
        
            
        
    
    
  
  
  
Byrd Land Six
Villiers said nothing during the drive to the target area. He just sat by her in the cab, clean-shaven, nodding to the elliptic movements of Vaughan Williams's Sinfonia Antarctica.
'Ice is thin here,' she said. 'Sure you want to land a cargo plane on this stuff? Might go straight through.'
He just looked at her, tight-lipped, reeking of something expensive and Orbital. Eventually his attache case chimed and he motioned her to kill the Cat's diesel.
'Excellent, Dr Everard,' he said. 'They should be here any moment.' Everard peered into the colourless Antarctic sky.
She'd expected to see the lights of a Company plane, but the only visible thing was the crescent moon, its shadowed part Aglitter with industry. She could have been there, making her name in one of the Helium 3 facilities, when instead she was bere on the frozen shore of the Getz ice shelf, tending one of the Company's last Earthside concerns, patiently watching her career slide down the pan.
'They're here,' Villiers said, nixing the music, nodding casually toward a dark smear half a klick away.
It enlarged�fissures racing from it, something monolithic rising from the epicentre. Driving the Cat across kilometres of white nothing, it was easy to forget the presence of ocean not many metres below. Water was seething in black anger around the rising monolith, fractures still creeping toward the Cat.
'Relax,'' Villiers said. 'It's one of ours.' Company men emerged from the conning tower, standing in orange parkas on the rubberized foredeck. They folded bridges to the surrounding ice. Villiers zipped up and exited, cold blasting into the cab.
Everard took the dash radio. 'Weber?'
'You have my divided attention. What's going down?'
'Villiers is meeting his people.' Everard heard a commentator's voice rising, followed by the static-like roar of stadium euphoria. 'He tell you what this is about, by any chance? I mean, figured since you two were all alone out there...' He chomped on something.
'Well, maybe you managed to loosen his tongue.'
'Stick to football, big guy.' She hung up the handset.
A week ago life had been simple, albeit dull: keep Byrd Land Six running, keep her dozen people at least clinically sane, take core samples from the ice; delude herself she might still be one of the Company's less expendable assets. It was, as they said, a job�and there were certainly more hellish existences imaginable. Why, she wondered, had that not been obvious then?
Villiers came first, directives placing him in command of all BL6 activities. Most of her crew were relocated, leaving only Weber, Cookie, Navarre and herself. Everard took this stoically, admittedly intrigued. Then Villiers's team arrived from Punta Arenas, unpacking crates from ski-equipped Antonovs, heavy stuff which they smuggled underground into the vehicle pool. She complained that her cardkey no longer accessed the pool, but Villiers told her this was Company business and she'd better adjust to it fast. Then he spread his palms conciliatorily and said that, hey, if she was interested, if she really wanted to get close to high-level Company activity�well, he did need someone to drive a Cat out onto the shelf tomorrow.
So here they were. Villiers hadn't said much, but she had learnt one thing. Judging by the submarine, he hadn't been exaggerating about the operation's scale.
'Open up.' She let him in, noticing the bulky yellow thing that hung from one gloved hand. Like a thermos flask with an LCD panel.
'Drive,' he said. The submarine sank under the pulverised ice. She gunned the four-track south, back toward solid ground, waiting minutes before risking a question.
'What's in the coffee-pot?'
'Mars,' he said, then slumped into his seat, eyes closed.
She cornered him leaving what had been her office, after the remark had gnawed at her curiosity.
'Why Mars?' she said. 'We don't have anyone there, least as far as I know.'
'Of course not,' Villiers said, edging her outside. 'People died going to Mars. Hell, people even died on Mars. The Company has no concern there.'
'Why mention it?'
He barged past, but she followed him through the corridors which led to the vehicle pool. BL6 seemed larger now her people had gone. She figured two or three of Villiers's underlangs remained, but they spent all their time in the pool. Villiers reached the door and carded the slot. Through the crack Everard saw operating theatre lights, white-coat activity and too much equipment to take in immediately. Something like a boiler in the middle of the room, surrounded by consoles and apparatus. Also something like a claw-equipped tank, a kind of
bigh-tech multi-gym by it.
'When I asked you what was in that thing...'
'The yellow box?' Villiers shrugged, blocking her view into the pool. Fresh nicks marred his chin, Everard wondering how many hours of each week, how many days of each year, he spent maintaining that profile.
'Listen, Everard,' he said, sighing. 'Guess you've seen too much already. Have to give you retroactive clearance; that or send you somewhere more remote than this shithole. So I guess I can tell you what was in the box.'
'Magnanimous of you.'
'It's half of a Franson pair.' The door was closing, Villiers already through the gap.
'Is that meant to mean something to me?'
He smiled. 'No.'
Villiers, Everard thought, wasn't as cool as he imagined. He made mistakes�like not locking her office. She clicked the light on.
Most of the desk drawers contained office junk, but the lowest held an unfamiliar plastic envelope stuffed with Company documents. Dared she remove it? So far, all she'd done was blunder into her office. Reading material elevated it to an entirely different level. So be it.
The dossier disgorged half a dozen documents, embossed with no-bullshit security flashes. She scanned them, hoping to glean the gist of Villiers's plan. The first few concerned teleoperation; crammed with technical diagrams and jargon. Big business for the Company�humans could control submersibles from the safety of ships, or mining robots from the safety of lunar bases; be made to feel physically present where it would have been dangerous or uneconomical to place a person.
Big deal, Everard thought.
The next concerned the Company's lunar activities, full of protocols and standards adhered to by the Helium 3 mining facilities. Sensitive, but almost calculatedly boring.
She was reaching for the last two documents when the light died. Her heart caught�then, almost immediately, the light returned to normality.
Sbe phoned Weber. 'Don't do that again.'
'Off my back,' he said. 'Something just took a chunk from energy budget. Try blaming your new pals downstairs.' You probably think they told me what they're up to,' Everard said. 'But I don't know any more than you.'
She had no trouble visualising Weber's for sure look, but couId hardly blame him. 'Listen,' he said. 'Why are you whistling? You calling from somewhere you shouldn't?'
'As if.'
She hung up and stared at the last two documents blankly, aiting for the reams of squiggles to form into sensible phrases. Page after page of equations; acres of mathematics occasionally signposted by the odd, lonely word or phrase. She recognised the word Franson, remembering what Villiers had said about be thing in the box ... but no mention of Mars.
Everard halted her skidoo a kilometre out, by a tripod topped with rotating cups.
Shitwork, taking her mind off Villiers. The anemometers failed regularly; iced bearings or electronics glitches. This looked like the latter, the cups clean and rotating when she fingered them. The windmills further out had been registering 30 klick winds, yet according to this unit there was barely a breeze.
Everard stowed the 'tronics box on the skidoo, then connected a spare. Admittedly the air really was still, but she ran tests to ensure the mill was healthy and pulsing its data back to BL6.
She climbed back aboard the skidoo.
The stillness, she thought, was itself unusual. For days a niner had been scurrying in from the Getz ice sheets, but now a repose had settled over the straits. Everard felt as if she was on a film set; the white infinity only a backdrop, someone having forgotten to turn on the wind machine.
She opened a window in her goggles. The CNN Personal reporter spoke from the belching scene of a tropical rail disaster, slanting the news toward her preferences. 'Something else that might interest you, Dr Everard...'
She channel-hopped, stumbling on a Company commercial; slick material showing lunar workers teleoperating drones via VR hookups. The multi-gym in the vehicle pool was, she realised, the couch on which the operator lay, goggled-up and linked to the distant machine.
Then the promotion segued into something stranger; futuristic guff showing the Company on Mars. Villiers's remark aside, she knew how unlikely that was. It was too expensive to keep people on Mars, autonomous robots too stupid to work there unassisted. You couldn't teleoperate them, either, since radio signals took too long to reach Mars, the simplest task requiring tens of minutes.
But maybe the Company had other ideas. Maybe Villiers's technology was designed to make Mars exploitable, in which case his remark about the box made a warped sense. She was thinking it over when Weber cut in.
'Still miffed about the power drain?' she asked. 'More serious,' he said. 'Transmitter's on the fritz again.'
'Terrific,' she said. The stillness closed in on her, as if the unending dusk was the inside of stained bell-jar. 'You know, Weber, sooner or later this run of good luck is going to peter out on us.'
'Is that, you know, sarcasm?'
Everard scoped the antenna as she returned, unsurprised to see it superficially intact. The rig pulled in CNN and transmitted Weber's voice out to the skidoo, so there could hardly have been anything majorly wrong with it. Some sub-element might have blown, or the sender dish might have slipped off-beam.
Trouble was, those were exactly the things Weber would have checked.
'Too much of a coincidence,' he said, meeting her in thesecondary vehicle pool. Weber's beard made him as inscrutable as all the other technicians.
'What?'
Isn't it just a little strange that they turn on something down there and a few hours later we start having problems getting a signa; out? Gotta be high-end interference from their gear.'
'Weber, we can't immediately assume its Villiers's fault.' Wondering as she spoke who she was really kidding. He was right, of course�realistically, there just had to be a connection. So what exactly could she do about it? Pinch her nose against Villiers's aftershave and confront him about it? Might as well
roll into the CEO's office and shit on his desk, the good it would do her career.
'Let's check it one more time.'
And then you can tell HQ it isn't our problem.'
'Maybe, Weber,' she said. 'Maybe.'
The rig was clean.
'What'd I tell you?' Weber said. 'Either something downstairs is jamming it, or McMurdo aren't reading it properly.' He fixed her with narrowed, snow-squint eyes. 'To be honest, I can't find any interference. Pity. Leastways we could point a finger then.'
'Listen,' Everard said. 'I'll drive out to the five-kilometre mark then take a signal reading. That way we'll know if there's a problem at our end.'
'Cookie's outside,' Weber said. 'Send him out to five kay instead.'
'Forget it,' she said. 'By the time I'd explained...anyway, how was he outside without my say-so?'
'We need it?'
'Since now, yes.'
Weber sighed, scratching his beard. Aside from being the chef, Cookie was also a Company meteorologist. The Russian took a special interest in monitoring the windmills�it was Cookie who had told her about the unit she had fixed. 'Didn't want to bother you, but after you left a whole bunch of mills began playing up. Way he said it, the mills two or three klicks out were sniffing gale force, but the closer ones were all dead.'
'Dead?'
'Like there was no wind at all.'
'Wait,' Everard said. 'I was out there and there really wasn't any wind.'
She raised a hand in mock despair, though perhaps not as mock as she might have wished. 'Call him up, will you? I'm going to check that signal.'
The hush remained. It made working easier, but Everard didn't like it. How could gales blow a few kilometres out, nothing near BL6? More than anything it was creepy.
She passed the mill she had fixed earlier, cups idling to and fro. She kept on, settling into the rhythmic motion of the skidoo, bouncing across snake-ridges in the ice, engine a hornet rasp goading her on. At the two-kay mark something loomed ahead; at first just a glint.
A mill, leaning oddly. She doused the motor, crunching to a halt a few meters from the mill. She stepped off, noticing the snow's glisteningly smooth texture. Sometimes, wind stippled ice and snow into unbelievable textures, magically different to anything in her experience. She doubted there was even a name for this pearly snow.
The mill was carapaced in wind-smoothed ice. It looked more like an ice-sculpture of a mill than the real thing; partially melted. No chance repairing it here�she needed to get it onto the skidoo and back to BL6. She got a good stance and tried tugging the tripod free, but it was too slippery. Then she took a chisel from the tool kit, intending to chip away the ice. But as soon as she started jagged flakes came off in her hands.
She held one of them before her eyes, knowing something was wrong. It was silvery, yet translucent�not quite ice, not quite metal.
She chiselled deeper, and the windmill crumbled away completely, collapsing in shards.
'Weber?' she called. 'You read me?'
'Loud and clear. You sound ... bothered.'
'Weber, something strange is happening here. I've found one of thhe mills. It's...' She paused. What was she going to tell him? That the thing had turned into an ice replica of itself? 'Well, you'd better see for yourself.'
'Bring it back,' Weber said. 'We'll take a look at it. By the way; no luck reaching Cookie. You seen him?'
'No,' she said absently, spooked by the mill. 'No sign of him.''
'Well,' Weber said. 'Stay frosty.'
She signed off, collected what she could of the mill, stowing a on the skidoo's equipment rack. Rather than head immediately back she decided to loop around to where Cookie ought to have been. She hoped he had returned but had just neglected to let the others know, but wasn't optimistic.
Minutes later the headlights picked out another windmill, its cups idling. Yet another lay further, too far for the lights. She steered for the further gauge, watching the snow beneath lae skis turn powdered white to glossy pearl. Then something loomed ahead, Everard swerving so hard that she almost capsized, screeching diagonally on the edge of her left ski. The engine chainsawed and spluttered. Everard jumped off and walked toward the obstacle, knowing what she would find when she arrived.
Dead, of course�but the fact of his death was only one component of her shock. What made her breath catch was what had become of him�how he had died. Cookie had become ice, literally merging with the landscape. His clothes and exposed flesh were glistening and colourless. He was sleek, lacking detail, barely recognisable.
Nauseated, she stepped back and only then saw the other windmill properly. No more than a hundred meters away, spinning as if in a gale.
She hammered on the vehicle pool door until Villiers emerged, squeezing through the gap before she could better her previous glimpse.
'Whatever you're doing,' she said, with an anger she didn'r have to fake, 'it stops now.'
'Why would we do that?'
'There's a dead body outside.' She paused, collected herself'.
'I don't know what happened to him, Villiers. But I'm sure it's connected with your project.'
For all his carefully-architected bluff, she sensed he also knew something was wrong. 'What is it?' she asked. 'What are you doing? Just give me the basics. Tell me why we can't get a signal to the outside world, how something behind that door is affecting the weather for miles around us. Better still, tell me why Cookie's dead.'
'If you don't like it,' Villiers said, 'why not just leave?'
He wasn't just threatening her, Everard sensed. He tried hard to make it seem so, but buried in his remark was something else. He was fishing for information�trying to get her to tell him something.
Whether or not they could leave.
'Just stop whatever you're doing,' she said.
But Villiers looked frightened. 'We have,' he said. 'But I think the damage is already done.'
Navarre took a skidoo the next day. He radioed reports back from the three and four kay marks, and then there was silence.
Everard began to allow herself to believe that he had made it; that passages existed out of the stillness.
She and Weber fuelled the Cat and loaded stores; enough for the two of them and Navarre, should they meet him.
'What about Villiers?' Weber asked. 'Can't just leave him.' She looked at him, daring him to say it again. Weber hopped aboard.
'Wait,' she said, as the four-track's diesel shivered into life, perched on the ramp which exited the secondary vehicle pool. f saw something out there.' She unpacked binoculars, clambered onto the roof and swept the horizon. The air was photographically clear; the sky bruise-coloured, distance difficult to judge. It was so long since Everard had seen a street or avenue of trees she doubted her brain still had the software to handle perspective.
There. A glint�low, in the vague indeterminacy where the snow met the sky. Something neither metal, ice nor flesh but intermediate between the three, twinkling. The vague shape of a skidoo.
Something beside it.
Weber patted his jacket until he found a pack of crumpled Argentine cigarettes. He offered it to Everard, pointedly ignoring Villiers.
'Oughta give up,' he said, 'but right now cancer isn't high on my list of anxieties.'
Villiers toyed with a snowscape paperweight, staring into its hermetic depths with a look of horrified rapture.
'Always a risk something like this would happen,' he said, his voice an uninflected drone. 'Theorists warned us. They just didn't think it was likely.'
'Start at the beginning,' Weber said.
'You don't have clearance.'
Everard thumped the table. 'You dipshit. You think it makes any difference? If I was in a position to blurt your precious Company secrets we wouldn't be having this conversation.'
'What about afterwards?'
'Afterwards?' Weber leaned in closer. 'You mean there's a way out of this?'
'Yes. It's just...' Villiers smiled. 'A little drastic.' Everard
snatched the paperweight, smashing it against the wall. Oil oozed from the cracked plastic.
'Talk.'
'I assume you guessed the basics,' Villiers said. 'That it was an experiment, a demonstration for the technology which would give us access to Mars.' He looked toward Weber. 'We were testing a Franson link.'
'Sorry,' said the big man. 'No bells a-ringing.'
'Quantum mechanics.' Villiers scratched alien stubble. 'Nonlocal correlation. Action at a distance.'
Everard turned to her colleague. 'Translate for me, will you?'
Weber made an obvious effort to sound as laconic as possible. 'Way I remember it is, when particles�photons, electrons, whatever, meet up and interact, then something odd happens. Odd enough even Einstein called it spooky.'
'Spooky?'
'His expression. It's like their identities get tangled up. Afterwards, no matter how far apart they end up, they stay in touch, like they're linked by some ghostly thread.' He looked ceiling-wards, as if pausing to compile his thoughts into something Everard could follow. 'Suppose,' he said, 'you take one of the particles, and do something to it�say, put it in a magnetic field so it spins in a particular way. Then it turns out that the other particle will react accordingly. Profound enough, and it's been tested to death in the laboratory�but the real worrying part is the information seems to pass between the pair instantaneously.'
'You mean at the speed of light?'
'No, I mean instantaneously. Unmeasurably fast.'
'So,' Everard said. 'Build yourself a faster-than-light communicator.' Her mind raced ahead. 'Pretty useful if you wanted
to begin mining Mars without ever leaving Earth. Goodbye timelag, hello big bucks.'
'Trouble is,' Weber said. 'No one ever figured a way of getting a useful signal through the effect. Matter of fact, it'd do nasty things to causality if you managed it.' He lit a cigarette, filling the room with its cheap tang. 'If causality was a powerdrill,' he said, 'be like dropping it in a bath tub.'
'In case you hadn't noticed,' Everard said, 'there have been a few odd things happening around here.'
'No,' Villiers said suddenly. 'Causality is still intact. That's the point ... the problem, in fact.'
They looked at him.
'The other particle from the Franson pair is on the moon,' he said. 'At one of the Helium 3 facilities. We've been running teleoperated machines through the link, both ways.' He glanced at Everard. 'You saw the equipment�the couch and lae robot. Same set-up in the lunar base. The operator at BL6 drives the robot on the moon, and the operator on the moon drives the robot you saw in the pool.'
'Go on.'
'We had experts working on the experiment, of course.
Some of them said it would fail because of the implied violation of causality ... but others said the causal problem showed the theory was too idealised.'
'So you went ahead anyway.'
'One of the theorists�a woman called Chu�came close to predicting what has happened,' Villiers said, in the same autistic drone. 'She said the link could be made, and causality preserved�at the same time.' He opened Everard's desk, pulled out a notepad and pen, tore off a sheet. 'Take two locations, such as BL6 and the lunar base, connected by a Franson link.' His hand�which, Everard noted, was entirely steady�drew an A and B on the paper, two or three inches apart, then a dashed line between them. 'Information can now flow between A and B instantaneously. As Chu pointed out, causality can only be maintained if A and B become isolated from the rest of the universe. Provided no information from either A or B can escape elsewhere, the linking creates no causal violation.' He drew a dumbbell shape which enclosed A, B and the dashed line of the link. 'Now, no one took Chu's prediction very seriously. Except possibly Mother Nature.' Grinned. 'She's encapsulated us, you see. Locked us in. The ultimate Iron Curtain.'
Everard stared at the diagram. 'But we're not isolated,' she said. 'We're still picking up CNN, for Christ's sake.'
'But that doesn't invalidate Chu. Information can reach us from outside�as long as information never gets out.'
'All right.' Everard said. 'What about Cookie, or Navarre?'
'From what you've described, I'd say it was very simple.' Villiers paused, added softly: 'Degradation.'
'What?'
'Degradation. Matter is information, in the end. The further they got from BL6�the closer they got to the boundary�the less stable they became. The information which described them leaked away. They became more uniform, less distinct. They began to resemble their surroundings, mulching down to something more basic.'
'You're talking about my men,' Everard said. 'Count yourself lucky you didn't join them. The only reason you're alive is that the boundary must be shifting, sometimes closer, sometimes further out.'
'Do me a favour,' Weber said. 'Try not to sound so damned fascinated by it.'
'But it is fascinating, isn't it? Oh, I'm sure they died quickly. Eventually you won't be able to tell them from the ice�itself degrading. I don't know what will eventually happen�I suppose matter near the boundary will become mono-atomic, and then even the atoms will collapse, first down to naked electrons and baryons, and then some kind of quark soup.'
'Could put a downer on your whole day,' Weber said. 'Now, was I imagining it, or did dickwad here say something about a way out of this mess?'
'I said it was drastic,' Villiers said. 'I wasn't joking.'
'Your people still in there?' Weber asked, outside the pool. Villiers dug through Amex and Hertz plastic for the card. He whisked it through the slot, the access light turning green and the door opening.
Mind telling us this solution?' Weber said. 'So I can tell my grandhildren, if nothing else.'
'You'll learn.'
What hit them, stepping inside, was neither the glare nor bustle Everard had seen before. There was no sound at all, the room dark apart from monitors and check lights. Instead, there was the overwhelming stench of Stolichnaya and death.
Everard said. 'What...'
'Wait.'
Weber stepped outside, folded back a bee-striped panel and threw switches.
Secondary lighting stammered on.
'When were you were here last, Villiers?'
An hour,' he said. 'Two hours ... don't know...' There were three of his people in the pool. They were obviously, violently dead, and this was nothing like the crystalline, translucent death Everard had seen outside.
Vodka bottles lay upturned or shattered on the floor, but it wasn't the vodka which had killed them. They had been bludgeoned. Dried blood and chunks of excavated flesh spattered the room, as if one of them had gone amok with a mace.
Villiers walked toward the dead.
'Careful,' Weber said. Everard stepped inside, the security door closing. Villiers reached the first victim, killed by a head injury. He was grasping a perforated steel spar. 'Must have injured himself after killing the others,' Villiers said, examining the man's badge. 'Quince; always knew he was flaky.'
'Don't think so,' Weber said slowly. 'No blood on that stick.'
Which was when it happened.
The tank�the tracked robot Everard had seen before burst into life, whining across the blood-slick floor toward Villiers. The machine's clawed manipulators were scything the air; a blur of red-stained chrome.
Villiers slipped, hitting the floor with a crack, moaning even before the machine reached him. The claws moved with human dexterity, snagging his clothes and raising him to his feet. He fought the machine, trying to overbalance it, but the fall had winded him. The machine propelled him against the wall, reversed, repeated the move.
Weber shoved Everard toward the closing security door. 'No,' she said, raising her voice above the machine's servo. motors. 'The card.'
Weber dived back into the fray and ran behind the machine, still preoccupied with Villiers. 'Who the hell's operating this thing?' he shouted, sticking a boot into the robot's rear end. A thick umbilical connected the machine to the central apparatus; Weber grabbed it and tugged.
'Someone on the moon, I guess,' Everard said. 'Watch it!' Weber had the robot's attention. It left Villiers slumped in the corner, spinning round, tracks screeching against the floor.
'Someone up there is seriously pissed,' Weber said, still managing to sound as if he was commentating on a dull poker game.
Everard reached Villiers while Weber kept the robot busy. It took an eternity to get the man's jacket open and his wallet out; even longer to find the compartment where the cards lay. She began to riffle through them, trying to pick out the one which would access the pool.
'Hey,' Weber said. 'Just take the damned wallet, will you?' Everard nodded and did what he said, wondering why she had hesitated.
The door was shut when she reached it. She had assumed there would be a simple control to open it from the inside, but�consistent with the Company's general level of paranoia about this whole project�one needed a card just to leave.
'Weber,' she called. 'Get ready to run.'
She rammed the card through the slot, waiting for the re light to change to green and the door to swing open.
Nothing happened.
Wrong way. She flipped the card, and this time it worked,the door commencing its ponderous opening arc. Everard wriggled through, then told Weber to follow.
He hopped the umbilical and sprinted, no sound but his footfalls and the whine of the robot. He reached the gap a metre Abead of the machine, leaping so hard he ended up sprawled in the corridor.
The robot thumped the frame and growled, like something bestial which had missed its prey.
'Sure Villiers was dead?' he asked, back in her office.
'History,' Everard said. 'Which means, I think, that we have fairly major problem. He knew a way out of this mess.'
'I did ask him.'
'I know.' Her head was throbbing, and she suddenly realised that she hadn't slept�or even thought of sleep�for far too many hours. 'Maybe you shouldn't have flunked that assertiveness course.'
Weber started fixing coffee. 'Everard, did it strike you as odd what happened down there?'
She peered through fingers. 'Weber, right now I think I need a new definition of oddness. But go ahead.'
'Why'd it attack?' He was poised with a spoonful of coffee in one hand. 'Why the hostility? I mean, assume there's a group of people up on one of the Helium 3 stations in much the same predicament as us�cut off, confused, panicky. Surely they need our help in understanding the situation, much as we need theirs.' He filled the coffee maker with water and set it running. 'Unless they know something we don't.'
'Such as?'
He sat down. 'Well, only a guess, but maybe it was self-defence.'
'Don't follow.'
'Think. Villiers told us there was a way out, but he said it was drastic. Well, suppose his solution helped us but not them. More to the point, what if it was positively fatal for them?'
'Maybe,' Everard said, trying not to sound too convinced,
'In which case, where does that leave us? Even if we figure out what Villiers had in mind, could we do it?'
'I hate to say it,' Weber said. 'But I think we probably could.'
The coffee hissed and gurgled. Everard fell asleep before it was ready, dreaming of imprisonment within the paper weight, knocking unheard on its plastic.
Knocking woke her. Weber was gone, but the coffee was warm, and she guessed she had not fallen asleep for more than 30 minutes. It was enough: for a moment she felt ridiculously alert.
The knocking came from the pool. Weber was there already, kneeling by the door.
'What is it?' Everard asked, mouth gummy.
'The robot,' he said. 'Started just now, banging the door.' 'Can't get through, can it?'
'No chance. Needs the umbilical connection to the Franson equipment.' He was writing on a notepad. 'Weber, what's going on?'
He held up the sheet. 'I assume two rapid knocks stands for a dash.'
'Morse code,' Everard said, astonished. 'Well, what's it say?' 'No idea,' Weber said. 'I'm just a communications engineer, not a Boy Scout. But I know one thing. Someone wants to chat.'
The knocking continued, deliberate and arrhythmic. Weber was right, of course: the content of the message mattered less than the fact that it existed. Everard knew what she had to do.
She fished out Villiers's card, wondering if the clarity she felt was just the onset of insanity.
As the door opened the robot retreated, umbilical hissing across the floor.
Stay outside,' she told Weber. 'No use two of us falling for the same trap.'
The robot jerked forward, then stopped a few metres away.
She stepped backward, then the machine did it again, shepherding her across the pool, toward the equipment in the middle. Everard tried to ignore the corpses in the room, with limited success. She remembered how easily the machine had
crushed Villiers, a petulant child smashing a rag doll against the wall.
The machine directed her to the teleoperation couch. Much of what she had to do was obvious; nestling hands and feet into sensor-padded gloves and socks, then placing a helmet over her head. After a moment of darkness colours burst before her then resolved into vision.
She was looking at a room similar to the one in which she lay, though larger and less cluttered. She wiggled her head and found her point of view changing. Oval windows overlooked a salmon-grey moonscape, dimpled by structures and equipment.
'Over here.' A woman's voice, but not one she recognised.
'Over here,' it called again.
'Make a walking movement.'
Everard's point of view lurched forward. She figured the thing she was driving was similar to the robot which had killed Villiers. Certainly, the Franson link worked as advertised: no hint of time-lag or delayed response. Even after only a few seconds, Everard felt physically present in the Helium 3 facility; physically present on the moon.
'You'll get the hang of it,' said the woman who stood in front of her now. She was small-seeming, arms crossed, Asian.
'Can you hear me?' Everard asked.
'Perfectly well. You, I presume, are Dr Everard.'
'Who are you?'
'That doesn't matter.' The woman ushered Everard across the room. 'This need only be brief. I just wanted to clarify things, In any case I don't have all that much time.' She nodded toward the airlock which presumably sealed off the room. 'I'm the lasts one alive. We lost power shortly after the effects of the link began to take hold. I have a few hours of air, but even if the effects of the link could be neutralized help would come too late. I'm going to die whatever happens.'
'You can't be sure.'
'No, I'm afraid I can. One can be quite analytic about such matters out here. You, though...' she paused. 'I know there are at least two of you. You're not in any immediate danger, are you?'
Everard thought of the diesel generators BL6 still had, of the untouched store of rations. 'No,' she answered. 'We're okay down here.'
'Good.' Managing a smile. 'Your chances are good. The horizon�the information barrier which surrounds us�can be broken, at least in theory'
'Whose theory?'
'Mine,' she said. And Everard realised that the name on the woman's shirt was Chu; the theorist Villiers had spoken about before his death. 'There is a nuclear device here, Dr Everard. A small one; for mining purposes only, of course. Detonation of the device will create a fireball. The energy should shatter the information barrier, provided we use it soon enough. The barrier is like scar tissue, you see�constantly thickening. At the moment still rather weak, perhaps weak enough to be punctured by a nuclear explosion. Once the barrier around this facility is breached, that around yours should collapse as well.'
'Villiers was right,' Everard said. 'That is rather drastic.'
And not guaranteed to work,' Chu said. 'But it's all you have.' She paused. 'You understand why I killed the others. They were going to detonate the device whether I liked it or not.' She smiled again. 'I couldn't let them do that. It had to be my sacrifice.'
'But you'll die.'
Again that smile. 'I'm dead, Dr Everard. At least this way get to survive.'
Chu gave her ten minutes. Everard wriggled off the couch and left the pool, meeting Weber outside. 'What happened?' 
No time to explain,' she said. 'We're leaving.'
Now?'
She nodded. 'We'll take the Cat.'
They jogged to the secondary vehicle pool, Everard praying that the four-track would cough into life when she turned the ignition, thinking of when it hadn't, when some diesel part had to be taken out and cleaned, an hour or more of work at least.
An hour or more was precisely what they didn't have.
Blue exhaust billowed out, Weber coughing as he hopped in next to her. Everard kicked in the transmission, the tracks screeching before gripping. Suddenly they moved, easing up the ramp, out into open air.
'Everard', Weber said. 'Mind me asking a couple of questions?'
She steered away from BL6�all that mattered�and turned o Weber. 'I met Chu,' she said, out of breath. 'Up at the Helium 3 facility.'
'And?'
'She's going to get us out of this.'
And told him the rest; how Chu was the only person left alive up there, how she would detonate the nuclear device in the hope of cracking the information barrier around the Helium 3 facility. 'She says once the barrier at that end is down, there'll be no causal requirement for ours. It should just collapse.' She looked at her watch. 'About two minutes, if she keeps her word.' 'Sounds like she meant it,' Weber said. 'There's just one thing I don't understand.'
Everard kept the hammer down. Even at the speed they were making, there was no danger of reaching more than a couple of kilometres from BL6 before Chu detonated the device; no danger of reaching the point where Cookie or Navarre had died. But that one or two kilometres of distance might make all the difference.
'Go on.'
'Why such a hurry to leave?'
'Chu said there could be leakage,' Everard said. 'From the explosion. Some of it could leak through the link.' Checked her watch again. About one minute; maybe less. 'Normally only information gets through. But Chu said the equations allowed solutions where energy could leak through as well. She wasn't sure whether they were applicable, but...' Another glance at the watch. Less than a minute, surely. 'She said we shouldn't take any chances. Best to get as far away from BL6 as possible.'
Weber maintained a stunned silence.
Everard glanced in the rear-view mirror. The base was about a kilometre behind now. Any distance made in the next few seconds surely would make no difference.
She killed the engine. 'Weber, pass me the binoculars.'
Everard hopped onto the ice. She propped elbows on the hot cowling and pointed the binoculars at the crescent moon. Chu had said that her base was in shadow, which meant it had to be in the unlit, gibbous region.
Right now, Everard thought, anyone approaching BL6 from beyond the barrier would see a zone of hemispherical blackness; a region from which no information could flow. Same went for the Helium 3 facility ... except any moment now, Chu was going to shatter the barrier, and nuclear light would erupt through.
She ought to be able to see that; if only as a transient pin prick against the darkness. Any second now.
'Everard!'
Weber was pointing back toward BL6, with the strangest expression Everard had ever seen. She followed his gaze.
Light was streaming from the base; a pinkish, eye-hurting, twisting column of fire, nebulized by flickering branches of lightning. It whiplashed back and forth, evil and tentacular.
Everard thought of that fire, instantly consuming Chu, instantly consuming everything.
Leakage. Before the glare blinded her, she looked to the moon, and saw�though she was never certain it was real�a glint of colourless light, in the moon's shadowed portion.
The column of fire streaming from BL6 ended, abruptly, leaaving a ringing silence. Everard hadn't noticed the noise while it was there. But now it was over she realised it had been the loudest sound she had ever heard. She almost could not hear
Weber shouting to her.
'What?' she mouthed, the ringing in her ears drowning out her own voice.
'Look!'
Weber was pointing away from the smoking wreckage of the base toward the Getz straits. She squinted and made out the tiny, distant shape of a windmill. Spinning crazily. Everard waited for the wind's cold slap against her skin. It came softly, building in stages until she knew it had to be at least a sixer.
The sting had never felt so good.
'C'mon,' she said to Weber. 'Russkaya station's a good 50 klicks from here. We've got a long drive ahead of us.' Plenty of time, she thought, to consider a career move.
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