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Prologue

 Atala City, 8983 BC.

Sirens wailed
throughout the city, announcing the oncoming danger which everyone
knew about. No one had the time to kill the shrieking. The view
from the balcony outside the Atalaium was enough to turn one’s
blood cold: a rising wavefront five times the height of the tower
was advancing on the city at an ever-increasing speed.

It was no time
for inaction. Turning on her heel, Shia marched back into the
council chamber and was struck by the noise. It was odd: outside
there was a strange sort of calm with the wail of the sirens and
the roar of the wave combining to render sound almost an
irrelevance. Here, in the most hallowed hall in the city, there was
chaos as people rushed in, out, and through a room which was
normally far less bustling. In the centre of the room, the
triangular table of the Atalaium was surrounded on all sides by
people, but Shia ignored protocol and marched straight to the head
of it where her grandfather stood giving out orders in a rapid
staccato.

‘The
preparations you requested have been made, High Teacher,’ Shia
reported. ‘The city is sealed, for whatever good that might do, and
all citizens have moved to secure locations. Only this chamber
remains exposed.’

Gunsar, High
Teacher of Atala City, gave his granddaughter a rueful glance
before looking to the balcony doorway. ‘A small oversight, perhaps,
in the original design, but nothing we can fix now. Join the Web,
Shia. Everything is ready and we need all the power we can get if
we are to survive this.’

‘I don’t
understand, Grandfather,’ Shia said, abandoning protocol further.
‘No shield we can generate, even with every mind in the city, can
hold against that.’ She pointed back toward the doorway and
the grey wall which filled the sky outside.

‘No, but we are
not forming a shield. There is no time to explain, but an
experiment of mine may save us. If it does not, then nothing can.
Join the Web, and may luck be with us.’

Shia turned to
face the coming storm, but her mind pushed out to join with those
of the other atalans in the group consciousness of the Web. The
power was palpable: she had never felt so many joined minds so
focused on their one, single task.

‘Impact in
thirty seconds,’ the impassive voice of Amfita announced into the
communal link. ‘Displacement potential at one hundred and seventy
percent.’

Displacement?
Shia knew that Gunsar had been working on some new way of moving
vessels which he had termed a ‘spatial displacement mechanism,’ but
that had been designed for small craft. Surely he could not mean to
move the entire city!

‘Discharge in
five seconds.’

Shia looked out
at the wave as it approached the outermost edge of the floating
city. Unconsciously, she raised an arm, holding up a hand as though
she could ward off the unstoppable force. The energy of the Web
seemed to surge as the force driving the tsunami interacted with
the power enveloping the city.

‘Now or never,
Grandfather,’ Shia whispered, and then her world dissolved into
pain.


Part One:
Atlantis

 The Pentagon, Virginia, USA, 17th
August 2018 AD (eleven thousand years later).

Alex Davis sat in
silence as the conference room filled up with men in suits and
uniforms. All kinds of uniforms: this was definitely a joint
operation. A lot of the suits smelled strongly of Langley or some
similar region of the American intelligence map. Alex had no idea
what was going on, and very much hoped he was going to find out
soon. But counting the rank insignia on the uniforms suggested it
was big.

Alex was not in
uniform, though he did have one to wear. He had been dragged out of
bed, and off a four-day furlough, with no explanation and no time
to change. He was not best pleased with that: he got little enough
time with his sister and this weekend had been planned for a couple
of months. Helen had been rather more resigned at their plans
dissolving in front of her than Alex had, but this was the job.

‘Gentlemen,
please be seated.’ The speaker was a three-star general with a
greying moustache who looked like he had been dragged out of bed
earlier than Alex had. ‘I’m Lieutenant General Morrison, this
meeting is classified, and we don’t have the luxury of time, so sit
down and let’s get this business started.’

Morrison waited
a second while the room fell into silence, nodded, and went on. ‘At
zero two sixteen Zulu, a gamma-ray burst of significant proportions
was detected in the North Atlantic.’ Alex felt his blood cooling
almost immediately at the words. ‘Carrier Strike Group Two is in
the general region on exercises and the immediate thought was,
obviously, some form of nuclear attack or accidental detonation.
Making matters worse, Tropical Storm Ernesto is currently making
things difficult in that area, but we did manage to get a satellite
on-task. That’s where things get interesting. You’re being handed
the best image we got of the target area now. Please take a moment
to examine it, and by “moment” I mean a couple of seconds.’

Alex was handed
a black-and-white photograph taken through a lot of thick cloud.
There was something there: a paler blotch against the dark
ocean. It was an irregular, vaguely circular shape, more solid
toward the centre than the edges. Weirdly, the first impression
that Alex got was that of a marina. He checked the scale bars; if
it was a marina, it was a very big one: the whole structure was
about two miles across.

‘This… object
is at the precise location the burst was detected,’ Morrison said.
‘Detailed analysis, or as detailed as we can get in these
conditions, suggests that it is a structure of some sort
approximately two miles in diameter with a large number of smaller
objects tethered within dock-like areas which occupy a ring formed
of the outer third of the diameter. Thoughts?’

‘It kind of
looks like a city, with marinas around it,’ someone suggested.

‘A floating
city-like structure, which was not there yesterday,’ Morrison
stated.

‘Intercepted
chatter indicates that no one else knows what it is,’ another man,
probably a spook, put in. ‘The Chinese and the Russians have
noticed it, and everything we’re getting from them indicates their
first thought was the same as ours. Nuclear explosion. The Russians
have subs in the region following the exercises and they were
worried that one of them had blown up, but all their assets are
further west than that.’

‘Um…’ The
speaker sounded hesitant, but since everyone looked his way he
obviously felt he had to go on. ‘Well, a mysterious city-like
object appears out of nowhere in the Atlantic. It’s crazy,
but…’

‘When the press
gets hold of this,’ Morrison said, ‘they’re going to be thinking
the same thing, so we might as well look at it.’

‘The analysts
at Fort Meade are already calling it Atlantis,’ the spook said. So
he was probably NSA.

‘That’s
ridiculous,’ one of the other generals stated flatly.

‘Until we know
more about this object, it’s as good a codename as anything,’
Morrison said. ‘Aside from anything else, no one is going to
believe we would be stupid enough to give something a codename
which appears to be accurate, at first sight.’

The room
dissolved into chatter and, at least briefly, Morrison seemed
willing to allow it. Alex tuned it out and looked at the photograph
in his hand. Atlantis? Okay, it was crazy, but what else did they
have. A city, or something that looked very like a city, floating
in the Atlantic. That was crazy enough without bringing in
old legends.

More
importantly, Alex wondered, what was a major in the Rangers doing
in the middle of a lot of high-ranking officers from all three
services and a bunch of spooks. Alex looked up at Morrison and
found him looking back. There was a hint of apology in his
expression.

‘Settle down,’
Morrison said. ‘We need more intelligence on this object and, given
the likelihood that it’s going to be in the middle of a hurricane
fairly soon, our best option is to get a team in situ as soon as we
can.’ Alex’s heart sank. ‘Major Davis will be leading a team of
four to recon the object. Unfortunately, because of the speed we’ve
been putting all this together, this is the first he’s heard of
it.’ Now the reason for the apologetic look was clear. ‘The
objective is to determine what we are dealing with. If there
are inhabitants, make contact if possible. You’ll be dropped in by
helicopter, Major, but you’ll be just ahead of that storm so your
second objective will be to find shelter and stay alive.’

‘I’ll find it
difficult to report otherwise, sir,’ Alex said. There was no point
in getting annoyed over the situation, and Morrison did not look
best pleased himself. ‘You mentioned a team?’

‘Yes, we’ve
found a scout with some suitable experience and a combat medic who
can handle communications. We’ve put this together in a bit of a
rush, but we think we have it all nailed down. Almost.’

‘And the fourth
member?’

‘A… let’s call
her a mission specialist.’

‘A woman,
sir?’

Morrison
nodded. ‘She has knowledge which might be invaluable, and
skills which will certainly be useful, but she’s not military and…
Well, we haven’t been able to brief her yet either.’

New York, NY.

The silence of the
library was broken by the clatter of books falling followed by a
voice with a soft Scottish accent saying, ‘Oh bother.’ Under other
circumstances, the librarians would have converged on the spot to
assist the unlucky borrower, but they were used to Moira now. Her
grasp of the Dewey decimal system was second to none thanks to her
need to restack books on a frequent basis and she was just so
apologetic when someone came to help her.

Getting down
off her stool, Doctor Moira Stewart cursed her clumsiness as she
picked up fallen hardbacks. At least she had managed to avoid
falling on her arse this time, and there were only six volumes to
restack. She busied herself piling the books up into a little stack
and then climbed back onto the stool. Two of the six were back in
place when she heard the voice behind her.

‘Doctor
Stewart?’ Moira turned to find a rather handsome young man with
buzzcut hair and a sharply pressed military uniform standing behind
her, along with two more in fatigues. ‘Ma’am, we need you to come
with us.’

Moira looked at
the books she was holding and then back at the young soldier. Had
the librarians finally had enough? No, that was silly. Had Scotland
suddenly declared war on the United States? Well, that seemed
unlikely, but you could never be sure… ‘I do? Are you sure you’ve
got the right person?’

‘Doctor Moira
Anne Hildegard Stewart?’

Moira blinked:
she could count the number of times someone had used all her
names on one hand. Almost no one knew she had been saddled
with Hildegard as a middle name. Had her visa expired and she had
forgotten? No, they did not send soldiers for that… ‘What’s this
about?’

‘You need to
come with us, ma’am,’ the soldier repeated. ‘It’s a matter of
national security.’

‘Oh
bother.’

Turner Field,
Quantico, VA.

Alex settled his pack
in place in a rack and turned to check on the rest of his team. Or
the part of it which had been waiting for him at the Greyhound
which was to take them out to the carrier group.

The scout was
named Garret, and it turned out he was a sniper and forward
observer with a broad range of survival skills. He was special
forces, and a little arrogant about it, a tall whipcord of a man
with close-cropped dark hair and hard brown eyes. He seemed to take
more care of his rifle than he did of himself and Alex was not
entirely sure about him.

The medic,
Harris, looked solid. Solid body, big and sturdy, and a solid
attitude. His hair was dark and buzzcut to within an inch of its
life. Garret was dressed in an eclectic combination of fatigues and
surfer gear, but Harris was in standard army battledress. Alex had
no doubt that Harris would do his job with the minimum of fuss.

That just left
one and her arrival was announced by the sound of her voice
drifting up the loading ramp. ‘Are you sure there’s not been some
sort of mistake, lieutenant? I’m just a historian… You want me on
that? Oh, this is a terrible idea.’

Alex stepped
forward to meet his new ‘recruit’ and immediately wondered what
someone had been thinking. Advancing up the ramp was a thin woman
with an angular sort of face: wide cheekbones narrowed to a pointed
chin. She had quite full lips with a distinctly pursed quality to
them and a straight nose, not especially long, but most of her face
was obscured by a large pair of sunglasses with pink frames which
she did not remove as she walked out of the sunlight outside the
aircraft. Her hair was a floppy, tousled cap of copper. She had
good legs, but the rest of her figure was largely concealed. Summer
in New York and she was wearing a thick college jacket in pink over
a tie-dyed T-shirt and worn denim jeans. Her high-tops had flowers
on them. Looking up, she spotted Alex, set her face into a
determined frown, and marched up the ramp. She had taken all of six
strides when she tripped over something, let out a yelp, and
launched herself toward the deck.

Alex caught
her. ‘You should watch your footing, Doctor Stewart,’ he said as he
set her back on her feet.

‘Aye, well…’
She had pale skin, with freckles showing through a bit of a summer
tan, and now she had red cheeks. And the body under the shirt
seemed to be trim, now Alex thought about what he had felt. ‘Are
you in charge here, soldier?’

‘I’m in charge
of this team, yes. Major Alex Davis.’

‘Well then,
maybe you could tell me why I was dragged out of the university
library by men in uniform, put on a helicopter without even
a chance to grab my purse, and now you want me on this… thing. Can
you tell me that?’ She seemed to be working up a head of steam now
that she was talking to the man in charge and had time to think.
‘I’m just a historian, Major Davis. I’m not even American!’

Alex nodded: he
could understand her anger. ‘Let’s get you up into the cabin so we
can get this crate in the air. Then I can brief you.’

‘No! I want to
know what’s going on now! What does the United States Army
want with a lecturer in classical history?’

‘Not really
sure, ma’am. I was told you were an expert on Atlantis.’

The anger
drained out of Moira’s face, replaced by shock, or disbelief, or
shocked disbelief. ‘Atlantis? Is this some kind of joke?’

Airborne over the
North Atlantic.

‘So,’ Alex said, ‘it’s
not a joke, but it might not be Atlantis either. They tell me
you’re a linguist and that you have archaeological experience. Both
may be more useful than knowledge of the legends of Atlantis, but
we won’t know until we get there.’

Moira stared at
the pictures she had been given. There were a couple more good ones
now and combining them all gave more of a sense of the structure of
the thing in the ocean. It definitely had structure. There were
buildings and flatter areas, and there seemed to be a much taller,
tower-like structure at the centre. The smaller objects were more
clearly boat-shaped in one of the shots.

‘Well, it can’t
really be Atlantis,’ Moira said. ‘I mean… it can’t. Atlantis
was not a real thing. It was an ideal.’

‘You disappoint
me, Doc,’ Garret said, grinning. ‘I was hoping to hook up with an
Atlantean princess.’

‘And you have
argued that Atlantis has some basis in fact,’ Alex said more
soberly.

Moira bit her
lip thoughtfully. ‘All right then. Somewhere around three hundred
and fifty BC, Plato, who you might have heard of, wrote a pair of
dialogues in an attempt to write down his thoughts on what an ideal
state was and how it should perform. In them, he tells an imaginary
tale supposedly told to Solon by Egyptian priests of a time some
nine thousand years earlier when a city state of near perfection
lay on a vast island beyond the Pillars of Hercules. It’s said that
this land, Atlantis, was swallowed by the ocean after a series of
violent earthquakes and floods. The details are a bit vague because
Plato seems to have been writing a trilogy and the last part was
never written. Even if the idea of Atlantis was based on any sort
of oral tradition, perhaps of some natural disaster, it was twisted
and tweaked by Plato to suit the needs of his discussion. Plus,
your princess would be about eleven thousand years old by now,
Lieutenant Garret. I don’t think she’d be a great
conversationalist.’ Not, Moira thought, that Garret appeared to be
interested in conversation.

‘Now,’ Moira
went on while Garret chuckled, ‘there are various possible
historical events and places which might have served as the basis
for the myths. Probably a combination of many things. The eruption
of Thera, Santorini, may have caused severe damage to the Minoan
civilisation. Certainly, there would have been earthquakes and
floods. There’s evidence of some sea-trading nations which might
have been viewed as “advanced” because they had better boats than
their neighbours. Last year a piece of pottery was found off the
coast of Spain with some very unusual inscriptions cut into it,
though it could be that the pot was just weathered, and no one’s
dated it yet. But it does suggest, because of its situation, that
there might have been people living on now sunken land in the past,
probably during the last ice age.’

‘Something sank
under the water,’ Harris said, his relatively soft, considered
tones adding to the impression that he had actually thought about
it, ‘but it probably wasn’t a vast city of technological marvels
and semi-naked princesses.’

‘Exactly.
Though, to be fair to Lieutenant Garret, we know little about the
clothing worn in the Mesolithic period, and a princess could be the
daughter of a tribal leader, I suppose, and the climate was warming
nicely then, so there could have been semi-naked princesses. I just
think they would have probably smelled of untanned leather, and
possibly fish guts in the areas I’m talking about, and they’d be
unlikely to find you anything other than frightening,
Lieutenant.’

‘Then,’ Alex
said, pushing things back on topic, ‘what do you think this
is? It came out of nowhere. Just appeared in the Atlantic with a
gamma burst which was mistaken for a nuclear explosion. What
could it be?’

‘I have no
idea. But I doubt it came from below. I know enough about that
ocean to know that something that big on the seabed would have been
found. Our maps of the Atlantic aren’t perfect by any means, but a
two-mile-wide, unnatural object like that? No, it didn’t come
up.’

‘No one
detected anything coming down. I made sure they’d checked. No sign
of a missile. Certainly no sign of a two-mile-wide city. And how
would the smaller objects have stayed with the larger one in
flight?’

‘Well, someone
needs to come up with another option.’

‘Maybe it…
teleported,’ Garret suggested. ‘A wormhole, right? That’s a thing.
Just jump from one place to another like’ – he snapped his fingers
– ‘that.’

Moira frowned.
‘I’m a historian, not a physicist. Uh, the archaeology is really
more of a hobby, even if it’s a semi-professional one. Anyway, I’m
no scientist, but that actually sounds like the best theory we’ve
got.’

Garret covered
his surprise quickly. ‘Yeah, well, I’m not just a pretty face,
y’know?’

‘Funny,’ Harris
said. ‘I didn’t think you were that pretty.’

~~~

Moira sat at the back
of the cabin, away from the men but, more importantly, where she
could close the blinds on the windows and sit in the semi-dark for
a while. Though, avoiding Garret was something of a priority: the
man seemed to have exactly one use for women and Moira did not
consider him her type. What her type was she was not quite
sure of, but Garret was not it.

Major Davis
might have been it, though Moira had begun to suspect that she was
not very good at spotting men who were good for her. Paul, her last
boyfriend, had seemed perfect, but look where that had ended up.
Davis, however, seemed nice. Maybe a little too serious, but she
was seeing him with his mind focused on their mission. Perhaps he
lightened up in social situations. Maybe. There was something in
his icy, blue-grey eyes that suggested he was a very serious
man.

And he was
coming down the cabin toward her. Looking at him without her
glasses, the eyes were the first thing that stood out, clear and
bright, and almost white to look at with a steely hint of blue in
them. Sharp eyes declaring an intelligent mind sat behind them. He
had more hair than the other two, which was certainly more
attractive. It was mid-brown with paler hints in it, and it was
short, but he wore it in a stylish cut, almost boyish if it were
not for those sharp eyes. He was, Moira thought, a handsome man.
His face was quite narrow, and he had a pointed chin with a slight
cleft, a mouth that was a little too thin, a nose that was a little
too wide, but the combination was just about right. And the body
under the face… Davis was possessed of a strong frame with a broad
chest and a fairly narrow waist and hips. Tall too: over six feet,
Moira reckoned. The fatigue pants he wore disguised thickly muscled
thighs to some extent, but not entirely. He was a strong,
determined man, by Moira’s estimate, and he did seem to care about
his team.

‘You all right
down here, Doctor,’ Alex asked as he leaned on the back of the
chair in front of hers.

‘I’m good. I’ll
be happier when we’re down, but I’m good. I just wanted to be out
of the light.’

‘Okay… What
is it with the sunglasses?’

Moira picked up
her pink-framed spectacles, turning them absently. ‘I have
hypersensitive eyes. On the plus side, I can see very well in dim
light, but I can barely see at all in bright sunlight, and I get
headaches if I try for too long.’

‘That sounds
like a pain. But you shouldn’t need to worry about it where we’re
going.’

‘Into the
middle of a storm? No, you might be right, though I’m sure I’ll
have other things to worry about.’

‘Possibly.
Probably. We’ll be landing on the George H. W. Bush in about
ten minutes.’

‘Good.’

Davis actually
grinned. ‘Pardon me, Doctor, but you don’t seem like the type to be
comfortable on a ship.’

‘Aye, well…’
Moira managed a half-hearted grin back. ‘I’m a bit of a klutz,
according to my friends, but my grandfather was a trawlerman and I
spent a lot of summers around boats. I’m more comfortable on the
deck of a ship than in an aircraft. I’m not bad with knots
either.’

‘Good to know.
If we need to tie anyone up, I’ll come to you.’

‘Ha! Yes,
well–’

‘Everyone get
strapped in. We’re on approach.’ The announcement came over the
cabin speakers and interrupted any further conversation. ‘There’s a
fairly big swell down there, so this may be a little bumpy.’

‘Short ten
minutes,’ Moira commented.

‘We must have
had a tailwind,’ Alex replied, moving to one of the seats across
the aisle to strap in.

USS George H. W.
Bush.

‘It’s official.
Hurricane Ernesto is now racing us to Atlantis.’ The speaker
was a wiry man in spectacles named Wallenberg, who had cheerfully
stated that he was from the NSA. ‘We’ve got a little over two hours
to get you in there before it’ll be too dangerous to do it.’

‘That’s a nice
thought,’ Moira said.

‘Of course, if
Atlantis had waited a couple of months, it could have been
Hurricane Kirk. That would’ve been awesome.’ Wallenberg smiled.
‘I’m a geek, no sense in denying it.’

‘There
certainly isn’t,’ Garret said, grinning a little maliciously.

Wallenberg did
not seem to notice. ‘So I’m jamming on this. I mean, I was out here
testing some new– Uh, I was on a sight-seeing visit on a carrier in
the Atlantic and here I am, the only NSA agent in place to handle
the backroom stuff on this op. Awesome!’

‘I’m glad
you’re enthusiastic,’ Alex said. ‘You said there was new
intel?’

‘Yeah. We sent
a Hawkeye out to take a peek and we got some good up-close
pictures. We think we’ve identified a suitable landing site
because… Man, this thing is amazing. Just look at this.’ He was
handing out photographs as he spoke and the team took them, looking
on in some bemusement.

Close up it was
obvious that ‘Atlantis’ was a man-made structure. A lot of it
seemed to be metal. Metal-framed buildings with broad windows
dominated, set along circular avenues, but there were several open
areas which looked like they were grass with hedges of various
carefully trained forms in them. The ‘marinas’ were more obvious
now, along with the fact that there was an outer wall around the
island which protected them. The scale suggested that some of the
ships in the docks were easily as big as some of the bigger modern
cruise liners. In the centre of the island there was a tower, a
tall, slim spire which vaguely resembled the Space Needle in
Seattle, about the same height but more solid and set atop a wide,
circular building. At the top it broadened into a short, drum-like
form with a wide, open balcony on the south side.

‘On the south
side,’ Wallenberg said, ‘there’s a “park” which is plenty big
enough to land an Osprey. Looks like you should be able to make it
to that core structure from there. We figure that’s your best
chance for shelter. You’re going to have maybe forty-five minutes
to get in somewhere. You should have daylight, such as it is, the
whole time, which is a plus.’

‘No lights,’
Alex said. ‘No sign of anyone out in the open. You said you sent a
Hawkeye? Electronic emissions?’

‘Nada. Infrared
gave us nothing much. Some indications of internal heating, but
those were weak enough that they could be noise. We sent it out
with radiological equipment too, and you’ll be happy to know it’s
no more radioactive than the surrounding ocean. As far as we can
tell, the place is dead, but they said that in Stargate and
look what happened there.’

Moira smirked.
‘You’ll be telling me next about the secret base they found in the
Antarctic.’

‘You watched
it?! Awesome! I guess if you’re into Atlantis… Anyway, if anyone
found a base in the Antarctic, they didn’t brief me. No. Seriously,
no sign of life, but there are some fairly heavy-looking structures
there to mask infrared and they could have all sorts of gear in
there that we’d never detect if it was turned off. There was one
thing…’ He pawed through the pictures until he found the one he
wanted. ‘Here. It’s at one end of the park you’ll be landing
in.’

The picture
showed a statue of a man, quite an imposing figure, tall and slim,
and dressed only in a short kilt. He stood there, one arm raised in
a gesture which might have been statesman-like or commanding.
But…

‘That looks
human,’ Moira said. ‘They were humans, whoever built this
thing.’

‘Sure look like
it,’ Wallenberg agreed. ‘I may be a science fiction fan, but I
still find it hard to believe that aliens, if they ever turn up,
are going to look just like us. Don’t know who they were, or are,
but they appear to be human. Probably gives you more chance of
talking to them.’

‘The other
thing about that is the lack of damage,’ Alex pointed out. ‘Maybe
it’ll look more weathered close up, but the whole place seems very
intact. Not like something that’s spent ten thousand years under
water, for example.’

‘Wormhole,’
Garret said, grinning. ‘Gotta be.’

‘Wormhole?’
Wallenberg asked, blinking. ‘Oh yeah, that’d do it. Man, this is so
cool. I wish I could actually tell some of my friends about
it.’

Airborne, in the
Vicinity of ‘Atlantis.’

Thick, almost black
cloud filled the sky, and the sea below was slate grey and heaving
violently. Moira was more concerned about the huge propellers on
their aircraft which seemed to be far too close for comfort, though
as the vast, steely grey city became more visible through the
gloom, her attention was drawn more to that.

She was
standing at the back of the Osprey’s cockpit with Alex since it
provided the best view of their objective. The major’s attention
was fixed on the city, intent and focused, even though there was
little to see. About the only obvious thing was the water smashing
into the sea wall, white foam catching the dim light as the waves
broke.

‘Still no
lights,’ Alex commented.

Moira nodded.
‘No, and you’d think there would be. How long has it been there
now? Sixteen, seventeen hours and still no sign of life.’

‘You sound
disappointed.’

‘Well, yes. If
this is… something extraordinary, it would be nice to talk to the
builders.’

‘True,’ Alex
conceded, ‘though it would make my life easier if there was no one
there. How are the conditions?’

‘Not exactly
clear air,’ the pilot replied, ‘but we’re good for a few minutes.
Another hour and this place is going to be unapproachable.’

‘All right.
Give us a tour once we’re over the island. If it still looks quiet
and there’s no better place to put down, we go in for that park on
the south side.’

‘You got it,
Major.’

‘Good. Doctor,
would you step back into the cabin with me for a moment?’

‘Oh,’ Moira
said. ‘Well, okay.’ She turned and walked back into the passenger
cabin where Garret and Harris were busy getting things ready, and
that was when Harris turned and held a pistol in her face.

‘Do you know
how to use one of those?’ Alex asked.

Moira looked at
the pistol and then turned to look at Alex. ‘Well, no. I’m not an
American.’

‘Huh. Harris,
would you?’

Moira turned
back and Harris began pointing to bits of the weapon. ‘This is an
M-nine pistol, standard model with a fifteen-round magazine. It’s
loaded, one in the chamber, safety is on. This is the safety.’ He
toggled the little lever to demonstrate and then picked up a
holster to go with the pistol. ‘You keep it in the holster, with
the safety on, unless you need it. I’d show you how to reload it,
but… If you get through a magazine and need more, we’ll probably
all be dead anyway.’

‘Let’s hope I
don’t need it,’ Moira said, taking the pistol and holster and
inserting the one into the other.

‘Let’s hope,’
Alex agreed. ‘You don’t use it unless you’re the last hope of
mankind.’

‘Are you sure
it wouldn’t be better if I just… didn’t.’

‘No one goes in
unarmed. If you really need it, just remember the safety,
and remember which end to point at your target.’

‘I’ve watched
TV shows. Shouldn’t we be looking at the city?’

The city looked
as quiet and grey as it had in the photographs, though it was now
more obvious that there was greenery down there. There were a few
more statues in the parks, smaller than the big one from the
photograph, and there were a lot of carefully cut bushes and
hedges. One area seemed to have been cultivated as a maze of some
sort, though Moira had an urge to say labyrinth.

‘All right
then,’ Alex said, almost under his breath. ‘Take us in. You lift
off as soon as we’re on the ground but hold over the site for as
long as you can.’

‘We’ve got
fuel,’ the pilot replied. ‘It’s the weather that’ll send us
running.’

‘If we can find
a way in, we’ll call up and send you packing. I just want the
option of bugging out if there’s resistance.’

‘Gotcha. We can
give you at least thirty minutes.’

They turned
back into the cabin and picked up their packs. Moira’s had been cut
down to a minimum, but with the bulletproof vest and the heavy
fatigues she still felt as though her knees were going to give out
at any moment. She felt distinctly stupid in the military gear, and
even more clumsy than usual, but she had to admit that she could
not go in dressed in a T-shirt and shorts.

Then they moved
to the rear of the aircraft as it began to descend. It was showtime
and Moira had never felt more nervous in her entire life.

Atala City.

Shia opened her eyes
and looked up at the ceiling of the Atalaium. The memory of the
shrieking agony which had racked her body was enough to keep her
still for a few seconds, trying to work out whether her body was
still functioning. It seemed to be, but little else did.

The room was in
near total darkness and the only sound was that of the wind howling
in through the open doorway to the balcony. Shia pushed her mind
out to the Web and found nothing. Amfita was not there, and Amfita
was always there. Something very bad had happened, but it
seemed that they were alive. Whatever her grandfather had
attempted, it had worked to some extent.

Sitting up,
Shia looked around. She noted the glowering black sky outside but
was more concerned immediately with the sight of her grandfather,
and everyone else in the room, lying on the floor, unmoving. She
moved quickly, picking the man up and placing him in his chair at
the point of the table. His pulse was strong…

‘Grandfather?
High Teacher Gunsar?’ No response. Drawing a hand back, she slapped
his face. ‘Grandfather!’

Gunsar groaned
and opened his eyes. ‘Did you strike me, young lady?’

‘You were…
unresponsive.’

‘I’ll forgive
the disrespect under the circumstances. We seem to be alive.’

‘Yes, but
there’s a huge storm right outside, Amfita is not responding, and
everyone is unconscious. We need Amfita back. We need the shield
up.’

Gunsar nodded.
‘There was some sort of feedback from the displacement. I must get
to Amfita’s chamber and– What is it, Shia?’ He turned in time to
see the tail end of what Shia had seen dropping out of sight below
the balcony.

‘Some sort of
flying craft,’ Shia said. ‘I’ve never seen anything like it
before.’ She started for the balcony and Gunsar got to his feet,
wincing a little, to follow her.

Down on the
Grand Garden, the ‘flying craft’ had settled and people were
emerging from the rear of it. Shia watched them deploy, recognising
military tactics in their movements. ‘Get Amfita back for us,
Grandfather. I’ll take care of this.’ She turned, looking back into
the room where her force lance lay on the floor where she herself
had fallen. The rod-like device lifted and came to her hand with
barely a thought.

‘Find some
other Enforcers, Shia,’ Gunsar said. ‘You should–’

‘I don’t need
them,’ Shia told him, and then she was vaulting the railing and
dropping into empty air.

~~~

‘Did you see
something?’ Alex asked. Behind him, the Osprey lifted back into the
air, leaving the team to deal with whatever lay waiting in the
city.

Garret, to whom
the question had been addressed, took his eye away from the scope
of his sniper rifle and frowned. ‘Thought I saw something dark drop
out of that tower, but I can’t see anything now… Probably just some
debris. The wind’s getting up, could have blown something out from
that balcony thing.’

Alex gave a
grunt of acknowledgement. ‘All right, we move forward, twenty-yard
spread. Doctor Stewart, you stay right behind me, but not too
close. And keep your eyes open. In this light, you might spot
something before we do.’

‘I’ll do my
best,’ Moira replied.

‘Good. Let’s
move out.’

Garret and
Harris moved out to the sides and began to advance, Alex in the
centre with Moira walking just behind him. Even she could see that
the exposed location was not good. The park was very open, with no
cover to conceal them until they got to the edge and the
statue.

And the statue
loomed ahead looking more menacing now than it had in the
photograph. The figure, still obviously human, looked more like a
dictator than a leader, far more than life-size, one presumed, at
some fifteen feet in height. But as they got closer, Moira’s
oversensitive eyes picked out something on the base which made her
heart leap.

‘Major, there’s
writing on the base of the statue. Could we stop for a quick
look?’

Alex cast his
gaze around. They were in a hurry, but some idea of what they were
dealing with might be useful. ‘Converge on the statue,’ he ordered,
having to raise his voice to be heard over the wind. ‘Flanking
positions and keep your eyes open.’

Any hope of
reading the inscription was fairly rapidly pushed aside as Moira
knelt down on the grass and examined the symbols in the light of a
small flashlight. ‘This is… The symbols look a little like the
signs on the Dispilio tablet, but more developed, more like Linear
A, but…’

‘Can you read
them?’ Alex asked.

‘Not a chance.
No one’s ever deciphered Linear A and this is nothing I’ve ever
seen before. It definitely seems to be a formal writing system. I’d
imagine it tells you who this guy is. We can move on. I’ll come
back and get pictures of all this when we’re not staring down a
hurricane.’

Alex gave a nod
and turned again, looking past the statue to the building maybe a
hundred yards ahead of them. And for an instant he thought he saw
something at the side of the stone-covered, hedge-bordered
promenade. His rifle shifted up instantly and he used the sight on
it to scan the area.

‘You see
something, sir?’ Harris asked.

‘I thought…’
Alex lowered his rifle and shook his head. ‘I’m seeing things, like
Garret.’

‘There’s
probably all sorts blowing around in this wind,’ Garret
commented.

Alex looked
around. There was a surprising lack of debris in the wind, but that
did not mean there was none. ‘Right. There’s a door in that wall up
ahead. We move up and check it out. Keep your wits about you, we
don’t want to be jumping at shadows.’

They moved,
Harris and Garret scanning to the sides with their weapons as they
went. Garret had some sort of assault weapon, a stubby thing Moira
thought she recognised from that Stargate programme
Wallenberg had mentioned. The major had the same weapon. What had
they called them? P90s? Harris had some sort of shotgun held firmly
against his shoulder, though any farmer with such a weapon would
likely have been raided as a suspected terrorist.

‘I don’t
recognise these bushes,’ Harris commented. ‘They’re like privet,
but the leaves are too grey. Maybe salt-tolerant.’

‘Interesting,’
Alex said, ‘but let’s keep moving.’

There was more
of the odd writing over the doorway, which was formed of huge glass
panels set into metal frames. Alex pushed on one and it gave no
resistance, opening and then swinging back when he released it.
Even though the doors were glass, the space inside was in pitch
darkness. Alex flicked on the tactical light on his rifle and moved
in, scanning the area quickly.

‘All right,
let’s move in,’ he ordered, and Moira’s light joined his as she
came through behind him. ‘Those doors are not going to provide much
protection. We need to move deeper.’

‘Those doors
look to be float glass,’ Moira said. ‘That technique was invented
in the nineteen fifties, but the decorative style is more like
classical Greece.’

‘The metal
frames look strange too,’ Harris added as he followed them. ‘I’m
not quite sure what it is. They’re iron, I think, but it looks
weird somehow. Like it was formed wrong.’

‘I’m just glad
we’re out of the wind,’ Garret said.

Alex gave a
grunt and thumbed his radio on. ‘Osprey, we’re inside. You might as
well head out. We’re seeing nothing here. We’ll see you guys again
when the storm clears out. Over.’

‘Osprey to
ground team, heard and understood. Good luck. Out.’

Moira listened
to the voice in her earpiece and swallowed. Now they were
really on their own. ‘We go deeper?’ she asked.

‘We go deeper,’
Alex replied just as Harris threw a glow stick out into the middle
of the room.

Yellow-orange
light flooded out, succeeding in making the large antechamber look
more eerie. It was a tall, vaulted room. More statues looked down
on them from alcoves in the side walls, but these were a more human
size and looked rather more beneficent than the one outside. There
was about a fifty–fifty split of men and women, and one thing
became obvious fairly rapidly, though it had to be Garret that
pointed it out.

‘Hey, Doc…
Semi-naked Atlantean princesses.’ Garret was pointing his tactical
light at one of the statues and it certainly did appear that the
figure was clad only in a loincloth of some sort. The men were the
same, dressed in a kilt like the one outside.

‘Don’t get your
hopes up,’ Moira said. ‘It may be stylistic. Egyptian paintings
frequently appear to show topless women, but there’s
evidence that they wore breast bands. This may be something
similar. I can’t believe they all wandered around naked from
the waist up all the time.’

‘This one
isn’t,’ Alex said, shining his light on the statue of a man. ‘He’s
got some sort of harness on. It’s not much, but it’s
something.’

Moira wandered
over and looked up at the figure. ‘He looks military. That looks
like a pauldron, shoulder armour. Actually, he looks like a
gladiator, in a way.’

Behind them,
the door banged and there was the sound of three men raising rifles
and taking aim, but there was nothing to be seen. ‘Damn,’ Alex
grumbled. ‘Must be the wind. This area isn’t going to keep the
weather out. Let’s get moving. We can come back and examine all
this later.’

At the back,
the room narrowed and divided off into three corridors. Shining
lights down them showed little aside from corridor walls, so they
picked the right-hand one and followed it until they started coming
to doorways on either side. Alex opened one, found what looked like
an office of some sort, and moved inside.

‘Okay,’ he
said, ‘this looks secure. There’s a window here, but it looks
pretty solid and we haven’t seen much blowing around out there to
break it. We’ll set up camp here and then explore further. If we
stick to the corridors and keep an eye out for flooding, we should
be fine.’

Moira was
examining the furniture in the room by the light of one of Harris’s
glow sticks. Everything had a metal frame. The chair had leather of
some sort on the seat and back, though she was not sure what kind
of animal it had come from. The table surface was white and felt
like some kind of plastic, but the styling of it all was more fluid
than modern furniture. It had a classical feel to it, like
something out of Ancient Greece or Rome, but not.

‘This is all
wrong,’ Moira said. ‘It’s… fantasy history with sci-fi thrown in.
The architecture, the furniture, it’s like someone took Ancient
Greece and mutated it.’

‘I kind of like
it,’ Garret said. ‘The leather’s damn smooth. Practically no
grain.’

‘You can
appreciate the quality later,’ Alex said. ‘Dump your pack and keep
an eye on the corridor.’

‘On it.’

Moira walked to
the window and looked out at the dark sky. In truth, it was less a
window and more a glass wall, but it did seem quite solid. Indeed,
the sound of the storm was barely evident through it. ‘How long
will we need to stay here?’ she asked.

‘Two, maybe
three days,’ Alex replied. ‘Should give us time to take a look
around and gather some intel before anyone else gets here.’

‘And by anyone
else, you mean…?’

‘There are a
couple of Russian submarines in the area. They were shadowing the
exercises, but we’re sure at least one of them has been
re-tasked.’

‘Oh. For once
in my life, I wish there was more light.’

And, suddenly,
there was light. The room
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