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Chapter 1
 
As the phone started ringing, the leftmost indicator bulb in the row of seven lit up, blinking in time with the jangle of the buzzer but bright enough to shine clearly through the red gel and a patina of dust. Sam hesitated, doubting his own eyes for a moment, then tempted to assume a wrong number and spare both parties the nuisance of a protracted conversation.
But he couldn’t let the call ring out. Even a wrong number from Scale One would be the most interesting thing that had happened to him all week.
He lifted the handset. “Lucid Investigations,” he announced, then he jabbed the DONE button. The exchange let him hear the slow bass rumble as it replayed his taped voice three octaves deeper, then he listened in as it gathered the reply. He could follow most Scale Three and Scale Five speech effortlessly, but he struggled to get any purchase on the tortured syllables splayed out in these strange groans before the exchange stepped in and spared him the effort.
“Do you take clients from District One?”
Not a wrong number, then. The caller was fluent in Panscala, but it was hard to discern anything else. They sounded anxious, but reading too much into any rescaled voice would be folly.
“I’d be happy to,” Sam replied. He’d never had an offer before. But if his policy wasn’t an automatic refusal, what should it be in detail? “My standard rate’s ten dollars per minute, but for a cross-scale case that might include periods of significant inefficiency, where I’m carrying out enquiries that I could normally complete much faster. So I’d need a five-hundred dollar deposit wired to the company before I start.”
“That’s fair,” the caller conceded.
“I’m Sam Mujrif, principal investigator. Please, go ahead. Tell me about the case.”
“My name is Jessica Leon. My sister Cara is missing. No one’s seen her for nearly two weeks.”
“Have you contacted the police?”
“Of course. But they don’t seem to be doing anything. Maybe they’re bogged down in all the cross-jurisdictional nonsense.”
“What’s the issue? How is District Four involved?”
“Cara’s in business, importing electronics from D4. I went to her office and checked her diary, and she’d arranged a meeting on the river with one of her suppliers. I’ve spoken to the man, David Landau from Dawn Thermionics; he says he boarded her yacht for the meeting, and she was fine when he left. But it’s still tied up at the docks, and there’s no sign of her there. I’ll need to sail it home soon, or the Harbor Authority will impound it.”
“Would I be able to take a look at it first?” Sam asked.
“That was what I was hoping for. I can get there myself and let you in. Berth one-seven. In two hours?”
Sam was about to reply that he intended to be fast asleep in two hours – but then, if Jessica ever chose to be equally inflexible, he’d be the one enduring the more frustrating hiatus.
He checked his watch. “Let’s say 14:15?”
“I’ll see you there.”
Sam flipped through the phone book and found Dawn Thermionics. Landau’s assistant tried to brush him off, but Sam persisted and managed to get an appointment in six minutes.
It was a long walk, but it gave him time to clear his head of the distracting buzz that emanated from the sheer novelty of the case. Part of his brain was intent on cataloging all the obstacles he could expect to face, while another was already imagining how much it might burnish his reputation if he managed to find this missing woman – or how thoroughly it might trash it if he failed.
He stopped at a drinking fountain, then rested for a moment; the avenue was shaded by trees and awnings, but the afternoon heat was still fierce. To the west, the jagged tiers of the city rose up like some magnified urban mirage, but the distant buildings needed no tricks from the shimmering air to tower above the shops and cafés around him. As a child, Sam had feared the very idea of the occupants of such daunting structures, until his father had reminded him that their own house would look much the same to the denizens of District Seven. “Right in the middle is the best place to be,” he’d suggested. “With empathy for everyone.” It was a nice idea, so long as you didn’t fall into the trap of believing that sharing some aspects of another scale’s viewpoint meant you understood everything about them.
The Dawn Thermionics factory was a small cluster of buildings, almost at the border with District Three. Sam arrived with half a minute to spare. He sat in the reception lounge flipping through trade magazines, which all seemed to carry the same advertisement showing wide-eyed children peering through the airflow holes of their family’s entertainment system at the warm glow of the vacuum tubes within.
“Mr. Landau will see you now,” the assistant announced, gesturing to Sam to enter the office. The door was already open, and Landau rose and approached to shake his hand before ushering him into a chair.
“You’re working for Cara Leon’s sister?” Landau asked, clearly dismayed that the matter remained unresolved. He was a smooth-faced, balding man, maybe five years old.
“That’s right. I’m meeting her in person soon, but I’m hoping you can bring me up to speed on some things about Cara faster than her sister could.”
“We’ve been doing business for about four months,” Landau said. “It’s worked out pretty well. She wires through her orders, and we load them onto her boat. She always pays on time; I wish all my local retailers were as punctual.”
“What was the meeting about?”
“I was showing her some new products.”
“Any luck with that?” Sam wondered.
“She passed,” Landau admitted. “Still too soon for most of her customers. District One is easy in some ways, tough in others. There’s always a burst of enthusiasm when they’re introduced to something new, but once they’ve made the first big leap they don’t like to take the next steps too quickly.”
“Don’t you have to tailor things for them specially?” Sam asked.
“To a degree. They need different speakers, and larger control panels, but we design most of the other components so they can be customized for the different frequency ranges just by wiring a couple of jumpers differently. I had some Scale One demonstration models made up; we would have gone into production if the orders came through.”
“Did Cara say anything about her plans? Was she expecting anyone else on the boat, or was she heading straight home?”
“I don’t know,” Landau replied. “I wished her a safe journey as I was leaving, and she didn’t correct me, but it was really none of my business if she had other appointments. I was the one who’d asked her to make the trip, and she did warn me that she’d be hard pressed to take a new product line six weeks after the last one.”
“How was her mood? Did she seem cheerful, worried, distracted?”
Landau looked at him oddly. “I haven’t spent that much time with her. I didn’t grow up in D1; no one from there is an open book to me.”
“No.” Sam felt foolish; he had friends from D3 and D5, but that should have taught him to temper his expectations.
He changed tack. “Was there any kind of commercial rivalry you’re aware of, that might have caused someone to have a grudge against Cara?”
Landau frowned, bemused. “We’ve had no interest from other importers in D1, and the arrangement wasn’t exclusive anyway; we’ll happily sell to whoever wants to buy from us. So she wasn’t standing in anyone’s way.”
“And what about the other direction? Could Cara have been looking for other suppliers?”
“Maybe for other products,” Landau replied. “Dawn’s the only company that makes consumer goods with vacuum tubes in the whole city.”
Sam was surprised. “Weren’t they invented by someone in Scale Six?”
“Sure, but even D5 have moved on by now.”
“There’s a replacement for vacuum tubes, already?” Sam was pretty sure he hadn’t even heard of the things until after Idris was born, eight months ago.
“Yes. Much smaller, with lower power consumption. Don’t ask me to explain how they work, though; I’m still catching up.”
“Why haven’t we moved on, like D5?”
Landau laughed. “The same reason I can’t sell my latest models to D1. People don’t want to replace everything that quickly. But I’m keeping an eye on it, and at some point I might have to start importing components; the plants are too complicated and expensive for me to build my own.”
“Okay.” Sam didn’t envy him; it sounded like the whole electronics business was more precarious than he’d realized. “And what about Cara? Do you think she might have considered skipping your new models and going straight to D5?” Even if her customers wouldn’t fork out again so soon for incremental improvements, she might have hoped to sell them on a whole new technology.
The suggestion seemed to irritate Landau. “Anything’s possible,” he conceded. “Like I said, I don’t claim she was an open book. I never heard of anyone in D5 selling that far upscale; the speakers and the cabinets just become unwieldy for them. Maybe in D1 they could import the guts from D5, and build their own speakers – the way the movie industry uses equipment they make themselves, except for the sound amplifiers. But if Cara had some plan like that, she wasn’t sharing it with me.”
Sam didn’t pursue the notion any further. Landau might have profited from undermining such a scheme, so long as whoever took Cara’s place was content with the status quo. But how lucrative were exports to D1, when the customers held on to whatever they bought for so much longer than locals did? There was clearly enough demand to make the trade worthwhile, but that didn’t mean it was crucial to Dawn’s business.
Sam thanked Landau and left his card in case he had any more thoughts on the matter. Back on the street, it was still sweltering, so he decided to take a tram home.
Noor and Idris were in the front room, playing chess. Sam kissed them both but didn’t want to interrupt the game, so he went to the kitchen and started on dinner.
“Who won?” he asked, as the three of them sat down together in the dining room.
Idris pulled a face. Sam said, “Your mother’s hard to beat. I’m lucky to win one game in ten.”
“I want to play against you,” Idris decided.
“Good choice. Maybe next time.”
After dinner, they listened to a short comedy play on the radio, but when the broadcast changed to orchestral music Idris started yawning.
“Bed time,” Noor declared.
“Tell me a story,” Idris pleaded, as Sam drew the blinds, blocking out most of the sunlight.
Sam sat down beside the bed. “All right. A long time ago ... maybe twenty thousand years—”
Idris snorted at the preposterous number, but then composed himself. “Sorry.”
“Twenty thousand years ago,” Sam continued, “you could find plants and animals of every size, all across the world, but people only came in one scale. No one knew why, but that was how it was, and everyone accepted it.
“Then one year, there was a village where some of the children were born half the size of the others. Their parents were confused, and worried, and afraid. They didn’t know how to care for children like that.
“But there were a few hunters in the village who’d kept their eyes on the small animals around them, even though their meat was inedible. They managed to capture some small wild goats, and they used their milk to feed the children. Later, they found where the right fruits and yams grew, which the children could eat without growing sick. It was hard, having to do things a new way, but everyone in the village loved the children and wanted them to be healthy.
“As the children grew older, they learned to walk and speak; their voices were faster and higher than other children, and their steps were quicker. And although they were small, they were strong and fast, and at half the age when most children could hunt, they could already chase down the kind of animals their parents could eat, as well as the ones they needed to feed themselves.
“Before long they had children of their own, the same size as they’d been at birth. The new scale of people grew in number, and it became easier for everyone to keep up the two ways of living, side by side.
“Then the day came when the first of the new children found himself growing weak with age. His parents started weeping; they still felt young, themselves. ‘Don’t leave us,’ they begged him. ‘Your life has gone too quickly.’
“He replied, ‘Though my days were fewer in number, each one held twice as much joy.’
“But his parents were inconsolable. And when his children saw how hard it was for their grandparents, they decided to leave the village and live apart, with others of the same scale.”
Idris’s eyes had fallen shut, but he wasn’t asleep. “When did all the other scales come?”
“No one really knows,” Sam admitted. “But I think it took hundreds of generations for each of them.”
“Could my children be Scale Five?” Idris wondered.
“Probably not,” Sam replied. “But I guess it’s not impossible.”
Idris opened his eyes. “Even if they are, that’s too long to wait. I want a small small brother right now.”
“Are you sure? What if he can beat you at chess when he’s half your age?” Sam stood up, then bent down and kissed him on the forehead. “Go to sleep now.”
Noor was in the front room, listening to music as she marked her students’ work. Sam still had no idea how she could read thirty essays on political philosophy by earnest adolescents without screaming and tearing up at least half the pages, but as ever she appeared perfectly calm. He made some tea and brought it to her.
“I’ll need to go out a bit later,” he said. “I’m meeting a woman on a boat.”
“Should I be jealous?” she teased him.
“Never. But least of all now.” He tipped his head and raised his eyes toward the ceiling.
“Should I be worried?” Noor asked.
“For my safety? Have you ever trodden on a Scale Seven mouse?”
“Six, I think, and it nearly broke my foot.”
“To be clear,” Sam said, “she’s hired me to find her sister, so I doubt she’s planning to stomp on me.”
“Just be careful of the river, then.”
“I will.”
Sam sat and listened to the radio in silence, letting Noor finish her work in peace.
When she rose, she said, “Write down exactly where you’re going, who you’re meeting, and who I should call first if you don’t come back.”
“All right.” He reached out and took her hand. “Don’t lose any sleep. As I said, she’s a client; she has no reason to wish me harm.”
Noor said, “Her sister’s missing, isn’t she? So someone meant somebody harm.”



Chapter 2
 
As Sam approached the docks he had no trouble identifying his destination, long before he was close enough to check the berth number. There were no other Scale One vessels in sight, and the gleaming white hull alone rose above the masts of most of the local boats.
He climbed the ramp to the wharf’s top level, and saw a large wooden gangway already in place. He wasn’t sure if it belonged to the yacht itself or was part of the dock’s infrastructure ... but either way, it would be absurd not to trust it to bear his footsteps. Cara must have had plenty of Scale Four visitors in the course of her business here, and Landau had spoken of his own staff loading stock onto the boat. Maybe a swarm of a hundred locals trying to cross the gangway all at once would have snapped its planks, but there was no reason to think it was under-engineered for normal use in its current location.
As he drew nearer, a woman emerged from the cabin. Sam was used to his D3 friend Guido’s air of perpetual contemplation, but Jessica looked positively meditative, as if she occupied some state of being that stood above the noise and bustle of the world. That her serenity was all in the eye of the beholder should have been easy enough to grasp: every impulse that crossed her brain had eight times farther to travel than his own. But Sam still couldn’t quite psych himself into seeing her wholly on her own terms; all it took was the glacial turn of her head, the slow swivel of her eyes, the long indifferent stare before she registered his presence, to imbue her with an indelible sense of patience, thoughtfulness and imperturbability.
When Jessica began to open her mouth, he paused and switched on the rescaler he’d been dragging along on a trolley behind him. The tubes seemed to take forever to warm up, and by the time the tape started moving she’d fallen silent. But she must have noticed his plight, because she repeated herself immediately. Sam had had a brief lesson using the gadget when he’d hired it on the way to the docks, but it took him three attempts to hit the right controls for a successful playback.
“Hello!” Jessica had said. “Please, come onboard!”
Sam reached the gangway and began the crossing, grateful that he could walk down the middle and feel as if the water was as distant as ever, even as the yacht bobbed up in the swell. The gangway did feel sturdy beneath his feet; the timber was probably Scale Two. When he stepped onto the deck the wood was much softer and springier, palpably yielding to his weight – but then, if the hull broke up the pieces might actually float, with enough spare buoyancy to hold up a single survivor of any scale.
Jessica backed away so he wouldn’t have to crane his neck too much to make eye contact. He was beginning to wish they’d spent more time discussing the case on the phone; the exchange’s rescalers couldn’t work any faster than the portable models, but it would have been more comfortable for both of them.
“How did you get here?” he asked.
Jessica was more accomplished with her rescaler than he was; Sam had barely stopped speaking when he heard his words repeated in tones more suited to her ears.
“Some friends with their own boat dropped me off,” she replied. “I’ll sail the Idyll back when we’re done here. Everything’s unlocked now, so feel free to look around, wherever you want.”
Now that he was actually standing on sixty-four decks’ worth of deck, the prospect of a thorough search felt even more daunting than he’d anticipated, but he’d packed enough food and water to keep himself going for a couple of hours, if it came to that. He’d consulted his old forensics textbooks before leaving the house, to be reminded that dried Scale One blood would be almost transparent to his vision, and far less sticky to his touch than that of his own scale. He’d brought along a wide-spectrum camera, but he couldn’t photograph every square millimeter of the boat. Hopefully Jessica would be able to persuade the D1 police to perform their own inspection once the Idyll was back in their jurisdiction, but in the meantime he was determined to do the best job he could under the circumstances.
“Do you have Cara’s passport?” he asked Jessica.
“It’s still in the cabin, I didn’t want to move anything. But I’ll get it.”
Sam set to work while she was gone, sketching a plan of the deck on gridded paper so he could keep track of his progress and log the position of anything he found.
When Jessica emerged with the passport, he gestured to her to put it on the deck. She stooped down and placed the open booklet upright in front of him, but it was only waist-high so he had to kneel to get a proper view. Passport photographs were captured and printed with care, so that viewers at any destination would perceive them as matching the subject. Sam spent a moment committing Cara’s face to memory, as much for the sake of possessing a mental picture of the person he was responsible for finding as in anticipation of any possibility that he might stumble upon her in the flesh. But the immediate benefit was to have a clear idea of the color of her hair – several shades lighter than Jessica’s, to his eyes – so he could at least recognize the owner if he found a strand or two around the boat.
He took a photograph of the passport, then told Jessica, “You should hang on to that now.” Then he set about searching the boat.
The deck probably hadn’t looked messy to Cara when she’d last been on board, and even with the Idyll unoccupied for two weeks it hadn’t exactly reverted to nature, but there were enough pieces of river-scented grit and debris scattered across the surface to provide a constant distraction. Among the fragments of mollusk shells, pieces of dried plant material, flecks of bird feces and the body parts of dead insects, evidence of humans was thin, and mostly mundane. Sam did find several hairs that were probably Cara’s, along with much shorter fibers of dyed rootlife textiles, which he knew were favored for Scale One clothing, at least in warm weather, in preference over anything more dense. When he brought the fibers to Jessica’s attention, after some squinting she was willing to attribute them to garments she remembered her sister wearing.
Sam stopped to quench his thirst; the work was far from strenuous, but most of the deck was drenched in sunlight. Jessica had settled into a chair beneath a shade cloth, reading a book but glancing up from it so often, even by Sam’s reckoning, that he doubted she was taking much of it in.
“There’s some Scale Four water in the cabin, if you run out,” she told him.
“Thank you.” It would only be polite for Cara to have kept some on board for her business meetings, and for the Dawn workers bringing her appliances. Sam had spotted bits of dark wood that had probably been scraped off the packing crates that held the stock. He wondered if it was worth interviewing any of those workers; they would have been on the boat more often than Landau, even if they’d had no time, or need, to converse with Cara.
He continued filling out the grid, crossing out the boxes on his sketch that he judged by eye to correspond to areas he’d searched. At one point he found a trace of a pale, gluey substance sticking to the wood, and he took a photograph just in case, but he suspected it was more likely to be seagull phlegm or wind-borne jellyfish flesh than a drop of Cara’s blood that a careless assailant had failed to wipe up.
 When Sam first saw the dents, he wondered if they might just be minor damage to the timber that had arisen when the planks were being cut, or handled by the boatbuilder. But then he looked more closely, and realized that bits of marine detritus of precisely the kind he’d been staring at for the last fifteen minutes had been pushed into the hollows and embedded in the wood.
The depressions were about five millimeters long, maybe a quarter as wide, and a tenth as deep. They appeared in two roughly parallel rows, the pits aligned in the direction of the rows. There were only fifteen that he could see in total; at one end of the row there were three of a different shape than the rest. Apart from those three, the remaining twelve bore a strong resemblance to footprints – an eighth the size of those he might have made himself, in clay, but as deep, perhaps, as if the same amount of weight had been pushing down on the wood, exerting sixty-four times the pressure.
He glanced up toward Jessica, but held off asking her any stupid questions before he’d thought the whole thing through. Cara would not have routinely entertained Scale Seven visitors on the boat, if for no other reason than the unsuitability of the decking. But if this was a trail of footprints, why were there so few?
Because the visitor – or intruder – had come onto the boat using some less damaging mode of transport? And then been briefly obliged to abandon it and walk across the timber on their own two feet? Sam pictured a balloon-tired tractor, the size of one of Idris’s toys, chugging across the deck until some malfunction brought it to a halt and the passenger disembarked to make repairs.
“Did Cara ever visit D7?” he asked.
Jessica’s lips spread slowly into a bewildered grin. “Not that she ever told me. Why?”
“It looks like someone that size has been walking here. Either that, or someone taking very small steps in very sharp stilettos.”
“As far as I know, she never met anyone from beyond District Four.”
Sam stared down at the trail for a while, then he fetched a sheet of paper and a pencil from the trolley. He placed the paper over the footprints, and ran the pencil back and forth. He could take a photograph as well, but he believed this would capture a more accurate record of the shape.
Away from the footprints themselves, the pencil rubbing began to reveal some subtler, more shallow indentations in the timber. At first Sam thought they might just correspond to the natural grain of the wood, but then he realized that they were too regular; it looked as if a kind of mesh had left its mark, stamped into the deck with less force than the footprints, the pattern repeated and overlaid on itself.
Someone from D7 had walked across the deck of the Idyll in broad, lattice-soled footwear – a bit like snow shoes – to keep them from sinking into the wood. But they had lost their footing and slipped out of their special weight-spreading shoes for a while, before recovering, putting them back on, and continuing on their way.



Chapter 3
 
“These tracks are all over the deck,” Sam explained. “Not the easiest thing to notice at a glance, but ... ” He held up one of the rubbings again. “Kind of obvious, once you’ve found them.”
“And what do you expect me to do about this?” McKenna asked irritably.
“Send in divers.”
“Divers?”
“Search the river around the boat,” Sam urged him.
McKenna said, “Even if an assassin the size of this woman’s thumb managed to turf her overboard, the currents will have taken her far away by now. Nothing floats as far as a Scale One body: heavy enough to drown, but too light to hang around.”
Sam gestured at the confines of the office, dollhouse-sized to the victim’s family. “Jessica can’t come here in person to petition you, but would you talk to her like that? She deserves to know what happened to her sister.”
“She does,” McKenna conceded, “but that seems to have less and less to do with us, thanks to your excellent work with the footprints. You want me to forward them to our liaison in D7, to see if they can come up with a match?”
“Yes,” Sam replied. “They might not be unique, but they can’t be all that common.” He believed Scale Seven farmers might wear something similar to avoid compacting the soil, but that depended on the particular crops they were growing, and in any case the strange footwear was hardly a standard item in every household.
“All right, I’ll do that. Will that get you off my back?”
“You’re really not going to search the river?”
McKenna said, “If she’s down there, she’ll ripen and come up eventually. It’s not as if she’s lying there waiting for us, holding her breath.”
Sam left the station and headed east, doing his best to let go of a lingering sense of frustration and self-righteousness. If he really believed it was worth sending divers, he could always ask Jessica if she was willing to pay for them. But McKenna was probably right; a corpse floating along the boundary between the river’s top two layers would have been carried far downstream by now.
He glanced at his watch and quickened his pace; his next appointment was in thirty-two seconds, and it would be doubly rude to keep his friend waiting. He reached the Forty-five Café by 18:42:01 and looked around, to see that Yukio was just coming in through the eastern entrance. Sam raised a hand and signaled to him, and they approached one of the empty booths with seating that would meet their respective needs.
“How have you been?” Sam asked, reaching across the table to accept a handshake, even though he knew Yukio would tease him by maintaining his grip long enough for the heat to sting.
“I’m fine. Another grandchild, Chimako.”
Sam got his hand free, and managed not to wince. “Congratulations.”
“And you?”
“Noor and Idris are good. No additions to the family.”
They wrote out their orders, then raised the flag on the table so the waiter would come and collect the slips.
When they’d spoken on the phone Yukio had sounded no different than the last time, but in the flesh Sam found the accumulating signs of aging a little disconcerting. When they’d been children, he’d felt nothing but envy at his friend’s fast track to maturity, but now, at the back of his mind, it was impossible not to start making calculations: how many more times would they meet?
“What are you working on?” Yukio asked.
“A missing woman from D1 who was trading with D4, but seems to have an unexpected connection to D7.”
“Ha!” Yukio chortled piercingly. “That should be easy to wrap up.”
“Actually, I was hoping you could help me,” Sam admitted.
Yukio looked dubious. “I can try. Just don’t tell me she had a lover in D5 you want me to track down.”
“At this stage nothing would surprise me ... unless the lover found a way to make her pregnant; that would do it. But as far as I know, there’s no crime of passion here. I just want to tap your brain on the state of the art in electronics.” Yukio didn’t work in the industry, but he’d been a science teacher before he retired, and he’d always followed new technology closely.
“What does electronics have to do with the case?”
“The missing woman was importing vacuum tube systems from D4,” Sam explained. “But I’m starting to suspect that she might have had loftier ambitions.”
Yukio seemed amused that this could even be in doubt. “I don’t think I’ve seen a vacuum tube appliance for weeks.”
“So tell me about the replacement.”
They paused while the waiter delivered their orders. Sam glanced around the café, and was surprised to see that only about half the customers were gathered in mixed-scale groups. The whole point of the Forty-five’s location on the border was to make it easier for people to meet their friends from the adjacent district, but maybe the cuisine had turned out to be enough of an attraction in itself.
Yukio said, “Do you remember Foley’s experiment? When she found four new kinds of cathode rays?”
“Umm, vaguely.”
“Vacuum tubes work by heating a metal cathode, which gives off negatively charged rays that move through the vacuum to complete the circuit to the anode. By placing a grid between the cathode and the anode, you can use the voltage on the grid to turn the current up or down. A small change on the grid can make big changes to the current, so you can take the tiny signal you get from a radio receiver, or a magnetic tape head, and boost it to a level where it can drive a loudspeaker.”
“Okay.” Sam was pretty sure he’d read a similar exposition in a magazine at some point, when the devices were first making their mark. And now he took rescalers built into the telephone exchange for granted, where there’d once been chains of human interpreters that you’d needed to reserve long in advance, if you could afford to pay for them at all.
“Janet Foley was trying to understand cathode rays better. She found that as she heated the cathode more and more, the relationship between the voltage on the grid and the current through the tube became more complicated – as if there were new participants joining the race. When she brought in a magnetic field to see how much it curved the beam, it split it into five separate components, with masses for the new rays that were two, four, eight and sixteen times the mass of the original.”
“Yeah, and some people got quite excited,” Sam recalled. “The same pattern as the scales, at least as far as it went. But no one could explain why the two things should be connected.”
“Other experimenters pushed it from five rays to seven,” Yukio continued, “still following the doubling pattern. Everyone assumes there’s an eighth one there, just waiting to be found with the right equipment. But then Ongweso managed to pull cathode rays out of vaporized organic material ... and the mass of the rays depended on the scale of the plants he used, but not in the way you might have guessed. From rootlife, you could get the ordinary rays, and the others if you heated it enough. But from Scale One plants or animals, you could only get the double-mass rays or heavier; from Scale Two, you could only get quadruple-mass or greater. And so on. The smaller scales seem to correspond to the absence of the lighter cathode rays.”
Sam laughed. “That’s crazy. How does that make sense?” All else being equal, creatures of different scales weighed more or less the same. He’d even sat on a seesaw with Yukio in kindergarten, to prove to the astonished onlookers that his half-sized friend was close to a perfect balance for him.
Yukio said, “Chey came up with an answer to that. She developed a model of atomic structure where the size of an atom depends on the mass of the lightest cathode rays it contains. Even the heaviest cathode rays are much less massive than the lightest atoms, so most of the mass must come from the positively charged nucleus. But then the ‘leptons’ – that’s what Chey called the varieties of cathode rays, because they’re so much lighter than the nucleus – the leptons orbit farther away from the nucleus if they’re lighter, in inverse proportion to their mass. So long as you have some of the very lightest leptons in an atom, it will belong to Scale Zero ... but if you only have leptons that are at least twice as heavy, the atom will be about the half the size.”
Sam could see how that would fit in with Ongweso’s results, but that didn’t make it any more reasonable. “Why should something lighter orbit further out? The planets don’t orbit the sun in order of their mass!”
“No.” Yukio grimaced. “This is where the physics gets strange. The leptons are actually more like waves, which need to wrap around the nucleus, than planets going around the sun. And their wavelength depends on their momentum, which depends on their mass. Heavier leptons have shorter wavelengths, so you can wrap their waves tighter, keeping them closer to the nucleus. I know, it sounds bizarre. But we’ve known for ages that light of shorter wavelengths carries more energy. The same principle applies to leptons. People have even carried out diffraction experiments – bouncing leptons off crystals and looking at the patterns they make – and the results are consistent with Chey’s hypothesis. Heavier leptons have shorter wavelengths. That’s where all the differences in scale come from: from differences in mass, in particles so light we hardly notice their different masses when they’re confined to atoms.”
Sam said, “I think I’d need a second lifetime to really take this all in. But are you getting any closer to telling me why you’ve stopped using vacuum tubes? Notwithstanding how many exciting new kinds of rays they can generate?”
Yukio said, “I know, it’s disappointing that we couldn’t just harness the heavier leptons themselves, somehow. But instead, Chey’s ideas opened up an entirely new field. By understanding the kind of energy levels that leptons can have, people figured out how to replace a whole vacuum tube with a few tiny specks of different materials, sandwiched together. They’re called transistors, and they let you build amplifiers that are much smaller, and use much less power, than any of the old devices.” He held his hands up, maybe twenty millimeters apart. “Even in D5, we can build radios about that big now.”
“What about rescalers and tape recorders?” Sam wondered.
“The motors and the tape reels set the limit there. Though apparently there are people working on ways to do away with all that.” Before Sam could ask, Yukio cut him off. “That’s just speculation, though; there’s nothing on the market, and whatever’s really going on is still a trade secret.”
Sam spent a moment pondering those last two words. Making new deals down-scale while juggling old and new suppliers might require considerable finesse, but it was hard to imagine it putting Cara in harm’s way. But if she’d gone so far as to resort to industrial espionage, that would be a different matter.
“I guess there’s no chance of you getting bored in retirement,” he joked. “You just wake up and check how many new particles they’ve discovered while you slept, and how small the smallest radios are going to be.”
Yukio smiled, but he said seriously, “They should be teaching the eight leptons in every school by now, in every district of every city. And bringing the adults along as fast as they can. The time when any of us could afford to wait a generation for new ideas to percolate through society is long gone. It doesn’t matter if we don’t all own the latest gadgets, but we all need to know what’s known about the world.”
“Hmm.” Sam looked down at his hand. “I’m missing ... the four lightest leptons? And you’re missing five?”
“That’s it,” Yukio confirmed. “What could be easier? We got the scale numbers right, without even knowing why.”
“But that’s my least favorite way of being right,” Sam lamented. “Even if it’s the most common.”
“There are books you can read that cover all of this in detail,” Yukio urged him.
“Okay.” They both knew Sam wasn’t going to head to the library to catch up on Chey’s theory of lepton waves.
Yukio had finished his meal, but Sam was still barely halfway through. “I’ve taken a lot of your time,” Sam said.
“It’s nothing,” Yukio replied. “We should do this more often.”
“Phone me,” Sam said. “When I leave it too long, it’s not for any reason except failing to realize that it’s been too long.”
When Yukio left, Sam sat slowly chewing his burger. He reached over and prodded the raised bench on the other side of the table; the upholstery felt hard and unyielding. The Idyll had had several deck chairs suited to Scale One and Scale Four, but no furniture at all for whoever had pounded their footprints into the deck. Either Cara had been going to great lengths to pretend that she wasn’t doing business with anyone on that scale, or her visitors had been entirely unexpected.



Chapter 4
 
As Sam left the café, he heard a crowd’s worth of high-pitched voices shouting in the distance; he couldn’t make out the words, but he assumed it was coming from across the road in District Five. But the buildings to the east were still high enough to block his line of sight, leaving him with no view of the source – and when he’d walked a little further west, he realized he’d been mistaken and he was actually drawing closer to the sound.
He came around a corner and saw a procession of perhaps a hundred Scale Five people marching together along the footpath, holding up placards and chanting in Panscala: “Linear compromise! Linear compromise!” Most of the locals were more or less ignoring them – and the marchers were accommodating when anyone tried to cut across their path – but some people had gathered to watch, expressing various degrees of bemusement and annoyance.
Sam paused, then approached one of the marchers. “What’s ‘linear compromise’?” he asked. He’d never heard the phrase before.
The young man delved into his backpack and pulled out a flyer of a suitable size; Sam glimpsed a range of larger choices beside it, folded to fit.
“How far are you planning to march?” he asked, walking along now to keep up with the protester.
“All the way to D1.”
“Okay.” He hoped they’d packed plenty of supplies. “Have you got enough water?”
“Yes, Dad,” the man replied sarcastically, though perhaps more amused than hostile.
Sam glanced over the flyer, then said, “Good luck,” and stepped out of the flow.
He stood and read the document more carefully. The protesters were objecting to the Treaty of Holroyd, in which all parties had agreed that disputed urban land, claimed by groups of more than one scale, would be divided up in proportion to the area of the respective groups’ typical adult footprint. Which no one really bothered to measure, but was just a quaint way of referring to the ratios 4096:1024:256:64:16:4:1.
When Sam had learned about the Treaty in school, his first thought had been, “Fair enough.” If you split up a town or city this way, an equal number of people of each scale could fit in their respective districts shoulder to shoulder – or, less absurdly, occupy plots of land and buildings that were all in the same proportion to the dimensions of their body. What could be more reasonable?
But agriculture didn’t work that way. A field growing Scale Four crops, one-sixty-fourth the size of another field growing Scale One crops, might contain as many individual plants, but it couldn’t be harvested eight times as often to keep up with an equal population’s needs. Smaller scale plants relied on components of the atmosphere and the water supply that were less abundant; no one lived in an environment where every single resource played by the same mathematical rules.
So, the Treaty hadn’t imposed the same ratios on farmland, leaving that to be sorted out by other means. But as the years had passed, the footprint rule had grown contentious even for cities. Sam had been aware of the Equal Land movement for a while, but Linear Compromise were advocating changing the ratios to 64:32:16:8:4:2:1. Though it seemed like a geometrical error to apply this rule to areas, the flyer argued that it was the proper way to take account of the greater speed at which the smaller scales lived. Manufacturing needed greater capacity, in things like shoes or pens per hour, to provide an equal population with the same amenity, and though workers could perform a given set of down-scaled movements faster, any machinery involved was usually full of Scale Zero components, and simply making it proportionately smaller didn’t work. Industrial chemistry was mostly single-process, with none of the advantages that scaled biochemistry could exploit. The Treaty’s land rules were squeezing the smaller scales unjustly; the flyer cited population figures for Mauburg’s seven districts as evidence, with the numbers tapering down at every step, and just a third as many people in D7 as D1.
“Whining idiots,” one of the onlookers muttered, when he saw what Sam was reading. “I wouldn’t give them a millimeter.”
“We wouldn’t have to,” Sam pointed out. “It would all come out of D1.”
“How? Tear up all the streets and start again? You really think that’s going to happen?”
The flyer mentioned a reconstruction plan, but didn’t offer any details. “It might take a long time to implement,” Sam admitted. “But wouldn’t the first step be to reach an agreement that the old rules are out of date?”
“And if it ends up in a war, do you want to be caught in the middle?” the man asked sharply.
Sam was taken aback. “It looked like a peaceful march to me, just to raise the issues. No one’s trying to steal D1’s castles.”
The man made a sound of disgust and walked away.
Sam folded up the flyer and put it in his pocket, then made his way to Idris’s school. He arrived just as the bell was ringing, and waited at the gate while the children emerged from the building. There were two exchange students among them, one towering and one diminutive, just like Guido and Yukio in his own day. The tall one looked a little sad and bewildered, even as companions chatted amiably around her, but Sam hoped he was just misreading her demeanor; it had taken him a while to realize that Guido was following everything, in their classes and in the schoolyard, much more closely, and with less trouble, than it had first seemed. Though he had only completed a small portion of his education at double speed before returning to D3, by the end it had been clear that he was as sharp as anyone in their circle, Yukio included.
Idris appeared, still dawdling with some friends, but Sam didn’t want to rush him. When the group broke up, Sam smiled and called out, “How were your lessons?”
“I asked the teacher how the different scales appeared,” Idris replied, “but she didn’t want to talk about it.”
“To be fair,” Sam said, “nobody knows, exactly.” They began walking home. “So what did you study today?”
“Reading and multiplication.”
“Is that going okay?”
“Yes.”
Sam didn’t doubt that he was keeping up, but he didn’t exactly sound excited. “I just met my friend Yukio. Do you want to hear what he told me?”
Idris nodded. Sam sketched a picture of how the eight leptons worked; Idris laughed, but seemed surprisingly willing to go along with the whole idea.
“You have to lose something to get smaller,” he reasoned. “If we had all the same things inside us as Scale Three people, we’d be just as big.”
“That’s a good point,” Sam agreed.
“So that’s how the scales appeared!” Idris decided. “People started having children without as many ... leptons?”
“Yes. But that’s easier said than done. We don’t know how we got rid of those leptons, let alone how we did it in a way where everything still worked.” Sam chose his words carefully; he didn’t want to conjure up images of still-born cross-scale offspring, even if that might have been the reality.
“But the animals and plants could already do it?” Idris asked. “Before us?”
“Yes. We can see that, from the fossils.”
“Then maybe we copied them.”
Sam pondered this suggestion, not wanting to dismiss it out of hand. “I don’t know how we could have copied them, exactly. But we must have found a way to do the same thing.”
“Can I tell Sarah she has more kinds of leptons than me?” Idris asked, in a tone that suggested he knew he was making mischief.
“No,” Sam replied emphatically.
“Why? It’s not rude. We’ve got more leptons than Talia. Is that rude to us?”
Sam said, “Sarah and Talia are your guests. It’s hard for them to be living here, and you don’t know how they’ll feel if you tell them something like that.”
“But what’s wrong with having more leptons?” Idris persisted.
“Nothing. But ... let them learn about this from their parents. Remember when I told you how adults make children? Would you want Sarah or Talia to be the ones to tell you that?”
Idris flinched. “No!”
They’d reached the house. “Do you feel like playing chess?” Sam offered.
“Yes.”
Sam prepared some food while Idris set up the board in the front room. When Sam joined him, he was already standing with his hands behind his back.
“This one,” Sam chose, touching Idris’s left arm.
Idris brought his hands forward and opened them, disclosing pawns of each size.
“You play big,” Idris announced gleefully. “You start out with more squares, but I get twice as many moves.”



Chapter 5
 
Sam wasn’t willing to sit around hoping that the D7 police would work miracles with the evidence McKenna had sent them. If each police force relied on their counterparts in other districts, he would just have to forge a connection of his own. After dinner, he called Jessica Leon, and she gave her agreement in principle to the plan.
He woke to a pleasantly cool evening. He walked Idris to school in the moonlight, and the tricoloured glow from the buildings in the west, then he headed to the library. The D7 phone directory wasn’t a single printed volume like the local one; instead, it was a stack of index cards that lived in three drawers, so individual entries could easily be added, replaced or removed. “We get updates every week,” the librarian told Sam, making it clear that this was not an event he looked forward to.
Sam found cards out of order as he searched through the Business Category drawer, but he spared the librarian the trouble and corrected the mistakes himself. There were six firms offering investigative services; he wrote down the numbers.
On his way to the office, he bought an overlay for his wall clock that was annotated with the standard opening times for all the city’s districts. By sheer luck, he had less than a minute to wait before people in D7 would be at their desks.
The violet light on his phone failed to shine as the ringing sounded for the first entry on the list, but then the bulb had never been tested before. When the call was picked up, Sam perceived no delay at all before a voice responded crisply, “This is Spotlight Security. How can we help you?” Whatever new kind of rescaler was facilitating the call, he couldn’t fault it for speed or sound quality.
Sam began describing the kind of collaboration he was hoping for, but the assistant he was speaking to responded, firmly, that the client would need to engage Spotlight directly.
“You really think that’s efficient?” Sam protested. “I can brief you much faster on the state of the case.”
“We don’t deal with intermediaries,” the assistant replied.
Sam had no idea how they would have handled such a case in the time before rescalers, but then, maybe they’d never had a cross-scale case before ... or maybe the company hadn’t even existed then.
The next two numbers in the list were no longer in use, and the one after that was picked up by an answering machine; he left a brief message.
The fifth number connected him with Spotlight again; the firm it had once belonged to must have been bought out.
The sixth number at least brought a new, live response. “Palimpsest Services, Loretta Anselm speaking.”
Sam said, “I have a complicated problem.”
“Aren’t they all?” Loretta replied.
He introduced himself, and described the situation. “Would you be willing to collaborate?”
Loretta had already had more than enough time to think it over. “I don’t see why not. Our rate’s fifty dollars a minute, though; would that work for your client? With five hundred up front?”
“It’s acceptable.” Jessica had agreed to a ceiling of eighty a minute; these figures probably sounded dizzying to her, but she would be hoping for proportionately swift results. “What if I wire you half the deposit myself, just to get things started?”
“All right.”
He filled Loretta in on the details: Cara’s meeting with Landau, the footprints on the boat. “I was thinking you could talk to people in the electronics industry, to see if they’ve had anyone approach them about trading directly with D1.” However things had ended, the whole mess might have started with a simple business proposition. “Does that make sense to you?”
Loretta said, “I have my doubts about the economics, but that doesn’t mean she didn’t ask. I’ll let you know what I find.”
Sam went to the bank and wired her the money. As he walked back into the office, the phone started ringing, with no light showing; he lifted the handset, half prepared to hear that Loretta had just solved the whole case. “Lucid Investigations.”
“This is Jake Palmer, returning your call.”
“Oh, I’m sorry,” Sam replied. “I ended up going with another firm.”
“Palimpsest?” Palmer guessed. “No problem. Loretta always does a good job.”
“Sorry to rob you of the cross-scale glamor,” Sam joked.
“Oh, D4 is nothing,” Palmer retorted; possibly in good humor, but it was hard to be sure. “I once turned down a client from D1.”
Sam hadn’t mentioned his own client. “Why turn them down? Would the logistics be too painful?”
“No, but I think they mistook me for some kind of criminal. Anyway ... good luck.”
“Thanks.”
The next call was Loretta. “No one I spoke with will own up to any approach from D1,” she said. “Of course if they bumped off your client’s sister, they’re hardly going to admit to prior negotiations, but you’d think she might have talked to more than one manufacturer before taking things any further.”
“Exactly.” Sam was at a loss as to how to proceed now. “Do you have any other ideas?” Cara had to have made some connection with D7; even if the visitors to the boat had boarded without her knowledge, why else would they be interested in her in the first place?
“Would Jessica be able to access Cara’s phone bills?” Loretta wondered.
“I’ll ask her,” Sam promised. “She’s said that I can call her any time. But if she needs to get copies from the phone company, most of D1 will be tucked up in bed for a while.” He tried to imagine what it would be like for Loretta, if she had to sleep and wake twenty or thirty times before each morsel of information reached her.
True to her word, Jessica picked up. After the crystal-clear sound on the lines to D7, Sam felt as if he was speaking from the bottom of a well while someone scraped their fingernails over his eardrums.
“I’ve already searched Cara’s office,” Jessica replied, when he explained what he needed. “That’s how I found the appointment with Landau. But she didn’t keep any of her phone bills; she just wrote down the total payment in her accounts.”
“And there was nothing at all relating to D7?”
“No. If I’d seen anything like that, it would have been the first thing I told you.”
Sam was beginning to wonder if his whole focus on the business had been misconceived. If Cara had vanished in her own district, he would have started with more personal matters.
“You said Cara lived alone. But does she have a partner? Or an ex-partner?”
“She was living with a man named Malcolm Reece for a long time, and they talked about getting married. But he’s been ill for a while, with liver cancer, and he moved into a hospice a few weeks ago, so I think the prognosis is pretty bleak.”
“Bleak on medical grounds alone?” Sam asked. “Or is it the kind of thing that could depend on money?”
Jessica said, “I don’t think it’s a matter of cost. She certainly never put it that way, or asked me to help with the bills.”
“Have you discussed Cara’s disappearance with Malcolm?”
“I didn’t want to worry him at first,” she replied, “but after a few days I couldn’t hide it from him.”
“And he had no idea what might have happened?” Sam pressed her. “She hadn’t confided in him about some problem that might have escalated?”
“No.”
Jessica agreed to do what she could to get copies of Cara’s phone records. “If the company won’t give them to me directly, maybe the police will be willing to intervene. But not before morning.”
At home, after dinner, Sam’s family sat listening to the radio. In the play, a Scale Four boy had smuggled a Scale Seven friend into school with him; the two were unable to communicate verbally, but they made good use of gestures and notes. When the larger boy started passing questions from his arithmetic test to the friend, hidden in his schoolbag, who could deal with them more swiftly, Sam glanced worriedly at Noor, but she just shrugged, then leaned over and whispered to him, “When I was a kid, my grandmother would tell me stories about capturing smaller people and forcing them to grant a wish. It’s funny how we were never the ones who got captured. But no one takes these things literally.”
“Maybe not,” Sam conceded. Idris was squirming and laughing as the friends’ plan began to unravel, with a teacher hefting the bag from the floor so abruptly that the weight of its inhabitant tore a hole in the bottom and the scheme was exposed.
How pervasive, Sam wondered, was the notion that people from a smaller scale could be treated like djinn, with magical powers you could harness if you just knew how to strike the right bargain?
When Idris was in bed, Sam called Loretta.
“No progress yet on the phone bills,” he said. “But I learned that Cara has a fiancé who’s suffering from cancer. Do you think there could be some medical angle, that links her to D7?”
Loretta said, “There are surgeons here who’ll operate on patients of any scale, if the advantage they have in visual acuity and motor skills makes it worthwhile.”
“Okay. But it’s hard to imagine how seeking out a Scale Seven surgeon could have led Cara into trouble.”
“What did you have in mind, then?”
Sam said, “I gather your medical research is pretty advanced, compared to the rest of us. And the results are often hard to translate; even a plant-based drug will rarely have perfect homologues across every scale. But maybe Cara thought she could sway someone into extending the reach of an existing cure. Haranguing the doctors in D1 to embark on a research program for the sake of her fiancé would probably be futile, but researchers in D7 might have a chance to make real progress before it’s too late.”
Loretta paused long enough for Sam to notice the delay. “Sway them how, exactly?” she asked. “If money didn’t do the trick, you think she tried to threaten them?”
“Desperate people do all kinds of things. Bribes, threats, blackmail.”
Loretta remained skeptical. “So the idea is that Cara tried to extort an oncologist in D7 into helping her fiancé, but they didn’t just ignore her, or call in the police? They’ve either kidnapped her, or murdered her?”
“Maybe she had information that could have done a lot of damage,” Sam persisted.
Loretta said, “If someone from D1 tried to blackmail me, I’d just string them along while I found a way to neutralize the problem at my end.”
“You might be able to cushion the blow from something like an infidelity,” Sam conceded. “With enough time, you could rearrange your whole domestic life. But what if she had evidence of something more serious?”
“Okay. But how? How does a woman from District One learn anything about a doctor whose life is playing out in a place she can’t visit, faster than she can possibly follow?”
Sam said, “She hires someone. Like us, only less scrupulous.” He recounted Jake Palmer’s disparaging remarks about his would-be client from D1.
“You think Cara asked Jake to dig up dirt on her target?” Loretta sounded amused.
“Don’t you think it’s too much to be a coincidence? And he must have been telling the truth when he said he turned her down, or he wouldn’t have mentioned it.”
Loretta said, “Spotlight wouldn’t have turned her down. If she paid them enough, and they thought they could get away with it, they wouldn’t have hesitated.”



Chapter 6
 
Jake’s phone rang as he was on his way home from the supermarket. It was the same D4 number that had called him, more than an hour before, with an offer that had come to nothing.
“What happened?” he asked, rebalancing the groceries in his arms and glancing westward, trying to pick out the right layer of illuminated windows on which to focus his annoyance. “I thought you were going with Palimpsest?” He kept walking as he waited for Mujrif’s response.
“I am, but there’s still a chance you can help me. I’m acting for a client in D1, and I was wondering if you’d be willing to discuss the approach you had from D1 yourself.”
“I don’t think so,” Jake replied. “I didn’t take the job, but I still owe them their privacy.”
By the time the next words reached him, he was through the front door.
“What if this person’s in danger?”
“Why would you think that?” Jake went to the kitchen and started shelving groceries.
Mujrif said, “Because my client’s sister’s gone missing. Her name’s Cara Leon. Does that ring any bells for you?”
Jake finished unpacking, then lay down on the couch, pondering his obligations. “Why don’t you tell me what you think’s going on, and then I’ll tell you if there’s anything I can say that might help you.”
He stared up at the ceiling, wondering if he should start cooking dinner, or if the intermittent intrusions would be enough to make him burn something. If Mujrif had hired Loretta, why hadn’t she called instead, to make the same enquiries in an eighth of the time? Or maybe these interminable phone calls from D4 had stretched her patience so thin that she’d decided to drop the case.
“I’m wondering if Cara tried to blackmail someone, and bit off more than she could chew. All I’m really asking is whether she approached you to do something shady that might have served that purpose.”
Jake thought a little longer, and came to a decision. “She wanted to know what was going on in a medical research facility. She claimed she was trying to help a sick friend, but it sounded more like corporate espionage to me.”
He got up from the couch and returned to the kitchen.
“Did she say which facility?” Mujrif asked.
“Generation Eight.” Jake placed the phone on the countertop, put two onions on the chopping board, and poured some oil into a pan, but then decided against lighting the burner or raising a knife until the task had his full attention.
“Do you think anyone would have agreed to help her?”
“If you’re talking about registered agencies, there’s only me, Palimpsest and Spotlight. And if Loretta was involved, she would have told you.” Jake supposed he couldn’t blame the guy if he was going behind Loretta’s back for a second opinion, but he probably owed it to him to be clear that it wasn’t an entirely disinterested one. “Loretta and I used to work together, but then I went out on my own. I can’t vouch for every single thing she does, but if Cara ended up in trouble, it wouldn’t have been Loretta’s fault, and she wouldn’t be trying to hide it.”
“Okay. And Spotlight?”
Jake said, “Spotlight used to be a security firm only, with no investigations branch, but then they took over three of the old agencies. I have friends who got caught up in the merger, and they aren’t in the business anymore. So I’m not going to libel the company, but I’m not going to offer them a glowing reference either.”
Mujrif said, “All right. I appreciate your help.”
“Any time.”
Jake lit the flame under the pan, then set about dicing the onions. It was none of his business now; whatever was going on here, Loretta would handle it.
But if Cara had acquired the kind of enemies that could make a Scale One body vanish, what would they do to someone their own size who got in their way?



Chapter 7
 
The thicket of crown-of-thorns trees and the floodlights along the perimeter gave the Generation Eight complex a distinctly unwelcoming vibe, but Loretta couldn’t blame anyone with a building full of pharmaceuticals and high-end lab equipment for taking steps to deter intruders.
Patrick Kozul, Head of Security, met her at the entrance. She was surprised he’d even taken her call, let alone agreed to see her in person. Either the company really did have nothing to hide, or they were confident that a gesture of good will and transparency was the best way to convince her of their innocence.
Kozul handed Loretta a visitor’s badge, then ushered her in past the guard. “It turns out that your client’s sister wrote to us,” he said, as they crossed a foyer full of colorful sculptures of elaborately branched and twisted molecules. “Almost three weeks ago. I wasn’t even working here then, but we’ve managed to locate the correspondence.” They entered a corridor lined with doors whose labels suggested purely administrative functions, but even here there was a whiff of organic solvents in the air.
“I suppose that’s more polite than a phone call that lasts sixty-four times longer than usual,” Loretta observed.
Kozul laughed. “Does your client call you?”
“No, we go through an intermediary.”
“Well, that’s something.”
Kozul led her into his office and invited her to take a seat. “Here it is.” He handed her a sheet of what looked like optically reduced type.
Loretta read it through carefully; the style was the kind of unadorned Panscala that everyone learned in school, with the aim of being understood as widely as possible, for as long as possible. In the letter, Cara asked, politely, if there was any prospect that the new cancer medications that Generation Eight was working on might be extended to patients of her own scale. She offered to fund research on such a project; the payment she mentioned was generous.
“So I’m guessing no one took her up on this?”
“The Director declined,” Kozul replied. “She didn’t think there was much prospect of success, and though this sounds like a lot of money, when you have an open-ended problem it needs ongoing funding. I gather Ms. Leon is a business owner, and perhaps this amounted to her life’s savings, but she could hardly come up with the same sum again, week after week.”
“No.”
“But apparently she didn’t take no for an answer?”
Loretta said, “She approached a former colleague of mine with the hope that he could obtain more information about the research being done here. He refused, though, so we don’t really know what her intentions were, or if she ever found someone willing to help her. Are you aware of any attempted breaches, following her letter?”
Kozul was apologetic. “I can’t discuss that kind of thing.”
“I understand.”
“I can’t imagine what she thought she could do with some provisional results for Scale Seven cancer treatments,” Kozul mused. “And she’d only have to wait a week or two for the most promising work to be published.”
“Maybe it was wishful thinking,” Loretta replied. “Maybe she thought she could figure out the equivalent molecules, all by herself.” In high school biology, her teacher had drummed one lesson into her head: even water of your own scale didn’t behave, on your terms, exactly the same as any other scale’s water did for them. Nature had taken millions of years to learn how to jump from scale to scale; it wasn’t as simple as playing a tape at a different speed, or resizing a letter with the right kind of lens. But if you were desperate enough, you could convince yourself of anything.
“I hope someone does translate our best drugs all the way to Scale One, eventually,” Kozul said. “And I hope Ms. Leon turns up, safe and sound.”
“Thank you.” Loretta took the hint and rose to her feet; Kozul opened the door, then followed her out into the corridor.
In the foyer, she noticed a Periodic Table on the wall, but it was drawn as a three-dimensional array of boxes, instead of the flat grid she recalled from school. The whole lepton thing had started shaking up chemistry just as she’d finished learning the old version; she was really going to have to make the effort to catch up sometime, or she’d find herself as befuddled and out of touch as someone twice her height.
“Let me know if there’s any news, or if there’s anything else I can do for you.” Kozul sounded perfectly sincere; Loretta nodded gratefully.
Outside, as she set off home, she took out her phone and made a call to her sister.
“I think I’m going to have to cancel dinner,” she told Dahlia. “I was really looking forward to it, but I’m starting to feel lousy, and I don’t want you catching whatever I’m coming down with.”
“Are you going to be all right?” Dahlia asked.
“Sure, I just need to sleep it off.”
“Okay. Take it easy.”
“Thanks.”
“I love you, Loretta. Look after yourself.”
“You too. Bye.”
Loretta pocketed her phone. There had been no dinner plans, and Dahlia knew that she was fine, so the real message – encoded in her choice of scenario, from the list they’d agreed upon long ago – should have come through loud and clear.



Chapter 8
 
Loretta prodded the rock with her foot to convince herself it wouldn’t crumble beneath her, then lay down on her stomach and checked that she had a clear view of both entrances to the Generation Eight complex. The hilltop wasn’t as close as she’d have liked, but with her binoculars she could at least pick out individual figures moving around outside the building.
She was assuming that Spotlight would have garnered their own information the easy way – bribing an employee – but that wouldn’t be an option anymore. And if all they’d managed to uncover was some ethical corner-cutting in a drug trial, there wouldn’t be much prospect of extracting the same revelations again. But who sent a hit squad to D4 to throw a woman off a boat, for anything so easy to finesse? None of this made sense unless Cara had got her hands on something much bigger than she’d bargained for.
Employees began leaving the complex and heading home. There was a change of staff at the main guard post. Loretta took a swig from her hip flask without taking her eyes off the target; as the water seeped down her throat, a welcome chill of perspiration spread across her skin. Dahlia would be leaving the Palimpsest office soon, dressed in Loretta’s clothes, returning to Loretta’s apartment. Never mind if she was being watched or not; Dahlia always enjoyed a bit of theater. And she could keep working on her book wherever she was, while earning a little extra money.
The outflow of workers dried up, and most of the lights went off in the building. The ticking of Loretta’s watch rose up against the silence, every tert seeming to stretch out for twice as long as it should have. When she was a child, her friend Bernice had told her solemnly that drinking Scale Six water would have exactly that effect, though if there was any trace of logic to the myth, it should surely have been the opposite. But as it turned out, it just induced diarrhea.
She crawled back out of sight, stood up and stretched her limbs for a while, then resumed her position. What might happen in a place like this, when the usual workforce went home? Did a second crew arrive, to cook up something illicit? Of all the places to hide a drug lab, a drug lab seemed like one of the easiest. But how many people could be in on it, before it became impossible to keep the whole thing secret?
Loretta took a packet of walnuts from her pocket and worked her way through them, one at a time, savoring the oily residue as it accumulated on her palate. She was growing restless, but there was no point cursing the lifeless building below. Maybe its occupants really did spend all their time trying to cure cancer, and Cara had made an entirely different enemy.
A truck appeared on the road, driving south toward the complex. It slowed as it approached the building, but it didn’t stop at the main gate; it turned into an alley and came to a halt beside the second entrance.
Why would any delivery be scheduled so late? Loretta watched the driver step out and approach the side gate. The barbed crowns of the trees obscured her view, but after a short time the driver returned to the truck, the gate swung open and the truck drove through.
The floodlights were aimed at the exterior, not the inside of the compound, but Loretta could make out a couple of people moving barrels on trolleys, from the building to the back of the truck. Perhaps it was just chemical waste, to be treated or discarded. If it was contraband, the shift who’d just departed could hardly be unaware of it. But then, maybe she was naïve; maybe everyone knew, and they all took a cut of the profits.
As the truck backed out through the gate, Loretta made a decision: anything was better than lying around for another ten minutes. She clambered to her feet and started down the hill.
She waited for the truck to drive past the compound and pick up speed on its way back north, then she broke into a steady jog, keeping her eyes fixed on its rear lights and doing her best to match its pace precisely. The streets of the industrial sector were deserted, and there was enough vegetation along the side of the road for her to weave mostly through shadows; she couldn’t be sure that she was literally invisible to the driver, but her clothes were dark and the streetlights were sparse. The back of the truck was windowless; maybe there were guards on board, but unless they had a security detail following along on foot that she had somehow failed to spot, no one was going to notice her but fellow pedestrians out for their own recreational exercise.
When the truck reached the first crossroads, it turned to the east, heading toward the edge of the city. Loretta was beginning to feel the heat from her exertion; as if to mock her it began to rain Scale Zero, with droplets the size of her fist but as insubstantial as bubbles, hissing and squeaking as they slid over her shoulders and down her arms. She stopped and slaked her thirst on the real stuff, watching the lights of the truck receding but confident that she could catch up with it again.
By the time she did, the rain had died away, and she was out in the desert. With no trees or shrubbery she was more exposed, and though there were no streetlights, the low clouds above were like a pale canopy, lit up by the rainbow city to the west. The road here wasn’t in great repair; not only were there plenty of existing potholes, there were weak patches where her footfalls were enough to make dents of their own.
The truck turned off onto a small road running north. Loretta followed it for a few seconds; she was beginning to wonder if it was going to weave back and end up on the outskirts of D6, but then she saw a hint of fixed lights ahead.
She slowed her pace and raised the binoculars. The building was low and sprawling, with no fence or protective trees; it looked a bit like a warehouse. The truck stopped beside it, and the driver got out. Two other figures emerged from the warehouse with trolleys, and they began taking the barrels inside. Loretta managed to count seven barrels this time, for whatever that was worth. Seven barrels of drugs, or seven barrels of waste. Or seven barrels of drugs hidden in waste.
She was afraid the truck would drive back along the same route, forcing her either to race ahead of it all the way to the city, or trudge off into the sand and hide behind a rock while it passed. But once the barrels had all been moved and the doors at the back of the truck were closed, the driver accompanied the other two workers into the building.
Loretta stood and watched for a while, but there was no more activity. She started down the road again, warily. There didn’t seem to be any kind of guard post, so either the contents of the building was of very little value, or its owners didn’t wish to advertise its true worth.
If it was the latter, there might well be lookouts monitoring the approach from some kind of blind. Reluctantly, she left the road and began circling around toward the side of the building, sinking ankle-deep into the desert sand, wishing she’d thought to bring the kind of spread-shoes whose prints Sam Mujrif had found on Cara’s boat. Her calves began to ache from the unaccustomed gait; apparently there were athletes of her own scale who did this sort of thing by choice, but she’d always been content to leave any terrain that tried to swallow her to people whose weight was naturally diffuse enough to spare them that fate.
From the side, the building was dark; all the exterior lights were around the entrance, but here there was not even a glimmer showing through a window. In fact, as she drew nearer, Loretta realized that there were no windows at all. That wasn’t necessarily suspicious; if you had a building full of barrels of waste, rather than a warehouse full of useful stock that was constantly being removed and replenished, why bother about the degree of natural lighting? Maybe Generation Eight’s sole guilty secret was that they had yet to devise a method for treating the waste. But they weren’t dumping it in the river, so they weren’t breaking any laws or causing any harm, as far as she could tell.
Loretta kept her distance, but continued the arduous circumnavigation. A light wind had begun to blow, speeding the flow of sand back into the hollows she was leaving, so she felt no great anxiety about anyone stumbling on her tracks. The rear of the building was as inscrutable as the side: one long, plain, uninterrupted wall.
Not quite uninterrupted. There was a small door at the far end, maybe some kind of emergency exit. Loretta approached it, slowing her pace even further, trying to quieten the phut of her shoes sinking into the sand, or at least make it a bit less rhythmic. She heard a rustling sound, and looked up to see a rootlife dragonfly, twice her size, gliding down toward her. She ignored it and continued on her way, hoping it wouldn’t be so confused by her presence in a place that her scale mostly shunned to injure itself trying to bite her head off.
There was a paved rectangle beside the exit, and a narrower strip that formed a path alongside the wall. She approached the edge of the rectangle and squatted down, just as the dragonfly reached the bottom of its arc and veered away. She took out her flashlight and examined the ground, making sure to position her body so as to shield the illuminated patch from view, as much as possible. There were bits of rind and peel half-buried in the sand, and the shells of at least three kinds of nuts, all Scale Seven; clearly workers came out here to get some air now and then, and have a snack. It looked like the product of a lot more people than the three she’d seen, but maybe it had just accumulated over time.
As she probed the miniature garbage dump gingerly with one finger, she felt something pierce her skin. She pulled her hand up and stared at the drop of blood oozing out from the tiny wound, reluctant to comply with her usual instinct to suck her finger to disinfect it. There must have been a thorn buried in the sand – or, more disgustingly, a piece of bone. Throwing orange peel on the ground was one thing, but who ate meat like that then just discarded the remains?
She was inclined to take the hint and walk away, but as she played her flashlight over the ground one more time, something glinted for a moment in the beam. She kneeled down for a closer look, and saw a small, jagged shard of what appeared to be metal. She prodded it carefully, with a different finger; it was as heavy as bone, and felt sharp enough to have been the cause of her wound. But to the eye, it looked more like a tiny scrap of steel – the kind of thing that sometimes peeled off a can of soup if she operated the can-opener carelessly. Steel couldn’t pierce her skin, though. And steel was nowhere near this heavy.
Loretta took out her handkerchief and tried to pick up the fragment with it. She succeeded in trapping it, but as she lifted the handkerchief the fragment fell out, having cut itself free. Scale Five fabric was pleasantly soft on her nose, but whatever this was made short work of it.
Reluctantly, she fished out a piece of old banana skin from the surrounding refuse and wrapped the fragment in that, then she tied her handkerchief around the whole malodorous package and jammed it into her pocket.
She switched off her flashlight and looked around, as if her find itself might have set alarm bells ringing, but the desert was empty and the building was as silent as ever. She walked across the sand back to the road, then broke into a run, not stopping to catch her breath or slake her thirst until she reached the city.



Chapter 9
 
Dahlia eyed the fragment skeptically, then applied a gentle push with her fingernail, enough to make it slide half a millimeter or so across the tabletop. “It certainly is heavy,” she conceded.
Loretta poured a glass of water, then dropped the fragment in. It sank straight to the bottom. “Have you ever seen metal that doesn’t float in our water?”
“No.”
“It’s Scale Seven,” she declared bluntly. “Scale Seven metal.”
Dahlia grimaced. “Then why did everyone tell us there’s no such thing?”
“Because there wasn’t, before. Or so little as to make no difference.” Loretta picked up the chemistry book she’d borrowed from the library, and reopened it at the last page she’d bookmarked. “‘The nucleus at the center of an atom of iron must contain at least twenty-six protons,’” she read. “‘The odds of twenty-six protons ending up matched, purely by chance, with twenty-six leptons that all happen to be of the heaviest kind is one in eight to the twenty-sixth power. Energy considerations improve the odds, but not by much, since the ore would rarely have been exposed to a chemical environment that allowed for a complete exchange of leptons.’”
“So they’re taking natural iron, and purifying it?” Dahlia suggested. “Picking out the rare Scale Seven atoms?”
Loretta shook her head. “If they were, this speck would cost quintillions of dollars, and they wouldn’t have let someone tramp it out on their shoes.”
“Then ... how?”
“They must be un-shuffling the leptons. Pulling all the lighter ones away and replacing them with the heaviest kind. We know that’s possible, because life’s been doing it with other chemicals for millions of years; every molecule of Scale Seven water, and all the Scale Seven components of air, were made in a plant or an animal or a bacterium, at some point.” She flipped back through the book. “The very simplest atoms can end up missing the lighter leptons, purely by chance. And there are certain reactions, driven by radiation in the upper atmosphere, that can skew the numbers away from the usual mix. But other than that, it’s all thanks to biology. Generation Eight might have gone looking for pharmaceuticals, but they ended up figuring out how life creates the scales – and understanding the process well enough to start extending it.”
Dahlia said, “Metal that sinks isn’t that exciting. But I guess it would be nice to have metal knives, like the larger scales do. Bone knives are so macabre, if you think about it.”
“Knives, sure,” Loretta agreed. “But what about twelve-story office towers, like they have in D1? What about ... Scale Seven car engines burning Scale Seven fuels? It’s not just a matter of tougher materials; Scale Seven life packs more energy into every molecule. What if every machine in D7 could do the same?”
“That just sounds weird to me,” Dahlia confessed. “I can see how it might be valuable in some ways, but ... I don’t know, I quite liking having tougher skin and stronger muscles than any machine.”
Loretta was bemused. “You wouldn’t like a train that moves faster than you can run? Like everyone down to Scale Five has? What about bringing movies beyond Scale Two?”
Dahlia shrugged. “‘Movies’ are just a gimmicky optical illusion; even if they could speed them up fast enough to fool us, why would we want them to?”
“Well, Generation Eight must think this is worth something.” Loretta fetched a spoon and fished the fragment out of the glass. “At the very least, they’re keeping quiet about it while they develop the process.”
Dahlia said, “Maybe they’re worried about the politics.”
“What do you mean?”
“We’re already too fast for some people’s liking,” Dahlia suggested. “You think they’ll be overjoyed in D1 if it turns out we really can do everything at sixty-four times their pace, in a four-thousandth of the area?”
Loretta laughed uneasily. “You don’t think they’ll just be glad that this finally makes the Treaty of Holroyd seem reasonable?”
“They can never make up their minds what they want from us,” Dahlia replied. “Innovations are fine, but only so long as they can be adapted to their own needs, and don’t give us too much of an advantage. They like us hemmed in and under control, tucked away in our little corners, cranking out novelties to amuse them.”
Loretta was surprised at how bitter she sounded. “Have you ever met anyone from D1?”
“Don’t try to paint me as some kind of bigot,” Dahlia protested. “I’m sure they’re all perfectly charming, in person, for anyone with the patience to interact with them. But every other scale lives on their terms, tiptoeing around their insecurities. If we’d wanted to burrow into their houses and kill them all in their sleep, we could have done that a long time ago, but however peaceful and friendly we are, they still treat us like some kind of half-domesticated insects that they’re happy to keep around for the sake of a few useful products, but can never be allowed to get out of hand.”
Loretta didn’t actually spend much time fretting over Scale One’s view of Scale Seven, but maybe Dahlia had a better sense than she did of how the situation might be perceived. “What if Cara got hold of the details of this process,” she suggested, “and tried to blackmail Generation Eight into doing the translation research she wanted? What would their worst fears be? People in D1 thinking it was all about new kinds of weaponry, and either trying to put a stop to it, or using it as a pretext for hostilities?”
“I’d worry that it might head that way,” Dahlia replied. “It’s inevitable that the news will get out eventually, but who can blame them for wanting to consolidate their position first?”
“You mean, ensure their commercial advantage against competitors? Or prepare to defend the whole district in a war?”
Even Dahlia seemed reluctant to put it so starkly. “Maybe they just wanted a chance to demonstrate how widespread the benefits would be.”
“Killing a citizen of District One so you have time to make fun new toys for everyone would certainly be a masterstroke of public relations,” Loretta responded dryly.
“So maybe they didn’t kill her,” Dahlia decided. “Maybe they’ve just put her somewhere safe and comfortable for a few weeks; that’s no great chunk out of her life, but it could be long enough for them to reach the point where they were planning to go public all along.”
Loretta had never ruled out kidnapping, but it had always struck her as a lot more challenging than simply throwing Cara overboard. “Where do you hide someone whose volume of flesh is about as much as everyone in D7’s, combined?”
“Not in D7, I guess,” Dahlia replied. “That building in the desert ... ?”
“No. It was ordinary height; even if she was lying down, they would have needed to dig a massive pit to hold her.”
“So not really living up to the safety and comfort benchmarks.”
Loretta found the act of kidnapping itself as difficult to imagine as the destination. “If they took her off the boat, they must have put her on another one. I mean, even in D4 they couldn’t have dragged her through the streets.”
“Not without diverting all the other traffic and passing her off as a carnival float,” Dahlia joked.
“But whose boat?” Loretta persisted. “What scale was it? If it could fit a Scale One woman on board, why did no one notice it coming into the harbor?”
Dahlia didn’t reply, but after a moment she reached across the table, picked up the metal fragment and dropped it back into the glass of water. “If you made a submarine out of Scale Seven steel, how deep could it go?”
“Deeper than any other kind,” Loretta supposed. “But ... who builds a submarine just to kidnap someone?”
Dahlia sighed. “You’re the one who was getting all excited about trains, a second ago. If Generation Eight is serious about ushering in the shiny new Scale Seven future, and their shiny new steel can stand up to the pressure at any depth, why wouldn’t they build a submarine? And if they want everyone to feel included, they really should have made it big enough to hold at least a couple of passengers of any scale.”
Loretta was not convinced. “No one needs submarines for transport. And as a demonstration project to show off their technology, it seems like an awfully expensive choice. I mean, where’s the payoff? Whatever the merits of oceanography as an academic discipline, why would it be a priority for G8?”
“So you think they killed her?”
“I’m not saying that.” But then how had Cara been spirited away in broad daylight? “I’ll ask Sam to go back to the docks and ask around,” Loretta decided. “Maybe he’ll find something that can rule the whole submarine idea in or out.”
“You think he’ll take it seriously, himself?”
“I’ll tell him about the metal, and he can make up his own mind.”
Dahlia was horrified. “You’ll tell him about the metal?”
Loretta said, “I’m not going to start keeping things from him. Imagine if he’d known what G8 was up to, but didn’t bother telling us.”
“But what if it all gets out?” Dahlia pressed her. “Do you really want to trigger whatever it is that G8 were trying to avoid?”
“Sam’s subject to the same ethical code as we are.”
Dahlia frowned. “Meaning what, exactly? Is he free to tell Jessica the same trade secrets that Jake refused to dig up for her sister?”
Loretta hesitated. “I think that would depend on whether he needs to disclose them in order to get Cara back safely; it’s not as clear cut as espionage for its own sake. But whatever we’ve all been dragged into, I’m not going to send him stumbling around in the dark.”
Dahlia wasn’t happy, but she seemed resigned to the decision. “You’ll be careful, though? Not to tip off G8?”
Loretta said, “I was careful bringing you in, wasn’t I?” But she had no prior arrangements with Sam, and she’d never needed to communicate securely across districts before. This was going to mean jumping through a lot more hoops.



Chapter 10
 
Sam couldn’t recall ordering anything from the bookshop recently, but when the parcel came he signed for it and left it on the table to sort out later. He was about to depart for the office when it struck him that the letter his cousin Shehbaz had brought over a minute earlier – addressed to the wrong S. Mujrif, and containing heartfelt expressions of gratitude from a client about a case that Sam had never actually worked on – might make more sense in the light of both puzzling deliveries than it did alone.
He opened the package. It contained what appeared to be two slipcased hardback volumes on Mediarchan history, but only one of them was a real book. The other case concealed a small machine: a radio transceiver melded with some elaborate clockwork.
Sam wasn’t sure whether he should be amused, or alarmed; maybe it was wise of Loretta to start taking precautions, but did she really think the people behind Cara’s disappearance would be capable of listening to their phone calls? Then again, maybe she was in a better position than he was to judge the state of the technology available to their adversaries.
He had never used a device like this before, but he was aware of the general principles. He brushed the fake client’s letter with vinegar, and the invisibly treated patches dissolved and fell out of the paper, leaving a pattern of holes. Then he wiped the letter clean and wrapped it around the left-hand drum in the guts of the machine.
He wound up the spring, then plugged the radio into the wall socket and switched it on. The speaker crackled and beeped, but the drum remained stationary for what felt like an inordinately long time. Finally, though, the SYNCHED light came on, and the drum began to turn.
Sam paid full attention now, transcribing the sequence of low and high tones emerging from the device. The receiver was capable of gathering signals from a multitude of different radio frequencies at once, but only the pattern of holes on the letter made it possible to pick out the genuine message from a forest of random camouflaging bleeps. And even if several other people happened to be using the very same technique at the same time, the particular choice of channels carrying information at any moment would only rarely overlap with the other correspondents’ transmissions, so the bulk of the message would come through intact.
When the sequence started repeating, he checked his scrawls to be sure he hadn’t made any mistakes. He still had no idea what the transmission meant; he’d never bothered committing the telegraph code to memory.
At the office, he found the code listed in an appendix to one of his procedure textbooks. He went through his transcript, converting the high/low sequence into letters, then he began the tedious process of punching out a reply to attach to the second drum. If they’d been speaking on the phone, he probably would have argued back, or at least demanded more evidence. But the medium didn’t really encourage debate, and he’d just have to trust Loretta not to be wasting his time.
He finished making the holes, proof-read the code, then proceeded to send it.
Will check out and report back.



Chapter 11
 
When Sam arrived at the harbor he started his enquiries at the Scale Four docks. The Harbor Authority records had shown no other Scale One boats present at the time Cara vanished, and the staff he’d spoken with had insisted that any smaller-scale vessel straying from its proper place to approach the Idyll would have attracted their attention at once. But Loretta’s theory still sounded wild to him; it seemed more likely that something more mundane, like a rowboat, had managed to reach the yacht unseen.
The docks were brightly lit by electric lamps, but the streaks of brightness reflecting off the surface of the water only left Sam more on edge. He’d acquired an inflatable lifejacket, which made him feel marginally safer, and though he’d been worried about appearing timid, most of the sailors and dockworkers wore their own without a trace of self-consciousness. But Jessica hadn’t worn one while the Idyll had been docked, so Cara probably hadn’t made a habit of it either. Not even the strongest Scale One swimmer could have stayed afloat in the river if they’d fallen in with no aids; the water that was dense enough to buoy them up was always covered by at least a meter of Scale Zero, too light to offer any support, but more than capable of suffocating them.
Sam went from berth to berth, waiting patiently for a moment when people were willing to pause in their activities and speak with him. Everyone here had heard about Cara’s disappearance, whether or not they’d been present at the time, so Sam had to steer them gently away from speculation and unattributed rumors toward their own observations, or those of someone they could send him to for verification.
Under that level of rigor, he did at least find two people who had noticed Cara on the yacht after Landau had departed, clearly alive, and apparently alone and untroubled. No one had heard a low-pitched cry for help afterward, or the splash of a body almost the size of one of their own boats striking the water.
Sam moved on to the Scale Three docks. There were only four boats moored, but even that number surprised him, given the ease of trade across the land border.
At the first boat he approached, workers were busy loading crates that were stacked into piles twice as tall as he was. But eventually, a woman noticed him and paused to ask what he wanted.
“I’m investigating Cara Leon’s disappearance, from the Scale One docks. Did you see anything happening on the Idyll, fourteen days ago, around 15:20?”
The woman gestured to him to repeat himself more slowly; Sam had brought his rescaler, but he hoped it wouldn’t come to that yet. He enunciated the words as carefully as he could, thinking back to Guido’s first days at their school, and the tricks he’d learned to make himself more comprehensible to the newcomer.
“I wasn’t here, sorry,” she replied. “And this boat would have been in D3 then. Try the Cormorant.” She pointed at the vessel two berths down.
“Thank you.”
Sam weaved his way around all the intervening obstacles and approached the boat. It looked as if they were about to unmoor; he called out pleadingly, “Do you have a moment?”
One of the sailors, unknotting a rope from a post, stopped and glanced toward him. “What’s the problem?”
Sam explained his purpose. The man looked annoyed, though perhaps he was just thinking over the request. “Maybe you should talk to Jerome.” He glanced at his watch, then turned and bellowed, “Jerome!” followed by something in dialect that Sam couldn’t follow.
When Jerome emerged, his crewmate’s words seemed to have conveyed the nature of Sam’s business, but he didn’t seem entirely happy about the summons. “All I saw was a rope,” Jerome told Sam. “It probably doesn’t mean anything.”
The first sailor berated him in dialect; Sam gained the impression that Jerome might have previously insisted that it did, in fact, mean something, but was reticent now about taking the same line with a stranger.
“Tell me about the rope,” Sam begged him, afraid that if the exchange stretched on too long someone would put an end to it so the Cormorant could depart.
“It was just a rope hanging over the side of the Idyll, into the water,” Jerome explained. “I thought Cara might be fishing, but it was only there for ... maybe a minute.”
“When was this?”
“15:30 or so.”
That was after Landau had departed.
“Did you see Cara raising or lowering the rope?”
“No,” Jerome replied. “I was loading cargo, I wasn’t watching the boat like I had nothing better to do. I just noticed it was there, when it hadn’t been. Then I noticed it was gone a minute later.”
“Did you see anything else around the Idyll? Like a rowboat nearby?”
Jerome said, “No. If I’d seen anything suspicious like that, I would have gone to the police.”
“How thick was the rope?” Sam wondered.
“Not very. Hard to say exactly from this distance, but like I said, I thought she might have lowered a trap or a pot.”
“Would it have supported a person’s weight?”
Jerome looked uneasy. “Depends what it was made of.”
“Of course.” Sam didn’t want to start fueling new rumors among the sailors, let alone succumb too readily himself to some tenuous chain of suppositions. But if he put off asking the question that he really wanted answered, he’d only kick himself later for wasting the opportunity.
“Do you think any vessel could have come into the harbor unseen, at that time?”
Jerome appeared to be struggling to decide if Sam was mocking him. As far as anyone knew, even the mightiest navies in the world had only built a few dozen submarines between them, none of them capable of diving any deeper than the Scale Two layer. And they would all be out plying the oceans for reasons of great strategic importance, not dropping into the Mauburg River to spirit away an electronics importer.
“The Nimbus got its hull scraped by something,” Jerome offered, daring Sam to laugh at the idea of a connection. “Not then; a few days before.”
“Where?”
“As they were approaching the harbor.”
“Could it have been a rock?”
Jerome looked at him as if he were an idiot. “It was a clear channel through deep water.”
“A whale, then?” Sam ventured, wishing he’d read more nautical adventure stories. Was there any species of a suitable size and toughness frequenting the river that would save the idea from being ludicrous?
“Perhaps,” Jerome conceded.
“Where’s the Nimbus’s home port?”
“D2.”
Sam glanced toward the Scale Two section of the docks. “They’re not here now,” Jerome said. “I don’t know when they’ll be back.”
The sailor who’d summoned Jerome was starting to look impatient. Sam said, “Thank you for your help.”
“It’s nothing.” Jerome jumped back onto the Cormorant, and the first sailor proceeded to unmoor the boat.



Chapter 12
 
McKenna listened in silence, then asked Sam, “And where do you think they took her, in this submarine? Atlantis? Or did it turn into a spaceship and fly her to the moon?”
Sam ignored his sarcasm. “I don’t know where they’re holding her. But can’t you raise this with the appropriate authorities, and try to find out if any vessel like this is known to them?”
“Known to them how? From a story they overheard in a tavern?”
“There must be sonar stations that are meant to detect any incursions by foreign fleets,” Sam argued. “If they picked up a trace of this themselves, then lost it, they might welcome any news about a separate sighting.”
“Except you have no sighting,” McKenna replied. “You have someone who saw a rope for a few seconds, and someone else with a scratch on their hull.” Another detective knocked on the door of the office, then entered and left a report on McKenna’s desk. He picked it up and glanced at it, frowning.
“And the footprints on the Idyll,” Sam added.
“If you want to tell the navy you think there’s an enemy submarine in the river, go ahead.”
“Not an enemy in the usual military sense,” Sam stressed. “More a civilian enterprise that’s ... gone a little off the rails.” Loretta had asked him not to talk about G8’s super-steel, so it was hard to explain why civilians really might be capable of such an audacious feat.
McKenna said, “Tell them whatever you want to tell them. Why do you need me to hold your hand?”
“I already phoned their public affairs office in Wendale,” Sam admitted. “They brushed me off.”
McKenna smiled. “All right, then. So either they already knew about this submarine and they’re on top of the whole situation, or they’re sure you’re just wasting their time. Either way, there’s nothing I can do.”
Sam said, “Thanks, it’s always a pleasure.”
Out on the street, it felt even chillier than it had been by the river. He turned up the collar of his coat and walked briskly until he was warm again. If the navy and the police weren’t interested, he’d just have to do their job himself – or at least, find out if it was possible, and if Jessica was willing to pay for it.
There was no one offering the kind of service he needed in the D4 phonebook, so he went to the library and tried D5. Marine surveying seemed to be the closest category, and there was only one number. He thought of calling it from his office, but then he wondered if Loretta’s elaborate precautions really had been warranted, so he used a public booth.
“Benthic Mapping, how can we help you?”
Sam sketched his requirements and obtained a quote. Then he called Jessica from a different booth, and spoke vaguely about the need to bring in some specialist help.
“All right,” she said. “Go ahead.”
Sam doubted she’d been getting much sleep throughout the night, and he was almost glad he’d had a reason not to spell out his plans. If someone had called him at the same phase of his own body clock and asked if they could hire a sonar operator to hunt for the submarine whose crew had snatched his missing relative from a boat, he would probably have thought he was still asleep, transposing all his anxieties into a surreal nightmare. Either that, or he’d assume that the search was actually aimed at something grimmer.
When he hung up the call he closed his eyes and saw Cara floating in the dark water, trapped between the layers, staring up at the stars. Maybe the truth was as sad, and as simple, as that.
But it would still be better to know.



Chapter 13
 
Jake slid the camera out from beneath the sleeve of his jacket and took three shots in quick succession, aiming discreetly at the man stooping to place a package by the foot of the park bench. The bench was close to a lamppost, and Jake was using the fastest film stock he had, so he was confident that Bremmer would be recognizable in the photographs. Even a hat casting a shadow across his face might have rendered the images ambiguous, but apparently he was more intent on looking as if he had nothing to hide than on taking a few simple precautions.
Jake kept walking along the path, passing Bremmer without looking back, trusting his instinct that no one would try to make the pickup in the next second or two, and that the worst thing he could do would be to loiter at the site. The whole thing would have been simpler with two operatives, but there was no point dwelling on that. He reached the drinking fountain, quenched his thirst with authentic relish, then turned around and strolled back the way he’d come.
As he approached the bench again, he noticed a man in a blue jacket who’d been walking a little behind him as he’d arrived at the fountain, but was now a few paces ahead. That could be a coincidence; the park was full of people cutting across briskly on their way to work, or following various circuits for exercise, but there were also plenty who were just rambling around to pass the time and get some air.
The parcel was still where Bremmer had left it, but the man in the blue jacket strode right past the bench. Jake didn’t know if Blue Jacket had spotted him observing the drop, but if he’d wanted to collect the parcel, surely he could have taken it while Jake was at the fountain.
When the path came to an intersection, Blue Jacket kept walking straight ahead. Jake turned right; the route he was on now would circle back to the fountain, but he’d have a clear view of the bench all the way.
A woman pushing a stroller sat down on the bench, and took some things out of a bag. Jake was too far away to see exactly what the items were, but one of them appeared similar to the parcel itself. All she had to do was drop it and pick up Bremmer’s instead. It was lucky he hadn’t missed her, or he could have spent the next two minutes surveilling a box of diapers.
She wasn’t looking his way, so he risked taking a few shots. It would have been better to be closer – the fast film made for grainy blow-ups – but he wasn’t sure he’d get the chance.
As he continued along the path, the woman started moving the stroller back and forth as if to soothe the occupant; when she stopped, it was blocking Jake’s view of the parcel. He increased his pace, hoping to shift his perspective enough to see past the obstacle, but then the woman leaned down to attend to the child. Jake took another few shots, then watched her repack her bag and walk away. Something lay on the ground where the parcel had been, but he had no idea if it was the original.
The woman was heading toward the fountain; Jake continued along his own path, then turned at the fountain before she arrived, approaching her almost head on. He put his left hand to his right wrist and finally captured an image of her at close range, then he continued on toward the bench.
As he drew nearer, he saw that the parcel was gone. If she really had swapped it, who would have had reason to take whatever she’d substituted? So she’d either been a decoy, or just a passerby with no connection to the whole business.
Jake kept walking, cursing under his breath. He scanned the throng in front of him, hoping he might spot the parcel still in someone’s hands, but there was no sign of it.
Ahead of him, something else caught his eye. There was a man in a gray jacket, but his height and build, and the color of his hair, seemed like an exact match for Blue Jacket. Perhaps the perceived resemblance was wishful thinking ... but he had nothing to lose now. Chasing after the woman with the stroller in the hope that that might tell him something useful would be even more absurd.
Jake followed Gray Jacket out of the park, onto Swanson Street. Then he began to walk a little faster, to give himself a chance to pass his target. Even a sideways glimpse ought to be enough to determine whether he was wasting his time.
When he came abreast of Gray Jacket, the features that crossed his peripheral vision confirmed the match. This man had crisscrossed the park just as Bremmer was leaving his parcel of cash, and he’d made an effort to change his appearance. Whether he’d noticed Jake watching Bremmer or not, someone had snatched the parcel, and this man had either done it himself or acted as a lookout.
Jake slowed his pace, but Gray Jacket did not appear in front of him. Jake turned right into a side street, then he stopped and gazed into the shopfront of a clothing store, close to the corner, angling his view just enough to be able to see if Gray Jacket continued down Swanson Street.
A few terts later, he appeared, ambling along. Jake waited long enough for a dozen other pedestrians to pass the corner, then he re-entered Swanson Street. Gray Jacket was visible ahead; he had taken no sudden detours or evasive maneuvers, but he was walking much faster now.
Jake followed him, keeping up but maintaining his separation. At Kelly Street, Gray Jacket turned right; at Davenport Street he turned right again, back toward the park.
At the corner with Arzner Lane – the other end of which Jake had entered earlier, to stare into the shop window – Gray Jacket paused and looked to his right for an inordinately long time, as if he was checking to see if Jake was still somewhere in the lane. But why had he doubled back at all? If he’d spotted Jake as a potential tail, this seemed like an odd strategy to try to shake him.
Gray Jacket reached a decision, and turned into Arzner Lane. Jake was bemused now. What was the point of leading him around in circles? To let Jake know that he’d been caught out, and that the pursuit would now be a waste of time for both of them?
As Jake turned the corner himself, he half expected Gray Jacket to step out from some hiding place and grab him by the collar, but instead he was there in plain sight a short way down the lane, feigning window-shopping but clearly searching for someone. Maybe he’d arranged to meet his contact around here, and while Jake’s initial presence had spooked him, he’d decided it was all a false alarm and he wasn’t actually being followed.
 Jake found a bench where he could sit with his back to the man and watch his movements reflected in the unlit window of an empty shop. Gray Jacket was looking increasingly exasperated; had the Council member who’d hired him to collect the bribe simply failed to show up?
After a few seconds, Gray Jacket seemed to resign himself to the situation. He set off down the lane, back toward Davenport Street. Jake rose to his feet and moved casually toward the nearest shop, but it was too late; he saw Gray Jacket register his presence ... which seemed to elicit a flicker, not of annoyance, but relief.
Jake walked straight toward him. “Why are you following me?” he demanded.
Gray Jacket flinched. “What are you talking about?”
Now that Jake had a proper look at him head-on, he was fairly sure he did not have Bremmer’s parcel tucked away anywhere on his person.
“I don’t have time for this,” Jake said wearily. “I spotted you back in the park, before you flipped the jacket. Whatever you think you’re doing, it’s over.” There was no need to admit to his own confusion about the man’s involvement with the Bremmer case.
Gray Jacket’s resolve to play innocent wilted. “Okay, you got me.” He raised his hands in mock surrender. “But what difference does it make? It won’t put a stop to it. They’ll just replace me with another face you don’t know.”
Jake tried to give nothing away himself as he searched for reasons why anyone would think he was worthy of surveillance. Was this about Cara Leon? The mere fact that he’d revealed Cara’s interest in Generation Eight?
“Spotlight is a real cesspit, isn’t it?” he replied. “You screwed up so badly that you got your client vanished, and now you’re working for the people you spied on for her, to try to make sure no one finds out what any of you did.”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
“All right. Do you want to tell me why you think you’re following me?”
“That information is strictly ... ” Gray Jacket trailed off, visibly annoyed that he’d blurted out a response that might have been appropriate for a Spotlight colleague, when he should have just bluffed or kept his mouth shut.
“Strictly on a need-to-know basis?” Jake guessed. “I’m flattered. What do you think I’ve done that merits round-the-clock surveillance and firewalls within the agency? If it was something criminal on my part, you’d think the police would want to be involved. But if it’s something criminal on Spotlight’s part, or their current clients, that would make a lot more sense. You might want to ponder that when you think about your employment options.”
“I like it where I am,” Gray Jacket replied defiantly. Then he turned and walked away.
Jake couldn’t face going straight to the Mayor’s office to report that he’d fumbled the operation on Bremmer. He wanted to put the blame on Gray Jacket for distracting him, but the truth was he’d mismanaged the whole thing. If he’d still been working with Loretta, the two of them could have made it work flawlessly.
Did Loretta know that she was being watched? Not necessarily; they might have given the job to someone more experienced, who’d managed to remain less conspicuous. But once Gray Jacket reported back, his superiors at Spotlight would assume that Jake would have told her, so there was nothing to lose by doing it, whether or not he was seen tipping her off.
He found Loretta in the Palimpsest office. She offered him some water, and he described his encounter.
“I didn’t think they’d drag you into it,” she said. “I’ve been pretty careful, but it’s good to know I’m not just being paranoid.”
“Even for Spotlight, the hypocrisy’s breathtaking,” Jake marveled. “To take Cara’s money, then turn on her when it blew up in their face.”
“Maybe they didn’t take her money,” Loretta suggested. “Maybe they handed her over straight away.”
“Just for asking them to do what she asked me?” Jake found that even more shocking. “They couldn’t say no, and leave it at that?”
“I don’t know what actually happened with Spotlight,” Loretta conceded, “but I do know G8 have good reasons not to want anyone poking around in their business.”
“Enough to justify whatever they’ve done to her?”
“Enough to motivate it, maybe,” Loretta replied. “I’m sure as hell not excusing them. They might think there’s a lot at stake, and they might even be right, but Cara was just desperate about something else entirely.”
Jake knew better than to press her to explain the whole case to him, when he wasn’t a part of it. “If you ever need an extra pair of hands ... ” he offered.
Loretta was amused. “I thought you said it would be impossible for us to keep working together.”
“That was days ago. Anyway, this would just be temporary. I’m not talking about rejoining the firm, I’m just saying we could still collaborate.”
“I’ll keep that in mind.”
As Jake was about to leave, he noticed the cipher machine on the shelf behind her. “That’s new,” he said. “You really think it’s come to that?”
“Maybe.”
“What if they’re listening to us right now?” he joked.
Loretta opened a drawer and took out a device about the size of a phone, which she proceeded to sweep across the surface of her desk. “I’ve yet to find a bug,” she assured him. “But the technology moves so fast, so who knows if the detectors have kept up?”
Jake was on the verge of replying that it was lucky she hadn’t told him G8’s big secret, but since she had more or less let it slip that she knew what it was, it seemed safer to treat the whole thing as a joke than draw attention to any part of their discussion.
“You sound like someone from the slow zones,” he said. “I thought that in D7 we were at the forefront of everything.”
Loretta laughed, but Jake understood from the look on her face that he’d walked straight back toward the subject he’d intended to avoid. D7 as a whole might be ahead of the other districts, but right now, G8 alone was at the front of the pack.



Chapter 14
 
The sky was pale and starless as Sam waited at the docks. He’d come early so as not to risk wasting his consultants’ time, and Jessica’s money, but the Cyclops only appeared, chugging west into the mouth of the harbor, after he’d been peering out across the water for a couple of minutes.
As the boat drew closer, his fears were assuaged a little: it didn’t look like a toy that would keel over from the addition of one swaying double-sized passenger. It wasn’t huge either, but the assurances he’d received over the phone had been accurate.
“I’m Lea Holst,” a woman called out to him. “You’re Sam Mujrif?”
“Yes.” It was Lea he’d spoken with.
“Jump on board,” she suggested, as the Cyclops came up beside the jetty. Sam hesitated, but although the boat wasn’t quite motionless, it would take exceptionally bad luck for the swell to send it lurching away from him at just the right moment to cause him any harm.
When he landed on the deck and took a few steps, it felt firmer beneath his feet than the Idyll’s. Still rootlife timber, but a different kind of tree.
The engine started up again and the boat moved away from the jetty. Sam glanced toward the wheelhouse. Lea said, “That’s Eugene doing the driving.”
“Is it all right if I sit?” It was possible that he’d keep his balance if he tried to remain standing, but anything that brought his center of mass closer to the deck could only make him feel safer.
“Sure. I’m sorry we don’t have suitable furniture, but we don’t get many commissions like this.”
Sam lowered himself onto the deck, and drew his knees toward his chin. “You mean cross-scale?”
Lea said, “No, plenty of those, but most clients don’t want to come on board. They’re content to look at charts and read reports.”
“It just seemed more efficient for me to be here,” Sam explained. “I might not know what I’m looking for unless I see it.”
“That’s fine.” Lea smiled and quoted his request back to him, “‘Something unusual, that could be in any layer.’ That makes a change from assessments for shipping channels.”
There was a stack of electronic equipment beside her: four boxes covered in dials, and four cathode ray tubes displaying multiple flickering traces. Sam suspected that all of this would normally be kept sheltered inside the wheelhouse, but he would have struggled to fit in there. They were lucky there was no rain forecast.
“Needless to say, you’re going to have to interpret for me,” he said, gesturing at the traces.
“The distance of each line from the top edge of the screen gives the time it took the pings to get back to us,” Lea replied. “The horizontal position corresponds to the direction of the transponder, as we sweep it left to right.”
“How many frequencies are you using?”
“Four. One on each screen. But we get echoes from every boundary between the layers, as well as the riverbed itself, so ... there are a lot of lines.”
Sam said, “I guess the boundaries are as important as anything solid?”
“Absolutely,” Lea confirmed. “Some vessels need to keep their hulls entirely in the Scale Zero water, or they become unstable; others rely on reaching down to the Scale One layer to help support them. Depending on the currents and the depth of the riverbed, the whole structure can get quite complicated.”
“So what did sailors do before sonar came along?”
“They dropped things on ropes, and poked around with rods.”
They’d left the harbor and were moving out across the river. The swell lifted the boat by at least the height of its hull as each crest passed, and rolled it twenty or thirty degrees, but while Sam’s stomach stayed clenched, the cycles were so alike that his body was beginning to settle into a kind of wary accommodation.
Looking back, he could see the three-story riverfront towers of D3 rising up in the west, already grand enough to make his own slice of Mauburg seem like the conurbation’s neglected outskirts, left behind by the march of progress. He had never actually viewed the city from this vantage before; the photographs he’d seen had always struck him as novelties, raising the same uneasy smile as the odd, often crassly staged pictures where someone lined up people of all seven scales in a row.
To the east, Districts Five to Seven appeared as an even more benighted fringe that tapered away into the desert. As the panorama grew broader and his own neighborhood dwindled into insignificance, Sam could feel an entirely irrational sense of shame rising up in him, souring into resentment. How could it be fair that his own scale controlled so little of what lay before his eyes? The simple pleasure of having ample elbow room on the uncrowded streets of D4 lost its sway here, and the wildly disparate sizes of the swathes of buildings and territory splashed across his vision had more impact than any abstract calculations.
All this agitation was entirely unwelcome, but there was no soothing rebuttal he could summon to banish it in an instant. He turned back to Lea, pretending to have merely been admiring the view.
“We’ll crisscross the river as we work our way east,” she said. “Exactly how far we get in an hour will depend on whether you need to pause to examine anything more closely.”
“I understand.” Sam eyed the screens again. “Why are the tops of the Scale Two and Scale Three layers so ... thick and fuzzy?”
“That’s where most of the minerals float,” Lea explained. “Scale Two water is denser than the lightest bits of sand, and Scale Three is denser than most of the rest.”
Sam was embarrassed; he’d probably learned that in school and then forgotten it.
“The heaviest layers are denser than the rocks in the riverbed,” Lea added. “So they’re constantly percolating down through any cracks, breaking up the rock and carving a deeper channel for the river.”
“So all our precious higher-scale water ends up at the center of the Earth?” Sam asked, trying to adopt a tone that would let him pass the question off as a joke if it was too foolish to be taken seriously.
“No one really knows how much is trapped indefinitely,” Lea admitted. “But I think most geologists believe that the bulk of it never goes deeper than the outer mantle, before it gets recycled and spewed out in volcanoes.”
“Ah.” Sam felt a bit less foolish now, but he was going to need to move on from geology to marine biology. “Most of the blips are fish?”
“Fish, crustaceans, cephalopods,” Lea replied. “Mammals are only in the top three layers; any deeper than that, and they wouldn’t be able to surface for air.”
“But a Scale Two whale can rise all the way to the surface?”
“Yeah. They have a bladder that’s full of water when they dive, but they can pump air into it from their lungs to expel some of the water when they need to ascend. Don’t ask me how they manage that without getting an aneurysm.”
Sam smiled, but the thought of needing to perform such an elaborate maneuver – instinctively or not – just to take your next breath made him feel claustrophobic. “I guess submarines do something similar?”
“Pretty much.” Lea did not respond with a knowing smile; either she hadn’t heard the rumors about the Nimbus that Sam had heard from Jerome, or she was far too professional to let on that she believed she knew exactly what Sam was searching for.
“How big do whales get, in the river?”
“Not very big. Maybe a meter.”
“Anything larger than that?”
Lea said, “Maybe a dead animal floating on a boundary.”
Sam nodded, and Lea’s demeanor grew sober; though Sam had said nothing about the case, it had probably crossed her mind that a private investigator might well be looking for a body in the water.
The lower limb of the sun broke free of the horizon. Sam took out a flask and drank, trying to keep his eyes on the sonar screens. If an hour of this would be tedious for him, it would be positively grueling for Lea and Eugene, even if Jessica was paying them all well enough not to resent it.
Was he bleeding his client dry while he chased after phantoms? Jessica had understood that there could be no guarantees, but if he’d let himself be swayed too easily by Loretta, and by the sparse evidence he’d gathered on the docks, he would still be culpable. He wasn’t even searching the right part of the river to find Cara’s body, unless she’d been taken a long way east before she’d been abandoned to the mercy of the currents.
Lea excused herself to use a toilet inside the wheelhouse. “Feel free to piss over the side any time,” she urged Sam cheerfully as she departed.
The Cyclops was on its umpteenth approach to the southern shore of the river; the land here was mostly set aside for farming, but Sam was too much of a city boy to do more than guess the scale of a few crops, judging it more by the plants’ hues than any knowledge of the different variants’ anatomies. On the opposite shore, District One was gleaming in the morning sunshine. It was even more beautiful to behold from afar, but he managed to laugh off any pangs of envy. If he’d tried to live in a penthouse apartment in D1, he would have felt like a mad king lost in a deserted palace – and if he’d tried to fill the emptiness by subletting to people of his own size, the collective weight of his new housemates and their guests would collapse the whole structure the first time anyone threw a party.
The boat passed a dark-feathered bird paddling on the water whose head rose higher than the edge of the hull; it uttered a slow, deep cry that might have been a territorial challenge, a warning to others about a possible predator, or just an affronted exclamation at the presence of this strange interloper.
Sam forced his gaze back to the sonar. With the riverbed rising, the lowest layers of the water vanished one by one. He’d considered saving time by asking for their zigzag sweeps to avoid these shallows, but he wasn’t confident that a submarine would necessarily find them unnavigable. For all he knew, its home port might be in a secluded bay, discreetly dredged just deep enough to accommodate it, but no deeper.
Here, though, there was nothing of the kind. Eugene turned the Cyclops around and they headed north-east again.
Lea rejoined him. “The other sailors must think we’ve lost our minds,” she joked, nodding toward a couple of cargo vessels making their way upriver.
“They could be right,” Sam replied, trying not to make the concession sound too gloomy.
“Are you sure that what you’re looking for would be large enough to spot?” she asked.
“If it’s not at least 1.6 meters long, it’s not what I’m after. But it could be bigger.”
Lea said, “So either a Scale One person, or ... something able to contain such a person?”
“Yes.” Sam couldn’t blame her for wanting to get specific, and there wasn’t much point now fretting about G8 learning that he was hunting for a submarine, when the river was literally echoing with the sounds of the search.
Lea looked thoughtful, but resisted any impulse to question him further, or lecture him on the unlikelihood of them encountering such a machine.
They watched the traces together in silence. The sun was well above the water now; they had about another twenty minutes left. Sam started on the sandwiches he’d brought; he’d been hungry for a while, but he’d put off solid food as long as possible, afraid it might bring on the nausea that so far he’d been spared.
“What’s that?” Lea muttered, leaning toward one of the screens.
“What?” Sam hadn’t noticed anything unusual.
“On the riverbed,” she said. She pointed at the bottom trace. “There’s a kind of mound there. Long and flat.”
“All right.” The riverbed was the riverbed; Sam couldn’t see why it shouldn’t have whatever kind of mounds it wanted.
Lea went to the wheelhouse, then returned with a chart. “It’s not in the survey,” she said, holding up the sheet of contour lines as if she expected Sam to confirm the disparity himself.
“Isn’t the water carving up the riverbed all the time?” he asked. “Changing the shape?”
“Not that rapidly,” Lea replied. “And this is something added, not removed.”
Sam was on the verge of suggesting a deposit of silt washed down from the hills, but they were in deep water with all eight layers; no natural mineral could sink to the bottom here. Either it was part of the bedrock, or it was something denser than Scale Seven water.
Lea pored over each of the screens in turn. “The echo is so damned sharp at every frequency; whatever the pulse is hitting is harder than rock.”
“How big is this thing?” Sam asked. The traces gave him no sense of scale.
“A hundred meters one way. At least fifty in the other direction, but I’m not sure of the full extent yet.”
“And how high?”
Lea frowned. “Well, it rises about three meters above the rock around it, but ... ” She pointed to the edge of the bump in one trace. “It could be partly buried, rather than just sitting on the rock.”
Sam spent a moment grappling with the notion of a vessel this large sneaking into the D4 harbor, but that was absurd. The whole of D7 was a quadrant a hundred and fifty meters wide; to the right people, the source of these echoes would be the size of a town. He said, “It’s not a submarine. It’s a fixed structure. Some kind of base.”
Lea was incredulous. “Built out of what?”
“I don’t know,” Sam replied, not entirely dishonestly. He had no reason to believe that the material in use here was the same as Loretta’s sample; it might be some other Scale Seven substance. “Can you record this, in a way that other people will find authoritative?” He’d already taken out his camera, but he wasn’t sure that the sonar traces would register clearly.
“We have a chart printer,” Lea said. “I’ll make a plot.”
Sam took a few photos anyway, while she was fetching the machine from the wheelhouse. The traces still didn’t mean much to him, but this wasn’t a fantasy Loretta had talked him into believing. An entirely disinterested third party had just concluded that something large, heavy, and impossibly durable was sitting on the riverbed. Perhaps with people inside. Perhaps with Cara inside.
Sam rose to his feet and looked down into the water, as if some visible evidence of the structure might reach all the way to the surface, but all he could see was a reflection of the sky.
Lea plugged the chart printer into one of the boxes of electronics, and after she’d hit a few buttons, a swathe of strange smelling paper began emerging from a slot. She was smiling now, but she also seemed shaken by the discovery, unsure if she should find the utter strangeness of it delightful or unnerving. “So you’re looking for someone inside this ... base?” she asked Sam.
“Yes. Though they might have moved her by now. I don’t know how I’ll find out, but this is a start.”
“She could be down there against her will?” Lea was horrified. “If I can do anything more ... ”
“Can you dive?” Sam asked.
“Not that deep!” she replied. “No one can.”
“And yet someone built this.”
Lea checked the chart, then moved on to the second box to record the signals at another frequency. “If there are people down there,” she asked, “how are they getting their air? What’s running the machinery? What’s lighting it all up?”
“Electricity?”
“From batteries? From generators? Either way, how do they keep it supplied?”
Sam had never had reason to ponder the logistics of aquatic habitats before. “I suppose the submarine makes a lot of trips.”
Eugene came out from the wheelhouse and joined them; he had to see the sonar traces with his own eyes.
“Who are the charts meant to convince?” he asked Sam.
“I’ll try the navy,” Sam replied. “They didn’t listen to me before, but I don’t see how they can ignore this.”
“And what do you think they’ll do about it?”
“I don’t know. They must have some way to investigate.”
Eugene said, “Their own submarines can’t operate down there. They can take their own sonar traces, to confirm that yours are genuine, but they won’t be knocking on any doors.”
“Maybe they can sit here and wait for the resupply submarine to arrive, then follow it back to its port,” Sam suggested. “I mean ... all alleged kidnapping aside, even a surface vessel needs to be certified and licensed, so it must be a crime to build a submarine and operate it without a permit.”
Eugene took no issue with this last point, but he said, “Do you really trust the navy to hang around for days, just observing, if they think there’s an enemy base in the middle of the Mauburg River?”
Sam was bemused. “What else are they going to do? Like you said, they can’t reach it.”
“They can’t knock on the door,” Eugene corrected him. “That doesn’t mean they won’t try to blow it open.”



Chapter 15
 
Sam had told Noor to expect he’d be home late, so after the Cyclops returned him to the docks sooner than he’d allowed for, he sat in his office staring at the sonar traces.
A few lines on some sheets of paper would not have impressed him if he hadn’t witnessed their origin firsthand, but Lea had signed the documents and stamped them with her license number, so he supposed they would have some evidentiary value to any competent naval officer. If he handed them over, something would happen. But he’d have no say in what it was.
Did the navy have explosives that could tear open an underwater building made of Scale Seven steel? Sam had no idea, and quite possibly the navy would have no idea either; it wasn’t as if they’d ever had a chance to run tests. But what mattered was whether he could trust them to put Cara’s safety above whatever urge they felt to rid Mauburg of a perceived threat.
He’d left the cipher machine switched on, ready to pick up any transmissions from Loretta, but she was the one waiting for his report. He drafted it carefully, trying to keep it brief without risking ambiguity.
Artificial structure as big as D7 found on riverbed. Could tell navy but afraid for Cara if they act rashly. What do you think about negotiating with G8 for her release? We hold off disclosure and they return her safely?
When he arrived home, Idris was asleep and Noor was working in the front room. Sam prepared some food and sat opposite her.
“Something’s bothering you,” Noor said eventually.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to disturb you.” He never sat and ate alone, though, so that would probably have unsettled her even more.
“So it’s something confidential?” Noor put down her papers and regarded him with good humored exasperation.
“Yeah. I think I made the right choice, but I don’t know. All I can do is wait and see how it turns out.”
Noor grimaced.
Sam laughed. “I know: I would think that, wouldn’t I? How else could it be?”
“You could be certain you’d made the wrong choice,” Noor suggested. “And desperately trying to reverse it.”
“That’s true.”
“So when will you know?” she asked.
“Eight times sooner than if it was in my hands alone,” Sam replied.
“Well, that’s something,” Noor replied. “At least it’s not eight times longer.”



Chapter 16
 
“You’ll give the signal if you think there’s any danger?” Jake fretted, as they entered the park.
“Sure. But I’m counting on you to notice the threat before I do.” Loretta remained deadpan for a moment, then laughed. “Nothing’s going to happen!”
“You’re the one who asked me to come,” Jake protested, anxiously scanning the pedestrians ahead of them.
“Dahlia made me promise I wouldn’t do this alone,” Loretta replied. “But seriously, the fact that they know you is probably more of a deterrent than having some stranger looking on. They know you’ll make trouble if they try anything.”
“If I see it in time.”
Loretta said, “Sneaking up on a woman from D1 when you’re smaller and faster might be child’s play, but whatever new technology they’ve brewed so far, I don’t think it stretches to shrinking actual people any further.”
Jake could think of plenty of ways to kill someone rapidly in public that required no new technology at all, but there was no point listing them; for all her breeziness, he knew Loretta would be scrupulously careful throughout the encounter. And on the bright side, if G8 had wanted them dead, it didn’t need to set up a meeting to make that happen.
“That’s Patrick Kozul,” Loretta said, pointing to a man in the distance, coming down the path toward the meeting place. “And I think that’s Marie Finch with him.”
“You didn’t get the Director, but Finch is pretty high up,” Jake noted. “If I photographed you with her, that would be proof that there were discussions between us. No one could pretend that it had never happened.”
“No pictures,” Loretta replied. “Let’s not inflame things when there’s no need for it.”
“All right. It’s your call.” Jake didn’t want G8 to believe that if the meeting failed to go their way they could lash out with impunity and then deny any connection with their victims. But he could see why Loretta was still focused on ensuring that they didn’t feel as if they were backed into a corner.
Loretta said, “Don’t get alarmed if they want me to walk around a bit. If I was Kozul, it’s probably what I’d ask for, just to minimize exposure to external listening devices, or bystanders overhearing too much.”
“You won’t leave the park, though?”
“No.”
“So if I see you walking out, that’s involuntary?”
“Yes. But they’re not going to kidnap me; we’re too far from the river.” Loretta squared her shoulders. “Okay. Who knows how long this will take. But if we lose sight of each other for some reason, I’ll meet up with you at the south entrance.”
“Sure.” Jake had no intention of letting that happen.
He watched Loretta walk toward the bench beside the fountain, reaching it just before Kozul and Finch did. Kozul managed to sweep her body for electronics without making a spectacle of it, pretending to kneel down and retie his shoelace beside her. Then the three of them set off together, like friends going for a pleasant stroll in the morning sunshine.



Chapter 17
 
“The bottom line,” Loretta said, “is that you need to release Cara Leon immediately. Nothing can indemnify you against the consequences of having taken her in the first place, but if you turn her over voluntarily before the authorities get involved, I believe that would serve everyone’s interests.”
Apparently Finch was satisfied that Loretta was her only audience, because she made no attempt to deny anything. “Cara is perfectly safe. Give us ten more days, and she can go home.”
Loretta was astonished, but there was nothing to be gained by spluttering with outrage at the brazenness of the proposal. “That’s not acceptable,” she said calmly.
“To whom?” Finch retorted. “Why don’t you put that offer to her sister? Ten days is nothing to Scale One.”
“Why don’t you put it to Cara? Or are you claiming that she’s with you by choice, and she’d be delighted to extend her stay?”
Finch said, “Cara tried to blackmail us.”
“If that’s true, you should have filed a complaint with the police.”
“And yet we didn’t,” Finch replied dryly. “We had good reasons not to want our research to become public knowledge prematurely.”
“Why would it become public knowledge? The police are perfectly capable of respecting trade secrets.”
Finch said, “Don’t be disingenuous. The only way to keep these results quiet was to get Cara out of circulation for a while.”
“Maybe. But now you’ve ended up drawing attention to yourself anyway, and the only hope you have of keeping the results quiet for even one more day is to release her.”
For a moment Loretta wondered if she’d been too blunt, but then she realized that Finch had stopped because she was waiting for a dawdling pedestrian to go past them. Though Kozul was acting as a buffer to their left, and they were sticking to the right edge of the path, this man had fallen in behind them.
“We need ten days,” Finch insisted, once the man had moved on. “When the news gets out, there’ll be a backlash. That can’t be avoided. But it can be delayed, and we need to be in the strongest position possible to deal with it, for everyone’s sake.”
“Everyone’s sake? Really?”
“All of District Seven will be affected. Maybe all of Scale Seven, worldwide.” Finch turned to her imploringly. “Nothing we’re building is for hostile purposes, but the other scales have always been afraid of us becoming ... unmanageable. We don’t grow up with the same fears as they do; we don’t have any neighbors smaller, faster and stronger than us to haunt our nightmares. But this is like their darkest fable come true: the people they’ve tolerated living beside them – because they thought we were useful, and they thought they understood our disadvantages and weaknesses – turn out to be impossible to control.”
Loretta had no patience for these vague rhetorical flourishes. “Are you talking about land allocation?”
Finch said, “That’s one of the things they might fear we’ll want to renegotiate from a position of strength. The company has no such agenda, but we can’t speak for everyone.”
“You should have been more open from the start,” Loretta replied. “If you’d published all your work, people would be much more likely to accept that there was nothing to worry about.”
Finch snorted. “So, we should have taught people in D1 the kind of methods that would let them make weapons against us, before we had a chance to find ways to defend ourselves?”
Loretta was unswayed. “Anyone who really wants to harm us can do it right now with an arrow made of Scale Seven bone. Sure, the supply is limited, but how quickly do you think people in D1 could build a factory making knives or bullets out of Scale Seven steel?”
“You don’t know the half of it,” Finch said darkly. “The fact is, Cara forced our hand. But we haven’t harmed her, and a few more days won’t make much difference after everything she’s been through already.”
“What do you think would actually happen, if we gave you ten more days?” Loretta pressed her. “When you finally let Cara free, do you think the police will just stand by and applaud you for bravely defending District Seven from a misguided woman who hoped you could cure her friend’s cancer?”
“We’re prepared to live with the consequences,” Finch replied.
Loretta didn’t believe that for a moment. Even if they had one or two people willing to take the fall and go to prison, the entire submarine crew and everyone working in the riverbed base would also be implicated. And that was just the bare minimum; it would stretch credulity to claim that the decision to kidnap their blackmailer had not been approved at the very highest level.
The only way this didn’t end with Generation Eight eviscerated and every executive on trial was if the law could no longer be enforced against them. And the only way Loretta could imagine that happening would be if District Seven seceded, declaring itself an enclave independent of the nation. If that was the plan, it could hardly have been something that they dreamed up in the wake of what they’d done to Cara. It must have been their intention all along.
Loretta glanced back and caught sight of Jake, who was following inconspicuously a meter or so behind them. If she was right, she had to make G8 believe that all their wild fantasies for creating a Republic of Scale Seven could proceed unhindered, whether or not they surrendered Cara a few days before the revolution.
She said, “Surely Cara’s come to terms with the fact that you can’t help her with any Scale One cancer research. Can’t or won’t, but either way she has nothing to gain by talking about your other technology. She’d risk being prosecuted herself, and for what? I’m sure she’s mightily pissed off with you for grabbing her off her boat, but I expect she has no actual proof of that. Nor do I, or this would all be in the hands of the police. The only thing I have to hold over you is whatever you’ve built on the riverbed, and if you let Cara go, my job’s done. The same goes for Sam Mujrif. We have no interest in any of this other nonsense for its own sake.”
Finch said, “It’s not that simple. Cara has copies of documents of ours, and she’s still not willing to tell us where they are. Does that sound like someone we can trust to keep quiet?”
“Okay. That’s news to me.” Spotlight must have stolen the documents, then passed the copies on to Cara before G8 persuaded them to turn against her. But why was Cara holding out, when it was clear that her original plan had imploded completely? “Maybe she sees this as a kind of insurance, and if she tells you where they are she’ll be in even more danger.”
“She’s not in any danger,” Finch insisted.
“She’s imprisoned at the bottom of the river, with enough water pressing down on the roof of her jail to crush every structure ever built until now. I’m sure she’s completely relaxed about her prospects.”
Finch said, “If you want her released early, we need to know where the documents are.”
Loretta was suspicious. “Is this a serious counter-offer, or are you just trying to buy time? If we return the documents to you, what’s to stop you claiming that we’ve made copies? Or that Cara made copies, and we haven’t returned them all?”
“We don’t believe Cara got around to making copies,” Finch replied, “or she would have tried to fob us off with them by now. And there’s no need for you or your colleagues to handle anything in person; if you can tell us where the documents are, we’ll send someone we trust to retrieve them.”
Loretta bit her tongue; if Cara was afraid, she wouldn’t want to trick G8 into believing that she’d surrendered every copy. But if Finch was convinced that Cara still valued the documents for their own sake, there was nothing to be gained by talking her out of that.
“I take it the Idyll was searched thoroughly?”
“Yes.”
“And Cara’s home and business premises in D1?”
“Yes,” Finch affirmed. “And her sister’s.”
Loretta hoped they’d hired a local, and not had Spotlight’s idiots swarming all over these buildings. If anything was likely to spark a backlash in D1, it would be news that impertinent fingerlings had started running rampant in places they had no right to be.
She said, “Honestly, the fastest way to get what you want would be to earn Cara’s trust. Take her to D1 and let her walk free, but tell her that she’ll be charged with blackmail if the documents aren’t returned to you, or if she does anything to publicize their contents.”
“I can’t agree to that,” Finch replied. “I’m sorry, but it’s not going to happen.”
“So you’d rather have the navy poking around the riverbed? And the police looking into your outfit in the desert?”
Finch said, “Cara would be the first person who’d suffer if we lost the ability to resupply the base. It wasn’t designed with someone of her scale in mind, so everything she needs is being brought in specially for her.”
Loretta made no effort to hide her disgust. “So, Cara’s not in any danger from you, but you’ll happily starve her to death rather than set her free?”
“I keep telling you that there are other lives at stake,” Finch replied. “But you keep ignoring me.”
“Well, maybe you shouldn’t have put them at stake. And forgive me if I’m a bit more skeptical about some hypothetical backlash against your inventions than I am about the actual dangers to the actual woman you’re actually holding against her will.”
Finch said, “I can’t just let her go. No one will agree to that.”
Loretta laughed. “If you have no authority to negotiate, why did they even bother sending you to talk to me?”
“Meet us halfway,” Finch pleaded.
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Before you call in the navy, try to locate the documents. If you can’t give us ten days, give yourself one. If you find them, we’ll let Cara go – and if we don’t live up to our word on that, you can do your worst.”
Loretta couldn’t decide if this was a ploy, or sheer desperation. How long had Spotlight been looking for the documents, already? The people who’d actually supplied them to Cara in the first place had had almost two weeks to retrieve them, and failed.
But what else could break the stalemate any faster? The chance of persuading the navy – with its administration spread across the seven scales – to investigate the riverbed and force G8 to release Cara in less than a day was zero. Sam’s fears of unleashing an attack that endangered her couldn’t be dismissed either.
Loretta said, “A day, then. Do we have a deal?”
“And once we free her, we get the ten days we asked for?” Finch pressed her. “We get to announce our results when we’re ready?”
Loretta couldn’t vouch for what Cara might do, or promise to stay silent herself if the police became involved and questioned her on the matter. But that wasn’t what G8 were asking of her.
She said, “My only goal is to get Cara released. I have no interest in anything else.”
“Then we have a deal.”



Chapter 18
 
“Where would your sister hide something that she wanted you to find if she went missing?”
The phone line crackled and groaned. Sam wondered how often the D1 exchange replaced the tapes in their rescalers; maybe he’d worn them out by imposing an unexpected workload over too short a period.
“On the Idyll,” Jessica replied. “There’s a gap behind one of the cupboards that she pointed out to me, years ago. But I’ve already checked it. That’s one of the first things I did when I got on the boat.”
“How carefully did you look?” Sam hadn’t examined the spot himself; he’d been too preoccupied with the footprints to spend another hour scouring every nook and cranny in the cabin.
“I poked around with my finger; there was nothing in there, as far as I could tell.”
“Could you check again? Take away the boards around it, if you have to, to get a proper look. There might be some Scale Seven documents in there; they’d only be a few millimeters wide.” Loretta had said that G8 had already searched the boat, but it was still possible that they’d missed this spot.
“Why do you think she’d have Scale Seven documents?” Jessica asked. “Have you found out who made those footprints?”
“It’s just a possibility we’re following up,” Sam replied, hoping he’d come across as cautious and measured, rather than cagey.
“But why would she have anything like that?” Jessica persisted.
“We often get a number of potential leads that might be genuine, or that might just evaporate under scrutiny. The only way to deal with that is to cross-check them. So if you can, I’d really appreciate you looking on the boat again.”
“All right.” Jessica still sounded dissatisfied, but perhaps she’d concluded that he might have valid reasons not to spell out every detail of this particular lead. “I’ll get back to you in an hour.”
“Thank you.” Sam didn’t like keeping her in the dark, but he had to assume that G8 were listening. Maybe they’d even send someone to the Idyll to check the hiding place before Jessica could reach it, but if that helped convince them that their secrets would remain safe a little longer, all the better.
It was possible that Cara had hidden the documents pretty much anywhere in D1; she could have wrapped them in foil and wedged them behind a wad of chewing gum in any of ten thousand cracks and crevices in the walls of public buildings that nobody would have reason to examine or interfere with. Still, it would require a certain mindset to entrust them to a place she didn’t personally control; he suspected that most people would either have held on to them, or given them to a friend with instructions on what to do with them if they came to harm.
Sam closed his eyes and tried to imagine Cara’s state of mind after the documents came into her possession. She might not have understood quite what she’d ended up with; even the G8 employee who’d presumably been bribed to copy anything valuable or sensitive they could get their hands on need not have grasped their real significance. But she must have believed that she finally had some leverage, and that she could force G8 into carrying out the research that her dying lover needed just by threatening to release these trade secrets. It would have been smart to make duplicates and hide them somewhere no one would think of looking, but she might also have wanted at least one set she could keep watch over around the clock, to reassure herself that they had not gone missing. And if that was the case, surely she would have had them with her on the Idyll, and not left them back in D1.
Or at least, brought them with her. But what if something had spooked her, once she reached the harbor? Just because she hadn’t been taken until after her meeting with Landau, that didn’t mean the submarine wasn’t already in place beneath the boat.
Sam pictured Cara peering over the side of the Idyll, trying to see down through the layers, hunting for an explanation for a strange sound she’d heard, an eruption of bubbles to the surface, a subtle change in the appearance of the water. If she thought the people she was blackmailing might take this opportunity to retrieve their secrets, what could she do about it?
As far as Sam knew, she hadn’t left the boat at all – and a Scale One woman really couldn’t have gone anywhere in D4 without being spotted. If she’d given the documents to Landau, she would have told him to pass them on to Jessica, or the police, or a journalist. Could Landau have betrayed her, and held on to them for his own purposes? But it wasn’t really all that likely that she’d hand them over to him at all; it was a cross-scale business relationship, not even longstanding from Cara’s point of view. Nowhere near close enough to rely on for a favor like this.
So how would she get the documents off the boat?
Landau had shown her Scale One demonstration models of his new product line, and she had declined to place an order. The appliances certainly hadn’t remained on the boat. Perhaps Cara had reasoned that she could claim a change of heart and arrange to have them sent to her later, along with her usual shipments. It sounded risky, but if she did have duplicates as well, she might have been more worried about being caught with the documents in her possession than she was about losing a copy that wasn’t actually irreplaceable.
Sam picked up the phone, then put it down again. If he tried to explain any of this to Landau while censoring himself to keep G8 happy, he’d just end up sounding deranged. He could always call Loretta and ask her what she thought of his tenuous theory, which would presumably be enough to tip off G8. But for all he knew, their whole deal with Loretta was just a hollow promise. Surrendering every possible advantage to them in the hope that they would keep their word would be insane.
He left the office and headed east. The tails on him had changed several times, and though some of them had been easy to spot, their skill level was so variable that he’d be a fool to be complacent.
The Forty-five Café wasn’t too crowded. Sam found an empty booth and ordered a mango juice, glancing across the room now and then as if he was expecting to be joined by someone shortly. Then he got up, leaving his drink on the table, and headed for the toilets. In the passage, he took a turn that led to an exit on the east side of the building; he’d half expected he’d need to stoop to get through the doorway, but the café’s architects had aimed to facilitate crossings, not filter people out by scale.
He kept walking east for a block, before turning north. The footpath wasn’t so narrow that he was obstructing anyone if he walked carefully, and while he caught a few irritated glares, for the most part the locals were unfazed by his presence, and a few greeted him warmly in Panscala. When an old man looked up at him sourly, Sam addressed him in some dialect he’d learned from Yukio – “Good day to you, sir!” – and the recipient smiled and returned the salutation.
As he turned again, to the west, he glanced back down the street, quite certain that no tail from D4 had followed him. If G8 had been prepared with a second tail who’d been shadowing his movements on the D5 side of the border, Sam could only applaud their extravagance, but it seemed unlikely. The chances were, anyone following him wasn’t even aware yet that he’d left the café.
Back in D4, he made his way as quickly as he could to the Dawn factory on the western border. At the reception desk, he said, “Sam Mujrif. I’m here to see David Landau.”
“Do you have an appointment?”
“No. But please tell Mr. Landau this is in regard to the disappearance of Cara Leon.”
The assistant hesitated, but Sam gazed back at him sombrely with his best they’ve-found-a-corpse-and-that-takes-precedence-over-everything stare.
“One moment. Please take a seat.”
Sam remained by the desk. The assistant spoke on the intercom. “You can go in,” he said.
Landau looked dismayed as Sam greeted him. “Is this bad news?” he asked.
“Not necessarily,” Sam replied. “I really need your help, though. Do you still have the Scale One demonstration models you showed Cara at your meeting?”
“Yes.” Landau frowned. “Why?”
“Would you mind if I inspected them?”
Landau gazed at him, bewildered, but then opted not to ask for an explanation. “They’re in the warehouse. I’ll have someone show you to them.”
“Thank you.”
In a corner of the warehouse, the man Landau had sent to accompany him gestured at the unmissable giant boxes, then went back to whatever he’d been doing. Sam turned on an extra ceiling light, and brought a stepladder over from beside the wall.
None of his pen-knife’s blades fit the slots on the oversized screws, but he found a set of specialized tools hanging from a board nearby. Once he’d unscrewed the side of the first device, he maneuvered the panel out of the way; it was unwieldy but weighed almost nothing.
Sam stepped inside and shone his flashlight around, recalling Idris’s briefly held conviction that there were small people living inside the family’s radio. The electronics were D4-sized, so behind the giant control knobs and massive speakers there was an awful lot of empty space, if not quite enough for the cast of a drama to reside comfortably. Cara could hardly have disassembled any of the boxes without Landau noticing, but the carpentry was not so immaculate that the flexible boards all met in airtight seals, so she could easily have slipped something through a crack while pretending to size up the appliance.
The beam of the flashlight showed dust filling the air, and more gathered on every surface. Sam found the concentrated scent of Scale One timber slightly nauseating. He searched around all the gaps, which revealed themselves as bright lines in the gloom, but the devices had probably been tilted steeply on the trolleys carrying them from boat to truck to warehouse, so a small object pushed inside might have ended up anywhere. After brushing aside dust for two or three minutes, though, he was convinced that the cabinet was empty.
He moved on to the second device. It was a tape recorder, but the motors and reels weren’t eight times larger than his own; no doubt D1 customers would relish the miniaturization, even if they weren’t yet clamoring for this particular model.
It did come with rechargeable batteries, though, and they were bulky enough to make it awkward to get around inside. Other objects protruded into the remaining space; Sam kept bumping his elbows on various shafts and flanges. At first the discomfort filled him with pessimism, as if it were some kind of mocking confirmation of the absurdity of his quest, but then he recoiled from the illogic of that. He kneeled and scraped a finger along each dusty corner, pursuing the search as diligently and methodically as he could. At least the oil lubricating the motors smelled normal, if a little overpowering in the confined space.
When his fingertip encountered something solid but movable, it felt dense enough to be a piece of ordinary metal, but when he blew on it and cleared away the dust he saw a matte gray rectangle about the size of his thumbnail. He lifted it up and placed it on one palm, playing the flashlight beam over it, then prodding it gently with his finger again.
It was an envelope, made from Scale Seven paper, containing what felt like a bundle of forty or fifty sheets. He couldn’t see any writing on either side, but he was pretty sure it wasn’t a random piece of District Seven mail that had blown in on the wind.
Sam placed it in his pocket, then continued the search; for all he knew, the full set of documents could comprise more than one package. When he finally moved on to the third appliance, he did so with an air of grim disappointment, just in case any of the warehouse workers were observing him.
The third device combined a radio and a tape recorder. Sam searched the interior as thoroughly as the others, but there was nothing.
He propped up his flashlight on a bracket, then opened the envelope and spread out the contents on the floor of the cabinet. He could barely distinguish ink from paper on the tiny sheets, let alone read a word of the microscopic print, but he photographed the grid of pages in six close-up shots using a suitable filter, then he turned them all over and photographed the opposite sides.
Sam reattached the panels he’d removed, returned the tools and the stepladder to their proper places, then left the warehouse and walked out through reception without speaking to anyone. Who knew what Landau would think of the visit, but any lies Sam told him now would only complicate things further.
He made his way south, stopping at a kiosk to buy some chewing gum. As he walked, he checked the ingredients listed on the packet, confirming what he’d thought he recalled: the gum was not intended to have any nutritional value, and though the flavors were market-specific, the same cheap rootlife plants were used for the bulk of the gum in the versions sold everywhere. He took out a stick and chewed it for a while until it was tasteless, then he dipped it in a shallow puddle of rainwater and squeezed it as dry as he could. It wouldn’t pass a forensic examination, but it probably wouldn’t need to.
At the harbor, the Scale One docks were deserted. Sam went to the berth where the Idyll had been docked, stood for a while gazing out over the river, then removed the gum and the envelope from his pocket. There was a crack between the boards near his feet of just the right size; he squatted down and jammed the gum into the space, then once he was sure it was firmly stuck and wasn’t going to fall through into the water, he wedged the envelope in beside it.
Back at the office, he called Loretta.
“I was going over the conversations I had with the sailors at the wharf,” he told her. “One man saw Cara step off the boat for a moment, around 15:10, and just stretch her legs. She didn’t go anywhere ... but do you think she could have hidden the documents right there?”
Loretta was skeptical. “Hidden them on the wharf?”
“Glued them to a pillar or something. I don’t know. They’d be so tiny, no one would notice. I know it sounds like a long shot, but why else would she get off the Idyll then get right back on again?”
“So are you going to check it out?”
Sam said, “I could, but I’m a bit tied up right now. And if the arrangement with G8 was for them to send their own people to ensure the chain of custody, maybe you could see if they want to follow up on it themselves.”
Loretta said, “All right.”
Sam glanced at the clock; he still had several minutes before he was expecting Jessica to call back.
He went into the darkroom, closed the door, and took the reel of film out of his camera. He knew how to find all the trays and reagents by touch; he only turned on the safety light after the film had been developed and fixed.
He adjusted the enlarger for the greatest magnification it could produce, and set about methodically working through the negatives, printing off three copies of each side of each page. The documents were not in Panscala, but he recognized enough of the words to be fairly sure that they were written in the current Scale Seven dialect rather than any kind of code. As well as all the text, there were mathematical formulas, and quite a few diagrams: schematics of machinery, and various graphs and plots.
One page contained what seemed to be a picture of two atomic nuclei, wrapped in a dumbbell-shaped surface labeled with the word “lepton” that Yukio had been so enamoured with. Sam stared at the image, but then he heard his phone ringing, and he left the prints to dry.
The call was from Loretta, not Jessica. She said, “They’ve found the documents; they didn’t say where. And they have a message for you to pass on to Jessica, telling her where she’ll find Cara.”
Sam didn’t need to feign surprise; whatever he’d hoped for, he hadn’t expected anything to happen so quickly.
“They’re freeing her? Right now?”
“That’s what they told me.”
“And you believe them?”
Loretta said, “I don’t see why they’d lie, but we’ll know soon enough.”



Chapter 19
 
A flock of herons rose up from the shore as Jessica approached the promontory that marked the start of the nature reserve. She’d taken off her shoes, and now she wanted more than ever to break into a run, but the thicket of vegetation forced her to stay close to the waterline, and each step that didn’t actually sink into the mud left her struggling to keep her balance.
She slogged her way toward the tip of the headland, almost as breathless as if she was actually jogging. She’d been instructed by the kidnappers not to travel to the rendezvous point by boat, but the sign at the end of the access road had conveyed the same warning. As she rounded the headland she could see why: birds were wading in the shallows dozens of meters from the shore, and even a dinghy would have run aground further out, leaving her to cross the treacherous mudflats on foot.
As more of the bay came into view, she spotted a figure kneeling at the water’s edge, head bowed, hands tied, blindfolded. Jessica’s first impulse was to call out, but her chest tightened and she couldn’t make a sound. As she struggled to regain control of her body, she changed her mind; she was still so far away that if Cara couldn’t see her, any words of reassurance shouted from this distance would only be confusing and distressing. So she staggered through the mud in silence, willing herself forward as fast as she could.
Her sister remained almost motionless, raising her head wearily every now and then. If she’d been screaming for help, she’d given up long ago, but perhaps she’d been instructed to stay quiet from the start.
Jessica paused to catch her breath, then she bellowed, “Cara! I’m almost there!”
Cara turned toward her and croaked something hoarsely, but made no move to rise to her feet. Jessica had to stop herself from trying to run; she knew she’d end up flat on her face.
When she reached Cara, she spoke her name again gently, and placed a hand on her shoulder. “I’m here now. You’re safe.”
“Okay.” Cara’s teeth were chattering; her clothes were soaked and she had mud all over her.
“I’m going to untie your hands.” Jessica squatted down beside her, then realized that what she’d taken to be a knotted cord was some kind of molded plastic cuffs that would need to be cut. “Sorry, I don’t have a knife.” She’d brought food and water, but it had never occurred to her that she’d need something sharp. “Should I take the blindfold off?”
“Is it daytime?”
“Yes.”
“Then don’t take it off yet.”
“All right. Are you cold?”
“Yes.”
Jessica pulled the blanket out of her backpack and wrapped it around her, then put an arm across her shoulders. “Do you think you can walk?”
“Sure. I walked here through the water.”
“You walked here?”
Cara said, “I woke up in a small boat. It didn’t feel like it was moving, and when I reached over the side I realized it was stuck in the mud. So I climbed out and started walking.”
“You could have drowned.”
“It wasn’t that deep. Not when I started, and if the water got deeper I just turned around and walked the other way.”
Jessica looked out across the shallows. There was no sign of the boat, so either it had drifted off on its own, or someone had towed it away.
They stood up together. “This way,” she said, turning Cara to the east. “It’s going to take a while to reach the car. Maybe forty minutes. Do you want some water first?”
“Yes please.”
Jessica held the flask to her sister’s lips; half of the water spilled down her chin, and after a while she pulled her mouth away, coughing.
“Are you hungry?”
“No. They fed me. It can wait.”
“All right. You want to get going?”
Cara nodded.
They set off together, moving slowly over the slippery mud. Cara was clearly tired and disoriented, but she wasn’t helpless; even with the blindfold, she retained her sense of balance, and she did as much as Jessica to adjust her footing to keep the two of them upright.
“How long has it been?” Cara asked.
“Two weeks,” Jessica replied.
“Ha!”
“What?”
Cara said, “I counted forty-one meals. I thought they might be trying to confuse me, but they must have been giving me three a day, like clockwork.”
“Okay.”
“Do you know why they let me go?”
“Not really,” Jessica admitted. “Yesterday I hired someone in D4 to look for you. He called me a couple of hours ago with a message from the kidnappers, but I don’t know if he found them, or they found him.” She hesitated. “Do you know why they took you in the first place? They never asked for a ransom.”
“I was trying to help Malcolm.”
“I don’t understand.”
Cara laughed feebly. “I did something stupid. I threatened someone, to try to force them to help him.”
That made no sense, but Jessica didn’t push her. “Do you know where they took you?”
“They drugged me before they moved me,” Cara replied, “and they never took the blindfold off. They kept me in a tiny cell; the air stank, and there were a lot of strange noises. But it could have been anywhere.”
“We found Scale Seven footprints on the boat,” Jessica told her.
Cara laughed again; she seemed unsurprised. “The people I threatened were about that size.”
They walked for a while in silence. When they came around the tip of the promontory, Jessica let out an involuntary sob.
“I’m all right!” Cara assured her. “They didn’t hurt me.”
“But is it over?”
“I’m here, aren’t I?”
“And if you go to the police?”
Cara said, “I promised them I wouldn’t do that, and I think they believed me. They know I’d end up in prison.”
“So if they weren’t afraid of that, why did they keep you so long? And then suddenly release you?”
“I think they must have got back what I stole from them,” Cara decided. “I was too ashamed to tell them where it was; I didn’t want to make trouble for the people who had it. But they must have found it anyway.”
“And that’s it? They won’t change their mind and decide you’re still a threat?”
Cara said, “I don’t even know what I took from them. I couldn’t read anything that small, and I was too afraid to get it copied or enlarged in case the pages were stamped ‘confidential’ and the photo shop turned me in. So if they got it back, that’s it. Their secret’s safe, whatever it was. I’m nothing to them now. It’s over.”



Chapter 20
 
“Where did you get this?” Yukio asked heatedly, brandishing the G8 report like a truncheon. Sam had rolled up the pages and packed them into a cardboard tube that he’d handed over in the Forty-five Café, hoping it would appear to any prying eyes like a decorative poster, an innocent gift to a friend. At the time, Yukio had treated Sam’s warning not to show the report to anyone, or even talk about it on the phone, as an amusing cloak-and-dagger indulgence, but now that he’d read it, it seemed the contents had been more than enough to make him take those precautions seriously. He’d shown up at Sam’s office unannounced, pretending it was some kind of amiable, spur-of-the-moment visit, until the door was closed behind them.
“I don’t know if I should tell you that,” Sam replied. “We made a deal to let these people announce everything for themselves, when they were ready.”
Yukio grimaced. “Do they know that I’ve read it?”
“Of course not!” Sam promised. “They don’t even know that I have it.”
“Are you sure about that?”
“If they did, I think they would have tried a lot harder to get it back.” He gestured at the orderly state of the room. “I mean, no one’s broken in and trashed the place.”
Yukio swung the tube at him in exasperation, but stopped short of landing a blow.
“So did any of it make sense to you?” Sam asked. “The only thing I’m sure about is that they’ve learned how to make Scale Seven metals. For all I know, the rest could be pure hype to bring in gullible investors.”
“Do you know what powers the sun?” Yukio asked him.
“Hot gases?”
“Nuclear fusion. If two light nuclei are brought close enough together, they can form a heavier one, and release a lot of energy.”
“Okay.” Sam vaguely remembered hearing this account before. “We already knew that, though, didn’t we? It’s not a new discovery.”
“That it happens in the sun is not a new discovery,” Yukio agreed. “If it happened on the Earth it would be different.”
“How does Scale Seven metal let you do that?”
“It doesn’t. But this report talks about all kinds of applications of what they call lepton engineering. Nuclei repel each other, because they all have a positive charge; you need to balance that with negatively charged leptons. But the heavier those leptons are, the less space they occupy, and the easier it becomes to bring the nuclei closer together and initiate fusion.”
“Which would mean ... what?” Sam couldn’t see how a miniature sun down on the ground would be manageable, let alone useful.
“The slow version they describe is like a kind of generator: it spits out protons and alpha particles at high velocity, which amounts to a strong electric current.”
“What’s the fast version?”
“They don’t actually talk about it,” Yukio admitted, “but it’s not hard to read between the lines. You could use the same techniques to make a bomb that could level a city.”
“Okay.” But if the report made no mention of bombs, Sam didn’t want to assume the worst. “The generators themselves could be useful, though?” Maybe they were already powering the underwater base, removing the need for endless supply runs to replenish stocks of more conventional fuels.
“Absolutely,” Yukio agreed. “And of course you could have one without the other, if you imposed that restriction and everybody honored it. But once the generators became commonplace, I doubt it would take much more innovation to figure out how to build a fusion-based weapon.”
Sam could see why G8 were so keen to control the way their findings were released to the public. Even Yukio, with no particular ax to grind, had zeroed right in on the worst possible reading.
He said, “There’s a lot more here than just fusion, isn’t there?”
“Of course. There are dozens of new materials and processes. I don’t understand everything they’ve described, but this could probably revolutionize structural engineering and manufacturing at every scale.” Yukio’s expression softened a little. “Potential weaponry aside, it’s all very beautiful. They’ve identified a class of enzymes that almost every cell uses to concentrate leptons – to pull the lightest ones out of one molecule and replace them with heavier ones from another source. That’s the key to everything that came after rootlife: the reaction that makes all the other scales possible. Getting the energy you need in exactly the right place is tricky, though; in biology, it always involves sets of different molecules whose leptons can be reshuffled into a state with lower energy overall. But to do it industrially, to make something like Scale Seven metals in bulk, you’d need a huge amount of power. So the fusion generators are essential; none of this would stack up commercially without them.”
Sam took heart from that; it meant there was a chance that G8’s entire interest in fusion was benign. But why did they need a whole city for themselves at the bottom of the river? Doing some secret tests out in the desert to avoid recklessly sharing dual-use technology with the world was one thing, but what were they preparing under the water?
“Are you going to tell anyone about this?”
Yukio scowled. “You asked me not to!”
Sam said, “I’m not going to hold you to that if you think people are in danger.”
“Are you going to tell me exactly who did this research? A government agency? A company? A foreign government?”
Sam hesitated. “I was hoping that once I knew what was in the report, it would be easy to decide if it would do more harm than good to keep it secret. It’s not that simple, though. But I can’t ask you to go against your conscience.”
“So I’m free to make my own decisions,” Yukio replied, “but you’re still going to keep me in the dark, because telling me all the details would be too much like making a decision yourself?”
When he put it like that, it sounded ridiculous. Sam told him everything he knew about Generation Eight’s activities, short of identifying Cara and Jessica.
“So they already have form for kidnapping,” Yukio observed gloomily, “and who knows what they did to the employee who leaked the documents? That makes me feel so much safer.”
“I’m sorry.”
“But now that the D1 woman is safe, what’s the downside to telling the authorities everything? Retribution?”
“Perhaps,” Sam replied. “Though the kidnapping was more pre-emptive than punitive; once the information has spread irretrievably, I’m not so worried that they’d do anything out of pure vindictiveness.”
“That’s a much less cynical view than I’d expect from someone in your profession.”
“No, I just think corporations are a lot more pragmatic than jilted lovers.”
“Is this purely business, though?” Yukio replied. “Even if it started out as nothing but commercial R&D, they can’t be blind to the politics. Every scale has people with a grievance, who are convinced they’re under someone else’s thumb.”
Sam recalled his own inchoate resentment at the mere sight of Mauburg from the middle of the river. Even if you believed that no one wanted anything more than justice, what did that actually entail? Sticking to a treaty that a handful of representatives from each scale had agreed to, long ago? Pursuing some complicated biological, geographical and economic analysis?
“I don’t know what to do,” he said. “But if you want to go public with this ... ”
Yukio shook his head impatiently. “Coming from me, all of this would be hearsay. I could show the report to some journalists and try to talk them through the science, or hand it over to the military and hope they take it seriously, but I have no direct knowledge of anything. You might not have seen the steel-making plant in the desert, or taken part in the negotiations with G8, and even your D7 colleague hasn’t seen the sonar traces from the riverbed, or the footprints on the boat, but you and she are the only people with anything like an overview of the whole thing. If the authorities are going to investigate this, they need to hear about it from someone with as much firsthand knowledge as possible, not a retired science teacher with some crackpot ideas about a medical research lab trying to build a super-weapon.”
“But you think I should tell them?” Sam pressed him.
“Yes! The kidnapping itself might be hard to prove in court, but the fact that G8 would go that far only makes me more suspicious about everything else they’re doing. And if their intentions started out honorable and they just went off the deep end in response to a blackmail threat, well ... where’s the harm in having their work vetted? If it turns out that there are no bombs in the desert, or on the riverbed, that will be great news, and the fact that the fusion technique itself leaked out earlier than they wanted isn’t going to matter in the long run. Whatever needs to be done to discourage people from making weapons isn’t going to stand or fall on a few days’ difference in the timing.”
When Yukio left, Sam sat brooding over the report’s revelations, but he still couldn’t bring himself to act. What if he was wrong about G8 punishing whistle-blowers after the fact? They had released Cara unharmed in the end, but if his threat to expose the riverbed base had not still been hanging over them, who knew what they would have done?
He picked up Idris from school, and forced himself to make cheerful small talk as they walked home through the twilight, but he was moving in a daze. Bombs that could level a city. If G8 were on the verge of building such things, they needed to be stopped. But what if they weren’t, and he merely spread the prerequisite knowledge more widely? Yukio’s assertion that a few days would make no difference might be misplaced; maybe G8 were working on a new kind of generator whose design would be harder to weaponize. And though they’d given Loretta the impression that after the magic ten days nothing Cara revealed could hurt them, the deal they’d actually arrived at had relied on getting the documents back once and for all. What they were willing to publish to the world, eventually, might be heavily redacted compared to the version Sam had in his hands.
“I win!” Idris announced triumphantly, pointing to the configuration of the pieces on the chessboard.
Sam made the effort to confirm the verdict; it was too late to reproach himself for being a world away for the game itself. “You win,” he agreed. “Congratulations.”
Noor arrived home, and Sam started cooking dinner. But he could not shake off the feeling that he was watching the whole scene from above, as part of some future recollection, or perhaps someone else’s version of his story, conjured to life in their own audience’s mind. The Mujrif family gathered for what seemed like an ordinary meal, little realizing that in a matter of days ...
But he did realize. That was the whole problem. Whatever was coming, it would not arrive unheralded. He didn’t know which choice would be better, or even which choice he would make in the end, but the dread he felt at this moment spread out across every possibility.
When Idris was in bed, Sam sat with Noor, listening to music on the radio.
“Are you going to tell me what’s wrong?” she asked. “I thought you were happy about your client’s sister. So is this a new case, or is the last one not over?”
Sam hadn’t wanted to infect her with his own malaise, but now that she’d confronted him he couldn’t stay silent.
When he’d finished explaining the situation, Noor said, “You have to tell someone. If they’re building the kind of weapon Yukio described, they can’t just be left unchecked.”
“I don’t have any evidence that they’re doing that.”
“Why have they built a bomb shelter on the riverbed, if they’re not planning a war?”
Sam had never thought of the structure that way, but he supposed it was one purpose it could serve. “A war against who, though? For what?”
“Against the other scales,” Noor replied. “For whatever they believe they’re entitled to. More land, more resources, more power.”
“Even if most people in D7 want those things, it doesn’t mean they want to go to war over them,” Sam protested.
“Of course not. But they can’t prevent a war, either, if they don’t know about it. If someone has a weapon so powerful that they don’t even need to raise an army, they can claim to be fighting for whoever they like, with or without their consent.”
“If this bomb makes them omnipotent, when will they be satisfied?” Sam asked glumly. “When they kick us all out and bring in the Scale Seven people from other cities to take our place?”
Noor said, “Separatism’s always ended in disaster; we all need too much from each other, and the smaller scales can only trade fast enough if they’re close to the rest. Give us each our own country, and we’d all be vastly poorer.”
“So ... ?”
“So they might want more land, but not all of it,” she reasoned.
Sam gave up trying to make sense of the politics. “What if they punish me, for breaking the deal? Punish this whole family? I can try to act anonymously, but they already know I’m involved. Even if they really did fall for the chewing gum on the wharf, the fact that I told them where to find the documents makes it obvious that I could have copied them myself.”
Noor pondered this. “Are they still tailing you?”
“I’m not sure. They might be.”
“Around the clock?”
“I don’t know.”
“The navy have no office in Mauburg,” she said. “If you want to take the evidence to them in person, you’d need to go to Wendale, at least.”
“That’s true.” Sam saw no prospect of McKenna helping him, and trying to convince anyone from afar, with a series of phone calls from public booths and a package of documents sent in the mail, would probably be equally futile.
“So we wait until they expect us to be sleeping,” Noor suggested, “then we catch a train to Wendale. All three of us.”
Sam didn’t know how to respond; he had no objection to this proposal, but he would never have dared make it himself. Noor had taken the landscape of wildly uncertain threats and impossible compromises that had filled his head since his meeting with Yukio and re-drawn it in her own mind as a clear, simple map with a few stark choices. Whether or not she was right about everything, at least she’d put an end to his paralysis.
“What about your classes?” he asked.
Noor laughed, and almost didn’t answer him, but then she realized he’d meant the question seriously. “I’ll phone the department once we reach Wendale, and arrange for someone to take over for me. And you can call Idris’s teacher. So if this all comes to nothing, we won’t be embarrassed at having skipped town without a word, for no reason.”
Sam said, “I’m still hoping it might come to nothing. Aren’t you?”
Noor thought for a moment. “Is everything you told me true?” she asked.
“Of course.”
“Do you think Yukio was lying to you, or exaggerating how much he understood in those documents?”
“No.”
Noor said, “Then much as I’d like it to come to nothing, I really don’t see how it could.”



Chapter 21
 
When Sam had finished packing, he returned to Idris’s room, switched on the bedside lamp, and shook him gently by the shoulder.
“We’re going on a trip,” he said. “To Wendale.”
Idris squeezed his eyes shut against the glare. “No, I’m tired.”
“I’ll carry you, and you can sleep in my arms, but you need to get dressed first.”
“I don’t want to.”
“Do you want to wake up on the train in your pajamas?”
“No.”
“Then you need to wake up for a few seconds now and get dressed.”
Idris said nothing. Sam pulled the blankets away and lifted him into a sitting position on the edge of the bed. Idris shrugged out of his grip and set about completing the task himself, muttering surreal insults without daring to throw in any of the forbidden imprecations he’d surely learned by now. “Paddle brain! Pig stitcher! Puddle huffer!”
“Petal poisoner,” Sam retorted. “Plantain peddler.”
Idris stared at him contemptuously, but finished lacing his shoes.
“Was that so hard? Now go to the toilet.”
“You go to the toilet.”
“I already have.”
“I don’t want to.”
Sam poured water from the jug on the bedside table into a glass and back, until it produced the desired effect. When Idris returned, Sam scooped him up into his arms and said, “I’m sorry, I know this is annoying. But we need to do it.”
Idris stretched his arms out at odd angles in a short-lived gesture of defiance, before going limp and resting his head against Sam’s neck.
Sam met up with Noor in the front room, and took hold of one of the bags.
“Do you think they’re watching the house?” Noor asked. Sam looked out the window; there was no one on the street, and he was pretty sure that none of his neighbors would have taken in a lodger whose sole activity was surveillance.
“No,” he replied. He hadn’t spotted anyone since Cara had been released, so G8 had either dialed down their expenditure on him, or hired a whole new crew who were better at staying hidden.
The trams were scarce at this hour, so they walked all the way to the station on the northern part of the border. Sam gazed across the line at the second platform with its larger benches, signs and ticket booth – and many more people waiting; it was the middle of D3’s activity cycle.
When the train pulled into the station, the two front carriages were like entire buildings on wheels, but they slid away into the gloom beyond the platform. The Scale Four carriage was almost fully occupied, but not remotely crowded, with its quota of seats divided between four rows that spanned the entire width of the tracks, leaving arm’s-length gaps in all directions. Sam and Noor found the closest pair of seats, and Sam kept Idris draped across his chest. As he waited for the D3 passengers to board, he tried to picture a fusion-powered super-train built of Scale Seven metals that could carry as many people as could squeeze inside, and then whisk them to their destination in what even the smallest of them would consider a brief journey. Was he over-reacting to what he’d learned from the documents, and putting all the benefits at risk? But it was G8 who had brought suspicion down upon themselves – and the bulk of their discoveries need not be lost. If the weapons Yukio feared could stay buried, while everything else was shared across the world, there could be no better outcome.
The train finally departed, heading west through D3 and D2, but Sam was too far from the window to get much of a view of the city. At the next stop, the last in Mauburg, the platform was so long that it accommodated the entire train, and Sam dozed off watching the shins of D1’s aspiring passengers as they inched their way toward their carriage.
When he woke they were out in the darkness of the countryside, with the windows showing nothing but the reflection of the interior. Idris stirred, and Sam handed him a flask of water.
“Where are we?” Idris asked.
“On our way to Wendale.”
“Why?”
“To see somewhere different for a change.”
“What about school?”
“You won’t miss too many lessons,” Sam promised. He was about to add, lamely, and it will be fun, but he cut himself off in time.
Idris handed back the flask and closed his eyes again, scowling. Lying to him was appalling, but what was the alternative? Telling him that in Mauburg he’d be at risk of being kidnapped and taken to the bottom of the river? Telling him they were trying to stop people from building a bomb as bright as the sun?
The journey lasted almost an hour. When the train stopped in Wendale’s District Seven, it took off again almost at once. By the time they reached the D4/D3 station, District Four was bustling with activity, and Idris was fully awake. They had to queue to use the toilet in the station – there’d been one on the train, but most passengers had slept through the journey – then the family sat down for breakfast in a café.
“Where are we going to live?” Idris enquired, eyeing the toast in front of him dubiously before taking a bite.
“In a hotel,” Noor replied.
“But what will we do?”
“There are plenty of things to see,” Noor offered valiantly. “You’ve never seen the ocean.”
“I’ve seen the river. It’s all just water.”
“There’s a museum,” Sam recalled.
“We could have come here in the school holidays,” Idris countered.
“I have some work to do here,” Sam said. “And I didn’t want to be away from you and your mother, so I brought you along.”
Idris knew better than to ask him questions about work, but this sudden revelation only seemed to increase his skepticism.
Sam asked the waiter where they could find a hotel. He’d last visited the city more than a year and a half ago, to attend a training course, and though he could still picture the building he’d stayed in, he had no idea where it was.
They walked to the place the waiter had recommended, and booked into a family room with two beds. When they’d unpacked, Noor told Idris, “We’ll take a look at the museum, while your father gets his work out of the way. What do you think?”
“All right,” Idris replied, without much enthusiasm.
Sam said, “I’ll meet you there when I’m done, and we can go and get lunch.”
When they’d left, he put together a copy of the G8 documents and the sonar traces from the river. Flipping through the pages, he wondered if anyone else would see what Yukio had seen in them. And the navy had already laughed off his submarine story once; maybe they could laugh off Lea’s riverbed scan as nothing but a freakish geological formation.
But there was no point having second thoughts. Whatever harm he’d risked by coming here would already have been set in motion; deciding it had all been a waste of time and rushing back home wouldn’t make his flight from Mauburg less suspicious. He had no choice now but to go through with the plan.
Sam asked at the front desk for a tourist map of the city. The Wendale Naval Base was on a peninsula that could be reached from any of the districts, and while the map showed the bulk of the complex marked off limits, there was a part protruding out from behind the red dotted lines into the civilian world, including an Enquiries Office and Recruitment Center.
He left the hotel and walked down to the ocean road. An underpass beneath a fourteen-lane highway took him to a broad pedestrian track that weaved along beside the dunes, raised high enough to let him watch the waves breaking in the moonlight. Someone small ran by and vanished in the shadows; a little later he found himself striding past a Scale Two woman.
He caught sight of the silhouettes of two ships, docked beside the peninsula, and then he came to a large illuminated sign spelling out in Panscala and seven dialects exactly what facility he was approaching, and what punishments he would be liable to receive if he strayed onto forbidden ground. A second sign, a few meters on, offered an effusive welcome to potential recruits.
The Enquiries Office was large enough to accommodate Scale One visitors, and it had a single huge entrance with an automatic door that slid aside as Sam approached. Inside there were reception desks at seven heights, albeit not all currently occupied. It was well into D4 opening time, but with nobody of his own scale apparent, Sam approached the man at the Scale Five desk and greeted him in a suitable pitch.
“How can I help you, sir?” the man replied. “Would you prefer to use a rescaler?”
“No, I can understand you fine, thanks. Can you follow me?”
The man replied, “I can, sir,” without a trace of condescension, but Sam recalled belatedly that naval policy would almost certainly have seen him serving on a vessel with at least three scales, quite apart from the obvious mix present at his current posting.
Sam said, “I’d like to see an intelligence officer. I have some information that I believe raises a security issue.”
His interlocutor didn’t blink. “Are you able to provide any further details?”
Sam was more afraid of sounding crazed before he’d had a proper hearing than he was of downplaying the urgency of the matter. “I’d prefer to disclose everything to an intelligence officer.”
“Of course, sir. Please take a seat.” The man gestured at a bench a short distance away.
Sam complied. The man spoke to someone on his phone, then left his desk and approached Sam to inform him, “It might be a few minutes, sir. There’s water if you need it.” He gestured at a drinking fountain, a combined unit that dispensed all seven kinds at seven different heights.
A few minutes was maddeningly vague, but Sam was still glad he’d come here in the flesh and hadn’t tried to do everything from Mauburg.
There was no one else in the lobby apart from the staff, who seemed to be busying themselves with paperwork and taking occasional phone calls. Eventually he heard a door open; he looked up to see a Scale Six woman emerge. She exchanged a glance with the man at the desk, then she approached Sam.
“I’m Lieutenant Chu,” she said, a small device she was carrying bridging the octaves between them.
“Sam Mujrif.” There was no point pleading for anonymity; if his testimony leaked out, G8 would have no trouble identifying the source.
“Would you come with me, please?”
Sam followed her back the way she’d come, through a massive doorway into a vast corridor. There were people of every scale coming and going, like a much busier version of the coastal path. The palatial architecture was as exhilarating as it was absurd, wildly oversized for everyone but the largest occupants, and yet scrupulously accommodating to everyone’s needs, inasmuch as they could be reconciled.
Lieutenant Chu led him into what he supposed was a meeting room, with nests of chairs and tables of every kind, and guided him to a configuration of furniture that she might have set up in advance, with seats for both of them beside a table at a height that either of them could access.
Chu asked for his contact details; he told her where he was staying in Wendale, and gave his phone number in Mauburg as well.
“How long will you be in town?” she asked.
“I’m not sure.” It seemed unwise to add that that would probably depend on how quickly the threat he was about to disclose could be dealt with.
“You have information that you think we should hear,” Chu said.
“Yes.” Sam placed his dossier on the table, then he set about recounting the history of Cara Leon’s case. He had no idea if he was capable of picking up any signs of skepticism from Chu’s body language, but she seemed to be listening patiently and seriously, notwithstanding the disproportionate cost to her time, and neither the hints and rumors of a submarine, nor the fully documented sonar traces of whatever lay on the riverbed, elicited any change in her demeanor.
He finished by describing his limited understanding of the contents of the G8 report – without mentioning his scientific consultant by name – raising the possibility of weaponising the fusion technique, but taking care to explain that he had no evidence that any such thing had even been attempted.
“Do you need these back, or can we keep them?” Chu asked, gesturing at the papers.
“You can keep them.”
“All right. Thank you for bringing this to our attention.” She rolled up the dossier and rose from her chair, then gestured to Sam to accompany her.
In the corridor, it took him a moment to realize that she was leading him back to reception.
“Don’t you want to ask me about anything?”
Chu said, “Your testimony was recorded. We’ll contact you if we have any questions.”
“But do you believe what I’ve told you?” he demanded, trying to stay calm. Somehow he’d only imagined two possible outcomes from the meeting: being laughed out of the building, or being offered protective custody, if not a new identity in another country.
“We’ll assess everything carefully,” Chu promised. “But I’m sure you’ll appreciate that we can’t discuss any matters of security with the public.”
Sam glanced around at the cavernous space they were crossing; a lone Scale One officer stood by a doorway, lost in thought like a monumental sculpture barely brought to life. But he couldn’t blame the slower scales for anything; Chu and her colleagues would be perfectly capable of blazing through their work while he was still brooding about the encounter. Had he really expected to be briefed on the steps they would be taking to investigate G8’s activities? Was he hurt that they hadn’t invited him to debate the political motives of a possible insurrection about which he had no direct knowledge, or to discuss the finer points of building a fusion bomb?
He thanked Lieutenant Chu, and they parted in the lobby. He’d done all he could; he’d given her every pertinent fact in his possession, but there’d never really been any prospect of him learning what the outcome would be, let alone having a chance to advocate for one result or another.
As he made his way back to the city, he took some comfort in having delayed whatever action his disclosures had set in motion until Cara was safely clear of the whole mess. If G8’s submariners came to harm, that would sadden him, but it would not be on his conscience. When they’d chosen to join the whole strange endeavor, they must have understood the risks they were facing.
And for what, exactly? Sam wasn’t sure if he would ever find out the purpose of the structure on the riverbed, but if he did, it wouldn’t be naval intelligence who told him.



Chapter 22
 
Sam found a phone booth and called Idris’s school. The administrator he spoke to made his disapproval of impromptu family holidays during term very clear, but Sam wasn’t about to smooth things over by inventing a dying relative or other emergency. Lying to Idris about the trip was bad enough, but if he started telling different lies to different people that would be sure to end badly.
There was no sign of Noor and Idris outside the museum, so Sam bought a ticket and went in to look for them. The first wing he entered contained a diorama illustrating the origin of the scales, but it really just recounted the same folk tale of mysteriously smaller offspring that Sam had heard from his parents; there was nothing in the accompanying text about the eight kinds of leptons. Even in Wendale, some people were far behind the times.
The second wing was dedicated to the Age of Rootlife, and it contained some impressive fossils – or plaster reconstructions – of portions of ancient animals whose forelegs alone would have stretched up to the ceiling. A hundred million years ago, only bacteria and fungi had managed to migrate into the smaller scales, and the land and sea alike were ruled by these huge, diffuse creatures. Sam gazed at the models of fearsome lizards striding through fern-encrusted jungles, unaware that their descendants would be facing competitors to whom their mighty claws would feel as threatening as marshmallows.
He found his family in the next wing, perusing a display on continental drift. “All the countries were joined up once, with no ocean between them,” Idris informed him, pointing to one of a sequence of globes that illustrated different stages of the ceaseless rearrangement.
“That would have made some trips easier,” Sam replied. “Are you hungry?”
“Yes.”
In the café, after they’d ordered, Noor asked Sam, “How did it go?”
“They listened, and they didn’t dismiss what I told them. But they made it clear that whatever they do to follow up will be none of my business.”
“Can we go home now?” Idris pleaded.
“We’ll see,” Sam replied. If there was some kind of raid on G8, it would surely make the news, but he had no idea how long it might take for the navy to act. “You don’t want to leave without seeing the ocean.”
“I don’t care about the ocean,” Idris declared disdainfully.
“I bet they have a good library here,” Noor suggested. “They’ll have a lot of books you’ve never seen.”
Sam paid for the meal, trying not to wince at the cost. His fee from Jessica Leon would last a while, but it wouldn’t be practical to take on new cases here, so if their stay stretched on too long it might be prudent to find a cheaper hotel.
As they left the café, Noor took his hand and offered him a reassuring smile. He had no reason to think they were in permanent exile; G8 would soon face the scrutiny it deserved, and under pressure, the management would have far more urgent priorities than lashing out at him.
Noor began unfolding her copy of the tourist map. “So, shall we look for the library?”
Idris said, “My stomach hurts.”
Something bright caught Sam’s eye. He turned to the east and saw a dazzling glow, rising up from the horizon.
“What is that?” Noor asked, imploringly, as if it were in his power to take back the answer he’d already planted in her mind. Sam didn’t reply; he gazed into the source until the radiance became too painful and he had to look away, fighting the unspeakable conclusion blossoming in his own imagination.
The light was coming from the direction of Mauburg. But if G8 had built the weapon Yukio feared, what could they hope to gain by using it? Was this some kind of pre-emptive demonstration, to cow the world with their might before they’d even made their first demands?
Let it be out in the desert, he pleaded. Just for show. Not in the city. Surely they could not have attacked one district without risking damage to them all, and even if the riverbed offered a haven, they could not have evacuated all of D7 there without the whole city knowing about it.
The light was growing stronger, and rising higher. The street was lit up like day now, but the stark shadows cast by this new sun refused to stay still. Idris broke free of Sam’s grip and reeled around, staring up at the sky in fearless delight. Should they be sheltering? Sam crouched down and tried to grab him, but he squirmed free.
“Look!” Idris urged him. “It’s coming over us!”
When the sound began it was like a thunderclap, but it just kept booming, refusing to subside. Sam dropped to his knees and threw his body over his son. What had he done? He’d broken his promise, and now he’d killed them all.
“Get off me!” Idris protested. Sam squeezed him more tightly, waiting for his own clothes to burst into flames, hoping the sheer bulk of his adult frame would amount to some kind of shield.
He huddled, shivering, braced for the heat that would lacerate his flesh, blood pounding in his ears and a red light swimming in the dark behind his eyes.
But the heat never came. After a few seconds, Noor touched his shoulder. “It’s all right,” she said. “It’s going out across the ocean.”
Sam let out a deranged sob and clambered unsteadily to his feet. The light was receding to the west, shrinking and growing dimmer. He looked around at the street; no buildings were damaged, and no one appeared harmed in any way. Some of the onlookers seemed rattled, but others were beaming happily, as if they’d just witnessed nothing more than a charming pyrotechnic display. “It must have been a meteor!” one man announced confidently.
Sam watched the projectile retreating, expecting the bomb it carried to ignite over the water now – far enough away to spare Wendale, but close enough to shock them all into submission. But the pinprick of light simply faded from view.
“What was it?” Idris asked. “Is it going to come back?”
“I don’t know,” Sam replied.
Noor said, “There’s a radio in our room.”
As they headed to the hotel, they passed people gathered on the street, talking and gesticulating, unable to agree on what had just happened. Sam read the atmosphere as anxious and bewildered, without yet tipping into panic. None of this would make the slightest sense to anyone who didn’t know what he knew – but then, it didn’t entirely make sense to him either.
The question as to whether he’d prompted this threatening display by G8 swirled around in his skull. Had Chu been so shocked by the report’s implications that she’d ordered some action in Mauburg immediately, and this was the response? Or was there an informant in the naval base, who’d tipped off G8 that their time was almost up? But if G8 had had a few more days without scrutiny, what exactly would they have done differently? Refined their rocket’s navigation system, and had a better chance of obliterating Wendale?
Back in their room, Noor switched on the radio; she didn’t need to go hunting across the stations to bring up a newsreader describing “a luminous object moving at great speed over the city, for which we’re yet to hear a satisfactory explanation.”
“Tell us something we don’t know,” she muttered.
“I want to see it again!” Idris declared.
Sam sat down on the bed; he felt like he’d been beaten all over. He was torn between an urge to make the gravity of the situation clear to Idris, and letting him enjoy the innocent pleasure of the spectacle – unless and until the time came when they knew they were in danger from a repeat performance.
But if there was any chance of another attempted strike, shouldn’t they head for the train station now, before everyone in Wendale was clamoring for a ticket?
He jumped to his feet. “Okay, I think it’s time to go home.”
“What if they target the railway line?” Noor replied quietly.
Sam sank back onto the bed. If G8 really were intent on killing civilians, that was no more unthinkable than targeting the city itself. So what could they do? Hire a car and drive north, along the coast? Set out on foot across the countryside? How far away would they need to be, to be safe?
The newsreader said, “We’ve just received a statement from Mauburg, from the District Seven Council there. They have declared their plans to seek independence from the nation’s authorities, and create a new alliance of Scale Seven people.
“The Council has also claimed that the object seen traveling over Mauburg and Wendale was a rocket launched from the desert east of Mauburg, with the aim of placing the first artificial satellite into orbit around the Earth. But as yet we have received no independent confirmation of this, and we are awaiting the advice of astronomers as to whether that could be a genuine explanation for the phenomenon that many of us witnessed, and if so, whether the launch did in fact achieve its stated goal.”



Chapter 23
 
The Town Hall was already crowded when Loretta and Dahlia squeezed their way in.
“We should have stayed home and listened on the radio,” Dahlia complained, as they fought to maintain their place behind the last row of seats. “The way this is going, it will be a miracle if the floor doesn’t crack.”
“I don’t care if we end up knee deep in rubble,” Loretta replied. “I want to be able to tell my grandchildren that I was there on the spot when the coup was dismantled.”
The Mayor, Claudia Beech, took to the stage; half a dozen other Councilors lined up behind her. “Looks like no one from G8 is showing their face,” Loretta observed disdainfully. “Just their puppets.”
“Be fair,” Dahlia protested. “For all we know, she’s the puppeteer.”
“Welcome,” Beech began, before turning up the volume on the public address system and trying again. The audience wasn’t intentionally drowning her out, but they needed a good feedback squeal piercing their eardrums to remind them why they were here, rather than just arguing with their friends in a café.
“Welcome!” the Mayor repeated. “The Council of District Seven, Mauburg, has called this meeting to discuss the historical proposition that we will be putting to a vote tomorrow morning.” Loretta gritted her teeth; the blitheness of it was infuriating. The Council had no legal power to secede, and asking voters for their opinion on the matter wouldn’t change that. If they’d merely decided to run a poll to gauge the level of support for the idea, she wouldn’t have objected, and a strong enough result might even have given them some leverage in negotiations with the national government. But framing the vote as if it could somehow settle the matter within a day or so was both absurd and alarming.
The Mayor had everyone’s attention now; her words landed against a backdrop of almost perfect silence. “Why do we need to break away from Stedland?” she asked. “I’ve always held our fellow citizens of every scale in high esteem, and nothing will change the affection I feel for them. But this country was formed more than two centuries ago, by people who could never have anticipated the changes that the future would bring. And least of all did they envision the quandary we now face. Through the efforts of researchers right here in this district, we have developed the means to produce a range of artificial materials at Scale Seven, granting manufactured objects a strength and durability commensurate with the needs of their users. What’s more, we will soon be able to provide energy for transport and industry that will match and exceed the power required to make full use of these astonishing materials. We are, finally, on the verge of creating buildings and machines that belong entirely to our own scale, that possess the same toughness and speed as we do. And with the aid of these inventions, we are even preparing to travel beyond the Earth itself. Already, we’ve placed a satellite into orbit: an artificial moon named Friendship moving perpetually above the atmosphere. And for almost three weeks we have maintained a habitat at the bottom of the Mauburg River, testing the life support systems we will need to survive in cities on the moon and Mars.”
Loretta was tempted to shout, “And as a place to warehouse your hostages!” But she had no proof that Cara had been held there, and there was nothing to be gained from an interjection that no one in the audience would have the slightest reason to take seriously.
“Surely we can share these innovations with our neighbors?” Beech continued. “How selfish would it be to hoard them for our scale alone? The fact is, the inventors of this technology have no desire to do anything of the kind. In due course, the details of every one of their discoveries will be published, for the benefit of the entire world.
“The question, rather, is whether we will be free to reap the benefits, at a pace and a scale that will allow us to make the most of this opportunity. If we remain encumbered by the need to bring the whole nation along with us, side by side for every step of the journey, just how quickly will the politicians and bureaucrats of the larger scales allow us to move? It’s no exaggeration to say that everyone in this room could die, waiting for their assent. What’s a year, to Scale One? A lifetime to you or me is just the duration of one of their planning committees.
“Imagine circumnavigating the planet in less than a day. Imagine the tallest buildings filled with people of any scale, the fastest vehicles transporting us, the most efficient factories meeting our needs, the most astonishing new machines at our service. Imagine setting foot on the moon, and visiting the deepest parts of the ocean. If we continue to be ruled by decision makers whose glacial pace befits the way of life of the slowest of their constituents, then these plans might finally come to fruition in our great-grandchildren’s lifetime. But if we take responsibility for our own actions, not only could you and I witness every one of these achievements, but our descendants, standing on these foundations, will reach wonders we can barely dream of.
“That’s the choice you need to make, when you vote in the morning. Will you welcome the future that’s on offer to you right now – or will you wait for other people to think it over and decide what’s good for you, sixty-four times more slowly than you can do that for yourself?”
Beech stepped back from the microphone. There was a smattering of applause and a few enthusiastic cheers, but then a clamoring from people wanting to ask questions.
The Mayor pointed to one of the journalists at the front of the hall.
“Mandy Sayles, Tribune science reporter,” the woman introduced herself. “All the astronomers I’ve spoken to were puzzled that the satellite was launched to the west, not the east. It could have picked up some extra speed for free, from the Earth’s rotation, but you chose to send it flying over Wendale instead. Can you explain that decision?”
“That’s a technical issue,” Beech replied. “I’m not a scientist.”
“Can we speak to the scientists who chose the trajectory?” Sayles persisted.
“I believe they’ll be discussing their work at some point in the future, but they’re not here with us right now.”
Sayles was incredulous. “You’re asking us to form a new country to ensure that no one stands in the way of these innovators, but we’re not going to get a chance to talk to them ourselves before the vote?”
Beech said, “My understanding is that it was a safety issue; the path over the ocean was less risky if anything went wrong.”
“Then why not launch nearer to the coast? Why fly over Wendale at all? Wasn’t it a matter of trying to intimidate people – showing them you could hit the naval base, if you wanted to?”
“Absolutely not.” Beech turned to another journalist. “Your question, please.”
“Raymond Wu, Mauburg Sentinel. We’ve seen a rocket fly into space over our heads, and its orbit has been confirmed by observatories across the planet. But are we meant to just take your word for all the rest – these new materials and power sources?”
“Not at all,” Beech replied. “We’re hoping to set up an exhibition in the next hour or so, where the public can view some of the key inventions.”
“But why is that only happening now? Couldn’t it have been done much earlier, giving people more time to discuss the issues?”
“Perhaps starting with the rocket was too theatrical,” Beech conceded. “But we’re all new to this, so you’ll have to forgive us if we don’t get every detail right.”
“Detail?” Loretta muttered. “Something forced their hand, and made them launch the whole campaign at short notice.”
“Maybe Cara went to the police, after all?” Dahlia suggested. “Either that, or Jake or Sam couldn’t keep their mouths shut.”
If that was the case, Loretta didn’t blame them; no one was obliged to shield G8 from scrutiny, whatever they’d promised for the sake of getting Cara free. If she’d handled things differently herself, she might have got everyone involved in the kidnapping locked up before they could pull this stunt.
As she listened to more questions from the audience, it became clear that no one needed inside knowledge to be suspicious about the way the Council had behaved. They hadn’t literally attacked Wendale, but it was obvious that they’d used the satellite launch as a demonstration of their offensive capabilities, and that they’d kept all the new technology secret until that moment for the sake of maintaining a strategic advantage.
Still, between the skeptical voices there were plenty of people offering praise. “It’s about time we stopped the larger scales holding us back,” one woman opined. “My daughter’s decided not to have a second child, because she’s seen what’s happening to house prices. We need more land, or we need to build higher.”
“We’ll certainly have the materials to build higher,” Beech promised her. “And once we’re free to set our own building codes, there will be plenty of room for the next generation.”
“Not to mention all the grandchildren she could fit on the moon,” Dahlia whispered.
“We don’t need to leave Stedland for any of this!” another woman interjected. “We can put a case to the government for more autonomy, or better regulations, without cutting ourselves off from the whole nation.”
“We won’t be cutting ourselves off,” Beech replied. “We will still trade with everyone, we will still travel back and forth.”
“Not as easily,” the critic retorted.
“But the gains will more than make up for that,” Beech insisted. “The economic analysis we commissioned shows that the benefits from the new technology would be eight to ten times greater in the next three months under independence than they would be otherwise.”
“And where was that published?”
“It’s been submitted to a leading journal. Right now, it’s still under review ... no doubt by a Scale One reviewer.”
That raised a laugh from most of the hall, and even Loretta couldn’t help smiling. But the critic’s argument made sense to her: they could assert the right to speed things up in their own lives without withdrawing from the polity to which they currently belonged – and which would continue to surround them, regardless. There was no doubt that G8’s inventions were wonderful, but she believed they could be put to use fast enough to satisfy most people without turning that into a pretext for the Council’s grandiose political ambitions.
As they left the hall, Dahlia teased her, “What was that you said about the people hounding these criminals out of office?”
“That might have been a bit too optimistic,” Loretta conceded, “but they didn’t get an easy time, either. I’d rather they just abandoned the vote, but I’ll settle for a strong majority ‘no.’”
“They do have ten more hours to win us over with more fireworks,” Dahlia noted. “And to be honest ... ”
“What?”
“Would it be so terrible, to let us make our own decisions?”
Loretta groaned. “And then what? Every scale should rule itself? We’d still need to find ways to agree on everything that doesn’t just concern a single district. All that would do is replace internal negotiations with more complicated ones between seven new nations.”
“Do you honestly think Stedland would let us send a rocket to Mars, in our lifetime?” Dahlia asked.
“Do you honestly care? I thought all you wanted from G8 was better cutlery.”
“Mars not so much, but I wouldn’t mind traveling on Earth. Scale One people can tour the world in their retirement, and still come home to see their grandchildren grow up.”
“Everyone wants faster travel,” Loretta reasoned. “Why would the government try to stop that?”
“They won’t stop it,” Dahlia replied, “but can’t you just see them messing it up? One size of vehicle will never work for everyone, but instead of letting us work things out for ourselves, we’ll be expected to make everyone happy all at once.”
“Did anyone stop you having a mobile phone, while D1 are still staring slack-jawed at their valve radios?”
Dahlia thought it over. “I’m not sure that’s the same.”
“Neither am I,” Loretta conceded, “but can’t we wait and see if there’s actually a problem, instead of just assuming that they’re going to hold us back on everything important?”
She paused and glanced at the towers rising up in the west. She had no real friends in any other district; she’d worked well enough with Sam, but she was hardly going to start inviting him to parties. But she still hated the idea of alienating her scale from all the others. Even if it cost something to stay together; even if they could never hope to drag the others forward fast enough to satisfy their own impatience. They were all, in some fashion, still one people, and she didn’t want to lose that.
“What’s going on there?” Dahlia asked. There was a commotion further down the street, with a dozen or so people shouting angrily, presumably at some other group that was out of view from where she stood.
“A protest?” Loretta guessed. But why hadn’t they taken it to the Town Hall?
As she and Dahlia drew nearer, the protesters backed away, and Loretta realized that their adversaries weren’t entirely hidden; she could just see the tops of their heads protruding over the buildings along the side street. Or rather, the tops of their helmets.
The Scale Six soldiers advanced into view. They were wearing bone armor and carrying shields and batons, marching four abreast and taking up the whole street. The locals continued to heckle them, but the soldiers ignored the jibes and strode forward in silence, maintaining a surprisingly brisk pace, given how heavy the armor had to be.
“So now we’re under martial law?” Dahlia wondered.
“Maybe.” If the separatists had hoped that firing a rocket over the capital would make their plans proceed more smoothly, that might have been a miscalculation.
Suddenly a man rushed at the phalanx, ducking under one soldier’s shield to grab him around the legs and pull him off balance. Other protesters ran forward, targeting soldiers who had broken formation to assist their comrade. Loretta watched in dismay, even as a voice she couldn’t quite silence cheered on her same-scale brothers and sisters. When the soldiers began wielding their batons of Scale Seven ivory, she winced at every blow, but then she saw the recipients of some of the beatings snatching the weapons from the soldiers’ hands and fighting back, leaving no doubt which side possessed the greater innate strength and speed.
There was a sound like a firecracker, then a cloud spread out across the melee, revealed as swirls of blue smoke beneath the street lamps. The protesters began coughing and gagging, disengaging from the fight and limping away.
Dahlia said, “That’s going to hit us too, if we don’t move.”
“Yeah.” Loretta turned and followed her, fleeing the rapidly spreading irritant, glancing back to see the soldiers regrouping and continuing their advance. They had no need for masks; the chemical came from a Scale Seven plant, and its molecules were the wrong fit for the Scale Six versions of whatever it was messing with in the protesters’ airways.
“Is that Jake?” Dahlia paused and pointed to a figure hobbling along the street, tears and mucus streaming down his face.
“Yes.” Loretta hesitated. “You go ahead, I’ll help him.”
“Don’t be stupid,” Dahlia admonished her, already starting back.
Loretta caught up with her. They reached him quickly and had him put his arms on their shoulders, to take the weight off his injured leg. The soldiers weren’t pursuing them, but the blue cloud was proving remarkably potent even as it dispersed; Loretta’s eyes began watering and she felt like a hot poker had been rammed up her nose.
“Do you think the bone’s broken?” Dahlia asked Jake.
He shook his head. “It’s just bruising.”
Loretta said, “You should have stayed out of their way.”
Jake turned to her, scowling, his eyes almost swollen shut. “Just let them march in and do what they like?”
“Let them deal with the Council, and G8. You know ... the people you were worried might murder me in the park, not so long ago.”
“The local police should be doing that,” he countered. “You don’t deal with a few criminals by sending troops onto the streets.”
Loretta was silent; she agreed with that, didn’t she? Or did the fact that the criminals had rockets make a difference?
“And why use Scale Six?” Jake continued. “Either the army don’t trust Scale Seven troops to follow orders here ... or they were already ordered in, and they refused.”
They reached Jake’s apartment and maneuvered him inside, then helped him onto the couch.
“I’ll get some water,” Dahlia offered.
“Thanks.”
“Do you have any painkillers?” she called out from the kitchen.
“No,” Jake replied.
“Who doesn’t have painkillers?” Dahlia returned with a glass and a jug. Jake took a swig, then poured some water onto his hand and splashed his eyes.
“I’ll go to the pharmacist,” Loretta offered. “What else do we need?”
“Are you sure the bone’s not broken?” Dahlia asked.
“Yes.” Jake rolled up his trouser leg. His shin was swollen and discolored, but he was adamant in his diagnosis. “I broke my leg when I was a kid, I know what that feels like.”
Loretta said, “I’ll get painkillers, anti-inflammatories and bandages. If you think of anything else, phone me.”
On the street, she half expected to see more soldiers, plastering the walls with curfew announcements and bounty posters for the insurrectionists, but there were no troops in sight, and people were walking about as if nothing unusual had happened.
In the pharmacy, a radio was on, and she listened to the news as she searched the shelves. There were reports recapping the Town Hall meeting, but no mention yet of the soldiers or the skirmishes she’d witnessed.
Back at Jake’s apartment, she put the medical supplies down beside the couch, and said, “I’m going out again. I want to see what’s happening.”
Jake said, “You want to get gassed and beaten?”
“I won’t get that close, but I need to know where things stand.”
She switched on the radio, but the newsroom still seemed unaware of the incursion. Dahlia said, “Let me get Jake patched up, then I’ll come with you.”
Jake said, “I can do that myself. But I think you’re both crazy.”
As they left, Dahlia asked Loretta, “Where are we going, exactly?”
“Where were those soldiers going?”
“The Town Hall, maybe,” Dahlia suggested. “A bit late for the meeting ... but maybe they didn’t want to break it up.”
Loretta said, “Now that it’s over they won’t have to confront all the ordinary people who attended; they can just seize the building and declare that the Council are no longer in charge.”
“If it was me, I’d be going for the launch site,” Dahlia replied.
“They could be doing both. Maybe capturing G8’s labs as well.”
“And the river base?”
Loretta said, “I have no idea how anyone but G8 could reach the river base, unless they commandeer the submarine first.”
Traces of blue smoke drifted through the air as they approached the Town Hall, and Loretta could hear shouting, not all of it in Scale Seven tones. When the building came into view, she saw troops in the courtyard and angry locals gathered on the street, yelling at the soldiers but not physically engaging with them.
“Why aren’t they going in?” Dahlia wondered. The crowd was hostile, but they weren’t blocking the entrance, and the doorway wasn’t so narrow that even these bulkily attired, double-sized guests could not have squeezed through.
Loretta heard a sharp ping, and one of the soldiers shouted in pain. She was too far away to see exactly what harm he’d suffered, but he staggered and clutched his shoulder, notwithstanding all the interleaved plates of Scale Seven bone supposedly protecting him. As his friends helped him take shelter behind a column – if mere masonry really offered any such thing – she looked on, light-headed. She’d assumed that someone would make armaments out of Scale Seven metal eventually, but witnessing an armor-piercing bullet fired in anger still seemed every bit as surreal as the rocket that had roared over the city half an hour before.
“What did they expect?” Dahlia asked, somewhat callously, but genuinely bewildered. “If they knew what G8 could do, why did they think they could march in and take the District with nothing but riot-control gear?”
“Should they have come with arrows instead of tear gas?”
“No, they should have opened up talks and sent diplomats instead.”
“I won’t argue with that,” Loretta replied. The ambushed soldiers were huddled miserably in a corner of the courtyard; their oversized figures posed beside the civic architecture gave the impression of a memorial sculpture to a war long past.
A protracted series of shots sounded; the impacts shattered the paving and sent shards of stone into the air, leaving a wide arc of pits across the courtyard, demonstrating that the invaders could neither advance nor retreat in safety. Loretta couldn’t see where the snipers were hiding, and though she was far from the line of fire she felt her heart racing. Gun battles were something out of Scale One history, or pulp adventure fiction. If she was killed by a stray bullet, she’d be the first Scale Seven person with that method of demise recorded on their gravestone.
“Lie down on your stomachs with your hands on the back of your heads,” an amplified voice commanded, in bass-heavy Panscala that would leave no room for misunderstanding. “Surrender now and you won’t be harmed.”
It was hard to tell if the soldiers were debating in whispers among themselves, but after a few terts they began to comply. Loretta tensed, not entirely trusting the Town Hall’s defenders to keep their word, but there was no more gunfire. A group of six locals, with no distinguishing uniform, emerged from the building and tied their captives’ hands, while two of them set about tending to the wounded soldier.
Loretta was still shaken by the display of force, but she was starting to suspect that the incursion itself was less a genuine attempt to reassert control, and more a staged gesture to dramatize the fact that D7 Mauburg was both restive and dangerous. The Stedland government needed the nation on their side, not just mildly annoyed at a silly referendum, but fearful enough of their neighbors’ new weapons to back something much more extreme than sending in unarmed troops to arrest a seditious Council.
“Where does this get us?” she asked. “Just because they can’t impose their will on us, that doesn’t mean we can force them to play along. Good luck building factories and skyscrapers, if the trains won’t even stop here anymore. Good luck smuggling in raw materials, when we’d be dead before we could travel far enough to set up any new supply routes.”
“It’s a stalemate,” Dahlia conceded. “But maybe things can cool down a bit now.”
The onlookers cheered as the captive soldiers were led into the hall. Loretta understood the territorial impulse, but she hoped a few hours’ reflection would see more locals start shifting the blame from these hapless intruders to the first, needless provocation by their own side. “Do you think I’ll be allowed to campaign for a ‘no’ vote,” she wondered, “or will they lock me up for scale disloyalty?”
Dahlia said, “There’s a big difference between trying to persuade people, and trying to shut down the whole vote.”
“You’d hope so, but why do I get the feeling Beech really wouldn’t take no for an answer?”
“If you can come up with a plan where we can make the most of G8’s discoveries without breaking away from Stedland,” Dahlia reasoned, “what would anyone have to complain about?”
Loretta replied in the same spirit. “Yeah, the Council won’t mind at all. So long as the next industrial revolution arrives on time, why would they care who gets to be in charge?”



Chapter 24
 
“When can I go to the moooooon?” Idris asked, putting down his book to survey the hotel room impatiently, as if some sign of an imminent lunar departure might have already manifested around him.
Sam resisted the urge to joke sourly, “When you’re eight times smaller.”
“No one is going to the moon for a while,” Noor predicted. “They’re going to need all kinds of new things to make that happen. Putting up one satellite is just the start.”
“But if they’re doing it in D7, everything will happen quickly,” Idris reasoned.
“Let’s just ... wait and see,” Sam replied. He should probably have been grateful that when Idris overheard reports from Mauburg on the radio he seemed to strip away everything alarming, leaving him with nothing but sunny visions of humanity’s rapid ascent into space.
“‘Wait and see, wait and see,’” Idris echoed mockingly. “Will we ever even go back home?”
“Of course,” Sam promised. “We just want to be sure that there isn’t going to be more trouble.” Sure would be a hard standard to reach, though; he couldn’t even decide if the risk was greater in Wendale or Mauburg.
Idris glowered at him, then went back to flipping through the book about ants that he’d borrowed from the library. He’d wanted to read something about space travel, but when the librarian had conceded that nothing on the shelves would accurately reflect the new methods of propulsion, Idris had vetoed all such past speculations as useless.
Noor sat down beside Sam. “Do you think you’re still in danger of retribution, now that everything’s out in the open?”
“Probably not.” Sam didn’t think the possibility of fusion weapons had entered common knowledge yet, but the separatists couldn’t blame him if scientists across the planet started scrutinizing their announcements about energy sources and reaching the same conclusions as Yukio. “But if there’s more fighting in D7, we don’t know what form it will take, or how far it could spread. Scale One really has to squint to distinguish a target that small from everything around it.”
Noor pondered this. “I can’t see the government dropping bombs on D7.”
“Not indiscriminately, but if they try to destroy some facility and miss, I wouldn’t want to be anywhere close by their standards.” Sam’s guess was that no ordinary bombs could damage Scale Seven metals, but apart from the river base, all of G8’s buildings would contain a mixture of durable and vulnerable materials – and who knew what else. “Suppose they try to take out the launch site in the desert. That’s not much more than a kilometer from D4. I don’t know how those rockets are powered, but I wouldn’t want to be around any blast that ignited a store of rocket fuel.”
Noor said, “But if D7 decide to bomb the naval base ... ”
Sam groaned and put his head down on the table. “So what do we do? Go up north, and look for somewhere safer?” No other Council had announced their intention to join the proposed Scale Seven Alliance, so it would be easy enough to find a place with neither separatist unrest nor any strategic importance. But neither of them could continue their old lines of work without a large enough client base, in Sam’s case, or a suitable university if Noor was to keep teaching. “Find a campus town that’s a hotbed of corruption and adultery?” he joked.
“Maybe we should wait for the vote in Mauburg,” Noor suggested. “Once the result is in, everything should be clearer.”
“I want to go to school in D5,” Idris announced.
Noor said, “That’s not going to happen.”
“So Sarah can come to our school, from D3, and Talia can come to our school from D5, but no one from D4 can go to school in D5?”
Sam said, “There are students who do that, but it’s not the right time now. It has to be worked out beforehand; you can’t just decide you want to do it.”
Idris had no argument against the need for an orderly arrangement. “Then I’ll do it when it’s the right time again.”
Sam glanced at Noor, and she gave him a look that said, “Just let it drop.”
“The ants all got smaller very quickly,” Idris noted. “First Scale One, then Scale Two, then ... ” He raised his hands and brought them together rapidly, whistling a rising pitch. “You should have made me Scale Five, but I don’t mind. I’ll make friends at school there, and that’s where my children will live. And their children will be Scale Six. And their children will be Scale Seven.” He smiled. “And I’ll still be alive, won’t I? So they can help me, and teach me everything they know. If you won’t help me get to the moon, they will.”



Chapter 25
 
Jake said, “I want in.”
Lisa Braun, the Mayor’s assistant, regarded him skeptically, but led him into her office. “That might not be possible,” she said. “You know our consultants have you flagged?”
“Spotlight? That’s just professional jealousy; they’re annoyed because I made one of their tails, who was wasting his time on me anyway. I’ve worked for you in the past, you know I’m not two-faced. I don’t approve of what was done to Cara Leon, but that doesn’t mean I’m not willing to help defend the District.”
Braun said, “I have no idea who Cara Leon is.”
“Of course you don’t,” Jake replied. “So let’s put all those things you have no idea about behind us, and tell me how I can contribute.”
“If you don’t get along with Spotlight, that’s really not an option,” she said. “The security of the transition is in their hands.”
“You mean the referendum?” Jake corrected her.
“Of course. And whatever follows.”
“What about the police?”
“The police are in an invidious position,” Braun admitted. “They’re answerable to the Council, administratively, but they’re also obliged to enforce national laws. I think it’s wise that they’re just standing back and letting things play out for now, without interfering.”
“Your consultants don’t seem to mind interfering.”
“If they hadn’t, we’d be under martial law right now,” Braun protested.
“Fair enough.” Since the Mayor’s announcement, Jake believed he’d pieced together how Spotlight had been turned from Cara’s accomplices into her kidnappers: not G8 alone, but the Mayor herself, must have offered them a role shepherding District Seven past all the hazards into its stellar new future. And if a medium-sized security firm might normally have blanched at the prospect of holding off a national army, a preview of the superior weapons they’d have at their disposal had apparently been enough to clinch the deal. “But they must be looking to expand their workforce,” he said. “Last I heard, they only had about thirty staff in total. I had a run-in with the Scale Six soldiers myself, and we don’t know what else might be coming our way before morning. Do they really want to leave this to ad hoc groups of citizens trying to cope with tear gas and batons, and a handful of people who are properly equipped but can’t be everywhere at once?”
Braun said, “They have their plans, but like I said, you’ve been flagged. I can’t overrule them; if you think it’s unfair, you’ll have to take it up with them.”
Jake nodded reluctantly and thanked her for seeing him. As Braun walked him to the door, she said, “You should get back together with Loretta. You two were a good team.”
He smiled and said nothing. It wasn’t impossible that she was just making small talk, but he would not have put it past her to be fishing for information about Loretta’s own plans.
Jake walked from the Town Hall to the Spotlight office, and told the receptionist, “I’m here for the recruitment drive.”
The man looked confused. “I’m sorry, I don’t ... ”
“Spotlight put a call out for experienced security personnel,” Jake assured him, “to help protect the vote. No one told you?”
“Let me check.” He picked up the phone and spoke with someone. “I think you’ve been misinformed,” he told Jake. “But the personnel manager will be out in a moment to explain everything.”
“Thank you.” Jake took a seat.
While he was waiting, a man entered the office from the street; he caught sight of Jake and flinched slightly. Jake rose to his feet and gave him a brotherly embrace; the recipient endured it without complaint, perhaps out of some urge not to make a scene.
“Oh, you know this guy, Dave?” the receptionist asked. He turned to Jake. “Sorry, I didn’t realize ... ”
“Dave will vouch for me,” Jake proclaimed, smiling warmly at Gray Jacket, who was actually wearing the same clothes as Jake remembered from their last encounter. “I can’t think of anyone better to attest to my qualifications.”
As the personnel manager emerged into the lobby, Jake still had an arm across Gray Jacket’s shoulder. Jake reached out and shook the manager’s hand. “Jake Palmer. I heard you’re looking for a few new people to help keep things running smoothly with the vote.”
“Pegah Amini,” she said. “I know who you are, but ... ”
“And I know I’ve been flagged,” Jake said, “but it’s all a misunderstanding. I’m on your side. Unequivocally.” He reached down and tapped his shin. “I was beaten by the soldiers when they came across the border; I would have been here sooner, but I was waiting for the wounds to heal.”
“Can we take this into my office?” Amini suggested. “Dave, did you want to ... ?”
“Come on, Dave,” Jake urged him. “We have no secrets from each other.”
For a moment, Gray Jacket seemed to be on the verge of disowning him, but maybe he decided it would be better if he had a chance to witness whatever transpired next.
When they were settled in the office, Jake spoke plainly. “Cara Leon approached me to spy on G8, and I turned her down. How does that make me the enemy? And now that Cara’s free, and Dave’s no longer following me around, I’m willing to forget that whole debacle. I don’t want soldiers of any scale interfering in D7’s politics. You need people to help keep that from happening; I’m offering to play my part. The fact that I have a bit more background knowledge than someone plucked off the street shouldn’t count against me. If anything, it just means you won’t have to worry about me stumbling on all your embarrassing secrets. I know what you did to Cara, and I don’t like it, but I’m over that. I just want the vote to go ahead, unimpeded, without anyone coming in and telling us that it’s not our choice to make.”
Amini mulled over his speech for a while, then asked, “What role did you have in leaking the documents?”
“The what?”
“Anselm and Mujrif tried to convince us that we’d retrieved G8’s documents from Cara without anyone else getting copies, but it turned out that wasn’t the case.”
“I had no idea,” Jake replied vehemently. “I only started helping Loretta when Dave here made it plain that I was part of the whole mess, whether I liked it or not. Loretta only told me as much about G8’s shenanigans as I needed to be useful, and I have no knowledge of anything she did with the documents – let alone what Mujrif might have done. All I heard was that G8 got what they wanted, and Cara was free, so the case was over.”
Dave said, “Don’t blame me. Everyone knows about your history with Loretta.”
Jake regarded him bemusedly. “I don’t blame you that you were easy to spot, I blame Spotlight for sending you out with such poor training.”
Amini said, “Look, it’s possible we can find a role for you, but I’ll have to talk it over with the other managers. Give me your phone number and I’ll get back to you in a couple of minutes.”
“Thank you.” Jake wrote down the number for her.
“Didn’t you offer me advice about employment options once?” Dave recalled smugly. Jake bit his tongue and kept himself from mumbling something inane about the lesser of two evils. There was a limit to how frank he could be about his contempt for Spotlight and still expect them to find his candor refreshing.
On the street, he tried to gauge the mood of the people around him. There were groups gathered outside shops and cafés, arguing heatedly, while others walked with downcast eyes and expressions of dismay. No one welcomed turmoil or danger, but his hunch was that most people would support protecting the vote from cancellation or interference, even if they disagreed with the separatists themselves. A “yes” vote would have no legal force, but it might lend weight to a renegotiation of the historical arrangements that impacted the smaller scales disproportionately – and a shake-up like that could benefit everyone. There was no zero-sum game; it was a matter of finding better ways for everyone to do what they were suited to, unencumbered by the old jealousies and anxieties. In a perfect world, it would have been enough to say: “Look, we’ve developed this amazing new technology, but the way things stand we’ll spend years tripping over each other trying to put it into practice.” If everyone could see what they were missing out on because the political and economic relationships between them were stuck in the last century, there’d be a chance for reforms that improved everyone’s lives.
But the rest of Stedland needed a scare before they’d offer any concessions. They needed to believe that they really were at risk of losing access to the stream of Scale Seven innovations, just when it was swelling into a torrent.
Jake’s phone jangled in his pocket, but it wasn’t Amini, or anyone else from Spotlight. “My son’s gone missing,” a woman explained frantically. “He wasn’t at school for the past two sessions, and none of his friends have seen him.”
“How old is he?” Jake asked.
“Three months. The police said it’s too early to be worried, but I don’t think they’re taking it seriously.”
Jake went to the house and interviewed the boy’s mother, Elaine Beckman. “Does Shane have anyone he’s close to, that he might be with?”
“He has a girlfriend, Kate,” Elaine replied, “but she says she hasn’t seen him. And I don’t have any reason to doubt her; she’s been at school herself, and when I spoke to her parents they didn’t think she was hiding anything.”
“Was he upset about something? Any pressure from school, any arguments at home?”
“No.” Elaine hesitated. “He was a bit rattled by all this political nonsense.”
“Did he say anything specific?” Jake asked. “Was he afraid there’d be more fighting? Or was he angry with one side or the other?”
“He wasn’t too impressed with the Mayor,” Elaine said. “And I agreed with him! As far as I’m concerned, she’s just making a grab for power. So we didn’t fall out over the referendum, if that’s what you’re thinking.”
“Okay. But is this personal for him? Does he have any cross-scale friendships?”
“Like exchange students? No. His school doesn’t do that.”
“Did he ever talk about joining the military?”
“Not to me,” Elaine replied, in a tone that made it clear that she wouldn’t have approved.
Jake asked her for a photograph, and the contact details for Shane’s friends. They’d all be at school right now, and he didn’t think he’d be able to have them called out of class so he could talk to them.
“Has he ever been in trouble with the police?”
Elaine wasn’t happy with the question, but she said, “He broke a shop window, about a week ago. I paid to have it fixed, and we managed to keep it out of court.”
“Why did he break the window?”
“He bought a radio that stopped working a few minutes later. When he took it back, they claimed he’d damaged it himself, and they refused to replace it.”
Jake decided not to provoke her by asking who she believed in the dispute; either way, it was clear that her son had some trouble controlling his temper.
“Does his father live here?”
“His father died five weeks ago.”
“Any relatives Shane might stay with? Maybe someone on his father’s side you’re not close to, so he might have been able to persuade them not to contact you?”
Elaine seemed offended by the idea, but then she admitted, “I don’t talk to his uncle Thaddeus much, but I don’t think Shane does either.”
“You haven’t called him?”
“No.”
“Could you do that? Just in case?” Jake suggested.
Elaine tried the number, but got no answer. Jake added Thaddeus’s details to his list.
“If you think of anything else, please call me,” he said. “I hope the police are right and your son’s not in any danger, but I promise you I’ll do everything I can to clear this up quickly.”
As he left the house, he pictured Shane walking a few steps ahead of him, a volatile young man angry at the politicians who were upending his world for their own advantage. If he’d broken a window over a malfunctioning radio, maybe he’d responded to the separatists the same way – only to find that his target this time was protected far more zealously, by people who were already on edge.
Jake phoned Lisa Braun.
“If you’re asking me to give you a character reference for Spotlight, I already have,” she said.
“Thanks,” Jake replied. “But that’s not why I’m calling.” He hesitated, wondering if there was a tactful way to phrase the question, before giving up the hunt for euphemisms and asking bluntly, “Are your consultants holding anyone, other than those Scale Six soldiers?”
Lisa’s annoyance was palpable. “What is this? Are you trying to join Spotlight, or are you trying to discredit them?”
“I’m not accusing them of anything,” Jake insisted. “I just want to be absolutely clear. Are they detaining any civilians right now, for any reason?”
“Of course not.”
“If some local kid tried to vandalize the Town Hall ... ?”
“That’s a matter for the police,” Lisa said brusquely. “How can you even ask that?”
Jake declined to offer the obvious reply. Cara Leon was an exception, a blackmailer who’d threatened to derail the course of Scale Seven history. And the soldiers who’d marched on the Town Hall had been sent in by generals abusing their authority. But where did the list of special cases end? Once you decided the stakes were high enough, you could find an excuse to lock up almost anyone.
“All right,” he said. “Thanks for the reference.”
With Shane’s friends in school, where could he pick up the thread? The uncle seemed like a long shot, but if there was no one else he could talk to it was better than doing nothing.
Jake called the mobile number Elaine had given him, but it still wasn’t answering. Thaddeus worked for a printer; Jake got their number from directory assistance.
“Can I speak to Thaddeus Beckman, please?”
“He’s off sick.”
Jake trudged across town to Thaddeus’s apartment. No one answered when he rang the doorbell, or responded to his subsequent pounding. Two relatives skipping their usual obligations could be a coincidence, and Elaine hadn’t thought they were close. But what exactly might an uncle drag his hot-headed nephew into, if their views on the separatist Mayor aligned? If you’d welcomed the military incursion, but then seen the soldiers humiliated and imprisoned for defending the integrity of the nation, what form would your own intervention take? Jake had a feeling Spotlight might already be trying to gather intelligence on any would-be nationalist uprising, but they weren’t likely to want to share their data with him, least of all when his own priority was the boy’s welfare.
He looked around to check that his banging hadn’t attracted any neighbors, then he picked the lock and entered the apartment, salving his conscience with the rule that dragging a three-month-old into a militia was enough to void anyone’s right to privacy.
Elaine had told him that Thaddeus lived alone, but there was a pillow and blanket on the couch in the living room, and the dishes and utensils soaking in the kitchen sink looked like evidence of a two-person meal. Jake hunted around for anything more revelatory, but even a printer might have other priorities than leaflets or posters spelling out his cause. And for all he knew, Shane and his uncle might be kicking a ball around in the park, sharing their memories of the boy’s father, while Thaddeus tried to talk him out of a rash response to the separatist push.
Jake left the apartment and sat on a bench beside the water fountain a short way down the street. School still wasn’t out for three minutes; he might as well stake out the apartment until he had a chance to talk to Shane’s friends.
As he waited, he noticed people leaving their buildings and gathering on the street, craning their necks and looking to the east. Eventually, his curiosity got the better of him; he stood up, and, seeing nothing, walked over to one of the groups that were positioned at an intersection, where the view was less obstructed.
The light just above the horizon might have been a bright star, or maybe Jupiter, but Jake recalled someone on the radio saying that the satellite, Friendship, would show up in the sky over Mauburg again some ninety minutes after the launch – engines no longer firing, but illuminated by G8’s new power source.
Any doubt about the object’s identity soon vanished; it was brightening and dimming like nothing else he’d seen. Every tert it blinked out completely then lit up again, though the luminosity it reached after each full extinguishment kept changing. At first Jake wondered if the power source was faltering, but the blinking itself was metronomic, and the hue was shifting as well, with the initial blue-white taking on a tinge of green. As he watched the satellite flash on and off for what must have been a full second, he saw it dip into the red and back, and he finally realized that the aim – of course – was to grab the attention of a viewer at any scale. In District One, the blinking that caught his own eye would be imperceptible, but the longer cycle, involving colors to which Scale One vision was more sensitive, would be just as prominent.
He wasn’t sure what to make of the underlying message; if you were sympathetic to the satellite’s creators, you could see the effort to bridge the scales as laudable, while if you weren’t you might read it as threatening. Was it proclaiming “The sky belongs to all of us,” or “Now we can rule you all, from the sky”?
He glanced over toward Thaddeus’s building and saw two figures approaching the complex; they had their backs to him, but one was the right height and build to be Shane Beckman. Jake sauntered down the street and caught up with them in time to see them enter Thaddeus’s apartment.
Case closed. His own curiosity wasn’t satisfied, but it was a family matter now.
Jake went back to the water fountain, took a drink, then sat down on the bench before making the call.
“I’ve found Shane,” he told Elaine. “He’s with Thaddeus.”
“That’s wonderful! Thank you. Have you talked to him?”
“No, I haven’t spoken to either of them.”
“What’s he doing there?” Elaine asked, bewildered.
“I don’t know. I just sat outside the apartment for a while, and I saw them go in. You could try calling Thaddeus again. I’ll wait.”
She called Jake back almost at once. “He’s still not answering me.”
“Can you come here yourself?”
“Not for five minutes, I’m at work now.”
Jake hesitated. “I can approach them, or I can keep an eye on them. It’s up to you. You’re in a better position than I am to judge how Shane will react if I knock on the door and tell him that his mother sent me.”
Elaine said, “Just keep an eye on them, please.” Jake had been scrupulous not to hint at any of his unfounded theories, but it was clear from her voice that she’d formed her own concerns.
“Is there anything else I should know about Thaddeus?” he asked. “Any criminal record? Any history of violence?”
“Not that I know of,” Elaine replied. “He just seemed ... ”
“What?”
“He made me uncomfortable. When he visited us, he was always friendly and smiling, but it felt like he was testing you, waiting for you to say the wrong thing.”
“Do you want me to call the police?” Jake offered.
“No! Shane would never forgive me. Can you just ... keep track of them, until I finish work?”
“Of course,” Jake assured her.
“Thank you.”
Jake settled down to wait, hoping that he’d be in for an uneventful few minutes. Friendship was visible above the rooftops now, twinkling across the spectrum like a drunken sprite. Was it a coincidence that its chosen orbit made it rise exactly sixteen times faster than the sun? He wondered if the people from D2 to D5 would welcome a celestial herald that carved the solar day into pieces more closely attuned to their body clocks, or if they’d just find it all the more intrusive and impertinent for showing up every time they got out of bed.
Two men with large backpacks came down the street, and were admitted into Thaddeus’s apartment. Jake tried to keep his speculations in check, but whatever was happening it seemed unwise, now, to linger in one spot and risk drawing suspicion. He left the bench by the fountain and found a new vantage, where some trees along the verge largely hid him from sight, but he could still see his target well enough between the branches.
After a few seconds, Thaddeus, Shane and the two newcomers emerged from the apartment and set off down the street, heading south, all of them with backpacks now. One of the newcomers looked anxiously over his shoulder, glancing at the bench where Jake had been. Jake let them walk out of sight, then he moved to a parallel street and caught up with them, watching them pass by at a crossroads. The streets here offered no hope of even the thinnest crowd to hide among, so if he was spotted again it would all be over.
Would that be so bad? He didn’t really fear for his own safety, and if he disrupted the men’s plans that might be enough to keep Shane out of trouble until his mother could come and try to talk some sense into him. Still, Elaine had instructed him to watch, not approach, and it might yet be possible for her to resolve everything without alienating her son with the revelation that she’d sent someone to spy on him.
Jake lost track of the group, failing to sight them at an intersection, but his guess that they’d turned east proved to be correct. Were they heading for the desert? The thought that they might try to attack the launch site seemed preposterous – even if they were part of a much larger force – but he tried to prepare himself for any possibility. Spotlight had managed to avoid killing any of the soldiers at the Town Hall, and he hoped that all of G8’s sites would be protected by non-lethal measures, but the prospect of having to drag Shane away from a barrage of gunshots set his guts churning.
His targets turned south again, toward the river. They were already east of the docks, though; as far as Jake knew, there was nothing but marshlands along the riverbank here.
The houses petered out and the streets became tracks through wild scrubland, with no lighting. The giant rootlife plants around him provided plenty of cover, but the paving was cracked and his footing felt precarious in the gloom. By the time he came across an old, battered sign and stopped to read it by the moonlight, its warning of treacherous ground ahead for anyone smaller than Scale Three told him nothing his own instincts hadn’t proclaimed already. If these adventurers wanted to end up buried in quicksand then that was their prerogative, but he wasn’t being paid enough to try to pluck them out.
He crouched beside a shrub and watched the group pause to take spread-shoes from their packs. So the joke was on him; if there was any rescuing to be done, he’d be the beneficiary. He couldn’t imagine an innocent reason why these four people had skipped work and school to plod along the riverbank, but exactly how their presence could contribute to the nationalist cause was equally mysterious.
They moved away through the shadows until Jake lost sight of them completely, though he could still hear their oversized shoes slapping against the sand. He walked a little further along his own track, until he came to a point where the surface more or less disintegrated. He crouched down and worked one of the last paving stones free, and then another, feeling no compunction for the damage he was doing, shortening the path to nowhere by a few millimeters.
Carrying the two slabs of rock, he returned to where he’d last seen the group, and placed one slab on the sand beside the track. Then he stepped onto it, placed the second one in front of him, picked up the first, and repeated the whole process.
Five or six steps in, he felt a powerful conviction that he had once done something like this as part of a childhood game, but he couldn’t recall any other context or details. Maybe it was just déjà vu, or perhaps he’d seen other people doing it as a form of sport, or military training. It was certainly exhausting; the slabs weren’t heavy, but trying to make as little noise with them as possible, and keeping his balance while thinking about the consequences if he slipped, made every move ten times more arduous than if there’d been nothing at stake.
Jake reached the track that the four had been on, and when he crouched down he could just make out the faint imprint of a spread-shoe in the sand beside it, to the east. He couldn’t see or hear any trace of the group themselves now, but at least he was sure which way they’d set out.
He laid down his slabs and followed them, helped more than hindered by all the rootlife plants that either restricted the route they could have taken, or disclosed it outright in the form of snapped stems or torn blades of grass.
He stopped to catch his breath and drink from his water bottle. When he looked to the east he saw a road cutting through the scrubland, maybe half a meter away, so flat and flawless that it resembled nothing so much as a long, dark stream. The trail he was following veered south, but he was never going to catch up with the group if he spurned every advantage like this.
When he reached the road and jumped across the gap from his paving stone to the smooth black surface, it took all his self-discipline not to cry out at the shock to his joints. He had never trodden on anything so unyielding in his life, let alone landed on it after a careless leap. This was not just a refurbished version of one of the derelict tracks that he’d thought were the only paths through the scrubland. If G8 had laid this road themselves, it probably led to some facility that they’d constructed out here. Jake could imagine news of such a place making its way to Thaddeus and his friends, but even if they’d felt compelled to do something with the information, he wished they’d just tipped off the army rather than taking matters into their own hands.
He gave his knees half a second to recover, then he set off down the road, peering ahead warily, expecting to see a building or a gated compound appear every time he came over a rise. He could smell the river on the breeze. Who built a factory out here, on marshland? To his left, Friendship continued its ascent; its incessant blinking was starting to get on his nerves.
When he spotted a truck parked on the road, with three people standing beside it, he drew back, cursing, and detoured into the scrubland again with his self-laid paving. The sentries were holding rifles; he could hear them talking and joking with each other, but their conversation gave no hint of their purpose here. Were they guarding the truck, or the road? As Jake drew level with the truck, he saw that the road itself came to an end just a little further on. There was no factory. Where the shrubs gave way to the marshes, the road gave way to sand. He could even see the river now, glinting in the moonlight.
“Hey!” someone behind him whispered. “Are you crazy? Where are your shoes?”
Jake turned, braced for a fight, but the two men just grinned at him, amused by his plight but not hostile at all.
“They got stuck in the sand,” he improvised.
“You’re lucky you didn’t just sink,” the taller of the two marveled. “You better stick with us till we get to the rendezvous. We’ll grab you if you slip again.”
The men clearly thought he was an ally, but did not expect to recognize him. So whatever they were planning had been organized discreetly, without any one big face-to-face gathering where everyone was introduced.
Jake made his way south beside them, wondering if it was even worth pondering the pros and cons of attempting to flee when the actual mechanism of escape eluded him completely. Would Thaddeus’s friends recognize him as the random bystander they’d noticed sitting on a bench? If he arrived beside these other, genuine members of whatever this was, some trace of their own credibility would rub off on him. But there were surely other questions he might be asked that wouldn’t be as easily dodged as the one about his shoes.
They arrived at a spot on the edge of the marshes; Jake caught glimpses of other people, loosely congregated around them, but the vegetation here was as thick as ever, and he had no real hope of counting their number.
The tall man touched a comrade’s elbow and whispered something; the recipient shook his head, but after moving away he found someone else to speak to, presumably on the same matter. Jake wondered if they were asking if anyone knew who on Earth he was, and whether he should be trusted or disposed of, but within a second or two, a spare pair of spread-shoes were passed back along the chain. He slipped them on, feeling oddly chastened, as if this generous act toward an enemy they didn’t even know was an enemy somehow obliged him to reconsider his whole position. He certainly felt more sympathy for these locals than he had for the invading soldiers, but if the local sentiment was against independence, what did they have to fear from the referendum? Cheating, maybe, but shutting the whole thing down would be as much a form of vote-rigging as any other.
In any case, he was only here to try to get his client’s son to safety, not to advance any political agenda. If Spotlight ever found out that he’d declined the opportunity to ingratiate himself with them by ratting out Thaddeus and Shane, that would certainly put an end to any possibility of joining them, but his obligations were clear.
As yet, though, he hadn’t even spotted Shane. Jake tried peering through the scrub discreetly, but it was hard to scan for faces without looking suspicious. Whatever confrontation was coming, he assumed that everyone around him was carrying some kind of weapon. Being accused of spying while surrounded by a leaderless gang wielding knives was the kind of scenario he’d only ever explored in nightmares, and the only solution he’d ever found had been to shout until he woke.
“Won’t be long now,” the tall man assured him. Jake grunted assent, unsure how much anxiety was visible in his demeanor, even if, mercifully, it was easy to misattribute it to their presumed common cause.
A cascade of brief whispers moved through the group. “Take position!” the tall man instructed Jake excitedly. With no idea what that meant, he watched the others arrange themselves – spread out, but not too much, all facing the direction of the road while remaining hidden behind vegetation – and tried to intuit a suitable gap he could fill. If the group as a whole had never rehearsed anything in person, then however they’d conveyed their plan to each other as an abstraction, it had to be robust to a certain amount of error.
Someone tossed the end of a rope to the tall man, who removed a tie from the loop that remained, unwound a couple of centimeters, then retied the loop and threw it to Jake. Jake mimicked the action, and passed the dwindling loop to a man further from the road than he was. Looking south, he could see two other ropes being unfurled. So what were they planning to drag off the road? Or who?
Jake heard a gunshot and the rope went taut. Reflexively, he tightened his grip and dug his spread-shoes into the ground, then as a small amount of slack came to him from the tall man, he passed it on and fought to increase it. It was clear that his side had an overwhelming advantage of numbers in this tug of war, but the need to stay hidden, to weave the rope between the plants, and to avoid a bullet from their opponent, all went some way toward leveling the competition.
There was another shot, closer now. Jake peered through the foliage and saw one of the sentries, lassoed but still holding his rifle, struggling to keep his footing in the treacherous sand. Then two men ran at him from different directions, surprisingly fast in the awkward shoes; the sentry wheeled around to take aim at one of them, but the other reached him first and pulled the rifle from his hands.
A cheer went up across the group, but at least one other line was still in play. As people subdued the disarmed sentry, others moved to the adjacent rope, and Jake took his cue from them.
With the team on the rope almost doubled, the victim rapidly succumbed. Jake watched anxiously as the second sentry toppled to the ground, his rifle trapped in the lasso already rendered unusable. His captors bound his hands and gagged him, but they didn’t beat him, or leave him to sink; they tied him to some spread-shoes that supported his weight, and then two men stayed watching over him.
The third sentry had been captured already. But what was the prize they’d been guarding?
“It’s coming,” the tall man told Jake. “Can’t you hear it?”
Jake had no idea how to respond.
“You’re on the bridge, aren’t you?” the tall man asked.
“Yes,” Jake replied, afraid that if he said no he’d need to describe some alternative.
“Come on, then!”
Jake followed him to the road, where he saw that some of his comrades had opened the back of the truck, but rather than looting the contents they appeared to be clambering inside with the intention of staying there. He and the tall man discarded their spread-shoes and jogged to the end of the road, where a dozen people were kneeling in the sand along the eastern edge, groping around as if they’d lost something.
Jake fell to his knees and copied them. The road didn’t actually end where he’d thought it did; a thin layer of sand covered it as it continued toward the riverbank. He probed the hidden surface diligently, hoping he wouldn’t be the one to find whatever they were searching for, but if he did it seemed safer to shout out in triumph and then ask for a second opinion than to pretend he hadn’t noticed anything.
When his fingertips struck what felt like the edge of a hatch, he almost reneged on his strategy, but then he forced himself to yell, “Got it!” and started sweeping sand away with his hands. The others gathered to help him, and together they exposed a square cover a couple of centimeters wide.
The cover was as hard as the road itself, and ridiculously heavy. Someone hooked an ivory prying bar under the edge and raised it enough for the rest of them to grab it and move it aside. The pit wasn’t deep, and it was occupied mostly by a large, six-spoked metal wheel, with two short vertical bars rising up from opposite points on the circumference – presumably handles to help turn it? But Jake held off from touching anything, and his reticence turned out to be prudent; another member of the team produced some tools and started meddling with the circuitry beside the wheel, while an assistant shone a flashlight into the pit.
“We don’t have long,” the tall man warned them, glancing out across the water. Jake followed his gaze, and though he couldn’t see anything unusual, he could hear a deep thrumming that seemed to emanate from the river.
An electrical spark lit up the pit, accompanied by a pungent odor, but the woman who’d caused it was unharmed, and actually looked pleased. Jake saw that she’d attached some kind of jumper cable across two of the existing wires ... and the wheel that he’d thought they might soon be struggling to rotate by hand had begun, slowly, turning of its own accord. This was not, in itself, a spectacular achievement, but a vibration through the ground accompanying the motion suggested that some hidden engine the electrician had started was performing a much larger task, for which the wheel was serving merely as an indicator. And as the team rose to their feet and moved away from the pit, a dark rectangular tongue began sliding out from the riverbank, extending the road across a stretch of water.
“Out of sight, quickly!” the tall man urged them. Jake ran back to where he’d discarded his spread-shoes, and soon they were all off the road and back among the shrubs. The truck still stood where it had been all along, but Jake could make out three figures seated in the cabin; whether they resembled the three captives to any degree he couldn’t say, but he wasn’t sure if that mattered.
From where he was, it was hard to track the progress of the bridge, but the vibration from the engine halted, suggesting it had reached its full extension. Jake peered between the foliage, trying to get a glimpse of what was happening on the river, and saw a dark form rising up above the water. The submarine had broken the surface.
The truck set off down the road; it was only visible intermittently, but Jake saw it pass onto the bridge. He expected it to halt at the end, but after shifting his head back and forth to convince himself he hadn’t just lost sight of it, he realized that it had driven right into the tower at the top of the submarine.
He pictured the dozen stowaways clambering out of the truck, and taking on the submarine crew. They had at least three captured rifles with Scale Seven bullets, and maybe there’d been more in the truck, but the whole idea still seemed foolhardy. He was just thankful Shane hadn’t been part of that lunacy, or the report to his mother would have been hard to deliver.
The tall man declared, “All right, time to join them!”
Everyone began moving toward the road. The stowaways might have gained admittance, but they were expecting more support. Jake went with the flow, to keep from raising suspicions, but his heart was pounding. There were no separate tasks for the group anymore; they were all fighting the same battle.
As he reached the roadside, he finally spotted Shane, who was lagging behind Thaddeus and his friends. Jake ran toward him and managed to stumble into his path, hoping it looked to bystanders like an accident born of his enthusiasm.
“You’ve done enough,” he told Shane quietly, as they helped each other regain balance. “It’s time to walk away.”
“Who the fuck are you?” Shane demanded.
“Your mother sent me to find you. She’s going out of her mind. Don’t do this to her, please. You’ve done enough already; you don’t want a bullet in the head.”
“Thaddeus!” Shane bellowed. “There’s a fucking spy here!”
Jake said, “That’s disappointing.” Having volunteered to join Spotlight, he could hardly complain about being dragged into the conflict, but it still seemed ungrateful when he’d actually done nothing but try to save this kid’s life.
As a dozen angry people converged on him, Jake suppressed any instinct to resist, and placed his hands on his head in surrender. They weren’t animals, they hadn’t killed the sentries; he could survive a stint of partial burial while waiting to be rescued.
It was Thaddeus who bound his hands then turned Jake around roughly to face him. “Who have you told about the operation?”
“No one.”
One of Thaddeus’s friends said, “He’s been following us since your apartment. I saw him outside.”
“I’m not working for the separatists,” Jake insisted. “Shane’s mother hired me to find him. I had no idea I was going to end up here.”
Thaddeus said, “We don’t have time for this shit, and we can’t spare anyone to stay back and babysit. I say we bring all four prisoners along as hostages.”
“I’m no use as a hostage,” Jake explained. “The separatists won’t care what you do to me.”
“Shut up,” Thaddeus said, and punched him in the face.
Jake listened woozily to snatches of the debate that followed, but Thaddeus seemed to win out. Someone stuffed a rag into his mouth, then as he was dragged onto the road, he saw one of the sentries in a similar condition.
I’m in, he thought, as they marched along the bridge toward the submarine’s dark aperture. No one wanted me, but here I am.



Chapter 26
 
Loretta wasn’t sure what she’d been expecting from the Great Lepton Engineering Exhibit, but the hall had the feeling of a mid-level trade show, organized a bit too hastily for its own good.
The first booth she encountered made her smile, despite herself; a device was displaying an image of Orphan Jane from the newspaper comic strip, somehow come to life and skipping with a rope, while she chanted her cringe-inducing signature rhyme over and over: I might be small, but I can do it all; I won’t grow tall, but I will never fall.
“We might finally get the movies,” she suggested to Dahlia. “But I hope they can come up with some better scripts. And I can’t see where the projector is.”
“There is no projector,” the woman overseeing the booth explained. “The electronics is steering a beam of cathode rays across the screen, drawing and redrawing the picture so rapidly that it seems to be in motion.”
“Why does that need Scale Seven materials?” Loretta wondered. Even the simplest valves had managed to manipulate cathode rays.
“They’re used in the tape that holds the picture information,” the woman explained, gesturing to a large cabinet under the display. “It’s still a bit bulky at present, but once the device has been refined a little further, we could have a theater in every home!”
Dahlia drew Loretta away before declaring, “I’ll pass on Orphan Jane, just take me to the knives.”
They scanned the signs, and were not disappointed. At the utensils display, a man was busy carving up various items of food using knives and forks made of gleaming metal, and offering the results to onlookers. Dahlia took a morsel of steak from the samples plate and popped it into her mouth.
“The edges are very well defined,” she declared approvingly. “No stringy fibers hanging off the cut.” She asked the carver, “How much would these knives cost?”
“That’s not really settled yet,” he admitted.
“Are any of them for sale now?”
“No, these are demonstration models.”
Dahlia nodded understandingly, and turned to Loretta. “I suppose they’ll need proper smelters or whatever, before they can go into mass production.”
“So do you really think Wendale would try to stop us making these things?” Loretta replied. “Every Scale Seven farmer’s kid can make a bone shiv that’s just as threatening.”
Dahlia sighed. “It’s not about any one product. They’re just afraid of us living up to our potential, when our tiny little hands should be busy making things for them.”
Loretta was no longer sure when she was joking. “Where do you get this nonsense?”
“It’s not nonsense. You think they could make their own watches in D1, with gears a tenth the size of their fingers?”
“We make watches for ourselves,” Loretta countered. “There are tweezers, and magnifying lenses. It’s not that hard.”
“But we’ll always do it better and faster for them than they can do it for themselves,” Dahlia replied.
“Okay. But we get paid for those watches, don’t we? Having skills that other people value is not a burden; all that proves is that they’ll always want to trade with us. We need them to travel long distances and bring us things we don’t have time to gather ourselves.”
“Which is why they don’t want us to have faster transport,” Dahlia declared. “Then we wouldn’t need them at all.”
The adjacent booth had a vise set up, into whose jaws participants could place various objects. As they watched, a girl put a lump of granite between the plates, then turned the handle, easily reducing the mineral to powder. The boy who followed her inserted a substantial looking bolt – of Scale Zero steel – and flattened it satisfyingly into a kind of tinfoil pancake.
Loretta couldn’t deny the appeal of these demonstrations, or the ultimate usefulness of a whole suite of Scale Seven tools, matched, at last, to the strength of those who wielded them. But nothing here made the case for secession. The only thing the national government had complained about was the launch of a rocket without the required safety assessment, and who could blame them? She’d been terrified herself when the desert had lit up and the ground had shaken, and if Friendship had fallen from the sky, it could have come down anywhere. Why shouldn’t the whole nation play a part in setting the rules for a venture like that, when the effects of any mishap were unlikely to be confined to some speck of Scale Seven territory?
“Hey, did you see that?” Dahlia pointed to a sign.
They followed the arrows out into a floodlit courtyard, where a group of riggers were creating a tower made entirely out of scaffolding. As a growing audience looked on, they bolted together metal tubes into cross-braced frames and skeletal boxes, layer after layer, rising up above the roof of the hall, then continuing to climb into the night air.
The structure itself was nothing to rival the most modest achievements of even their closest neighbors. But it supported the riggers’ weight, while a dozen of them clambered over the struts. Loretta could see the bottom frames digging into the ground under the pressure; she hoped the area had been properly surveyed, and the whole thing wouldn’t topple as the rock beneath it fractured unevenly. In real buildings, the foundations would require an awful lot of work to make them safe. But the sight of her own people – with flesh a quarter of a million times more dense than that of the skyscraper-builders of D1 – clambering ever higher on this metal web, was enough to leave a lump in her throat. Wendale would meddle with this at their peril; let Scale Seven engineers study the new materials and write the new construction code – not rushing it, but not waiting for the imprimatur of people with no hope of grasping what Scale Seven steel could do before Loretta and everyone she knew was dead.
Dahlia caught the expression on her face. “You’re besotted now. Admit it.”
“I am,” Loretta agreed. “But I bet we can still make this work without excising ourselves from Stedland.”
“They don’t want to make it work,” Dahlia retorted.
“Who? Wendale, or our beloved Council?”
Dahlia paused. “Maybe both.”
“Well, that’s very even-handed, but even if both sides are intent on a civil war, I don’t see any reason to indulge them.”
“You think there’s some kind of piecemeal solution,” Dahlia complained. “We get to do what we like in ... what? Manufacturing? Construction? Medicine? While for everything else, we’re still stuck under their pudgy thumb.”
Loretta said, “Manufacturing, construction and medicine sound like a good start.” She looked up at the scaffolders; their handiwork had to be close to the equivalent of a three-story building now. “Let’s go home,” she said. “I’m pretty sure they’re not going to unveil a high-speed rail line in the next twenty seconds.”
Outside the hall, a newspaper seller was hawking the latest edition of the Tribune. Loretta almost walked past, but then she saw the headline: A BOMB IN EVERY HOME?
She bought a copy, and stood reading the article under a streetlamp, before quoting one passage aloud. “‘Sources who have examined the details of the generators said to be essential for the new Scale Seven technologies have warned that the devices could be adapted into dangerous weapons, capable of destroying whole cities in an instant.’”
“Do you believe that?” Dahlia asked skeptically. “Or is it just nationalist propaganda?”
“I don’t know. How would it serve their cause? I suppose it might make the other scales more afraid of granting Scale Seven autonomy. But it might just as easily be propaganda from the Council. If we need these generators to get any of the benefits of lepton engineering, inventing a reason why Wendale won’t let us have them makes a much stronger case for secession. They might not care about Scale Seven knives, or scaffolding, but if we can’t make even the most innocent things without making a potential weapon first, it really would be all or nothing.”
“You overcomplicate everything,” Dahlia replied.
“Maybe,” Loretta conceded. “But what’s the simplest explanation? If it’s not a lie from the Council, maybe it’s not a lie from Wendale either. Maybe it’s the truth.”
She’d really just been pushing back at Dahlia’s rhetoric, but the fact that the Council was making a grab for power didn’t preclude the possibility that there was a much sharper divide between the two sides’ interests than any tenuous claims about the national government stifling innovation. If the generators really did pose a risk, both parties could have far better reasons to be pushing their agendas than she’d realized.
Or, to be fair, than they’d ever acknowledged themselves.
“For G8, it was all about keeping this quiet until they could fight off the response they were sure it would trigger,” she said.
“If that’s true, were they wrong?” Dahlia replied. “Or did Wendale do just what they’d predicted?”
Loretta read through the article again. She didn’t understand the science well enough to be sure of every step in the argument, but it sounded at least vaguely plausible. Every Scale Seven material required more energy to forge than the Scale Zero equivalents, and not just because there were more atoms packed into a given volume. All the forces within and between the molecules were stronger; each one was like a more tightly wound spring. If the generators could supply that much energy fast enough to satisfy Scale Seven’s rates of consumption, releasing it even more rapidly could pose a danger.
The article did not suggest that the generators themselves were prone to blowing up, wiping out a city or two because some dial had been turned to the wrong setting. It wasn’t even clear if an existing device could be maliciously repurposed. But at the very least, the underlying technology could serve either cause, and the skills required to design and manufacture one kind of device would take you most of the way toward a capacity to construct the other.
“How do we fix this?” she asked. “How do we get to keep the generators, without terrifying everyone else – or making their fears worse, by threatening them with this just to make them back off?”
Dahlia said, “If we can make them back off, their fears are their problem, not ours. This is a good thing. Once we build enough of these machines, they’ll have no choice but to leave us alone. Mind their own business, and let us live exactly how we want to.”
Loretta regarded her with dismay. “You really think it ends there? With the rest of the world afraid that we’ll soon be demanding whatever we want from them? And if you think they can’t make their own watches, just watch how fast they can make their own bombs.”
“Just admit it,” Dahlia taunted her. “The choice now is between secession, or throwing away all our advantages to live as humble little tinkerers, doing exactly what suits the larger scales, and no more.”
“I don’t believe that,” Loretta said flatly.
“Then what do you believe?”
“I don’t know. I just know that nothing’s settled, and we still have more than eight hours until morning.”



Chapter 27
 
Jake was beginning to suspect that whoever had designed the submarine had not been given much time to work on its internal acoustic properties. After a few seconds on board, it was already apparent to him that Scale Seven metals were by far the most merciless reflectors of sound yet discovered, and that the reverberating clanks, footsteps and shouts arriving delayed and jumbled from all directions could not have been conducive to the occupants’ equanimity during normal operations, let alone in the middle of a battle. He did take some comfort from the lack of audible gunfire – which surely meant no gunfire at all. He didn’t know if people were more worried about punctures to the hull or ricocheting bullets, but any evidence of restraint amidst the chaos had to be a good sign.
While the hijackers had advanced into the depths of the vessel, he’d been left tied up in the back of the truck with the three captive sentries, and one nationalist guard watching over them. One of the sentries kept glancing at him quizzically, as if the mere fact that the man didn’t recognize him as a colleague implied that Jake might have entered the fray from a higher echelon of Spotlight, in possession of some kind of superior knowledge of their situation, and maybe even the means to summon help with a secret transmitter wired up to some still-mobile body part. Jake didn’t trust himself to convey with any clarity just how misplaced such hopes would be, so he tried to keep his expression neutral, even if this risked making him appear unduly sanguine.
A motor began humming somewhere, adding a fresh note to the cacophony. Jake looked out through the window in the back of the truck, and realized that the entrance to the tower was sliding closed – as he’d certainly prefer it would, before a dive, though he’d have much preferred not to dive at all. He fought a rising sense of panic, closing his eyes and thinking of Cara Leon, which might at least amount to less magical thinking than any faith the sentry had in him. Cara had been dragged against her will to the bottom of the river, and lived, if not to tell the tale, to prove it was survivable. The loading bay made the truck seem small, but she must have been a tight fit. Could there have been more fragile cargo than a woman whose bones a toothless newborn from D7 could have gnawed through effortlessly, confined in an adamantine cocoon where an ill-fitting rivet could slice her skin open, as it plunged beneath millions of tons of ever denser liquid? He hoped they’d at least put down blankets for her. Or bubble wrap.
Jake opened his eyes. The guard’s face showed no concern or surprise at their descent, so it seemed the raid had always been aimed at this outcome. But who’d briefed him, and the others, on the plan? It was one thing to hear through the grapevine about a secret road leading to a secret dock, but even seizing the truck in the hope that it was carrying Scale Seven weapons would have been ambitious for a group of untrained civilians. The navy had to be orchestrating all of this, using these people as proxies – a culpably reckless act, and quite possibly flat out illegal.
The echoing soundscape had switched from a street brawl to the death throes of an industrial washing machine, but having overwhelmed the crew, and either forced them to descend or – even more alarmingly – taken on the task themselves, what did someone like Thaddeus or the tall man think they could do to gain admittance to the base? The more valuable the base was to the separatists, the less likely they were to be swayed by threats to the hostages, and Jake was still clinging to the hope that his own mild beating was about the limit of what the militia would do to an unarmed captive. Shane was hot-headed enough to smash a window, and Thaddeus was a preening thug, but a group skewing slightly sociopathic was still a long way from being cold blooded murderers, least of all when they’d suffered no casualties themselves. Who would they be avenging, by holding a knife to a hostage’s throat? A Scale Six soldier they’d never met, who’d already recovered from the flesh wound he’d received on the steps of the Town Hall?
Jake decided to risk an experiment. “How deep are we now?” he told his mouth to enunciate; something audible emerged through the gag, though he was in no position to give it an unbiased assessment for clarity.
“Keep quiet,” the guard counseled him, irritated but not enraged. Then he added, “How would I know? There’s no depth gauge up here.”
“Are they going to kill us?” Jake asked, trying not to choke on trapped saliva.
The guard recoiled. “Don’t be crazy. Just relax.”
That would have to do for now; an attempt at a real conversation would be pushing it too far. Jake turned away, back toward the sentry who’d seemed to be beseeching him for signs of encouragement. The man looked a lot less interested in engaging now; if nothing else, Jake had succeeded in disillusioning him.
What was in the base that was worth all this trouble? The satellite had been launched from the desert, and if there were multiple launch sites surely they’d just be elsewhere on dry land. Jake didn’t pretend to have much grasp of rocket science, but it seemed to defy all logic to imagine that anything could be lofted into the sky from beneath the weight of eight kinds of water. The base was unreachable without G8’s own submarine, but what exactly did they do down there that required that level of isolation? Holding prisoners like Cara was obviously an afterthought, but even a genuine attempt at a rehearsal for a lunar colony would be easily accommodated in a hundred other places for a fraction of the cost. There had to have been one original purpose, to justify the stupendous effort involved.
A part of the skull-grinding racket dropped away, leaving Jake with a kind of aural afterimage pounding in his head. If it was easier and faster to travel at a moderate depth, through the least dense layers of the river, perhaps they’d finished the horizontal component of their journey and were now proceeding to complete the descent. The air smelled stale and his breathing was labored, but he talked himself down from the panicky conclusion that the amateurs in charge had hit a wrong button and proceeded to suffocate everyone.
The noise had dwindled, mostly, to what might have been a single pump, or maybe several similar pumps acting in concert; it was hard to tell the difference between reverberation and genuine multiplicity. How did a submarine sink, without losing its capacity to rise up to the surface again? It couldn’t just vent air from a buoyancy tank, or it would have no means to reclaim that space from the invading water. There had to be a system of compartments at different pressure, with pumps and valves that could orchestrate the whole cycle, from the surface to the depths and back again. Listening to the relentless chugging and trying to visualize what might be flowing where, and why, Jake suddenly recalled the time in school when he’d learned about the circulatory system. He’d spent hours afterward listening to his own heartbeat and breathing, marveling at the processes keeping him alive, but half afraid to stop paying attention in case they faltered in the absence of his appreciation.
The submarine made a sound like a warehouse full of saucepans dropped from a bell-tower. The truck shuddered, then rocked back and forth on its suspension. Jake turned to the guard, who wasn’t just unperturbed; he was smiling.
“We’re ramming the docking tunnel,” he explained. “Don’t worry; we’re tough enough to take it.”
Jake didn’t risk a tortured vocalization begging for more details, but he declined to turn away as if this answer left him satisfied. Weren’t the base and the submarine made of the very same stuff?
“There are only three docks,” the guard explained. “They’re the weak points, and if we damage one of them, that will prove we can damage all three. But they can’t let us do that, or they’ll be trapped. They have to surrender; anything else would be suicide.”
Once the ringing had faded away, the relative silence stretched out interminably. Jake supposed they needed a run up to gather speed for another attack. Every Scale Seven child had a period in their life when it struck them just how many kinds of objects they could destroy merely by charging at them from a sufficient distance, in spite of all their parents’ efforts, first to avert their attention from the possibility, and then to persuade them that it was rarely a good idea. And every Scale Seven child also learned how poorly the lessons from those euphoric demolitions translated to occasions when the rammer and rammee were more evenly matched. Jake’s comeuppance had come from a sapling. He’d known it belonged to his own scale, but he’d convinced himself, prior to the impact, that this made no difference, and the plant would succumb to the exuberance of his limbs and the force of his will.
The submarine struck the base again, with the same percussive glory. Who exactly had convinced the hijackers, who had never dealt with anything like this structure before, that this was a viable strategy? Jake supposed the navy could have gleaned a certain amount about the base from a combination of sonar imagery, leaks from G8, and some subset of nautical engineering principles that continued to apply even at these hitherto unexplored pressures. But granting enough credibility to the plan that you’d trust your life to it was probably a feat that few professional submariners could have mastered.
The third impact set Jake’s teeth on edge; the truck began its now familiar bounce, but then something gave way and it went sliding across the loading bay. With his hands bound, all he could do was raise his legs and press his feet against the front of the opposite bench, pushing hard to try to brace himself.
The guard slammed into the back of the truck, tearing a hole in the door but not quite passing through it. One of the sentries skidded across the bench and collided with Jake’s shoulder, but the force was not quite enough to dislodge him.
“Quickly!” the man barked, garbled through the rag in his mouth; Jake got up and turned his back to the door, reaching around the guard to fumble with the handle. When that didn’t work, he and the sentry lifted the guard and drew him out of the way, then they kicked the misshapen door open.
Jake clambered out onto the floor of the loading bay, then limped away to give the others room to disembark. The front of the truck had hit the hull and crumpled completely. He looked around the bay, but he couldn’t see any place where the magic material had an exposed edge he could exploit; the cord binding his hands was woven from the fibers of a Scale Seven plant, so the truck’s torn chassis would be useless against it.
The guard hadn’t been left with one of the stolen rifles, but maybe he had a conventional bone knife. Jake went to him and squatted down, groping behind his back in search of a sheath on the man’s belt. He found it and grunted triumphantly, but his constrained fingers slid over it in vain. He nodded impatiently to one of the sentries to come and help him, afraid that the guard might regain full consciousness and stab him at any moment. The two of them succeeded in extracting the knife, and then cutting each other’s hands free.
Jake pulled the gag out of his mouth and cut the other sentries’ ties, then checked on the guard. He was still breathing, and he had no visible wounds; he really needed to be examined by a doctor, but there was nothing Jake could do in the way of first aid.
“What now?” the sentry who’d helped Jake free himself asked.
“Split up and try not to get recaptured,” Jake suggested. He was still holding the guard’s knife, but apart from that they were unarmed, so any notion that the four of them could disrupt the hijacking by a head-on assault would be fanciful. He didn’t want to sound entirely indifferent to Spotlight’s contractual duties, though, so he added, “Once we know exactly what they’re doing here, maybe we can figure out a way to intervene.”
His fellow escapees regarded him dubiously, but offered no counter-proposals. The four of them moved quietly to the narrow spiral staircase that led down from the loading bay. Jake couldn’t hear any voices echoing up from the heart of the vessel, but in the stairwell all manner of mysterious clanking sounds seemed to converge on his skull. His prospects for doing anything to get Shane out of harm’s way seemed to have evaporated; maybe he should just try to find a hiding place, and hope that the submarine made it back to the surface eventually.
On the first deck they reached, all the sentries departed together, clearly opting for safety in numbers. Jake stuck with his own advice and continued down a level. There was a narrow corridor leading away from the stairwell; as he walked along, hoping to chance upon a laundry room or storage closet, the panels beside him shuddered and banged, as if they were concealing some very old plumbing.
When he turned right at the end of the corridor he found himself in a short passage that terminated with a solid, oval-shaped door with a wheel in the middle. If he went through the door, for all he knew there could be people who’d spot him immediately, or see the wheel turning before he’d even entered. If he stayed where he was, at least he’d have a chance of hearing anyone approaching from either direction.
Before he could decide, he heard voices in the distance. He stole a glance back down the corridor, just in time to see half a dozen people ascending the staircase. At least two of them were carrying rifles. But no one stopped at his level.
He moved back into the passage and leaned against the wall, folding his arms across his chest, trying to think through the whole situation. One of his hands rested on a lump in his jacket; when he’d been frisked for weapons, they’d taken his phone, but no one had even noticed the small camera he kept in an inside pocket, so light compared to any knife or baton it was barely distinguishable from a handkerchief.
Was he really going to hide in a corner while the navy manipulated civilians, including a three-month-old boy, into carrying out acts of criminal endangerment that would have put their own personnel before a war crimes tribunal? If the base ended up as a tomb, its inhabitants crushed by an influx of water or stranded by irreparable damage, what use would his testimony be with nothing tangible to support it?
Jake stood for a while, listening for any response from the ascending party to the sight of the smashed truck and its missing prisoners, but the more he strained his ears, the more he started wondering if the indistinct voices he could hear woven between all the mechanical sounds were actually just hallucinations that his mind was plucking out of the noise.
He walked back down the corridor to the stairwell. Suddenly, there was an ear-splitting thud of metal against metal, but it seemed to come from a different direction than the other impacts, and he felt no jolt himself this time. If the submarine had not been brought from a state of rapid motion to a sudden halt, what was the clang?
He waited, then he heard a familiar sound: the motor that had closed the door before they dived.
Jake ascended the staircase slowly. As his eyes came level with the floor of the loading bay, he was still a half-turn away from the landing, but he stopped and peered across between the stairs.
The entrance was wide open, and a tunnel stretched out beyond it. The last thud had been the sound of surrender, not violence: the submarine and the dock slamming together to make a water-tight seal. Their attacks must have damaged the first tunnel they’d targeted, to the point where the threat became impossible to ignore, and this one had been offered up for their use, with no further resistance. In any case, the submarine was now attached to the base, though Jake wasn’t sure if there were other doors or hatches beyond the section of tunnel he could see, still limiting the hijackers’ access.
Six people stood at the edge of the loading bay, two of them with rifles, waiting for something. They could hardly have failed to notice the condition of the truck, but apparently whatever they were doing now was more important than chasing after the escapees, or taking the guard to the infirmary.
Jake dug out his camera and took a snapshot of the scene. The nationalists all had their backs to him, but at least the setting might go some way toward proving that he had been where he claimed he’d been.
“Are they ever coming?” someone asked impatiently.
“Give them time,” a comrade replied. “This place is as big as D7, and who knows how far away they’re coming from.”
“So they don’t have super-fast trains down here?” the original complainant joked.
“Maybe not.”
“I think they’re cheating us.”
“If they are, they’ll get another hard smack. And they really won’t want the third one.”
Jake cursed himself for not carrying a sound recorder; even if the words were ambiguous without their full context, every piece of evidence would have counted for something. He couldn’t imagine what they were hoping to receive that would be worth all the dangers they’d been through, but at least the expedition hadn’t culminated in a deranged attempt to take over the whole base, armed with a few stolen rifles.
As he watched the delegation waiting for their prize, he realized that his vision was blurring slightly. He rubbed his eyes but that didn’t help, and his sense of balance felt off. Was he concussed? He didn’t trust himself on the stairs, so he climbed down and stood in the corridor for a moment.
He heard a thud from the loading bay, and someone mumbling incoherently. He went back up the stairs, and saw that all six people had slumped to the ground, though there was no assailant visible, and no trace of blood.
Some kind of gas? Jake withdrew again and walked away from the stairwell; at the far end of the corridor he filled and refilled his lungs, and he could feel the fog clearing from his brain. The base might not have been the impregnable fortress the military would have tried to make it, but G8’s biochemists had their own means of defense. With their own colleagues in the sub potentially exposed, he assumed the gas would be an anesthetic rather than a fatal toxin, though he gathered the distinction could come down to the dose.
He ascended once more, and saw a group of people wearing respirators loading the limp bodies onto gurneys. How long would it take for the rest of the hijackers to realize something was amiss, and investigate? But there’d be a limit to how many could leave the bridge at once, when presumably they were standing over the crew there, pointing their rifles and issuing instructions.
Jake sat on the stairs, trying to decide if he was suffering lingering effects from the gas, or just a bout of claustrophobia. He wanted nothing more now than to wash his hands of both sides and walk away, but there was the small matter of forty meters of water above him.
“What’s going on?” someone whispered from below. It was one of the sentries, grown curious enough to emerge from hiding.
Jake needed a moment to orient himself, choosing the appropriate language to reflect their shared loyalties. “Six hijackers down to knock-out gas, so I’d say we’re winning.”
The sentry nodded happily, then called to his friends to join them.
Jake said, “We should wait for reinforcements.”
“Of course. But they’ll want us to brief them.” The sentry stood on the stairs, waiting for Jake to rise and lead the way back to the loading bay.
“There’s still a bit of gas around,” he said.
The sentry scowled. “It should have broken down, but they’ll have spare masks if we need them. Didn’t you train for this?”
Jake made a noncommittal sound, and decided that it would only make things worse if he tried to invent an excuse to hang back. He strode confidently up the stairs, with the sentries behind him.
One of the crew from the base challenged them: “Hibiscus rain?”
Jake had already put his mouth to his sleeve and begun feigning a gas-induced cough, leaving a comrade to respond on behalf of all four of them: “Fleet tangerine.”
The crewmembers handed them masks. The team had noticed the injured guard and placed him on a gurney; Jake offered to push it, giving himself a task that would make him look a part of things while separating him from the sentries. As he followed the others down the tunnel, he pondered the merits of coming clean and admitting the way he’d stumbled onto the hijacking. But who would believe him, and how long might he be locked up beside the hijackers while the people here sought – if they sought at all – to verify his story? Spotlight’s take on him would be that he’d tried to join them but they’d turned him down, so they’d probably be just as inclined to treat him as a spy as the hijackers had been.
He just needed to hold out for the separatists to regain control of the submarine, and then make sure he was on board when it returned to the surface. He didn’t know how he was going to face Elaine Beckman, but at least he could tell her precisely where Shane had ended up.



Chapter 28
 
“We need to share information,” Loretta proposed. “About the power generators, about the lepton-shuffling enzymes, about all of it. The more we let the other scales know, the more we’ll build confidence that everyone can benefit from this. It doesn’t have to be seen as a reason for us to break away from the pack, leaving everyone else in the dust. We can show our neighbors that they have nothing to fear from letting us use this technology, because they’ll be using it too.”
She looked around the room nervously. She didn’t know any of these people, but it was the only meeting of proponents for a “no” vote that she’d heard about since the referendum was announced. The fact that they could all fit in Stephen’s living room was disconcerting, but given that the whole thing had been sprung on the population without warning, she could hardly expect to find a huge, pre-existing network of citizens who had already committed to a position and organized their response.
“All right,” Stephen said. “‘Build trust.’” He wrote the words on the sheet of paper he’d taped to one wall. “Any comments?”
“Why would we want to help the other scales build their own bombs?” Genevieve protested, playing devil’s advocate. “How is that making the world a safer place?”
“They’re sure to get hold of the technology eventually, whatever we do,” Loretta argued. “What’s the alternative? Turning them into our enemies, while delaying the inevitable? That won’t leave us any safer.”
“The alternative is to do everything we can to maintain our advantage. If we’re starting out ahead, and we keep developing new weapons, no one will ever catch up.”
“And what a horrible state that would be,” Loretta countered. “Wasting all our energy desperately thinking up new ways to threaten our neighbors, when we could have spent it finding ways to make them value us all the more.”
“You mean making them jealous?” Genevieve replied.
Loretta said, “I’m not a scientist. I never will be. Am I jealous of people who are? No. Am I happy when they get better at what they do, and I reap the benefits? Absolutely. But if the day came when they declared that they needed to form their own republic and be free of the laws that govern everyone else, that’s the point when I might start to resent them.”
“That’s a terrible analogy,” Genevieve complained. “You might not want to be a scientist, but what if you were told that none of your children could aspire to that? None of your descendants, ever?”
Loretta was confused for a moment; surely it was separatism that threatened the other scales with the prospect of exclusion. But even with the scales remaining intertwined, the success of Scale Seven could seem threatening.
“I take your point,” she said. “We need to make it clear that anyone can learn about these things, and have a chance to push them further.” It might take a Scale One student longer to master the theory behind lepton engineering, not to mention all the new developments that would keep coming at them thick and fast, but they’d still have a lifetime to make use of what they learned. And who knew what further insights might flow from a single, long-term view of ideas that in Scale Seven would be scattered across a dozen generations?
Stephen said, “We don’t want to get too lost in the thickets of second-guessing what the other scales might think. We just need a clear, simple message for the voters, that appeals to what they believe the rest of the country will do under each scenario.”
“The trouble is, the rest of the country has already tried sending in soldiers,” Pablo observed wryly. “After that, I don’t know how we can convince anyone that Wendale would let us keep the generators.”
Loretta said, “You don’t think sharing them is enough?”
“No,” Pablo replied. “Our own side has already kept too many secrets.”
“What’s the solution, then, if it’s not more transparency?” Loretta was growing frustrated. “We open up all our factories to inspection, and they do the same. Once they understand how the generators work, surely they can tell the difference between a valid use of the technology and an attempt to make weapons.”
“Can their inspectors even fit inside our factories?” Pablo joked. “Scale Six inspectors, maybe. But then there’s the question of facilities they don’t even know about, that are too small for them to ever find. Or at the bottom of the river.”
“That wasn’t helpful,” Loretta agreed. “But none of this should be insurmountable. You can’t build anything in a vacuum, and supply chains can be audited. So long as we’re still part of Stedland, with all the financial and transport infrastructure subject to one national law, we ... they ... can make it very hard to cheat. And the generators would benefit everyone! It’s crazy to think that the rest of the country would want to forego using them entirely, just because they were invented here.”
Chandra said, “But the generators are frightening to the larger scales, whether or not they can be turned into weapons.”
“Why?” Genevieve asked.
“Why isn’t the world overrun with Scale Seven creatures?” Chandra replied. “They take up the least space, and they breed the fastest. But in numerical terms, they’re the least common.”
Pablo said, “That’s the Treaty of Holroyd for you.”
Chandra shook her head. “Forget about politics, and human land use; I’m talking about all Scale Seven species. This was true long before humans existed. You can see it in the fossil record.”
“We’re limited in the resources we can use,” Stephen suggested. “We can’t just muscle in on the other scales – drink their water, eat their food.”
“Exactly,” Chandra replied. “But the most crucial limiting factor is energy. Scale Seven creatures use energy faster than any comparable organism. That’s what keeps us in check. Give us an almost limitless power source, and that constraint goes away.”
“Doesn’t it lift the constraints on every scale, though?” Loretta argued. “If we can use fusion generators to access more resources, can’t everyone else do the same?”
Chandra said, “They can, but they’ll never get as much benefit as we would. However much power they have at their fingertips, they can’t make their crops and livestock occupy less land. Maybe they can build taller skyscrapers, and use fusion power to light up greenhouses, but it’s all a bit desperate and claustrophobic compared to Scale Seven. To us, the world just looks vast and empty, waiting for us to find a way to make use of all that space. Give us the enzymes to turn anything into Scale Seven, and the power to make it happen, and the planet could support a trillion of us. What kind of nightmare is that, for everyone else?”
Loretta couldn’t argue with any of these biological principles, but it still seemed defeatist to her to take them as the last word. “We’ve had thousands of years in which we’ve accepted limited growth,” she replied. “Sure, there’s some resentment about land allocation, but that doesn’t mean the only choice is between the status quo and a massive population explosion.”
“Of course not,” Chandra agreed. “All I’m saying is that this is what the larger scales might fear. It might or might not be a realistic prospect, for a thousand other reasons, but it’s not physically impossible that this technology would let us increase our numbers by orders of magnitude. So, if we want to enjoy any of the benefits of lepton engineering – without declaring independence – we’re going to need to assuage that fear.”
Everyone fell silent. Loretta gazed at Stephen’s list of campaign slogans, which so far contained exactly one entry: Build trust. She was sure that most people in D7 would be perfectly happy with factory inspections and commodity tracking that made it more difficult for anyone to build a fusion bomb. But if you told them that the great bounty from G8’s discoveries would need to be accompanied by a legislated restriction on Scale Seven family size, they’d riot. Why would anyone vote to remain a part of a country that would only let them use the glorious new technology their own people had invented, if the price was a commitment that their numbers could never grow?



Chapter 29
 
When Jake pulled off his respirator, taking his cue from the other six people wheeling prisoners down the tunnel, he was afraid someone would start wondering why they didn’t recognize him, and challenge him with another pass phrase. But no one said a word. Apparently the way he’d shown up in the loading bay with the sentries had been enough to cement his status.
The air in the base had an odd musty scent, but as the docking tube came to an end and they turned into a long corridor, the sheer size of the structure dispelled the sense of confinement he had felt in the submarine. There was still an inconceivable mass of liquid bearing down on him, and no route back to the surface that did not rely on other people and their machines, but the relief he felt was like stepping off a boat that some crazed pirate had been intent on using as a battering ram, onto a bleak but inhabited island, whose tribulations the populace had clearly managed to survive for a much longer time than he was likely to be compelled to stay.
“They really thought we were going to hand over a generator?” a woman on Jake’s right exclaimed.
“Not one,” the man beside her replied. “Four.”
“I was wondering why they didn’t just take the one out of the sub.”
“That one would be hot, so it would be trickier to work with. I wouldn’t want to walk into the engine room with a screwdriver and try to take it home, myself. They asked for four brand new ones that hadn’t been powered up.”
“To send off to Wendale?” the woman guessed.
“Probably. I don’t think these fools would have had much use for it themselves.”
Jake had questions, but he didn’t risk showing so much as a flicker of interest in the conversation. He followed the group as they turned into another corridor, but stared ahead blankly, as if his mind was elsewhere.
“Did they rough you up much?” the woman asked him. Jake forced himself to take a moment before responding, as if he really hadn’t been listening.
“No, no. They were sweethearts,” he joked.
“You should get checked out,” she suggested.
“This guy had the worst of it,” Jake replied, nodding toward the passenger on the gurney he was pushing. “He went right through the back of their truck.”
The woman laughed, then said, “Wait, whose truck?”
“Our truck,” Jake corrected himself. “But he went through it after they’d stolen it.”
They arrived at some kind of clinic or infirmary, and two doctors checked the unconscious prisoners before asking for help to move them. One of the prisoners was the tall man who’d been so welcoming to Jake, but Thaddeus’s group was still in the submarine.
“You’re new, aren’t you?” the woman asked Jake, as they slid the guard off his gurney onto a hospital bed.
“Yes.”
“Have you got your paperwork from Spotlight?”
Jake hesitated, wondering if he should pat his pockets, but then he opted for, “It’s back ... ” while gesturing vaguely out of the room.
“On the sub, of course,” she completed for him. “Don’t worry about it. We’ll find it eventually. I’m Sandrine, by the way.”
“Gabriel,” Jake replied.
The man Sandrine had been talking with about the generators overheard them. “Have you had gas extraction training yet?”
“No.” If he was new, and it was possible to be hired without it, then he wouldn’t have had time for it, surely?
“Then you’d better not come back to the sub for the next round. Go and help them move things out of module B.”
“All right.”
“If you get lost, follow the blue arrows,” the man added helpfully.
Jake left the clinic and found a series of blue arrows on the wall of the corridor outside. He’d tried to stay oriented as he’d come from the dock, and the arrows appeared to be directing him around the base, rather than deeper inside. He didn’t want to be too far from the submarine when it departed, but carrying out a task he’d actually been assigned might be the least risky way to pass the time.
As he advanced toward his destination, there seemed to be an awful lot of people in the corridors, all pushing things around on trolleys. Jake could understand why nobody would be literally sleeping through an attack on the base, but he wasn’t sure quite what all this motion was in aid of.
The arrows pointed him to a heavy door with a wheeled handle, similar to the one he’d seen on the submarine; as he approached it, the wheel spun and a woman emerged with a trolley stacked with electronic equipment. Behind her was a small compartment with another door like the first.
“Are you going through?” she asked Jake impatiently.
“I’m meant to be helping in module B.”
She gestured to him to enter the compartment, and when he did she slammed the door behind him and turned the wheel. Maintaining separate modules in the base that would not be compromised if one of them failed seemed like a sensible idea, but why exactly were people hurrying to move everything out of this one?
Jake opened the second door and stepped out of the compartment. Did he really want to be here? As he lingered, a siren began to sound; for a moment he thought it was a call to evacuate, but then he realized that it was coming from inside the compartment.
He shut the door behind him and sealed it, silencing the alarm. As he walked down the corridor, there were open doors on either side, but when he peered into the rooms they looked as if they’d already been stripped of most of their contents.
He came to an intersection, and saw a man approaching, wheeling a large wire cage with a floppy-eared, white-furred creature inside it, cowering among some vegetable scraps. As he passed Jake, he gestured back the way he’d come. “There’s still a few more in the animal house. Can you bring them?”
“Sure.”
Jake followed the corridor and found the room. It was almost bare, but there were two large cages with similar animals to the one the man had been transporting, and three smaller cages with what he guessed were young of the same species. Rabbits? The creatures looked like Scale Five to him, and he was pretty sure there were rabbits down to Scale Five. When he hefted one of the cages the weight seemed to confirm his guess. There were no trolleys in the room, so he’d have to carry everything out. He stacked the two large cages on top of each other, then went to lift one of the smaller ones.
It wasn’t heavy, but it wasn’t any lighter either: the quarter-sized animal weighed about as much as the others. If they were Scale Five adults, this was not a Scale Five child. It was a Scale Seven adult.
He peered into the small cage. There were pieces of lettuce that he recognized as edible, and the water dish had the unmistakable sheen of his own kind of water. But there was no such thing as a Scale Seven rabbit. Stories flowed back and forth between the scales, with realism in one setting reading like a fairy tale in another, but though he had read children’s stories about rabbits, some of them portraying the animals as pets, no one he knew in D7 had ever had one; it would be too hard to feed, and if you stroked it, you’d risk inflicting burns.
He stepped out into the corridor; there was no one else in sight. Back in the animal house, he took out his camera and photographed all five rabbits. Then he noticed a set of scales in a corner of the room. He carried one of the large rabbits over and placed its cage on the weighing pan; the dial read 2.6 kilograms. He photographed the whole setup, then did the same for one of the quarter-sized specimens, at 2.8 kilos.
He knew that G8 had borrowed its techniques from biology, but the routine processes that every organism used to change the scales of a few specific molecules were nothing compared to this: bringing a species to a scale it had never inhabited before. It had to have happened in the wild, millions of times, over geological time, but he’d never heard of any scientist actually observing it. Let alone inducing it.
Jake stacked all the cages on top of each other and carried them out, making what he hoped the rabbits of both scales would recognize as soothing noises, as if that might compensate for the disruption. At least they weren’t being left to die. But why were people risking their lives for these animals? Why create them in the first place? There were plenty of sources of Scale Seven meat already, and plenty of suitable pets. Was it pure, curiosity-driven research, aimed at understanding how the ancient scale shifts had happened? But if that was the whole reason, why hide them away down here?
He reached the bulkhead and put the cages down to open the door. As he started shifting the rabbits into the compartment, a siren sounded; he groaned at the stupid machine’s impatience, but then he realized that this wasn’t the same tone as he’d heard before, and it was coming from an entirely different place.
He grabbed the last two cages then slammed the door shut. He tried to open the second door, but the wheel wouldn’t budge. He stood in the compartment, wondering what to do, when the first warning siren, the one he’d heard earlier, joined in with the new one. He hadn’t turned the wheel on the first door, so it wasn’t registering as closed. He was about to remedy that when someone grabbed the door, flung it open, and squeezed into the compartment. It was the woman who’d let him through when he first entered; she was clutching a stack of notebooks.
“Move back!” she begged him. She didn’t have room to pull the door shut.
Jake tried, but there was no space. “Throw the rabbits out,” he suggested.
She stared at him as if he’d lost his mind. Jake shifted one of the small cages that was sitting on the top of the pile, and clambered up beside them.
The woman slammed the door and turned the wheel. The nearest of the sirens stopped, but then a moment later so did the other one.
Jake laughed with relief. “False alarm!”
The compartment rattled, then a painful ringing began in Jake’s ears, but even half deaf he felt the incoming tide crash against the walls. A fine jet of water appeared at the rim of the door; where it hit the woman’s arm it carved a furrow. She bellowed and tried to pull away, but she was so cramped all she could do was subject a different part of her arm to the same torture.
Jake stretched down and tried to grab the wheel on the second door, but crouched on top of the two large cages, he was too high to reach it. He dropped to lie on his stomach, his legs protruding back toward the first door, then he squeezed his upper body down into the space between the cages and the second door, and managed to get a hold on the wheel. He spun it and pushed on it, then toppled upside-down through the doorway. He rose to his feet and tried to drag the cages out of the compartment, before he realized they needed to be lifted up over the seal. The woman staggered back into the space he’d made, her arm dripping blood; Jake helped her out, then grabbed her notebooks from the bottom of the compartment and slammed the door.
While he was turning the wheel, the woman sat down, leaning against the wall at first, then slumping forward. Jake removed his jacket, tore the sleeve off and used it as a tourniquet, then he carried her to the infirmary.
“What happened?” the doctor asked, as Jake placed her on a gurney.
“Water pressure.”
The doctor set about bandaging the wound. “Sit down, and someone will check you out in a second,” he told Jake. “You’re probably in shock, yourself.”
Jake said, “I need to move the rabbits.” He’d left his camera inside the remains of his jacket, sitting on top of one of the cages.
He ran back to the entrance to module B. Nothing had been disturbed. He moved the camera into a trouser pocket, wrapping it in a handkerchief to make the outline less rectangular, then he knelt down beside the rabbits.
Had anyone died when the water came in? Or had the woman with the notebooks been the last to leave, rushing back on an afterthought?
Either way, this idiocy just kept edging closer to an actual war. The hijackers deserved punishment, but not from Spotlight or G8; the police and the courts needed to start doing their jobs. Jake had no idea how he could get any of the prisoners back to the surface, but he’d been hired to ensure Shane’s safety, and he wasn’t going to leave him stranded down here.
The man who’d sent Jake to fetch the rabbits was approaching. Jake rose to his feet and smiled at him dementedly.
“Look – it’s a storybook ending,” he declared. “The fox, the wolf, and the farmer were defeated, and the Cottontails all lived happily ever after.”



Chapter 30
 
“Sign the petition?” Loretta called out. After almost two minutes at the stall, she believed her tone was improving. If she sounded too plaintive then that put people off, but the request needed a certain gravitas too, or they didn’t seem to notice her at all; her voice was lost among all the other touts trying to draw customers into their stores.
A man turned and read the banner, paused for a moment, then replied, “Let me think about it. Will you still be here next cycle?”
“Of course.” They’d be here until they had a thousand signatures, or they ran out of time, whichever came first.
“Sign the petition?” Genevieve cried; they were taking turns, to preserve their throats. A woman approached the stall.
“What’s the proposal, exactly?” she asked.
“What we’ve written above,” Genevieve explained, pointing to the banner. “The third option we want added to the ballot would call on both levels of government to enter into talks for ten days, with the aim of reaching an agreement that ensured safety and development for the whole country.”
“And what happens if they can’t agree?”
“We can still choose one of the other options, later,” Genevieve said. “We can hold another vote. But this is meant to give everyone a chance to find out how far we can get with negotiations, instead of just assuming they’d be doomed to fail.”
The woman thought for a while. “All right.” She took the pen and added her name to the list.
As she walked away, Loretta counted the signatures again. “Twenty-seven.”
“Maybe Stephen and Pablo are doing better,” Genevieve suggested.
Loretta couldn’t help feeling a little wounded. “Why would they be doing better?”
“I was trying to be optimistic.”
“We’ll get to a thousand between us,” Loretta predicted. “But it would be nice to beat Stephen and Pablo as well.”
Genevieve laughed. “If you’re looking for a challenge, wait until we take this to the Council. It might conform to all the by-laws, but I’ll bet you anything they won’t amend the ballot without a fight.”
“What happened to your optimism?” Loretta had been neglecting her duties; “Sign the petition?” she called. A young man paused to read the banner, then shook his head in reproof.
“What?” Loretta challenged him.
“You’re just doing Wendale’s job for them,” he sneered. “Trying to slow us down so they can take it all away from us.”
“You mean take away the new technology?”
“Yeah.”
“As opposed to taking away the rest of the country, which is what we risk doing to ourselves.”
“They need us a lot more than we need them.”
“A lot of mines here in D7, are there?” Loretta countered.
“You’re just a puppet,” the man replied. Loretta didn’t dignify that with an answer; the man gazed at her with a mixture of pity and amusement, then walked away.
Genevieve said tentatively, “The policy is to not get argumentative ... ”
“I know. I’m sorry.” Loretta had agreed with the decision when they’d made it, but it was hard to keep her mouth shut. “People keep lecturing me about the evil politicians in Wendale, which is fine, but I know for a fact that our own Mayor is at least as bad. The real trick is to stop either side from ruining our lives.”
Genevieve was intrigued. “What do you have on the Mayor?”
“Nothing I can prove,” Loretta admitted. “I think she conspired to have a woman kidnapped, but the victim doesn’t want to talk about it. And even if she did, she can’t prove who was behind it.”
“You know if Beech was charged, she’d have to stand down until she was cleared?”
“I don’t have enough to get the police involved,” Loretta stressed. “And I could probably face a libel charge myself for even talking to you about it.”
That only seemed to make Genevieve more curious. “Why did she want this woman kidnapped?”
“To keep the lepton shuffling quiet as long as possible.”
“If you can’t get the police involved, what about a journalist?”
Loretta considered the idea. “The victim doesn’t want to be named, and the fact that I think I know what happened doesn’t mean I can make a case that anyone else would believe. And if we start spreading rumors, it could all backfire anyway: people will assume it’s just Wendale shamelessly smearing our beloved Mayor.”
“Fair point,” Genevieve conceded. “I almost want to say: of course it will be a good thing if we can get to the vote without anyone playing dirty.”
Loretta laughed. “But what you mean is ... ”
Genevieve said, “What I mean is, maybe we’ll get to the vote without anyone knowing a fraction of what’s really going on.”



Chapter 31
 
Jake slid the tray through the slot at the bottom of the door to Shane’s cell, but left his hand on the flap and leaned down to whisper, “Do you want to get out of this place, before the whole thing floods? The part your friends broke is already full of water, and I wouldn’t count on the rest of it holding up much longer.”
“Fuck off, traitor.”
“I’m not with these people.” Jake glanced back down the corridor to check that none of the other guards had joined him. “I told you before, your mother hired me to find you. Did you really think she wouldn’t worry about you? And can you imagine what’s going through her head right now?”
Shane was silent for a while, then Jake heard him approach and pick up the plate. “If you’re really not part of this, why aren’t you in a cell yourself?”
“I guess all the time I spent doing improv paid off. Though to be honest, the audience down here makes it easy.”
Shane was incredulous. “Do they think you’re the Mayor of Underwatertown? Because if you’re not in charge, how are you getting anyone out?”
“You’re going to have to help with that.”
A door creaked open at the end of the corridor; Jake straightened up and continued pushing the food trolley down the row of cells. The fact that G8 and Spotlight had their own private prison already in place was a revelation, but maybe they were prepared to defend that on the basis that they’d built an entire city down here, and so they needed all the same facilities as any other modern metropolis.
It was Sandrine who’d entered the corridor; she approached Jake. “They couldn’t find your paperwork on the sub,” she said. “The hijackers must have thrown it away after they searched you up at the dock, but you’re going to have to go back to Spotlight and get a new copy.”
“Damn.” Jake hid his relief as well as he could. He’d overheard people lamenting that the phone line from the base to the surface had been cut, but he hadn’t been entirely sure that there was no alternative way to contact head office. “No problem. At least I didn’t get crushed in module B before I was officially part of the crew. Imagine the paper-storm that would have triggered.”
“It’s not funny,” Sandrine berated him. “A lot of people could have died.”
“I know. I’m sorry.” Jake cast his eyes down and looked suitably chastened, before asking, “When’s the sub leaving?”
“In about ten minutes.”
“Okay. Don’t worry, I won’t miss it.”
Sandrine left him to finish his deliveries. With the trolley empty, he returned to Shane’s cell and hissed softly through the slot, then waited until he saw an ear come into view.
“You need to say you’re willing to blow the whistle on the navy,” Jake whispered, keeping his voice as low as possible.
“I’m not doing that!” Shane replied in disgust. “Anyway, I never spoke to those people. I don’t know anything about it.”
“You don’t need to do it, you only need to say you will. Just come up with a believable story about the navy’s involvement in the attack, and say you’re willing to tell the people of D7 all about it at a Council meeting.”
“But what happens when they take me to the meeting?”
“They won’t get the chance. I’ll be going back to the surface at the same time; I just need to make sure I’m the one escorting you.”
Shane said, “What if they give me ten guards? How will we get away from the others?”
“They’re not going to give you ten guards,” Jake assured him.
“If my story’s so important, maybe they will,” Shane insisted.
“Let me worry about the guards; you just concentrate on getting your story straight. I’ll tell my superiors you have something to say, but you’ll only talk to someone higher up than me. When they interview you, you need to tell them how betrayed you feel by the way the navy used you and your friends. Tell them you want to go public with all of it, to stop anyone else being tricked the same way.”
“And what about my uncle? What about his friends?”
Jake said, “Once we’re back in Mauburg, you and I can testify that there are people being held here illegally. The police can’t come down and raid the place, but if we can put enough pressure on the Mayor, I think we can get everyone brought up to the surface.”
Shane hesitated. “But what will the police do to them?”
“They’ll probably be charged,” Jake admitted. “And you will, too. But whatever happens, you’ll be safer up there, and the process will be fairer. Down here, they could just hold you for as long as they like.”
“Maybe the navy will rescue us,” Shane suggested optimistically. “Then the whole thing will stay quiet, and we won’t have to go to prison anywhere.”
“Umm ... anything’s possible,” Jake conceded. “But they’re not going to have a submarine of their own that can dive this deep anytime soon, and the separatists are going to be a thousand times more careful guarding their own sub, after what just happened. If you’re back in Mauburg, and things turn against the separatists, you could all get pardoned.” As opposed to being down here when things turned, which might easily go the way of module B.
“But they have the bombs,” Shane lamented. “And our side doesn’t. We failed.”
“What bombs?”
“The power generators. They’re really bombs. What do you think we came here for?”
Jake didn’t know what to make of this claim; the hijackers had certainly wanted to get their hands on the generators, but whether or not they’d been lied to about their potential military value, he didn’t have time to get bogged down in an argument about exotic weaponry while whispering through a slit with his face against the floor. “If you stay down here, you’re screwed,” he said. “If you can talk them into sending you to Mauburg, I’ll do what I can for you and your friends. Do we have a deal?”
“What if I tell them you’re an impostor?” Shane replied sullenly. “I could rat you out, instead of talking about my real friends.”
“Yeah, go right ahead. What kind of reward do you think you’d get for information like that? Maybe they’d start offering you desserts, as a special treat?”
Shane grunted, in what Jake took to be a reluctant concession that he hadn’t really thought through the threat.
“I’m your only ally here,” Jake said. “You have ten minutes to convince your captors that they should send you up to the surface with me. After that, you’re on your own.”



Chapter 32
 
“The kid wants to talk to someone,” Jake told Sandrine.
“I bet he does.” She swiveled around in her chair and gave Jake a knowing smile, as if they were both old hands at this game, and knew all the tricks that desperate convicts would try to play on anyone foolish enough to let their guard down.
Her office looked like something from a furniture display, or an unconvincing theater set, not yet fully lived in. G8 certainly wouldn’t have been able to hold Cara in this prison, so the hijackers were probably the first inmates ever, and Sandrine’s new job as warden was clearly a role she was still easing her way into.
“He puts on a tough front,” Jake said, “but he’s young, and he’s scared. If anyone’s going to crack, I’d put my money on him.”
Sandrine mulled this over. “Sure, but what does he actually know? You think the ringleaders would have confided in him?”
“Not intentionally,” Jake conceded. “But they might have been careless when someone like that was around – just doing some menial tasks, not showing up for a strategy meeting.” He stopped before he went too far and made it look as if he was invested in the matter. “Anyway ... I’ve passed it up the chain. Whatever happens now is above my pay grade.”
“Okay.” Sandrine nodded, dismissing him.
Jake’s shift was over; he made his way back to the accommodation block and took a shower. As the hot water pelted his skin, he felt like he was dreaming. He now had a job, a room of his own, a new set of clothes, a whole system he belonged to ... inside a magic metal box at the bottom of the river. But the lies about himself that everyone had swallowed were wrapped in another, grander layer of delusions that let them treat this place as its own reality, and its made-up rules as having the force of law. In part because they were unreachable by anyone else – but they also seemed to believe that they were nurturing a seed here that would burst out of its shell and impose itself on the world above. They’d imagined a future, and set about rehearsing it, but now they’d convinced themselves it was a fait accompli.
He dressed and went to the cafeteria, grabbing a few things from the buffet then choosing an empty table so he wouldn’t be compelled to make small talk with anyone about Gabriel’s life. He was lucky that there were no Spotlight employees here who’d crossed paths with him before, but inventing a credible backstory for someone their company might have hired, but none of them had actually heard of, was a task he would not have willingly attempted without at least half a day of research.
“Am I disturbing you?”
Jake looked up from his meal and saw the woman with the bandaged arm, holding a plate in her good hand.
“Not at all,” he said.
She put the plate down and sat opposite him.
“I’m Madeleine Stritch.”
“Gabriel Levy. I’m glad to see you’re recovering.” He nodded at her arm. “Do you think you should get that looked at again, up on the surface?”
Madeleine laughed. “Hardly. The doctors here are the best in the world.”
Jake couldn’t tell if she was joking. “I hope the notebooks were worth it,” he said.
She flinched, as if he’d made the remark about a child they’d rescued from the water together, then seemed to decide that he was the one who wasn’t serious. “Never mind how many weeks of my own life were in them; they’d be worth a limb whoever had written them.”
Jake tried to look suitably reverent, as if he had no doubts about the basis for this claim. Then again, if he was new, he wouldn’t be expected to know everything yet.
“How the hell did those rabbits give birth ... ?” he began.
Madeleine was amused. “Is that what your parents told you?”
“My parents?”
“The children’s story, where Scale One people give birth to Scale Two, and so on?”
Jake said, “My parents were content with explaining how Scale Seven people made Scale Seven babies.”
“The Scale Five rabbits don’t gestate any smaller-scale young,” Madeleine explained. “We use surrogate animals; there’s a Scale Seven rodent called a marmalide that’s close enough to keep the rabbit embryos healthy.”
That much made sense, Jake supposed. “But how do you create a Scale Seven rabbit embryo in the first place?”
Madeleine said, “That’s the trick that’s worth an arm and a leg.”
Jake laughed, and decided not to push her; whatever non-disclosure agreement he would have signed if he actually worked here, too many questions could still set alarms ringing.
But Madeleine had almost lost the detailed transcripts of her precious secret once; she was in a mood to disseminate knowledge, rather than hoard it and risk its extinguishment.
She said, “We found a virus that ferries genes between scales. It can take Scale Five rabbit genes and insert them into a fertilized Scale Seven marmalide egg.”
Jake considered this. “But if that’s what happens in nature, where did the marmalides come from? If you need some kind of Scale Seven embryo in the first place ... ?”
“There are lineages that go back to single-celled organisms at all scales,” Madeleine replied. “But there’s always been horizontal transfer as well. Evolution favored creatures that could steal some of their cousins’ tricks and re-enact them at their own scale. This virus isn’t so much a pathogen as a spy. Or at least, a valued courier.”
“So you’ve solved the biggest puzzle in biology,” Jake said. “There must be some kind of prize for that.”
“There’s still a lot more to find out,” she stressed. “This particular virus couldn’t have done the same thing in humans; there must be a whole family of them, adapted to different species.”
“If ours has gone extinct since it spread its joy a million years ago, maybe that’s a good thing,” Jake suggested. “I mean ... ” He grimaced. “Horizontal transfer? It sounds like adultery with people you never met. No one wants that.”
Madeleine said, “Not yet, maybe. But in a couple of years, when we’re so far ahead of them, don’t you think there’ll be people from the other scales who’d be more than happy to have their children join us?”
Jake blinked, and fought to head off any hint of his actual feelings in regard to this proposal making their way to the muscles of his face. “I take it you don’t mean Scale Seven women offering up their fertilized eggs to be virally modified into other people’s children?”
“Hardly.” Madeleine curled her lips in distaste, and set him straight. “There are plenty of suitable Scale Seven primates. So if the other scales start complaining that we’re treating them unfairly, we can offer them generational migration.”
Jake was pretty sure that his acting abilities wouldn’t stretch to a believable portrait of someone finding this clarification heartening. “A couple of years is a long time,” he said, desperately searching for a way out of the whole topic. “I’ll be long dead before any of this happens.”
“Maybe.” Madeleine smiled slyly. “Though if you stick with G8, you never know your luck.”
Khalid, one of the other prison guards, caught Jake’s eye as he entered the cafeteria. “You missed the big news,” he said, nodding to Madeleine as if they were acquaintances, but not particularly close.
“Yeah?”
“When they debriefed the sub crew, they all picked out one of the hijackers as having hands-on experience operating something similar. This guy wasn’t some random citizen who just got angry with the Mayor. He has to be navy.”
“That makes sense,” Jake said cautiously. The submarine crew had probably refused to ram their own base, even at gunpoint, and a random citizen could not have performed that kind of maneuver in their place. “But I doubt he’ll admit to it; dragging civilians into something like this wouldn’t be a good look.”
Khalid said, “They’re going to take him up to the surface and put him on display. Someone has to know who he is.”
“On display? What does that mean?” Jake caught himself before an invocation of laws against parading prisoners of war could escape from his lips.
“Bring him to a public meeting, maybe?” Khalid shrugged. “They might put up posters as well, but I guess it’s more dramatic if they can show him to people in the flesh. ‘This is the man who tried to sabotage your future: lying, conspiring, and putting lives in danger all the way.’”
Jake had no sympathy for the prisoner, though he might well have been deceived or coerced by his own superiors. But had anyone even questioned Shane yet? He couldn’t decide if this development improved the prospects of getting him to the surface, or risked derailing the plan entirely.
Back in his room, Jake didn’t even try to sleep. If Shane was interviewed now, it would be all about the undercover naval officer; whatever story Shane had invented to try to make himself sound useful would be judged against that fragment of reality, and if the pieces didn’t fit, it would be disastrous.
Jake was halfway to the prison – with a half-baked plan running through his head in which he pleaded insomnia and offered to swap shifts with a colleague – when he realized how foolish that would be. There were no more meals until breakfast; without a pretext to approach Shane’s cell until a few seconds before he was due to board the sub, he’d have to contrive one, and risk drawing suspicion. And he had no idea which prisoner was meant to be the navy guy; he had no description he could pass to Shane that would help him meet his questioners’ expectations. He should have asked Khalid in the cafeteria, when it would have been natural to be curious, but if he raised the subject now he’d be setting himself up for people to connect the dots between his questions and Shane’s testimony.
He returned to his room and lay on his bed, fantasizing about ways to fake an emergency that would force them to evacuate the whole base. A growing inrush of water? A generator threatening to explode? A rabbit virus running wild? The truth was, everything was out of his hands now.
When it was time to depart, Jake retrieved his camera from its hiding place and put it in his pocket, then he went to the cafeteria for breakfast. Looking around, seeing a few familiar faces, it struck him that if Spotlight had given him a job, he might have ended up in exactly the same role as the dutiful employee he was currently imitating. But what did that mean? That in the right circumstances, he’d be as willing to flout the law as anyone else here? That he would have found excuses to fit in and go along for the ride? That he would have embraced Madeleine’s dream of a gentle genocide for all the other scales?
Or maybe it just meant he should be proud that Spotlight had known better than to hire him.
When he reported to Sandrine to get a boarding pass, she said, “That tip paid off.”
“What tip?”
“About the boy wanting to talk. He backed up all the other evidence against Mollinson.”
“Who?”
Sandrine laughed. “Sorry. Mollinson’s the naval officer who organized the whole thing; the boy wouldn’t give us any other names, but he’s so angry about the way things turned out that he’s willing to testify against his leader.”
Jake allowed himself a grin of delight. Shane had probably plucked the name from thin air, but whether he’d just opened with that and let his interrogators do the work of putting a face to it, or whether he’d actually witnessed the man’s actions on the sub and reached the same conclusions as the crew, everything had worked out in the end.
“They’ll both be traveling up with you,” Sandrine added.
“Okay.” Jake nodded soberly. “No problem, I can handle that.”
Sandrine was amused. “I’m sure you can, but unless you’ve had a week or two of military training you’ve been shy about mentioning, we might err on the side of caution and give you a bit of backup.”
As she spoke, a group of men, some of them with rifles, arrived at the entrance to the prison. Jake gazed out through the window of Sandrine’s office, and counted no fewer than ten.
“That’s the escort now,” she said. “I’ll introduce you, but I can’t put you on duty with them; Spotlight would go crazy if I did that before you got your paperwork re-issued. So think of this as a holiday; go up and get your forms signed, then relax and do what you like until it’s time to come back. Just because you’re sharing a ride with two prisoners doesn’t mean they’re your responsibility.”



Chapter 33
 
Loretta waited for all five of the petitioners to gather on the steps of the Town Hall before they walked in together. The public gallery was nowhere near as crowded as it had been for the Mayor’s announcement, but she suspected there were still ten times as many people as would have shown up for any Council meeting in ordinary times.
“We’re definitely on the agenda?” Pablo asked Loretta.
“Yes.” She dug out the signed declaration from the District Clerk, who’d certified the petition a couple of minutes earlier. “Testifying to a count of one thousand, two hundred and nine signatures, with names and addresses matching the electoral roll in one thousand, two hundred and five cases.” Whatever was going on with the Mayor and her associates, the Council’s civil servants were still following procedure.
“Do you trust them not to lose the petition?”
Loretta said, “I photocopied every sheet before I handed it over. But ... ” She waved the declaration. “I don’t see how they could end up disavowing this. What are they going to do? Claim it’s a forgery?”
The group took their seats just as the Councilors began filing in. When the Secretary read out the agenda for the meeting, there it was, as the last item: a petition to amend the ballot of a scheduled referendum.
The first item was a motion to increase “security measures” at all voting locations. “We will not be bullied by Wendale’s army into abandoning the chance to exercise our freedom,” the Mayor declared angrily. “Accordingly, I move that the Council takes steps to hire suitable personnel, and procure the necessary armaments, to defend each and every ballot box throughout the period of the referendum.”
“So you’re building your own private army?” a man interjected from the audience, rising to his feet.
“We’re ensuring that the vote won’t be disrupted,” the Mayor replied. “We will not allow soldiers to burst in with tear gas and rob us of our right to self-determination.”
“And what will your own soldiers be doing, if the vote goes against you?” the man asked pointedly. “The ones with lethal ammunition, not tear gas.”
The Mayor said, “This motion addresses security for the referendum. It does not authorize any other actions by the Council.”
“Then what happens to the guns?” the man persisted. “After the referendum, where do all those weapons go?”
“All Council property is subject to appropriate storage regulations,” the Mayor assured him. The man fell silent, then took his seat again with an air of resignation, as if he’d just tried sparing with a balloon animal and discovered that although it wouldn’t dodge a single blow, it could absorb them all and bounce back from the impact without the slightest consequence.
The Mayor read through a detailed list of provisions and costings. The Councilors voted, and the motion passed almost unanimously.
“I feel safer already,” Genevieve whispered sarcastically.
The second item outlined a plan to begin reinforcing the roads, to support heavier, faster vehicles that employed Scale Seven materials and technology. Loretta thoroughly approved, but she was afraid that people would start to assume that developments like this were somehow contingent on the outcome of the referendum.
The motion passed, as did seventeen more in relation to transport infrastructure, public utilities and building codes. The Council was charging ahead, preparing the way for District Seven to reap the benefits of lepton engineering. Loretta gave up fretting over the downside; the job of the Negotiators, now, would be to make it clear that they supported all the same things, and that none of these benign endeavors would be subject to potential vetos from Wendale if the talks ever took place.
The Mayor addressed the final item. “We have received a petition to add a third option to the referendum, supported by one thousand, two hundred and five verified signatures. This option would mandate ten days of discussion between the Council and the national government, aimed at reaching mutually satisfactory terms for the safe use of the new technology.” She paused and looked around at the audience. “I think I’ve made my own position clear: if we remain beholden to Wendale, they will bury everything we’re hoping to achieve, first delaying it with endless commissions of inquiry, then frustrating it with endless layers of regulation. The idea that their compulsion to keep us in check could be overcome with a mere ten days of talks is too naïve to warrant an elaborate rebuttal, so I’ll confine myself to abstaining from the vote, and pass the matter into the capable hands of my fellow Councilors.”
Loretta stared down at the floor as the Councilors called out their votes. “Against.” “Against.” “Against.” “In favor.” “Abstain.” “Against.” “In favor.” “In favor.” “In favor.” “Against.” “In favor.”
The Secretary said, “Five against, five in favor, two abstentions. Under by-law 117.3.4, the Council is obliged to honor the request, unless evidence is given to support a contention that the petition is invalid. Does any Councilor or citizen present wish to offer such evidence?”
Loretta waited for the blow to arrive. Maybe the petitioners would be accused of taking bribes to mount their campaign, or offering inducements in exchange for signatures. Would the Mayor read out the incriminating affidavits herself, or had she chosen a proxy so she could remain at arm’s length from the whole unpleasant business?
The Secretary spoke again. “No evidence has been offered. The motion passes, and the ballot will be amended accordingly.”
Genevieve emitted a kind of choking sound, like a laugh with someone’s foot planted on her throat. “They’re confident enough not to care,” she said. “They’re convinced that for half the voters ten days will sound too long to endure, and for the rest the prospect of making Wendale budge at all will seem preposterous.”
“Or they might just be hoping we’ll split the ‘no’ vote,” Chandra suggested.
“I’m sure we’ll split the ‘no’ vote,” Stephen replied. “But I think we’ll split the ‘yes’ vote more.”
Pablo said, “If the ‘yes’ vote is bigger to start with, we won’t need to steal as much of it, proportionately. And it’s not a bad thing to steal most of the ‘no’ vote; it’s no consolation to us if the ‘no’ vote comes second if that means we come last.”
As they walked out of the hall, Loretta tried to savor the victory; whatever else, at least they’d been spared a long struggle just to get their option on the ballot. “Now we can start campaigning seriously,” she said. “It’s hard to get anyone’s attention when you’re talking about a choice that might not even be open to them.”
“Any new campaign ideas?” Stephen asked, half seriously.
“Let me sleep on it,” Loretta begged him.
“Sleep,” Genevieve sighed. “What a glorious idea.”
Loretta heard a commotion from the direction of the border: some shouting, some derisive laughter. “What now?” It was long past the point where she could welcome soldiers marching in to arrest the Council; nothing would be resolved now unless the vote went ahead.
The five of them headed west together, to see what was happening. When they reached a street that ran all the way to the border and continued beyond it, Loretta saw a machine at work, digging up the road on the D6 side. There were soldiers standing guard, with crossbows, but no one seemed to be preparing to enter D7. This was not an incursion; it was the start of some kind of blockade.
“What do they do if the Council sends snipers?” Genevieve wondered. “Do they really think they can win that fight with arrows?”
“Would the separatists fire on road workers?” Pablo asked, sounding hopeful that the answer might be no. “You can’t shoot at a machine like that without risking the operator’s life.”
Loretta watched the pit in the road growing deeper. They could have tried building a wall of Scale Seven timber, but that would be massively expensive, and even if no Scale Seven fist could have punched through it, Scale Seven steel would have made short work of it. This trench would not be unbridgeable, but it might be easier to observe, and frustrate, any attempts to breach it.
“How much food do you think is grown inside the district?” she asked.
“About a quarter of what we eat,” Stephen replied. “The rest comes in from farms outside the city.” He motioned vaguely to the north.
If the government tried to starve them, it wouldn’t take long. But would the threat make voters reflect on the dangers of trying to break away, or just leave them angry and stubborn? They’d now been told that the separatists had the means to build bombs that could obliterate a city. If you believed you were not just being wronged, but had the power to exact retribution, would you surrender meekly?
“Oh, that’s a nice touch,” Chandra said dryly. A dump-truck had arrived, and workers were guiding it as it reversed toward the excavation. When the bed of the truck tilted, its load of soft sand flowed into the pit, almost filling it. A determined smuggler could surely find a way between the neighboring districts, regardless, but this sight would evoke a visceral response in every Scale Seven person. Forget soldiers with tear gas or arrows; nothing could make them feel less safe than knowing that they couldn’t trust the ground beneath their feet.
“They really are idiots,” Loretta said bitterly. “You’d think they were trying to make our job harder.”
Genevieve said, “I bet there’s a struggle going on in Wendale right now, between people who want serious talks with us, and people who only want capitulation. We only see the result when the second kind win, but that doesn’t mean our kind have stopped fighting.”
“So how do we make our allies stronger?” Pablo asked.
Genevieve thought for a while, then shrugged. “Win,” she said. “Win against the enemies closest to us, the ones we know best, and it can only strengthen the people far away, fighting against the others.”



Chapter 34
 
Jake wasn’t sure exactly which parts of the submarine were off-limits to him, so he played it safe and rode in the cabin where the guards were holding Shane and “Mollinson.” Shane kept glowering at him, and mouthed the phrase “ten guards” several times, but Jake was hoping there’d be less danger of him deciding to scrap the plan and do something rash if he remained beside him, making it as clear as he could that the two of them were still in this together.
One of the guards, Axel, turned to Jake. “What did you do before this?”
“Security work,” Jake replied. “But not in Mauburg. Glasford.”
“Glasford?” Axel was taken aback. “That’s a long journey. At least a day, right? Even if you did it in one stretch.”
“Yeah.” Jake had no idea, but that sounded about right.
“I couldn’t handle that. It would be like being a fucking prisoner on the train.” Axel glanced at his own captives and smiled, as if he expected them to be tickled by the comparison.
“I had to get away,” Jake said, hinting at a dark secret that couldn’t possibly be revealed in a casual conversation.
“I knew a woman whose family came from Glasford,” Axel said. “But they took four generations to get here. You really put some distance between yourself and the old place. What happens if you want to visit your parents?”
Jake said, “We can still talk on the phone.”
“If that high speed rail really happens, you could go back and forth in ... maybe an hour,” Axel mused.
“That would be something,” Jake replied, trying to inject some of his genuine homesickness for Mauburg – or just dry land in general – into his voice.
As he turned away from Axel, he noticed Mollinson regarding him with skeptical amusement. Jake didn’t think they’d interacted at all during the initial stages of the ambush, but if this man found it so obvious that Jake didn’t work for Spotlight, he might have taken the trouble to let his comrades know when they were beating him and tying him up.
An announcement came over the public address system, but between the sub’s echoey acoustics and some form of specialized lingo being employed, Jake could make almost nothing of it.
Axel noticed his confusion. “They’re going to send up an antenna on a buoy and talk to Mauburg before they decide where to dock. We might be landing somewhere out of the way, so it could take a bit longer to reach than usual.”
“Okay.” Jake wondered exactly what else the radio operator would discuss with Spotlight. While the people in head office would have known something was wrong when the truck failed to return, this would be the first they’d be hearing about the attack on the base. There’d be a lot of ground to cover; with any luck, there’d be no room at all to mention a new employee who’d lost their paperwork in the ruckus.
“How long have you been doing this?” Jake asked Axel. He would have preferred not to risk talking at all, lest he trip himself up on some aspect of the business that even a newcomer would have been thoroughly briefed on, but failing to reciprocate Axel’s polite interest would just make him look cagey.
“It’s coming up to sixteen days,” Axel replied. “I go right back to the wild times.”
“These aren’t the wild times?”
Axel laughed. “We’re just turning into D7’s army, now. I’m talking about snatching a Scale One woman off her boat—”
One of Axel’s colleagues was giving him a warning look. Axel said, “I should save that story until you’ve had your clearances re-issued.”
Jake nodded. “By then, I should be able to trade you my escape from module B without losing it completely.”
“That must have been rough,” Axel conceded. “I wasn’t here when they were building the whole thing, but I talked to some of the engineers who were.”
“Yeah?”
“You know they towed out the modules with people inside them, to work the machines that helped them align the connections?”
“The engineers who designed them,” Jake asked, “or some poor suckers who had to take the risk?”
“Mostly the engineers,” Axel replied. “They really put themselves on the line. I’ll introduce you to some of them, when we’re back in the base. You know they all think they’re going to the moon?”
Jake said, “I want my high speed rail first.”
Axel grew serious. “Sure, but it would be sad if they ended up too old to make it. They’ve given us a lot; they should get to be a part of everything that comes from it. All the things that people only dreamed about before.”
“Yeah.” Jake didn’t really have to fake his admiration; he had no doubt that many of the people who’d made the first breakthroughs for G8 had been genuine idealists – and that there was still a chance for everyone to benefit from what they’d done. It was the whole mess of pre-emptive secrecy and political power plays feeding off the transition that had made it so fraught.
The sub had been quiet for a while, but now the engines started up again. Jake assumed the navy would have ships in the river by now that could track them with sonar, but even if the dock they were approaching could be pinned down in advance, there’d be a lot more than three sentries guarding it this time.
He closed his eyes and pretended to doze off, as much to help him focus on his plans for getting Shane home as to dissuade anyone else from talking to him. Turning the possibilities over in his head was easier when there was nothing else distracting him, but he was glad he was sitting in a room with the actual participants. There was nothing like the presence of the guards with their lethal firearms to scuttle any fanciful notions that he could just punch a hole in the side of the truck taking them back to Mauburg and jump out onto the road, dragging Shane with him, and the two of them would sprint off into the distance before anyone fully grasped what had happened.
The public address system emitted more incomprehensible noises. Jake opened his eyes and yawned. Axel said, “Let the shore leave begin.”
While the guards were busy with their own preparations, Jake went up to the loading bay. A bridge, much like the one he’d helped the hijackers deploy, was sliding into the entrance. There were at least half a dozen trucks waiting, and more sentries gathered around them than he could count. The bay was full of crates that had been brought in from the base before he’d boarded; he had no idea what was in them, and wasn’t inclined to take the risk of asking.
When the first truck drove into the bay, workers wheeled over a hydraulic lift to raise a single crate and put it in the truck, which then departed with its cargo bed still eighty percent empty. Jake supposed this could be a matter of distributing valuable items in a way that would make it harder to steal them all, but when the second truck was loaded he paid more attention to the way the tires and suspension responded. Empty space notwithstanding, the truck simply couldn’t have borne more weight. As it was, the bed must have been specially reinforced to take a whole crate full of Scale Seven rifles. Eventually, the vehicles themselves might be upgraded to carry five times as much, but not until the roads of D7 were all upgraded too.
The prisoner escort arrived in the bay; Mollinson and Shane were gagged and hooded now, as well as shackled. Jake contemplated trying to get close enough to Shane to whisper a couple of words to him, promising him that he hadn’t been abandoned, but the guards were too close. The only thing that could help now would be actually living up to his commitment.
Six guards went with Mollinson into the fifth truck; the rest boarded the last one with Shane.
“Are you coming?” Axel asked Jake.
“You sure there’s room?”
“Of course there is. And it’d be a long walk into town.”
Jake climbed up into the back of the truck, and sat beside the crate of weapons. Shane was almost opposite him, head bowed low, shoulders hunched. He was wearing a belt that the guards had clipped to a reinforcement bar. No one was going to be leaping out when the truck paused at a traffic light.
“Cover the window,” Axel told Jake. Jake drew the shutter across it; they couldn’t see outside at all now. “Don’t worry,” Axel said. “I’ve told the driver where you need to get out.”
“Thanks.”
The truck drove slowly out of the bay and across the bridge. When it reached land, Jake could hear the sentries talking and joking among themselves; whatever they’d heard about the hijacking, they sounded confident that no-one would pull off anything like it again.
He could feel the truck speeding up, only to slow down again when it crossed onto an ordinary road. “Pretty sure I could walk faster than this,” Jake said, only half joking.
Axel nodded at the crate. “Hit a bump at high speed, and that could go sliding.” The crate looked like it was strapped firmly in place, but Jake could appreciate the need for caution.
He listened to the guards talking among themselves, but they gave away no clues about Shane’s destination. Eventually he began to hear traffic sounds nearby, and the truck went from merely slowing now and then to halting completely at crossings.
Then the truck stopped, and someone yelled from the cabin, “This is Spotlight.” As Jake rose, Axel cautioned him, “Make sure no one can see the kid as you get out.”
“Sure.”
Jake opened the back of the truck no wider than he needed, then slipped through and closed it. The truck was parked right outside Spotlight’s office, in the middle of town; there were workers on their lunch breaks, and shoppers all around them. Jake stood staring at the back of the truck, all his crazed fantasies about grabbing Shane and dragging him to safety resurfacing. Would anyone really fire on them, with so many witnesses? But the belt clipped to the body of the truck made any rapid maneuver impossible, and once he lost the element of surprise he’d be so outnumbered that no one would need to use their weapons.
The truck wasn’t moving; there was a line of vehicles backed up ahead of it, waiting for a light to change. Jake stepped onto the footpath, and saw the driver glance his way. If he didn’t enter the office immediately, would the driver find that suspicious? Maybe. It didn’t seem worth the risk.
Jake walked in, closing the door quietly behind him, then stood in the lobby, trying to judge the time until the truck was sure to have moved on. The receptionist – the same one who’d been at the desk the last time he visited – looked up and said, “Oh. So they did hire you?”
Jake shook his head. “The manager never called me back. I was thinking of trying again, but ... maybe I should just take no for an answer.”
The receptionist smiled politely, but he looked even more bemused than Jake’s irritating presence warranted. “I know they hired you,” he said, gesturing toward Jake, as if the evidence for this claim was written across his face. “Who was it you wanted to see?”
“Never mind,” Jake said. He turned and walked out; the truck was gone, but it was not yet out of sight.
It was moving slowly enough that he didn’t need to make a spectacle of himself to follow it; he just looked like someone rushing to keep an appointment. But as he wove his way through the crowds, the receptionist’s odd assertion stuck with him. I know they hired you. Why would anyone think that? Jake had left his own clothes back at the base, but the ones they had provided him with were not a company uniform. Or at least ... there was no logo, and the colors weren’t identical to those the other Spotlight employees had worn. But the cut and the fabric had been the same. They’d all come from one source. And whether that constituted a deliberate code that was meant to facilitate recognition, or it was just a consequence of some bulk purchasing decision, if it was obvious to the receptionist that he looked like he’d been hired – when in fact he had not been hired – it might not take long before this observation led to someone linking his name to the nonexistent Gabriel Levy.
Jake tried to stay focused on the truck. It was heading north, toward the Town Hall, but he didn’t want to rely on that assumption; he needed to know exactly where Shane ended up. As he crossed the street and glanced to his left, he saw some kind of earthmoving equipment being deployed over the border in D6, but he didn’t stop to try to make sense of it. The crowd was growing thicker, and people were finding it harder to move out of his way, however willing they might be to defer to the apparent urgency of his mission. But he was keeping up with the truck, even as sweat dripped down his face and the shoppers he was inadvertently elbowing were starting to look anxiously down the street in search of whoever was pursuing him.
The truck arrived at the Town Hall, driving across the courtyard and then backing up to a side entrance. Jake took out his camera; he was sure he saw guards moving a shackled figure from the back of the truck and into the building, but he couldn’t get a clear shot through the crowd. He slowed as he drew nearer, worried about being seen now. After half a second, someone brought a hydraulic lift up to the truck and carried the crate in. Then the truck drove away.
He found a phone booth and looked up Elaine Beckman’s number. “This is Jake Palmer,” he said. “I think I know where your son is right now.”
Whatever anger she felt about his long silence, she hid it well, giving him a chance to explain what had happened. When he’d sketched his and Shane’s misadventures, he said, “Can you meet me at the police station? I think we’ll have better luck getting them to act if we go together, to back each other up.”
Elaine said, “I’ll be there in fifteen seconds.”
Jake stopped at a water fountain to slake his thirst, then waited outside the station. When Elaine arrived, she seemed to be having second thoughts. “Is this the right way to help him? I don’t want Shane to go to prison.”
“I’m not going to lie to the police,” Jake said, “but I can leave things out, if they don’t ask me directly. You hired me to find your son, and you showed me his photograph. I believe I saw the person in that photograph being taken into the Town Hall in shackles. That’s all they really need to know. The Town Hall isn’t private property; they should be able to search it without a warrant.”
“And when the police show up there, all the accusations against Shane will come out,” Elaine fretted.
“Maybe, maybe not. Either way, they have no legal right to hold him. And even if they start spinning some story about hijacked submarines, I doubt they’ll have the evidence on hand to have him charged with anything immediately, and they’ll be too busy worrying about their own kidnapping charges to make it a priority.”
Elaine still looked dubious, but she said, “All right.”
They walked in together. Jake gave the bare minimum version of their story to the officer on the desk, who wrote everything down then asked them to wait.
“I’m going to kill his uncle,” Elaine whispered to Jake as they walked over to the benches.
A second later, a woman approached them. “I’m Sergeant Benson, Missing Persons.” She was carrying a folder; she took out a sheet of paper and showed it to Elaine. “This is your original report?”
“Yes.”
“There’s nothing here that would make us think that your son has been caught up in the recent political developments.”
Elaine said, “I don’t know about anything political, but Mr. Palmer says he saw Shane at the Town Hall, and I have no reason to doubt him.”
“But is there any reason that they might have detained him?”
Jake said, “They have no right to detain anyone.”
Benson turned to him. “I said ‘reason,’ not ‘right.’”
“I know what I saw,” Jake replied, trying to sound emphatic without becoming combative. “And whatever this kid got mixed up in, I hope we can agree that a private security firm doesn’t get to lock him up.” It seemed prudent to keep quiet about the Scale Six soldiers; for all Jake knew, a dozen diplomats were hard at work negotiating their release, but regardless of their situation, they couldn’t be allowed to set a precedent.
Benson said, “All right, then. Let’s go and take a look.”
As they followed her out of the station, Jake felt a surge of optimism. He didn’t think Benson had even had time to phone the Mayor’s office to ask for their view on the matter, so she’d be arriving unannounced.
There was a Spotlight employee with a rifle standing by the main entrance, but Benson walked straight past him to the reception desk. She showed her badge, then said, “I’m conducting a search of this building for a missing minor named Shane Beckman.” She opened the folder she was still carrying and took out a photo of Shane. “Have you seen this boy?”
The receptionist was flustered. “No,” she said. “Do you want me to ... ?”
“I don’t want you to do anything,” Benson replied. “And please don’t call anyone and tell them we’re coming, or you’ll be charged with interfering with an investigation.”
The receptionist stared at her, dumbfounded.
Benson turned to Jake. “Mr. Palmer, could you do me a favor?”
“Yes.”
“Go outside and watch the side entrance.”
“I can’t stop anyone from leaving,” he said.
Benson said, “I know. But you can see whatever happens, and maybe get a photograph this time.”
“All right.” He exchanged glances with Elaine; she seemed to accept that the strategy made sense. He didn’t think Benson was playing them, and Elaine was every bit as capable as Jake was of deciding if the search was thorough. He would have preferred half a dozen officers conducting a sweep of the building, and another two blocking the exits, but on the basis of the limited evidence they’d provided, Benson was probably giving them about the best response they could have hoped for.
He stood in the courtyard, in a spot with a clear view of the entrance where he was sure he’d seen Shane taken inside. There was an armed guard stationed there; when he noticed Jake watching, he looked more puzzled than hostile, as if Jake had to be part of some extra security detail that no one had mentioned to him. The clothes again? Jake wished he’d known the secret power of his apparel earlier; he might have been able to bluff his way right into the Town Hall prison to confirm Shane’s presence, even if it would have been too much to hope for to bring him out.
Maybe he could still extract some advantage from it, before every last Spotlight employee knew what he’d done. He glanced at his watch, then furrowed his brow and called to the guard worriedly, “Any outbound cargo in the last few seconds?” He wasn’t close enough to show identification, and shouting pass phrases back and forth in public was probably discouraged.
The guard called back, “No, only the—” then caught himself and motioned to Jake to approach.
Jake complied.
The guard said, “Sorry, I should check your ... ”
Jake nodded and took out his wallet, hoping the guard might keep talking while he searched for his Spotlight ID. But the man waited in silence.
Jake sighed. “I must have left it in the base.”
The guard raised his rifle.
“Calm down,” Jake suggested. “They took the kid away, didn’t they? You might as well tell me, because the police are going to be asking the same thing any second now.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
Jake said, “Would you stop pointing that thing at me? You’re just attracting attention.” Passersby were staring, and one woman was standing watching them while she made a call on her phone.
The guard lowered the barrel. “Just fuck off and stop nosing around.”
Jake said, “Sorry, but I’ve been deputised to watch this entrance. I don’t have any choice, even if I’m too late.”
The guard laughed. “I know you. You used to work for Palimpsest.”
A police officer approached them. “What’s happening here?” he asked Jake.
Jake explained what Sergeant Benson was doing, and what she’d asked him to do. The officer turned to the guard.
“Do you know anything about this missing boy?”
“Absolutely not.”
“Someone called us saying you pointed your gun at this man.”
The guard hesitated. “I did, I’m sorry. It was a misunderstanding.” Every word was scrupulously polite, but the expression on his face promised a time when he wouldn’t need to apologize to anyone.
The officer did not seem cowed, but he didn’t push the matter any further. “I’ll watch the entrance,” he told Jake.
“Thank you. But you don’t mind if I stick around?”
“Of course not.”
The officer spoke on his phone, then the three of them stood in silence. Jake felt his stomach tightening. If the vote was for independence, would the police be disbanded completely? Or maybe the senior officers would be replaced by President Beech’s hand-picked appointees, and Spotlight would be empowered to remake the organization in its own image.
Jake saw Elaine approaching. “He wasn’t in there!” she announced miserably.
“I’m sorry,” he said. “They must have moved him again, before we got here.”
Benson joined them. “You didn’t see anything?” she asked Jake.
“No, but I’m sure our friend here did.” He nodded toward the guard.
Benson approached the man, and showed him the photograph of Shane. “Have you seen this boy, entering or leaving this building?”
“No.”
Jake said, “Picture him in shackles, with a hood on.”
Benson turned to him and raised a hand for silence. “Has anyone left through this entrance, since you started your shift?” she pressed the guard.
“No.”
Benson recorded the guard’s details in her notebook, and spoke with the other officer.
“I don’t think we can do anything else here,” she told Elaine. “It sounds like a case of mistaken identity.”
Jake looked to Elaine; if she wanted him to come clean with the whole backstory, now would be the time, but she showed no sign of having changed her mind. Jake was no longer sure what his obligations were; all the hijackers ought to be judged by a court, and the kidnappers too, but he was rapidly losing confidence that anything he did could even nudge the outcome in that direction.
Elaine said listlessly, “Thanks for trying.”
As she walked away, Jake went after her. “They have to bring Shane into the public eye, eventually,” he said. “That’s the whole plan: to have him testify to discredit the navy.”
“But you said he wouldn’t actually do it,” Elaine replied. “He only went along with the plan because you told him you’d get him out of their hands before it came to that.”
“Yes, but he’s not an idiot. He’ll keep telling them that he’ll do what they want, right up until the moment they put him on stage. We just have to be there, to make sure he gets away from them safely when he goes back on his word.”
“Who is this ‘we’?” Elaine retorted. “You and whose army?”
Jake was about to reply that they could surely arrange for at least one police officer to be present. It shouldn’t take more than one, if the law still counted for anything. But how brazen might the law-breakers be, as their ascendancy to power grew closer?
“The audience,” he said. “We need to get as many of them on our side as possible.”



Chapter 35
 
Jake spread the photographs of the rabbits out across Mandy Sayles’ desk.
“How do I know these aren’t faked?” she asked.
“I can show you the negatives,” he offered.
“That doesn’t prove anything. You could still have done some kind of camera trick.”
“What would count as proof, then? Do you want me to go back down there and smuggle out some Scale Seven rabbits, so you can see them for yourself?”
Sayles hesitated, long enough to make it clear that if this was possible, it really would have been her preference. Jake said, “If you publish the story, maybe G8 will invite you down for a tour of the place.”
“With some complimentary rabbit stew for lunch?” she joked.
“The last thing the people I met there would want to do is get rid of these animals.” Jake picked up one of the photographs. “Come on, you know these are genuine. Get an expert to examine them, if you like, but why not give me the benefit of the doubt for now?”
Sayles said, “Your whole story is ridiculous. You bluffed your way down there, by pretending that Spotlight had hired you ... when they actually hadn’t?”
“There’s more to it than that,” Jake admitted. “But I’m obliged by my client to withhold some of the details. You respect your sources’ confidentiality, don’t you? I have the same kind of responsibilities.”
Sayles grimaced, sympathetic but unswayed. “If I publish a story, asking the readers to trust me that I really did speak to an anonymous source, that’s one thing. But if that source asked me to trust him that events he can’t tell me about led him to a place I can’t visit ... ”
“I get it,” Jake said. “But you have the photos, and you have my account of them. However skeptical you want to be, are you really willing to ignore this completely?”
Sayles took the photograph from his hand. “They told you they did this with a virus?”
“Yes.”
“Which doesn’t work for people?”
“No. But they’re still hoping to find the one that did it for us, however long ago that happened. And the scientist I spoke to certainly welcomed the idea of using it again, deliberately: larger scale people having smaller scale offspring, born via animal surrogates.”
Sayles said, “If I ask Generation Eight to comment on these claims, what do you think they’ll say?”
Jake shrugged. “They could deny it all. Or they could confirm it all but insist that it has nothing to do with people.”
“But you accept that, don’t you?”
“I have no reason to believe they’ve done anything with people yet,” Jake confirmed. “But I still think people deserve to know what they are doing. It’s not a question of cross-scale biology being some kind of forbidden knowledge that no one should even try to understand. But if they’re doing nothing wrong, why not do it out in the open, instead of hiding it all away at the bottom of the river?”
“Because they think people will jump to the wrong conclusion?” Sayles suggested. “Assume it’s all aimed toward human applications, when it isn’t.”
Jake said, “The woman I spoke to ... ”
“One person, fantasizing about the far future,” Sayles countered.
“A couple of years isn’t the far future, if you’re Scale One,” Jake replied. “Don’t they have a right to care about things that might happen then – even if you and I can just laugh it off?”
Sayles regarded him skeptically. “So is that why you’re so keen to see this published? Your deep empathy for the larger scales?”
“If it affects how the larger scales see us, and act toward us, it’s as much self interest as empathy,” Jake argued.
“If I publish this, they’ll see us badly.”
Jake shook his head. “If you publish this, maybe we’ll have a chance to take steps that stop them from seeing us so badly. If we can get our own house in order, they might stop sending in soldiers and ... ” He caught himself just in time to keep from adding hijacking submarines.
“I have a pretty good sense of when I’m being used for an agenda,” Sayles informed him.
“Good for you. Because I certainly am using you; I’m telling you what I found precisely because I think that will lead to a better outcome than keeping it secret. Or do you only trust leaks from people who are convinced that they’ll be helping to make the world worse?”
Sayles looked down at the photographs. “I’m going to need to have these checked out properly. But for now, let’s go over your story again, from the beginning.” She opened her notebook and picked up a pen.
Jake said, “I tried to join Spotlight, and they turned me down. But then someone hired me, for a job I can’t tell you about, and I ended up in the base at the bottom of the river.”



Chapter 36
 
Loretta had felt fine when she left her apartment, but now the sight of the crowd flowing past her into the Town Hall made her want to turn and flee. All these people had their own ideas and convictions; what made her imagine that anything she could say would sway them? “Is it too late to back out?” she wondered.
“That’s just last-second nerves,” Chandra assured her. “It’s natural to feel that way.”
“If you’re so calm, do you want to take over from me?” Loretta wasn’t being sarcastic; it was a genuine offer.
Genevieve said, “We all agreed that you have the best presentation. And if you can survive the four of us picking you to pieces, Beech should be like a Scale Zero rain shower.”
“But it feels like a trap,” Loretta replied. “Beech never wanted a debate before. When they added our option to the ballot, she made it sound like it was beneath her contempt.”
“She’s under pressure now,” Pablo suggested. “The journalists have been digging away at all the secret deals with G8 and Spotlight. The blockade is starting to bite, but she’s afraid to start an all-out war in case that turns the voters against her. So she wants a chance to give another rousing speech on how the wonders of lepton engineering are at risk of being snatched out of our hands. As far as she’s concerned, you’re only here to give people a reason to show up and listen to her – but that doesn’t mean that the people themselves will actually ignore you.”
“Maybe.” Loretta looked to the crowd again, trying to take some comfort from the notion that Beech faced as much of a struggle to influence anyone as she did.
As she scanned the throng, she noticed Jake standing at the edge of the courtyard, talking to an anxious-looking woman, apparently trying to reassure her about something. Loretta hadn’t spoken to him since the soldiers’ incursion; it was hard enough facing Dahlia’s antipathy without having yet another voice telling her that all her efforts were misguided.
“We should go in,” Stephen urged her.
“All right.”
As they entered the hall, Loretta saw a device with a glass screen at the back of the stage. The screen was blank, but it appeared to be a much larger version of the gadget she’d seen at the exhibition, displaying Orphan Jane and her skipping rope. “What’s that for?”
“A reminder of what’s at stake, maybe,” Genevieve guessed. “We might have to choose between running out of food and launching an attack on D6, but ... think of the movies!”
There were five seats reserved in the front row for all the members of the Third Option team; Loretta was glad she wouldn’t have to wait backstage, rubbing shoulders with the Mayor’s people. Ishaq Afridi and his “No” team were beside them, but the two factions had made a kind of peace with each other, even as they’d declined the opportunity for any strategic deal. An unconditional commitment to remain a part of Stedland was a genuinely distinct alternative to a negotiated settlement, and it was only fair that the proponents of both sides put their best case to the voters.
“How many guns do they need to ‘keep us safe’?” Genevieve asked acerbically.
Loretta followed her gaze to two Spotlight goons standing in a corner. “It’s more theater, I suppose. They want to keep reminding the audience about the incursion.”
“There won’t be another incursion,” Genevieve predicted. “They’ll just starve us into submission, or aggression. But they won’t bother marching in again.”
Linda Soames, the journalist that the three teams had agreed on as moderator, walked onto the stage. “Welcome everyone,” she began. “With voting in the referendum on the future of District Seven due to commence in ten minutes, this might well be the last chance we have to hear the arguments in favor of each of the choices. We all know how much is at stake now, so I’ll spare you my thoughts on the gravity of the situation and the responsibility we’re facing. Instead, please join me in inviting Mr. Afridi to the stage, to make the case for a ‘no’ vote.”
There was polite applause from across the hall, and a couple of shouts of encouragement, but no jeering. Loretta was heartened; at least this chance for all sides to be heard on an equal footing meant that no one should feel disenfranchised. She just hoped the mood of civility could persist all the way to the vote and beyond; the only thing worse than open conflict with the rest of the country would be the district tearing itself apart.
Afridi adjusted the microphone, loosening the top of the stand and sliding it higher. He spoke softly, but his amplified words were clear.
“Stedland was formed two hundred and sixty-three years ago – not in an act of war or conquest, but in an act of recognition that the thirty-nine cities of this region that had been most peaceful and prosperous were those where the scales lived together in close proximity, making the most of each other’s complementary talents.
“At that time, there were still disputes and tensions within each city, skirmishes over boundaries and headaches over jurisdiction. And even the simplest journey between cities – let alone any enterprise requiring the transport of goods – was like stepping into quicksand. Who knew how the laws and customs would change as you traveled across the region, or as one generation succeeded the next? But with the Treaty of Holroyd, every district of the thirty-nine cities agreed to surrender a degree of autonomy in order to harmonize the rules that governed them, and bring certainty to their lives.
“Who can doubt that this project was a grand success? Its fame was such that people migrated to Stedland from across the globe, even those who could only begin a journey that their children or grandchildren completed. Eventually, many other nations were born the same way, while experiments with separatism failed, over and over again.
“Do the Scale Seven people of Stedland suffer under a yoke of oppression imposed by our larger, slower-moving cousins? I do not believe that for a moment. Rather, we benefit from the stability that arises from the shared governance by all seven scales.
“Will this new technology of lepton engineering be stifled, if it’s developed under the laws and customs of Stedland – rather than some new jurisdiction invented on the spot to make room for the possibilities it offers? People have raised all manner of spectres, from bureaucratic inertia to the threat of generators repurposed as bombs, but we already have the laws and procedures in place that would ease the way for the safest, most beneficial applications, while forbidding dangerous misuse.
“Will Scale Seven move ahead with this technology faster and more eagerly than the other scales? Of course we will, just as we have with so many other innovations. But to claim that we could do this even faster on our own is like imagining our hearts beating faster if we ripped them from our bodies. We depend on the country as a whole to support us, to feed us, to steady us, even as we do the same for our neighbors. To separate ourselves from the people and institutions that have made our lives better for hundreds of generations would be an act of self-mutilation, as much as an act of hostility and ingratitude to the nation as a whole. That is why I am asking you to vote ‘no.’”
As Afridi stepped back from the microphone, there was a stronger response than when he’d appeared, with more enthusiasm from his supporters, but Loretta could hear some cynical groans as well. Genevieve turned to her and whispered encouragingly, “This is good, you can build on this!”
“Yeah.” Loretta was aware of Soames introducing her, but she was too distracted to actually follow the words; she just waited for the speech to end before rising to her feet and taking the stairs up to the stage.
She stood behind the microphone and fixed her gaze on a point at the back of the hall, low enough that most of the audience would think she was making eye contact with someone, even if it wasn’t them.
“I want to thank Mr. Afridi for his passionate defense of the principles underlying the unity of our nation,” she began. “Because the truth is, I share so much of his vision of Stedland that it’s painful to me to find myself opposing him. I fervently hope that there will be a way to continue the grand project he described so eloquently, and not tear ourselves away from everything that has sustained us for more than two centuries.
“But what worries me is that so much damage has already been done to our contract with the nation, and so much more harm has been threatened, that it would be wishful thinking to suppose that all it will take to heal the rift would be to renounce the separatist cause. There are real dangers, and real shifts in power, that flow from the new technology, and I don’t believe we can just ignore these things, close our eyes and hope for the best.
“Because lepton engineering was developed in secret, we are starting from a position where the rest of the country views everything we do with suspicion. I wish it were good enough to say that building a bomb that can wipe out a city is already illegal, so nothing more needs to be done about it, but all of the new Scale Seven technology relies on the peaceful use of fusion generators, working on the same fundamental principles as those hypothetical weapons. I have no expertise in any of this, and even for the experts the machines themselves are all new. But that is precisely why we need to take the time to talk with the national government to devise a system of inspections and audits that would allow everyone in Stedland to exploit fusion safely.
“The ‘yes’ campaign would have you believe that such an agreement is impossible; the ‘no’ campaign claims it’s unnecessary. Well, even if it’s possible that the ‘yes’ campaign is right, we should still try our best, and only concede failure if and when it has been forced upon us. And if the ‘no’ campaign is right, what harm could there be in having greater safeguards, and a smoother path to peaceful development, than if we’d put all our trust in existing laws?”
Loretta saw someone moving at the back of the hall, walking along handing out ... pamphlets? She tried to ignore them and pick up her thread again, but then she realized that it was Jake. And he was handing out newspapers. The Tribune would have just come off the press, and Jake was handing out copies.
Infuriated, she contemplated publicly upbraiding him, but then she decided it would just amplify the distraction. Far better to ignore him and retain the bulk of the audience’s attention.
“The safe deployment of fusion power will not be the only issue that needs to be negotiated. Among the many benefits of lepton engineering, most will depend on maintaining good relations with our neighbors. What use is a high-speed train that goes no further than the district’s borders? What use is a truck that can carry heavier cargo for a hundred meters or so, but then sinks into the road as soon as it leaves our jurisdiction? If anyone imagines that our sheer technological prowess – or our fearsome new weaponry, if we went down that path – will cow the whole nation into a state of subservient cooperation with our needs, I think they will be disillusioned very rapidly. This has to work for everyone, or it will work for no one. And while I applaud the ‘no’ campaign’s optimism, I don’t believe we can settle all these problems by starting from the position that there are no problems. The national government needs assurances from us that we will share this technology fairly, and not abuse the advantages it offers us. In turn, we need assurances from them that we will not be denied the benefits, even if that changes some of the basic facts of resource use among the scales that might have seemed immutable when Stedland was founded.
“These are hard problems, but they are not insurmountable. Stedland has survived for two hundred and sixty-three years, and this might be the greatest threat to the peace and unity of the country that we’ve ever faced. But neither complacency nor triumphalism will get us through this transition safely. We need to face all these difficulties in a spirit of cooperation, resolved to find the best outcome both for ourselves and for the nation as a whole. That is why I am asking you to vote for ‘Option Three.’”
Loretta headed off stage, her eyes lowered, afraid to even try to gauge the audience’s response. As she took her seat again, Genevieve said, “I think that went well.”
“If anyone was listening, and not reading the newspaper.”
“Why would they ... ?”
Loretta told her what she’d seen. Genevieve looked back across the rows of seats. “Someone’s passing along a whole stack,” she observed.
“My friend Jake’s trying to sabotage us,” Loretta declared.
“Really? What’s the big news that’s meant to undermine our arguments?”
“I suppose we’ll find out when the pile reaches us.”
Soames was introducing the Mayor; when she finished, Beech strode onto the stage.
“Thank you for coming!” she told the audience warmly. “And thank you to my opponents, for their heartfelt accounts of the history of Stedland, and the need to affirm our place in the country, or at least renegotiate it in good faith. But I’m afraid it’s my duty to introduce a dose of reality into these proceedings, and demonstrate just how little good faith Wendale has toward us. And I’m not talking about the soldiers they sent to beat and gas our fellow citizens and seize control of this hall. I’m not talking about the sand-filled trenches they’ve dug around our borders, with the intention of burying anyone who tries to ‘smuggle’ food into our shops.
“A few hours ago, a group of D7 civilians seized control of a commercial submarine and took it down to the research facility that Generation Eight are operating on the riverbed. They rammed the facility, causing serious damage that could easily have resulted in the loss of many lives. Eventually, they were subdued and restrained, and one of the participants agreed to reveal exactly who was behind the attack. The answer, you might or might not be surprised to learn, was a naval officer from Wendale. The national government organized this whole criminal endeavor, manipulating and endangering these hapless citizens – including at least one minor – all with the goal of destroying as much of our new technological infrastructure as possible.”
Beech turned toward the screen at the back of the stage, and it came to life. Two figures appeared, a boy and a man, seated in a bare room. The man appeared calm; the boy looked anxious but defiant.
“Perhaps you’re skeptical about my account of these events,” Beech continued. “But here is the witness, and the ringleader. You should listen to this boy’s testimony, after which I will be happy to hear any questions you might wish to put to him.”
She stepped aside to give everyone a clear view of the screen, and stood waiting. The two figures on the screen remained mute, the boy glancing to the side now and then, perhaps toward a guard out of view of the camera.
A man walked onto the stage and spoke with Beech. She approached the microphone, and said, “I’m sorry, we seem to be having some problem—”
There was a loud popping sound, and then the image on the screen disintegrated, replaced by what looked like a snowstorm. Beech said, “I apologize. This technology is new, but we thought we had it working.” She shook her head with frustration, then walked back to where her adviser stood and conferred with him for some time. As they spoke, the snowstorm wavered and shuddered, as if a strong wind had arisen to whip the falling flakes around.
Beech addressed the audience again. “Since we can’t rely on this equipment, we’ve decided to bring the witness here in person. It shouldn’t take more than ten or fifteen seconds; in the mean time, please feel free to stretch your legs and get some air if you wish.”
Genevieve laughed softly. “What a debacle!”
“Do you think it’s true, though?” Loretta asked her.
“Who knows? I wouldn’t put anything past Wendale.”
Loretta was dismayed. This had to be the story Jake was so eagerly disseminating: a version in print that confirmed and amplified whatever the boy had to say.
She looked back across the audience; there were scores of people holding newspapers, and many of them were clearly agitated by what they’d just read. As she scanned the crowd, trying to judge the full impact of the revelation, a small pile of papers reached the front row and began to be passed along, with most people choosing to take a copy.
One of Afridi’s team handed the last remaining newspaper to Loretta. “Thank you,” she said glumly; even as she accepted it, she contemplated sparing herself some of the sting of Jake’s betrayal by passing it over to Genevieve, who was sure to provide the whole team with a swift précis. But then the image on the front page caught her eye, beneath a headline that read RIVER RABBITS.
Loretta skimmed the article, then read it again more carefully. She handed the paper to Genevieve, who emitted a succession of incredulous exclamations. “What? No. They didn’t. Really?”
An angry murmuring had arisen throughout the hall. Pablo, Stephen and Chandra lost patience and begged for copies from the people sitting behind them. Loretta looked toward the stage, and saw Beech and her adviser in a huddle with their own copy of the Tribune.
Genevieve turned to Loretta. “So your friend was down in the base photographing rabbits, while you thought he was scheming against us?”
Loretta said, “I have no idea what’s going on anymore.”
“Well, I think this more or less writes your rebuttal,” Genevieve suggested. “‘Wendale has done some foolish things, but this scale-jumping rabbit virus makes it clear that whoever’s been in charge until now is in desperate need of more oversight.’”
“Here they are!” Beech announced, back at the microphone. The screen had gone dark, but the witness and accused it had briefly displayed were now being led onto the stage by two armed Spotlight guards. An assistant joined them, setting up another microphone.
“I am bound to protect this young witness by keeping his name confidential,” Beech explained solemnly. “But I’m sure you’ll have no trouble judging the veracity of his testimony once you hear it.”
She addressed the boy. “When were you first contacted by Lieutenant Mollinson here, and told about the plan to hijack the submarine?”
The boy looked her in the eye and said, “I never met this man before in my life. The separatists kidnapped me and my uncle, and they’re holding twenty people at the bottom of the river.” He turned to the audience. “Please help my uncle and his friends. It’s dangerous down there, anything could happen to them. Please, just bring them back home.”
Beech must have been furious, but she responded calmly. “It’s no use lying now,” she said. “We taped your confession. Once we show the people what you said before, they’ll see what you’re doing.”
“Everything I said before was because they were threatening me,” the boy insisted. “I saw them beat people, and I was too much of a coward ... ” He looked down at the stage, fighting to control his emotions.
“Let him go!” someone yelled from the audience.
Beech raised her hands. “He’s not a prisoner. This is very disappointing, but—”
“Let him go! Let him go! Let him go!” The chant started with two or three voices, but within a few terts half the people in the hall had joined in.
Beech seemed inclined to start arguing back, but then she nodded to the guards and one of them led the boy over to the steps. As he walked down into the aisle, Loretta saw Jake and the woman he’d been talking with earlier rush up to meet him. The woman embraced him, and though he resisted at first, after a moment he wrapped his arms around her.
“The boy’s mother must be Jake’s client,” Loretta whispered to Genevieve.
“Okay. But ... whose story is true? Anyone’s?”
“Good question.”
The crowd was cheering the boy’s release, but Beech stayed at the microphone, determined to salvage something from the disaster. “He was too afraid to tell the truth in front of Lieutenant Mollinson, but we have dozens more witnesses to everything that went on down there.”
“Tell us about the rabbits!” someone yelled.
Beech said, “Medical researchers do all kinds of work with animals. What we need to focus on is Wendale’s criminal attack on the facility, where this man illegally recruited civilians—”
“Let him go! Let him go! Let him go!” The chant grew almost as loud as before.
“That’s not happening,” Beech replied firmly. “The boy was duped, and we won’t pursue charges against him, but Lieutenant Mollinson will stand trial under the new government—”
A man rose to his feet and shouted, “You’re not the government!” Half a dozen people did the same in rapid succession.
Beech stepped back from the microphone, and spoke with her adviser. The guards began leading their captive back into the wings. The chant to let him go grew into a roar, and four of the people who’d stood ran toward the stage.
One of the guards fired a shot at the ceiling. Loretta flinched; she’d seen what Scale Seven bullets could do. But the men and women already in motion were undeterred; they leaped onto the stage, and more rose and followed them.
Loretta watched with a mixture of dread and exaltation, half of her cheering on the intervention, the other sick with fear at what might follow. The guards looked confused and panic-stricken; they pointed their rifles at the would-be liberators, then raised them and shot into the air.
But guns belonged to children’s stories. If the guards had had bone arrows, any attacker would have backed away. The mob kept advancing, and the guards were cornered. They lowered their rifles and fired.



Chapter 37
 
Loretta knelt on the stage, applying pressure to the wound on the woman’s abdomen, staring down at the stain spreading through the bandage that someone had grabbed from a first-aid kit. She was aware of Afridi nearby, in a similar posture, doing what he could for the other victim while they waited for the ambulance to arrive. “You’ll be all right,” she kept repeating soothingly to the terrified woman, though she had no idea if that was true. D7 needed faster ambulances. No one had even raised the prospect of that in any of the speeches or debates.
She heard rapid footsteps echoing across the hall and looked over to see the paramedics, carrying their equipment. The seats were all empty now; everyone who remained was milling anxiously around the prone figures.
The paramedics took over, and Loretta stepped away. She stood in a daze, until Genevieve and Chandra led her to a washroom and helped her clean off the blood.
“What happened?” she asked. “After the shots, I can’t remember anything.”
Chandra said, “The mob grabbed the guns, and the guards ran away. Then some people went into the Council chambers.”
“Is anyone else hurt?”
“I don’t know. I haven’t heard any more gunshots.”
Pablo called to them from outside. When they emerged, he said, “There’s a procession marching through town, carrying crates of weapons.”
Loretta was confused. “Crates?”
“There must have been a stockpile somewhere in the building.”
“But what do they plan on doing with them?” Chandra asked.
Pablo shrugged. “I’m going to try to catch up with them. I don’t know if anyone can calm things down, but I want to know what’s happening.”
They met up with Stephen and the five of them headed out of the hall together. Loretta shielded her eyes against the sunlight with her forearm; bright light was always irritating to her when she was tired, but the shock of the incident had done something to her body clock that rendered the brightness even more painful. “Everyone was meant to get some sleep before the polls open,” she protested, as if that were an inalienable part of the democratic process.
“Sleep?” Stephen replied, making it sound like some kind of sybaritic indulgence.
“Polls?” Genevieve added, even more incredulously.
Chandra said, “No one’s canceled the vote yet, as far as I know.”
As Loretta surveyed the street ahead of them, there were no wild mobs clashing with Spotlight, the police, or each other; people were just warily going about their usual late-cycle business. But she could hear a chant in the distance. The words were indistinct; it took her a while to discern exactly what was being shouted.
“Into the river! Into the river!”
“Did they grab someone?” she asked, alarmed.
“Not that I heard,” Pablo replied. “I thought Beech and her people got away.”
“What about the alleged navy guy?” Loretta wondered. The crowd that had risen first had meant to free him, but there might have been a counter-reaction.
Pablo said, “I saw someone cut off his handcuffs, but I didn’t see anyone trying to mess with him.”
They turned a corner and the procession came into view. There were thirty or forty men and women, surrounding a core that were carrying crates on their shoulders in pairs, like coffin-bearers. They had no prisoners that Loretta could see; they were just marching slowly under the weight of all that Scale Seven metal, and shouting in unison.
“They’re going to dump the weapons,” she said, not quite believing it.
“Spotlight’s not going to let that happen,” Stephen predicted.
“They might not want it,” Genevieve retorted, “but they’re not going to be able to stop it.”
Stephen said, “They still have plenty of other guns.”
They followed the procession toward the riverbank. Loretta felt her hands shaking; she had to be a witness to whatever took place, but if there was a confrontation it could turn into a massacre. The marchers appeared utterly resolved in their purpose. They had seen what these weapons could do, and whatever their intentions in the poll, their verdict on this matter was unambiguous.
As they approached the docks, Loretta saw a line of navy ships out on the water, presumably there to enforce the blockade. G8’s submarine could probably have put a hole in any of them without risking a scratch itself, but whoever made the call on that had at least shown enough restraint not to start sinking ships before there was a nation on whose behalf they could claim to be acting.
Most of the marchers came to a halt at the entrance to the docks, while the first of the crate-bearers continued on toward the Scale Seven wharf. There were prominent signs decreeing limits on the number of people permitted on the wharf at any time, and both the total weight of cargo and the weight per square millimeter allowed. Loretta could hear the timber creaking with each step; she tried to calculate the relevant numbers in her head, but she was too agitated to trust her estimates. Then again, if the bearers’ spines had endured the load throughout the march from the Town Hall, surely the Scale Seven planks beneath their feet could do the same for half a second.
They lowered the crate from their shoulders to their hands and swung it, albeit not very high, before casting it over the edge of the wharf. A spray of coarse droplets from the river’s top layer rose into the air, but instead of stepping back to avoid the splash, they let it rain down on them and sizzle away. The marchers cheered, and the two bearers returned to make room for the next pair.
“Anyone could drag them up if they really wanted to,” Pablo said quietly.
Loretta supposed that was true; a winch with a strong enough grapple and chain might do it, though you’d risk tearing a hole in the wharf, or being beaten up by stevedores, if you tried it without building a separate structure of your own to support the winch. “Probably not before the polls close,” she replied. If casting the weapons into the river was a powerful gesture, it wasn’t entirely ineffectual as an act of disarmament either.
One by one, the other crates followed the first into the water. No one from Spotlight showed up to interrupt the process and try to rescue the guns; Loretta didn’t know if they were simply unaware of what was happening, or if most of the lower-level employees had decided that, while they were willing to fire on invading soldiers, turning these weapons against their neighbors was not what they’d signed up for.
The marchers stood at the entry to the wharf, somber now. Loretta had half-expected someone to jump onto a crate and make a rousing speech, but they just talked among themselves for a few seconds, then dispersed. They hadn’t come to the debate together, to cheer on any particular faction; all they had in common was that they’d responded the same way to what they’d witnessed.
“What now?” she asked. The rabbit virus story had clearly shaken some people, and as news of the shootings spread it would anger many others, but was any of this enough to sink Beech’s chances entirely? Or would the people who’d accepted her position from the start believe her accusations against the navy, and treat the actions of the guards against the mob as wholly justified?
Chandra said, “You’ve put your best argument, and the others put theirs. What else is there to do? We should all get some sleep before the vote.”



Chapter 38
 
There was a long queue outside the primary school near Loretta’s apartment. When she saw how many people were waiting she was afraid that the polling booth hadn’t actually opened, but as she walked past the entrance she saw a slow trickle of voters filing into the building.
She took her place at the end of the queue, nodding a greeting to the people in front of her. The mood was subdued; Loretta had heard on the radio that both gunshot victims, Sandra Krauss and Alfred Kenani, had died in hospital, and though the police had identified two suspects they were yet to make any arrests.
“Loretta?” Jake paused beside her, standing away from the line to make it clear he wasn’t cutting in. “Are you all right?”
“Yes. No one laid a finger on me. You were there, weren’t you? Didn’t you see it all?” She was still confused about the sequence of events.
Jake looked embarrassed. “I only saw the start. I was focused on getting the kid and his mother out.”
“Yeah, of course.” Loretta smiled. “Don’t worry, I’m not blaming you for running away.”
This dispensation didn’t seem to set his mind at ease. “Maybe you should blame me for helping to provoke it.”
“What, with the rabbits? Wasn’t that true?”
“It was true as far as it went,” Jake replied. “But the whole situation, with the boy and the hijacker ... ” He caught himself; these were things he shouldn’t be talking about in public. “Anyway, it’s a long story. Maybe we can catch up later.”
“Sure.”
Jake left to join the end of the line. While Loretta waited, a man walked the length of the queue with a clicker, helping to compile an independent count of the turnout.
Eventually, the flow carried Loretta into the building, down a corridor and into the school’s assembly room, repurposed for the occasion. She gave her name to the poll worker, who checked her off the roll and handed her a ballot.
If there was anyone from Spotlight present at the booth, they were not in uniform, and certainly not armed. As far as Loretta could tell, the same Council workers who’d handled any number of other polls had simply shown up and done their jobs, regardless of the fact that their Mayor seemed to have gone into hiding.
She placed her ballot in the registration machine and stamped it, printing six copies of the same random ten-digit number at various locations on the form. Then she tore it in half, ensuring that the tear took a detour around the third option, leaving its full text intact on one piece while the other two were divided. She folded up that piece and dropped it in the ballot box, keeping the other as her receipt.
As she stepped out onto the street, her phone rang. Genevieve said, “If you’re interested, they’re raiding Spotlight right now.”
“Who is?”
“The police.”
“Is this on the news?”
“I’m not sure,” Genevieve replied, “but I’m standing right outside the office myself.”
Loretta said, “I’ll be there in a few seconds.”
When she arrived, there was a crowd gathered on the street. Uniformed police were stationed outside the doors of Spotlight’s headquarters, but there were no hints as to what was going on inside. Loretta looked around and located Genevieve.
“Did I miss anything?” she asked.
“They took out a whole lot of boxes of paper.”
Loretta found that encouraging; the shooters were unlikely to be hiding here, but if the investigation was wider than that, contracts with the Council and G8, invoices and purchases, personnel files and memos to employees, might all form part of the case. “It’s almost as if the police have grown a spine,” she said.
“It only took two murders,” Genevieve replied grimly.
Loretta felt queasy; she should have found a way to get the police involved long ago, as soon as Cara was free.
“Was there a long line where you voted?” she asked.
“I was just on my way,” Genevieve confessed. “I should probably stop standing here gawking; nothing’s going to happen.”
“Yeah.”
“Are you still on for Stephen’s place, after the count?”
Loretta said, “I’ll try. I didn’t get much sleep, so if it’s bad news, I might just crawl into bed.”
After Genevieve left, Loretta lingered; for the first time in a long while she had nowhere else to be, and no idea what she ought to be doing. If the campaign had ended in two deaths, what would the final results bring? But she’d had her chance to try to shape the outcome; it was all out of her hands now.
The doors of the Spotlight building opened, and a man emerged, in handcuffs, escorted by four police officers. He wasn’t wearing a Spotlight uniform, but as Loretta watched him being led over to a van, she realized that he was one of the shooters.
There were cheers from the crowd, and Loretta joined in, but she wondered what the man’s fate would be if the “yes” vote won. The would-be nation had no laws of its own ready to be applied, or even a constitution defining its legislature and other institutions; that all remained to be determined. In the interim, with different actors vying for power, everything would be provisional. This arrest could end up meaning anything at all, from a genuine reassertion of the rule of law, to a gesture intended to appease the public’s anger. Maybe the police were staking out a claim for their future role, whoever won the ballot ... or maybe the Council had just given them permission to treat a couple of Spotlight employees as scapegoats.
Loretta called Genevieve to let her know what had happened, then she headed home, and ate lunch alone. Reports were coming in of large early turnouts, all across the district, but when the newsreader began to talk about exit polls she switched the radio off; she didn’t want her hopes raised, or dashed, prematurely. She thought of calling Jake, but she didn’t have the energy to try to drag the whole story of the river base out of him while he was censoring himself to meet his obligations to his client.
She closed the shutters and lay down on the couch. She dozed fitfully, dreaming of massacres in the Town Hall, and refugees trying to flee across quicksand.
When she woke, it was 8:19:07. The polls had closed more than a minute ago and counting was well underway. She drank two glasses of water and went out to clear her head.
Loretta found herself outside the primary school, where a small group of people were waiting for the results to appear. She didn’t usually take part in this ritual, but having arrived she felt reluctant to walk away.
“Do you always do this?” she asked the woman beside her.
“No. But this time it seemed worth checking, just in case.”
Loretta stood in the sunshine, watching the morning light reflecting off the tiers of buildings to the west. More people arrived; a few had brought radios with them, probably to listen to the other counts coming in, but they were polite enough to have brought earpieces too.
Finally, two officials emerged with the results. Every ballot from this booth had been sorted by registration number and pinned to a set of wheeled cork-boards. Any voter who wished to check that their ballot had been counted could scrutinize the appropriate board to see if it was present – and anyone who doubted that the local tallies were correct could perform as extensive an audit as they wished, with all the evidence in plain sight. Loretta had heard plenty of complaints about the system, but she believed most kinds of fraud would be difficult to enact. A mathematical trick with the registration numbers made it hard to fake receipts, but easy for anyone to check if they were valid; in principle, she supposed a voter acting in bad faith could copy the number from their genuine receipt onto a fake one, and then claim a mismatch, but she had never heard of that happening. And even if relatively few people showed up to verify their own votes, any serious discrepancy between the number of ballots displayed and independent assessments of the turnout would immediately attract suspicion.
Totals were given for each column on each cork-board separately, while the last board also contained the full tallies. There had been 3,204 votes for “Yes,” 2,913 votes for “No” and 4,340 votes for “Option Three.”
People began approaching the boards to hunt for their ballots. Loretta hung back, watching in fascination but trying not to stare so intently as to threaten the privacy of the vote-checkers. That brought to mind another flaw: to lodge a complaint that your ballot had been lost or miscounted, you really needed to show the receipt that disclosed how you’d voted. Still, it was heartening to see so many people walk away satisfied, having located an anonymous scrap of paper that they knew for certain was their own.
When the activity died down a bit, Loretta dug her receipt out of her pocket and stepped forward, finding her ballot on the third board and getting close enough to compare the precise contours of the tear. She moved away from the board to let other people in, but then she stood at a distance and did her own quick tallies for one of the columns. She was out by one, so she repeated the counts, and the second time they agreed exactly.
She returned home, to find Dahlia waiting outside the apartment.
“I just wanted to congratulate you,” Dahlia said.
“For what?”
Dahlia was incredulous. “You really don’t know?”
Loretta said, “I was checking the local numbers, but I haven’t been following the whole count.”
“You’ve won. Not all the booths are in yet, but it’s impossible for anyone else to beat you.”
“Okay.” Loretta unlocked the door and gestured for Dahlia to enter. None of her team had phoned to share the news, but they were probably waiting for her to show up at Stephen’s house.
“I still don’t think it will work,” Dahlia said defiantly. “But we’re stuck with your stupid plan now, so we’re going to have to make the best of it.”
“Well, it’s gracious of you to put it that way.”
Dahlia scowled. “Would you rather I pretend that this has fixed all our problems?”
Loretta said, “No, but you could admit that it’s a start.”
“They’re never going to let us use those generators,” Dahlia insisted.
“You don’t actually know that. That’s been the whole problem from the start: everyone assuming the worst, because they think that will shore up their own position, when it’s really just undermining it.”
Loretta’s phone rang; she didn’t recognize the number. “Loretta Anselm,” she said.
“This is Lisa Braun, from the Mayor’s office. How are you?”
Loretta was bemused; she hadn’t expected a concession call from her enemy. “Fine, thanks. And you?”
“I’m fine. Congratulations on the success of your campaign.”
“Thank you.”
Braun hesitated. “The Mayor has been suspended from her position, as she’s currently subject to criminal charges.”
“I didn’t know that,” Loretta replied. “But it’s very kind of you to concede on her behalf.”
Braun said, “That’s not the only reason I’m calling. In the Mayor’s absence, I’m acting as an interim administrator, and one of my duties will be to comply with the results of the referendum. The Council will need to appoint negotiators for the talks with the national government as soon as possible, so I’m hoping you’ll be willing to take on a role there.”
Loretta managed to suppress a nervous laugh of disbelief; as ill-fitted as she was for such a job, this felt less like an undeserved honor that she could simply decline out of honest humility than a matter of the world calling her bluff. She’d championed the potential of talks with Wendale, and now she was being asked to make good on her claims.
“The negotiators are going to need expertise in all kinds of technical fields,” she said.
“Of course,” Braun conceded. “No one expects you to do this without a team of advisers. But we’ve already had people from the government making contact. They’ve said that if we can announce a chief negotiator as soon as possible, that could speed up their own response.”
Loretta lowered the phone for a moment.
“Are you all right?” Dahlia asked.
“Yes.”
She put the phone back to her ear. “Are we still holding any soldiers captive?”
Braun said, “No. They were all freed ... after the debate.”
Meaning not by the Council itself, so it would be hard to claim any credit for that. Still, at least that sticking point had been removed, and Wendale might be ready to make their own gesture of good will. “Someone’s waiting for a call from you, confirming this appointment?”
“Yes.”
Loretta said, “Tell them they need to announce that the blockade is over, and that work will commence on repairing the border with D6 within the next five minutes. If they’re willing to do that, then I’m prepared to take the position and start negotiations.”
Braun was silent; Loretta could almost picture her struggling to decide if she should offer her own advice. But then she said, “All right. I’ll pass that on, and get back to you with their response.”
Loretta hung up the call.
“What was that about?” Dahlia asked. “Who did you just tell to cancel the blockade?”
“The people who put it there,” Loretta replied. Maybe they were playing her, but if she was going to do this at all, she had to start by taking them at their word. “They’ve heard the results, and they want to talk.”



Chapter 39
 
Stephen’s house was crowded, full of people Loretta had never met before. She didn’t begrudge them joining in the celebrations just because she hadn’t seen them working on the campaign; the result was the work of the whole forty-four percent who had voted for negotiations. But with all the noise and distraction, the party was almost over by the time she had a chance to approach Chandra and speak to her without having to shout.
“I want you to join the negotiating team,” she said.
Chandra was bemused. “Why? I don’t know anything about lepton engineering.”
“Nobody does; I’m still hunting for technical advisers. But I’ve never heard anyone express the clash of interests between the scales as clearly as you.”
Chandra laughed. “I always thought you considered me too much of a pessimist.”
“I need a pessimist on the team, to keep us from drifting off into wishful thinking. I believe we can make this work, but only if we’re clear-eyed about the pitfalls.”
“Can I think about it?”
Loretta said, “Of course. Take all the time you need; nothing’s going to start until the blockade’s been lifted.”
“You know there are road-building crews at the border?”
“Already?” There’d been a radio tuned to the news playing somewhere in the house, but Loretta hadn’t been able to make out any of the reports over the music and the general hubbub. “Well, it will still take them a while.”
Loretta’s phone rang, and she excused herself.
Jake said, “Congratulations. On the win, and on your new appointment.” He sounded sincere, but oddly tense.
“Thank you.”
“I need your help,” he said.
“Why? What’s wrong?” Loretta had a vision of him standing in the police station, caught up somehow in the raids on Spotlight.
“There are still twenty people being held in the river base.”
“Okay.” Loretta recalled the boy at the debate saying something like that, but she’d given up trying to decide how much of what he’d claimed was true. “Can’t the police sort that out? You’d think the people they’ve arrested would be trying to talk the others into freeing all the hostages, to lighten everyone’s sentences.”
“I’m sure some of them want that,” Jake replied, “but it’s complicated. There’s no direct communication with the base; the navy cut the phone lines a while ago.”
“They couldn’t just tap the lines, like proper spies?”
“Apparently not. So the only way to get these people released is if the impetus to do it comes via the submarine, and it really has to be the genuine crew delivering it. After what happened last time, anyone else is just going to inflame the situation.”
Loretta decided against grilling him on the details of last time. “What is it you think I can do about any of this?”
Jake said, “The submarine is at a dock right now, and Beech and some of her people are on board. I gather she wants to go down to the base and start planning her comeback. I don’t really know what that means, but we’ve heard indirectly from people who split from her that she’s talked about making more weapons, and trying to turn a few generators into actual bombs.”
He paused, as if expecting a response, but Loretta could think of nothing to say that wouldn’t be redundant.
“The navy have blocked their way for now,” Jake continued, “but I don’t know how long that’s going to last. What we really need is for someone to talk sense into the crew; get them to eject Beech and go down and retrieve the hostages.”
Loretta said, “Can’t the police put some repentant Spotlight executive in touch with the crew, to break the news to them that the game’s over?”
“They’ve tried. It isn’t working.” Jake hesitated. “You have a direct line to Wendale, but you’re not taking orders from them; you’re acting in our interests, not theirs. You’ve already made progress on the blockade. Whatever promises you make, the crew are more likely to believe them, coming from you, than from anyone else.”
Loretta was skeptical. “If the police think this is such a good idea, why aren’t they the ones calling me?”
Jake said, “Because I’m standing here with some of the hostages’ relatives, and it was my idea to drag you into this.”
“Are they hostages, or hijackers?”
“Both,” Jake admitted. “They weren’t kidnapped at random; they hijacked the submarine. Spurred on by the navy. But if Beech goes down there and rallies her diehard supporters, they could keep making trouble for months. How can any talks on the peaceful use of this technology go ahead, when there’s a weapons factory no one can control whirring away at the bottom of the river? For the vote to count for anything, this all needs to end right now.”



Chapter 40
 
“Well, this is different,” the taxi driver marveled, as they took a corner and headed south along a pristine black ribbon that ran straight toward the river.
“It certainly is.” Loretta had never experienced such a smooth ride. Jake had warned her that the access road would not be marked at all on the current street directory; she just hoped that the tires of an ordinary car would be able to maintain their grip on it.
“I guess the Council managed to complete some of those roadworks they were talking about, before they self-destructed,” the driver suggested.
Loretta asked to be dropped off well before they reached the dock that no one was meant to know about, then she walked the rest of the way, gingerly at first as her joints and muscles accommodated to the unyielding surface. As she came over a rise, she saw a dozen or so ships clustered together in a semicircle near the shore, their hulls presumably reaching close enough to the riverbed that they blocked the path of the submarine out into deeper water. “Blocked” might be too strong a word for any contest between timber boats and a Scale Seven submarine driven by a fusion-powered turbine, but maybe the sub was too hemmed in to build up much speed. Or maybe the crew remained undecided as to whether they wished to sink a naval vessel, and escalate the current standoff all the way to a full-on act of war.
There were two police cars and three other vehicles parked on the road; beyond them, Jake was standing among a small group of people. Loretta had almost reached him before she noticed the submarine itself, or at least a small part of it, protruding from the water.
Jake saw her and approached. “Anything new?” she asked him.
“No.” He introduced her to Sergeant Voss, the police negotiator.
“We’ve been talking to someone who calls himself ‘Poseidon,’” Voss told her. “He claims he speaks for the crew, and he was able to move the sub when we asked him to prove it.” He handed her an ordinary phone. “Just hit redial whenever you want to call him.”
Loretta was surprised. “They can talk to us with this?”
“So long as they don’t submerge,” Jake said. “If they do, it gets more complicated.”
“Have they made any specific demands?” she asked.
“Only to get the ships out of their way,” Voss replied.
“In exchange for what?”
“For not forcing their way through.”
“Okay.”
Loretta took out her own phone, and called Lisa Braun again. “Any luck?” she asked.
“Not yet. I think Wendale’s still trying to choose the right person to speak to you about this.”
Loretta tried her best to remain diplomatic; there would inevitably be other scales involved in the decision, so she couldn’t judge the process by her own parochial standards. “Can you have them call me on this number, when they’ve made up their mind?”
“Of course.”
She hung up. The people she’d seen Jake with as she approached were gathered further down the road, staring out across the water; she recognized the boy and his mother from the debate.
“Have you offered to clear the way, if they give an undertaking to return with the captives?” she asked Voss.
“No,” he said. “For a start, I don’t believe they’d honor it. Why would they? I can’t promise them they wouldn’t be imprisoned for a very long time, if they did come back.” He glanced toward Jake. “But your friend seems to think you can work some magic there.”
Loretta said, “It will be magic if I can even get Wendale to talk to me.”
But if she just stood here waiting for that, she might wait forever. She called the sub.
A man replied warily, “Hello?”
Loretta introduced herself, and explained her role in the talks with Wendale.
“I heard you on the radio,” Poseidon said. “During the campaign.” His tone was neutral, not contemptuous; if he was fanatical about the separatist cause he was managing to conceal it well, but she was hoping he was just a pragmatist who’d stuck with the belief that he’d picked the winning side a little longer than he should have.
“We need to get the people who are imprisoned in the base back to the surface,” she said. “Can you help with that?”
“Do you know what they did to us?” Poseidon asked angrily.
“I do,” Loretta replied, glad that Jake had finally come clean with her. “And I believe they ought to stand trial for that. But they need to be in police custody, not Spotlight’s. Restraining them immediately after the attack can probably be justified, but holding them any longer than necessary would still be a crime. I’m not a lawyer, but I imagine that the complexities of the situation could be treated as extenuating circumstances, up to a point. I wouldn’t count on that stretching out much longer, though.”
Loretta heard some muffled voices in the background, then Poseidon said, “I wouldn’t count on anyone executing an arrest warrant, where we’re headed.”
“Do you have a family?” Loretta asked.
“I’m single,” he said. “And I can live without seeing my parents for a while.”
“Just ‘a while’? What do you think is going to happen to change things in your favor?”
Poseidon didn’t reply. Had he really fallen for Beech’s fantasy of building some kind of super-weapon that would reverse their fortunes? Anything might have been possible if they’d still had unfettered access to supplies, and half a dozen facilities on the surface, but even if the submarine was capable of reaching the base and departing at will, what could it actually bring from the outside world if it was under constant scrutiny?
“What is this about?” Loretta asked him. “Avoiding prison, or kidding yourself that you can conquer the planet from the bottom of the Mauburg River?”
“I’ve seen what this technology can do,” he said. “Don’t underestimate it.”
“I won’t,” Loretta promised, “but don’t underestimate what else is needed. I’m pretty sure that an entire country – with mines and farms and, you know, the ability to step outside without being crushed by water pressure – can make some marvelous things with lepton engineering. Do you really think nothing worthwhile can happen unless it’s in Beech’s hands alone?”
Loretta’s own phone started ringing; she explained the situation to Poseidon and muted the sub call before answering.
The second call was through a rescaler, from D3 in Wendale. “My name is Martin Tyne,” Loretta heard eventually. “I’ll be leading the government team in negotiations with your Council.”
“Do you know about the standoff with the submarine?” Loretta asked him.
“Yes, I’ve been fully briefed on that.”
“And what are you willing to offer, to help resolve it?”
Tyne said, “I don’t think it will be necessary to offer anything. Action is already underway to deal with the sub.”
“What do you mean, deal with it?” Loretta looked out across the water. Some kind of machine with a platform on top was being lowered over the far side of one of the boats; it looked a bit like a hydraulic lift. The navy vessels were a mixture of scales, and it was hard to judge the size of things from the jumble of cues, but the platform might well have been as big as the submarine.
“It will either stay contained where it is,” Tyne replied, “or it will be encouraged to take a route where we can intervene and raise it out of the water.”
Was he bluffing? Since when did the navy have anything that could lift a submarine made of Scale Seven metal? But if G8’s surface facilities had been captured, the navy could be in possession of machines that had been used for the sub’s manufacture and maintenance.
“Can’t they see what you’re doing with their sonar?”
“There are curtains blocking the view.”
Loretta wasn’t sure what that meant, but she supposed the ships could be dangling something from their hulls that obscured sonar echos, and reached all the way to the riverbed. She said, “Containment won’t solve anything. They need to go down to the base one more time, at least, to get the captives released.”
“Once they’ve surrendered the sub, we’ll retrieve the captives ourselves,” Tyne replied.
“That’s not a solution,” Loretta insisted. “If the navy try to enter the base, they’ll just risk everyone’s safety.”
“I’m sorry, but we can’t allow the base to retain a capacity for force projection. We need to get control of the sub.”
Loretta said, “What if we can get the crew onside, and resolve this all peacefully?”
“How?”
“The only reason they’re clinging to Beech’s nonsense about prolonging the fight is because they’re afraid they’ll spend the rest of their lives in prison. If you can guarantee that there’ll be no charges of insurrection, I think they’ll come around.”
“I can’t do that,” Tyne replied.
“You’re not willing to, or you’re not authorized?”
“Both.”
Loretta said, “What if it’s conditional on everyone but the crew leaving the sub immediately, and the crew returning with the captives in a reasonable time?”
Tyne said, “I can’t agree to that. And there’s no need. The lift is almost in place.”
Loretta was skeptical that the sub could be tricked into breaking the cordon in just the right location to fall into this trap, but she wasn’t going to waste her time debating naval tactics.
She said, “These are my terms: we make the offer, and if they hand over Beech and her gang, we trust them to go down and get the captives.”
“You’re setting terms now?” Tyne managed to sound condescendingly amused, even through the rescaler.
“I’m serious,” Loretta replied. “Or do you want me to tell the whole of D7 that Wendale sabotaged these negotiations, because they don’t care about the lives of the citizens the navy conned into an illegal paramilitary action? Talk to your superiors and get back to me when you can offer the amnesty.”
She hung up the call.
Jake was smiling, but Voss looked a little stunned. Loretta unmuted the call to Poseidon.
“Are you still there?”
“Yes.”
“I’m working on something,” she said. She described the proposal she’d put to Tyne.
Poseidon was not impressed. “But they haven’t agreed to anything, have they?”
“Give them a minute,” Loretta implored him. “I was talking to a negotiator, not the President. Can you at least tell your crewmates what I’ve asked for, so they can start thinking about their own response?”
“You’re on speaker. We can all hear you.”
“All right.”
Poseidon said, “What’s going on behind the sonar curtain?”
“I don’t know the details,” Loretta replied, treading a delicate line; she didn’t want to lie to anyone, but she wasn’t going to sabotage the navy’s efforts – least of all when they were probably listening in to her calls. “And you must be more familiar with the possibilities than I am. But whatever they’re doing, it started before my discussions with you began. Please, just think about the simplest way out of this, where you bring the captives home, and you have a chance to get on with your own lives.”
“Call us back when you have an actual deal to offer.” Poseidon hung up.
Loretta lowered the phone and looked around. The ships were moving, reconfiguring the cordon – maybe offering what looked like a temporary weak spot that would prove irresistible. Did anything she was doing have the slightest chance of affecting the outcome here? The Option Three team had persuaded more than four tenths of D7’s voters to support negotiations, but swaying a small number of obstinate people who actually had their hands on the levers could still prove to be impossible.
Jake offered her a flask of water, and she accepted it gratefully. “So are all of these people your clients now?” she asked, nodding toward the anxious relatives.
“No. I’m just trying to help them.”
“You’ve been inside the base,” she said. “Do you think Beech can really make a bomb there?”
Jake said, “Maybe. Not her personally, of course. And she might have trouble delivering it. As far as I know, they can’t launch rockets from down there.”
“As far as you know?” Loretta hadn’t even thought of that. “But there must be a lot of things that could be done in principle that they aren’t actually equipped to make happen.”
“Yeah.”
Loretta’s phone rang. Tyne said, “That’s a no on the amnesty.”
“Why?” she demanded. “What does Wendale have to lose, by showing some restraint? The separatists have no political traction now.”
“It’s not so much about the charges,” Tyne replied, “as giving up control of the sub. Even if we offer pardons to everyone, that’s no guarantee that they won’t stay down there and help mount an insurgency.”
“To what end?” Loretta countered. “If they’re not facing prison, what would they be fighting for?”
“Power,” Tyne suggested bluntly.
“A few of them,” she conceded. “Beech, for sure. But how much power was anyone else going to end up with, under the great new Scale Seven regime?”
Tyne said, “There are scientists down there who’ve worked hard to develop this technology, and expected to gain a lot of money and prestige.”
Loretta pondered that. “Then offer them money and prestige. We’ll still need them, to make any of this work. The more serious we are about spreading the benefits of lepton engineering across the scales, the more we’ll need the original inventors onside. And you can tip the scales further if all the benefits are contingent on people surrendering voluntarily. That should go for the crew as well: if they cooperate in ending this peacefully, they can be offered jobs as consultants helping the navy run their own fleet of Scale Seven subs.”
“I did my best to sell your plan,” Tyne said. He was sounding defensive and harried now. “But it’s not going to happen.”
Loretta paused, trying to summon up her courage, hoping the speed difference would mask any sense that she was floundering.
“If you pressure these people, they’ll just smash their way through every ship around them,” she said. “Do you really think they’re going to let you lift them right out of the water? If they have to drown your sailors to get away, they’ll do it. The fact that they haven’t is the clue you should have picked up on, a long time ago. They don’t want to fight. Make it easy for them to surrender, and you’ll have an experienced submarine crew, and all the lepton engineers you could ask for. Take the sub and the base by force, and they’ll destroy everything they can, and tell you nothing about the pieces you can salvage. The last time people tried smashing their way into the base, a whole module got flooded and it was a miracle no one died. If you do it again and the captives drown, that will be entirely on Wendale – and even if I’m willing to keep talking to you, my prospects of retaining any popular support for these negotiations will be zero. Talk to your superiors again and get back to me.”
Loretta hung up. The sub was slowly backing away toward the shore, but she doubted that meant they’d had a change of heart and were about to dock and hand over the Mayor.
“What do we do now?” she asked Jake.
“Keep talking.”
She called Poseidon, but no one answered. The sub came to a halt, then began moving forward, diving as it accelerated toward the cordon. Even as it dropped out of sight, Loretta could see a wake shaped like an arrowhead, skimming across the sunlit water. The sub seemed to be aiming for a narrow gap between two ships – surely too narrow for it to pass through. As the cordon was being rearranged she’d lost track of exactly where the lift was, so she wasn’t sure now if Poseidon had taken the bait or chosen a different route.
The ships lurched and swung aside, bobbing and swaying. Loretta glimpsed the sub’s wake in the open water behind them, and instead of rising into the air on a hidden platform like a landed fish, it simply faded from sight, diving too deep and traveling too fast for any hint of its course to remain perceptible.
One of the ships began to list. Scale Three figures moved ponderously across the deck, inflating lifejackets ten times wider than their bodies and deploying their lifeboats with agonizing torpor. They had to be racing frantically to save themselves, but even as Loretta watched the water leaking into the ruptured hull, the outcome was as hard for her to judge as if her own thoughts had slowed to match the pace of the disaster.
Her phone rang. Tyne said, “Offer them the amnesty.”
Loretta saw no point in lecturing him on his timing; she called Poseidon.
The number didn’t even ring; all she heard was a discordant out-of-service tone. She turned to Jake.
“They can only communicate if they raise a buoy with an antenna,” he said. “Maybe they’ll do that, once they’re further away.”
“Why would they bother?” Loretta asked bitterly.
Jake said, “Even if they’re snubbing you, they might raise it to make some other calls. All you can do is keep trying.”
Loretta redialled every second, while the sailors continue their evacuation. After twenty-six attempts, she got through.
“Wendale’s accepted the deal,” she said.
Poseidon laughed. “Now? Tell them where to shove it.”
Loretta tried to build on his triumph, not belittle it. “So now you’re free, why walk into another trap? There’s no future for anyone in the base. If you come back now, you can have everything you had before, even the same work if you want it. Can you name one thing that Beech is offering you, that you can’t get this way? The easy way, where you don’t need to start a war?”
Poseidon said nothing, but Loretta could hear other people arguing around him.
She said, “Even if you can’t turn around right now, if you come back with the captives the deal still holds. No one’s died on the ships you rammed. Bring the captives here unharmed, and there’ll be no charges.”
The connection dropped out.



Chapter 41
 
Jake did his best to persuade the relatives to go home and get some rest, but they refused to leave the dock, so he stayed with them for as long as he could. He’d answered the same questions about his experiences on the sub and in the base a dozen times, but he knew it gave them a degree of reassurance to hear the same things over and over again from someone who’d been there. No, he did not believe anyone was being tortured. Yes, he’d observed the prisoners being fed. His guesses about the future were no more likely to come true than anyone else’s, but at least he’d seen their brothers and sisters or sons and daughters alive, and being treated well enough.
Eight or nine minutes after the sub disappeared, though, his eyes were starting to glaze over, and he doubted he was still saying anything helpful. Loretta had left for a while and returned, and she promised to remain at the vigil while he slept. He called a taxi, and went home to bed.
When he woke, he turned on the radio. The news was still focused on the referendum result, the end of the blockade, and the deaths of Sandra Krauss and Alfred Kenani. He had wanted the audience angry, for his own purposes. He couldn’t have known exactly what would happen, but he could have anticipated that it might end badly.
He ate breakfast, then set out for the dock on foot, less out of a reluctance to arrive there too swiftly than a need to clear his head.
On the streets, most people he passed seemed, not celebratory, but relieved. Whichever way they’d voted, who wouldn’t welcome an end to empty shelves, and the trains stopping in D7 again? As for the promises of lepton engineering, the talks with Wendale still stretched out into the future, so anything was possible. Maybe there were angry separatists somewhere, convinced that their dreams were sure to be crushed once all the details were finally thrashed out, but Jake saw no one protesting against the result itself.
His phone rang; it was Mandy Sayles.
“What’s happening with the river base?” she asked. “Who’s still down there?”
“I have no idea,” Jake replied.
“You promised me that once things were resolved, you’d tell me the whole story.”
“What makes you think things are resolved?”
She said, “So tell me what’s going on, right now.”
“I can’t.”
“Can you tell me where Shane Beckman and his mother are? They’re not at their home, and they’re not answering their phones.”
Jake wasn’t surprised that she’d learned Shane’s name; there had probably been people at the debate who’d recognized him. “Just give them some privacy,” he said. “Maybe they’ll want to talk to you eventually. But right now, I can’t say anything.”
He hung up. As he approached the dock, he could see that most of the navy’s ships had departed. Maybe they’d gone to circle the water above the base, to log the submarine’s arrivals and departures. But sonar couldn’t show them what was happening inside.
“Any news?” he asked Loretta.
“No.”
“You should go home,” he urged her.
“I’m not tired,” she said. “And the relatives are keeping me ... more than well fed.” Three large picnic tables had been set up at the center of the vigil, and as Jake watched, a car arrived with people bearing fresh supplies.
He sat down at the edge of the road, his feet resting daringly on the marshy ground, and Loretta joined him.
“Could we have stopped all this?” she wondered. “Once Sam found the base, if we’d gone all out to make people listen?”
Jake said, “I doubt it. That would have just panicked Beech into doing all the same things a little earlier.”
“I keep wondering what she would have done if she’d had all the extra time she asked for. Tested a fusion bomb in the desert? Sent a rocket to the moon?”
“Maybe both.” Jake laughed. “Can you imagine, if they’d sprung the moon on everyone? I don’t know if people would have been angry for being kept in the dark, or just so astonished that they all lined up behind her and told Wendale to keep their hands off our glorious lunar cities.”
Loretta smiled, but the present crossroads Beech was facing offered less appealing choices. “If she tries to build a fusion bomb down there, and it goes off by mistake ... ”
Jake said, “The people who built the generators managed not to blow anything up along the way.”
“Yes, but there’s a difference between something you never want to explode, and something you do want to explode once you press the right button.”
Jake covered his face with his hands and put his head on his knees. “The way to get through this is to picture our children reading about it in their history books, laughing at how absurd it was we ever thought that kind of insanity was possible.”
“Our children?”
“You know what I mean.”
Jake heard a car approaching. He looked up; Mandy Sayles was getting out of a taxi.
“Who tipped her off?” Loretta asked.
“Don’t look at me.”
Sayles walked past Jake, pointedly ignoring him, and went to talk with the relatives.
Loretta’s phone rang. She stood up abruptly and took a few steps away from him, back along the road.
“Yes, it still applies,” she said. “Yes. To everyone.”
Jake couldn’t hear what the caller was saying, but he watched Loretta, trying to read her face.
“Of course,” she said. “No. Absolutely. You have my word.”
When she hung up the call, Jake asked, “Who was that?”
“Don’t say anything,” Loretta implored him. “Don’t get people’s hopes up. If it happens, it happens, but nothing’s certain yet.”
Jake stood up, brushing his trousers. “All right. I’ll keep my mouth shut.” He glanced over at Elaine Beckman, who was talking to Sayles. He was sure she despised her brother-in-law, but she still hadn’t been prepared to let him languish at the bottom of the river.
The three remaining ships began moving closer to the shore; whatever news Loretta had received, the navy would have heard it too. A motorboat was lowered from one vessel, and a Scale Three sailor drove it toward the riverbank. When it arrived, the driver stayed on board, but two Scale Seven passengers Jake hadn’t noticed before disembarked, deftly climbing over the side carrying spread-shoes.
He turned away from them and looked out across the water, trying to imagine the scene inside the base when the submarine arrived, with Beech calling for fresh resolve and a battle to reclaim their advantage, while some of the crew quietly spread the word behind her back that there was another way out. How many of them would stay locked in the hermetic vision of a future they commanded for themselves, and how many would grasp what had happened up on the surface? They had friends, they had families. It was one thing to imagine liberating D7 from Wendale’s tyranny with Friendship’s launch and a resounding win in the referendum, followed by parades in the street to welcome all the heroes back to dry land. But now that reality had parted ways from their script, how many of them would understand that the ordinary people they claimed to be championing had made other decisions?
Sayles approached him. “I’ve got most of Shane’s story now,” she said. “But maybe there are a few details you want to add?”
Jake shook his head. “I’ll save it for my memoir.”
“Are you sure we’ll live that long?”
Jake said, “If Beech blows up Mauburg, I don’t think it will bother me that the Tribune’s last edition had a snotty teenager complaining that I tried to stop him fulfilling his destiny as a hero of the D7 counter-coup.”
Sayles laughed. “He’s much kinder than that, but I still want to hear about the things you saw down there that he couldn’t.”
“Later,” Jake pleaded. It was not her fault that she’d done his bidding and given him the incendiary weapon he’d asked for, but he couldn’t think about anything else in her presence.
She let him be, and went to talk with the other relatives. Jake paced the road, wishing he could just walk away, but he couldn’t bring himself to leave.
He saw Loretta in the distance, speaking on her phone again. He looked to the riverbank, but he couldn’t see where the naval commandoes had gone.
Something glinted, out on the water. Jake watched the metal structure rising. The relatives called out to each other, turning together toward the approaching submarine.
The bridge that would have been retracted if the dock had been returned to camouflage mode had been left extended. The sub performed a series of maneuvers and corrections until the tower was in alignment with it, then the door to the loading bay opened.
The one-time hijackers were standing at the front of the crowded bay, with no guards or shackles. They walked out onto the bridge, dazed in the sunshine. Thaddeus was there, and the tall man. As far as Jake could see, none of the captives were missing.
He stayed back as the reunions with the relatives began, and the G8 and Spotlight workers eased their way past the celebrations, looking around warily as if they still feared they might have walked into an ambush. Jake kept recognizing people he’d met on the base: Khalid, Sandrine, Axel, and at least two of the other guards who’d come with him to the surface. He hunted for Madeleine, but he couldn’t spot her.
Loretta joined him.
“You did it!” he said. “You just pulled off your first peace deal!” Jake felt like executing a courtly bow, but he was afraid it would only annoy her.
“It’s not everyone,” she replied, refusing to be triumphant. “Beech is still down there, and about thirty other people.”
“With no submarine. No supplies coming in. Whatever they were planning, it’s over. All they can do now is surrender.”
The two commandoes Jake had spotted, and eight others he hadn’t, emerged from the scrubland and entered the sub unchallenged. One of them was Mollinson; at least he’d had experience driving the thing.
Loretta said, “Surrender, or drown.”
She started sobbing. Jake walked up and embraced her. “Come on, let’s go back to the city and celebrate.”
“But now there’s all the rest of it,” she replied morosely. “Power plant inspections and building codes and railway lines. How am I going to face all that?”
“No one’s in any rush,” Jake said. “And all the best lepton engineers are back on dry land and looking for something useful to do. You’ll have plenty of time to find all the experts you need before Wendale have finished drafting their first memo.”
“Yeah. That’s true.” She parted from him and stood in silence for a while, meeting his gaze. “All right,” she said. “Let’s go celebrate.”



Chapter 42
 
Sam was eating breakfast when the news came on the TV.
“Former diplomat Loretta Anselm has died in Mauburg’s District Seven, at the age of five hundred and fifty-six days. Anselm was known for her role negotiating the widespread adoption of lepton engineering, after a failed attempt by the D7 Council to found their own nation with the help of the technology. She is survived by three children, eight grandchildren and seventeen great-grandchildren.”
Noor turned to Sam, dismayed. “I suppose that’s a good age for Scale Seven, but it doesn’t seem that long since you were working with her.”
“No, it doesn’t.” Sam didn’t know what kind of grief he should be feeling; beyond his gratitude and admiration for the woman who’d brought Stedland back from the brink of a civil war, his recollections were a jumble of all the things they’d had in common, and those that were utterly incommensurate. And however much experience Loretta had packed into each second, that she would not see the era she’d done so much to shape unfold as far as he would felt crushingly unfair.
“You should send a message to her family,” Noor suggested.
“Of course.” And there could be no excuse for putting it off. Sam carried the dishes to the sink, then went to his study.
It took him a few drafts to find the right words to describe how he’d come to know Loretta, without disclosing things he had no right to discuss, and a few more to make what was heartfelt sound less clumsy. Her family would surely forgive all the remaining imperfections, understanding the pressures of time. He’d never been in touch with Loretta’s children, but Palimpsest was still thriving and had contact details online, so he sent the message there in the hope that someone would pass it on.
It was getting late. He went to Idris’s door and asked, “Are you up?”
“Yes!” Idris yelled back irritably.
“Okay.” Sam restrained himself from spelling out the narrowing window for an indigestion-free breakfast if he wanted to get to his first class on time.
Idris emerged from his room, fully dressed, carrying his notepad. “I got in,” he said.
He made it sound as if he was mentioning something inconsequential, in passing, but he held up the notepad, and Sam took it; it showed a message from the Astronaut Training College in Wendale. Noor joined them, and Sam passed the notepad to her.
“Congratulations!” She embraced Idris.
Sam smiled, and said the same, but he felt numb. The college only took twenty-four people from each scale, from across the whole country. Idris’s grades had been exceptional for a while, but Sam had been hoping he wouldn’t quite squeeze in, forcing him to get serious about other options.
“I have to go,” Idris said, taking back the notepad and heading for the front door.
“You didn’t eat,” Noor called after him.
“I’m not hungry!” he yelled back.
When the door slammed shut, Sam stood in the corridor, at a loss for the right response.
“Not everyone gets to fly,” Noor said.
“It will be worse if he doesn’t,” Sam replied. “I don’t like the risks of him going up, but it will be worse if he stays on the ground, growing bitter.”
“It’s a collective effort,” Noor argued. “Everyone plays a role, wherever they end up.”
“And who’s ended up on Mars so far, in this ‘collective effort’?” The whole mission had been tailored from the start around accelerations that only Scale Seven could tolerate.
Noor said, “That didn’t stop him applying, did it? He understands all the physics and biomechanics behind these choices better than we do. He’s going into this with his eyes open.”
“Maybe.” Sam’s phone chimed; there was a video message from Loretta’s grandson Daniel, who now ran Palimpsest. “My grandmother talked about you,” he said, “and she told me a little about the case you both worked on. It’s kind of you to send your condolences, and I’ve passed them on to the rest of the family.”
Noor left for work, and Sam returned to his study. He had half a million words of court transcripts still to analyze, from a failed murder prosecution. The victim’s family were not disputing the verdict, but they were desperate to know who the real killer might be.
He read the transcripts on his computer, but made notes and sketches by hand as he went. He’d tried out some new software that supposedly reconstructed scenes and events from witness testimony and checked the results for discrepancies, but it didn’t really work as advertised; it seemed to lack the implicit knowledge of the world needed to fill in the gaps that were present in ordinary human speech, even in such a formal setting.
He was about to break for lunch when his phone rang. The call was from District One, but the number wasn’t in his contacts. “Lucid Investigations,” he said. “Sam Mujrif speaking.”
“Rescaling in progress,” an annoying synthetic voice informed him, as if he was too stupid to grasp what was happening otherwise.
The caller’s words finally emerged. “My name’s Cara Leon. I saw the news about your colleague, Ms. Anselm, and I wanted to offer my condolences.”
“Thank you,” Sam replied; Loretta’s family were the proper recipient of these sentiments, but maybe Cara had contacted them as well. He paused, not knowing what else to say, and the rescaler took that as a cue to proceed.
“I regret that I never thanked her personally,” Cara said, “so I thought it was time I remedied that with you. My sister was never entirely clear on everything that you and Ms. Anselm did, but I do know that you succeeded in freeing me much sooner than it would have happened otherwise.”
“I’m glad we could help,” Sam said. “It must have been terrifying down there.”
“It wasn’t much fun,” Cara admitted dryly. “But as well as thanking you, I wanted to let you know that I’ve decided to come clean about the whole thing.”
“Okay.” That was unexpected. “Can I ask to whom?”
Cara said, “I was approached a while ago by a historian who interviewed some of the people who worked in the river base, so she already had part of the story from them. I refused to speak to her at the time, but now I want to set the record straight.”
“I see.”
“I’ve talked to a lawyer, and though it’s possible I could still be charged with extortion, he believes it’s unlikely I’d face prison. And you have my permission to talk about the case publicly yourself now, if you wish.”
“All right.” Sam wasn’t sure he welcomed this development, but he didn’t want to get dragged into a long discussion about it. He hunted for a way to change the subject without turning to something completely irrelevant. “Do you mind if I ask about your fiancé?”
“Malcolm has recovered completely,” Cara replied. “The drugs that cured him came from another pharmaceuticals company, on the other side of the world. From Scale Five researchers, with no connection to Generation Eight; I suppose there’s something ironic about that. Anyway, he’s fine, and we’re getting married next month.”
“Congratulations.”
Cara said, “I’ve taken enough of your time. Thanks again for what you did for me.”
“You’re welcome,” Sam said.
“Goodbye, Mr. Mujrif.”
Sam had grown ravenous during the call; he went to the kitchen and made some sandwiches. Back in his study, he struggled to stay focused. If the historians kept digging, everything he’d done would come out eventually. He wasn’t ashamed of any of his decisions, but it would make his life and his family’s more complicated if it all became common knowledge.
He gave up on the transcripts and started searching online for information on the other matter gnawing at him. There were rumors of experiments in Choria, where there was no legislation explicitly outlawing the practice, but nothing had been reported by a reputable news source, let alone published in a scientific journal. Still, he couldn’t let it go; he followed up on every claim he could find, however outlandish. The rabbits in the river base had been a proof of principle; he did not believe the people who found the idea appealing would ever give up on it.
Sam heard the front door opening; Idris was home from school. Sam tried again to immerse himself in the transcripts, and he made some progress with the timeline for the last movements of the deceased. But as soon as he took a break he lost his thread completely, and the competing voices rushed in to fill the hiatus.
He went for a walk to try to calm himself. It was a clear night, but the city’s lights washed out most of the stars. He could still see a few of the neighboring districts’ towers protruding above D4’s new buildings, but it wouldn’t be long before the local skyscrapers hid everything else.
As he approached the river, the moon emerged from behind some lepton-tycoon’s lavish penthouse, and then Mars followed it, coincidentally close in the sky. Sam stood looking up at the pair, then he turned around and walked home.
He knocked on Idris’s door.
“Yes?”
“Can I come in for a second?”
“Sure.”
Idris was at his desk; Sam sat on the bed.
“If you’re going to do this,” Sam said, “I hope you understand exactly what you’ll be up against.”
Idris scowled. “I’m not an idiot.”
“I know that. But do you really not care?”
Idris said, “It’s not a bad thing that the smaller scales go first. How can they not be more impatient, when their lives are burning up so fast? But it’s good for everyone that they have that safety valve. If the most restless people in Scale Seven can go and blaze a few trails in space, that makes them less resentful that we haven’t just handed them the Earth to do what they like with.”
“And you’re okay with that?” Sam asked. “That in the field you’ve chosen, they’ll just keep moving farther and farther ahead of you?”
“It doesn’t bother me,” Idris replied.
“And if Scale Seven want all of Mars for themselves?” Sam pressed him. “We didn’t hand them the Earth, but who’s going to stop them there?”
Idris was amused. “Living on Mars isn’t as easy as people think. Not for anyone. But I’d rather be part of the fourth wave of visitors than never go at all.”
Sam bowed his head. “I just want you to be happy. At peace with your own body, your own life, your own family.”
Idris said, “I know that. I will be.” He got up from the desk and sat beside Sam. “I’m sorry about your friend who died. Loretta.”
“Yeah.”
“I know what she did for us,” Idris said. “And I appreciate it, even if it won’t fix everything forever. But no one can do that. Things will always go wrong again, and someone else will have to deal with it. That’s what I think the future will be like. And I can live with that.”
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