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Chapter 1 – The Flood
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Carole Cantor was twenty-five years old. The culmination of years of dedication and determination was finally near. 

Having mapped out her life to guide her to this day, she waited to start research at Tethys Corporation, the mecca for any technologist. Entwined next to her in the auditorium was Kumi Kumar, the man she loved. What could be better? 

It was just a pity that the world was about to end.

Kumi squeezed her hand. Carole shifted to look at him, her engineering instincts appreciating the tiny motors as they adjusted the cushions of the smart chair beneath her. Kumi's warm hazel gaze reassured her, as always. Since they'd first met at university, their lives had been comfortably aligned, leading them symbiotically to these first appointments at the Tethys headquarters in Pune, India. His light, carefree persona was the perfect complement to her more serious, direct nature.

'Don't worry,' said Kumi, reading the concern on Carole's face. 'Don't let it spoil today. It'll blow over quickly.'

'What happens if it doesn't?' said Carole. 'It only needs to explode once and it feels worse this time. The old powers will never be happy until they've taken us down with them.'

'There's nothing we can do about it, so let's just enjoy this induction. We've made it! We can worry about all that later – assuming we're still alive of course.'

Despite everything, his disarming grin lightened Carole's tension. 

'If we are, can we celebrate with a Lord of the Rings rewatch?' said Carole, fingering her antique Elven leaf brooch which dated back to when the movies were made. It was the one personal touch on her otherwise immaculate corporate outfit.

Kumi rolled his eyes theatrically.

'Again?' said Kumi. 'One condition though.'

'What?'

'My parents want us to visit this weekend.'

'Bugger.'

'Be nice.'

'I guess. You know they don't like me.'

'They will,' said Kumi. 'OK, Lord of the Rings it is, but let's skip The Hobbit this time. Please.'

His grin turned to a frown. 

'Oh shit,' he whispered, looking over her shoulder.

'Hi there,' said an annoying voice from behind her. 'If it isn't my favourite alliterative couple, as I live and breathe. Fancy meeting you here.'

'Hi Nikhil,' said Carole, instinctively mimicking his nasal tone. 

She'd known he was starting today as well but had been trying to ignore it and hoped to avoid him. Nikhil Sardar had been in the same year at university and had infested the same social circles. He was such a little...no, that wasn't fair. There was no harm to him, he tried to be pleasant and convivial but somehow managed to casually insult people along the way. He tried too hard. His false familiarity rankled whenever he popped up like an expectant meerkat.

'OK if I sit here?' said Nikhil, after settling into the seat next to Carole.

'Sure.'

'Isn't this amazing?' he said, pressing randomly on the touch-sensitive screens embedded in the desks before them. 

Tiles of information sprang into view and quickly disappeared, their ephemeral lives curtailed by Nikhil's over-enthusiasm. He picked up the wireless earbuds resting on the surface in a clear, hermetically sealed bag.

'What are these for?'

'To listen to that,' said Carole, pointing towards the front of the room. The wall behind the raised dais was an expansive display surface covered in news feeds, adverts and a prominent countdown to the start of the presentation. 'Use the touch screen to select which tile to listen to. Or press the question mark to RTFM.'

'So, who's going to win?' said Nikhil, oblivious to her sarcasm.

'At what?' said Kumi.

'Russia or China?'

'It's not a game, Nikhil,' said Carole. 'If war breaks out, it'll turn nuclear. And CAIA isn't going to sit idly by if our allies are attacked. How do you think it will end?'

'I...uh. It never comes to anything,' he trailed off.

'This is different. The Russian Protectorate's moving its troops again.'

After the hybrid wars earlier in the century had left many of the old western democracies in chaos, the Russian Protectorate had been born through westward expansion. The takeover was welcomed by many, their mission to bring peace and stability back to the divided nations finding eager acceptance. Further to the East, China had formed their own extended hegemony, cultivating influence over the burgeoning Central African and Indian Subcontinental economies. 

An uneasy jostling for dominance became the new normal, with the United States of America merrily self-destructing behind closed borders. The world subsided into a prolonged new status quo, with a Sino-Russian Cold War stagnating the old powers. The Central African-Indian Alliance – CAIA – blossomed to fill the technological and economic power vacuum, having pulled back from their own flirtations with misinformation-driven populist nationalism after seeing its impact elsewhere.

That was until five years ago when the aggressively nationalist Russian leader vowed to spread peace across the rest of Europe. After renewing hybrid attacks against complacent nations to prime them for takeover, their forces ceremonially moved westwards. China responded with an ultimatum to withdraw or 'face immediate and terminal reprisal.' 

The deadline for that ultimatum expired in under half an hour.

'At least we get to meet Raj Tamboli,' said Nikhil, deflecting back to a subject he knew more about.

Carole's mood brightened a little. That was something they could agree on. Seeing Raj Tamboli in person for the first time was a definite highlight of the day. She'd go out on a high, meeting the man who'd inspired her love of science and technology since her formative years. 

Raj Tamboli was Tethys. More accurately he was their CTO, but without him they were nothing. His creativity, charisma, conviction and vision had built the company from the ground up. He left the day-to-day business management to his CEO, Rani Misra, but Raj was the face of Tethys. 

When the original internet was curtailed after the social disinformation campaigns of the first hybrid wars, it was Raj's concept for a global curated online environment acceptable to the surviving managed democracies that made his fortune. He became an influential if reluctant political figure as the Central African-Indian Alliance consolidated its rise to prominence. As a final clincher for Carole, Raj Tamboli was a fellow Lord of the Rings movie enthusiast.

'That's the best bit about working here,' said Carole. 'I've wanted to see him in person for as long as I can remember.'

'I can't believe he's got the time for this,' said Kumi. 'You'd think he'd have higher priorities than talking to us minions on our first day.'

'He does it every year,' said Nikhil. 'He insists on kicking off the induction program for each new intake.'

'I'm definitely not complaining,' said Kumi.

'Nor me,' said Carole. 'Hope we see Rani Misra soon too.'

Having a woman as Tethys CEO had been an additional inspiration for Carole, a role model to show there were no limits for her in this company. Rani's casually elegant unruffled demeanour mixed with an unpredictably playful nature left Carole in awe. She couldn't imagine working anywhere else.

'I guess,' said Nikhil dismissively.

'She's always been...' said Carole before trailing off, distracted by the headline on the main screen. 'Shit.'

She scrambled to unpack her earbuds, ripping the bag open. The others swiftly followed suit. She jabbed her fingers at the touch screen to select the audio channel, catching the announcer mid-sentence.

'... authorities have stated that unless the Russian Protectorate halt their advances westward and give a commitment to retreat, the Chinese Hegemony will launch a surgical nuclear assault on the Russian bases in Austria. Russia has yet to respond, but with the deadline approaching in just over twenty minutes...'

'Shit,' said Carole.

'Um, yes,' said Kumi.

'It'll be fine,' said Nikhil.

Carole opened her mouth to respond, but the warmth of Kumi's squeeze suppressed her annoyance.

'Let's see what Raj has to say about it,' said Kumi, pointing towards the countdown on the screen. 'It's just about time to start.'

'Yeah, at least it'll give us something else to think about,' said Carole. 'Here we go, five, four, three...'

'Afterwards, shall we go...' started Nikhil. 

'Shut up.'

The lights dimmed. The central pane on the screen faded to pale lilac. The familiar Tethys logo animation emerged from the middle until it filled the window as the corporate jingle blared from the auditorium speakers.

'Dum. Dee-doo-dee-dummmm,' accompanied Nikhil, until skewered by Carole's glare.

The display cross-faded to a simple, textual slide matching the teal and white of the logo.

Welcome to Tethys

Where the Virtual becomes Real

Introduction by Raj Tamboli, CTO

A single spotlight brightened to illuminate the central podium where an immediately recognisable figure to Carole stood. A susurration of surprise spread around the auditorium. The tall, elegant form of CEO Rani Misra, dressed in her trademark pink business suit, straightened herself and poised to address the audience like an alpha flamingo. 

'Rani?' whispered Carole. 'Where's Raj?' 

Rani Misra raised her hand to quell the grumbling and deployed her executive smile.

'Quiet now,' she said in her trademark abrupt style. 'Sorry to disappoint you all.'

Carole wasn't disappointed, more intrigued at the unexpected change. Rani was an even more unlikely presenter of this induction.

'Raj hopes to join us later,' continued Rani, waving at the headlines on the display. 'As you know, these are troubling times., so Raj wanted to be free to make a few calls. No point in having friends in high places if you can't use them to make a difference. Let's hope he succeeds.'

She shrugged noncommittally as if she didn't believe he would.

'I know how important these induction sessions are to Raj, so as CEO I volunteered to step in.' 

She paused to give a rueful smile. 

'To be honest, it would be hard to focus on anything more constructive until we see how the situation develops.'

Distracted by a notification, she glanced down at her watch. Stony-faced, she looked back up across the auditorium.

'I may as well tell you, to save you looking it up when the news breaks. I've just heard that for every base China attacks, Russia threatens to retaliate with a nuclear strike against a Chinese city. Terrific.'

Carole prodded the touch screen trying to find out more details, but the story wasn't there yet. Rani obviously had a backchannel to the news before it had been approved for public consumption.

'I said, that was to save you looking it up. Come on guys, focus on why we're here.' Rani tempered her words with a smile. 'Right, let's get on with this.'

Guiltily, Carole stopped playing with her screen and put her hands in her lap. Rani Misra took a visibly deep breath.

'As the slide says, welcome to Tethys. You're all starting as part of a major new intake of blue-sky research staff here at our headquarters. You know the things the company is most famous for: our low-cost satellite broadband products that transformed the world, now backed up by a fleet of high atmosphere balloon drones. This funded Raj's vision to ensure humanity survives no matter what we do to our cradle planet. Our expansion into space exploration led to the launch of our fleet of generation starships. But that's none of that is why you're here.'

She tapped her wrist to animate on a new slide listing a wide range of technical disciplines.

'Over the last few years, we've been expanding in-house research into disparate areas of science and technology. If you are here, it's because you are a specialist in one of these fields. The main exception is our work to mitigate the impact of climate change, carried out in our not-for-profit centre in Kampala.'

'Now these may look a random collection of disciplines, but there is a synergy behind them that will drive the next phase of the company's expansion. For example, our neurological research focusing on the nature of consciousness, brain scanning, and behavioural feedback is leading to advancements in artificial intelligence. These improvements in AI are feeding into the control and realism of our humaniform robots.'

Carole looked at Kumi, who returned her smile. AI was his field; he was eager to get started.

'Our research into nanovirus technology is leading to new ways to heal ailments, especially genetic ones, and also to airborne vaccine distribution. These areas are well advanced; indeed, we are close to launching the first products to emerge from these programs. As you should know, all the things I'm talking about right now should be treated as highly commercially confidential unless I say otherwise.'

That seemed a superfluous warning to Carole given the number of NDAs they'd already had to sign to get here.

'Some research may seem more esoteric, such as in our cosmological research department. However, their advancements in the rejuvenated fields of LQG and brane cosmology has given us the first inkling of a real space drive, something way beyond the conventional. Raj is incredibly excited at the prospect.'

Carole felt another squeeze of warm encouragement through Kumi's grasp. That was her field, but even she was surprised to hear there might be an immediate practical impact from the theories. Hopefully, she'd find out more later in the day. Assuming there was a later.

She'd skimmed the rest of Rani's slide so started only half-listening. Carole wasn't quite sure what the point of this was, they'd already joined the company. They didn't need enticing any more although she was genuinely impressed at the breadth and depth of topics currently being researched at Tethys. More concerning was what was going on in the rest of the world right now.

Slowly goading the touch screen news feed into life, hoping it wouldn't be visible to Rani, she tried to see if there were any more updates. The news of Russia's threatened retaliation had broken publicly now, but nothing else as far as she could see. There was an odd breaking news story titled 'Sydney Plane Mystery,' so she opened it. A plane had landed in Sydney, Australia, with all its passengers and crew unconscious, but there weren't many other details yet. It didn't seem to be linked to the war, so she dismissed it.

Carole focused back on Rani, who was still talking.

'Political science may seem to be an odd bedfellow with the rest of our research, but unless we can build a better, fairer society than the chaos we see around the world, what's the point? For the rest of the day, you'll be given a...' she faltered, disturbed by another message at her wrist. 

She frowned and tapped at it. 

'Hold on, I just need to check something.'

She unfolded her tablet and clicked frantically, looking increasingly puzzled and concerned.

'There's... oh, sod it. You're all under NDA, and anyway you'll only be watching this rather than listening to me when it goes public.'

With a few presses, Rani shared her personal feed onto the main display.

'There's something... strange going on out in Australia. Nothing to do with Russia or China as far as I can see, but I'd like to keep an eye on it while we're finishing off.'

The video showed a security camera's view of the foyer of an airport terminal, except that all the people visible were prostrate on the floor. Were they dead? No, at least not all of them. Carole could see some nearest to the camera breathing slowly. What had happened?

'It's Sydney Airport,' said Rani in response to the confusion around the room. 'It's not just in the building. Here, this is the road outside the terminal.'

This scene was more chaotic. Bodies were scattered randomly on the pavement, other than an orderly queue of corpses at a taxi rank. Cars had collided as their drivers had lost consciousness, except for the patiently waiting automatic vehicles. It was harder to discern if anyone was alive, but none of the accidents appeared to be serious.

The display cut to a view of a motorway. This was total carnage. Traffic was stationary after a series of high-speed crashes had blocked the road. Some cars were up the embankment, many had flipped over. Those were the lucky ones. The majority of vehicles on the main carriageway were crushed by the impacts. Fires were raging, spreading from car to car. A couple of drivers were visible, collapsed motionless over their steering wheels as the flames licked towards them. Overhead, a light aeroplane could be seen tumbling out of control before disappearing beyond the embankment.

Rani frowned, tapped her watch and switched the feed again to show a TV studio. Two guests were slumped on a sofa, and the presenter was standing over them, looking around in confusion. He grimaced and put his hand up to his ear, coming away with blood on his fingers. He collapsed to the floor.

The murmuring in the auditorium gave way to shocked silence. Rani had given up on her presentation and was trying to keep up with the rapidly evolving story.

'This is Singapore,' said Rani. A similar scene of prone figures, crashed cars and flames appeared. 'It appears to be spreading like a vir... shit. No, he...'

She pressed rapidly on her tablet, and another pane appeared on this main display showing the Tethys Tether app with the message 'Calling Raj Tamboli' in the centre. Another couple of taps and the main auditorium audio was switched so the Tether dial tone could be heard. The room fell silent, the hypnotic drum of the sound building the tension as the seconds it took for Raj to answer stretched to eternity.

Raj's face appeared in the pane, so familiar and yet so unlike his public appearances. A scowl of annoyance broke through his exhausted expression. Usually so calm and measured, he looked stressed to the point of snapping.

'What? Can't it wait?'

'Have you seen what's happening?' said Rani. 

'What?' said Raj.

'This,' said Rani, poking her tablet. 'Sydney.' She pressed again. 'Singapore.' More taps. 'New Zealand. It's spreading. Like a virus.'

Raj's demeanour cycled between his initial annoyance, surprise and worry before settling into open-mouthed appalled realisation.

'What have you done, Raj?'

'I... I had no choice.'

'Over what?'

'I thought it was ready,' said Raj. 'It worked in the lab. Only headaches. There was no time for more testing. I had to do something to stop the war before we all died.'

'What's happening?' said Rani, her voice rising in pitch for the first time.

'The Flood.'

'What the... what's the Flood?'

Anger returned to Raj's face.

'What did you think the point of everything was? It was obvious this day was coming, so I had to find some way to unite humanity. Together, in the Stream.'

'The Stream? But that's just a concept.'

'You need to pay attention. Did you think there was no purpose behind all our development programmes? The distributed internet infrastructure, the nanovirus to grow neural connections, the new drone fleet to deliver it. Everything I needed to deploy the Stream.'

'So, you lied to me,' said Rani.

Raj shrugged. 

'You make the money. I use it as I see fit.'

Rani finally cracked.

'What gives you the right to force this on everyone?'

'Who else was going to save us? The Russians? The Chinese? The UN? Look where that's got us. It had to be done. It just... wasn't quite ready.'

'Well, that worked well, didn't it? Look at what you've achieved,' said Rani, her sarcasm stuffed with bitterness. She tapped rapidly on her tablet. 'Look. Look at it. The destruction. The deaths. You've got to stop it.'

'I can't. It's too late.'

Rani threw up her hands.

'I want nothing to do with it. You're on your own now.'

'You think anyone will believe you didn't know about it?' said Raj. 'I need your help. Otherwise, it's your word against mine.'

Rani calmly turned her tablet to face the auditorium.

'I think you'll find I have witnesses.'

Raj jumped forward and disconnected the call.

Rani looked up at her audience. Grimacing, she held her hand to one ear.

'Does...anyone else feel strange?'

Carole frowned as she heard rumbles of agreement spreading around the room. She felt fine. She turned to Kumi. His eyes were glazed, and he was moaning gently, one hand cupping the side of his head.

'What's the matter?' she said. 'What is it?'

Before Kumi could reply, Nikhil slumped unconscious against her side, blood seeping from one ear. Pushing him forward to rest on the desk, Carole realised with a shock that he wasn't breathing. She checked that Kumi was no worse and took a deep breath; maybe that first aid training hadn't been a waste of time. As she stood to try to resuscitate Nikhil, a burning pain ignited down one side of her head. She collapsed back into her seat as the fire raged higher, blinding her in one eye. The last thing she saw was Rani folding to the floor. Then the world went red before fading into darkness.
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Chapter 2 – Salvation
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Kofi Albus was forty-two years old; the culmination of years of dedication and determination was finally near. 

As Senior Lecturer in History at the University of Accra, with a speciality in the pre-Flood era, his well-received biography of Raj Tamboli had been the last yellow brick in the road leading towards his planned magnum opus, his real passion – the uncharted territory of the immediate post-Flood years two centuries ago. 

It was a field he'd been aching to scarify all his career, the foggy discontinuity separating Flood day from the new order that had emerged to keep the world at peace ever since. The period of trauma after the Flood had been chaotic, but within a decade the countries of the world were united under a federation controlled by the Decemvirate with primary democracy devolved to the Elector which chose the Decemvir candidates based on aptitude rather than a lust for power. The worst effects of climate change were starting to be mitigated. The longest calm the human race had endured still showed no sign of wavering. 

How had the formative facts been forgotten? It was all woolly handwaving, naive and complacent stories to help children sleep at night. It offended him as a historian not to have a causative chain in place between the Flood and the Decemvirate. Why did no-one else want to know?

Joining the dots wouldn't be easy. Information from that period was lost, mislaid or restricted, but it could be done. He was sure of that. 

It had taken three months to write the proposal, it would take five years to complete the research. The grants committee grilling session had been tough. However, he'd come away feeling confident that he'd deflected their objections well enough so they'd approve his research. They might grant him the full five-year funding upfront, they might be conservative and phase the payments – it didn't matter. He was confident the results would justify completing the investigation. 

The main stumbling block would be obtaining access to the restricted records but hopefully his reputation would speak to his trustworthiness. He'd already made informal contact with the local Office of the Decemvirate. Their response seemed encouraging enough. Bureaucrats could be reasonable if you worked within their rules and remit, so he'd taken time to understand the limits of their authority and knew how to avoid treading on any forbidden toes. He'd charm it out of them.

Kofi settled into the ramshackle chair behind his office desk. The beige walls, grubby interactive whiteboards and a balding carpet cocooned him in the past, but he didn't care. Today wasn't about his surroundings, his students, or Colin. This was the day his approval came through, the day that would define his future, albeit one set two hundred years ago. 

He hated waiting. It was still ten minutes before the scheduled conference where they'd announce the level of his funding. It was another piece of archaic bureaucracy; a simple message through the Stream would tell him everything he needed to know. A blink of the eye and his worries could have been quelled. But no, a meeting was required. It helped justify the chairman's existence. 

It would be the same three committee members that had quizzed him on his proposal, chaired by the Éminence Greasy, Sanjay Khatri from the University of Mumbai. Sanjay was the main cause of his occasional niggling doubt, the type of person who gave the impression of saying what you wanted to hear while secretly plotting against you behind your back. That probably wasn't fair; he had no evidence to back that up. There was just something about him that made the hairs on his neck lay down and try to hide.

Kofi admitted defeat. He wasn't going to be able to concentrate on anything, so may as well go to the meeting room early and wait for them arrive, rehearse his acceptance speech and hope not to break into tears. 

Kofi closed his eyes, pulled up the meeting invitation and selected to enter the room. An ornate, old-fashioned office faded into his virtual view. Dark wooden panels carved with smiling gargoyles adorned the doorless walls; a similarly engraved solid antique oak table filled most of the room. This theme continued to the sturdy arms of his chair, positioned behind one side of the table. All in all, it was a horribly anachronistic choice of room. To the far side were four more empty chairs, identical to his. 

Four? He was only expecting the three committee members. Who was the extra person?

A distant knocking noise dragged his attention back to the real world. Opening his eyes, he tried to focus on his drab office through the rococo monstrosity of the meeting room, wishing he was one of those people who could block out reality entirely when immersed in the Stream. 

The knocking came again. It was someone at his door.

'Enter.'

The head of one of his students appeared to poke through the wooden panel of the wall. Kofi faded out the meeting room to see the head peering through a crack in his office door.

'Can I ask a question about this week's assignment?'

'I'm in a conference. Come back in an hour.'

Kofi turned on the busy indicator outside his door: a rookie mistake by a preoccupied mind. Closing his eyes, he sank back into the wooden horror.

After a couple of minutes contemplating the unexpected chair, a woman faded into existence in the leftmost seat. She was a friendly face; Kofi had had plenty of professional contact with her over the years, well before she'd got dragged into the world of bureaucracy. She knew her stuff.

'Hi Kofi, big day for you,' she said.

'It certainly is. Any hints?'

'You know I can't say anything. Sanjay would have my guts for garters. Anyway, I don't want to spoil his fun.'

'He knows how to have fun?'

'Now, now,' she smiled. 'Just relax. Enjoy your moment.'

'Thanks,' said Kofi. That sounded encouraging.

Another figure gently shimmered into being in the third seat along. Kofi nodded in greeting. She was still a bit of an enigma to him, not asking many questions at the hearing, and he knew little of her work.

While he was deciding whether to engage in futile small talk with her, the problem was solved by Sanjay Khatri oozing into the seat between them. 

'Good morning, Dr Albus,' said Sanjay. 

'Good morning, Professor Khatri. Good to meet you again.'

'Indeed. We have one more person who will be joining us today. I believe you have been in contact with your local Office of the Decemvirate?'

'Yes. I wanted to find out what would be involved in gaining access to some of the restricted records. Is that a problem?'

'No. A little precipitate maybe, but perfectly allowable. However, I received instruction from that office for one of their representatives to attend this meeting. They will be joining us shortly.'

'I see,' said Kofi, not seeing at all. 'Isn't that unusual?'

'Indeed, but it is within their rights,' said Sanjay, glancing across to the empty chair. 'If only they could be punctual.'

He paused for a few seconds, looking irritated. 

'Shall we proceed? I have another meeting to attend immediately after this.'

Much to Kofi's relief, the others both nodded.

'Very well,' said Sanjay. 'Dr Albus, thank you for your proposal. It was thorough and adequately raised some intriguing questions. We agreed that this area has been sorely neglected and appreciated the value in your work. We will approve your proposed research.'

Kofi couldn't help but break into a wide grin. 

'Thank you,' he said. 

Sanjay frowned, then continued.

'However, given the length of your project and the risk it entails, we will initially fund your project for one calendar year from the beginning of next month based on the preliminary breakdown of your expenses as outlined in Appendix C of your proposal.'

Kofi nodded slowly. He would have preferred longer-term funding, but it could have been worse. 

Sanjay's expression turned stern. 

'Be aware. Our resources are not unlimited and must be distributed equitably. We expect a full report of your interim findings by the end of this period, on which we will base the decision of whether to fund your project for a further year. You must reapply for funding annually, up to a maximum of five years. Do you accept these conditions?'

'Yes, thank you. That's very fair.'

What did he expect Kofi to say? He could get started. It was in his control now, all he had to do was deliver. That was fine. That was wonderful. 

Without any of the customary gentle transition, a figure with close-cropped blonde hair snapped into the fourth chair. He turned his aquiline blue gaze towards Sanjay. 

'My name is Legate Justin Baley. With the authority invested in me as Legate to the Decemvir, I order this project to be terminated. This proposal contravenes the standing orders of the establishment of the Decemvirate.'

'How... what... gives you the right?' stumbled Sanjay as Kofi deflated.

'As Legate I need no further authority. I report directly to the Decemvir, I speak with their authority.'

'I see,' said Sanjay. 'Why are you doing this?'

'Did you not hear me say this contravenes standing orders? The proclamation of establishment forbids this.'

'I'm sorry,' interrupted Kofi, finding his voice. 'But what does that mean?'

'That doesn't...' began the Legate. His severe expression softened, relaxing into a thin smile. 'I understand this is a disappointment to you.'

'You could say that.'

'Very well, let me explain.'

'Please,' said Kofi, his whine failing to hide his desperation.

'Thanks to the Flood, society is fair and equal for the first time. Since the establishment of the Decemvirate, we've lived through an unparalleled era of peace. Nothing can put that at risk.'

'How could my project do that, for Raj's sake?'

'The period leading up to its formation was chaotic,' said Justin. 'The world was troubled, whipped into a nationalistic frenzy and on the verge of armageddon. That must not happen again.'

'Why would it?' said Kofi.

'Our species has too often proven doomed to repeat its history. Indeed, it is often inspired by the darkest moments from its past. As a historian, you know that. We must make a break from this, end the cycle, remove the source of such warped inspiration.'

Kofi could understand the argument, but it was an incredibly pompous, condescending and bleak overstatement of the past – a conclusion that was easy to justify, but only if you fast-forwarded through all the good bits.

'So, we should edit the past?'

'For public consumption, yes. The Decemvirate remembers, the population must forget.'

Kofi's anger hissed towards boiling point. 

'What gives you the right?'

'The Decemvirate gives me the right,' snapped the Legate, his stern demeanour returning. 'This is not up for discussion.' 

He turned to Sanjay.

'Do you understand my decision? There will be no funding for this project, nor for any similar research.'

'But...'

'Do you understand?'

'Yes, very well,' conceded Sanjay.

The Legate nodded and disappeared. 

The four academics sat in silence for a few moments, Kofi now oblivious to his surroundings. Sanjay was the first to collect himself.

'I'm sorry, Kofi. I have no choice. It's out of my hands.'

'What do I do now?'

'I don't know. Think again. I'm sorry.'

Sanjay blinked, and faded out of the room, shortly followed by the other two. 

Head in hands, Kofi sat motionless, observed only by the surrounding gargoyles until the meeting invitation expired and the room faded away. He opened his eyes to the beige blandness of his office, his cocoon from the past offering him no future. 

*
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SHORTLY BEFORE LUNCH, Kofi gave up and went home. He wasn't achieving anything. There was little he could do, nothing he wanted to do. 

Sat in the shuttle on the way to his village, his mind wandered through his life. Where had it gone wrong? Could he have predicted this? In retrospect, it was obvious there must be a reason why that era of history was so opaque. Such utter hubris to think he was the only one who had spotted it; it must be a deliberate act. How could he have been so stupid?

It had been all so clear when he was an undergraduate. His roadmap seemed foolproof, knowing what he would do at every major decision point in his life, the things needed to take him to his ultimate goal of a professorship, how he would identify the area that would cement his reputation. And he'd done it, everything had panned out as he'd hoped. Until today. 

Life had been so much simpler back at university, four friends who were going to conquer the world. Of course, everyone thought that. 

They'd done well, though. The loss of Michelle Laurent in a car crash just after graduation had shaken their world, but life went on. Colin Wei – now his husband – recently had his first best-seller after years of slowly building his reputation and craft; Kofi was so proud of him. After Michelle's death, they'd both slowly drifted apart from the last member of their quartet, Geraldine Mander. They knew how she was doing though, hard not to when she was in the news so regularly. 

Her career had taken her away from them, but that was unavoidable. She'd rapidly risen to command her own starship in the space expeditionary corps. Humanity was out, exploring the stars after the perfection of the bulk drive. Select captains became recognised after catching up with a few of the generation starships from two centuries earlier, but it was Geraldine who had discovered the first alien civilisation two years ago: the Proximates. She was the most famous of all. Things had been relatively quiet since, once she'd been left in charge of establishing relations with them, but he couldn't wait to see what she'd achieve.

And now he'd failed. He had to admit it. He'd have to take his time to work out what came next; there was no point in rushing things. His mind wasn't ready to move on though. Something else would interest him, but would he ever have the same passion for a subject? Maybe, maybe not. Today though, he just needed to see Colin, to remember there was more to life than his career. A fresh perspective was required.

As he approached the door to their apartment, a wave of relief washed over him. He needed to be at home; Colin would make everything all right. He wouldn't mind being disturbed from his writing under the circumstances. 

Kofi entered their sanctuary and closed the door behind him, isolating them from the rest of the world. He breathed in the comforting odour of their life. Colin would be in his study at this time of day, so he walked softly towards it and poked his head through the door. To his surprise, the room was empty. Indeed, it appeared not to have been used yet today. Had he forgotten that Colin was going somewhere? He was pretty sure that wasn't the case.

'Colin?' called Kofi. 'I'm home. Where are you?'

He wandered back out into the living room.

'Colin?'

Kofi heard rustling from a room at the back, so walked towards it. Before he got to their bedroom door, it opened a crack, and Colin sidled out looking flustered, shirt untucked.

'What are you doing home?' said Colin.

'What's going on?'

'Nothing, I was just resting. Headache. What's up?'

'I didn't get it. My grant.'

'Oh, Kofi, I'm so sorry,' said Colin, stepping forward and hugging him. 'Tell me what happened.'

Kofi put his arms around Colin and squeezed hard. He needed this. 

'Not yet, hold me first.' 

He closed his eyes and let the warmth soak through him, then reopened his eyes – and froze. The bedroom door had opened a crack, and he could see movement through it. His arms dropped to his side as he held his breath.

Colin stepped back, feeling Kofi's tension.

'Who's in there?' said Kofi.

Colin turned to see where Kofi's gaze was fixed.

'Shit.'

'Who is it?'

'No-one. I... I'm sorry.'

Kofi stared at Colin, his world shrinking. He remembered to breathe.

'Let me explain...' began Colin.

'It's too late. How could you?'

'Please? Just–'

'No. Leave me alone. I needed...' faltered Kofi. 

At a loss, he turned and headed for the door. He had to get out of there. He couldn't face it, not today.

'Come back,' pleaded Colin. 'Let's go somewhere and–'

Kofi cut off the rest of the sentence with a slammed door. He strode back towards the shuttle station. Where could he go? He didn't want to see anyone. He had to be alone, to think. 

The first place that came to mind was the automated hotel near the university. It would do. With perfect timing, a shuttle was pulling in as he arrived. Still numb, he settled into a seat.

A high priority notification popped into his vision. He closed his eyes to focus on it, expecting it to be a message from Colin, but no. It was from the Decemvir's office. 

'Your presence is required at a debrief meeting with a representative of the Office of the Decemvirate. This is an official request; evidence must be provided to justify if you are unable to attend. Please reply as soon as possible.'

Couldn't they leave him alone? It was scheduled for later in the afternoon; he'd be settled into his room by then. At least it would keep him occupied, although he wasn't sure he'd be able to control his temper if it got difficult. 

Sod it. It might be cathartic.

Kofi closed his eyes and sent his acceptance. Keeping his eyes shut, he slowed his breathing to try to calm himself. After setting a location alarm, he let the movement of the shuttle slowly lull him into contemplative slumber.
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THE DAY HAD STARTED with Kofi on the top of the world, in a happy relationship, in sight of the apotheosis of his career. Now it was gone, two events combining to excommunicate himself from his life. Sat alone in the tiny but comfortably grey hotel room, he considered what came next.

Nothing. He had no idea. Could it get any worse?

He'd soon see. He couldn't imagine the meeting with the Decemvir's office being a positive affair. At best, they were going to make him agree to some sort of non-disclosure clause or ask for all his records on the proposal. 

Laying back on the single bed, closing his eyes to the achromatic cell that would be his home for the night, Kofi reviewed the meeting invitation. 

There were no real clues there as to the agenda. There was only one way to find out, and there was no point trying to think straight until it was over. So, he selected the meeting room and sank into it; hopefully, the other party might be early, and they could get on with it. 

Whatever Kofi had expected of a formal meeting room of the Decemvirate, this wasn't it. His avatar was stood in a cavernous chamber topped by a resplendent ceiling in the style of the Sistine Chapel. The stone walls were adorned with similarly painted frescoes. It was a homage to the Renaissance, one of his favourite periods of history. It was exquisite. But what was it doing here?

In front was a raised dais covered in plush red carpet and mounted by an ornate throne. Its indigo cushions were embroidered in gold with an elaborate monogram of the letters G and M. 

There was beauty in the incongruity of the room, but he wasn't in the mood to appreciate it. What was going on? What did GM stand for?

A deep voice resonated around the chamber. 

'Please be upstanding for the arrival of the Grand Master.'

Kofi, already standing, looked around in confusion. There was no-one else there. 

Slowly, already sat on the throne, a figure began to appear. It wore a heavy mustard robe, crested by ermine, with red garments visible beneath. The head was crowned by a circlet of gold and carmine velvet, the visage concealed by a full-face Venetian mask.

'Good afternoon, Dr Albus,' said a woman's voice, obviously affecting a deep timbre to try to sound like a man. 'I hope you appreciate the effort I've made in choosing the decor?'

It sounded familiar. 

'It's very...' said Kofi, at a loss for words as his annoyance rose. 'I'm sorry, but what's going on? It's all very pretty, but I'd rather just get this over with.'

The figure exhaled an audible sigh. 

'You always did like to spoil my fun, didn't you?' she said in her normal voice.

He recognised it. It couldn't be.

'Geraldine?'

Geraldine Mander, his old friend from university days, was supposed to be somewhere in the vicinity of Proxima Centauri completing first contact with the alien race.

Slowly, she removed her mask to reveal the friendly face he was so familiar with. She'd grown her hair longer since the last picture he'd seen and had reverted back to her natural brunette, but there was no mistaking the warmth of her smile.

'Hi, Kofi,' said Geraldine. 'Just trying to break the ice after all these years. Sorry, I should have realised you'd be upset after your research was cancelled.'

She spoke with an empathetic confidence and authority so unfamiliar to how he remembered her. He guessed it was natural given how many years had passed. She was used to command; it came naturally to her now.

'It's OK. How did you know about that?'

'I'll come to that, it's a bit of a long story. Anyway, how are you? How's Colin?'

'We're... we're not together anymore.'

'Oh shit, Kofi. I'm so sorry. How long has it been?'

'Since lunchtime.'

'Bugger. You've had quite a day.' She blinked, and the room dissolved back into a vanilla office, with a small desk between them. 'I'm sorry, that was supposed to be a bit of fun. My timing was never great, was it?'

'It's fine,' said Kofi, still acclimatising to being back with his old friend. 'Thanks for the effort.'

He smiled and felt better for it. It was good to see her again, he could feel himself automatically relaxing into the old mannerisms of their past.

'What happened with Colin?' asked Geraldine. 'If you want to talk about it, that is.'

'He's a best-seller. He's got younger fans. He...' 

Kofi faltered.

'It's OK. I really am sorry. I always thought you two would... you know.'

'I know.'

They fell into silence. Geraldine's sympathetic gaze was hard to bear.

'I bet you're wondering why I'm here?' she said.

'Yes, what are you doing here on Earth? Aren't you supposed to be off sweet-talking the Proximates?'

'I left that in someone else's hands, someone with the specialist knowledge needed. I was given a new command.'

'A promotion? A new ship?'

'Yes, you could call it a small promotion. But not a ship. Something a bit bigger.'

'What then?'

'Earth,' said Geraldine.

'What?' said Kofi, not quite keeping up.

'You know Decemvir Marcus Nguyen died a while back? They haven't announced his successor yet?'

'Yes?'

Geraldine spread the palms of her hands either side of her head and wiggled her fingers, smirking.

'Ta-da!'

'What? You're a Decemvir? How?'

'Same way as the others. The Elector chose me. Clearly an algorithm of impeccable taste.'

'That's... I really don't know what to say,' said Kofi, struggling to adapt to the new reality. 'Any idea why you were chosen?'

'Nope. The Elector moves in mysterious ways. I guess I was the best fit for the hole left by Marcus, and hadn't done anything too silly.'

The Elector was one of Raj Tamboli's legacies. The ten Decemviri were chosen by the Elector's algorithm as a synergistic group to represent the best of humanity, analysing the problems faced by the world, the skills that would be needed, and selecting members to work together to solve whatever was thrown at them. Once a nominee accepted the role, they were appointed for life; only death or infirmity could end their responsibility. Actively seeking political power was one of the few things that would rule someone out. Earth needed the altruistic, long-term stability provided by the Decemvirate, and with minor exceptions, it had worked.

But Geraldine?

'How long have you known?' said Kofi, struggling to associate his carefree university friend with the lofty echelons of world government.

'I accepted six months ago. We're given a year to get used to the responsibilities and become effective in the role before it's formally announced.'

'I... but... what should I call you?'

'Same as always, anything but Gerry.'

'Yes, ma'am.'

'Now, now,' she laughed. 'Anything you want to ask?'

'Can you get my project approved?'

'I should have known you'd ask that.' Her face turned serious for the first time. 'No, I'm afraid not. You see, it was my office that cancelled it.'

'What? Why?' said Kofi, his suppressed anger bursting to the surface.

'Exactly as Legate Baley told you. It's against official policy. There was nothing I could do.'

'I thought the Decemviri had ultimate power?'

'Within limits,' said Geraldine apologetically. 'This isn't a boundary I want to press this early in my tenure.'

'Not even for me?' said Kofi, not ready to relent. It felt the last chance to save his career.

'No, sorry. But I can help in another way.'

'How?'

'Come and work for me,' said Geraldine. 'There's a problem you can help me with.'

'What?' said Kofi in shock. 'No... that makes no sense. I'm a historian, not a civil servant.'

'I don't want a bureaucrat. I need you.'

'Why me? What use could I be?'

'I trust you,' said Geraldine. 'Something is going on that I don't understand. I need your analytical skills, your background, to help me make sense of it.'

'It doesn't sound my thing,' said Kofi. 'What makes you think I could help?'

'It links back to the years
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