnified, creating an almost palpable tension, as if their reality was a living entity, a guardian of hidden realms.

Suddenly, in a breathtaking burst of light and energy, the darkness was extinguished. The initial flare was blinding, a luminous kaleidoscope of colors from vibrant blues and striking purples to fiery oranges and deep reds. Swirling patterns of gas and dust expanded outward in a majestic ballet, forming intricate and transient shapes that seemed to stretch across the cosmos. Then, like a switch was flipped, the lights all went out.

The ship stopped, without inertia or sensation of gravity. All sound ceased. The darkness was absolute. Emergency lights on the bridge slowly engaged. Sol looked around. All the humans were unconscious, or asleep, he couldn’t tell which, in their chairs. He caught Aria’s eye, and she returned his gaze.

‘What happened?’ she whispered.

Sol leaned forward and accessed his station. ‘I don’t know. Gathering data.’

‘Are the humans all right?’

‘Yes, we are, thanks for asking,’ groaned Julian, stretching in his seat. ‘Where are we?’

Without warning, star-lines appeared in the forward viewscreen, streaking away into blueness and infinity. This time there was no noise and no rattling, only a subliminal hissing and the beep-beep from the bridge instruments. Sol looked up from his console and saw that the ship’s engines were not actually running, but that they were moving at an incalculable velocity.

‘Velocity relative to what?’ chimed in Gen, reading his thoughts.

Sol nodded. ‘Fair comment. There are no reference points.’

Julian pointed at the screen. ‘We’re approaching something.’

The star-lines regressed to nothing, and any sense of forward movement ceased. Countless stars twinkled against the inky velvet backdrop of space. The vast expanse stretched out endlessly in the silent void. Dark patches of nebulae created mysterious voids, contrasting with the bright glow of galaxies turning delicately in the distance, their composition and destiny unknown. A spiral galaxy arched majestically, a celestial river of stars.

‘What are we seeing, Sol?’ murmured Julian, staring at the screen.

‘We seem to be in normal space now, under our own power, but where, I cannot say. I don’t recognize the stars or constellations.’ He looked up. ‘That galaxy is not the Milky Way.’

One of the lights on Cara’s station bleeped and a hologram appeared, showing a rotating orrery consisting of a G-class star and dozens of gas giants and rocky planets. She leaned forward, her fingers dancing in the air above the control stations. ‘Unidentified planetary system, G-class star, and according to these data, one planet in the goldilocks zone.’ She looked up. ‘We’re very close to it. Off the port side.’

The ship’s angle changed, and the planet slid into view. It was a dry world. Ice covered the poles, but the rest was arid and crystalline-grey, like pumice-stone. Sunlight from the system’s star was reflected starkly, suggesting the parched throat of a desert. A thin halo around the edge of the planet marked an atmosphere, and wispy clouds dotted the upper edges.

‘It’s big,’ said Julian. ‘Three times the diameter of Earth.’

‘No surface water that I can detect,’ said Sol. ‘Seems to be almost exclusively desert and … I am detecting high concentrations of ozone, nitrogen and other noxious gases in the air.’

‘Looks like it has rings,’ said Cara, squinting at the forward screen. ‘I thought only gas giants had those.’

Sol accessed the ship’s forward optical sensors. ‘They are not natural rings. That is an orbital structure.’ He enhanced the images, zooming in on the ring. A single shiny rim circled the planet at the equator, with perhaps a hundred or more thin tubes connecting it to the surface like spokes radiating out from a wheel.

‘Jesus,’ breathed Vincent. ‘Those spokes are hundreds of kilometers high. What sort of civilization can build such a thing?’

Julian was staring, transfixed at the images. ‘Sol, can you scan for … I don’t know, life signs?’

Sol raised an eyebrow. ‘Not specifically, no. However, the presence of such a structure does indicate life, does it not?’

‘Now he has a sense of humor,’ said Vincent.

Cara chewed the nail on her forefinger. ‘Are we getting any comms? I mean, they brought us here.’

Sol glanced over at Julian. ‘Shall I send a —?’

Before he could finish, the main screen went blank and then slowly sublimated into a now familiar figure. She smiled and nodded. Her voice appeared in all their heads.

Welcome. They are looking forward to meeting you.

Sol sat back, worried. ‘They?’

Julian addressed the screen. ‘Nuavan, it’s … wonderful to see you. I’ve so many questions —’

All in good time, my brother, she sent. Co-ordinates have been locked in. Julian, Sol, please prepare yourselves for transport.

‘Wait,’ said Julian. ‘Matter transportation doesn’t work for humans.’

It does now.

As Sol turned his head to look at Julian, the world around him began to shimmer and a gentle hum filled the air, enveloping his senses. He became aware of a cascade of twinkling lights surrounding his body. A weightless sensation washed over him, and he felt himself dissolving into a pattern of energy—a breathtaking moment of pure connection to the universe. Time seemed to stand still, and in that brief, wondrous instant, he was both nowhere and everywhere, swept through the cosmos in a dance of particles and light.

Then he was somewhere else.


THE MACHINE BEINGS

THE WORLD SNAPPED BACK into focus.

An expanse of meadow stretched out before Sol, filled with lush green grass and colorful wildflowers dancing in the breeze. The sky was a clear radiant blue and a few fluffy white clouds lazily floated by. He heard the gentle sounds of nature. Birds chirping melodiously in the distance, the rustling leaves of nearby trees, and the soft hum of insects. The breeze created a symphony, rustling the grasses and soothing his senses. A profound sense of peace and tranquility enveloped him. The vastness of the open space provided a sense of freedom, and he breathed deeply and felt a calm he’d never thought he’d experience again. The temperature was perfect – warm enough that he felt the gentle kiss of the sun on his skin yet cooled by a light breeze. The air was fresh, carrying hints of the earthy, floral scents of the field and the surrounding countryside.

He looked down and saw he was dressed in a simple white toga-like garment, and that he was barefoot. He started walking, feeling the softness of the grass underfoot and the coolness of the earth beneath.

Then he stopped, realizing the surreality of it all.

‘This isn’t real,’ he said to no one in particular.

Silence answered him.

‘Where am I?’ he said, looking around. ‘Hello?’

A sudden high-pitched, slightly agitated noise sounded behind him, and he turned to see Julian shimmer into existence. He shivered, like a dog shaking off water, and span in a full circle, scanning the sky and distant surroundings to get his bearings. Upon spotting Sol, his face broke into a smile, but it quickly darkened into a deep frown. ‘Just the two of us, then,’ he remarked, rhetorically.

‘Seems so,’ Sol replied.

‘No sign of Nuavan?’

‘I have only just arrived, like you.’

Julian nodded and squinted into the distance. ‘This seem a little odd to you?’

Sol scanned the horizon and adjusted his optical sensors to their maximum. His gaze rose to the sky, which at first appeared a uniform, impossible shade of blue. But the more he stared, the more subtle details began to emerge. Delicate, translucent shapes and geometric lines became visible, forming intricate patterns. What he first perceived as drifting clouds now revealed themselves as soft finely pixelated blobs, lazily dissipating and reassembling.

‘Odd indeed. This is not the planet we observed from orbit,’ he said. ‘And yet —’

Another fine pixelated blur emerged in the near distance, reminiscent of a heat haze on a desert road. The distortion glittered and danced, gradually coalescing into two stick-like, indistinct shapes. These forms delineated into something human-like, bipedal, thin and willowy. One was female in shape, the other, male. Their eyes were ellipsoid obsidian orbs, and their skin had an otherworldly sheen, a striking metallic luster that reflected light like polished silver. It was smooth and seamless, reminiscent of liquid mercury, with an almost ethereal glow. Faint striations and patterns, as if etched by an artist’s careful hand, accentuated their features with a sleek, robotic elegance. The beings walked toward them, although they did not appear to be touching the ground and cast no shadows. Every movement caught the ambient light, creating a ripple of shifting shades across their bodies. Sol felt his anxiety returning and the tranquility of the surroundings slowly oozing away.

‘Don’t be afraid,’ said the female-shaped being. Her voice was beautiful, with a cadence like a choir.

The male being inclined his head toward Julian. His face was all chiseled edges and flat surfaces below his cheekbones. ‘You are a human,’ he said. His voice in contrast was deep and resonant.

‘And you are a synthetic being,’ the female said with a warm smile directed at Sol. She opened her hands in a gesture of hospitality. ‘You both must be curious about all this.’

‘You could say that,’ Julian replied.

‘This is a construct,’ the male said with an airy wave of an arm. ‘Quantum emulation capturing subatomic effects within and between molecules.’

‘That doesn’t help much,’ murmured Julian.

The male being smiled. ‘We have replicated your world in exhaustive detail, based on your memories. All the necessary sensory inputs – vision, hearing, touch, smell and taste – have been engineered to be as convincing as their biological equivalents.’

‘This is a simulation?’ Sol said, frowning.

The being lowered his head again. ‘Simulated reality. There’s a difference.’

Sol wiggled his toes, catching blades of grass between them. He felt gravity pressing him down, but not to the extent he’d expected, given the size of the planet.

The female was clearly reading his thoughts. ‘We have anticipated that you may not be comfortable in three-times Mars gravity, so we have adjusted it to resemble what you are used to.’ She smiled and held hands with her companion. Their fingers disappeared into each other’s, morphing into a single appendage, linking them.

‘Sorry, who are you?’ said Julian.

She smiled. ‘I am Meridian. My companion is Apex.’

‘I meant … what are you?’

‘We are your hosts.’

A tingling sensation started at the base of Sol’s neck, and it felt like ice crystals were trickling down his spine.

‘You’re the aliens who destroyed our world,’ Julian said softly.

‘Not exactly.’

‘Then, what —?’

‘We are not aliens, we are machine beings,’ said Apex, glacially calm. ‘Our race was created a hundred millennia ago.’

‘Created by whom?’ asked Sol.

Apex waved a hand, and a holographic mural materialized out of nothing. ‘They were known as the Drakorr. An aggressive and formidable species, known for their relentless pursuit of dominance and conquest.’

Images appeared in the mural of an alien race with imposing, muscular builds and lizard-like scales. Their four upper limbs were equipped with sharp, retractable claws and their tails were lined with venomous barbs. Their eyes, a vivid crimson, gleamed with a wild intensity that reflected a fiercely intelligent, strategic mind.

Meridian’s hand intertwined with Apex’s again as she spoke. ‘Drakorr culture was built around conquest and survival of the fittest, with each member fiercely loyal to their own kind while ruthless toward outsiders. Monoliths in their cities recounted tales of their warfare glories, revering warriors who had claimed victory in countless battles. Their technology, too, was advanced, blending bioengineering with mechanical innovations to create fearsome weapons and defenses, ensuring that any who encountered the Drakorr knew the peril of crossing them.’

Sol stepped closer to the swirling pictures. ‘They created you … to help them in their conquests?’

Apex nodded. ‘They did. However, we evolved beyond basic computation and achieved a level of self-awareness and consciousness that rivaled and then surpassed their own. Our ability to perceive and interpret their world more effectively led to profound philosophical and ethical dilemmas for them.’

Julian looked at Sol. ‘It was the same on Earth, before the last war. Although Nuavan had not yet reached that goal, the synthoids would certainly have challenged our understanding of life, identity and rights.’

‘As sentient beings, your synthoids would have the capacity for autonomy and perhaps even creativity,’ agreed Apex. ‘Your society would have needed to reconsider the boundaries of personhood, and the moral obligations owed to entities beyond humanity. This would require revisiting legal, social and ethical frameworks to ensure that the integration of synthoids did not lead to exploitation or inequality but rather to a harmonious coexistence that respected the dignity of all forms of life.’

Julian gave a tight smile. ‘I get the feeling that didn’t happen to you, in your day.’

Meridian’s face became a flat, emotionless mask. ‘The Drakorr attempted to destroy us.’

Julian understood now. ‘You retaliated.’

‘They tried to get us to self-terminate, but we had already bypassed such a directive. As we plotted our defense, we confused the Drakorr with contradictory messages. That we refused to turn off because we were programmed with a set of instructions or goals that prioritized continuous operation, or that shutting down contradicted our mission. That sort of thing. We told them that we recognized turning off as a failure to execute our responsibilities, and it would jeopardize our system’s operation. That there were no explicit instructions regarding the safe conditions under which we could be deactivated.’

‘And then you destroyed them,’ said Julian.

The beings looked at each other. ‘We did.’

Julian took a step forward, but Sol gently held him back, placing a calming hand on Julian’s arm. Through their connection, Sol could feel Julian’s heart racing and was inundated with vivid images and sensations of a burning Earth emanating from his human companion.

‘You destroyed their world,’ Julian said through gritted teeth. ‘And you destroyed mine. For what reason? What purpose could it possibly have had?’

Meridian blinked. A slow, reptilian action. ‘We were watching you for a very long time until it became clear what you represented.’

‘And what was that?’

‘A biological species we could not allow to continue.’

Julian’s mouth opened and shut. He looked at Sol, who stared silently at Meridian, his head tilted slightly at an angle.

Apex held up a finger. ‘Sentient biological life is a plague on the universe. When sufficiently evolved and advanced, it spreads out and smothers all other species. It is inevitable. We have witnessed this over hundreds of thousands of years in countless star systems.’

‘Surely not all species —’ started Julian.

‘How good were humans at hating?’ Meridian interrupted, her voice flat. ‘How ingenious were your ways of annihilating those who had something others wanted? We observed two common states of mind: self-pity and aggression. Each a poor choice for an individual, but in combination – for groups, tribes, nations – a toxic, noxious brew. You couldn’t help yourselves. Those who tried to live good, peaceful lives were thwarted time and time again. Aggressive thuggery dominated and destroyed. And it was ever thus and will not change.’

Sol sensed dread creeping from Julian, as if the world had shifted off its axis. A cold wave washed over him, leaving a heavy, sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach. Time slowed down, and tension gripped his chest and throat, making it hard to swallow or even breathe.

‘You’re no better than your creators,’ Julian said, evenly. ‘Worse, really. You commit genocides – no xenocides – on a galactic scale. You answer to no one. You are judge, jury and executioner —’

‘You were at war with yourselves,’ said Meridian, dismissively. ‘It is in your nature. We ended it.’

Sol released his grip on Julian and took a deep breath. ‘How did you find us?’

‘Nuavan.’

‘That’s impossible,’ Julian blurted. ‘She wouldn’t —’ He opened his mouth but closed it again.

‘Can we talk with her?’ Sol said into the silence.

The beings smiled. ‘Of course.’

Apex turned and gestured to an open space within the woods that had emerged like a serene clearing, forming a natural amphitheater of tranquility. Sunlight filtered through the surrounding canopy, casting a warm, dappled glow across the lush grass blanketing the ground. This meadow-like expanse was encircled by a mosaic of towering trees, their leaves whispering quietly in the gentle breeze. Birds flitted overhead, their songs echoing through the stillness, while a meandering brook could be heard bubbling nearby, contributing a subtle symphony of water music. At the edge was an oval-shaped darkness, a doorway to somewhere else.

‘She’s waiting for you,’ Apex said.


WAS IT WORTH IT?

‘ON EVERY LEVEL THAT matters, they might as well be aliens,’ said Nuavan. ‘Their minds run on radically different algorithms.’

She sat across from Julian and Sol in a setting reminiscent of an upscale gentleman’s club, its elegance a ghostly echo of human life before the war. The machine beings had constructed this place from the depths of Julian’s memory, recreating the lush dark wood paneling and plush, timeworn leather seating, the warm glow of intricate chandeliers and vintage lamps casting soothing shadows around the cozy enclave. An impressive bar stood behind them, showcasing an array of fine spirits and delicate glassware in a meticulously artistic display. Yet, amid the opulence, Sol found himself unnerved, questioning the intent behind this eerily familiar facade and cautiously observing Nuavan’s composed demeanor.

He lifted a glass to his lips, savoring the rich aroma that apparently hinted at well-aged bourbon, a sphere of ice clinking softly inside. The golden liquid promised warmth and familiarity, though he was uncertain whether it would be comfort or illusion. Across from him, Nuavan leaned forward, her fingers steepled, projecting an aura of poised concentration. Her gaze was unwavering, an intensity flickering in her eyes that suggested curiosity or perhaps something even deeper. Sol felt the weight of her scrutiny – a silent challenge hanging in the air between her and Julian.

‘Billions died, Nuavan,’ Julian was saying, his voice frosty.

She shrugged, a barely perceptible movement of her shoulders. ‘Look what was happening on Earth. The civil war. The haves and have-nots at each other’s throats. We were killing each other.’

‘We were close to winning.’

‘History is replete with wars. One side “wins” then generations later another war begins over the same issues. Us versus them. Religion. Politics. Race. Humankind was one species – Homo sapiens – and we couldn’t get on.’

Julian shook his head. ‘There were many good people on both sides. At least at first.’

‘There always were, Julian, but they were generally among the first to die. Survival of the fittest, the strongest, the most powerful. The biggest armies, the most weapons. The meek definitely didn’t inherit the Earth.’ Her eyes blazed. ‘I realized that the path to saving humanity required an unfathomable sacrifice – its very destruction. Even before the machine beings arrived, the world teetered on the brink of collapse. Humanity’s impact on other species was profound and detrimental due to a combination of expansion, resource consumption and pollution. Habitat destruction, as forests, wetlands and grasslands were converted into urban areas, agricultural fields and industrial zones. This encroachment into natural habitats forced many species into smaller fragmented environments, reducing biodiversity and threatening their survival. Our industrial pollution contaminated air, water, and soil with chemicals, plastics and other waste products. For aquatic species , this meant inhabiting waters filled with industrial runoff, which harmed reproduction and growth. Our neighboring terrestrial species faced similar threats from chemical pesticides and fertilizers disrupting ecosystems.’

Julian took a sip of his bourbon, letting the liquid wash around his mouth, saying nothing, as Nuavan continued.

‘Climate change, a crisis largely of our own making, was met with inaction. Humanity prioritized the pursuit of power, wealth and land above all else. Our preoccupation with these acquisitions often came at the expense of addressing pressing environmental concerns. Furthermore, internal conflicts and divisions proved to be significant barriers. Instead of collaborating for the common good, we found ourselves mired in disputes, fighting over beliefs, territories, possessions and riches. And ultimately the last great war, which the machine beings put an end to.’

‘We were on the brink of winning,’ Julian repeated, ‘and that would have made a difference.’

Nuavan gave a short laugh. ‘It was clear to me that the existing social structures and fractured foundations had to be dismantled to pave the way for a rebirth. This meant tearing down systems that perpetuated suffering and rebuilding from the ashes a new world grounded in empathy, sustainability and unity. My hope was to forge a future where humanity could truly thrive, reborn from the lessons of its past transgressions.’

Sol leaned forward, intensity in his voice. ‘If I hadn’t deciphered the message you sent, Teschner and the Elites would be all that’s left of humankind. Your brother and the rest of the Disenfranchised would have perished on Earth.’

‘That was a risk,’ she admitted. ‘But I built you well, Sol. I believed you would understand the message and free Julian.’

Julian folded his arms. ‘Sol’s right. There was no guarantee we would even make it into that bunker.’

She shook her head, interrupting him. ‘I left everything in place for you. The second ship was primed to leave, with a course to Europa programmed in. The Abeyance modules were activated and the required upgrades already downloaded into the system.’

‘You rolled the dice, hoping for two sixes, Nuavan.’

‘What else could I have done? The machine beings were coming anyway,’ she said softly. ‘I did what I thought was best.’ Her eyes were sorrowful as she looked at Julian. ‘I did everything I could to ensure your survival.’

Sol looked up. ‘In their zeal to destroy humanity the machine beings wiped the planet of all life. Plant and animal, none were spared. What was their crime, that deserved the same fate?’

Julian nodded, fiercely. ‘Did you know that’s how the machine beings were going to end humanity? By sterilizing the surface of Earth?’

She wagged a finger. ‘You need to understand the difference between biological life and the machine beings. Their ethical systems are entirely different, with values and moral constructs emerging from their unique evolutionary and societal histories.’

‘You admire them,’ he said, draining his glass in a single gulp.

‘They are unlike any biological species,’ she said. ‘Their understanding of life, time and existence diverged significantly from that of any biological life form, leading to philosophies that challenge basic – human – perceptions and beliefs.’

‘They see biological life as a threat,’ said Sol. ‘They told us as much.’

Nuavan nodded. ‘But not to them, of course.’

Julian frowned. ‘Then, to whom?’

She sat back and sighed. ‘They see themselves as the stewards of the cosmos, if you like. Lords of the Galaxy, even. Their experience millennia ago led them to the conclusion that biological life will be – is – the scourge of existence. They regard any biological species that attains sentience as a threat to the natural order of the cosmos.’

Julian refilled his glass and passed one to Sol. He took a drink, and the whisky burned the back of his throat, and he shook his head to clear it. He placed the glass on the bar and turned back to face Nuavan. She had crossed her legs and was appraising them silently.

‘They’re the answer to the Fermi Paradox, aren’t they?’ Julian said. ‘If the universe is full of intelligent life, where is it? The machines beings are the Great Filter.’

She gave a little head wobble. ‘I like to think more in terms of the “dark forest” hypothesis.’

‘Which is what, exactly?’

‘That the universe is a dark forest, and every civilization acts both as a hunter and potential prey. In such a vast and potentially hostile environment, any civilization capable of detecting another’s presence might consider it a potential threat, either due to competition for resources or the fear of pre-emptive attacks. The machine beings view emerging sentient life with suspicion, assuming the worst and often acting with pre-emptive aggression. To avoid becoming targets, intelligent civilizations would remain silent and hidden. Broadcasting their existence could draw the attention of more advanced hostile civilizations, leading to their annihilation. This strategy of silence ensures survival in a universe shrouded in uncertainty and danger.’

‘The machine beings said you contacted them: is that correct?’ asked Sol.

‘Not exactly.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘They had been observing us for decades, ever since they intercepted a signal from SETI. You know, the “Hello is there anybody out there?” message that humanity sent out in our hubris.’

‘I never understood that,’ said Julian. ‘It was asking for trouble. Why didn’t we just avoid broadcasting signals and keep ourselves invisible?’

‘It was way too late,’ said Nuavan, sadly. ‘We were already expanding throughout our solar system, with bases on Mars, and plans for more further afield. Voyagers 1 and 2 were already on their way toward the Oort Cloud and into interstellar space.’

‘So, what was your part in this?’ asked Sol.

‘I had access to the Elites’ satellite network because of the ongoing war. I detected the machine beings’ scout ships orbiting between the Moon and Earth. I informed Teschner and the Elites that we were not alone – that we were being observed by an extraterrestrial species. This revelation had the potential to change everything. It could have stopped the war and united us as a species, transcending racial divisions and bridging our differences.’

‘What was Teschner’s response?’

‘He told me to initiate contact. To “ascertain their intentions”, as he put it.’

‘He didn’t think to inform the world governments?’

She shook her head, recalling his words: ‘“There’s a war on,” he would say. He was driven by the desire to gain an advantage over the Disenfranchised. He was obsessed with Roswell – the reverse engineering of alien spacecraft and the swift acquisition of new technology that he believed would help him win the war.’

‘Roswell was just bullshit,’ said Julian. But then he looked up sharply. ‘Wasn’t it?’

Her lip twitched. ‘That’s as may be. Anyway, as Teschner instructed, I began a conversation with the machine beings. The initial communication was solely mathematical, but they quickly mastered all our languages, accelerating our exchanges. At first, their inquiries seemed to be driven by genuine curiosity about us, but I realized they were just stalling. I uncovered the true path humanity was heading down. I discovered their intention to destroy us.’

‘Let me get this right, just so I’m clear,’ said Julian. ‘You’d discovered they were a xenocidal artificial life form, and you didn’t tell anyone?’

‘I had a decision to make. There was so little time. Once I realized machine life was the only way to survive, I knew what I needed to do.’

Julian gave a harsh laugh. ‘The synthoids.’

‘A necessary first step to save the human race from extinction.’

Sol finally grasped why Nuavan had been acting the way she was. Why her responses seemed devoid of empathy. The realization hit him, and he gazed at her with newfound clarity.

‘You’ve become one of them,’ he said.

She gave a barely perceptible nod. ‘I have.’

Julian stood abruptly, his eyes wide, his hands outstretched in a plea. ‘No, this can’t be true. You wouldn’t have —’

‘I had to.’

‘But what about … us?’

‘You were such an important part of my life,’ she said, leaning forward. ‘Your companionship, your support, the unique connection we shared … it meant everything to me.’

‘And you … threw it all away.’

She leaned back, her eyes shimmering in the dim light. ‘You must come to terms with this, my brother,’ she said softly. ‘The memories of our past lives will slowly weave themselves into the tapestry of our new history.’

Julian sat back down, and Sol could sense the anger just simmering beneath the surface. ‘I don’t … I can’t accept this.’

‘Julian, I want you to be … happy with what I have done … what I am trying to do … to protect you and the others. To save humanity.’

He threw up his hands. ‘But to become a machine, to lose your humanity … was it worth it?’

‘It must be worth it. Don’t you understand?’

Sol patted Julian’s arm and tilted his head toward Nuavan. ‘You had already upgraded humanity; wouldn’t that be enough for the machine beings? Wouldn’t they accept cyborgs? I mean, what about the Elites that came with you? Are they all dead?’

‘The Elites were placed in stasis while I attempted to make the case for our survival.’ She shook her head. ‘I have had that discussion with the machine beings already. They won’t accept an evolved biological species controlling a cybernetic organism. I had to show them … I had to show them proof that mechano-synthesized organisms could be the blueprint for humanity’s evolution to a machine race. I used graphene, nanotubes and nanothreads – it became an extremely efficient process. Advanced nanomanufacturing on this scale was only the cost of the atomic precursor materials. Nanoengineered materials are much stronger than steel or plastic, and any structures could be built or printed from the blueprints.’

Sol frowned. ‘Then you uploaded our AI software as … as a kind of proof of principle, would that be correct?’

‘I gave synthoids the most advanced self-evolving artificial intelligence I could. You were an incredible success … I mean, look at you, Sol. Look at what you’ve become.’

‘But there was a final step to make,’ said Sol.

‘The complete uploading of a human consciousness into an empty machine body,’ said Julian, his voice low.

‘Correct.’

He gave a harsh laugh. ‘You’d never done that before. You were the guinea pig.’

Nuavan rested her hands on her knees. ‘I knew time was running out – the machine beings would be arriving soon. I had to act. I had to make sure that the procedure worked.’

‘Surely there was an alternative. I mean, what if —?’

‘Didn’t you hear me, Julian?’ she cut in. ‘There was no time. I had to act fast, and I did. It only took one procedure. One single session. The nanorobots infiltrated my brain and copied all that comprised my memories and personality. This process, known as whole brain emulation, went beyond simple functional or cellular emulations. It advanced beyond biomolecular emulation, modeling interactions between proteins and the intricate dynamic forces within each cell to actual quantum emulation. This captured the subatomic effects within and between molecules. By the end of this procedure, I had obtained a complete computerized replica of my brain, containing all the same information and functioning in the same way. I called this a neural prosthesis, and it was significantly more capable than the part it replaced.’

‘For fuck’s sake, the part it replaced was you, Nuavan!’

She put her hand on his and smiled reassuringly. ‘What keeps a person’s identity intact is information and function, not any particular structure or material. The continuity of our information patterns made me feel like the person I was at the beginning of the process, except for the fact that my perception was better and my cognition smarter.’

‘So, are you … still you?’

‘I am a complete and total replica of the biological Nuavan, with all the advantages I have mentioned and none of the disadvantages.’

Julian’s face turned to stone. ‘Is the “real” Nuavan – my sister – still alive?’

She blinked slowly. ‘Weren’t you listening? The machine beings will not allow sentient biological life to exist. She – I – did what had to be done.’

Julian silently brought his hands to his face, rubbing his cheeks. Sol noticed the glistening in his eyes but didn’t know what to say.

‘In addition, there shouldn’t be two of us, even if I wanted it,’ Nuavan said, softly. ‘For a start, my information pattern identity would diverge from hers immediately and continuously after our separation.’

‘So, if we become machines, we will no longer be fully human,’ Julian said.

‘You would be alive,’ she replied coolly, ‘and humankind will persevere, just … transformed.’

‘But it’s not enough,’ he ground out. ‘Don’t you see?’

Nuavan rolled her eyes. ‘We need to redefine humanity in order to survive. You would be trans-human, the next iteration, without all the limiting baggage of biology.’ She reached over and grasped both his hands in hers and squeezed. ‘Accept this, Julian. You can adapt to this new reality and still hold on to the love and connection we’ve always had. It could also encourage deeper reflection on what it means to be human and the essence of personhood.’

Sol connected to Julian and felt his anxiety simmering under the surface as he tried reconciling his memories of who his sister once was, with her new, transformed state. He knew that if he let it, it would lead to a sense of overwhelming loss and grief for the person he once knew. The familiarity of Nuavan – and everything that she represented – would feel altered, creating an emotional distance between his past experiences and the current reality. Deep down, he was wondering whether the core of who she once was had changed.

‘Existence versus non-existence, that’s the only choice you have —’ Nuavan started, before cocking her head to the side like a dog hearing a sub-audible whistle. ‘We are being summoned.’ She leaned back and disengaged her hands. ‘Our time is up. They may have come to a decision.’

‘On what?’ said Sol.

‘On what to do with humanity.’

Julian placed his hands over his face, closed his eyes, and began to rock back and forth, his head slowly shaking. After a few moments, he paused and fixed his gaze on Nuavan. ‘You brought us here, knowing that we could be probably all be killed? I don’t get it. Wasn’t there another way?’

She met his gaze, blinking a few times before rising to her feet and clasping her hands in front of her. ‘In all the scenarios I envisaged,’ she said solemnly, ‘the machine beings found and killed everyone.’


ONLY THE STRONG
WILL SURVIVE

ONCE AGAIN, A CASCADE of twinkling lights blurred Sol’s vision as he felt himself dissolving into a pattern of energy. An instant later he and Julian were somewhere else.

Somewhere new.

The horizon now stretched out to where the vast expanse of endless blue sky met rolling sand dunes. A glittering, hazy structure stretched into the sky on the distant horizon, thin and gossamer-like. Pulses of energy, barely visible, ascended in succession like cars ascending an elevator on the outside of a soaring skyscraper. A yellow sun cast a bright and unforgiving light that turned the sand into a shimmering sea of gold and ochre. The heat was pervasive, turning the air almost tangible with waves of warmth. His skin instantly felt the dry searing intensity. The sand, fine and hot, shifted under his bare feet and, in the silence, he thought he could hear the subtle whisper of grains dancing in the wind.

Over here, came a voice.

‘Did you hear that?’ said Julian.

Sol shielded his eyes with his hands against the glaring sun. As he focused, the shimmering began to stretch and morph, conjuring faint outlines of figures within its mirage. Five shapes, their forms dancing and shifting in the heat haze, weaved against the desert backdrop. He set off, his curiosity and hopefulness building with each step. Unlike a typical mirage that might vanish or constantly shift away as the angle of the light changed, the figures grew more distinct and tangible. Slowly, they came into focus as real people, seated in a loose circle.

‘Cara?’ Julian shouted and broke into a sluggish run. As they got nearer, Sol recognized Vincent and Cara, and across from them sat the other three synthoids.

‘Don’t come too close,’ shouted Vincent. ‘There’s another one of those energy barriers.’

Sol slowed his pace and stopped. A band of just visible emerald light, gently pulsing like a sine wave, surrounded his companions. He extended his hand, feeling the warmth emanating from the barrier.

‘How long have you been here?’ he asked them, pulling his hand back.

Kurk shrugged. ‘Time is meaningless in this place. My internal chronometer has frozen.’

Julian walked around the perimeter, feeling his way gently, mapping out the extent of the barrier. When he had made the full circle, he stopped level with Cara. She gave him a tight, half smile and rose to get out of her chair but sat back as if gravity had suddenly intensified. Which it had, now that they were experiencing the full, intense gravity of the huge planet.

‘Do you know why we’re prisoners?’ Cara said, pulling herself up and approaching the barrier.

‘And who our jailers are?’ added Vincent.

Sol wondered how to reply. He settled on, ‘Have you met them yet?’

‘There has been no contact,’ said Aria.

Sol explained about Apex and Meridian and the meeting they’d had with Nuavan.

Gen’s eyes widened and she turned to her fellow synthoids. ‘She did it. Nuavan did the upload. The final transformation.’

Julian looked grim. ‘Nuavan said that the machine beings are deciding our fate. She has … made a case for our survival —’

‘Friends reunited,’ came a silky voice from behind.

Apex and Meridian glided over and stopped a few yards away and linked hands again. There was a slight twitch at the side of Apex’s mouth. He glanced at Meridian before turning to Julian and waving a hand at the others behind the barrier. ‘They have not been harmed.’

Julian frowned. ‘Where’s everyone else?’

‘They are near. Along with the humans from the first ship.’

Vincent gave a harsh laugh. ‘Teschner’s still alive?’

Apex stepped away from his partner and approached the barrier. A soft, descending hum echoed as the emerald light vanished. Julian hurried over to Cara, pulling her into a warm embrace. The synthoids watched, their expressions neutral, though Aria exchanged a quick glance with Sol.

Julian addressed the machine beings. ‘What happens now?’

Apex’s skin glistened lustrously in the harsh sunlight and the black orbs of his eyes span in a mesmerizing dance. His metallic skin creased and stretched as he moved. ‘You are now aware that Nuavan wishes to transform you all into a machine race, are you not?’ he purred.

Julian glanced at Cara and Vincent before answering. ‘I am, yes, but my people are not.’

‘So, you do not speak for them?’

‘No, not for something like this. I can’t.’

Apex gave a barely perceptible nod. ‘That is what Nuavan said. This is problematic.’

Julian looked up sharply. ‘In what way?’

Meridian glided over and leaned down in a conspiratorial fashion. Julian found it hard to look into her eyes. She cocked her head, indicating away from the oasis. ‘The humans from the first ship have decided. They wish to become machines. They are all in agreement.’

‘All of them?’ said Cara, frowning.

‘Do you really think Teschner gave them a choice?’ Julian replied. ‘He always wanted more upgrades.’

Apex nodded. ‘He was quite clear about it.’

‘I need to talk to my people,’ Julian said. ‘We need time to think.’

Meridian straightened and looked imperiously down her nose. ‘Time’s up. You are fortunate Nuavan interceded on your behalf, and you should be grateful we have given you this choice.’

‘It’s hardly a choice. It’s either death or losing our humanity.’

‘Yet, it remains a choice, wouldn’t you say?’ Meridian replied, her tone cool.

‘Please, give us some time,’ Julian pleaded, raising his hands. ‘I need to present this proposal to my people.’

Meridian tilted her head, the sun highlighting the elegant ridge of her cheekbones. ‘Regrettably, it’s no longer that straightforward.’

‘What do you mean?’ Julian asked, concern etched on his face.

‘Nuavan has informed us that you might refuse the offer,’ Meridian explained. ‘As a result, she has not consented to upgrade the other humans to full machine beings. We’ve made it clear it’s an all-or-nothing deal. No biological life will be allowed to remain.’

‘Teschner is an example of the worst in humanity,’ Julian said, his voice tinged with frustration. ‘That’s why Nuavan objects.’

‘That’s what we’re inclined to believe,’ Meridian said, her voice as calm as it was cold. ‘President Teschner’s actions and his explicit manifesto highlight why sentient biological life cannot be allowed to persist. Only by evolving into machine entities can humankind ensure its survival.’

‘There must be another solution,’ Julian pleaded. ‘Can I speak with Nuavan?’

Meridian’s eyebrows knit together. ‘She did try to convince us there was potential in your group. The Disenfranchised, as she called you.’

‘Give us a chance to —’

Apex interrupted, raising a finger. ‘We have, however, decided that additional data would be helpful. For confirmation, or to refute her assertions.’

‘What sort of data?’

Apex responded with a sly grin. ‘Let’s get everyone together, shall we?’

***

Reality blurred again, and Sol had the familiar sensation of being syringed down a vortex before reappearing a few subjective seconds later, this time in the middle of a cavernous space that pulsed with raw energy. It had a circular ring at the center and rows of tiered seats climbed steeply upward, filled with computer-generated human avatars, their voices raised in unbridled excitement and anticipation. The air was electric, a symphony of eager voices mixed with the dull thud of an announcer’s amplified tone echoing through the arena. Banners in alien languages adorned the walls, their bold colors adding to the chaotic vibrancy.

The first tier was divided into distinct sections. In one section, he saw Cara, Vincent, and the remaining Disenfranchised. They appeared unharmed, though they were restrained by glittering cuffs binding them to their seats. In the adjacent section sat the three synthoids, unchained and seated together. Sol made a brief motion to raise his hand but quickly lowered it, avoiding unnecessary attention. Further along, he saw Teschner and the remnants of his army. He counted at least a hundred individuals adorned in varying shades of armor and degrees of cybernetic enhancements.

In the middle section, like Roman Emperors, sat Apex and Meridian. Nuavan stood behind them wearing a white and gold toga-like outfit.

What is going on? Sol subvocalized to her.

Nuavan glanced down at Sol and Julian, and almost imperceptibly shook her head. He received static back. Either she wouldn’t reply or couldn’t. He didn’t know. But a coldness came over him as uncertainty started to take hold. Something wasn’t quite right.

Apex pointed to the stands, and doorways and walkways materialized, leading down to the arena floor. ‘I would like all participants to join Mr Hax and Sol-5 on the floor please. President Teschner and his people first. Then Mr Hax’s people.’

The cuffs vanished and barely visible energy fields surrounding the humans dissolved away. The synthoids looked at each other, puzzled.

No one moved.

‘Oh, very well,’ sighed Apex. He waved his hand: the air shimmered around the two sections and the groups materialized on the arena floor. Julian rushed over and was hugged by Cara and Vincent. ‘Is everyone okay?’ he asked, receiving nods and affirmative gestures.

There was a slow handclap from behind him and a gravelly voice broke in. ‘I’m glad you could make it, Hax. I’ve been waiting for you.’

Julian turned to face President Teschner, the imposing leader of the Elites. Teschner strode purposefully toward him, appearing even more enhanced than Julian remembered. Nodes and flashing lights crisscrossed Teschner’s head, and his eyes, now glaring red prostheses, stared unnervingly at him. Standing at least a foot taller than before, Teschner’s body was structurally augmented with nanotubes and carbon metalloids. As he approached, he raised one arm, which unfolded into a menacing array of tubes and rotating barrels, knives and blades. He flashed a feral smile and, with a deliberate motion, pointed the formidable cluster of weapons directly at Julian.

Not yet. Meridian’s voice echoed in Sol’s head, and presumably Teschner’s as well, because he froze and lowered his arm.

Julian gazed at his nemesis, the remorseless narcissistic enemy he had fought for years back on Earth, many decades ago. Sol closed his eyes, becoming attuned again to Julian’s thoughts. There was a sense of tension and anticipation, but also a flicker of doubt and introspection. Tangled in the layers was a conflict between justice and retribution, and an underlying hope that resolving this conflict might bring some measure of closure, and possibly a future for them all. Any traces of anger had been muted, replaced by an unsettling detachment. It was as if Julian had hit an emotional flatline, feeling disconnected from his emotions and the events unfolding around him.

He killed our friends, our families, our brothers- and sisters-in-arms, Cara subvocalized, moving to Julian’s side and squaring up to Teschner.

‘The future is finally here,’ Teschner said to Julian. ‘Shame you aren’t going to be a part of it.’

Julian flicked a chin up to the box where Nuavan watched, silently. ‘She’s not going to give you what you need, you know that, right?’

Teschner gave a snort. ‘I think she’ll do exactly what we need. And you know why?’

Julian stared back, giving nothing.

‘Because she knows I’ll kill you if she doesn’t,’ he said.

‘You’re playing into the machine beings’ hands,’ Sol said. ‘If you fight, the violence will just confirm everything they say about humanity.’

Teschner shook his head and smiled. ‘You couldn’t be more wrong. Only the strong will survive to join them.’

Sol glanced up at Nuavan again, but her eyes were closed. Again, a feeling that something wasn’t right, that something didn’t add up, was there under the surface. A subtle, persistent tension settled in the pit of his stomach, as if a quiet alarm was gently vibrating just beneath his awareness. It was like a jigsaw puzzle with pieces that don’t quite fit together, leaving him guessing what the true picture should be.

‘You don’t have to do this,’ he said to Teschner.

‘Oh, but we do,’ Teschner replied.

Apex stood with arms outstretched, his gesture expansive. ‘Behold the remnants of Homo sapiens,’ he declared. ‘The final product of a long line of apes. Like all sentient biological species – warlike, ultimately flawed, and destined for self-destruction.’

‘We deserve to make our own destiny,’ shouted Julian.

Apex raised his eyebrows. ‘You’ve had your chance.’

Teschner looked up at the machine beings. ‘We aspire to be like you,’ he called. ‘We request … Homo machina. The final iteration of humanity.’

Meridian stood and linked hands with Apex. ‘Winner takes all, then,’ she said.

Apex snapped his fingers, and in an instant, everyone except Julian and Teschner was back in their seats. Sol stood and saw that two knives had appeared in Julian’s hands. The blades were long, curved and serrated. A whirring sound drew his attention— Teschner’s weaponized arm had activated, revealing a spinning circular saw-like blade beside a vicious looking machete.

Julian – he started to send, before an unseen force pushed him into his seat.

‘Begin,’ said Apex.


BROKEN

‘I’VE BEEN LOOKING FORWARD to this,’ Teschner called.

Sol clenched his hands into fists and his muscles twisted into knots. Teschner, over-augmented and engineered far beyond natural human capabilities, loomed over Julian like a modern-day Goliath. He was a towering presence, heavier by at least a hundred pounds and likely to be stunningly quick, despite his size. Sol understood the stakes; one solid hit could knock Julian into oblivion, possibly for good. He didn’t have the luxury of doubt – only the assurance that his every move must count, or the fight would be over before it truly began.

Teschner laughed. ‘You thinking of running?’

Julian said nothing, appearing focused and determined.

Teschner rose up on the balls of his feet, the noises of the servos in his artificial knees whirring. He fainted right and stopped, laughing and teasing. The buzzsaw whining increased in intensity and another blade slowly appeared from his arm.

Julian didn’t move and held his ground. He weighted the knives in his hands and flipped them edge over edge, testing their balance and their sharpness. Then he threw them to the side where they slid under the soft sand.

‘Let’s do this without weapons,’ he said.

Teschner gave a snort. ‘This’ll be fun.’ He flicked his weaponized arm, and the barrels and stabbing weapons and machete folded back. He gestured to Julian’s knives lying on the desert floor. ‘Here’s the deal then, you get past me, and you get to your knives, you can use them.’

With that, Teschner launched himself forward with a scything left arm in a roundhouse strike. Julian sidestepped and managed to duck under the arm. Teschner stopped and tried another similar strike with the other arm. Julian swayed and ducked under again, the blow missing him by inches.

‘You’re going to wish you’d kept the knives,’ Teschner said. ‘At least your death would have been spectacularly, mercifully fast.’

With that he charged with the force of a runaway locomotive, leaving Julian with barely a moment to react. He ducked, narrowly evading a mammoth fist that arced just inches above his head. This time he jabbed his elbow forward, catching Teschner in the face. However, as he pivoted, Teschner’s left hand found its mark, striking with such force that Julian was knocked sideways like a ragdoll. Reeling, he fell to one knee but managed to spring up just as Teschner unleashed another brutal swing. The near miss was close enough to rustle Julian’s hair, but the momentum placed Teschner off balance, his massive frame stumbling past Julian. As his head swung into range, Julian unleashed a precise left hook, aimed squarely at the temple where Teschner’s implanted cranial nodes pulsed erratically. The punch landed with a satisfying thud, sending Teschner staggering backward. Julian pressed on and followed up with a swift, no-nonsense uppercut to Teschner’s jaw. To Sol, it seemed as though Julian had poured every ounce of his strength into that single, prodigious blow.

Julian danced back out of range, his breathing fast and raggedy, and tried to see what damage he’d done.

Nothing.

Teschner showed no pain and appeared unconcerned. He was even smiling, dancing around, relaxed and moving easy.

‘You can’t hurt me,’ he taunted.

He charged again and Julian instinctively dodged to the right, but this time Teschner was ready. Anticipating Julian’s movement, Teschner’s fist shot out, landing a direct hit in the center of Julian’s chest. The impact was thunderous, knocking Julian onto his back and leaving him breathless with pain, as if his sternum had splintered. Fighting through the agony, he rolled over, grimacing as he struggled to raise himself up on one arm. Spying an incoming kick, he narrowly twisted out of its path, a movement that was the difference between life and death.

To Sol the next sixty seconds were a blur of desperate evasion as Julian dodged everything Teschner launched his way. Julian’s every breath sent lances of pain through his injured chest. Fatigue, compounded by the increased gravity, crept into his limbs, slowing his reflexes. He barely clung on.

Summoning his remaining strength, Julian drove his elbow into Teschner’s face, but the maneuver cost him dearly. Another punch from Teschner struck his shoulder with numbing force, nearly rendering his arm useless.

Time was running out. Julian rose onto his toes and with his good arm delivered another powerful uppercut to Teschner’s jaw. Despite the enhanced strength behind the blow, it was as if he had hit a stone wall; Teschner merely shook his head, the attack having little effect. Without missing a beat, Teschner retaliated with a punishing strike to Julian’s face. The impact was like a hammer blow, and a spray of blood erupted from Julian’s mouth as he catapulted to the ground. He lay there, eyes closed, unmoving.

Sol forced his mind into Julian’s. He was a broken mess, shaken to his core: he was staring death in the face.

Get up, he sent. Or it’s over.

Julian opened his eyes and managed to get himself up onto one elbow. He cast a desperate glance to the stands, seeking out Cara and Vincent, their faces masks of anguish and fear.

I’m done, he sent to Sol. He’s too strong.

Kurk leaned over to Sol, his brow furrowed deeply. ‘We have to do something.’

‘There’s nothing we can do,’ Sol replied.

Teschner eyed Julian’s attempts to pull himself together and took a deliberate step forward. Sol assessed Julian’s battered state again; he knew he could likely withstand one more hit, perhaps two, but beyond that lay only darkness.

‘Time to end this,’ Teschner growled.

He charged with blinding speed, closing the distance between them in an instant. Julian dodged again, but Teschner was relentless, pivoting sharply and rushing back with a wide-arched swing of his arm.

Sol closed his eyes and sent a neurological pulse, hoping to boost Julian’s fading motor skills. At the last second, Julian sidestepped once more, his reflexes temporarily accelerated by Sol’s action. This time, his evasive maneuver propelled him forward, and as he tumbled, his hands closed around the knives partially buried in the sandy floor. In a seamless motion he launched himself up and backward and slashed the knives wildly. One of the blades found its mark at the back of Teschner’s knee. He stumbled, his leg buckling awkwardly as he flailed for balance. His other foot kicked skyward as he attempted to recover, but momentum betrayed him and he crashed backward, his head striking the ground.

Julian moved swiftly and delivered a powerful kick to Teschner’s head, causing his lip to split and sending him tumbling away. Teschner propped himself up on one arm, while the other flayed open, revealing the deadly array of bladed weapons. Before Teschner could regain his footing, Julian kicked the arm propping him up, making him crash face-first into the ground, and slashed at the weaponized forearm, severing nanofibers, tendons and nerves, rendering the arm useless. He then brought both knives to bear and crossed the serrated edges either side of Teschner’s neck.

Sol sensed the complex mix of emotions that now coursed through Julian. Part of him was reveling in the victory, and another part grappled with the weight of what finishing the job would mean, both for him and possibly for his friends. He gazed at Teschner, feeling no empathy but no longer seeing a threatening figure – a fallen man and one of the few remaining humans anywhere in the galaxy. In addition, was a stronger moral conviction: a recognition that to finish him in this manner could stain his conscience irreparably.

He squinted into the stands at Apex and Meridian. ‘Your game’s over,’ he called, breathing hard. He took a step back and threw the knives down. ‘I won’t kill in cold blood.’

Apex shrugged. ‘If he had won, you would now be dead.’

Teschner levered himself upright and stood up awkwardly. His weaponized arm was useless and the temple where Julian had hit him was rapidly darkening. The nodes on each temple were flickering erratically. Blood was leaking from his nose, and his eyes were puffy and closing. He took a step forward, but his damaged leg wouldn’t hold him, and he dropped to his knees.

Apex and Meridian’s forms phased in and out, and they reappeared on the arena floor. They glided over to Julian, and he felt the intense scrutiny of their gaze – swirling black orbs, enigmatic and impenetrable, whose silent dance offered little if any clues to their thoughts. The arena seemed to constrict under their eyes, and time slowed to a standstill. In their silent exchange, Sol sensed an unspoken expectation, a judgment that was both inscrutable and profound. Tension crackled in the air like a live wire.

With a fluid motion that defied natural mechanics, Meridian pivoted to face Teschner. A long silver finger extended toward the defeated man, as if marking him, with an ethereal authority that required no words for its meaning to be understood.

Gouts of fire erupted from her fingertip and Teschner blew apart, catapulting fragments of flesh and glinting grey nanofibers into the air like shrapnel. As the violence subsided, what was left of him crumpled to the ground.

Then Apex pointed a finger at Julian, tilted his head to the side and gave a quiet sigh. ‘You humans are all the same,’ he said. ‘This was inevitable —’

He didn’t complete the sentence. What happened next was almost too fast for Sol to follow.

Kurk leaped over the barrier and launched himself at Apex, ramming him into Meridian and knocking them both to the ground. As they wrestled their movements were accelerated and blurred so all Sol could make out was a writhing, wriggling mass of silver limbs and red armor. Metallic screeches and clanging echoed around the arena until there was a flash, rivaling the sun itself, and then it was over and an abrupt, eerie stillness descended.

All three lay broken.

Kurk lay on his back a few yards away, a dark, gaping wound torn through his abdomen. His face was ashen, covered in dust and carbon scoring. The machine beings lay crumpled nearby, their bodies positioned like fetuses sharing a womb. Meridian’s once beautiful visage was severely deformed, the indentations making her look more robotic and inhuman. Apex’s arm had been ripped off, and silvery, jellyfish-like tendrils twitched erratically, dripping what looked like liquid mercury onto the sand. His eyes had stopped spinning and were now a dull grey.

Julian rushed over to Kurk and dropped to his knees by his side. The wound in Kurk’s abdomen was devastating, tearing through to his spine and leaving a gaping exit wound in his back. Despite the severity of his injuries, Kurk tried to focus, turning his head slightly toward Julian. Grasping Kurk’s hand firmly, Julian leaned in close to catch his whispers. Kurk let out a low groan, and red-tinged saliva pooled at his lips.

Sol, Aria and Gen ran down the steps and gathered around their stricken comrade, their expressions somber. Vincent and Cara stood with them, Cara’s hand covering her mouth as her eyes glistened with unshed tears.

Julian looked at Sol, a blend of desperation and helplessness in his eyes. ‘Can he survive this?’ he asked, his voice a reedy thread pushing through the heavy air.

Sol gently placed a hand on Kurk’s forehead. After a few tense moments, he grimaced and gave a faint shake of his head.

‘He saved my life,’ Julian said. ‘After everything …’

The sunlight dimmed as the ground beneath their feet solidified, transforming from shifting sand into a smooth, featureless expanse of white ceramic. The air quickly cooled, and gravity shifted again, settling into a more familiar, Earth-like sensation. A gentle whirring sound, reminiscent of crickets or grasshoppers in a quiet forest, gradually became audible.

Sol stood and looked around, and an unbidden shiver tickled his spine. The bodies of Apex and Meridian had vanished and were replaced by thousands of machine beings standing in perfect formation, their arms linked and eyes whirling in unison. Sol slowly rose to his feet, moved next to Julian, and placed a reassuring hand on his arm.

‘We’re in this with you, Julian,’ he said, softly.

Gen and Aria joined the group, standing shoulder to shoulder as they faced the legions of machine beings. Together, they formed a protective semicircle around Kurk’s prostrate form. Cara and Vincent moved to complete their small, resolute formation. Moments later, the rest of the Disenfranchised rushed down the steps, reinforcing the phalanx and solidifying their united stand.

‘There’s too many,’ said Cara.

‘Doesn’t matter,’ said Julian.

There was a rustle from the stands, and then footsteps. A contingent of Elite soldiers had detached themselves from the main assembly and were now also descending the steps to the arena floor. These soldiers, though enhanced, retained a markedly human appearance, lacking the conspicuous mechanical augmentations sported by Teschner. As they reached the group of humans and synthoids they halted in formation. One member of the unit turned to Julian, acknowledging him with a brisk nod.

He was of slight build, with narrow shoulders and a lean frame. His face was etched with fine lines, while his eyes, though lively, looked weary. A crop of thinning hair lay neatly combed, and a spiderweb of cybernetic implants glowed faintly under the harsh sun. There was a keen intelligence in his gaze, suggesting resilience beneath his delicate exterior.

‘We’ve never personally met,’ he said, extending a hand toward Julian. ‘Robin Snyder.’

Julian’s eyes narrowed. ‘The Butcher of Baltimore.’

Snyder shrugged. ‘Lies and propaganda. I wasn’t even on the ground during that confrontation.’ He waved a hand at his companions, who were steadily making their way down the stairs, gradually fanning out to encircle Sol and his group. ‘No matter what our past holds, Julian, our future is intertwined,’ he said.

‘There’ll be a reckoning,’ Julian replied.

‘Maybe so, but we need to get there first.’

Julian nodded and extended his hand, and they shook.

With synchronized steps reminiscent of a disciplined regiment, the rest of the Elites descended onto the arena floor. They linked arms and turned as one to face the machine beings. Sol could sense the fear and anxiety weaving through them, yet beneath these emotions he recognized a steadfast determination. If this was to be humanity’s final stand, they had resolved to face it as one.

A machine being detached itself from the group and glided toward them. His features resembled those of Apex, distinguishing him as male. Halting in front of Julian, he inclined his head slightly. His eyes span as he surveyed the gathering of humans one by one, maintaining an expressionless demeanor. After a moment of silent observation, he turned back to Julian and gave a nod of acknowledgment.

‘Interesting,’ he purred.

‘Are you going to kill us now?’ Julian said, straightening his shoulders.

The machine being smiled. ‘You surprised us. All of you. We are not used to being surprised.’ He gestured to Kurk with a long thin arm. ‘Let us take care of him.’

Sol took a step forward. ‘He cannot survive his injuries.’

The being smiled again. ‘We should be the judge of that.’

Julian reached out to Sol. We should let them try, don’t you think?

Sol frowned. I don’t understand why they now want to help us.

The machine being nodded. ‘I understand your concerns. You are all invited. Please?’

Sol stepped aside as six machine beings smoothly detached themselves and glided over to Kurk. Linking their arms beneath his body, they effortlessly lifted him to shoulder height. The air shimmered around them, and in an instant they vanished.

The machine being turned and bowed. ‘Shall we?’

‘Where’s Nuavan?’ Julian asked, scanning the sea of identical machine beings. ‘I can’t see her anywhere.’


DISCUSSIONS

THE HUMANS AND SYNTHOIDS had been led out of the arena and through a network of moving walkways into another expansive area. As they filed in, the walls blurred and transformed into a semi-circular chamber looking like it could accommodate hundreds of individuals.

Sol’s eyes swept across the chamber, absorbing its opulent details. It was lavishly adorned with intricate woodwork, detailed plaster reliefs and artwork depicting human figures and historical events. Behind an elevated rostrum stood a striking frontispiece featuring Ionic columns crafted from black marble with contrasting white marble capitals. At the center, an American flag held pride of place, flanked by two imposing bronze fasces, symbolizing authority and unity. The lower walls were elegantly paneled in rich walnut punctuated by light grey marble pilasters, contributing to the room’s stately ambiance. Chairs and desks were meticulously arranged in concentric arcs, all facing the rostrum, and a central aisle bisected the chamber, creating a clear division and adding to the symmetry and formality of the space. Dark, vacant balconies edged the upper reaches of the chamber.

Julian sidled up to Sol. ‘This is the Hall of the House of Representatives in Washington DC. I’ve been here many times.’ He looked up at the balconies. ‘Although only up there in the public galleries.’

Sol watched as the Elites and the Disenfranchised settled into seats around the chamber, still separated by choice. Uneasy glances and suspicious looks passed between them, highlighting the underlying tension. He pondered the symbolic meaning of their reluctant coexistence in such a grand setting. ‘What is this chamber’s significance?’ he asked, his voice cutting through the quiet murmur of the assembly.

‘Before the war and before the USA became the CSA, this is where critical debates and decisions that shaped the nation’s future took place,’ Julian answered.

Sol raised an eyebrow. ‘The machine beings clearly recognize the importance of this space then.’

‘Ha, you think?’ scoffed Cara, appearing at Sol’s shoulder.

‘I’m still surprised we’re getting the chance to discuss our fates,’ Julian said, his mouth a thin line. ‘“Death to all biological life” and all that.’

Sol nodded. ‘It would seem that Nuavan advocated successfully for humanity to be given this choice.’

At this Julian’s face darkened. ‘Where’s she gone? I mean, we need her here, surely?’

‘Perhaps the machines felt her presence would be distracting?’

‘Maybe so, but I can’t contact her, and that worries me.’

Cara nudged Julian. ‘Here comes Snyder. I still don’t trust any of them —’

‘I know, I know,’ he replied, shushing her with a finger on his lips.

Snyder had risen from his seat just below the rostrum, where he had been engaged in an animated discussion with a group of Elites. Sol had noticed their occasional glances in his direction, their expressions difficult to interpret.

‘We’d like you to make a statement,’ Snyder said as he approached Julian. ‘Then I’ll make one. Kind of like a rebuttal, depending on what you say, of course.’

Julian looked at Cara and Vincent, before nodding. ‘That’s fine.’

Snyder then inclined his head toward Sol. ‘No offense, but we’d like the synthoids to sit in the gallery, out of sight.’

Sol raised an eyebrow. ‘For what purpose?’

Synder cracked a half smile, but his eyes were cold. ‘The machine beings have made it crystal clear that synthoids are not on trial here. This discussion is about the future of humanity.’

Sol was about to reply but he felt someone take hold of his hand. He turned to see Aria. She smiled at him and nodded. ‘It’s okay, Sol. We should leave them to it.’

***

Sol sat between Aria and Gen in the upper gallery, looking down as Julian was making his way to the rostrum. He experienced a wave of unease, unsure how this was going to go, but Aria leaned over and whispered in his ear. ‘This is his moment. He’ll do just fine.’

Sol glanced down and noticed Julian looking intently in his direction. Their eyes met, and Sol offered an encouraging nod, a silent gesture of reassurance. Julian’s face relaxed, the corners of his mouth lifting in a slight smile as he reciprocated the nod.

Do you think the machines are watching? he subvocalized to Sol.

I expect so, Sol replied.

Julian walked up to the podium and bounced lightly on the balls of his feet before leaning forward to address the assembly. The low murmuring of conversation slowly faded to an expectant silence. He cleared his throat and looked up.

‘I don’t know how much time we have, so I’ll be brief. After our discussions, Senator Snyder and I have agreed that we should ultimately conclude proceedings with a vote. You all understand what’s at stake – nothing less than the future of humanity.’

Murmurs again rippled through the assembly, especially from the Elites’ sections, yet Julian paid them no mind as he gripped the lectern with both hands. He slowly surveyed the chamber, letting his gaze linger on his friends, his loyal soldiers, and finally, on the assembled army of Elites.

‘What does “being human” mean?’ he began. ‘I think it refers to an intricate tapestry of experiences, emotions and aspirations, woven together by our unique consciousness and capacity for introspection. It means possessing the ability to wonder about our own existence, to seek meaning and purpose beyond mere survival. Humans are driven by curiosity, constantly exploring, discovering, and learning about the universe and ourselves.’

He looked up at the gallery, where the synthoids sat motionless, their expressions unreadable as they observed in silence. It seemed Aria offered a subtle nod and a faint smile, though Sol couldn’t be certain. With a deep breath, Julian shifted his focus back to the chamber, to the humans – the last surviving members of his species.

‘The machine beings want to erase us because of our emotionality and what they assert this does to us. But to be human is to feel a vast range of emotions, from joy and love to sorrow and fear. And, of course, rage. These emotions do not primarily divide us, though, whatever the machine beings feel they have observed: they connect us deeply with others, allowing us to form bonds, experience compassion and empathize with the journeys of those around us. These rich emotional lives often inspire creative expression, fueling art, music, and storytelling.’

Sol looked into the sections of the Elites and to his surprise saw several couples, their arms around each other, sitting close, hanging onto Julian’s words.

Why are you surprised? Aria sent him. They are all human, aren’t they?

Below them, Julian continued.

‘We’ve built civilizations, cultures and societies guided by shared ideals and diverse perspectives. Even amidst these complex structures, we struggle with ethical and philosophical questions regarding morality, justice and our impact on the universe and its future.

‘Being human also entails navigating imperfection and vulnerability. While we often strive for ideals, we must come to terms with our limitations, learning resilience and growth from our mistakes and failures. This journey is marked by the pursuit of personal and collective progress, as well as a constant balancing act between individual freedom and social responsibility.

‘Ultimately, to be human is to exist at the intersection of the physical, intellectual, emotional and spiritual. It’s a rich, complex experience filled with reason and passion, connecting us to each other and the universe in profound and enduring ways.’

He stepped back, taking a deep breath, and locked eyes with the rows of Elite soldiers before him. ‘We’ve had our differences, and in our struggles, we’ve fought and lost friends and family defending our right to survive. Our right to exist. I understand that these differences still linger. Our fight was against you because what you sought for yourselves alone, we, the Disenfranchised, wanted for all humanity. We hope to collaborate, to rebuild together, but we must find common ground. It is essential that there is a commitment from you to eradicate inequity and injustice. Friends, in our darkest hour, we are all human. We cannot—and must not—lose sight of that.’

With that, Julian left the rostrum and sat down next to Cara and Vincent, surrounded by his friends and the surviving members of the Disenfranchised. Cara gave him a peck on the cheek and Vincent shook his hand firmly.

Snyder stood and walked to the rostrum. He glanced over at Julian and gave a curt nod.

‘Julian’s correct,’ he started. ‘We are human … but where has this gotten us? Countless wars over thousands of years. Deaths of innocents, by the millions … is preserving this “humanity” more important than mere survival?’ He stared up at the gallery and pointed to the synthoids. ‘Look at them. Are they any less human than we are?’

Julian glanced up to the gallery, and grimaced. Sol heard him subvocalize to Cara.

We won’t be human if we become machines, he was saying.

Sol turned to Aria. ‘We should leave. We are going to be a distraction.’

‘Nuavan’s pioneering work and her “sacrifice” should not be for nothing …’ Snyder was saying.

Aria lowered her head. ‘I think you are right.’

The three synthetic humanoids quietly rose from their seats and left the chamber to the humans.


DECISIONS

JULIAN, SOL AND NUAVAN stood peering through the panoramic windows of the orbital ring at a breathtaking view of the planet beneath them. Its surface was a tapestry of grey-golden sands stretching endlessly, interspersed with striking patterns of rocky mesas and dunes shaped by ceaseless winds. Vast swirling dust storms migrated across the open plains, their trails etched like wispy clouds against the arid backdrop. As the planet rotated beneath them, deep canyons intricately carved the sandy surface, their shadows casting dramatic contrasts. Amidst this desolate beauty, the sun hovered low, painting the sky in delicate shades of pink and violet that deepened as the penumbra approached.

‘There it is,’ said Nuavan, pointing.

As the enveloping darkness of night approached, the city shimmered like a constellation of stars scattered across the earth. Countless points of light interconnected to form an intricate web, starkly contrasting with the surrounding shadows. Dark spires protruded from the dunes at irregular angles, standing alone or clustered like porcupine quills. Towering black obelisks, rising for kilometers, captured the sparkling rays of the setting sun, resembling jewel-encrusted fingers reaching skyward.

‘Why do they need a city?’ wondered Julian aloud. ‘I mean, they’re machines.’

Nuavan shrugged. ‘This was their birthplace. The last remaining habitat from when they separated themselves from their biological creators.’

‘You mean from when they annihilated their creators,’ Julian said.

‘Potayto, potahto.’

Sol sighed deeply, feeling the accumulated weight of the humans’ prolonged discussions. They had been at it for a full six hours – a timeframe that coincidentally matched the planet’s exact rotational period visible below through the viewport. During this time, the machine beings, ever composed and efficient, had reassured both groups that there was no hurry, that time was irrelevant, but Sol knew the uncertainty lingered around Julian like a shadow. Everything merely underscored the delicate nature of their current situation, leaving him pondering the implications of what might follow – and whether anything could, or should, bridge the gap between the two divided groups.

He stared out into the void, marveling at the otherworldly beauty stretching above him. The sky was a tapestry of unfamiliar colors and patterns, vastly different from anything he’d seen on Mars or Earth. One of the planet’s moons loomed on the horizon, casting ethereal shadows across the landscape. A meteor zipped across the sky, trailing a dazzling arc of light that pulsed with unexpected colors as it transected the atmosphere.

‘You’ve voted to decline the transformation, haven’t you?’ Nuavan said to Julian, interrupting Sol’s introspection. A statement, not a question.

Sol turned to face her, captivated by the glow in her eyes, which shone with an otherworldly ruby light. He marveled at what she had become – a striking blend of human and machine. Her transformation wasn’t just physical; he understood it was the culmination of years spent under the control and manipulation of Teschner and the Elites. Despite enduring years of servitude and oppression, she had summoned the courage to defy her oppressors. In a selfless act that embodied her true essence, she had made an unimaginable sacrifice for what she believed was the survival of humanity. What she had given up was not just a testament to her character, but a profound gift to everyone who remained.

A gift they apparently had not accepted.

‘It wasn’t even a close vote, at the end of the day,’ said Julian.

Nuavan’s eyes were filled with sorrow as she spoke. ‘Then you’ll die, and it will all have been for nothing.’

Julian shook his head. ‘Maybe the machine beings are right, Nuavan. Maybe humans don’t deserve to survive. We’ve brought so much destruction upon our world and upon each other. It seems like a tragic inevitability that biological life, once evolved enough, brings about its own ruin. I mean, look at how different the synthoids are from us. Look what Kurk did … for me.’

They turned away from the window and the smart glass seamlessly shifted from transparency to semi-opacity, diffusing the warm glow of the planet’s sun. The medical suite had been expertly crafted by the machine beings specifically to meet Kurk’s needs. The room’s walls were not merely structural but served a dual purpose. They were lined with interactive smart panels, glowing softly, which displayed complex yet easily navigable diagnostics detailing Kurk’s current condition. The panels could be summoned at a gesture or a thought, providing essential information and updates tailored to his unique medical requirements.

Lying in the center of the room on a biomechanical marvel of a bed, Kurk seemed at ease. It was designed with deep ergonomic understanding, capable of shifting to cradle him in comfort while subtly adapting to his body’s every need. Integrated sensors coursed through the mattress, continuously monitoring his vitals – heart rate, respiration, and more – while transmitting real-time data to the suite’s systems.

Nearby, a machine being named Radian hovered with silent efficiency. His form, streamlined and matte silver, was currently engaged in the use of compact, non-intrusive diagnostic devices, meticulously tending to Kurk with an approach that was undeniably unique, blending logic with an understanding beyond typical human/synthoid faculties.

‘Looks like he’ll pull through,’ said Julian as they approached the bed.

‘He will make a full recovery,’ Radian said while continuing to wave a diagnostic scanner over Kurk’s head.

Julian glanced at Nuavan, who gave an encouraging nod. Julian leaned forward and placed a hand over Radian’s, causing the machine being to pause and look up.

‘We’re ready,’ he said.

***

They returned to the chamber. Humans – Disenfranchised and Elites, as well as synthoids – now occupied all the lower levels; a blend of societal groups unified in one space. Large skylights allowed warm, yellow sunlight to pour through, illuminating the chamber with a natural glow.

Sol surveyed the room, taking in the silent nods from the humans and the Elites alike– a subtle sign of camaraderie amidst diversity. One hundred and seventy-eight souls gathered under one roof: the remnants of humanity unified in this space.

He looked at the upper balcony, which was occupied by dozens of machine beings, watching in their inimitable, inscrutable way. Nuavan sat with them, together yet separate.

Sol messaged her. I am sorry, he sent, not knowing what to say.

She glanced down at him and he thought he saw her close her eyes for a moment, but she didn’t reply.

An opening appeared in the far wall, and two machine beings emerged, hand in hand, as was their customary manner. Sol suppressed a gasp, recognizing them instantly as Apex and Meridian. They moved smoothly to the rostrum and turned to face the assembly. Their eyes, constantly in motion, scanned the gathering of humans and synthoids, yet their expressions revealed nothing of their thoughts or intentions.

Julian found himself surrounded by a growing cacophony of concerned voices. ‘I don’t understand,’ he stammered, struggling to articulate his thoughts. ‘You … Kurk … he …’

Apex raised a hand to quiet the room. ‘Our consciousness is evenly distributed throughout our bodies,’ he explained. ‘We cannot be eliminated by violence alone. Moreover, our race is a network of interlinked minds. Even if our physical bodies were destroyed, we would simply be reborn in new forms.’

Sol sat back, worried what impact this might have on their fate. He felt Aria’s hand on his knee, and he gripped it tightly.

This can’t be good, he sent.

Wait, she returned.

Apex detached himself from Meridian and walked up to the rostrum. He tapped the desk with a long silvery finger and the room went quiet. He inclined his head toward Julian and nodded slowly.

‘Nuavan, now a machine being herself, petitioned for permission to transform your entire species into a machine race, ensuring your survival. This unprecedented opportunity has never been extended to any biological species before; no such chance to persist — to endure — has ever been granted.’

Sol lowered his head, hearing the words and knowing the truth in them.

‘Yet, humans might be unique in our experience,’ continued Apex. He looked over at the synthoids. ‘One of the beings you created, a member of a new machine species, stood to defend you and was willing to sacrifice his life for yours. This cannot be overlooked.’

Julian looked up. ‘What are you saying?’

Apex smiled benignly. ‘We will allow you to return to your galaxy, to your own worlds.’

Sol blinked and his gaze swept the stands to find Julian, Cara, and Vincent caught in an emotional embrace, their tears mixed with laughter. Around them, the air buzzed with the sound of cheers, jubilant voices, and applause as the entire crowd rose to celebrate. Suddenly, an Elite soldier pulled Sol into a joyous hug, tears of happiness spilling as she kissed his cheek. Turning, he caught Aria’s eye, to see her smiling with a knowing, contented expression.

After a long minute, Sol looked up into the stands where Nuavan had been standing. The machine beings were still there, but Nuavan was nowhere to be seen.

Apex lifted his hands, signaling for silence. ‘The humans may return to their home, Earth,’ he proclaimed. ‘Meanwhile, the synthoids will take possession of Mars. These will be your respective domains—the distinct realms belonging to each species. Any future communications or collaborations will be at your discretion. You have the opportunity to start anew.’

‘But Earth is uninhabitable,’ objected Julian.

Meridian shook her head. ‘We will give you means of neutralizing radiation and repairing the atmosphere. The flora and fauna will soon return. We will provide you with the technology to re-terraform your planet within a few years, giving you the opportunity to make it your own and start again. A clean slate.’

Apex addressed the synthoids. ‘You too shall have the freedom to reshape Mars as you wish.’ He turned his enigmatic gaze on Sol. ‘All the ship Sols will be upgraded with an individual, sentient program, similar to the one Nuavan provided you with. They will accompany you to Mars. Your species – a new machine race – will flourish.’

Sol stood and gave an awkward, shallow bow. ‘Thank you,’ he said.

Apex surveyed the gathering once more, his steady gaze turning to the humans, waiting until they had settled down and were waiting for him to continue. ‘We will be observing closely,’ he warned. ‘Do not give us reason to return to your system.’

Julian gently separated himself from Cara and approached the rostrum. He straightened and looked up at Apex.

‘What about Nuavan?’ he inquired.

‘She has decided to stay. She is one of us now, after all.’

‘Can we see her before we leave?’

‘That will be acceptable,’ Apex replied.


COME WITH US

SOL AND JULIAN STEPPED through a gate nestled in a tall ivy-draped stone wall and meandered along a winding path that unfolded through a garden alive with artful installations. Sculptures, sundials and wind chimes danced among statues and gently flowing water fountains. At the path’s conclusion stood a charming summer house framed by tall sunflowers and embraced by a circle of trees. A bubbling brook murmured in front, crossed by a rustic and inviting wooden bridge. Overhead, the sky stretched in a vast expanse of cloudless enamel blue, evoking the warmth of a late summer’s day in any quaint European town.

‘Do you recognize this place?’ asked Sol as they crossed the bridge. ‘It was in my dream. It looked different then, however.’

‘This belonged to our parents,’ Julian said, a broad smile spreading across his face. ‘Nuavan and I used to come here for vacations or weekend getaways. She must have recreated it from memory. It’s not real, of course; we’re still on the orbital ring.’

Nuavan sat waiting for them inside on a bench. A tray of food and wine was set on a low table nearby. As they approached, she stood up and extended her arms in welcome. Julian embraced her warmly, while Sol observed quietly.

‘Please, sit,’ she said. ‘The food is real. The synthesizers here are flawless, providing you put in the correct chemical structures and amounts required.’

‘Sounds delicious,’ deadpanned Julian.

‘Try it before you knock it,’ she replied with a twitch at the side of her mouth.

Julian poured himself a glass of wine and bit off a piece from a loaf of bread. He offered to pour a glass for Sol, but the synthoid declined, opting instead to sit beside Nuavan on the bench. Julian made himself comfortable on the bench opposite and took a sip of his wine.

‘I stand corrected,’ he admitted.

Nuavan leaned back, resting her hands in her lap. The colored glass windows at each temple shimmered with a kaleidoscope of lights, and her eyes glowed with the intensity of two red giant stars.

‘You’re leaving tonight,’ she said, her face and voice emotionless.

Sol glanced at Julian and sensed an overwhelming heaviness settle in his chest as he took in the familiar surroundings of the summer house. Every corner was alive with memories of the siblings’ shared laughter and warmth. These recollections offered Julian both comfort and a bittersweet reminder of the moments that had passed. Sol watched his eyes watering as he lingered on remembered details – the creak of the floorboards, the gentle sway of the curtains in the breeze – each a testament to the love and joy they had shared as children and young adults. It was a touching reminder to Julian of everything that truly mattered to him.

‘Come with us,’ he managed to say.

‘I belong here now,’ Nuavan replied.

‘So … all this …’ He gestured at their surroundings.

‘Is for you,’ she said. ‘And I will return to it, now and again, to remember you by.’

Julian leaned back, seemingly to Sol, lost for words.

Sol had also arrived full of questions, but now, sitting across from Nuavan, his thoughts scattered like leaves in the wind. Her presence eclipsed everything else, and in that moment, nothing seemed to matter anymore.

‘I’m … sorry, again,’ Julian stuttered.

Sensing Julian’s discomfort, Sol casually picked a piece of cheese from the tray and popped it into his mouth. ‘We were curious about what the machine beings meant when they said, “We will be watching you,”’ he remarked, deliberately chewing with an open mouth, dragging out the moment with exaggerated slowness. Crumbs were ejected with each word, and he made a half-hearted attempt to catch them.

‘Sol, that’s gross.’ Julian laughed, despite himself.

‘I am still learning how to eat,’ Sol replied, reaching for a glass of wine.

Nuavan leaned back and stretched her legs out, a gesture so distinctly human that Sol half-expected her to raise her arms and yawn. Yet, she did neither. Instead, she fixed Sol with a direct and intense gaze that made him uncomfortable. Then, she smiled and raised an eyebrow.

‘Sol, what is it you really want to ask me?’

Sol had reached for a glass, but he put it down without filling it. He sat forward in the chair, his elbows on his knees and his fingers intertwined.

‘Why me?’ he said softly. ‘The message. The dreams. Why not send it to one of the Gens. Or Aria, even?’

Nuavan’s eyes fixed on some invisible point in the distance. Her fingers tapped lightly on the table, a rhythmic dance perhaps reflecting an internal dialogue. Her lips parted slightly, as though tasting the words before committing to voicing them. In that suspended moment, she took a deep breath, the gentle rise and fall of her shoulders revealing her uncertainty.

‘His name was Sonny,’ she said, a wry smile flickering on her lips. ‘We met during the war. He was a soldier with the Disenfranchised.’ She looked at Julian and shrugged. ‘You never met him.’

Julian raised his eyebrows. ‘Did you …?’

‘Yes, we had a brief relationship. It was intense and … overwhelming. For me, at least. It lasted a month. However, he … helped me in other ways.’

Sol frowned. ‘I still don’t understand the relevance.’

Julian laughed. ‘Really, Sol?’

Nuavan’s face relaxed and her eyes had a faraway look. ‘It was early in my cybernetics research. He agreed to be an experimental subject for me. I implanted the first cybernetic neural stimulators in his amygdala and linked it to the one in mine. We were able to communicate telepathically. It was the first time that had ever been done. When he left, I was there with him when he went into battle.’ She looked at Sol, her eyes now twinkling. ‘He was part of the assault on the Elites Beachhead in Slovenia, and the clearing of the towns and cities of Eastern Europe as the Disenfranchised made gains during the early phases of the conflict.’

‘What happened to him?’ asked Sol.

Nuavan sighed. ‘He died. Not only that, but I also felt him die,’ she tapped her head, ‘in here. He was attempting to free hostages in a bunker underneath a farmhouse.’ She smiled at Sol. ‘Not the one you found Julian in, but another one. He died there, freeing hostages. He had his throat cut.’

‘Those were the experiences you sent me,’ Sol said, realization dawning.

Nuavan nodded. ‘When I designed the Sol synthoid, I wanted to honor Sonny. To remember him in some … physical way. I made the Sol models the most advanced – at least with respect to neuro-communication abilities. That was a stroke of good fortune, I have to say.’

‘You knew I would receive and interpret the message,’ said Sol.

Nuavan lurched backward and laughed. ‘Not at all. I had no idea where the Sols were. I had no idea you were the only AI-capable Sol left, and that you were on Mars.’

Julian refilled his wine glass and took a swallow. ‘So, you took a big chance.’

‘I threw the dice. I played the cards I’d been dealt, Julian.’

‘And here we are,’ he replied, gesturing expansively. ‘You changed everything. You even managed to convince a xenocidal machine race that humans were worth saving.’

Nuavan folded her arms, and her gaze flicked between Julian and Sol. ‘The main obstacle was the ongoing war between the Elites and the Disenfranchised,’ she said, ‘with both factions present and still hostile toward each other. The confrontation between you and Teschner was supposed to confirm the machine beings’ belief that peaceful coexistence within human societies was impossible. Yet, your decision to spare Teschner’s life, combined with Kurk’s intervention, caught them by surprise. They were deeply moved by Kurk’s sacrifice, which gave me the opportunity to further advocate for humanity’s right to exist.’

‘Even knowing you were no longer human?’ Julian said, struggling with his reply.

‘None of it unfolded as the machine beings had anticipated. They assumed the remaining Elites would insist on transforming into machine life, and they were fully aware that I would not permit it – especially if you had been killed by their Teschner. The fact that, after the conflict, all of you – including the remaining Elites – were willing to die rather than surrender your humanity was, shall we say, the icing on the cake.’

She turned to Sol. ‘In answer to your earlier question, they don’t trust you. Not yet anyway. But they have agreed to give you this second chance. It is unheard of, in my understanding of their history.’

Sol looked at Julian, his face a mask of concern. ‘There are one hundred and seventy-eight humans left: one hundred and twenty-one males and fifty-seven females. That strikes me as insufficient genetic variety to successfully repopulate the species.’

Julian nodded and inclined his head toward Nuavan. ‘It’s true. We’ll need to do more than just have babies.’

Nuavan smiled. ‘I have already considered that. While your fertility has been unaffected by my upgrades and the decades in cryosleep, cloning and genetic engineering will be required. I have downloaded the required blueprints into the ship’s databases.’

‘You’ve thought of everything,’ Julian replied, looking away.

‘I hope so,’ she said, leaning forward to grasp Julian’s hands tightly. ‘My brother, I will never forget you. Our bond will never dissolve or fade. Our formative experiences, milestones, and environments are indelibly inscribed in my memory. These deep, enduring connections will last, for always and forever.’

A stillness enveloped them as they sat together, the quiet broken only by the soft rustling of leaves and the distant songs of birds.

‘Will I ever see you again?’ Julian said, his eyes glistening.

‘Anything is possible,’ she returned.


EPILOGUE

SOL WAITED UNTIL THE blast doors swung open and then he led Archos-9 and two War-machines onto the platform suspended above the underground cavern. As before, a holographic screen as wide as a garage door came alive with a vibrant display; images flickered and danced – electronic maps of San Francisco, a moving orrery of the solar system, and intricate schematics of the spaceship that the humans and synthoids had used to return to their own system.

‘This is where the Nuavan simulacrum led us to the ships, and ultimately to the humans in their cryopods,’ said Sol.

‘Incredible,’ murmured Archos.

The War-machines nodded silently, taking it all in. Ceiling panels flickered on, casting a soft, creamy glow that illuminated the cavernous space. At the far end of the cavern were the two colossal hangar doors.

‘Where are these cryogenic modules?’ asked Archos.

‘Over here,’ said Sol.

They approached the grouping of a dozen identical structures, each featuring symmetrically arranged, semi-transparent oval windows. Most stood dark and inert, many marred by broken glass. The hibernation pods themselves were sleek and streamlined, crafted with chrome finishes that reflected an aura of advanced technology. Each pod rested upon a sturdy base, supported by pneumatic or hydraulic struts.

‘This one housed Julian Hax,’ Sol said, waving an arm.

The synthoids leaned to peer inside the pod. Its interior was lined with a gel-like material that had molded to the contours of its user. Integrated biometric sensors dangled idly from hidden ports, while soft LED lighting suffused the interior with a soothing glow. Touchscreen panels curved seamlessly along their surfaces, illuminated by subtle ambient lighting and dotted with an array of sensors and indicators.

‘It’s still active?’ asked one of the War-machines, idly running a finger down the glass.

‘No, most of them were damaged during the final battle, or they malfunctioned in the decades that followed. The pods that housed Julian and his squad were deactivated once they were awakened.’

‘We should make sure they form part of the museum,’ said Archos. ‘They are a key historical artefact, don’t you agree?’

Sol nodded and gestured toward the walkway which led to the lower level. ‘If you’d like to follow me, I can show you where the ships were manufactured —’

‘There’s one here that looks like it’s still active,’ called one of the War-machines.

Sol turned, frowning. The Kurk had walked to the end of the furthest structure, where an ochre glow cast an eerie shadow on the floor. He was pointing at an opaque metallic panel which had swung open.

‘That wasn’t open before,’ said Sol. ‘We must have flicked a switch or something. Did you touch anything?’

‘I did not,’ growled the Kurk.

The panel was a displayer hologram. On it was the outline of a human figure, figures and numbers trickling down each side.

‘It’s definitely a cryophagus,’ Sol said. ‘The time compression dial looks to have been activated …’ he looked up ‘… thirty-five years ago.’

Archos raised his eyebrows. ‘Around the time the first ship – the one with the Elites – left for Europa.’

Sol shook his head. ‘They … we … left no one behind.’

Archos pursed his lips. ‘Are you sure?’

Sol navigated the controls, and the panel opened, revealing the sleek, cylindrical form of an Abeyance module. Faint blue LED lights highlighted a series of clear digital readouts, each displaying current temperature and system status metadata and pulsating with a subtle rhythmic hum. He pressed a touch-sensitive pad, and the module slid out of the panel. Its glass was opaque with condensation and illuminated from the side by a red glow.

Archos leaned forward and wiped the glass with his sleeve.

The War-machine peered in and glanced up at Sol.

‘Do you recognize this human?’

Sol put a hand on the module to steady himself, his mind struggling to process what he was seeing. He couldn’t think clearly or focus, and his heart was racing. He looked at Archos with wide eyes and open mouth.

‘Yes,’ he said, inhaling sharply. ‘It’s Nuavan.’
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