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The war is on the verge of being lost.

The alien virus has begun its offensive, punching through the human defences and sending advance elements to threaten Earth itself.  HMS Invincible and her crew, having barely returned from their last mission, are thrown into a desperate mission to strengthen the inner line of defences before the virus can smash them too and destroy the human race.  The stakes have never been so high.  Defeat means the end of everything.

But when the virus continues its offensive, brushing through all opposition, Invincible must mount a desperate raid deep into enemy space to win time for the human race ...

... Or watch, helplessly, as humanity faces a fate worse than death ... 

Dear Reader

There were a couple of times, over the last six months, that I was starting to wonder if this series was cursed.  I start to write Para Bellum ... and, as you might recall, I ended up spending six weeks in hospital.  I start to write this book, The Right of the Line, and ... well, the effects of radiotherapy stop me from writing for several weeks.  In any case, this book has been delayed, for which I am truly sorry.  I’m rather nervous to even start plotting the final trilogy of the overall series.  <grin>.

I’m hoping that things will get better, from now on, but I cannot guarantee it.

Thanks for reading - and for your patience.

Christopher G. Nuttall

Edinburgh, 2019
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From: Admiral Tony Mulhouse, Strategic Planning Division

To: Admiral Sir John Naiser, First Space Lord

Classification: Top Secret, Eyes-Only FSL

Admiral.

I must confess that I was following the discussions concerning Amalgamation with a somewhat jaundiced eye.  Any student of history knows that attempts to unite radically different countries is doomed to produce either an oppressive empire, or civil war and eventual fragmentation.  The eventual downfall of the European Union - a well-meaning attempt to ensure peace, harmony and prosperity - stands as a warning to us all.  We do not need to go far to see the remnants of the brutal ethnic conflicts that tore the continent apart and threatened to send us crashing back to a new Dark Age.  I believed that Amalgamation will be utterly disastrous.

And yet, I have been forced to change my opinion.

My staff is still working on what little data we received from Second Falkirk before the flicker link went dead, but a number of issues have already become apparent.  First and foremost, the virus is clearly not hampered by what we would call economic reality.  We would love to be able to produce hundreds of thousands of long-range missiles, of course, but any proposal to do so would cause the Treasury to have a collective heart attack.  They would say - and rightly so - that it would be a massive expenditure for very little immediate return, particularly given both their military limitations and the eternal political reality that health and education are generally regarded as more conductive to winning votes than defence.  It was growing harder to secure the ring-fenced military budget before the new threat showed up and, sir, the simple truth is that too many MPs believe that we somehow provoked this conflict.  They may understand that we cannot simply pick up our toys and go home - it only takes one to start a war, but two to end it - yet the discontent in Parliament will make it harder to secure an ever-growing military budget.

Second, and perhaps more serious, we may be unable to out-produce the virus even if we were granted an unlimited military budget.  Our most extreme plans for war mobilisation may not be enough to stave off defeat, even if we are lucky enough to avoid serious problems with both civilian and military morale.  It hasn’t been that long since industrial action in a number of manufacturing nodes caused a major slowdown and we must be aware of the prospect of other strikes if ill-feeling should happen to spread.  While strikes are technically illegal during wartime, the strikers may feel that they have nothing to lose - and that we cannot bring pressure to bear against them, as we would need them to go back to work as quickly as possible.  A work slowdown would be harder to stop ... and, once they got into the habit of demanding and receiving concessions, would be easy to repeat.

In short, we may have no choice but to push for a completely unprecedented Amalgamation.

I cannot say how this will work out in practice.  We have worked closely with the Americans and the French over the past hundred years - and exercised regularly with Russia, China and the lesser spacefaring powers - but there is a vast difference between working together and actually sharing starships, bases and secrets.  At heart, we are different nations.  Can we unite in the face of a common foe?  Or will our half-baked stumbling towards Amalgamation sow the seeds for yet another conflict?

I don’t know, sir.  But I know we must push forward now, before time runs out.  We are facing an existential threat on an unimaginable scale.  The long-term implications of Amalgamation will be of no concern if we don’t have a long-term.  There is no way we can guarantee the survival of humanity, even if we surrender.  We literally cannot surrender without giving up everything.  There will be things that walk and talk and look human, but they will not be human.  The aliens Invincible discovered on Alien-3 are stark proof of the fate awaiting us if we lose this war.

I understand why so many people are opposed to Amalgamation.  I would oppose it myself - I did oppose it myself.  But right now, sir, those of us who are military men need to understand that our backs are firmly pressed against the wall.  We have no choice but to proceed towards Amalgamation.

Thankfully, our counterparts should have the same understanding.

Tony.
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Private Colin Shepherd rubbed his hands together as he stood in front of the gates, watching the steady stream of cars and buses as they passed through the outer security barrier and into the Permanent Joint Headquarters.  He’d thought himself lucky to win the duty when Sergeant Rudbek had been handing out assignments, but he was starting to suspect it was a poisoned chalice.  On one hand, all he really had to do was stand by the gates and look intimidating; on the other, it was cold, boring and hardly likely to look good on his resume.  But then, he hadn’t joined the Home Guard because he’d wanted to be a hero.

He allowed himself a tight smile as he swept his eyes over the cars.  He’d barely scraped through school, ensuring he would almost certainly be conscripted into the army.  The career counsellor had made it clear that the navy would probably not be interested in him, particularly as he didn’t have any real qualifications, and there was very little hope of winning a coveted place at a technical college.  Colin had cursed his luck - he had no particular inclination to get his arse shot off for king and country - and volunteered for the Home Guard.  It had been a surprise when he’d been accepted without question, but the Home Guard was desperate for volunteers.  They normally had to rely on conscription to fill the ranks.

And it isn’t that bad being out here, he thought.  The country had been on low-level alert since Invincible’s first return from Alien-One, but nothing had actually happened.  Colin found it hard to believe some of the wilder stories, even if they had government imprimaturs.  Everyone knew the government lied.  There are some definite advantages to being in the Home Guard.

He felt his smile grow wider as the line of cars slowly dwindled away.  Guard duty on the outskirts of London was relatively safe, even if there was a war on.  The bombardment was a thing of the past.  Colin was entirely sure the Royal Navy would keep the new threat well away from the Solar System.  He wouldn’t have a chance to prove himself a hero, but it hardly mattered.  Colin didn’t want to be a hero.  He just wanted to impress the girls with his uniform while waiting for his discharge.  It was astonishing how many girls couldn’t tell the difference between a combat infantryman and a guardsman.  Or maybe they just didn’t care.

A low rumble echoed through the air as a giant garbage truck drove down the street, followed by a pair of vans.  Colin blinked in surprise, puzzled and alarmed.  He’d been on guard duty outside PJHQ long enough to know that the garbage men never came on a Monday, certainly not to the military base.  They shouldn’t even have been allowed to get so close.  The automated highways control system would have automatically barred any vehicle from entering the street unless it had permission ... ice ran down his spine as he realised that something was badly wrong.  A drill?  Or a real emergency?  He raised his rifle, shouting for the driver to stop.  Instead, the driver gunned the engine and drove straight at the gates.  Colin fired twice, but the truck kept moving.  Colin had to throw himself out of the way - and straight into a trench - before the truck could knock him down.  A moment later, there was a thunderous sound.  Colin rolled over, his ears ringing.  He couldn’t hear anything.

He forced himself to stand, cursing himself under his breath.  His rifle was missing ... it took him a moment to realise that he must have dropped it when he’d dived into the trench.  He drew his pistol from the holster as he forced himself to stand on wobbly legs, peering over the edge of the trench.  The gates were gone, shattered beyond repair.  And the other vans were moving forward, their doors already snapping open.  Colin stared in horror, only slowly realising that this was no mere drill.  PJHQ was under attack!  His legs threatened to buckle as a stream of dogs, of all things, ran out of the vans and raced into the compound.  Colin had only a moment to see the pouches the dogs were carrying before it was too late.

Fuck, he thought, numbly.

A man jumped out of the van, weapon already raised.  Colin shot him twice, both bullets passing through the target’s head.  The man staggered, but didn’t fall.  Colin stared in disbelief.  He’d hit the man twice!  His brains were leaking out of his skull and yet he was still coming.  Another man followed, then another ... weapons flashing fire.  Colin felt a sharp pain in his chest, despite the body armour.  He’d been shot ...

He fell back, crashing to the bottom of the trench.  His pistol clattered to the concrete floor.  Dogs leapt over his head, moving with an eerie silence that horrified him.  Colin realised, in horror, that the stories he’d heard hadn’t been exaggerated after all.  It wasn’t just humans who could be infected by the virus.  The dogs could carry bombs - or worse - into the compound.  They’d do a great deal of damage before they were shot down.

Colin looked up as a shadow fell over him.  A man stood there, levelling a weapon at Colin’s face.  His expression was utterly blank, as if he had no feelings at all.  Colin couldn’t shake the impression that he was looking at something inhuman.  The force animating the body was very far from human.  

“No,” he whispered.  “I ...”

But it was already too late.
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Captain Sir Stephen Shields felt out of place as he followed his brother into the COBRA conference room.

It wasn’t the first time he’d been in a conference that was, technically, well above his pay grade.  He was the youngest scion of an important family, related - directly or indirectly - to a great many important people.  The Old Boys Network had seen to it that his rise through the ranks to starship command was smooth, without any of the bumps and bruises that would have destroyed a lesser career.  Everyone expected him to - eventually - take his place amongst the leaders of his country.  People opened doors for him even when - on the face of it - he was far beneath them.

But this ... this was different.

He took his place amongst the wallflowers, the secretaries and aides who supported the cabinet ministers, and looked around the room.  The bunker was miles below London, but it looked like a normal cabinet office, complete with a framed portrait of the king and his children hanging on the wooden walls.  A small drinks cabinet sat in one corner, utterly untouched.  The wallflowers were providing tea and coffee for their principals - Stephen was amused to note that he didn’t rate coffee - but no alcohol.  Stephen wondered, as the Prime Minister strode into the room, if there genuinely was anything in the cabinet.  The government officials should know better than to drink on the job.

Although they’ve had a terrible shock, he thought, grimly.  The first reports had arrived while they’d been driving to Whitehall.  A few hours later, neither Stephen nor his brother would have been able to get through the streets without a police escort.  And there’s little they can do but issue orders and wait for them to be carried out.

He frowned, inwardly, as he met the First Space Lord’s eyes.  Admiral Sir John Naiser didn’t look pleased to see Stephen, although the Admiral’s staff would presumably have informed him Stephen had been invited to accompany his brother.  Naiser had worked his way up the ranks without having a powerful family, although - as a legitimate war hero - he hadn’t entirely been without assets of his own.  Stephen wouldn’t have blamed the older man for resenting his presence.  It was a grim reminder that class and accidents of birth still counted in society.  Naiser would never be amongst the greatest of the great and he knew it.

And he deserves better, Stephen thought.  He led the navy to victory in the last interstellar war.

The Prime Minister sat down at the head of the table.  “Gentlemen, be seated,” he said.  “This meeting is now in session.”

Stephen took a breath.  The Prime Minister looked to have aged twenty years in the space of a day.  It was one thing to hear about disaster hundreds of light years away, but quite another to know that the war had come home with a vengeance.  Bombings and shootings on the streets ... it sounded as if hell itself had come to Britain.  Stephen had hoped that the first reports had been exaggerated - they always were, in his experience - but the grim look on the Prime Minister’s face suggested otherwise.  The war had very definitely come home.

“Chief Constable,” the Prime Minister said.  “Please update us on the current ... situation.”

The Chief Constable didn’t look pleased, Stephen noted.  Andrew Middlebrow was a tall man, with a distinguished record, but he wouldn’t have reached the very highest levels without a number of political connections.  It would be easy for the poor man’s patrons to drop him like a hot rock if they happened to need a scapegoat for the disaster.  Middlebrow should be in his office, helping to coordinate the civil and military response, not briefing government officials deep under London.  Stephen understood, though.  A senior officer could issue orders, but he’d never be able to do anything for himself.  All he could do was watch and wait while his subordinates dealt with the crisis on their own.

No wonder so many higher officers turn into micromanagers, Stephen thought, with a flicker of empathy.  It’s the only way they can feel in control.

Middlebrow stood at parade rest, clasping his beefy hands behind his back.  “Yes, Prime Minister,” he said.  His voice was under tight control, suggesting that he was more than a little agitated.  Normally, the briefing would be given by a junior officer.  “Over the last two hours, there have been a series of attacks on military, police and government installations across the country.  Preliminary reports from America and France suggest that they, too, have come under attack, although details are sparse.  The attacks were closely-coordinated, almost all of them launched before our alert status could be raised.”

He tapped a control, bringing up a holographic map of the country.  Stephen leaned forward, feeling cold.  A handful of red icons - mostly in or around London - glared at him.  He knew very little about urban combat - he preferred to leave such operations to the groundpounders - but the display looked intimidating.  London appeared to be surrounded by red icons.  It was hard to recall that each of the attacks - individually - were nothing more than pinpricks.  The country had barely been scratched.

“In almost all cases, the attackers were caught and killed before they could inflict major damage,” Middlebrow said.  “The most serious damage was done to a recruiting barracks in Slough, where a truck bomb was rammed through the gates and detonated on the parade ground.  Other installations were barely damaged, although casualties were quite high.  The attackers showed no concern for their own lives and managed to take out a number of defenders before they were killed.  In some cases, they were reported as continuing to fight until they were literally shot to pieces.”

They were infected, Stephen thought.  He shivered, inwardly.  The virus has reached Earth.

“Our preliminary examinations of the dead bodies revealed the presence of the virus,” Middlebrow said, echoing Stephen’s thoughts.  “Right now, we are attempting to trace them back to their point of infection and ...”

“This isn’t good enough,” the Home Secretary snapped.  “I thought we had defences in place to stop this ... this kind of infection!”

“We took all rational precautions,” Middlebrow said.  “However, sir, the plain truth is that there are simply too many ways to smuggle something down to Earth that bypass most of our security checks.  We have tightened things up as much as possible, but gaps remain.  We may discover, for example, that a lone starship crewman was infected and ... induced ... to carry the virus through security.  We’ll have to backtrack the infected to figure it out.”

“Fucking careless,” the Home Secretary growled.  “Prime Minister, I insist on an official inquiry ...”

“After we have handled the current crisis, we will have time to reassess our safety precautions,” the Prime Minister said.  “Chief Constable, what are the odds of tracking down any surviving infected?”

Middlebrow winced.  “Poor,” he said.  “We believed our testing regime was sufficient, but clearly we were wrong.  The combination of blood tests and biological warfare sniffers needs to be reassessed.  If they pass through a checkpoint, we’ll catch them; if they don’t ... they may be able to hide out for quite some time.  There are large swathes of the country with very limited security.”

“So they could be ... breeding ... somewhere in Wales or Scotland or wherever,” the Home Secretary said.  “Is there no way we can find them?”

“We have deployed an extensive array of sensors,” Middlebrow said.  “And we have ordered civilians to return home and stay there.  Anyone still moving at the end of the cut-off period will draw attention.  The police force will investigate any signs of trouble.”

“But we can’t keep people inside forever,” the Foreign Secretary said quietly.  “They’ll start to starve.”

“And the economy will tumble,” the Prime Minister added.  “We can’t keep the country in a state of emergency indefinitely.”

“This is going to be worse than the Troubles,” the Home Secretary predicted.  “Anyone could be an enemy.”

Stephen nodded in agreement.  Anyone could be infected.  Anyone ... or anything.  The police checkpoints were looking for humans, not dogs or cats or even mice.  The xenospecialists had warned that the virus might be able to infect dogs and cats, although they had suggested that the animals couldn’t host enough of the virus to make it a viable threat.  Stephen hoped that was true, but it struck him as a classic example of wishful thinking.  The virus could hardly be blind to the prospect of using smaller animals to spread itself.  The only upside, as far as anyone could tell, was that insects couldn’t become hosts.  That would have made the virus unstoppable.

“And where did they get the weapons?”  The Home Secretary glared around the room.  “And the bombs?”

“Our preliminary assessment suggests that some of the weapons were legal, their owners presumably infected and turned against us.”  There was a hint of irritation in Middlebrow’s voice.  “And the bombs were all jury-rigged devices, the explosives put together from freely-available compounds.  I have no doubt we’ll eventually discover that shopkeepers and suppliers were infected and, again, forced to work against us.”

“And the virus can turn our people against us so easily?”  The Home Secretary sounded sceptical.  “There’s no way to resist?”

The Prime Minister glanced at the First Space Lord, who nodded.  “There is considerable evidence, Home Secretary, that the virus is capable of both accessing and using the memories of its host.  The host, to all intents and purposes, no longer exists.  They are not held at gunpoint, they are not reconditioned ... they are no longer who or what they were.  They do not choose to betray us.  They are not us any longer.”

“Crap,” the Home Secretary said.  “There’s nothing we can do about it?”

“We have taken precautions to prevent infection,” the First Space Lord said, quietly.  “But once the virus gets firmly established ...”

It becomes impossible to stop, Stephen thought.  He knew how infiltrations worked.  The virus, he suspected, understood it intimately.  Infiltrations and infections followed the same basic idea.  The first thing an infection did was weaken the host’s ability to fight, either by attacking the immune system or trying to gain control of the security services.  If we don’t know that something is wrong, how can we stop it?

“They’re not good enough,” the Home Secretary growled.

“There is little else we can do,” the Chief Constable said.  “We can expand the blood testing program - we have no choice, now we know the virus is loose on Earth.  We can limit public transport in hopes of slowing any major outbreak ...”

And that won’t be easy, Stephen thought.  We shouldn’t be thinking of this as a viral outbreak.  We should be treating this as a biological attack.  The virus is far more intelligent than we realised.

He shivered.  The Age of Unrest had seen a handful of biological attacks, all carried out by terrorists who had very little to lose.  They’d taken advantage of advances in genetic bioengineering technology to attack their enemies ... thankfully, the science hadn’t been advanced enough for the engineered viruses to spread before they were detected and countered.  A little more good luck for the attackers - and bad luck for the entire human race - and the entire planet might have been turned into a graveyard.  And now ... the virus was intelligent, combining a deep understanding of its own nature with a complete disregard for the lives of its hosts.  It was easy to imagine it evading checkpoints and spreading itself over the entire planet.

“I’m sure the police have the matter well in hand,” the Secretary of Defence said. “The question now is why ... why now?  Why launch the attacks now?”

“The attacks started shortly after the Battle of Falkirk,” the First Space Lord said.  “That cannot be a coincidence.”

“And that means they have access to the flicker network,” the Home Secretary said.  “Or even the media.”

And if the media is infected, Stephen mused, could we tell the difference?

“We told the media not to report on the battle,” the Prime Minister said.

“But rumours would have spread anyway,” the Home Secretary countered.  “And ...”

He took a breath.  “How do we know that we were told the truth?”

The Prime Minister frowned.  “What do you mean?”

“The virus can pose as a host, right?”  The Home Secretary looked from face to face.  “It wears a host’s face, speaks with a host’s voice ... there’s no way to tell if someone has been infected without a blood test.  Prime Minister ... how do we know that the entire MNF hasn’t been infected?”

“The MNF understood the dangers,” the First Space Lord said, quietly.  “The virus did attempt to board a handful of ships, but ... none of them were infected.  Their crews took prompt action to remove the boarding parties before it was too late.”

“And if they failed?”

“There were contingency plans,” the First Space Lord said.  “It would be difficult to subvert them.”

“For someone from the outside, yes.”  The Home Secretary didn’t sound convinced.  “But what about someone on the inside?  A single corrupt clerk in an office can do more damage - and hide it - than an entire team of burglars!”

“They would have to get inside first,” the First Space Lord reminded him.  “And, like I said, the MNF understood the dangers.  They took precautions.”

Stephen kept his face impassive.  It was true that Admiral Weisskopf would have taken precautions, but it was also true that there was no way to know if the precautions had been completely successful.  The Home Secretary was right, damn him.  Sneaking onto a planet was far easier than boarding a starship - and Admiral Weisskopf had ordered regular blood tests - but there was no way to be entirely certain.  They lived in an era when almost anything could be faked.  There were talking heads on the nightly news that were almost certainly nothing more than computer-generated composites.  Why couldn’t the virus have taken control of the flicker network and sent them misleading reports?

They managed to take control of Dezhnev and send her against us, he thought.  Why couldn't they do the same with an American battleship or two?

He shook his head.  Dezhnev and her crew hadn’t known the dangers.  They’d thought they were facing a conventional opponent ... his lips twitched in grim amusement.  The crew might not have realised they were facing an opponent at all.  They’d had strict orders not to do anything that might be construed as hostile, anything that might spark off a third interstellar war with a mysterious alien race ... they had very clear orders not to open fire unless there was a clear and present danger.  It would be easy for the virus to take control of Dezhnev before the crew realised it was under attack.  Stephen could imagine a dozen ways to do it.

It may not matter, he reminded himself.  The virus punched us right out of Falkirk.  And now, it’s on Earth.

Stephen allowed none of his feelings to show as he surveyed the room.  The First Space Lord looked calm and composed - he understood the realities of the situation - but the politicians seemed badly worried.  They looked as if they were on the verge of panic.  Stephen knew how hard it would be for the virus to work its way into the very heart of government or take control of the orbital defence systems, but the politicians didn’t.  They feared the worst.  And they were all old enough to remember the Bombardment.

The Prime Minister’s voice echoed in the silence.  “There is no way we can talk to the virus,” he said.  “We have no choice but to press on.”

“There has to be some way to make ourselves understood,” the Foreign Secretary objected.

“The virus doesn’t seem to think like us,” the First Space Lord said.  “And even if it did ... why should it talk to us?  It doesn’t want to come to terms, it doesn’t want surrender ... it doesn’t even want submission.  We are locked in a war for survival, a war that has just come home.  If we lose, we lose everything.”

And that’s the nub, Stephen thought.  There had been no prospect of complete extermination during the First and Second World Wars.  Humanity as a whole would not be wiped out by the conflict.  But any war with an alien power put the survival of humanity itself at risk.  The Tadpoles had killed millions of people during the Bombardment.  God alone knew how many people would have died if they’d won the war.  The virus won’t just defeat us, if it wins the war.  It will destroy us.

“So we keep fighting,” the Prime Minister said.  “And we tighten our precautions, once again.”

“And then the virus will get around them, once again,” the Home Secretary said.  “Whatever we do, it will find a way to circumvent.  We need to find a way to take the war into enemy space and finish it.”

“The virus is a unique threat,” the First Space Lord said.  “And one that requires us to work closely with other nations to defeat.  But it is not all-powerful.  It has its limits.  It can be beaten.  We have not lost this war.”

No, Stephen thought.  He remembered the fleet of warships gathering in Alien-One.  But it may be too powerful for us to handle.

“We lost a battle,” the Prime Minister agreed.  “But we have not lost the war.”

“And our allies are coming,” the Foreign Secretary said.  “We are not alone.”

“No,” the Prime Minister said.  “And that makes all the difference.”
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“I trust you found the meeting to be interesting,” the First Space Lord said.  “It should have been an educational experience.”

Stephen took a moment to organise his thoughts.  The First Space Lord had caught his attention as soon as the COBRA meeting had come to an end, summoning him to the Admiralty once the roads were clear.  Stephen had known better than to argue, even when his brother had demanded his attention.  There was little to be gained by picking a fight with his uniformed superior.  Besides, he could catch up with his brother later.  The latest update from the BBC had made it clear that all non-essential flights to orbit had been suspended as long as the state of emergency remained in effect.

“It was ... interesting,” he said, finally.  “I ... permission to speak freely?”

“Granted,” the First Space Lord said.

“I thought the politicians had to have military experience,” Stephen said.  “Or at least some kind of experience.”

“The Secretary of Defence does have to have military experience,” the First Space Lord said, calmly.  “Everyone else ... they don’t have to have any relevant experience in the field to serve as a cabinet minister.  They have staff to handle the practical details.”

He looked as if he wanted to say something more, but stopped himself.  Stephen understood, more than he cared to admit.  The cabinet ministers were selected for political reasons, not because they were the best candidates for the job.  They didn’t always know how their departments worked, let alone what the people who were nominally under their command actually did.  They tended to get blindsided by procedures and polices laid down by their predecessors they didn’t realise hadn’t been changed simply because there’d been a change in government.  It wasn’t easy for them to change anything, particularly when the civil service was opposed to change.  The governing system made sure of it.

“They understand that the war needs to be fought,” the First Space Lord said, briskly.  “Right now, Captain, that is all that matters.”

“Yes, sir,” Stephen said.

“And the situation has become dire,” the First Space Lord added.  He pointed to a seat.  “We have to decide how to proceed.”

He took his seat behind the desk and keyed a switch.  A holographic star chart appeared above his desk, the handful of alien-occupied systems glowing red against the green and blue of humanity’s stars.  Stephen felt his heart sink as he realised just how deeply the virus had sliced into the human sphere.  Twelve colony worlds now lay within its grasp, just waiting to be infected.  The colonists knew what to expect, but ... Stephen doubted they could save themselves.  Only a handful had any real defences, none of which were capable of standing off a major fleet.  Their only hope was the virus deciding not to mop up the colonies while Earth and the major worlds were still untouched.

And it doesn’t have to detach entire battle squadrons to bring most of those worlds to heel, Stephen thought.  A lone destroyer would be more than sufficient to smash the defences and infect the population.

“We were able to re-establish contact with the MNF when it withdrew to UAS-4823,” the First Space Lord said.  “The virus was apparently able to take out the flicker station in Honshu, breaking our lines of communication.  Admiral Weisskopf - or the person we think is Admiral Weisskopf - has sent a full report.”

His lips twisted.  Stephen understood.  The odds of the virus being able to capture USS Texas and her crew intact were very low - it was far more likely that the ship would be destroyed in combat - but there was no way to be sure.  The Home Secretary had had a point, when he’d raised concerns about just who was on the far end of the line.  Maybe the man was being paranoid or ... maybe he was right to be concerned.  If the virus had managed to infect Admiral Weisskopf ... Stephen shuddered.  It didn’t bear thinking about.

“We lost a third of the MNF outright,” the First Space Lord said.  “Another third is heavily damaged.  Admiral Weisskopf made it clear that a number of ships were under tow. The remainder are low on ammunition.  They will not be able to make a stand if the virus gives chase.”

“And it probably absorbed navigational data from Dezhnev and her crew,” Stephen said.  “It won’t have to waste time surveying the tramlines to pick out the route to Earth.”

“Probably,” the First Space Lord said.  “We would certainly have drawn navigational data from a captured ship, if we had that level of access.”

We wouldn’t have risked sending her into battle, Stephen thought.  A captured starship - a captured alien starship - was a prize beyond price.  The Royal Navy was prepared to pay millions in prize money to the crew who brought home an intact alien ship, knowing that the value of the intelligence bonanza would be in the billions.  It would take years, perhaps, to finish stripping the hull of valuable information.  Why did the virus risk us recapturing or destroying Dezhnev?

He shook his head, dismissively.  It wouldn’t have taken long for the captured ship’s datanodes to be downloaded into an alien datacore, not if the virus had access to the ship’s command codes.  There was no reason to assume the virus hadn’t copied everything from Dezhnev before using her as a modified Trojan Horse.  Anything else ... he cursed the security nightmare under his breath.  Anything else was just whistling in the dark.  The virus owned and operated starships, for God’s sake!  It might be alien, but it couldn’t be that alien.

The First Space Lord nodded to the hologram.  “The remainder of the fleet is currently falling back on Zheng He, a Chinese colony and fleet base.  The Chinese didn’t have that long to turn the base into a fortress, but they’ve done enough to give us a reasonable chance of stalling the virus long enough for us to bring new weapons and starships online.  We may not be able to win this war by outproducing the virus, Captain, but we may be able to develop new weapons and suchlike to tip the balance in our favour.”

“Yes, sir,” Stephen said.  “I saw the projections.”

“And absolutely none of them are remotely cheerful.”  The First Space Lord grimaced, as if he had bitten into something rotten.  “The best-case projections give the virus a major production advantage over us - over all of us, British and Americans and everyone else put together.  Their sheer willingness to deploy vast numbers of long-range missiles alone ... well, let’s just say we may be heavily outgunned.  Our only real advantage is, I think, a certain degree of tactical flexibility and we may lose that if it absorbs more of our people.”

“Perhaps, sir,” Stephen said.  “It’s difficult to predict how their starships will react to any given situation.  Sometimes they’ll come boiling after us, the moment they catch a sniff of us; sometimes they’ll just ignore us until we make ourselves impossible to ignore.”

“And there’s no way to know which choice they’ll make until they do,” the First Space Lord agreed.  “They may also believe that they don’t need to make any changes to their tactical doctrine.”

Stephen nodded in grim agreement.  He’d studied decision-making during his time at the academy and his instructors had pointed out hundreds of examples of human commanders making the same mistakes, time and time again, because they didn’t face any personal consequences for their failure.  They cared more about public relations - and the opinions of their superiors - than about the men under their command.  It was easier and safer to send the men into the meatgrinder, time and time again, than to suggest ways to outflank the enemy and save lives.  The virus might feel the same way.  It might care as little for the loss of a single starship as Stephen cared for a single strand of hair.

And if what they’re doing worked in every previous war they’ve fought, he told himself, they may see no reason to change.

“On the other hand, we can be reasonably sure they’ll throw everything they have at Zheng He as soon as they realise that the MNF has stopped running,” the First Space Lord said.  “They already know the fleet has been badly weakened.”

Stephen nodded.  “They must know.”

“Quite.”  The First Space Lord tapped a switch.  “There have been a number of high-level discussions between senior military officers over the past few days.  We were contemplating reinforcements for the MNF even before the virus launched its second offensive against Falkirk.  Invincible and a number of other starships will be dispatched to Zheng He to back up the fleet and hold the line.”

“Sir.”  Stephen took a breath and started again.  “Sir, Invincible is in no condition to return to the front.  Our hull plating has been badly damaged, our starfighter squadrons have been shot to ribbons ...”

The First Space Lord held up a hand.  “Captain, under normal circumstances, I’d be happy to give you, your ship and your crew a long period to recuperate.  I’d even push for two-thirds of your crew to be reassigned to other ships while Invincible is put back together.  But now ... we are short on starships that can be rushed to the front.  The politicians are unlikely to allow us to draw more ships from the home defence formations, particularly not now.  We can only throw a handful of starships into the front line.  Invincible is one of them.”

Stephen swallowed, hard.  “How long do we have?”

“The discussions are still underway, but I think you’ll receive your formal orders by the end of the day.”  The First Space Lord frowned.  “And I think you’ll be told to depart within a week - ten days, at the most.  Can your ship be readied in time?”

“There is no way we can return to full fighting trim in ten days,” Stephen said, flatly.  He forced himself to remember the last report from the engineers, after they’d surveyed the damage and planned the repairs.  “If we had emergency priority, with repair work going on around the clock, we might be able to get up to eighty, perhaps ninety, percent of readiness.  But that might be dangerously optimistic.”

“Probably too optimistic,” the First Space Lord said.  He’d served a term in the shipyards, if Stephen recalled correctly.  The Vanguard and Invincible classes had practically been his brainchildren.  “But you will have emergency priority.  I’ll make sure you’re assigned all the workers and supplies you need.”

“That will be difficult,” Stephen predicted.  “Home Fleet will want ...”

“Home Fleet will have to put up with it,” the First Space Lord said.  “We must keep the virus away from Earth, at all costs.  If that means sending half-repaired ships into battle ...”

He studied the holographic chart for a long moment.  “Our allies are redeploying their ships to support us, Captain, but it will be several months before they can arrive in force.  If we can hold the line that long, we should be able to get the remainder of our industrial base into full war production and start churning out new weapons.  The boffins are sure they can come up with something to even the odds.”

Stephen didn’t bother to hide his scepticism.  The boffins had been promising all kinds of technological advances for years, from long-range energy weapons that could slice through a starship like a hot knife through butter to forcefields that could protect a starship from a direct nuclear strike, but so far none of the advances had ever materialised.  They’d inched forward slowly, only jumping forward when they had a piece of alien technology to reverse-engineer and put into mass production.  There was no point in holding one’s breath for a technological silver bullet.  The virus would have to be stopped the old-fashioned way.

And we know it doesn’t have access to super-advanced technology, either, he thought.  It wasn’t a particularly reassuring thought.  It just has more than enough starships to crush us by sheer weight of numbers.

“There are some promising ideas,” the First Space Lord said, calmly.  “Quite a few technological advances seemed impossible until they became reality.”

“Yes, sir,” Stephen said.

“But there is a second concern,” the First Space Lord added.  “It is quite likely that the officer in command of the reinforcements will be a Russian.”

Stephen blinked.  “What?  But ...”

The First Space Lord nodded, curtly.  “Believe me, I am aware of the political implications.  There are too many unanswered questions surrounding Dezhnev and whatever orders she might have been given for me to feel happy about any of this.  However, the Russians will be making the largest contribution.  They practically have to be given the command.”

“Sir.”  Stephen forced himself to calm down.  “Can we trust them?”

“I trust them to know where their own best interests lie,” the First Space Lord said.  “They have nothing to gain and a great deal to lose by betraying humanity to any alien foe, particularly the virus.  They’re not going to be playing Vichy Russia when the virus doesn’t need collaborators.  The risks of working with them, Captain, are far exceeded by the dangers of not working with them.  We need to leave the past in the past and work together to save humanity from destruction.”

Stephen lowered his eyes.  “Yes, sir.”

“That said, you are to keep an eye out for trouble,” the First Space Lord added.  “And report to me if you sense anything out of kilter.”

“Yes, sir.”  Stephen cursed under his breath.  The orders would be difficult, if not impossible, to follow.  “I’ll keep an eye on them.”

The First Space Lord smiled, briefly.  “Do your best,” he said.  “Admiral Svetlana Zadornov is known for being competent, as well as a patriot.  You can work with her.”

“Yes, sir,” Stephen said, again.  “Shouldn’t it be Zadornova?”

“I believe that Admiral Zadornov prefers the masculine form of her name,” the First Space Lord said.  “She is certainly never called Zadornova in official dispatches.  And, given where she is, you can assume she’s more than merely competent.”

“She wouldn’t have reached high rank without being extremely capable,” Stephen agreed, calmly.  It was unusual to encounter a woman in the Russian military, let alone one who held such a high rank.  “And she was in the Battle of Earth.”

“And received medals from all of the Great Powers,” the First Space Lord said.  “She was one of the first officers to receive the Star of Terra.  There aren’t many other officers, male or female, who have been honoured by the entire planet.”

“Yes, sir,” Stephen said.  “I won’t take her lightly.”

“No,” the First Space Lord agreed.  “If nothing else, bear in mind she will be commanding a bigger ship.”

Stephen had to smile.  “Yes, sir.”

“You will also be playing host to a starfighter squadron - perhaps more than one - from another nation,” the First Space Lord added.  “We’re still smoothing out the details.  The Germans have offered a starfighter squadron or two, but the French and Poles are throwing out objections and the Germans might wind up being reassigned to home defence duties instead.  I’d hoped for an American squadron, but it looks like they’re being reserved for their own ships.  The Japanese are the only other prospects and they have colony worlds to defend, too.”

“And there’s little prospect of those worlds being ignored,” Stephen mused.  He studied the starchart for a moment, thinking fast.  “Have we managed to draw anything from the captured datacores yet?”

“The boffins are still working on it.”  The First Space Lord looked displeased.  “The current theory is that the virus stored astrographic information within its cells, rather than ... well, anything we would recognise as a datacore.  They haven’t managed to pull anything legible from the captured ships.  On the other hand” - he shrugged - “they might simply not have figured out how to work the system yet.  Alien technology is always difficult to crack.”

Stephen nodded.  The Tadpoles might not have been human, but they’d been reasonably humanoid.  Their computers had been different, yet they hadn’t been that different.  The virus, on the other hand, was completely alien.  Who knew how a living virus thought?  The boffins had been sure they’d crack the datacores, but how long would it take?  And how would the boffins even know they’d succeeded?

Starcharts are understandable, he told himself firmly.  And we can pick them out by matching the data against our files.

“I wish we didn’t have to send you back into action so quickly,” the First Space Lord said, grimly.  “The exigencies of war demand it ...”

“I understand,” Stephen said.  “There will be ... issues ... of course, but we will cope.”

“And I’m sorry about the lack of shore leave for your crew,” the First Space Lord added.  “It won’t do wonders for morale.”

“No,” Stephen agreed.  “We knew what we were doing when we took the oath, sir.  We’ll cope.”

He winced, inwardly.  He didn’t fear a mutiny - the Royal Navy hadn’t suffered a mutiny for hundreds of years - but he knew what a lack of shore leave could do to a crew.  They would start to suffer, start to slow down ... too many experienced men and women would decline to re-enlist when their original terms of service came to an end.  Better civvy street, they’d say, than the military.  Civvy street wouldn’t jerk them around and force them to remain on duty indefinitely ... he shook his head.  No one would be discharged during the war, not when trained officers and crew were desperately needed.  They’d just have to suck it up.

And I’ll just have to hope that they can cope, he told himself.  And that we can cope with any problems that might arise.

“Very good, Captain,” the First Space Lord said.  “And good luck.”

“Yes, sir.”
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“There isn’t anything on the datanet,” Corporal Glen Hammersmith said.  “The whole planet has gone quiet.”

“Maybe they’re all dead,” Corporal Roger Tindal offered.  “Or infected.”

Captain Alice Campbell rubbed her eyes as she forced herself to throw off the last vestiges of sleep and get up.  The shuttle flight shouldn’t have been more than a couple of hours, but the emergency on Earth - whatever the hell it was - had forced the pilot to take a long detour before resuming his original course.  Alice was no stranger to being told to hurry up and wait - or being ordered to fill out hundreds of forms, only to be told afterwards that half of them weren’t necessary - but she had to admit there was something odd about this order.  They were a long way from Earth.  Whatever was happening on the surface couldn’t have much to do with them.

Unless the virus really has infected the entire planet, she thought.  She stood, gritting her teeth.  Her body felt ... strange, as if it wasn’t completely hers.  It might have reached the homeworld before we knew what we were facing.

She glanced at the displays, keeping her face under tight control.  One showed an actress running from a monster, screaming her head off; the second was the live feed from the BBC, probably already hours out of date.  She wondered, idly, which one was more realistic.  The girl was wearing a dress that should have tripped her up a dozen times in the last few minutes, but the BBC wasn’t known for detailed investigative reporting these days.  It was probably repeating the government’s talking points, whatever the hell they were.  The crisis, whatever it was, had only just started.  The government itself probably didn't know what its talking points were, yet.  It would take hours, at least, for an official statement to emerge.

“The entire planet couldn’t be infected,” she said, finally.  “Did they sound the system-wide alert?”

“No, Captain,” Hammersmith said.  “There doesn’t seem to be any alert off Earth.”

So far, Alice thought.  They were two light-hours from Earth.  The BBC’s talking head had finished his babbling two hours ago.  They might have already sounded the alert for the rest of the solar system.

She keyed a switch, bringing up the long-range sensors.  The solar system looked normal.  There were no vast fleets of alien starships crashing through the tramlines, no sudden silence as asteroid bases and industrial nodes shut down hastily to avoid being detected ... she shook her head at the thought.  The virus probably knew everything its unwilling hosts had known.  It probably knew precisely where to find humanity’s industrial nodes.  A conventional foe would set out to destroy them, as Alice and her team had destroyed an alien shipyard months ago, but the virus might think it could take the shipyards intact instead.  Alice had a terrible feeling that the virus might be right.

The intercom bleeped.  “We’ve just received permission to approach the base,” the pilot said, calmly.  “We’ll be docking in thirty minutes.”

“He probably means thirty hours,” Hammersmith stage-whispered.

“I heard that,” the pilot said.  He sounded more amused than indignant.  He probably hadn’t enjoyed the long flight either.  “And they’re very insistent on us docking as soon as possible.”

“I’ll go freshen up,” Alice said.  “You two ... get ready.”

She turned and made her way down to the washroom.  It felt weird to have only three passengers in a shuttle designed for an entire company of marines, but there were some definite advantages.  She splashed water on her face, then peered at herself in the mirror.  The tired-looking woman staring back at her was almost a stranger.  She touched her close-cropped hair, silently wondering why she hadn’t had it permanently shaved after she’d been told she could return to active duty.  The marks on her pale skin were a grim reminder of how hard she’d worked to rebuild muscle mass over the last couple of weeks.  No one would have blamed her for giving up, she’d been told, but she knew that wasn’t true.  She would have blamed herself.

And then they summon me here, she thought, grimly.  She’d thought she was free of the doctors, free of their prodding as they tried to figure out why she’d survived being infected; she’d thought she had her own life back ... although, she conceded with a wry smile, she’d chosen the wrong career if she wanted freedom.  What on Earth do they want?

She took a long breath, gathering herself.  The orders had been clear.  She was to report to the asteroid base, bringing with her two men to serve as an escort.  Alice hadn’t been sure what to make of it.  She was hardly a high-value target, hardly the sort of person to draw attention from would-be kidnappers; she wasn’t even a high-ranking military officer who might have reasonably expected bodyguards.  Who was going to threaten her?  And, if she was under arrest, they would have sent a platoon of redcaps to escort her to jail.  They wouldn’t have asked her to pick her own guards ...

A quiver ran through the shuttle.  She put her thoughts aside as she opened the hatch and made her way back to her seat.  The display showed a pair of starfighters falling into escort position, ready to engage if the shuttle turned hostile.  Alice rather suspected that the precaution was designed to calm civilian nerves, rather than do anything effective.  If someone had sneaked a nuke onto the shuttle, there would be no way to detect it before the shuttle docked and - by then - it would be too late.  Alice had no doubt of it.

Tindal glanced at her as she sat down.  “What do you think they want, Captain?”

“Buggered if I know,” Alice said.  The BBC talking head was still blathering about something that had happened in London.  “I guess we’ll find out in a moment or two.”

The shuttle rocked again, a low thump echoing through the craft as it docked.  Alice was mildly surprised they hadn’t landed in a proper shuttlebay, where it would be a great deal easier to unload the shuttle, but she supposed security was paramount.  She stood as the gravity flickered, the shuttle’s onboard field giving way to the base’s, and made her way to the airlock.  It was already hissing open.  Alice wasn’t too surprised to see that the hatch on the far side was firmly closed.  An Earther could get sloppy if she wished, but someone who lived in space couldn’t afford to play games.  Space rarely gave anyone a second chance if they fucked up.

She walked down the tube, barely aware of the two men following.  There was a long pause as the rear hatch closed - she heard it shut behind her - before the forward hatch hissed open.  She wasn’t remotely surprised to see a pair of armoured men, their weapons not quite pointing at the newcomers, in the featureless room beyond.  They tested Hammersmith and Tindal quickly, then waved a pair of scanners over Alice before allowing the three of them through the next airlock.  Alice doubted they were happy about simply allowing her to enter the base.  She tested positive for the virus, even though it was dead.

Or, more accurately, it can’t control me, she thought.  She had nightmares, sometimes, when she thought it might still be able to influence her.  If her mentality was changing, and all the standards she used to measure it were changing too, how would she know her mentality was changing?  It’s still inside me.

She looked around, interested, as they passed through the airlock.  The room on the far side was a simple reception chamber, with everything from comfortable chairs and a drinks dispenser to a large display showing the latest updates from Earth.  The tickertape was talking about bombings in Washington, New York and San Francisco.  Two men were waiting for her, both wearing dark blue uniforms.  She didn’t know either of them, but she guessed they were xenospecialists.  Who else would be interested in meeting her?

“Thank you for coming,” the lead xenospecialist said.  “I am Doctor Percival Adamson and this is Doctor Bendix.”

“Charmed,” Alice lied.  The two doctors had the air of medical researchers, rather than real doctors or headshrinkers.  They showed no reluctance to shake her hand as she introduced the two corporals.  She guessed they knew they didn’t have to be concerned about being infected, at least from her.  “You do appreciate that you called me away from my duties ...?”

“We do,” Adamson said.  “But we also feel that your duties are actually here.”

Alice felt her heart sink.  “You want me to join you here?  I don’t even know where here is!”

“This is Base Zero Alpha,” Bendix said.  He was a tall bald man, with pale skin that suggested he’d spent his entire life amongst the asteroids.  “And we think you are uniquely placed to assist us.”

And the rest of your crew, who are no doubt watching us from a distance, Alice thought, coldly.  There would be limits to just how far they’d trust anyone.  The black-ops community rarely showed its hand openly.  What do you want from me?

“We have much to talk about,” Adamson said.  He gestured to the chairs.  “Please, be seated.  Can I fetch you a cup of tea?  Or coffee?”

“Coffee would be good, thanks,” Alice said.  She glanced at her escort.  “For you?”

“Tea, please,” Hammersmith said, following her lead.  “Roger?”

“Tea, please,” Tindal said.

Alice sat down and watched as Adamson prepared the drinks with practiced ease.  Whatever they wanted was going to be bad.  She was morbidly certain of it.  They wouldn’t be plying her with tea and coffee if they just wanted to ask her a few questions.  Hell, they could have just sent her an email if they’d thought of something that wasn’t covered in her reports.  Alice found it hard to imagine that there was anything she hadn’t mentioned.  She’d spent weeks putting together an outline of everything that had happened to her since the first infection.

She took the coffee from Adamson and sipped thoughtfully.  The drink was milky, nowhere near as strong as she preferred.  She opened her mouth to ask for something darker, then changed her mind.  There was no point in pushing matters too far.  Better to answer their questions and get out, before her superiors ordered her to stay.  She cursed under her breath as Adamson sat down, balancing a mug of tea on his knee.  She’d thought she was done with being a medical research subject.

“As you know, you and you alone are the only person to have endured a full-fledged infection and survived,” Adamson said.  “It was a remarkable achievement.”

And, if we both know it, why are you taking us through it again?  Alice sat up, straighter.  I know what happened.  I was there.

“So far, no one else has survived,” Adamson continued.  “A handful of minor infections were stopped in their tracks by prompt treatment, before the virus could make any permanent changes to their bodies, but otherwise ... once the virus gets a solid foothold, it is only a matter of time before it overwhelms the brain and takes control.  And then the only real solution is euthanasia.”

Hammersmith leaned forward.  “But you did save Captain Campbell, didn’t you?”

“Yes, but the virus had not yet reached her brain,” Adamson said.  “We were able to kill it before it took complete control.  The treatments ... there is no way they could be used to kill the viral particles in a host’s brain without killing the host, too.”

“The operation would be a success, but the patient would die,” Alice said.  She took a sip of her coffee.  “None of this is actually new to me.”

“No,” Adamson agreed.  “But it does provide necessary context.”

He paused, his eyes fixed on his teacup.  “We were ... intrigued by your report from Alien-3,” he said.  “You stated, specifically, that the infected aliens simply ignored you, even as they chased your comrades back to the shuttle.  They took no notice of you.”

“I recall,” Alice said.

“We believe that your scent, for want of a better term, was permanently altered by the virus,” Adamson said.  “You were ignored because you smelled right to them.  I think that, judging from our work here, you might have been ignored even if you were shooting and throwing grenades at them.  It would take them some time to realise that you were a possible threat.”

“Are you sure?”  Alice didn’t believe it.  “I would be shooting at them, not ... walking past with my hands by my sides.  They would have to realise I was hostile.”

“We think it depends on just how much of the virus’s ... ah, brainpower is involved,” Adamson said.  “If it isn’t focused on the scene, it may not be able to realise - at least at first - that it has a problem.”

“Like an elephant,” Bendix said.  “If you stamp on an elephant’s foot, it takes the elephant some time to realise that it needs to say ouch.”

“And then it stomps you into the ground,” Alice muttered.  She still didn’t believe it.  “I wouldn’t care to try it.”

“Our research here has been focused on finding ways to disrupt the virus’s internal communications,” Adamson explained.  “We know - now - that it communicates through more than just scent.  Each individual host breathes out one set of particles and breathes in another ... in effect, the virus is a giant decentralised network.”

“Just like the old internet,” Tindal said.

“Exactly.”  Bendix sounded surprised.  Alice reflected, rather sourly, that he’d probably thought that a soldier couldn’t count to eleven without taking off his pants.  “And, just like the old internet, we think it can be disrupted.  We might even be able to infiltrate the network and turn the virus against itself.  That, too, was a problem with the old internet.”

“And you think you can take down the virus’s communications.”  Alice met Adamson’s eyes, evenly.  “What does this have to do with me?”

Adamson looked embarrassed.  “The changes in your scent are a limited form of inter-viral communication,” he said.  “You’re basically telling the virus that you’re friendly.”

Alice’s lips twitched.  “I’m lying.”

“Yeah, but we think the virus doesn’t really have a concept of lying,” Adamson said.  He dropped his eyes.  “I mean ... not in the sense it can’t lie to us, but in the sense it can’t lie to itself.  It doesn’t seem to be able to realise that you’re lying to it, at least as long as you don’t force it to look at you directly ... basically, you come across as truthful because it can’t comprehend that you’re lying.”

“Until the penny drops,” Alice said, coolly.  “And then it will start getting paranoid about itself.  It won’t know if smaller subunits are telling the truth or lying.”

“Not without a great deal more verification,” Adamson agreed.  “It would have to delay operations to verify that it is still in control before it resumed its advance.”

“You still haven’t explained why you want me here,” Alice said.  Her patience was nearly at an end.  “What do you want?”

“We think we can expand upon your ... scent,” Adamson said.  He looked at his hands.  “You would be able to ... ah, do more than merely assure your fellow infected that you’re one of them.  You would be able to issue commands.  You could take control of some of the infected and turn them against the virus ...”

Hammersmith snorted.  “Just like Stellar Star in Stellar Star and the Robotic Menace ...”

“Be quiet,” Alice growled.  The back of her neck felt hot as she turned back to the scientists.  “Are you serious?”

“We think it should be possible,” Adamson said.  He sounded uncomfortable.  “We have attempted to synthesise scent particles, but - so far - unsuccessfully.  The pheromones are simply beyond our ability to produce, certainly not the subtle smells we require to influence the virus.  It’s a field of study that has not really been developed, for various reasons.  The only people who took it seriously were perfumers, and they ran into legal trouble.”

“I can imagine,” Alice said, dryly.  She’d heard about perfumes that were supposed to make the opposite sex attracted to you, but she’d never seen one.  The claims had always struck her as typical advertiser bullshit.  A pheromone-based perfume that actually worked would be classed as a date-rape drug.  “And what do you think I should tell them to do?”

“First, we should see if you can issue orders,” Bendix said.  “We think you should be able to trigger the pheromones, although we don’t know for sure.  We’ll have to experiment.  And then we can try and figure out how to issue more complex orders.”

“I see,” Alice said.  The whole idea struck her as insane, but it was worth trying.  Who knew?  Perhaps she could find a way to infiltrate the virus and tear its communications network to shreds.  Perhaps.  “And when do you expect me to try?  We can’t go back to Alien-3 yet ...”

“No.”  Adamson cut her off.  “But we do have a number of infected humans here, the ones rescued from Alien-One.  We thought you could try to command them, under controlled conditions.”

And that’s why you wanted me to have an escort, Alice thought.  You needed someone who could tell if it wasn’t me who came back.

Hammersmith blinked.  “You have infected people here?”

“Under very tight security,” Bendix assured him.  “There’s no way they can get to Earth.”

“Hah,” Tindal muttered.

“We’d blow up the base, rather than let them escape.”  Adamson stood.  “Shall we go see them?”

“Yeah.”  Alice finished her coffee, wishing for something stronger.  “I think we should.”
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