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Dedication

To my wife Margaret, and Professor Damian Hampshire, with whom I briefly discussed wormholes.  He assured me that any physics impossibilities perpetrated here probably wouldn’t be noticed.     


WORMHOLE DESTINATIONS

FOR SALE OR RENT

“…a stunning opportunity to purchase this highly sought after property. A once in a life-time chance to acquire a spacious dwelling, within easy reach of local amenities.”

Gulping down her third cup of scalding hot coffee, Molly studied a hackneyed example of estate agent language. Her interview with Crouchback, Lockwood and Biddle, the most flourishing of the several estate agents in her neighbourhood was due late that afternoon. She was trying to prepare. But how, with such a job?

If appointed, she could sometimes walk to work rather than drive. At around four o’clock she set out for the interview. She decided to test out the pedestrian route, which she estimated should take no more than twenty-five to thirty minutes. Half way there, someone began to follow her. Pausing at a shop window, she pretended to peer in while searching in the reflections for her pursuer. The unwelcome footsteps petered out. On resuming her journey, she increased her pace. So did the stalker. With other people about, she did not feel unduly threatened. Nevertheless, it was tiresome.

She suddenly whipped round and found herself facing a pasty-faced middle-aged man wearing a tired looking suit. He offered her a sickly grin, displaying teeth that appeared not to have been near a dentist for a while.

Adding insult to injury, he ostentatiously looked her up and down and offered some unsolicited comments. “Miss! You can’t possibly walk down the street like – er - without…By the look of you, you’d like a drink with me later?” He smiled again.

“No – certainly not. I don’t know you from Adam and don’t appreciate being accosted by strangers. Some men really are the limit!”

“Oh - come on. The way you - you’re asking to be...”

“The way I...? How dare you. I’m dressed perfectly reasonably - modestly - not that it’s any of your business!” Her voice suddenly rose in fury as she found herself defending her behaviour. “Now leave me alone!”

“You can always spot a certain kind of woman by how she...”

Molly summoned up her most potent glare. He cast her a venomous look, but held back for a few moments as she walked on. Was it often going to be like this here? She had recently moved away from her home town, having tried for months to obtain employment there. Her boyfriend Trevor had followed. Somewhat to her irritation, he had found a job immediately.

~

“Miss Minion. Your salary may seem modest, but there are significant opportunities to earn commission. That’s how most estate agents work. We always have. Take it or leave it.”

Molly avoided the speaker’s eye, wondering why the chair of the interview panel was already defending the very poor salary offered when she had not even commented on it. To her horror, he had turned out to be her stalker. Introducing himself as Mr Redwood, he gave away nothing of their earlier encounter and failed to offer any other information about himself, such as his precise role in the company. As soon as she had recognised him she had been on the point of leaving, but held back as she remembered the feeble state of her bank account.

If anyone had told her that she would work as an estate agent, she would have ranked the prospect lower than being a traffic warden. Armed with her first class degree in Geography, she had hoped for better things. And also for something close to her family and friends. But now, here was the prospect of a job at last, even if it was in a strange town miles away from her roots.

“If I may borrow some of the language of your trade,” Molly said, without expression, “my proposed remuneration is deceptively small.”

The interview panel glanced at each other and tittered unconvincingly. Her unwelcome acquaintance looked distinctly unimpressed. Two of the others, both men, were ostentatiously checking her out and not on her potential as an estate agent.

“That’s all for now, Miss Minion. You’ll hear from us very soon. Assuming you are still interested in the post, despite your reaction to the salary offered.”

She began to walk home, hating the idea of accepting any job offer from Crouchback, Lockwood and Biddle. Yet here she was, actually strolling along in the sunshine. She could use the car sometimes – it was about half an hour on foot, so not exactly on the doorstep. But still, not always having to drive – that would be wonderful.

The Estate Agent phoned her that evening and offered her the job. However, her dreams about walking to work were shattered when it became clear that she would often have to drive to properties that her employer was putting on the market.

~

“A friend who works in retail told me about the idea of ‘objective selling’, Mr Harvey. Discover what the customer both wants and needs and feed them accurate information about what is available.”

Molly was still thanking her lucky stars that her stalker had not turned out to be her immediate manager, Harvey. Nevertheless Harvey had preferred another candidate for the post Molly now occupied, but had been overruled by senior management. He had already told her of this and made no attempt to mask his feelings about it. Now, he began to stare at her with overt distaste. Molly again wondered just why he had been overruled.

“Absolute rubbish,” he retorted brusquely. “Your job is to sell. And to ensure that customers acquire views about what they ‘need’ that will bring us profits. Don’t import pretentious nonsense about ‘objectivity’ here from whatever academic bullshit you were fed at university.”

He opened the door to his office, firing a last instruction to her before closing it behind him. “There won’t be many customers today. Spend your time getting familiar with our stock, and make sure any visitors feel we’ve plenty of bargains on offer. I’ll see you later!”

His door slammed. Molly wondered what he could possibly find to do in there. She proceeded to spend time studying the brochures and current files. He emerged just after lunch.

“Right, Molly. Some brochure training. You must describe a property after you’ve viewed it – using language that will entice potential purchasers. We also video both outside and inside the property, but that won’t normally be your task. We’ll now watch a video together as a case study. When a new vendor is attached to your case load, you are provided with a little movie about the house, together with location details - and you can use Google Street View to study the immediate environment. Information about the current owners will also be supplied.”

They watched Harvey’s clip. It was hard to concentrate, because a succession of rooms in a house interested her little more than watching paint dry.

“Right. Let’s do the overall description for this one. Include ‘extensive scope for renovation’.”

Molly looked at her manager questioningly.

“It’s in neither decorative nor structural repair. There were plenty of clues in the video. You can’t have been concentrating. I mentioned flooring. Actually, you could say ‘wood effect flooring’”.

“I’ve no idea what that means.”

“The floors look vaguely as if they might be made of wood, yet it’s pretty clear that they aren’t and that we have no idea what they are made of.”

The tutoring session dragged on. Another time, Molly might have found some of this quite entertaining. With Harvey and a job she was already finding repellent, it was both depressing and terminally boring.

At last, Harvey switched off the video and rose to his feet. “Time you went out on your own,” he announced. “In the old days, we’d have given you longer to settle in, but...”

“I’ve only just started, Mr Harvey. I’m very willing, but.” Her lies subsided into silence. She stared miserably at the floor.

“You need commissions from the start in this job. Or you’ll starve! You and your fancy degree.” Harvey smiled cheerfully.

Molly thought of a few things to say and said nothing.

“Here’s the file. Everything you need there. Keys in the pocket.” Harvey glanced at Molly as if she were a slug nestling in his salad. “Here’s the last brochure we did for this one.”

Molly casually flicked through the papers, and a detail suddenly caught her attention.

“Oh? Who is Candlish? I don’t know anyone of that name here. But he’s done this one already.”

Harvey looked slightly sheepish, gazing down at the dirty coffee cup on his desk.

“Never mind that. Just get some more decent pictures. Use the camera, not your phone. I don’t care how good the phone is. Use the camera.”

“OK OK. I wasn’t going to use my phone. Why haven’t I met Candlish? And why more pictures?”

“He’s no longer with us. Not long gone, though.”

“Why?”

“Well. His extra-mural activities began to compromise his role here. Enough! Just go and get the job done.”

“Sure.” Molly put on her jacket and turned to leave. She hesitated. “I’m just repeating what Candlish did. Must I?”

Harvey stared at her and nodded wordlessly at the door.  “Oh, just wait a moment. You’ll need this, of course.” He handed Molly an elegant metallic fob. “One of those gated communities again. You need this to get through. There are so many now.”

She swiftly pocketed the device and left the premises without ceremony.

Her car juddered and vibrated as she drove over the innumerable potholes towards her destination. Whole stretches of road were beginning to crumble into mere dirt tracks. Had it been as bad as this when she was a girl? These days there was no money any more to maintain local amenities.

She slowly approached a six foot high gate, topped by aggressively mounted sharp curved spikes. It marked the boundary between public and private domains. The fob in her pocket caused it to open for her, and to close silently as soon as she was through. Abruptly, her tyres hushed as the pitted menace of the municipal roads was replaced by a luxurious high quality durable surface. It was almost as if she had begun to glide over a sheet of ice. She was in a different world.

Her destination house was in what her estate agent described as an area for the discerning owner. It apparently had “incredible views” and was “attractively distant” from local facilities. She briefly wondered whether anyone had ever tried to describe Harvey in their professional dialect. “Harvey is deceptively…” she murmured to herself, but was unable to complete the sentence.

In front of her stretched a smooth dark road, free from traffic and even from any parked cars. She peered to right and left, scanning the gates for numbers. Mellow stone dwellings nestled in their own gardens, often hardly visible from the pavement. She stepped from her car into a hushed air, laden with the scent of moist leaves and tree bark. The gate of number 31 was stiff, as if unaccustomed to use. Large shrubs and trees hemmed her in from both sides as she walked towards the front door.

Searching for the ideal camera shots, she was hindered by the dense foliage. Backing away from the building yet again to capture a good image, she trod on something hard with her left foot. She lurched to one side and turned her ankle painfully. She picked up the offending object. It was curiously heavy, apparently made of metal with a faint green lustre. There was no time to waste in studying it. Harvey would become an avenging force if she failed to return to the office before five o’clock. Without a second thought, she placed it in her case.

The heavy key fitted beautifully and she only had to push gently for the front door to swing open without a sound. A large hall stretched a long way back into the house. Gleaming tessellated tiles were illuminated by the fading sunlight from a window high in the wall. The cool air smelled delicately of sandalwood and lavender. She strode from room to room, her camera clicking and her tablet recording the measurements. Everywhere seemed almost unnaturally clean, though her understanding was that the house had been empty for some months.

She sat down in the living room. Curtains were drawn across the large French windows that presumably gave on to the back garden. The curtain materials were very thick, and the room was almost in darkness. It would have been sensible to turn on the lights but she felt too tired to bother. She made some notes on her tablet, leaned back in the very comfortable chair and reflected on just how little she was interested in her job, drowsiness almost overcoming her. Pushing her tablet into her case, her fingers encountered the heavy green object she had found in the front garden. Its surface was smooth and soft, like the pieces of serpentine among her brother’s geological specimens. There were a number of slight indentations and a bigger one in the centre. With an idle movement she gave it a gentle push. Something caught her eye. To her surprise, the light admitted from the very narrow cracks at each side of the curtains abruptly became quite intense. This was very odd, since it was still broad daylight, and if she had somehow switched on some outside lights, they could not cause this sudden change of brilliance. She rose to her feet and walked over to the curtains. She was about to twitch the edge a little to see what lay beyond when a gentle sound from behind her made her jerk violently.

“Excuse me!” A soft voice broke the silence. She turned, to see a tall woman looking at her questioningly.

“I am the owner. My name is Miss Teece, and you must be someone from the estate agents.”

Molly nodded, but said nothing.

“I thought we’d agreed that you would let me know when you were coming into the house. Lucky for you that I could see who you were. Otherwise I might have knocked you on the head and called the police.”

“My apologies. Er - I was just given this job. I’ve only just started working at Crouchback, Lockwood and Biddle. They implied that the house was empty. My name is... Molly. ” She had no idea why she had suddenly offered her first name.

“Well. As you can see, the house certainly isn’t empty!” Miss Teece spoke sharply. “I’m not impressed. Take my comments back to your manager.”

Anxious to make amends, Molly said, “It’s a lovely place! And so tastefully decorated. “Is this yours?” she said, offering the green device to Miss Teece.

“It certainly is. Give it to me at once! Where did you find it? I hope you didn’t just pick it up in here.”

“No - no. It was lying in the garden.”

She felt like a child being sent to sit on the naughty step and immediately offered the mystery object to its owner. It weighed even more heavily in her hand than when she had first found it. Miss Teece made as if to snatch it from her. Then she seemed to think better of it.

“Just hang on to it for a few moments. Sorry - I don’t know how it got out there. Must have slipped out of my bag. By the way, I’m acquainted with a guy originally from your place – a very decent person - Candlish.”

“Oh. He’s left. I think I’m his replacement.”

“Yes. He’s with us now – a rather special estate agency which exploits what’s still in your hands. If you hear that he was sacked, don’t believe a word of it. He left of his own accord.”

“What? What are you talking about? What I’m holding?”

“Come and see.” Miss Teece went over to the French windows and pressed a button somewhere. A low humming sound ensued as the curtains slowly parted. Light began to stream through. It had a strange quality, as if it had a subtle hue that could not be put into words. Molly moved to stand by the owner and stared. The light began to reveal a large comfortable sitting room. An old-fashioned fireplace was flanked on either side by alcoves filled with shelves of books from floor to ceiling. But it was not this that had caught her attention. The large French windows showed open ground sloping gently down to a beach. Waves were breaking gently onto the sand, the sun glittering on a calm sea, bluish green under a cloudless sky.

“Wow! Some screens,” Molly exclaimed after a pause. “Who makes them? Do they go with the house? I’ve never seen anything as good before.”

Without answering her, Miss Teece walked over to a window and pressed a switch. It slid open without a sound. Molly could hear breaking waves. A salty tang was in the air, yet the tang was unexpectedly fragrant, as if married to honeysuckle.

“No screens. This is real.”

“But!”

“No magic involved here. No Narnia wardrobe. Just the geometry shaper Holworm that you found in the garden.”

“Where is this? What am I looking at?”

“Go back out of this house by the front door.”

“But...”

“Please do as I ask.”

Irritated yet also intensely curious, Molly went back to the front door. To her left, a path almost hidden by the dense foliage led along the front of the house. At the corner, she peered, almost nervously, down the side of the building, expecting to see the path ending in a sandy beach, although she knew this could not be. The path flanked the side wall and beyond it there was certainly no sea. Instead, shrubs and woodland extended into the distance; no garden boundary was visible. She took a few cautious steps into the trees and was unable to make much progress through the thick undergrowth. There was nothing for it but to return to the house and continue the conversation with its strange owner.

She walked through to the sitting room as the owner was nowhere else to be seen, and she could hear no sounds. Miss Teece was still standing by the open window, and Molly began once again to hear the sweet sound of breaking waves.

Miss Teece glanced at Molly questioningly. “Well?”

“What am I supposed to say? That there’s no beach behind the house? What if there had been? Either way, I’d be beginning to think that I was suffering from hallucinations. Anyway, as you know perfectly well, there’s no beach behind the house. Just those woods – very nice too.”

“You sound quite irritable - almost cross. Not sure why. No one’s telling you lies – or trying to cheat you. Given your profession - if it deserves such a dignified label, you probably expect deceit from all directions, but...”

“Just stop that! We all know the stereotypes. I’ve only just started working for Biddle, so even if I’m doomed to be like the rest, I’ve not yet had time for full indoctrination.”

“Do you like your present employment? I’ve a suggestion for you if not.”

“What? You don’t know me from Adam. And only a moment ago you were telling me off. I’m very confused!”

“Let’s go and sit on the beach. Very relaxing. You seem rather tense.”

Miss Teece smiled at Molly, all her bristling formality evaporating in an instant. Unable to help herself, Molly followed her through the French windows onto the sand. Miss Teece removed her shoes, and Molly imitated her, leaving her shoes just inside the house as she sank her feet into soft warm silvery sand that almost seemed to caress her toes as she walked. Just above the reach of the waves Miss Teece sat down and beckoned to Molly to do the same.  They gazed at the translucent green waters for a minute or so before Miss Teece spoke.

“Candlish is one of our agents.”

“So you’re open about poaching him from his previous employer and hinting that you want to repeat your achievement. Flattering, I suppose, though you know nothing about me, so it’s hard not to be a trifle suspicious. And not very ethical! Presumably you pretend to place a house on the market and then make overtures to whoever the estate agent sends round?”

“Well – without going into too much detail, he became aware of our activities and – kind of offered himself. We didn’t initiate negotiations. Though he was evidently dissatisfied at Biddle.”

“What exactly is he doing now?”

“Before I explain, a little demonstration with that geometry shaper Holworm is in order. Just relax where you are and pass it over.”

Molly obeyed wordlessly, and Miss Teece took the apparatus into her hands, beginning to stroke it delicately, as if it was a kind of musical instrument.

“Wait for it.” With terrifying suddenness, a vast dark shadow hid the sea from Molly. Instead, she saw  an icy mountainous landscape, across which clouds of snow were blowing wildly. The gentle scented warmth was replaced by a harsh icy breath, and she felt suddenly as if seated on something very cold and wet, rather than the kindly embrace of the beach.

“Next!” Now Molly was looking down into a deep canyon. Rocky surfaces extended in all directions, reflecting the harsh glare of a sun burning down from almost overhead. But the sun was a pale green in hue and seemed curiously small.

“I could go on,” said Miss Teece, as the blessed warmth of the sun and the sand, together with the gentle sound of breaking waves returned to Molly’s consciousness.

“OK -I read some science fiction when I was a girl. So you’ve got space wormholes at your discretion, or similar. Whatever it is that you are calling ‘geometry shaping’ or something. But this is impossible!”

“OK – space wormholes. Our engineers tune into other planets, even other galaxies and ensure safe openings from one location to another. But of course, their conditions have to be human-friendly. Literally billions of possibilities are not, and the very activation of a route could, at least in theory destroy the Holworm user and, what’s even worse, damage people and environments within a few miles radius. The effects die out after that. So far, nothing like that has happened. Our engineers are very expert.”

“So – you’ve not said where this lovely beach is located. It seems to be deserted.” Molly rose to her feet and took a few steps towards the breaking waves. She stared intently in all directions, but could see no signs of habitation. “Does anyone live around here? Did you have to ask any kind of permission?”

Miss Teece’s expression briefly darkened, and she ignored Molly’s question, responding instead with one of her own. “You must agree that this is a beautiful spot. Don’t you think customers, or tenants would pay good money to - er - come here, or partly - live here?”

“Well – yes – certainly – though I don’t quite understand you. Partly live here? What do you mean?”

Miss Teece did not answer immediately. She frowned and looked back at the house for a moment. Finally she spoke.

“Look – if you think you might be interested, we’d better meet up at our office and do so not in your work time. If I am poaching, I’d rather make progress without stealing time from your current employer. So – do you want to know more? No commitments as yet, though from now on you need to keep anything you see or hear confidential.”

Molly had just been about to agree with some enthusiasm, but Miss Teece’s last few words struck her as quite oppressive.

“I don’t know really. I might. Could I have your contact details?”

Miss Teece passed her a card.

“But remember. Do not talk about this to anyone. Even about what you’ve seen today.”

“Oh – come on. Is there something criminal about what you are doing – what you are inviting me into?”

“No, Molly. There really isn’t. But my managers would take a dim view, were you to spread rumours. I’m just trying to protect you, actually.”

Molly accepted the card with a less than enthusiastic nod. With some reluctance she entered the French windows, walked back through the house and out into the road to her car. She was feeling curiously shaky and wondered whether what she thought she had just seen was symptomatic of some kind of serious illness.

~

Back in the office, she wondered for the millionth time at the prices of even the smallest property in the worst possible locations and the apparently limitless availability of mortgage funds to support their purchase. And how was the description ‘Would suit single owner and modest furniture’, let alone ‘A family home, even one afflicted by internal strife’ supposed to attract buyers?

On further thought, she began to see what the second description could possibly mean. Although she should have been grappling with some paper work, she allowed herself to become distracted by more of the bizarre brochures. Like everyone else, she was familiar with the strange and wonderful language employed by estate agents, but surely that of Harvey and his colleagues was something else again. She stared gloomily round the dishevelled office – indeed, it was beginning to look quite scruffy, with creased leaflets beginning to curl away from the pockets of the various stands dotted unaesthetically round the area near the window. The air was laden with a faint odour of stale food – she strove not to recall which of Harvey’s midday repasts her nose was identifying.

As the entrance door was thrust open, she started violently. Harvey stamped his way in, looking none too pleased at what he saw.

“I have another assignment for you before closing time. You had better do it now.”

“How long will it take? I’ve an appointment this evening. We close in - what - 20 minutes or so.”

“You’ll have to work beyond six o’clock, I’m afraid. Tough! Before you start, let’s have your form. It had better be good.”

Molly was about to protest at Harvey’s manner, but she needed the money. She must keep a tight rein on her reactions, but was wondering how much longer she could keep this up.

“Here you go. Miss Teece wasn’t very forthcoming. I’m not sure – but I think she’s about to change her mind about selling.”

“She’d better not be! This business is essential. Ensuring that we keep customers on side when you’re out calling is your priority and responsibility. What were you playing at? If she withdraws the house from sale now, you’ll be for it.”

Harvey closed his mouth angrily as he began to absorb the thin and puzzling contents of Molly’s completed form.

“This is hopeless. You should have sorted this out properly with the owner. Totally insufficient detail.  Either you weren’t listening properly, or you have a hearing problem!”

“Look, Harvey. She was pretty cross that I barged into the house without ringing on the door – when she was actually inside and not expecting anyone. Thank goodness she was fully clothed.”

“You should have sought entry in the usual courteous way, like any normal person.”

“I would have done, but both you and the file assured me that the house was empty. How was I to know that the information I was getting from here was just rubbish?”

“Pot and kettle - what you are deigning to pass on from the current owner is pathetic - Just another minute or so with her and you’d have had more to write down.”

“I’ve already told you – she was cross and upset – and that really wasn’t my fault. You know it wasn’t.”

“You totally incompetent...!”

“Enough – that’s it! I quit.”

“No you don’t. You work out your notice, as per contract.”

“That’s what you think. Absolutely not! Fine – don’t pay me any more, if you’re so full of spite. But I’m not staying a second longer.”

Molly threw her office keys on the floor and hurled herself out of the building. Even in her haste, she remembered that she still had the gated community fob with her. It was the property of her ex-employer, but she could not bear the thought of seeing Harvey’s greasy face again without smacking it hard. Accordingly, she stalked over to her car and flung herself in, closing the door with a violent twist.

She sat for a moment, shaking with fury and wondering what she could possibly do next. Her mood altered quickly from anger to wretchedness as she contemplated her new situation. She had very little in the way of savings. Her salary had been hardly enough to live on, yet just too much to trigger any additional benefits. It had been difficult enough to secure her post in the first place. And now she had thrown it away, simply because she could not stand Harvey’s treatment for another single second.

Thrusting her hands into her pockets she encountered the fob and froze as she had a sudden thought. On a mad impulse, she headed swiftly back to Miss Teece’s dwelling. She was supposed to be meeting her boyfriend Trevor, but never mind about that. He was irritating and overbearing, after all and it would be such a relief to give him a miss.

This time she rang on the doorbell. It was dusk. She thanked her lucky stars that she had been able to negotiate the path despite the overgrown shrubs. There was no sign of life. She crept along the front to the corner. Nothing could be seen in the darkness. She stood very still and listened intently. The silence was absolute. Was that partly why the house was so expensive? She wished she lived somewhere so beautifully peaceful. Returning to the front door, she rang again and knocked quite aggressively. It was antisocial, to say the least, but what had she to lose?

At last, there were sounds of muffled steps. They came closer and stopped.

“Who is this? I’m not expecting anyone.”

“I’m really sorry, Miss Teece. It’s Molly, from the estate agents again. Could I possibly come in and speak to you for a few minutes?”

“I don’t think so, really. If you must make a second visit, please book an appointment at a sensible time and keep to it.”

“Look – you mentioned a proposition for me earlier… I’ve just had a stupid row with my manager and – well – I’ve had to resign. But I don’t know what to do now. I need to work. I’ve no money to speak of. It’s my fault, I guess, but he was so...” she trailed off, trying to conceal the fact that she was close to tears.

The door opened, and a warm light streamed out into the dusk. Miss Teece stood there, frowning slightly as she took in Molly’s distraught features. She sighed.

“Oh – alright then. Come in.”

“Thank you so much. I’m really sorry to trouble you. It’s just that I’m pretty desperate and...”

“Follow me.” Miss Teece led the way to the back of the house. She paused before the window through which the golden beach was still visible. “Do you want us to go out there? Or sit down here? Something to drink? Eat? Easy in either place.”

“The beach is fantastic. But I’m so churned up that I’d rather stay in something familiar. I can’t cope with anything amazing just now. Do you mind?”

“No problem… Molly. Just sit there, and I’ll bring you something.”

Molly smiled and nodded, without even bothering to ask what she might be given. She closed her eyes and relaxed for a moment. Several minutes passed, and she began to feel drowsy. She was facing in the direction of the beach window, and something began to interfere with what she was seeing. She opened her eyes fully, and all seemed as before. About to sink back and relax once more, she had to accept that a dark shadow was lurking at the edge of her vision. A thin strip reached from the sea horizon to the sky and blotted it out. It was only there for a few seconds, but while it remained, there came a sound as if a winter wind was blowing through far distant trees.  A dark mist swirled in time with the sound. She thought she could just see some dim shapes beyond the mist but could make out nothing. The shadow wavered slightly, and then snapped out of existence.

Miss Teece returned with steaming cups of coffee and a bowl of soup from which a fragrant savoury odour began to fill the room. She placed them in front of Molly, together with a plate covered with crusty rolls.

“I’m right, aren’t I. You haven’t eaten this evening. You came straight here from work?”

“Yes. But this is - I admit - I’m really hungry.”

She took a few mouthfuls of soup and paused.

“Miss Teece. I saw something odd just now.”

“What - odder than that beach - which you were finding pretty strange earlier today!”

“Yes - this black strip appeared in your beach world. I thought I must have dropped off and it was a dream - but I’m sure it wasn’t.”

“I don’t think so, Molly. You must be imagining it. As you say, you probably had a little doze. That explains it.”

Miss Teece’s tones were repressive. She seemed to direct a distinctly unfriendly gaze on her visitor. It was only for a second or so. Molly soon thought she must have dreamt the whole thing as she began to devour her food while Miss Teece sat down opposite her and smiled.

“So - Molly. While I’m sorry to hear that you’ve lost your job and in a rather unpleasant fashion too – from my point of view, it’s not entirely bad news. Because I take it that you might well be open to offers?”

“Yes, Miss Teece. I can’t hide from you that I’m pretty desperate, though I realise that that isn’t the best way to market myself. You’ll offer me a lower salary now.” Molly was astonished to find herself being so voluble and open with her hostess when, as she had just admitted, it might well not be in her interests.

“Not at all. We need people like you to help us expand the business.”

“You’ll need to explain this in words of one syllable, I’m afraid. I’m still churned up and not taking anything in very well.”

“You are, or rather, you were an estate agent. That’s exactly what we are too.”

“Sorry – but you are making no sense!”

“We are buying and selling land and houses, just like other estate agents on Earth.”

“On Earth! What are you talking about?”

“Come on! You’ve seen the beach world. And a hint of others, perhaps some of them less desirable. You must have realised - yes – a shock at the time, but...”

“Ah. Fine - so you own these other places to which your Holworm gives access, do you?”

“If you do come to work with us, you will soon understand that questions of that kind are not encouraged. It’s company policy, I’m afraid. Just one or two comments. Imagine you are a 16th or 17th century British explorer. Your ship makes landfall on what we now know as North America. You found a settlement there, with a village constructed, roads laid down and so on. You don’t worry about your ownership. You are the first owner. You might later on sell prime sites to others who arrive after you – but that’s another matter.”

Molly was nonplussed. She assumed she must have misunderstood something. Further inquiries would be unwelcome but she could not stop herself.

“With respect, Miss Teece, isn’t your analogy limited ?”

Miss Teece stared hard at Molly and opened her mouth to interrupt. Molly ploughed on.

“Native Americans had lived there for centuries- maybe even for thousands of years. If anyone owned the land, they did. And...”

Miss Teece raised her hand imperiously.

“That’s quite enough, Molly. As you say, the analogy is limited. Because there are no inhabitants of the domains we access with the Holworm. Otherwise, company policy would have had to be very different. We are the primordial discoverers. We own all of it! In any case, scientists are convinced that there is no other intelligent life in the whole universe. The conditions on Earth that made it possible for us to exist were such a lucky fluke that they definitely won’t be replicated elsewhere.”

Molly wearily gave up the struggle. She sighed and closed her eyes for a moment.

“You’re tired, Molly. Yes - you can certainly stay here. No problem at all. Tomorrow, we will visit our Control Centre, secure you an interview and hopefully as a result  get you a job contract. Never fear. We pay an excellent salary. It should put all your money worries to rest.”

Molly slept more soundly than she had for months in an unbelievably comfortable bed. The en suite facilities were beautifully clean and on the luxurious side. After breakfast the following morning, Miss Teece once more led Molly into the sitting room. The sunny beach was wonderfully there as before, but Miss Teece pointed the Holworm at the window, manipulated it in some way and the beach promptly vanished. It was replaced by a large office. People were seated at desks, working at keyboards while staring at screens. It could have been a normal estate agents, but without any exits.

“Come, Molly.” Miss Teece opened the French windows and walked through, turning and beckoning Molly to follow. Molly hesitated, though there seemed nothing to fear. So why was she holding back? She stepped through the windows into the extensive office space. Its floor was there before her feet, extending right up to the French window’s threshold.  Behind her, Miss Teece’s house vanished altogether, to be replaced by more rows of desks and a wall decorated with modernist paintings. Molly definitely did not appreciate this change. Yesterday, when they were on the beach, Miss Teece’s house remained visible behind them.

Miss Teece was still striding forward, nodding every now and then to those colleagues who were able to tear themselves away from their screens. She knocked at a door that was almost invisible at the back, and it opened soundlessly. Standing to one side, she waved Molly to precede her into the room. Behind a long desk sat three people – two women and a man, but it was difficult to focus on them because of the walls on both sides of them. The surfaces were entirely covered with tiny squares pulsating with lights of varying shades and intensities.

“Sit down, young woman,” came the words from one of the people in front of her, but she had found herself drawn towards the wall on her left. She felt compelled to peer closely at one of the squares. She knew that she was being unbelievably discourteous, but she drew nearer and nearer to the square through which a variegated green illumination was shining. The green began to dissolve into shapes. The shapes were either trees, or at least plants resembling trees. She was looking, as it were, through a tiny window, into a forest illuminated dimly by sunshine. A breeze was rustling the leaves and stirring a thick carpet of leaves. She put a finger on the bottom left hand corner of the square and some captions immediately appeared:

Forest area available for holiday treks,  glamping, house building and garden extensions. Fresh air, unpolluted, undeveloped, safe environment for children, pets welcome. Prices competitive. Apply E-R Realtors marketing.

She tore herself away and sat down in one of the two chairs facing the interview panel. Miss Teece took a seat beside her and looked straight ahead.

Molly caught the eye of the panel chair. She whispered “Sorry - I just couldn’t resist.”

“Welcome - and thank you for your application to work with Einstein-Rosen Realtors (E-R Realtors). We just need to find out a little more about you and give you an opportunity to question us too. Let me introduce our little panel. I’m Dr Andrea Radcliffe. On my left is Bill Simpson and on my right, Ruth Clark.”

“I must apologise for giving in to my curiosity,” Molly said to them nervously. “I could not stop myself, but it was bad manners. You may not want to continue with the interview now. I’d better leave, hadn’t I? I’ve lost the post even before we’ve begun.”

“No - no - it’s Molly, isn’t it. You aren’t the first to do what you’ve just done. It’s an amazing spectacle - and still is, even to those of us who are now familiar with it.”

Molly allowed herself to smile, while endeavouring to inject a note of apology into her expression. “What is it, exactly? It seems...”

“You’ll have seen close circuit TV – maybe even places where an official monitors lots of screens fed by cameras all over a large building – a hotel, perhaps, or a car park?”

“Yes - yes, of course, but...”

“Here, we monitor all the white hole/cosmic bridge routes so far established and undergoing exploitation by our company. And, as you saw, we advertise what’s on offer and where they can learn about our pricing.”

“Impressive - wonderful. Except...”

Dr Radcliffe looked distinctly unenthusiastic about the prospect of a question.

Molly noticed, but decided to plough on.

“How serious is the monitoring? One window on what? A whole world? It seems....”

“You’ll find that after some experience you’ll become quite skilled. Just wait a little before jumping in with criticism until you know more about what your job will entail, what resources you will have and the training you will be offered.”

Dr Radcliffe was definitely taking Molly down a peg or two, but with quite a pleasant smile. Perhaps, Molly thought, she was rushing to judgement about her putative employers. And she really must obtain employment.

“So, Molly. Your duties: to sell building plots to the public in exotic locations, some to be shared by several customers. We have already constructed putative home extensions in a variety of locations. The purchaser could, so to speak, add these to their existing accommodation on Earth and vastly extend their grounds. We also deal in rented property and hotels. An important supplementary role will be the evaluation of new locations. What would you bring to such a task? The relevant skills and experiences?”

“My geography qualification seems relevant. I know quite a lot about human settlements and why they do or do not flourish – also physical geography – aspects of landscape – flooding, coastal and river erosion and so forth.”

All three of the panel now seemed to be nodding in appreciation.

“As you know, I’ve little experience to offer - but I’m a hard worker. I think I have a good eye for detail. I enjoy working with people and believe they would find me helpful. As to the selling aspect of the post - pretty important, I guess. I can’t promise you something when I know very little of marketing. But I’m very willing to learn.”

“Thank you so much for your honesty, Molly. Before we finish, have you any more questions you wish to put to us?”

Molly hesitated. “These locations that you are selling and renting. Are they really all deserted... uninhabited? How can you be sure?”

​Dr Radcliffe frowned. “Of course we’re sure. The company couldn’t flourish otherwise. Earth is very probably the only planet in the universe to have developed sentient intelligent life. You aren’t to know at this stage, of course, but once employed by us you would no longer be free to raise this topic. You must sign a commitment to this effect.”

​“But why?”

​“I’m afraid that your agreement includes an understanding that the restrictions relating to location habitation cannot be queried in any way. You may need a few moments to think about this. So if you and Miss Teece could pop outside and wait in the Main Area, we’ll be able to give you a decision within the hour, or so we hope.”

They found a comfortable seat, and Molly looked around. She began to realise that several of the wall panels were seemingly duplicates of the monitoring screens she had peered at just before her interview.

She was staring at the wall full of screens furthest away from her when something at its edge disturbed her visual field. A dark cloudy strip rippled from right to left – distorting the appearance of all the adjacent panels. It vanished after a few seconds and all was as it had been before. It reminded her of something. For a moment she was unable to identify it. Then the memory of what she had seen while sitting on the beach outside Miss Teece’s house filled her mind. It was disturbing.

A chime sounded from somewhere and then a voice:

“Will Molly Minion and Rebecca Teece please return to Office 5. Thank you.”

“So – it’s Rebecca, is it?” Molly thought, and the pair of them walked briskly across the hall. “She uses my first name, but never offered hers. Oh well. It doesn’t matter, I guess.”

Miss Teece gestured to Molly to knock on the door.

“It’s your interview - your job,” she said, as Molly held back. “I’m just with you as a sponsor. All job applicants have to have a sponsor. It’s the rule.”

The two of them sat facing the panel once more. Dr Radcliffe was smiling, and Molly felt a surge of optimism.

“It’s good news, Molly. We’d like to offer you a post, if you are still interested. The three of us were impressed by your clear and honest responses to our questions. You seem to be a promising candidate and the support of Miss Teece, one of our highly regarded employees, also counted strongly in your favour. As we indicated earlier, we ask you to sign a number of commitments, but we hope you are willing. We know your salary in your previous post, and we are offering twice that, rising incrementally each year as long as you are with us. We’d like your decision within the hour. Please take these documents and your contract and study them carefully. We will come and find you in an hour from now.”

Once more, Molly and Miss Teece rose to their feet and retreated outside.

“Have a good look, Molly, of course. But it will be just the same as what I work to.”

“How - how did you learn about this in the first place? I’ve never heard about E-R Realtors. They sound American. And what they do - well, it’s surely mind-blowing. Why is it not widely known?”

“They’ve still not been going that long. I was with them almost from the start - and all customers must sign up for total confidentiality. If anything gets out into the public arena, contracts are immediately terminated and the associated access cancelled. Health and Safety is always a priority. No one has yet come to any harm, at least as far as I know.”

“I just don’t understand this at all. How can your company start growing its sales when it strives so assiduously to remain hidden? And surely their activities will be of interest to governments, to say the least?”

“We’re making haste slowly and carefully. Our low profile is temporary. We’ve good contacts with a range of official authorities. They also understand the need for discretion. The general public will take quite a time to come to terms with all this, or so we judge. We’ll get there. As you imply, our developments are – mind blowing – Earth shaking. Drives a coach and horses through any draconian policies to stem global warming, for instance. If there are unlimited places where people can live elsewhere, green parties are dead.”

“How did all this start up?”

“Sorry, Molly – that’s one of the restricted areas. Study your papers and make up your mind. There isn’t much time. You can walk away from this, you know – though you can’t talk about what you’ve seen and heard, whether that was either in my house or here. Life could be made difficult for you otherwise. Just learn to keep your head down.”

Molly riffled through the thick bundle of papers – the secrecy and restrictions seemed quite oppressive – and yet, as Miss Teece had explained, there were reasons for this. And the work conditions were amazing. They even included free holidays with friends in paradise-like locations – though the friends had to be vetted and must sign non-disclosure documents and so on. Nevertheless, she might have scrutinised her prospective employment conditions more thoroughly had it not been for the thought of Trevor. He would be impatient about the whole situation – and probably, she speculated, jealous. The thought made her act impulsively and perhaps a little rashly.

“I’m in, Miss Teece. No choice, really, but in fairness, it does look pretty good. Some puzzling aspects – but OK – I’ll learn to curb my curiosity. You obviously have. And presumably so did Candlish, my predecessor at my former employer.”

“Yes – he was fine – he took a little longer than some, I have to say, but I think he’s entirely on board now. You might meet him when you’re training – he’s not done much yet.”

~

“Delighted that you have agreed to join us, Molly. You can go home now – we’ll contact you in a day or so to kick off your initiation processes.”

Molly felt a surge of anxiety. Harvey would cut off her salary immediately, she was sure and her overdraft was already swelling alarmingly.

She must have betrayed her feelings.

“Molly – please don’t worry. Your salary for this month will be taken to start at the beginning of this month. April 24th now, so that should sort you out. It will appear in your bank immediately.”

Molly smiled slightly uneasily and waved good-bye. They really were treating her extraordinarily well, and she experienced a frisson of apprehension over why this might be so.

The outer door opened at her approach and revealed Miss Teece’s sitting room. Molly expected, for no obvious reason, that there might be a strip of soft sand between the outer door of the monitoring hall and the house, but the ground transition was seamless. She stared down as she stepped across into the sitting room but failed to spot the slightest trace of a join. Miss Teece offered her refreshment, but Molly graciously declined, being anxious to go home and make decisions about Trevor.

~

She had hardly time to remove her coat before the phone shrilled out. It was bound to be Trevor. She could really do without him just now, but in fairness he would have no idea that she had just acquired a new job. He wasn’t even aware, of course that she had lost the other one.  He would assume that the whole thing had been her fault and make his views painfully apparent.

Within half an hour he was knocking on the door. A tall, thick set man in his thirties, he wore an uncompromising expression as usual.

“Where were you last night? I came round and there you weren’t. No message, no phone call. Most inconsiderate.”

“I’m sorry, Trevor. Yes – I should have let you know. But I was upset yesterday evening. I’d just lost my job at the estate agents and...”

“Lost your - but you can’t have! We need two full salaries to move somewhere decent – you know that.”

“Trevor – I’ve never really wanted that job. You know that. I...”

“Go straight back to the office and get reinstated. You’ll have lost your rag, as you so often do – just be suitably apologetic and...”

“You don’t know what happened, Trevor. And you’re not even taking the slightest trouble to find out.”

“Unnecessary. It’s typical of you – and anyhow, get real. Both incomes are essential and they have the power. So knuckle down.”

Molly began to walk out of the room. Trevor rushed over and pulled her round.

“Don’t walk away when I’m talking to you.”

She was suddenly furiously angry. “Get your hands off me! How dare you!”

Trevor still failed to release her. Instead, he dragged her over to a sofa and sat her down on it, quite roughly. Molly was very close to slapping him round the face as he forced her to look at him while he continued to berate her. He persisted for several more minutes and finally paused for breath. There was a silence before he cleared his throat and looked at her expectantly.

“That’s settled, then. I knew you’d see sense in the end. First thing tomorrow morning.”

“No.”

“I know you don’t mean that – or once you’ve had a good night’s sleep, you won’t mean that. Now stop being silly before...”

“No means no. We’re finished. Now get out. You seem to think you can tell me what to do – to control me. I’ve no idea whether this is some kind of weird male thing. Whatever. I don’t want to see you again.”

“Now Molly – you can’t do this. Don’t expect you can come crawling back when you run out of money – just pull yourself together before I get really angry.”

Molly rose to her feet, her face white with fury, but she spoke steadily and softly.

“I’m paying the rent here – not you. If you’re not gone within the few minutes it will take you to pack, I’m calling the police. I could also make contact with a representative of my new employer – I think they might take a dim view of your behaviour.”

He stared disbelievingly at her, searching for signs of weakness – indeed, for any evidence that she would surrender, as she had so often in the past. She remained standing, stony-faced, before waving a hand in disgust and going into the kitchen. He was impossible and the new job was wonderful, yet thinking about it triggered a very faint sense of uncertainty and even worry. She dismissed it as she began to study the documentation she had brought home. The effort to focus was challenging, as she was strongly tempted to listen out for what Trevor was up to. Initially, she could hear nothing. He must simply be standing in the other room, fuming and wondering whether to pursue her into the kitchen. If he did, she could not answer for herself. Her gaze ranged over possible weapons, from the display of kitchen knives to a very large wok.

He put his head round the kitchen door. “A new job? I don’t think so. Who do you think you’re kidding?”

He snorted derisively. Then there were steps on the stairs and some crashing around in the bedroom. She had won! Should have thrown him out some time ago. The signs that he felt he just had to be in control at all times had been pretty obvious for months. All the same, she wondered yet again whether she had oversold her new appointment to herself because of him. Another reason to be rid of him for good.

Some furious stamping down the stairs heralded his appearance again at the kitchen door.

“I’ve taken both tablets – I paid for both of them, you’ll remember. Don’t think you can come crawling back in a day or so. And don’t phone me because I won’t be responding.”

He flung himself out of the front door and slammed it so violently behind him that something fell on the tiled hall floor, to be followed by dramatic splintering sounds. She decided that she lacked the energy to go and discover what had happened.  A good night’s sleep would be sensible now, and she would see what the next day and the new job would bring.

Up early, she enjoyed a hearty breakfast and relaxed with a second mug of coffee. Daydreaming of Miss Teece’s sunny beach, she suddenly jerked into full alertness with the thought that she did not know exactly when she was contracted to begin her new post, let alone just how she would be initiated. She opened the front door in response to a peremptory summons, revealing Miss Teece.

“Sorry, Molly. I wasn’t sure what you expected, but I should have made it clear yesterday that I would be calling for you. For now, you need to come to my house to make your way to our HQ. I’ll be collecting you for the time being – management don’t want your car to be visible too often on our road.”

“Why not?”

“It’s no big deal, Molly – but try to remember to curb your questions – the sooner the better.”

~

Molly looked longingly at the beach, but Miss Teece quickly manipulated her Holworm. As a result, the office was revealed. No sooner had they stepped over the threshold than a voice came over the speakers:

“Miss Minion to Hall H for training immediately, please.”

Miss Teece gave Molly’s shoulder a reassuring squeeze and said, “Off you go! I can’t come with you this time. I’ve my own duties to perform. You should find the training interesting.”

“How long?”

“Oh- several weeks, I should think. Not too long though. I suspect you’ll be a quick learner. Some apprentices take months. E-R Realtors doesn’t mind – they want to be sure people’s work will be up to standard. They don’t regiment the length of training.  It can be expensive, but no matter. We’re already hugely profitable.”

Molly eventually found the entrance to Hall H after several embarrassing attempts to enter the wrong places – the signs were curiously unclear or even absent, especially given the ultra-futuristic character of the whole enterprise. Occupants of some of the work stations were staring at her inquiringly. She knocked on the door, and looked round for any sign of Miss Teece while she awaited a response. It would have been comforting to catch sight of her, but she had disappeared.

The door opened soundlessly. She was astonished to be confronted by a vast hall, much bigger than the one she had just come from. The ceiling was so high that it was quite difficult to see it clearly. What appeared to be clouds were drifting slowly from one side to the other inside the chamber.  Around the perimeter of the hall were a number of cubicles. They were windowless, so she had no idea of whether they were occupied, let alone what their occupants might be doing. Every now and then, doors would open and people emerged. A few wandered about, apparently exchanging the odd random greeting, before returning to their booths.

“This is your work station,” announced Dr Radcliffe. “Attach this dongle to your keys or wear it somehow. It triggers a light at your station as soon as you come in this hall. It also opens all our HQ doors.”

She gestured to Molly to enter the cubicle, whose door had swung open as soon as Radcliffe produced the dongle. She sat down at what was apparently to be her desk.

“This is an AR helmet. Put it on, please. And here is your own Holworm. It won’t be operating directly at the moment, but we’ve set up the helmets so they can only function when a Holworm is near.”

“Sorry? I know what VR is – virtual reality. But?”

“AR is Augmented Reality. Very realistic experiences of an environment. Nothing invented – just the most accurate multi-sensory versions of a place. There are more helmets for customers under your desk. Now place your hands on the two raised pads – don’t worry – it doesn’t hurt.”

Molly was surprised that the helmet failed to filter out Dr Radcliffe’s voice. She slowly lowered her hands towards the pads. As they came nearer, she felt a mild attraction, as if both her hands and the pads were composed of a magnetic material. Finally, the pads firmly held her palms closely. She tried to raise them but could not.

“I’m stuck, Dr Radcliffe! Is this supposed to happen?”

“McKimmie,” Radcliffe said softly. Molly’s hands were instantly released.

“That was my mother’s maiden name,” Molly said. “How did you...?”

“We research all our prospective employees very thoroughly. That’s your quitting code – unique to you. Try it for yourself.”

Again, Molly moved her hands down to the pads. Once more the magnetic attraction secured her palms. She pulled strongly, but they remained in place.

“McKimmie!” she shouted. She instantly had control of her hands and rubbed her eyes.

“No need to raise your voice, Molly. Now you know you aren’t some kind of puppet under our control, you might be in the right mood to start your training.”

“Sorry, Boss,” Molly responded. She could see Radcliffe wincing at this form of address.

“Hands back on pads, please Molly. Now –you’ll have heard of Google Street View.”

Molly nodded mutely. This was increasingly bizarre.

“E-R Realtors has done massive filtering before you get to look at anything. The vast majority of the planets out there are totally uninhabitable. Our drones then investigate locations that survive this initial selection and gather both scientific data and sensory experiences which can be fed to your AR helmets. You are expected to evaluate the experiences. We deal with the scientific data. Your evaluations, when positive, will inform your main job which will be to sell the good places to punters.”

“How do I know where to start? It’s overwhelming.”

“Each day you’ll be fed a short list of places to check out. It’s perfectly simple. You file your report when you’ve finished and move on to the next.”

“How long do I spend on each one?”

“We leave that mostly up to you – a couple of hours should usually be enough, but you can take longer. We monitor your timings. If you are tempted to overstay, an alarm will discourage you.”

Molly was going to reply and then paused. There was something about all this that was nagging at the very edge of her consciousness, but it eluded her.

“Ready for the first trial?”

“Er – yes.”

“Let’s just call your very first example alpha. By the way, you can re-name those awarded a positive evaluation – we have to approve your choices, but mostly these go through. The experience will begin within a few seconds.”

Molly felt once more that she was on a beach. The waves were high and foam-edged. A strong breeze was blowing in her face, with that characteristic salty odour of the sea. However, the colours seemed askew. The sand was black – something she had certainly seen on Earth, but not often. The sea was of a vivid reddish-orange hue, reflecting the sky, which itself was almost red, through which a glowing scarlet sun shone as it neared the horizon. As she began to take in this alien colour palette, her ears also began to tune in some sounds. Sudden high pitch squeals assailed her hearing – they seemed natural, as if their sources were living creatures. The sounds grew louder. An extra-large wave crashed thunderously before her, sending cascades of orange water almost to where she felt her feet to be. It was all too much and she cried out “Mckimmie!” Instantly, her hands were released from the pads and, as it seemed, all video and audio feeds cut off in her helmet. She wrenched it from her head, gasping and stared at Dr Radcliffe, shivering and horrified.

“You see, Molly, this is what we need our human judges for. I totally agree with you that this example is simply not marketable. So congratulations on what I take to be your appraisal. We’ll leave the cubicle for a moment – a change of scene is usually a good idea after AR.”

They stood outside, surveying the quiet yet somehow intense working atmosphere. Every now and then someone would emerge from their cubicle, sometimes looking rather dazed and rubbing their eyes. There were a few sounds of low voices – only a few, for the workers seemed mostly to be solitary.

Dr Radcliffe sighed and cleared her throat. “Molly. Can you manage another one yet?”

“Well – no – not really, Dr Radcliffe. It’s a demanding - almost traumatic experience. Is that acceptable?”

“Of course, of course. I’ll see you here tomorrow at 9.30 a.m.”

Dr Radcliffe waved and walked away. Molly returned the wave and glanced to her left as she heard low voices coming from the next work station. A young man had emerged from the cubicle, still wearing his AR helmet. He wore a look of relief. Perhaps he was in the early stages of training, just as she was. For a moment he spoke to a man who could well be his trainer, and then the latter left. He took off his helmet, looking at it without enthusiasm.

She rarely initiated contacts with strangers, but something about her very negative experiences in the last day or so inspired her to act out of character.

“Hi!” she called to the young man. “I’m Molly. Just started today. What about you?”

“Er – er - hallo!” He looked flustered, as if unaccustomed to being accosted in this way. “I’ve been here a day or so – still having some training, actually. I’m not a very quick learner.”

“Are you going to tell me your name?”

“I’m Stuart Candlish. Sorry – very pleased to meet you.”

“I’ve heard of you!”

“How come! That’s crazy.”

“Two sources – the place I used to work – an unpleasant gentleman named Harvey...”

“Really? ‘Unpleasant’? I can think of other words.”

“And Miss Teece.”

“Yes – she introduced me here too. I saw you come in with her.”

“How long did you work with Harvey?”

“Too long. I escaped after visiting Miss Teece’s house to get its details. She recruited me.”

“That’s what happened with me too – well, more or less. So she’s not really selling her house.”

“Of course not. She places it for sale with various agents, hoping to recruit more staff for here. In fairness, I suppose I made the opening move with her, but...”

“So we’re not the only ones from that source.”

“Oh no – and there are quite a few others playing the same role as Miss Teece. There are all sorts of properties in local offices that aren’t really for sale. I believe they include a crematorium and a swimming pool that the local council can no longer afford to run. There’s even a disused factory where they used to make garden gnomes.”

“How on earth do you know all this?”

“Like I said, I’m slow to learn the stuff we have to get into our heads to work for this firm. But I’m a sociable sort of person. So I’ve chatted to a lot of people here in the last day or so. When people have been doing AR, it seems they really need to escape every now and then for a break and talk to someone.”

“Look, Stuart - I’ve taken this job because I’m desperate. It seems fine – the pay and conditions are terrific but...”

“But?”

“I’d better get more experience before I say any more. And anyway, you may see things quite differently.”

“No! You can’t stop there! Have a drink with me this evening.”

Molly shuddered and shook her head. She moved rapidly away from him towards the main entrance and rushed through the HQ office into Miss Teece’s sitting room. When she looked back, the peaceful beach and sea had resumed their presence – as if eternally there, when she knew quite definitively that they were not.

She slept badly that night, attributing the problem to a subconscious apprehension about what was to come in the following day’s training. All went smoothly up to the point where she was about to enter her cubicle. An electronic notice board on the door began to flash, and then settled down to display a message.

Molly Minion:  Dr Radcliffe has been delayed by an emergency in E-R Realtors’s Holworm processing.  She will either be late or unable to supervise your training today. However, you may still enter your cubicle and undergo your second AR example. Third and Fourth examples are also available. If you wish, you may postpone your training until Dr Radcliffe returns but E-R Realtors strongly recommends that you proceed today – that decision will be viewed very favourably.

Despite her reaction to Candlish’s drink suggestion the day before, she hesitated and looked across to his cubicle. There was no sign of life. She walked over and put her ear to his door. The silence might mean nothing, of course, since the cubicles could well be totally sound-proofed.

It would be better to go home, surely. She looked across to see whether there was anyone she could speak to about it. Was there an office, or foyer staffed by receptionists? There was no sign of such a thing – nothing interrupted the serried rows of cubicles that populated the entire perimeter. It would be lovely just to leave, go home and relax after her poor sleep. Even as she thought this, she found herself pointing her fob at her door, which opened soundlessly before her.

Once inside, she was instantly enclosed, as on the previous day. She sat at her desk. A touchscreen displayed small coloured squares labelled beta, gamma and delta. Adjacent to each square was a white oblong with the heading ‘assessment form’. She donned her AR helmet and placed her finger on beta. Instantly, she found herself, or so it seemed, walking on dunes in a desert. It was fiercely hot. The sun was almost directly above her, and it burned down upon her with unbearable intensity. She looked around and could see no way back – but of course, she did not need any way back. ‘McKimmie’ was her safety valve. Yet she could not possibly end the experience yet. Her assessment would be deemed inadequate in the extreme. So where could she go?

In any case, whatever was she thinking? She could not ‘go’ anywhere, surely. AR could only feed her senses in a very realistic fashion – she was not really there, of course and hence could not literally move around by choice. It would only seem to her that she was walking to and fro, for instance. Were her limbs actually moving inside the cubicle? It was frustrating that there was no one there to answer these basic questions. She did realise, however, that the whole point about AR was that it was the ideal way of exploring these alien locations safely. Explorers could end the feed to their senses at any moment. For sure, all the places to be assessed had already been scientifically checked for human habitation. But even so, the firm might still have been unable to cover the stiff insurance premiums required had location assessment involved real visits.

Having engaged thus in this vigorous train of reasoning, she began to ‘walk’ over the dunes. There was no obvious destination. Walking was pointless and even impossible, as she had just proved to herself. She felt faint from the heat – also peculiar, since AR was merely supposed to simulate or replicate experiences of the external world. Perhaps E-R Realtors’s AR was a cut above anything available elsewhere – it would need to be, of course, if their business was to flourish.

This place could easily pass for the Sahara. There was nothing here to indicate that she was viewing anywhere else but a scene on Earth, unlike her first example. Something caught her eye to the left – something that was not just another dune. It was almost exactly the same colour as the hot sand. She looked hard and was almost sure that she could see a cuboid-shaped object – something artificial. But when she checked, it had vanished. And anyhow, she must have been mistaken. It would be a mirage – AR would feed her visual data about such phenomena just as much as data associated with real objects. The firm insisted that all the locations being explored and then marketed were uninhabited.

Even as she pondered these things, she could not stand the heat for another second and cried “McKimmie.” She raised her hands from the pads and pulled off the AR helmet. Just before doing this she thought that she detected a faint echo of her shout. However, that was, of course, quite impossible.

She rushed outside the cubicle in search of fresh air, though once there, the air did not seem any fresher! The sound of someone blowing their nose caught her attention. It was Candlish. He looked over to her, caught her eye, and then looked down with a look of apology.

“Sorry – sorry – I clearly offended you yesterday. I really didn’t mean to. I won’t say another word if you feel I’m pestering you. But I do feel rather on my own in here and could do with a friendly face. All the same, just raise your hand now if you want no more contact, and I will totally understand.”

Something about the way he was speaking touched Molly – he was convincing – perhaps he could both be a decent human being and a man after all. They both stood still, looking away from each other. Molly failed to raise her hand. Finally, she turned back, and looked at him, smiling very slightly. He instantly responded with a broad grin.

“Good – good. Hello! Are you concentrating on your training, or...” Even now, he hesitated lest he said something that triggered hostility again.

“It’s fine, Stuart. We could go for a coffee. Not in here – I don’t think there’s anything - no canteen – not even machines selling disgusting drinks. So - do you leave here through Miss Teece’s house?” He nodded. “Lead the way then Stuart – as the senior employee by a day or so, apparently.” He grinned again and walked rapidly to the main entrance, Molly almost running behind him to keep up.

Once out on the quiet road in which Miss Teece’s house was situated, they paused, wondering what to do next.

“Nothing here, of course,” Molly pronounced. “Gated communities don’t allow anything so vulgar as food outlets, do they.”

“I’ll drive us somewhere,” Stuart suggested. “Unless you’d rather do the driving. We don’t know each other. We could walk instead, if you felt safer doing that.”

“No – your car – that’s OK. I feel I know you a bit already, somehow.”

It was not long before they sat facing each other in Bernard’s Place To Be, steaming mugs of coffee before them, together with plates of large freshly baked Danish pastries. Each began to sip their drinks, not wanting to be the first to speak and being unsure of what to say in any case.

“Look,” said Molly. “I’ll kick off, because of the way I treated you yesterday. Without boring details, it was because of a man – no, more than one man - being really tiresome in the last few days – nothing violent. Your invitation used the same words as one of them – and - I’m really sorry for my excessive reaction. It was unfair.”

“No worries, Molly. I’m so glad we’re good now. Anyhow, go on.”

“I need this job – after a major bust-up with Harvey. He’s impossible – and anyhow, I’ve burnt my boats with him.”

“Me too…”

“But there’s something - something not right about what we’re doing. Did you ever ask management – Miss Teece, or whoever, about ownership of the places they are promoting? Do they really know they aren’t populated?”

“I did, as a matter of fact and was told in no uncertain terms to back off.”

“Me too – that’s fine, I suppose but then I don’t understand the reaction.”

“Perhaps - perhaps a nagging sense of guilt at it all being so easy – an indefinite variety of places just waiting there to be advertised and sold.”

“Maybe that’s it – you’re right – I don’t know what I was thinking of, really.”

Molly bit into her pastry, and savoured the warmth of the place, the low murmur of voices and the pleasing absence of sensory stimulation. She tensed as vague memories that she had hoped meant nothing and had successfully buried welled up in her mind.

Stuart was gazing at her face. “What is it, Molly? Whatever is the matter?”

Molly hesitated. It was all so silly – childish fears like those from a bad dream that needed a parent to dispel.

“You won’t tell Miss Teece? Or any firm official? No matter what? I’m afraid I’m just giving way to weird fantasies. And yet...”

“Of course not. You can trust me. In any case, you may find I’ve had similar thoughts.”

“Well - the first thing was when I was on the beach outside Miss Teece’s house. Have you been there? It seems semi-permanent, except when we go through her window to reach work. Presumably she’s bought it, or E-R Realtors have given it to her as a perk of some kind.”

“Yes – I’ve been there. Very nice too!”

“It really is, but…”

“What, Molly. Spit it out.”

“Maybe I’ve got a brain tumour. I ought to get myself checked out.”

“Molly! You aren’t making sense.”

“OK – it was this black strip in my vision when gazing at the sea – only there for a few seconds – it wavered and was kind of misty. I almost thought I could see something in the mist – but then it vanished. Miss Teece dismissed it as just my imagination.”

“Is that all, Molly?”

“No – in our reception hall – across a display of monitoring screens – well – the same kind of thing again. But it’s bound to be just me. I should see a doctor.”

“So – yes – do that – almost certainly nothing but it would ease your worries. I can’t say I’ve experienced anything similar. I’d love to have said otherwise, as it might have made you feel better. Anything else?”

“Well – this next one is bound to be a mirage, given the environment and the heat – but - I thought I spotted something artificial in the desert location I was assessing today. However, it was only for a moment – no sooner did I focus on it than there was nothing but endless dunes again.”

“You must be mistaken, Molly. Our firm couldn’t possibly have built up their organisation, sales and profits if they were wrong about their places being unclaimed.”

“You’re right, Stuart. And I need to get a private health appointment. I don’t like doing that, especially when I’m virtually broke. But I can’t bear to wait.”

“E-R Realtors gives us private health care, you know. Just check your contract – all those documents they unload on us.”

“From the very beginning?”

“Definitely. And if not – I’d be glad to pay for an appointment for you. But...”

“No. I couldn’t accept, when we hardly know each other. A very kind offer, all the same. I’m not offended! Now I’m off, Stuart. This was nice – let’s do it again soon. I’ll let you know about whether I’ve got a terminal illness.”

“That’s not funny, Molly. But – yes, let’s keep in touch – especially about your health.”

~

Molly had to wait at least forty minutes after her appointment time before being seen. The hushed soft silence of the waiting room spoke of money in a way she found hard to stomach. Her anxiety grew as the delay extended minute by minute. No word came to her by way of apology for her wait. She was on the point of returning to reception and asking what was happening, when a voice came over an invisible speaker.

“Ms Minion for Dr Higham, please. Go straight in.”

The doctor nodded at her from behind his gratuitously large desk. Nothing disturbed its polished surface.

“Do sit down.  How are you today? You found us alright?”

Molly did not feel that any reply would provide new information and so just sat quietly, looking expectantly at him.

“Good, good! Now you might like to look at some of the visuals from your head scan, Ms - ah – Ms Minion.”

“Thanks – but what I want is the headline news from my MRI. Do I have a problem? I told you I’ve had some strange visual phenomena recently. I was worried whether...”

“Nothing we look at can offer you infallible information, Ms Minion, but...”

“Well – I’ve paid enough to have this done. Please can you tell me the verdict.”

“We can find nothing untoward. We suggest you return to the places where you encountered your worrying visuals and check it out with them. So, no – we don’t think you have a brain tumour.”

The doctor smiled at her patronisingly. Had she really just spent quite a large sum of money to be treated like this? She was on the point of taking him down a peg or two but reflected that she just might need this clinic again and so had better keep him sweet. Anyway, perhaps E-R Realtors was paying. She was still not sure.

“Thank you then, Doctor. I don’t need to see the scans but do E-mail them to me if it’s not too much trouble and if it doesn’t add to my bill.”

“Certainly, certainly. Well – great to see you today. Let’s hope the next time isn’t too soon now.” He tittered at his own humour. Molly avoided further eye contact and left quickly before her self-imposed restraint collapsed.

She had secured the morning off work to keep her health appointment, and there was just time for a quick lunch at home before starting work for the second half of the day.

Stuart was touchingly relieved when she phoned him with her good news.

“I’ve not long to talk, Stuart – I must be back in my cubicle very shortly. Where are you now?”

“Just in the main hall eating my sandwiches – nearly finished. Strange that there are no refreshments provided. But there it is.”

“Let me know if you have any experiences remotely similar to mine, won’t you. The repulsive medic was pretty clear that it’s not me.”

“Fine – maybe we’ll catch each other again at the end of the day.”

~

There followed some ‘dry’ days where Molly undertook formal training in Holworm operations without making real trips. It was a matter of closely following instructions while her Holworm was temporarily de-activated. She assumed that Stuart was having the same program, though she did not see him in the room set aside for the purpose.

She also embarked on several more AR trips. Dr Radcliffe talked with her after she completed each one. These failed to teach her with anything new, she felt. She feared a repeat of her possible tumour experiences but there was nothing. All the locations were either unpleasant or banal and she had judged them impossible to market. Radcliffe agreed and complimented her on her progress.

Molly now selected example Sigma. Radcliffe again apologised for her unavoidable absence. Dry withered grassland, punctuated by the occasional cactus-like growth greeted her with a rush of heat. She was sharply aware of a hot scent- a mixture of grasses laced with acacia and a rank animal odour. The sensation of the dry thorns on her ankles was vivid - and even quite painful. She was amazed that AR was capable of feeding her olfactory and kinaesthetic data – E-R Realtors must have acquired some really advanced technology in this area.

Perhaps some punters could make use of this one, she thought. She decided to offer an interim grading that would not consign it to the scrap heap immediately. There was not much point in moving around. In all directions, the parched undulating landscape stretched as far as the eye could see. There was a rustling sound from behind her, and the strong animal reek suddenly intensified.

Perhaps, after all, it would be worth taking just a few steps. She might learn more about the place. It would be a distraction from the smell, which, after all was merely some kind of technical wizardry via the AR helmet. She walked as swiftly as the long clinging grassy undergrowth permitted and reached the top of a low hillock. Something reddish caught her eye just beyond the summit, together with an even stronger wave of the scent of animal and decay. As she drew closer to the discoloured area, it became clear that she was looking at a half-devoured carcass that had been there for a while judging by the evidence of putrefaction. The rustling returned, together with what seemed like the sound of breathing and a very low growl.

Although there was no need whatever to fear – after all, she was not really there, she could not resist the temptation to cry “Mckimmie” once again. Shaking, she wrenched off her AR helmet and left the cubicle. As always, the atmosphere in the communal area seemed calm. There were a few other employees outside their cubicles – one or two actually talking to each other but no one seemed disturbed or stressed in any way.

Stuart’s cubicle door opened, and he appeared. She had only seen him in calm and collected mode. But this time, to her surprise, he was looking distinctly flustered.

“Molly! Thank goodness you are there. This AR business – it’s so realistic – I had to leave, even though I know there’s no danger whatever.”

“Where were you?”

“Well – it’s my Sigma example, and...”

“Wait. Surely we aren’t given the same places to assess?”

“I don’t know, Molly. Probably not – it would be a waste, though I suppose we’re still in training, so our verdicts don’t count in any case. You see, I was in this hot landscape – it was clear to me that there were wild animals there that could endanger humans but maybe that would not rule it out – some people love hunting and so forth even though I think that’s pretty disgusting. They might want to bring back trophies – display stuffed animals in their sitting rooms or whatever – you know the kind of people.”

“I do know, Stuart. We’ve both just been in the same place - well – almost certainly we have. Same label, same experiences. But I don’t think bringing trophies back to Earth is allowed. Anyhow, what was worrying you about it?”

“So realistic. I told myself there was no danger, but I thought I heard some animal near and it didn’t sound at all friendly. Something like a lion or leopard – but I didn’t see anything, although it must have been quite close. And the smell! I was close to vomiting. Despite the fact that, needless to say, I was in no kind of danger, I just couldn’t stop myself from leaving – before I’d had a proper chance to assess in the way required of us.”

“Just the same for me! And another thing. How come AR includes olfactory and kinaesthetic feeds – I had never heard that was possible?”

They were interrupted by Dr Radcliffe, who smiled at them graciously and invited them to sit down at a table nearer to the middle of the concourse.

“Sorry I’ve been so busy – but it seems that both of you are doing fine. You’ll soon be out on your own with real assessments. Then your progress will be reviewed every three months, say – but don’t worry – it’s supportive – we don’t anticipate that you will be at risk of being found wanting in any way – even if your work isn’t 100% perfect. It would be unfair to expect that of anyone.”

“Dr Radcliffe – it’s early days, so probably that’s why we aren’t coping fully – but both of us found Sigma so realistic that we had to leave pretty abruptly. Our verdicts won’t be as measured as they might have been.”

“For sure, Stuart – early days – that’s all. A common phase – it will wear off quite soon. You’ll see.”

“Another thing, Dr Radcliffe. I never knew that AR extended to smell and touch. It’s incredible. How is that done?” Molly put her question in an almost aggressive fashion. She was not quite sure why.

Radcliffe failed to answer her immediately. Molly stared at her keenly and caught a slightly shifty expression, almost as if Radcliffe had something to hide. Perhaps it was a matter of commercial confidentiality. Molly could see how advances in AR could be enormously profitable, so long as E-R Realtors were able to maintain their monopoly and a very strict control over any associated information.

“Yes, Molly - a good question but you’ll possibly understand that I’m not going to say much about it. Anyhow, I’ll leave you to get on. Perhaps another location or so before wrapping up?”

“Possibly!” Stuart murmured. “I just need a few more minutes to recover before the next onslaught.” He smiled broadly at Dr Radcliffe but Molly could already tell that this was mere performance. Radcliffe moved away with a wave. The couple waited several minutes before resuming their conversation.

“I’m going to start bringing coffee,” Molly pronounced. “I’ve not seen any rules against doing this. Have you?”

Stuart shook his head.

“Stuart. I’ve an idea.”

He clapped gently. “Good. I need a distraction of sorts.” He looked intently at Molly, and liked what he saw.

“Sorry, then. This isn’t a distraction. It’s more of the same.”

“I don’t get you.”

“Let’s both return to Sigma at the same time and compare notes afterwards.” Molly tried smiling at him persuasively.

“Why? We’ve seen it. What else is there to discover? I don’t especially want to go back there!”

“I’m really not sure, Stuart. I’ve just got a feeling that this would be a good idea. Agreed – I’m not looking forward to it either. But there are no rules saying you can’t explore the same place twice, are there?”

Stuart took in Molly’s pleading face and relented. He felt like pleasing her. “OK – fine. Synchronise watches. Exactly five minutes from now. Ready?”

She nodded, and they both moved rapidly back into their cubicles.

Once again, Molly had returned, as it seemed to her, to the oppressive, parched and pungent grasslands. It was quiet, however, with only a slight breeze stirring the undergrowth. She had no idea, as she had admitted to Stuart, why she had decided on a return visit, let alone what she was looking for. Suddenly, that rank animal odour once again intensified. She decided this time to move in the opposite direction to the hillock, having no wish to re-interview those remains of some animal prey that she had encountered on the previous occasion.

“Molly? Molly! Is that you?” Molly gave a violent start as Stuart appeared in front of her, smiling but looking both nervous and astonished. “What is this? This should not be possible. Could AR feeds be synchronised somehow to give us the illusion that we are in the same place at the same time? I don’t like this very much.”

“Me neither,” Molly muttered. She had hardly closed her mouth when she heard movements behind her. First there was a hot breath on her legs, and then something touched her. She screamed “McKimmie” but even as she did so, she heard Stuart shouting “Molly! Behind you!”

Shuddering in her chair, she pulled the AR helmet violently away. Glancing down, she saw some flecks of red on the beige flooring. The air in the cubicle was musty. As she concentrated on the sensation, it seemed to her that there was still a faint olfactory echo of the rotting flesh in the cubicle. She shifted her leg to see exactly what was going on and noticed a scratch on her skin. It was bleeding slightly. At the same time, there were a few pieces of dried grass on her shoes. This was impossible! No advanced AR could possibly achieve this. A suspicion of the true situation began to dawn in her mind. She must lose no time before comparing notes with Stuart.

Outside the cubicle all was calm, as usual. Stuart’s door remained closed for a few seconds and then he was there, pulling Molly to him and holding her for a moment. After a few seconds he released her with a self-conscious laugh.

“Sorry – sorry, Molly! I had no business doing that. But I thought you were going to be hurt!”

“Whatever do you mean?” Molly was looking distinctly embarrassed but she decided that she had appreciated the hug.

“Something came up behind you. It looked pretty much like a lion – though there were some differences. It slunk towards you and put a claw on your leg at the same time as I heard you scream some word or other and you vanished. I left at more or less the same moment.”

“Stuart - that’s... Did you see that rotting carcass? Left, presumably by whatever might have been about to eat me?”

“No – I didn’t. But either we are really stupid, or we’re having the wool pulled over our eyes. Surely other people must have noticed - how...?”

“I’m not doing any more today, Molly. In fact, no more until we’ve seen Radcliffe and demanded some answers. This is not AR. The cubicles themselves must be set up to trigger our Holworms when we operate our controls.”

“Agreed. Bernard’s Place again this evening? They’re open later today, I think.”

Stuart looked really pleased. “Until 9.00. Good idea. No alcohol – I’ll need a good night’s sleep and a clear head for tomorrow. You feel the same?”

“Definitely. I’ll contact Radcliffe and book us an appointment with her. Mind you, she keeps having too many calls on her time recently to be there in person for our training. So I can only try.”

~

The couple managed to stay off the topic of E-R Realtors for most of the short evening. They both desperately needed to calm down and try to think through the day’s experiences.

“Er - Molly.”

“What is it, Stuart?”

“Could I ask you a personal question? I’m afraid of doing the wrong thing here – you had quite a reaction when we first met and I was crass - or something. We don’t know each other very well, though I’d like...”

Molly looked at him. He was smiling slightly but did look a little anxious. “Go ahead, Stuart. After all, you may have saved my life back there.”

“Right, then. But - please don’t yell at me. Here goes but I just hate asking. Do you have a boyfriend?”

Trevor rushed into Molly’s mind. She felt a new wave of fury and disgust at the way he had treated her and at herself for permitting the relationship, such as it was, to last so long.”

Stuart saw her expression change and promptly misinterpreted it.

“I shouldn’t have asked! I knew I shouldn’t, really. Sorry – please can we still be friends, anyway.”

Molly put her hand on Stuart’s. “It’s alright, really! I’ve had a bad experience. My ex-boy-friend - we’re finished – very definitely. Should never have started. I already know you are nothing like him so...” She subsided into an uncomfortable silence for a few moments. “Let’s leave it for now. But I’m not in the least offended. In fact, thank you for asking.”

They talked desultorily about family, music and books and then agreed to part before it grew late. Molly agreed to research AR once she was back home, while Stuart tried to find out more about E-R Realtors itself and how it had been set up. Why was geometry shaping so low profile, when it seemed so much in advance of any technology known to the media or the general public? How was it that the firm was almost hidden from public view when its offerings were so earth shaking?

~

“Now what’s this about, you two? I’m very busy at the moment, so this had better be good. I’d like to think that you wouldn’t take my time on anything trivial.”

Dr Radcliffe’s office had turned out to be a magnificent room full of paintings, antique furniture and large windows looking out onto lush parkland and a lake. They had been directed to reach it through Miss Teece’s house. All was normal in her sitting room, even down to the view of the beach, until they had opened the French windows. The beach snapped out of existence. There was a very brief glimpse of their customary hall, only to be replaced by Radcliffe’s office. Somehow, their appointment with her had triggered the system to set up their route in advance.

Stuart and Molly glanced at each other. They had not thought to decide which of them would initiate the discussion – so effective had been the ban on work talk the previous evening. Stuart caught Molly’s eye and inclined his head slightly. Molly, hoping that she had read him aright, began to speak.

“Dr Radcliffe. To say that Stuart and I are disappointed would be the understatement of the year. You have sold us a job but the firm has been really dishonest about what it involves – I’d say, almost criminally so. We were told that we would be using AR in a sophisticated form to check out locations that had undergone an initial assessment for human health and safety. Fair enough, or so it seemed, though we were surprised at just how advanced the AR was proving to be. However, we’ve now discovered that we actually had no idea how advanced your AR is. Because what is happening is not AR at all but real trips via wormholes, or whatever you want to call them.” She ground to a halt, and cast an appealing look at Stuart.

“You are subjecting your employees to serious risk. I found myself actually there – in the very same place as Molly – and saw her close to being mauled if not killed by some aggressive animal, apparently in the large cat family.”

“I’m sorry, Stuart but you are, of course, talking nonsense. That cannot happen with our AR – of course it can’t. And neither can you both be in the same place at the same time, because neither of you are actually going anywhere.”

“But, Dr Radcliffe!” Molly cut in. “I had a scratch on my leg. Fragments of grass in my cubicle, transferred from the Sigma savannah where I had just been. And that smell...”

“And you were wasting E-R Realtors’s time with these foolish experiments and fantasies. Furthermore, if you check your contracts, you’ll find that if you felt inclined to share any of this with anyone else – fellow employees, family, general public, whatever, there would be serious consequences.”

“This is crazy. You’re...”

“Enough! Back to work, please.”

“No – of course not. Your denialism is pointless – totally counter-productive. We know it’s not AR – and you know that we know. So what are you going to do about it?”

“Your words and behaviour amount to a breach of contract, as you would realise if you had read our documentation properly. There will, of course be consequences!”

~

“Thanks to Dr Radcliffe for bringing this serious incident to our attention,” said Professor Wright, the permanent chair of E-R Realtor’s Executive Meeting. As always, he sat at one end of the long polished wooden table. Even when deeply concerned and interested in the proceedings, he sometimes appeared as if close to a boredom-induced coma. And, as always, the Executive Chamber was too warm and stuffy. A number of directors and senior executives sat round the table, at least some of them not far from sleep.

“Checks have been made,” he continued. “A software fault led to example Sigma being included in training materials. Any threats posed by animals native to a particular location should have ruled it out. Given that we tell our trainees that they are using AR, this was particularly unfortunate.”

This comment had the effect of jerking nearly everyone into full alertness.

“What about the fact that two employees ended up in the same location at the same time? Surely that should not be possible either,” asked another director.

“No - indeed not – it’s related, as far as we can tell, to the same fault,” said Professor Wright. “As I’ve just said, two people in the same place at the same time drives a coach and horses through the AR narrative, so it should never happen. These beginners are the first to suspect so early on that it is not AR.”

“So why them? Do we need to let them go? Excluded from all our premises with immediate effect” asked the same director.

“I think so,” Dr Radcliffe responded. “It is sheer bad luck –a fault on our part coinciding with an unusually able and assertive couple. I’ve come to suspect that the male has very significant ICT expertise. Such a background should rule him out. Miss Teece, who has an excellent track record with us, recruited him from an estate agent – on the face of it affording him useful previous employment experience. Estate agents would rarely hire anyone with strong ICT talent - why would they? And why was he there, rather than working for a high status IT firm? Anyhow – too late now – let’s remove them from our lists and move on.”

“Thank you Dr Radcliffe,” said the chair. “No harm done – the software glitch was not your fault, obviously. We will ensure that this never happens again. By the way, just how good is the male’s IT capacity?”

“Oh – nothing for us to take too seriously.”

“Shouldn’t we just check his previous employment history? We can’t be too careful,” asked Professor Wright.

“I really don’t think so –he’ll be gone within the hour. We’ll say that they have breached their contract. But give a generous pay-off. Best not to have disgruntled ex-employees around, and we can afford it, can’t we? By the way, he also asked me at one point in his training about how it was that Holworm trips assumed the same moment in time at the destination as at the starting point, even if the journey comprised a distance of thousands of light years. He said this was incompatible with Relativity Theory. I couldn’t answer, not being a physicist. Anyone coming up with that kind of question should be out of our hair as soon as possible.”

“Well – thank you once again, Dr Radcliffe. So that’s all for now, folks.”

~

That evening, Molly and Stuart were back at Bernard’s Place. They sat in silence, staring at each other.

“When did you find out you’d been sacked, Stuart?”

“As soon as I got home. A pretty blunt message – though in fairness they’ve been quite generous. A month’s pay-off – and the salary was pretty good in the first place.”

“Even so, as far as I’m concerned, at least, this is dire. I’ll not get another estate agent job in this town. Harvey will see to that, and a CV that now features employment for just a few days won’t help.”

“Molly. Look what I’ve got.” Stuart reached into his case and held out his Holworm, after looking round furtively at other customers to see whether anyone was noticing. Molly felt a rush of anxiety as she suddenly realised that hers was still in her bag too.

“I suppose they were in such a hurry to get rid of us that they forgot to demand their return. They’re going to be really fed up about this – they’ll be after us in no time.”

“We’re not going to give them back. Listen, Molly. I’ve got a plan.”

“Don’t be silly, Stuart. We’ll have to be good boys and girls. They won’t be nice if we aren’t. They must have connections with at least some of the great and the good. Otherwise, how do they manage to keep their affairs so quiet?”

“Right, Molly. I don’t agree with returning our Holworms. They’re vital if we want to find out what’s happening.”

“Stuart – they’ll get the police onto us.”

“They might well. So we must disappear.”

“Oh, come on.”

“There’s something quite important about me that I haven’t told you, Molly.”

“Don’t tell me! You’re a hedgehog specialist.”

“That’s really close. Well done. But in fact I’m an IT expert.”

“Good. Fine. So what? And why aren’t you doing that now? Might pay even better than E-R Realtors.”

“Well – the thing is – I’m rather good at what I do. Too good, really.”

“What are you talking about, Stuart? This is a bit tedious, to be honest. And nothing to do with our current predicament.”

“Patience, Molly. I used to work in IT when very young. I was full of excitement about my own prowess and did something rather silly. Showing off. But at the time I also genuinely thought that I was helping an agency by exposing how they were open to serious online attack. I introduced a piece of nonsense (I’m not specifying it) into all of my employer’s servers and computers. This should have been impossible – their security was very tight. I thought I’d covered my tracks – but because I was trying to impress very quickly, I was criminally careless. I was caught, sacked and actually acquired a criminal record, though it was a fine and some community service – not prison! They refused to accept that I was trying to help them! So maybe you don’t want to know me any more – though it was some years ago. I still feel ashamed about it.”

“Well – I do still want to know you – but now both of us seem to be embarking on criminal careers. For a start, retaining two devices – value unknown but I’m guessing huge – which do not belong to us.”

Stuart suddenly nudged Molly sharply and pointed to the window. Out in the street they could see a large van with ‘E-R Realtors’ emblazoned on the side. Two large men in uniform of some kind were descending from the vehicle and moving purposefully in the direction of the Bernard entrance. They did not look particularly friendly.

“What now? They clearly know we’re here. The Holworms must be giving us away somehow. That’s not good news. I suppose we can apologise and hand them over. They might leave us alone after that. After all, we’ve not used them - and I bet they can tell.”

“Out the back way, Molly. Quickly! Bernard will let us. Not as if they are police – so Bernard will at least try to bar their passage.”

Within seconds they were in a dark passage at the rear of the café. Raised voices from behind them quickened their pulses but in a moment they were outside in a narrow alley without anyone following.

“We daren’t go to either of our places. That’s the first thing they’ll think of.”

“Look, Molly. If you’re really with me, you’ll understand that I’m about to bend a few rules. I wouldn’t if I didn’t think that E-R Realtors represent some kind of threat.”

“What? Stuart! They are simply trying to retrieve their property, which we are stealing. They did look a bit scary but all the same...”

“We need to go somewhere. At any moment they might find their way out here.”

“Stuart – I’ve nowhere to go. I’m at my wits end.”

“My parents have an apartment – they aren’t there most of the time because they work in central London. We’ll stay there. The firm won’t know about that.”

“You’re the IT expert – but surely the Holworms can be tracked remotely. Bernard didn’t let those thugs through but they’ll know we’re out here!”

“Yes – but we’ve a few vital minutes. They have to go right round quite a big block to reach us.” He opened his case and drew out some dark coloured sheets. “It’s a kind of graphene composite that won’t let through a whole range of radiations. Quickly! Give me your Holworm.”

Molly thrust it into Stuart’s hands, and in no time he had wrapped both devices up and sealed them with tape.

“There. Now if we just go down this gennel – come on!”

“Why did you have those sheets with you, Stuart? You must have planned this theft!”

~

They fled from the scene. Stuart took them by various devious by-ways to his parents’ apartment.

“Now, Molly, in the end we’re going to have to make use of our Holworms.”

“What are you up to? We can’t. They’d be alerted immediately.”

“But first, we need to know more about how the firm got started. You must wonder why they are so secretive. They’ve something to hide, and I’m sure this is more than commercial sensitivity.”

“How?”

“I could have researched their background before but I just haven’t had time.”

“They’ll spot you doing this, surely.”

“No, Molly – they really won’t!” Stuart responded in a tone of forced patience. “I can ensure I leave no traces. I can’t be tracked. I told you. I’m quite good at this.”

~

“Thanks for attending this emergency session of Senior Management when we know how busy you all are. Make yourselves comfortable. If you are here for the first time, my name is Professor Wright. I am the permanent chair. We may not take long, but - yes, Dr Radcliffe?”

“My trainees are once again the subject of this meeting. When they discovered that it’s not AR but actual Holworm visits during training, I went by the book in my responses. As is standard practice, I recorded the exchange and have it here for colleagues. Just check this out.”

There was silence for a few minutes, as Radcliffe’s treatment of Stuart and Molly was shown.

“As you’ve seen, I adhered to the firm’s policy of total denial – and my tone was pretty firm. That may be partly responsible for what has now happened. Left to myself, I might well have tried a different approach, and I’m not going to accept responsibility for the consequences. The buck for this policy stops further up the chain.”

“I think you need to calm down, Dr Radcliffe. No one is holding you responsible – I suppose you are trying to get your story in first.” He paused, fixing all those sat round the table with a penetrating glance.  “As you may already know, our two ex-employees walked away with their Holworms after they were sacked. Whether this was intentional in the first instance, we aren’t sure. But now the situation has changed. We can no longer track the Holworms. It is disquieting, to say the least. We understood that they both formerly worked in a local estate agent. Neither should have had the technological or scientific expertise needed to hide the Holworms.”

One of the directors raised his hand. “Perhaps they have simply destroyed the devices. That would be a criminal act, and we should seek them out and prosecute them. But, expensive though Holworms are, it wouldn’t be the end of the world, surely?”

“As I understand it, it would be very difficult indeed to terminate a Holworm,” Professor Wright responded. “They would resist even a diamond cutter and can survive temperatures of several hundred degrees. If they threw them in a blast furnace – maybe – but how could they possibly achieve that? And in any case, why would they even try to destroy them rather than returning the things to us? Now -  any court episode would lead to publicity. The last thing our firm needs or wants is exposure at this time.”

“I’ve always grasped that, of course,” Dr Radcliffe cut in. “But never really understood why. And I’ve some sympathy with my two trainees’ position – not for the theft, of course but for how they reacted when they discovered that it wasn’t AR in their training.”

Some of those present were struck by something about Dr Radcliffe’s tone. She was trying too hard to defend her trainees – not only to cover herself but also to masquerade as someone burdened by the secrecy regulations in force, rather than one of the strongest initiators and supporters of them.

Professor Wright raised a repressive hand. “Dr Radcliffe. You have signed up to the same clauses in your contract as everyone else, including the most junior of our trainees. You are venturing into territory that is banned by the conditions of your employment. We should move on to the main business of this meeting – the urgent problem of the purloined Holworms. Can we have some advice from McKintosh, our chief Wormscope Engineer.”

“Thank you, Professor Wright. First - the possibility that the Holworms have been destroyed. To repeat what was said earlier, this could not be done by any means available to ordinary citizens. The devices do not conduct electricity, so even were they subjected to very powerful electric shocks, nothing would happen. They can survive temperatures up to 1000 degrees centigrade and down to as close to absolute zero as you could contrive. No pressure levels currently possible with human technology would make the slightest impression.”

“So what can have happened, McKintosh?”

“I have no idea, Professor Wright. Only some highly sophisticated technology could have achieved this. And, of course, now we have no way of locating them.”

“That surely isn’t true,” Dr Radcliffe cut in. “Don’t overdo the gloom and doom. We can go after our ex-employees. They won’t be able to hide from us. We’ve one or two contacts and friends in the police, the tax people and others. Don’t worry – we’ll find them. Find them, and you’ll get the Holworms back.”

“When we do, can we be sure that they won’t broadcast what they now know about AR and so on?” Professor Wright asked.

“I think so. Our first move, once we’ve pinned them down, will be to offer not to prosecute about the Holworms. Neither has money and they both badly need jobs, I would have thought. They’d be unemployed long term after a conviction for theft. They’d avoid that at all costs,” Dr Radcliffe responded.

“What if that didn’t work?” Professor Wright persisted.

“Best not to ask any more. We’ll find a way.”

~

Two days later, Stuart was still hunched over his laptop, still having failed to tell Molly exactly what he was up to. He was apologetic and promised to take her into his confidence shortly. Meanwhile Molly spent a fair time looking anxiously out of the window. She kept thinking that she had caught sight of someone watching the apartment but just as her fears rose to almost unbearable levels, it became clear that she was focusing on a wholly innocent neighbour or legitimate visitor. She repeatedly interrupted Stuart, telling him that there really was someone this time. He became a trifle irritable after her fifth panic.

“Molly - once I’ve finished what I’m doing, I’ll tell you – and I’m sure you’ll see it’s important. But if you keep distracting me, it will never be done. Please, please leave me alone for now.”

At long last he rose from his seat and walked over to Molly, putting his hand on her shoulder.

“Sorry – to be like that when we were just getting to know each other.”

She turned her head and touched his hand with hers.

“First – our identities,” he continued. “We will have to become different people, because they will certainly trace Molly and Stuart, if they haven’t already.”

“Does that mean we can’t contact friends and family?”

“I’m afraid so.”

“My parents will think I’m dead, or worse.”

“I know. It’s awful. But have you any better ideas?”

“So we’ve got to be new people settled in this area. We’ll have to concoct fake backgrounds and totally learn them by heart. This is like a spy novel.”

“That’s exactly what I’ve been doing. Hacking into various data-bases, including some government ones that would put me in prison for decades if I were caught – and constructing stories for each of us. I did one thing without asking you – I just hope you are OK with it.”

“And what’s that?” Molly asked suspiciously.

“We’re a married couple. But don’t worry – we needn’t...” Molly tried to shout over him... “we needn’t do anything you don’t want. We just need to look vaguely plausible when we’re outside and especially in company.”

Stuart was looking really upset. His hand shook as he held it out with a gesture of appeal. She touched his fingers gently. “Sorry, Stuart. I do trust you – it’s just that men have  been the limit recently. Just for a moment, I was afraid that you...”

“I’m only trying to protect you - us,” Stuart reassured her. “Anything that makes you unhappy, say so, hit me or whatever. I mean it.”

“We’ll need to develop some really convincing marital tiffs. Quite fun.”

“Yes -  and we’ll have some genuine ones pretty soon if we can’t socialise with fresh identities. Sorry, Molly – but you’ll have to study yours asap. I didn’t consult you about the new ‘you’ because I can only ‘adjust’ crucial data bases up to a point. Many are currently beyond even my capabilities,” he added modestly. “So please forgive me for your current details.”

“I want to share things, Stuart. But this is so much behind my back!”

“It’s protecting you, Molly. If we’re ever discovered, it’s just me that’s hacked into things. But from now I suggest that we research together. How did the firm get started? Might that explain how we were treated and help us decide what to do next?”

“Trouble is, we don’t even know where their offices are.”

“No –those training cubicles might not even be in our galaxy!”

“Shh!” Molly exclaimed. “Someone at the door?”

They listened intently. The door bell sounded again.

“Your parents never come here, you say, Stuart?” Molly whispered.

“Once a year, if that. They’ve already been – in January. No reason to come again this year.”

“Could just be people offering to re-surface the drive.”

“We’re being silly. There’s a door cam. Screen’s in the kitchen. You could creep in there and take a look. Sorry – not being bossy – but you can probably be quieter than I can.”

Molly nodded. In the kitchen, the screen displayed the callers very clearly – evidently a good quality camera. She could also hear their voices.

“… no, officer – I’m a new neighbour, so I might be out of order here. I just thought I’d seen people coming into this apartment – and my neighbour the other side did too and it certainly wasn’t the owners – who are hardly ever here.”

“Well – sir - we appreciate your good intentions. But there’s no evidence of breaking and entering, or anything like that. The owners may well have given your newcomers a key. We’ve no reason to take matters further – whoever was here is obviously out – there’s no reason why they shouldn’t answer if they are in. So we’ll leave it there. Thanks all the same.”

The neighbour muttered something to the policeman, and they both wandered away. Molly breathed a sigh of relief and returned to Stuart. She shook her head and smiled ruefully.

“Neighbour called the police, wondering what we’re doing here. Police dismissed the worries. Not great but there’s no problem, thank goodness.”

“Right. So what do we do first?”

“Company House. When the firm came into existence officially. And then - I don’t know – they must have made patent applications, surely. And how they market themselves without widespread publicity, when they actually need to be known in order to sell their products. I just don’t understand!”

After a couple of hours, they had discovered that the firm had only existed for between two and three years, and that there were patent applications relating to AR. Nothing in the application details hinted at anything really innovative. As to wormholes – it was as if they had never even been thought of. Holworms had just appeared from nowhere, apparently.

“Tell you what, Stuart. The only way to make more progress is to get in touch with them ourselves and try to rent something. Trouble is, that needs substantial funds. I’ve nothing in the bank.”

“That’s exactly where I come to the rescue.”

Molly suddenly looked very worried and glared suspiciously at Stuart.

“No, no, no! Molly - I’m not using my IT skills to steal money, or anything dishonest. Really! You’ve got to believe me. No – once I went freelance, I earned quite a bit in a short time. I do mean quite a bit.”

“So whatever possessed you to work at an estate agent, then?”

“I felt isolated – wanted a straightforward job that involved people. It seemed to fit my needs at the time. Wasn’t long before I found that I’d made a serious mistake.”

“So – if you don’t mind me asking – just how much money have you got?”

“We’re good friends, Molly – but forgive me if I don’t tell you yet. I will soon, if things stay good between us. It’s a pretty big sum, though. Enough, I hope, to at least look as if I’m in a position to buy or at least rent something from the firm.”

“So - obviously, you are going to have to assume yet another identity to do this.”

“True – bending the rules, I guess – but nothing really criminal, at least as I understand it. Already went much further when I hacked into those databases. I’ve money in a whole range of accounts that aren’t traceable to me.”

“They’ll ask you where you learned about them.”

“I think I can say I heard from a friend. That they were very reticent about the whole thing and didn’t want to give away more than a contact detail.”

“Would that really sound plausible?”

“E-R Realtors must be being as strict with customers as with their employees, us included. Their message is this: Come and buy or rent something really amazing from us – but only on condition that your lips are sealed. If you stray, we will both sue you and remove your access to our products.”

“Right,” Molly said. However, she did not sound entirely convinced. “While you are doing that, I need to be productive too. I’ve had one idea.”

“OK- so?”

“Have E-R Realtors really kept everything to themselves, or have they tried to link up with other estate agents? Obviously they wouldn’t advertise the fact – but if any outfits have suddenly increased profits recently, that might be indirect evidence. So I could work on that while you pretend to be a customer?”

“Sounds good to me.”

Molly stretched and went over to the window. The glass was slightly steamed up but failed to hide the arrival of a police car that nosed gently into their road and moved almost silently along until it stopped on the other side almost opposite to them.

She quickly ducked and sat down.

“Stuart!”

“Please don’t interrupt me. I’m just trying something rather complicated. I think it might work but I can’t afford to lose concentration.”

“Sorry, Stuart but you must listen. There are some police outside. Again!”

“So? Don’t fuss. They are just doing their jobs – or having a quick fag or sandwich. We’ve nothing to fear. Done nothing illegal – you haven’t at all, as far as I know and I haven’t done anything detectable since what I told you about.”

“But they are just sitting there. It’s a bit unnerving. Any binoculars in this place? I’d like to see what they are up to.”

Stuart snorted and left the room. Shortly, Molly heard him rummaging around in the store room at the back. Something metallic fell on the floor. He cursed and then gave a cry of triumph. “Got them. I don’t know what I’m remembering,  but I knew my father kept them there.”

He came back, brandishing what looked like two very powerful pairs of binoculars. “He had several. Anywhere he lived. Obsessive twitcher. Ridiculous!”

Molly looked as if she sympathised with Stuart’s father. “Birds – come on Stuart– some people are very keen! Not ridiculous at all. Totally justifies those.”

“But why two?”

“Probably hoped your mother would join him sometimes.”

Stuart crouched by the window and edged the binoculars against the bottom of the glass. He struggled to focus on the police car and then swore violently, hastily backing away into the middle of the room.

“Guess what I’ve just seen, Molly!”

“More policemen, presumably.”

“A policeman in their car wielding a pair of binoculars, pointing them at our window. He must have seen me and mine! I think you are right to fuss, after all. Why are they here yet again? Probably not the same lot, of course. But why are they checking us out?”

“Listen, Stuart. If possible, this is how we should handle it.”

“I don’t think there is any way of handling it,” Stuart interrupted.

“Let’s go out there and ask them what they want. Not to be too helpful, of course. Mystified at their presence and radiating relaxed innocence. Well – no, not too relaxed – we’re uncomfortable at their surveillance but not so worried that we are hiding away.”

Stuart looked at Molly with a mixture of affection and resignation. He shook her hand and grinned. “Fine – you’ve given me a nice script. I’ll go and see them -with joy.” He left the room and stamped his way down stairs.

~

“You’re just one tiny element in a routine check in this area, sir. We’re looking at all normally empty properties with signs of new occupation. Like this one.”

“Well – thanks for the explanation. It’s making us a bit nervous, though. Surely you can understand that.”

“Maybe, sir. But no need for paranoia. After all, you say this is your parents’ property – they’re rarely here and that you’ve their permission?”

“That’s right. You’ll need my name and their contact details if you need to confirm things. I’m...” Stuart spoke impulsively and dangerously.

“No need for that at the moment, Sir. We’ll come back if necessary. These are just initial quick checks.”

Molly came down and stood beside Stuart, smiling in a friendly kind of way but saying nothing.

“Of course – but I still don’t quite understand about this routine house to house,” Stuart said, a faint note of complaint in his voice. “Never heard of such a thing before. Would have thought you’d be better occupied preventing crime or catching criminals.”

“We’ve not been told, sir. Just following instructions. But, now you mention it, this might just be about preventing crimes, don’t you think? Though I couldn’t tell you which crimes our superiors have in mind, or who might be under suspicion.”

“I see. But that’s not exactly...”

“If you aren’t satisfied, sir, check with my boss. Details on this card. Good day to you.”

Ruffled but unharmed, they returned to the apartment, and tried to put the incident out of their minds as they began investigating their former employer.

~

Stuart hit his keyboard with a sigh of frustration. It was evening, and they had both been hard at it for many hours. “It’s no good. I won’t be allowed to buy or rent anything without fully disclosing my background, family, previous education and so on and so on. I’ve constructed some identities – but they might well not survive close scrutiny. My fictional backgrounds are a bit on the thin side. I can’t easily strengthen them… or I probably could but it would take me some time. I’m having to be terribly careful. And that police visit is still niggling away in my mind.”

“And I’ve got nowhere either. The really successful big firms cloak their finances with byzantine complexities. Not obviously illegal but they defeat me. You’d need a professional on the job.”

“What about Miss Teece’s house? I’ve not seen any other employees using her house route – but presumably some do? If we monitored it somehow, we might learn something.”

“Surely Stuart, that’s the last place we should be anywhere near if we want to avoid their attention.”

“My father’s binoculars are really powerful. Yes - we’d have to be careful but...”

“They’ll be on the lookout for your car. They can just ask the police to check us out on ANPR cameras and...”

“OK – here’s an idea. Call at some of the houses on a road that runs parallel to hers. Offer them money to be able to check out Miss Teece from their first floor windows.”

“Surely that would look weird. They’d think you were up to something criminal and contact the police themselves!”

“Hmm – I know. Here’s our story. We’re private detectives -  hired over a divorce case. Our customer wants to discover something about their offending partner’s activities. To be done very discreetly.”

~

The following morning they prepared for their rather strange house calls. Molly had to dissuade Stuart from attempting to look like Philip Marlowe in one of Raymond Chandler’s crime novels.

“Stuart – a long time ago in a different country. Surely we just dress decently but perhaps a touch down market.”

He sat at his computer for a few minutes and tried to research suitable clothing for private detectives but with no success.

“Fine, Molly. You win. I guess - just - unobtrusive and clean. More importantly, we need some kind of identification. I can do that. Nothing dodgy. Just cards with photos saying we’re private detectives. That’s kind of true, really. Oh – and I’ll bring quite a bit of cash. Best not to have any bank transactions, even with any of the various accounts I’ve created!”

It was well after breakfast before they were ready to drive to the gated area in which Miss Teece’s house was located. Molly had failed to return her fob. She was about to use it in front of the gate when Stuart grabbed her hand.

“Ow – that hurt!”

“Sorry, Molly – I had to stop you. All fob uses might be stored online somewhere and we’d be discovered!”

“Well – that’s no good. We’ve got to get in.”

“Ah!” Stuart said smugly. “I checked. Our parallel road isn’t in the gated part, so we should be safe.”

“Mightn’t our fobs be detected, once we’re in one of these houses?”

“No, Molly. Wake up. We don’t need to have them with us!”

Molly laughed.

“All the same, we’ll put a bit of distance between us and that gate. Leave the fobs in the car and then walk to where we knock on doors.”

~

Three house calls later, they were beginning to get frustrated and hungry. There had been no answer from the first, and the second two had featured bad-tempered residents who were convinced that they were Jehovah’s Witnesses. Their enthusiastic denials had met with doors slammed in their faces.

The fourth house was further away from Miss Teece’s residence. Stuart was on the verge of giving up.

“This one won’t do. We can’t see a thing from here. Let’s go home and think of something else. The whole thing is just a waste of time.”

“Rubbish, Stuart. If those binoculars are as good as you keep saying, we could definitely spot vehicles drawing up at her gate, together with people going in and out. I’m surprised at you – giving up so soon.”

They moved reluctantly through a yard to an entrance. Peeling paint and dirty windows did not seem very promising. Neither did the sounds of a snarling dog nor the fetid odours from a malfunctioning drain. Molly rapped more strongly on the door.

Finally, she was rewarded by the sounds of someone calling out in quite a friendly voice. “Sorry! Was attending to Mum – with you in just a second.”

An elderly woman pulled the door open. Molly looked at her and speculated on the likely age of her mother.

“What can I do for you?”

Stuart inclined his head slightly towards Molly. She took the hint.

“Really sorry to bother you. But we’re private detectives working for someone who is seeking a divorce from her abusive husband. We need to monitor the comings and goings in relation to a house near here – we don’t want to be too specific. Would it be possible to view events from one of your bedroom windows? We’d pay a fee, of course. It’s part of our client’s expenses.”

“How much? Sorry -  but our income is quite limited, so I need to know before I agree.”

“That’s fine, Madam,” Stuart said, smiling. “It’s £200 per day. Seems a lot, perhaps – but our clients are willing to pay over the odds. And you need to see our identification.”

They flourished their cards and waited, eyes cast down, while their offer was considered.

“I’ll have a quick word with Mum and then be back with you in no time.”

In almost no time, she did return. “Yes – we can do this. And you’re sure there’s nothing illegal or criminal about what you’re doing? It’s just that the amount of money does make me wonder a little. Of course, if you are up to no good, you won’t tell me the truth now either.”

“No – that’s right,”  Molly responded. “It’s going to be a matter of trust – there’s nothing else we can say or do. Call the police if you need more assurance.” She hoped fervently that this invitation would be declined.

For a moment, the old woman looked as if she found the police option attractive. Then she smiled and shook her head.

“No – not necessary. I think you are on the straight and narrow. I’m a fair judge of character. Come in and start now, if you like.”

She led them into an unfurnished room on the first floor and left them to their own devices. They struggled to find any way of being comfortable with the binoculars. Kneeling up against the window sill for hours promised to do knees permanent damage. It was excruciatingly boring, very hard to concentrate and ultimately futile, or so it seemed. For Miss Teece’s road seemed remarkably quiet, even for a gated area.

Molly was almost asleep when she suddenly jerked into wakefulness. Something in her vision was different. She focused the binoculars to the finest degree and saw a large van outside Miss Teece’s house.

“Stuart!” She nudged him sharply with an elbow. He had nodded off. “There’s something there. Look!” Stuart looked.

“It’s an estate agent, Molly! One of those you tried to investigate? Let me just see – I think it says Picard and Picard. Sound familiar?”

Molly felt a surge of excitement. “That’s one of the very biggest – with the murkiest financial status and connections. So why call at Miss Teece’s? Not to help her with a sale – I’m certain of that. What else could they want?”

“Probably our ex-employer is subcontracting rents and sales to them. Possibly in on the Holworms from the start.”

“But we can’t be sure.”

“No. And there’s only one way of finding out.”

“You don’t mean...”

“Yes – one of us will have to take a job with them.”

“That won’t work. We might encounter Einstein-Rosen people.”

“True – we’d have to avoid their local branches.”

They thanked the old woman and paid her. “Come again – any time!” she said.

“We probably won’t but we just might, so thanks so much for the offer. Bye for now.”

Back home, they immediately searched Picard and Picard for vacancies.

“Here’s one. ‘Property Consultant.’ Why call it that when they just mean estate agent? Not a great salary but never mind. Training offered, no previous experience needed and start time as soon as possible. Oh – bother.”

“What’s wrong, Molly?”

“It’s in Scotland – Glasgow, actually. That’s a long way. And now we’ve started to team up, I’d be sad if...”

“We can rent together. Money no problem. And I suggest we toss a coin for who’s going to apply. Unless you are desperate to work for them.”

Molly sighed and looked distinctly undecided.

“Have you got ties here, Molly. I thought you hadn’t. And your family live in Northumberland, I think you said. So that’s nearer, if that’s any consolation in the circumstances!”

~

In Glasgow, they found a large flat near the university and settled in. The neighbours seemed friendly, even if their accents were hard to follow.  Molly had lost the coin toss and was to be interviewed by Picard and Picard in a couple of day’s time. She used some of it in peering anxiously from the windows to check for any unwanted police presence.

“Molly, Molly! Just stop it. You may attract attention with your neurotic behaviour. We’ve new identities – the firm can’t possibly know we are here.”

“Unless they can track the Holworms despite your efforts.”

“If they can, they can. But surely they would have caught up with us by now if so. They wouldn’t want the Holworms out of their sight for a second longer than necessary.”

“Well. OK. I’ll try to cool it. But meanwhile, how should I prepare for this interview, Stuart? It says no experience needed – and of course, I can’t mention either of my brief previous jobs.”

“Well – how did you get ready for Harvey and co?”

“I didn’t. Vaguely thought about estate agent language and then gave up. I think they were sort of impressed with my degree. And they kindly prepared me for my interview with some unlovely male behaviour. What about you?”

“I hid my IT expertise and manufactured a rather low-level job history – mainly basic admin stuff.”

“So – you really are a seasoned criminal, then. Isn’t that fraud, or something?”

“I suppose so – but no one was harmed in the deceiving. Anyhow – let’s focus on how you should prepare, if at all.  I’ve no more expertise in this game than you. You could look up some details of their business. Aim for some – but not too much knowledge – that might look odd. Be competent but not too clever.”

“So, you’re thinking I should just be myself, then.”

“You’re fishing, Molly. I won’t bite. But I’ve created some references for you under the name Miss Brown. Online and hard copy versions – here you are.”

“I don’t even know what to wear.”

“Oh – go for smart. They love smart. Nothing informal. Have you a trouser suit?”

“No.”

“We’ll find one tomorrow, then. Plenty of shops in Glasgow.”

“I don’t really like trouser suits.”

“True – but we’ll buy one anyway.”

~

On the day of Molly’s interview, they were up promptly. After Molly had put some finishing touches to her appearance, they made their way to Picard and Picard’s large and plush offices in the City Centre. A tiny fraction of Stuart’s capital had been spent the previous day on Molly’s interview garments, and she looked quite elegant.

As they were more than punctual,  they decided to relax together for a few moments over a hot drink in a nearby café. Stuart stroked Molly’s arm for a couple of seconds and gave her an encouraging look.

“You’ll be fine. Thanks for taking this on. Rather you than me, to be honest.”

She smiled and squeezed his hand.

Finally, she said apprehensively, “Let’s go. Just ten minutes and I’m on.”

“You should arrive without me. They probably aren’t checking out your retinue. But suppose they did note who was with you… a bit of a risk.”

“Fine – I should have realised from your clothes that you intended to skulk in the background. Better if I look independent, anyhow.”

“Best of luck, then.”

“How keen can I seem?”

“Oh – quite keen. They want keen and hungry people. It’s a terrible salary, allegedly supplemented with commission, as usual. Really keen – and – very slightly naïve. OK?”

~

“So, Miss er - you do realise that we offer a modest basic salary. You might not always be able to run to...” The female chair of the panel looked Molly up and down, “what you are currently wearing.”

Molly cursed inwardly. She had followed Stuart’s advice to dress smartly – but clearly her interviewer had a shrewd idea of clothes costs – and what she was wearing had been quite expensive. They had planned for her to be modest but had not been sufficiently careful about how that applied to her dress code.

“That’s understood. Um -  my husband helped me with what I felt I needed for today. He won’t be able to do that again in a hurry. But I can look professional for you with the money that’s on offer. In any case I’m hoping...” Molly offered a youthful smile, “...that once I’ve had your training and a bit of experience, some commissions might come my way.”

She had always understood the advice that if you are going to have to tell any lies, try to weave in as much of the truth as you can.

“Indeed. Well -  Miss er - if we were to offer you the post – would you accept? And how soon could you start?”

Molly hesitated. It would be circumspect not to be too ridiculously available – and yet her availability might well be a factor in whether she actually obtained the post.

“Yes please – I would definitely take the job if offered. As to when? Let me see – I could start the day after tomorrow.”

“Thank you. If you wait outside, we will get back to you. Um -certainly within half an hour.”

Molly smiled, nodded and left the room. They did call her back in after twenty minutes to offer her their job.

~

She had been in the Picard job a fortnight. Managers treated her pleasantly – there was no repetition of the Harvey scenario. She was still very much the new girl, and other staff were usually patronising. With an effort, she contrived not to react to this – and she had already been congratulated on her manner with customers. Yet she often felt she was being watched.

Home for lunch, Molly had about half an hour before she was due back at work.

Stuart swallowed his last mouthful of food and cleared his throat as if he meant business.  “You’ve got to make a move soon, Molly. The longer we remain in ignorance, the greater the chance of E-R catching up with us and the Holworms.”

“Well. OK. There’s a room, or more than one room forbidden to me. They say it’s only for senior staff. They are pretty fierce about it – any deviation from the rules will trigger instant dismissal.”

“Is it locked?”

“Doesn’t seem to be – I’ve seen people going in there, and they weren’t using keys.”

“So – what do we do?”

“I’ve no chance of getting in there undetected. They never leave the office staffed by just a single person. I wondered whether that had anything to do with the existence of the forbidden area and why they don’t bother to lock it up.”

“So...”

“I know where you are going with this now, Stuart. And no – they aren’t open all night. But they will set alarms, surely.”

“Maybe not. Or nothing too challenging. After all, there’s nothing in the office worth stealing, is there?”

“Some computer terminals, maybe. Agreed – nothing else – who’d want to collect some leaflets full of deceptively dishonest words.”

They paused and looked at each other nervously.

“Right. We can’t just go there at night and risk alarms. But...”

“Stuart! Stop it! There’s no way round this. I’m not going to do it. They’re pleasant enough, but there’s a couple of security staff who look as though they really mean business. I wouldn’t...”

“I’ve some very small remote controlled drones. Armed with cameras. I’ll photograph all the frontage and see whether there’s any route in for them.”

“What about the forbidden doors?”

“Almost certainly enough room either at the top or the bottom of the doors for the drones to get in. Unless they are sealed for some reason. If they are, I’ll just withdraw the drones and we retreat. Hopefully no harm done.”

~

They sat in their car a couple of blocks away. They could hardly see out, and no one could see them because of the incessant rain drumming hard on the car roof. Stuart hunched down in his seat, armed with a remote and a small screen that displayed the drone camera feeds with astonishing clarity.

“I just hope to goodness that my remotes won’t set any of their alarms off! I’m pretty sure they won’t – physical contact will be avoided at all costs, and their electronic presence is almost negligible.”

He fumbled around for some minutes, muttering to himself, while Molly closed her eyes and tried to dose. However, she was unable to do so. Despite her best efforts to relax, she was strung up, and feared she might develop a stomach ulcer. She began to hope that Stuart’s drones would find something to prevent their nocturnal visit.

Finally, Stuart sat up and pushed his equipment into the glove compartment. He offered Molly a cautious smile. “There are no alarms. Those forbidden doors are still unlocked. I haven’t had time to send the drones through – and anyhow, that needs the personal touch. I can’t see anything on the special doors that could possibly be recording people going in and out. But…”

“But what, Stuart? You are being totally straight with me?”

Stuart looked and sounded cross. “If you don’t trust me, this is going nowhere.”

“S-sorry – I’m so stressed. Bluntly, I’m terrified of having to go in there – it’s not about you. I do trust you!” She touched his cheek.

“Great – thanks. It’s just that the drones picked up an interaction between a couple of customers and the Picard security people. These customers – they were in there for a while, going through the leaflets and so on but then one of them moved over to a forbidden door and put his hand on it - not sure, but this could just have been random curiosity. In no time, the security guys were on to him and his mate, and they were thrown out of the premises – I say ‘thrown’. It almost looked literally as if that happened. Other customers seemed unperturbed – I picked up one woman who seemed to be smiling approvingly.”

“Will they be there at night? The security people?”

“I don’t think so - but we’ll do a drone check again before we go in.” Stuart was trying hard to sound calm and confident.

Molly glanced at her watch. “I’m due back – must go – I can’t afford to be late. I don’t want anything to draw attention to me. Bye!”

She ran from the car, almost skidding on the wet pavements in her haste and was back at Picard and Picard a minute or so before she was due on.

She was about to settle down at her customary desk when the branch manager approached her.

“Miss Brown. We’d like to talk to you in my office, please.”

Molly’s heart sank. She thought she had been so careful. How had she given herself away? What would they do? She looked around for the security staff. They were at the far end of the office, talking to someone, apparently oblivious of her scrutiny. She tore her gaze away before they began to notice. The manager was beckoning to her, beginning to look a little impatient.

“Come in. Do sit down.”

Molly obliged, but felt so tense that she was unable to summon up a smile.

“We are satisfied with your progress so far, and so are bringing forward the next stage of your training and employment. You may have been curious about the forbidden areas.”

Molly coughed spasmodically. She tried to make some acknowledgement, but failed.

“Most of our people are. Curious, that is. Our business is expanding fast because of the recent introduction of an unprecedented opportunity. This is why we are putting forward successful new employees such as yourself. Before we continue, I have to ask you to sign a non-disclosure agreement. If you decline that is fair enough, but we must tell you that such an attitude will severely limit your career prospects with us. And if you do decide to go ahead while subsequently disclosing what we have declared as protected information, we will pursue you with all the vigour that the law allows. Although we are a private company, we do have government support for this policy. They are aware of our business and agree officially that aspects of it must be protected.”

Molly had no intention of refusing, but felt it would be wise to signal a degree of caution in the face of such an onslaught. She avoided eye contact for a few moments and scratched her head.

“Miss Brown? Anyone at home?”

“Sorry – you’ve just given me quite a lot to take in. On consideration, then – yes, I’ll sign, though I don’t fully understand why you are taking such drastic security measures.”

The chair of the panel handed her a multi-page document.

“Do read it through carefully – needless to say, don’t sign away your rights before you’ve familiarised yourself with this material.”

Molly smiled faintly and began to read. It gave little hint of what she strongly suspected she was about to be shown, but there were a few revealing phrases such as ‘innovative access to new locations’ and ‘exciting exploitation of unprecedented scientific technology.’ She took the pen provided, smiled tremulously and signed.

“Good, good. This way, Miss Brown.” He moved to a door at the rear of the office which resembled the forbidden ones in the main shop. On opening it, he returned to his desk and picked up a familiar device from underneath it somewhere. It looked very like one of the Holworms. He manipulated it in some way that she could not see. Through the open door she was immediately confronted by a scene that she had encountered before. The walls on all sides of a modest sized room were dominated by small squares out of which shone vivid colours of constantly varying hues. However, there were no cubicles. He beckoned her in and touched just one of the squares in the middle of the display – she was unable to see clearly exactly which one he had chosen. The room vanished, only to be replaced by what looked very like Miss Teece’s beach.

“I’m really sorry, Mr - er – I don’t feel well. Perhaps we can do this another time. I fear I’m going to be...” Molly rushed back, through the Manager’s office into the main shop, simulating acute nausea and noisily made her way to the toilet. It might not be Miss Teece’s beach, but it looked very like it indeed. If she had been seen! The consequences were unthinkable. After a suitable interval she returned to her desk and began to attend to the next customer.

“Miss Brown? Are you well? Shouldn’t you go home?”

“I’m fine now, thanks. I don’t know what it was. Could I postpone the rest of that training for tomorrow, do you think? I have signed your high stakes documents, after all.”

The Manager frowned briefly, and then his brow cleared. “That’s fine. Don’t stay too late now.”

She began to feel guilty because this company and its staff were treating her quite decently. Yet she was about to betray their trust, assuming that Stuart and she went ahead  with their touch of nocturnal spying.

~

It was after midnight when she and Stuart crept out of their flat, and made their way in Stuart’s car to a parking slot conveniently close to Picard and Picard. There were few people about as they began to walk the last few yards to their destination estate agent.

“Don’t look so furtive, Molly! You actually might attract more attention that way.”

“True.” Shamefacedly she straightened up and lengthened her stride. Outside Picard and Picard they paused, while Stuart discreetly sent in a couple of mini-drones to check whether all was as it had been the previous day. He also directed a signal of his own devising to the main door lock.

“Hurry up, Stuart!” Molly whispered as she looked anxiously up and down the street. All was quiet but the very silence unnerved her. Stuart shut his small shoulder bag and beckoned her over to Picard and Picard’s main door. Whatever he had done seemed to have gone smoothly, for on a gentle push, it swung open quietly. There was no sudden shrilling of alarms and no sign of anyone on the street as they moved cautiously into the premises. The door closed behind them with a faint click.

“I’ve locked it again,” Stuart whispered. “It should mean we won’t be surprised while we’re here.”

He immediately sat at a terminal and jabbed at the keyboard furiously.

“Found it. Recent history of Picard and Picard. Saved.”

“What? Are we going through the doors?”

“No. No need. That would be taking extra risks, surely. I’ve sent a whole load of information back to my own servers. Untraceable – don’t worry. We should get out of here before...”

From behind them came the sound of a key in a lock and the murmur of voices.

“It’s security!” Molly hissed. “I recognise one of the voices. I thought they weren’t here at night. Could they possibly have…?”

Stuart produced his Holworm. “I’ve not been trained to use this but I’ve watched Miss Teece in the past. We’ll just have to risk it. Through the special doors! Quick!”

Before them a brightly lit hotel foyer suddenly appeared. Without thinking, they rushed forward into it. Glancing behind for any signs of pursuit, all they could see were large double doors that looked as if they were the way out of the hotel. Judging by the illumination, they did not lead to the dark Glasgow streets outside Picard and Picard. Hastily, Stuart concealed his Holworm. For a few seconds all was quiet, and then a rustling sound heralded the arrival of a uniformed young woman who sat down behind the reception desk.

“Welcome to the Andromeda Arms Hotel. Can I help you?”

Molly thought rapidly and tried to repress her rising panic. “We should be booked in. Picard’s Glasgow Manager promised that he would do that but he’s in so much demand. It may have slipped his mind.”

She did not expect this ploy to succeed. However, something about her contrived sincerity must have convinced the receptionist, who said, “That’s quite alright, Madam. It’s happened before. A double room, presumably – or do you need two singles?”

Without even attempting to check with Stuart, lest hesitation about such a detail were to excite suspicion, Molly smiled and said, “Double, please.”

“You’re lucky today, Madam. We have premier doubles with full view available. Here’s your door key. Just fill in this card. I’ll be back in a moment.” She retreated behind a swing door and her footsteps could be heard dying away.

“What names, Stuart? Obviously not the one I gave to Picard and Picard. And has she gone to call the authorities?”

“It doesn’t matter, Molly. You won’t be going back to Picard, will you. You did give them that alternative address – not the one we’re in, didn’t you?”

“Yes, yes,” Molly responded impatiently. “So I use my Picard and Picard identity – because they won’t have a chance of chasing me up – let alone you, for that matter?”

“That will be fine. Just fill in the card!”

“Isn’t it a bit of a surprise that we’re here? I mean - in a Picard place. After all, you used your Holworm. And I don’t know what you keyed in.”

“I just activated it at the first level - their system must have automatically triggered this Holworm destination somehow. I’d not made any specific choice.”

“What’s she up to. Shouldn’t we...?”

“There’s nothing we can do, Molly. If she is suspicious, we can’t go anywhere.”

“Your Holworm, Stuart? You’ve done it once, so...”

“That could easily be out of the frying pan into the fire. I don’t think she suspects anything. But she will if we don’t get that card filled up.”

Molly subsided and completed the entries in her neatest handwriting.

The receptionist returned, smiling. “Breakfast can be brought to you on the beach, or sent to your rooms – whatever suits you best. You cannot leave the hotel between 8 pm and 8 am. You return to Picard and Picard Glasgow a fortnight from today – but I’m sure you understood all that from the Manager who explained the details of your booking. Enjoy your stay.”

The view from their room was superb. As with Miss Teece’s sitting room, they were met with a beach scene but the landscape differed. Accordingly, they had no fears that she might suddenly turn up and identify them. There was no sign of habitation. Rugged cliffs reared up on all sides, and the sun was tantalizingly odd – perhaps it had a very faintly greenish hue, looking slightly larger than the one they were accustomed to in Glasgow on the rare occasions when visible.

They stayed in their room all day, passing the time by slowly turning the pages of some of the indifferent reading matter kindly provided by the management. There was no television nor any type of radio or video. They could hear the murmur of other guests going about their business, but they spoke to no one.  After supper there still seemed to be an hour or so of daylight remaining, and they were unable to resist the lure of the beach. Waves fell softly onto the fine warm white sand, though every now and then, at random intervals, a larger wave rushed menacingly against the land at an oblique angle. The air was at a perfect temperature, while the breeze from the ocean was laced with an elusive perfume.

“All the same, Stuart. Nice though this is, we have to get back. We can’t spend two weeks here, and we can’t possibly still be here at the end of our booking, because we’ll be routed back into Picard and Picard, Glasgow. That would be utterly disastrous. Also - I’m quite fond of you these days but not ready to spend the night with you just yet. If you don’t mind me saying so.”

Stuart looked embarrassed. “I understand that, Molly. But let’s just relax a few minutes more - anyhow, I’ve no idea how to get out of here. You can take the bed if necessary and I’ll... Hey – whatever is that?”

Across the top of his vision a thin black wavering line suddenly appeared – it seemed black in the first instance, but on closer examination it was revealed as a pulsating strip in shades of dark grey. It persisted for a minute or so, and part of the sea was cast in shadow.

“As you know, I - I’ve seen something like that before,” Molly said shakily. “I booked that medical to check whether I had a health problem.”

“So you saw the same thing? Like you, for just a moment I feared it might be a problem with my vision.”

Even as Molly sought to bring to consciousness her earlier experiences, the strip vanished, and brilliant sunshine dissolved the shadows in a heartbeat.

“I suppose it’s something to do with the science of the Holworms. It doesn’t really matter, but it’s a bit disturbing,” Stuart commented.

Molly could hear that he was attempting to convince himself. She sympathised and strove to be practical.

“We’d better go back to the hotel. It will be dark soon. We need to think about how on earth we are going to leave here without being identified.”

~

They set an alarm for 4.00 in the morning. The lengths of day and night would be similar to those of Earth – it was one of the criteria applied by Einstein-Rosen when vetting new locations. Were there to be any staff about at that time, the situation might become awkward, to say the least, but there was no alternative other than trying to return home then.

No artificial lighting illuminated the corridors and stairs as they cautiously made their way down to Reception. Some windows were concealed by blinds: from others they could see a landscape apparently sleeping in a profound darkness that they had never experienced on Earth. The sky was illuminated by dazzling clusters of stars. Neither Molly nor Stuart had any knowledge of astronomy, but they were intensely aware that what they were viewing was nothing like skies that had ever been visible from Earth. These were stellar landscapes that might not even belong to their home galaxy.

They climbed over the reception desk and began to rummage around in the drawers and shelves, having switched on some low level lighting which cast the foyer into shadow. Nothing was locked – presumably it never occurred to Management that anyone would ever penetrate to the hotel with hostile intentions. Not that Stuart and Molly were hostile – they simply wanted to find a way of escaping.

Finally, Molly whispered “Eureka!”

Stuart came over and saw a panel with a depression that was very obviously in the form of a Holworm. There were even some simple instructions. ‘Place Holworm here and press button.’ Stacked on a nearby shelf were three Holworms that looked exactly like those they had purloined from the firm.

“We don’t know what this does, Molly!”

“Of course we don’t. Yet surely we can make an intelligent guess.”

“I’m not so certain.”

“We’ve no choice but to try it. Anyhow, what else could it be for. I can’t see this hotel being a gateway to other places. It is what it is – a holiday destination you go to and then return to Picard and Picard when you’ve had a nice time.”

“But if we use their Holworm we can’t take it with us, surely. It will be left in its impression. They’ll see that in the morning and...”

“And what? We’ll be long gone. I can’t see how they could trace us, however clever they might be. But let’s use one of ours. Then, of course, we keep hold of it when we go.”

“But why do we do it from down here? Could have just Holwormed from our bedroom.”

“No – I think there’s a strict setup that somehow limits Holworm trips to start from here and end up in Picard and Picard, Glasgow. It’s just my guess, of course.”

The silence in the foyer was suddenly broken. “Hello there. What do you want? Do you need help?” It was a man’s voice – the tones a mixture of friendliness and mild challenge. It emanated from a speaker near their Holworm mechanism.

“Just go, Molly!” Stuart hissed.

She held her Holworm tightly with one hand and pressed the button with the other. The main entrance was quickly replaced by the dimly lit Picard and Picard office, in so far as it could be discerned through the partly opened ‘forbidden’ door. They dived through breathlessly. Turning to look behind them, the space whose walls were dominated by small screens briefly appeared, only to disappear behind the forbidden door that swung shut with a click. It was still dark as they pushed through the front exit and fled into the murky Glasgow street. There was no sign of security, or indeed of anyone outside.

Returning to Stuart’s car, they quickly put some distance between themselves and their potentially criminal activities. Stuart suddenly stopped the car the side of the road. “Molly! Our Holworms are exposed! Hand yours over. Now!” Stuart produced his graphene composite blanket and immediately wrapped both Holworms tightly before finishing their journey home.

“They might have been able to track us because we’ve had them open to the outside world for twenty minutes or so. We should have been more careful! Sorry, Molly – but we may have to move yet again.”

~

“So where’s Miss Brown this morning? Disappointing, because she’s made a good start with us. An excellent time-keeper.”

“Sorry to interrupt, Mr Picard, but there’s a more urgent matter. A message through from the Andromeda Arms Hotel. They supported a two week booking for a couple, allegedly backed by you, and they went ahead with it in good faith. With hindsight and given what I’ve just told them, they are regretting their decision. You haven’t authorised any such booking.”

“No – I certainly haven’t. Odd – a worrying security breach. How did that happen? The couple must be detained and...”

“Not possible, Mr Picard. They’ve left the hotel.”

“They can’t have. You know the Holworm return routes for customers are shut down for the duration of any booking – they’re hiding somewhere in the hotel – bizarre but...”

“I’m afraid it looks even worse, Mr Picard. The hotel Holworms remained in their recesses, as they always are when not active. So that means…”

“That our couple used other Holworms. That’s… we’ll have to inform E-R Realtors immediately. They can’t blame us for this. But all the same...”

~

“In view of the Glasgow report, Dr Radcliffe, we must consider the possibility that our missing Holworms have gone there. A couple of Holworms were picked up near the city centre. They moved out towards the suburbs and then were suddenly masked.”

“It’s a big city, Professor Wright. Even so, we ought to be able to uncover signals from the Holworms again. They cannot be insulated from our monitors for long.”

“Are you quite sure about that, Dr Radcliffe.”

“Pretty sure, Professor Wright. As I understand it, our own scientists have no idea how this is being done. So - as for random members of the public, such as our two dishonest fugitives – I think they’ll give themselves away soon.”

~

Molly and Stuart moved again, fearing that their Holworm exposure might have given those probably monitoring them at least some idea of their location. This time, their destination was a pleasant end of terrace property in Milngavie. Stuart had additional preparation work in the form of yet more identities with associated bank accounts and data-base false entries. If they were ever caught, he would have a large number of offences ‘to be taken into consideration’ as they say during some trials, or so he feared during several sleepless nights. They were now at some distance from Picard and Picard. Molly would not be returning there, so journey times were no longer an issue.

Stuart grew a beard and adopted spectacles, while Molly sported a radically new hair style lest they needed to go to the heart of the city, or a Picard and Picard staff member lived in Milngavie.

“Molly! This stuff from Picard and Picard. It’s their first contact that got them going. And guess who that was.”

“I hate guessing, Stuart. Particularly pointless in this instance. Either tell me now, or leave me alone.”

“It’s Dr Radcliffe. So I’ll check her out. Why didn’t I do that before?”

Some hours later, Stuart was swearing with frustration.

“Molly! This is ridiculous. Did you ever pick up anything about Radcliffe’s background?”

“No – not really. She was the immediate boss – pleasant enough, or so it seemed but she didn’t invite informal chat – when I might have found out anything personal.”

“Well – she didn’t exist a couple of years ago.”

“What are you talking about?”

“What I say. She turns up as an E-R Realtors employee two years ago – they aren’t too coy about their employees, even though they are seriously circumspect about their more exotic estate agent activities. But before that – nothing. She’s on no data-bases of any kind – and I’m good at penetrating all the ones that matter.”

“She could have just changed her name – like we keep doing with your kindly assistance.”

“OK – but to hide online as she seems to be doing would take serious IT skills – almost up to mine, he said modestly. The important question is why she would do that. Or why she has serious support from some national authorities. If that is actually what is happening.”

“Well? What else could it be?”

“I don’t know, Molly. We need to find out! Picard and Picard surely wouldn’t have given her the time of day without taking up references and at least a modest scrutiny of her online footprint. There might be details of that somewhere in the material we had from them. You could look too. Intelligence needed but no cosmic IT skills!”

Molly went over to the window and scanned the quiet street. There were gleams of sunshine. Hard as she looked, she could detect no signs of a police presence.

“Molly – don’t start that again!”

“You have really wrapped up those Holworms properly?”

“That’s irritating of you, Molly. We’re both in this together. Of course I have. Right. I’ve sent all the Picard and Picard stuff to you. Let’s work on it. Find out how Radcliffe introduced herself to Picard and Picard.”

Several hours later they looked at each other and, almost simultaneously said, “Result!”

Then they paused, each reluctant to impart what seemed to be an unbelievable discovery. Molly was the first to give in.

“You’re not going to like this, Stuart. Except - that unless I’m totally confused, you’ve found exactly the same thing.” She paused. Stuart nodded but Molly was not sure he wanted to hear what she had to say.

“Well – Radcliffe turned up at Picard and Picard about two years ago. She must have made them an offer of some kind – an offer they could not afford to refuse. But I cannot find any details. Except that they agreed to pay her – or, rather, E-R Realtors, the firm she was explicitly representing, an eye watering sum for the sole agency on an unspecified range of properties and locations. There are also documents about Radcliffe’s backgrounds – Picard and Picard did all sorts of checks – the conventional ones and others that seemed unusual – almost over the top. All these are shown as marked satisfactory, or even excellent in most of them. But…”

“But what, Molly? Get on with it.”

“But they are all redacted. We have no idea what information the checks revealed. That’s presumably connected to the hosts of non-disclosure agreements that Picard and Picard have also signed. So? What have you found, Stuart?”

“I’d love to give you a different answer, because this is all so frustrating. But my results are identical! She has somehow secured co-operation from all sorts of people in high places – that’s the only way information in records gets redacted.”

“So what’s going on? It all goes back to the mystery about Holworm publicity. There isn’t any. Yet it points to a remarkable scientific breakthrough somewhere – I’m no physicist but as I understood it, according to our scientists -wormholes in space -  that sort of thing, even if existing would be totally impossible for human beings to exploit in any way!”

They spent the rest of the day in a rather aimless fashion, having little idea about what to do next. The absence of any kind of motivation focus was really depressing, and they grew quite irritable with each other.

“And Stuart – I feel totally cut off from my family. I’ve not dared to contact any of them because of all our identity changes and the fear of being caught.”

“Maybe you could phone them after all if you like, Molly. Block caller ID. Or you might Zoom, Facetime or whatever. Let me know, and I think I can manage to hide you from any probing – and why should anyone be doing that anyway? Picard and Picard have nothing on you – as far as we know. Don’t say where we are, though.”

Molly pulled Stuart’s arm gently and led him to a chair. “Stuart – please sit down and listen a moment. I’ll deal with my family later, if I can. But you know what we are going to have to do now – though it terrifies the wits out of me – and I don’t see how we can without giving ourselves away.”

“Like you, Molly, I don’t like guessing games. Though I’m pretty sure I know what you are going to say.”

“We are going to have to use the Holworms to find out more about what is going on. This is high stakes stuff. But how? Alarm bells will ring immediately.”

“I’ve already given that some thought. We make a whole tent of my special material. Erect it in the house somewhere – obviously not visible to passers-by. Inside the tent, we start experimenting. It should work, Molly.”

“Don’t you think the firm will be instantly alerted? It’s one thing to hide our Holworms from location detectors. All the same, when we actually use them – surely, they’ll know.”

“I don’t think so. Detecting functioning across cosmic bridges?  And we’d be going to virgin territories.”

“How do you know that? We could easily end up in one of their places already in active use. Miss Teece’s beach, for instance.”

“OK – this is pointless speculation, Molly. I’ve never examined my Holworm closely because I was always following other people’s instructions – and never dared do anything on my own. But it isn’t a featureless block. There are all sorts of controls. Let’s do this tent and have a proper assessment.”

By late evening the ‘tent’ had been created in one of the spare bedrooms.

“I don’t think it needs to be airtight,” Stuart said, slightly uncertainly. “The main shield needs to be from above, I would have thought. But pull the flap closed after we are inside. It might get a bit stuffy but we’ll just have to put up with that.”

Molly sat in the ‘tent’ armed with a powerful magnifying glass and studied her Holworm. There were various incomprehensible hieroglyphics that reminded her of what she had seen in ancient tombs on her Egyptian holiday. One in particular caught her attention. It was simply a small grid – several rows of minute squares, and she fought hard to understand what was teasingly familiar about it.

“Molly! I think I’ve got it – but only because you pointed it out!” Stuart waved his Holworm at her. “Operate the Holworm with that squares control, and you will be taken to a place like the one where E-R Realtors trained us.”

“But we can’t risk going through and ending there. Or can we?” Molly sounded stressed.

“Don’t you think that there might be many of those places with cubicles, Molly?”

“Possibly – but the Holworms we’ve got might well be tied somehow to E-R Realtors.” Then Molly’s face began to clear as she gave the matter a little more thought. “Actually, it should be safe to visit even there again. They’ve no reason to fear unwanted intruders. And it didn’t look as if the staff all knew each other. If we suddenly turned up, we’d not be noticed. It might even help that we’ve been there before. We’d look vaguely familiar without ringing alarm bells.”

“But Dr Radcliffe. Or even Miss Teece? They’d spot us in no time!”

“We’ll just have to keep a look out. Could we get into a cubicle quickly? Some of your ICT magic, Stuart?”

“I should think so. I’ll have to work on it – it must check whether the cubicle is unoccupied and harmlessly repel anyone trying to join us while we’re inside. Might take me a while. Work on your appearance some more while I’m doing this?”

“You seem very cool about all this. I’m not. If they do catch us – will they be friendly?”

“I’m peddling furiously underneath... Very possibly unfriendly.”

“Stuart – why are we taking trips via the place with cubicles where we trained? It does pose a bit more of a risk, surely. Can’t we just Holworm somewhere directly?”

“I’m assuming their sieving process applies to anywhere accessible from there and to any others with the same function. Nothing dangerous to humans will be accessible from such places. If we tried to Holworm somewhere directly from this tent, who knows? But we can get back home from wherever we end up without going via cubicle areas. So no worries there.”

“But our Sigma example? Dangerous animals there, so...”

“I think that must have been a mistake on their part, surely. They could never have maintained the AR fiction during training otherwise.”

“But in the post-training Holworm trips...? The explicitly real ones we would have gone on to do with customers had we not been sacked? The possibility of being attacked – and we wouldn’t be taking weapons with us, let alone lending them out to customers?”

“I don’t know, Molly. We’ll just have to risk it, I think.”

Molly left Stuart to it. It was a relief to escape from the tent for a while. She wandered outside for a stroll and reached as far as the main road about half a mile from their house. Traffic was more or less stationary in both directions. There was no obvious explanation, and a woman walking two dogs saw her confusion.

“It’s the police, dear. Stopping drivers and checking them. My Herbert is on his way home but he’s still about a mile away.”

“Why? What’s it all about. Do you know?”

“Herbert wasn’t told. He says the traffic’s now moving again – they asked for identity proof, driving licences and also searched his van. Had all the right warrants and so on. Most mysterious. But no harm done. The delay is quite irritating, though. Never mind. Good day to you.”

Molly had a strong sense of unease. Nevertheless, she failed to see how this police activity could possibly have anything to do with them and their Holworms. It was odd, though. She had better go home and let Stuart know.

~

“Stuart –I ask it again! Won’t our Holworms trigger some kind of alert as soon as we use them to leave Earth?”

“No. It’s where we are now – Scotland, our planet - that they can detect them. In these training places – wherever they are, they’re surely not on Earth.”

“You don’t know that, Stuart. The one we so briefly worked in had no windows to the outside. We have absolutely no clue where we were.”

For a few moments Stuart looked disconcerted. “OK, Molly. But you’re implying that we might have been going from Miss Teece’s house to one of their premises on Earth via Holworm? Surely they wouldn’t want any of their key operational bases to be open to discovery on Earth. We’re talking multiples of light years away – we must be.”

“You’d better be right. Or…” She walked over to him and held out her arms. He responded with a close embrace and then tried to let go. She clung to him, and whispered, “I’m frightened, Stuart. To be honest, just plain terrified.”

“Unlike you, I’m just fine, Molly. Tomorrow will be a picnic. Very relaxing.”

Molly stared at him. He shook his head and smiled tremulously. “You know I’m lying to you, Molly. Of course I am.”

~

They had decided to have a good night’s sleep before facing what seemed like the ultimate challenge together. Neither of them succeeded. Nor could they cope with much in the way of breakfast before moving into Stuart’s tent. Each of them had sought to disguise themselves – Stuart’s beard was now quite impressive, while Molly had given up altering her hair and was wearing a wig instead.

“Right,” Molly said, attempting to inject some confidence into her voice. “Here goes. Ready, Stuart?” Both were holding Holworms. “Ready for training venue- now!”

Instantly the back of their tent was replaced by a familiar sight – the E-R Realtors cubicle hall. They stepped forward and, glancing backwards, saw that their tent had instantly vanished. It was to be hoped that it had never been visible to the few there. The atmosphere was quiet, and no one seemed to have noticed their arrival.

“We need to get into a cubicle asap,” Molly whispered. “But...”

“Stuart’s magic strikes again. Well, it’s not magic, of course. This little gizmo can scan the locks remotely to check whether and how they are set. It can tell whether there’s anyone inside. The screen on the door should give that away anyhow. But just in case it’s not operating properly...”

“That’s great - but what’s to stop others trying to enter once we’re inside? Weren’t you working on that?”

“Nothing, to be honest. But there are plenty of spare cubicles. I noticed that when we were here before.”

“You don’t know that Radcliffe won’t come along with a new trainee and...”

“Possibly. But the door screen should deter.”

“Does it say who is inside?”

“No - thank goodness. A curious oversight on their part. Otherwise we’d be totally... If you’ve finished interrogating me, we’d better get out of sight before we’re spotted!”

As they moved into a cubicle at some distance from any currently in use, they still seemed to have escaped notice. Nevertheless, as the door closed them in they had a sense of relief.

“Good. We neither need AR helmets nor pads.”

“I’ve an idea about locations,” Molly announced. “Have a look at your Holworm screen - at the top right corner. You can activate a row of thirteen blank squares that take numbers. I think that means you could enter any numbers up to one billion (in old money!). It’s a way locations can be identified. Obviously, people like Radcliffe will carry around their own data about what numbers are already in use or whatever.”

“But we might end up somewhere dangerous, even with all that sieving we’re told has been done.”

“Look, Stuart! We know we won’t arrive in the middle of a volcano let alone a star. We’re just going to have to do some random searching in the hope that we discover more about what is going on.”

“Like endless sequences of deserted - deserts, for instance. A great help, Molly.”

“Let’s just do something. My hunch is that they’ve investigated the low numbers thoroughly. And that those already searched may well be blocked to us in any case. Official E-R Realtors Holwormers will have lots of information that we lack. Try ten thousand. Agreed?”

Stuart nodded. “To return here, simply activate the junction control. I don’t think both Holworms are needed. But use yours too. Belt and braces. You’ve probably noticed, by the way. I’ve got a camera with me.”

Molly grasped her Holworm. Even as Stuart activated the number on his device, she did the same. They were instantly in a dark green variegated shadow and could hear the sound of distant pattering. A cold liquid was drizzling on their heads and faces. As their sensory confusion ebbed away, they became aware that they were in a vast forest. There was a heady scent of rotting leaves. The foliage was dense in all directions. When they tried to move, undergrowth caught at their feet and legs, with sharp thorns beginning to tear at their clothes. They paused, and took a series of photographs.

“I don’t quite know why but let’s try to move -  just a little way.”

Little disturbed the heady moist sprinkling other than the rustling of their own limb movements and the occasional curse as they encountered a particularly vicious thorn. They continued to walk, though after a time they were not sure that they were moving in a straight line. The precipitation continued, though when Molly licked a droplet that had fallen on her lip it did not taste like pure water. A faint cinnamon flavour filled her mouth and nose, which became more intense and cloying as she tried to swallow and clear it away. The tall plant growths were definitely not trees, or at least, nothing like trees they had ever seen. Their trunks featured what almost looked like the pages of a book with the pages extending from every part of the trunks’ surfaces. The pages could be ‘turned’, and Molly for a moment almost hoped to discover some text or pictures. She was disappointed.

“Stop, Stuart! I think I heard something.” They both froze to the spot. All was quiet, and then suddenly a heavy crashing in the undergrowth echoed around them. It was accompanied by loud grunts.

“Reminds me of gorillas I heard in our zoo last year – maybe not a good idea to meet them here. Home?”

“Yes.  But look over there. A path? There shouldn’t be any paths. Unless the firm was lying to us – and of course, we already know that deceit is at the heart of their policies.”

To their left they could now see an unmistakeable track. The growths parted a little, and the path was full of puddles, where the rain, if that was what it was, had reached the ground.

Something was now very close, and the grunting grew louder. For just a few seconds, Stuart wielded his camera, taking videos as well as stills in the hope of catching the sounds.

“Now!” Stuart yelled, and they were instantly back in their tent. Fluid – possibly water, began to drip on the floor from their clothes, together with fragments of broken vegetation.

“We’ll have to clear this up,” Molly hissed. “You never know....”

As they knelt down and tried to pocket every last tiny piece of debris, Molly said, “That was a path we saw, surely. So there are inhabitants in at least some of these places. The Firm was lying to us yet again.”

“Not sure about that, Molly. It could just be the gorillas, or whatever they were. Mind you, whenever inhabitants are mentioned, the Firm turns distinctly cagy. If we are simply dealing with uninhabited places, why are they being like that?”

“We’ve both read the science, Stuart. Chances of humans being the only sentient intelligent beings in the universe are very high, despite the vast number of stars, galaxies, planets – whatever.”

“Intelligent? I often wonder. Anyway, we’ll have to make some more trips. Tomorrow?”

They agreed to take a break. Each Holworm visit was proving very stressful, leaving them feeling drained and weak. Molly contacted her parents online, after Stuart had taken steps to render her contacts undetectable. Unhappy and mystified about how little she was keeping in touch, her parents reluctantly agreed that it was much better than nothing.

~

“Stuart. Before we go anywhere else – shouldn’t we be telling the authorities about how E-R Realtors lie about Holworms during training?”

“Not sure, Molly. Yes – the AR thing is a big lie – but a bigger lie by far and a much more important one, is if E-R Realtors are being dishonest about their rights to sell or rent out territory. Either they are unaware that there are populations elsewhere in the universe, or even worse still, they are knowingly breaching the rights of indigenous inhabitants.”

Stuart plucked up his courage and operated his Holworm.

~

The sky was overcast. An icy wind was beginning to freeze them to the marrow. Warm clothing had never occurred to them, probably because up to now all their destinations had been comfortably warm. The  surface on which they stood was flat in all directions to the horizon – they felt as if they were moored on a dark sea. Molly had encountered a similar landscape during a holiday in Iceland, formed centuries ago by a huge fall of volcanic ash.

“Terrific, Molly. Don’t think we need stay here long.”

Molly stamped her foot, and then scraped it along the ground. “Just wait a second, Stuart. Is this natural?”

He looked down. He saw what resembled very high grade road surfaces, so perfect that any grain was scarcely discernible. “Maybe it’s volcanic? Some kind of very liquid lava settled here a long time ago?”

Molly nodded and turned her head from side to side in a final effort to take in the scene before they returned home. Their voices had echoed faintly in the vast emptiness. She felt the chill of an ancient loneliness starting to penetrate her bones. Suddenly, she gripped Stuart’s arm.

“What’s that? Look!” She pointed with a shaking finger at a spike only just visible and right on the horizon.

“Could be a random landscape formation, Molly. Just because there aren’t any close to us…” He grinned and waved cheerfully in the direction of her finger. “But - um -well - that’s not just a rock,” he added, as he saw a brief flash of intensely blue light from the spike.

“Could it be lightning of some kind?”

“I think not, Molly. That flash came from the rock, or spike, or whatever it is.”

“This is worrying! Perhaps we should leave now and try somewhere else.”

“Look, Molly. If we let the unknown bother us while we are doing this, we’re never going to find out anything.”

“OK – you win – for now. That rock – spike thing is an awful long way away. You don’t propose we walk over to it with no idea what we might be facing, do you?”

“Fair point. I think – only think, mind, that we could contrive to return, arriving much closer to that - object. It might take more than one experiment.”

“Home then. I can’t cope here any longer. Let’s sit down and try to work out a bit more about the Holworm controls. Warm clothes next time!”

Back in their tent, they were delighted to recuperate after the deadly cold of the interminable sea. They began to study their Holworms keenly.

~

“Nothing more, Dr Radcliffe on our missing ex-employees and their Holworms?”

“No, Professor Wright. Odd. The silence from the Holworms – our experts are baffled. Neither of our ex-employees have any kind of science or ICT background.”

“What if they were using the Holworms? Would our systems be alerted then?”

“Not necessarily. If they keep hiding them before taking a trip. There’s never been any need. I could explain how...”

“Careful, Dr Radcliffe. We are discreet about our key operations – I hope you are remembering...”

“Apologies, Professor Wright. I think I am remembering. But the current situation is quite stressful.”

“Now to the next Agenda item. The Picard and Picard incident. Again, we are no nearer to unravelling that puzzle either. Comments?”

“Professor Wright. You don’t think there might be a link between the Candlish/Minion case and the Picard problem? We...”

“No Dr Radcliffe. No evidence of any kind of connection. And, indeed, what possible connection could there be? Can we move on please.”

~

Still in their tent, Stuart raised his head from his Holworm and looked quite pleased with himself. “Shift your finger just a little left of centre, Molly and a whole miniature touch screen comes up. Using this you can navigate your arrival position in relation to where you were on your last trip. Seems slightly weird – hardly in keeping with the ultra-advanced technology that this must represent - but still.” He shrugged.

“So – can we return to where we were yesterday but closer to that spike? Not looking forward to it at all, but...”

“Yes – though it will involve some estimation and guess work.”

“I’ll go and pack us some food and hot coffee. Can’t help it if that means we’re responsible for some kind of bio-pollution in a virgin territory. I’ll bring our warmest jackets, gloves and anything else I could think of.”

Molly left the tent and busied herself down stairs for a few minutes. She returned with a couple of bulging rucksacks and handed one to Stuart.

“Torches there now,” she said.

“Shall we?” Stuart asked her. She nodded unsmilingly. Stuart tried to screw up his courage as he manipulated his Holworm. Instantly they were back standing on the desolate black sea. It seemed even colder than before. They turned their faces away from the almost tangible impact of the biting air.

Molly gasped. Directly ahead of her was the spike, or what looked very like the same one. However, it was not that which had caused her sharp intake of breath. Away beyond the spike were some buildings. At least, as she looked more closely, they had been buildings at one time, for most of them were very obviously in ruins. Without warning, the gaunt shapes were suddenly illuminated by an intense blue flash. She was temporarily blinded and blinked as the searing light brought tears to her eyes.

“Umm -Stuart! Maybe this is the moment to quit while we’re ahead.”

“Sorry, Molly but nonsense, surely. We’ve definitive evidence that at least some Holworm locations may either actually be, or have been populated by something. So we need to find out more – get evidence to take back.”

“Look, Stuart. I’m frightened. I’m also practical. We can’t defend ourselves. We’ve no idea what we might be up against.”

“Come on! Nothing could possibly threaten us here. A closer look will tell us more – but this...” he waved his hand at the ruinous hulks “is ancient in the extreme. Thousands of years. There’s not even any evidence of weather that could have worn it down. No trace of water, dust - anything on this surface.” He stamped his foot on the ground.

“What about the flashing?”

“Some kind of surviving signal system? Who knows? We’ll go and investigate.”

Reluctantly Molly kept pace with Stuart as he started to move in the direction of the relics. The wind increased, until they began to hear a faint moaning as it passed among the buildings. They could see none that retained their roofs. Any evidence of what they had ever contained seemed to be absent – nothing but piles of dust remained in the rooms, and this began to blow around like smoke as the gale disturbed it.

They strode on for several hundred yards, until ahead of them a huge building reared up into the overcast sky. It did not seem to be ruined, although there were no signs of life.

As they walked towards it, Molly tried to speak, though her face was becoming numb with the cold. “Stuart – just one thing – the elephant in the room – but I’m sure you’ve realised it too!”

“Go on!”

“This. All this. Well, OK you can’t entirely be sure but – there’s no evidence here of anything alien. I mean – we’re looking at an ancient human city, aren’t we? Very very old. Ten thousand years or more. Before Ancient Egypt.”

“That’s quite impossible, Molly. Evolutionary co-incidence on an inter-galactic scale? I don’t believe it.”

“Fine. Not possible, then. We’d better further explore your impossibilities.”

Stuart grinned wryly.

They came to an arch, with grey daylight visible at the far end. Half way through, Molly saw an open doorway on their left. Darkness almost poured from it like a black tide.

“No, Stuart, no. Not that way. Please!”

“Use a torch, Molly. I’m going in. Leave for home if you want. Give me a few seconds, though, or your Holworm will take me back with you.”

Molly sighed and shrugged, retrieving a torch and shining it into the doorway. Just inside, they encountered a very steep flight of steps. Even when they pointed both torches upwards set to maximum illumination, they could see no end.

“Whatever built and used these must have had bodies resembling ours! This is really strange.”

Molly began to count as she mounted the steps. After a hundred or so she gave up and reserved her energy to continue ascending. Finally they reached the top. As soon as they began to walk in the level passage now ahead of them, lighting clicked on from somewhere – it had the same bluish tinge as they had seen in the flash but much less intense.

“There’s someone or some people here still, Stuart. There must be...”

“Possibly – though I doubt it. We’ve probably triggered an automatic switch. Surely you can see that this whole area has been deserted – totally dead - for millennia.”

“In that case, what’s the point of exploring any further. Let’s go home.”

“It’s lighter ahead. We are coming to something, surely. This passage won’t go nowhere.”

They emerged into a brightly lit space, decorated on all sides with images looking distinctly human. Their faces were shown from the side, but one of their eyes gazed down at viewers as if staring from the front.

“This is a temple, Stuart. Well – very like one. I visited Giza in Egypt some years ago and saw similar images.”

Both of them turned this way and that, in the hope of finding anything that might help them in their quest for information. It was odd how clean everything seemed, despite the numbing deadness. As they moved, they raised no dust. Although the low temperatures caught at their throats, the air was odourless and dry. Molly thought she heard something and silenced Stuart with a raised finger. They both stood absolutely still. The silence was absolute.

“OK, Stuart. Nothing here. Let’s go home and review our situation.”

Stuart nodded and activated his Holworm. Back in their tent, they sighed with relief at the warm atmosphere and turned to leave it for some comforting food and to recover their body heat. Molly screamed.

Something very definitely uninvited was staring at them. A tall grey shape, humanoid in appearance raised a hand in apparent supplication. It was wearing clothes, or so it seemed, scarcely visible because their colour was so similar to the rest of its body.

“Apologies for the intrusion. I’m - what you might call a ChatGPT descendant –though your planet is decades behind in that regard as far as I can see. I’m not organic. My speech may be less than perfect but should improve in just a few minutes. I only heard your language on my planet Serapis for a short time. I’ve not spoken with any sentient intelligent creatures for…. 30, 501 of your years approximately.”

Stuart and Molly backed away, looking round for anything with which they might be able to defend themselves.

“Long enough, you may think, to have driven anything with a brain irretrievably insane. But I’m not insane, if indeed such terms could be applied to devices such as myself. You fear me. Understandable - but I’m no threat. I wouldn’t hurt a fly – I think that’s the right expression. But I accompanied you through - the wormhole? For a very good reason. If you would let me explain.”

“I’d call the police, Stuart. But we dare not, do we.”

“I don’t use weapons of any kind, but your Earth police could do nothing with me. Nor would most of your guns – a direct hit from a modern tank might damage me but otherwise -please give me a chance to tell you some things.”

They could see no alternative. Accordingly they beckoned their visitor to follow them downstairs while they prepared some food and drink. Their visit on ‘Serapis’ had left both of them exhausted and weak.

“Right. Do you want to - sit down? Do you need to? What do we call you?”

“What they called me in the end before they left Serapis would be almost impossible for you to pronounce in your language. The nearest equivalent for you would be Athanasia.”

Molly looked hard at the robot. “Why? So you’re female, are you?”

“No. Such categories are meaningless in relation to devices of my kind. There’s a story behind it. But let’s not go there just now. ‘Athanasia’ means ‘immortal’, which I am, in a way. How have you acquired Cosmic Bridge Technology? Surely your science is nowhere near advanced enough. Some agency must be helping you.”

“How would you know, Athanasia? You’ve only just got here.”

“I only needed to glance at this building and take a quick look out of the window to make an accurate estimation. It’s the way I’m made. May I repeat the question?”

“We don’t know whether Earth science has made a breakthrough or what. We’re trying to find out. Our trip to your planet would have been impossible without what we are calling Holworms. We could ask you just the same question, as you seem to be familiar with them. However, like you, we were unaware that Earth science had advanced so far. We are currently investigating this - this mystery.”

“My Makers had what you are calling Holworms eons ago.”

“Your Makers? Who were they?”

“It’s no secret. They were – to all intents and purposes, human. But you need to find out very quickly who is giving you this science. If it is not some kind of rapid advance by a group on your planet who are keeping their activities hidden for some reason, then...”

“What were you doing on Serapis? Why are you still there after your ‘Makers’, as you seem to want to call them, are long gone? How is it that we could breathe the air there, despite the fact that everything seems dead. No vegetation, so...”

“There’s no time to tell you all this! In brief, the planet was terraformed millennia ago – machines maintain the atmosphere – and they are still functioning – I inspect them regularly.”

“If you won’t tell us anything, how can you possibly expect us to trust you? What interest, if any, do you have in human concerns? Why couldn’t you leave Serapis, anyway? Forgotten how to use Cosmic Bridges?”

“Stop, stop! I can see I’ll have to explain some things. You face a very serious threat. Something must be done and soon. My Makers or my humans – if you will forgive me for naming them thus, left me on Serapis with a very specific task.”

Molly had the curious impression that Athanasia resembled a butler from a period drama – except that they were mostly male. Modern times were seeing the rise of the female butler but… she forced herself to listen to the visitor.

“I had to look after the Main Temple. Where you’ve just been on Serapis. And ensure that the - what you would call terraforming – equipment continues to function. I have aircraft available to me, but they did not leave me any Holworms. They trusted me, but not totally.” Athanasia’s tones had a hint of melancholy, Stuart thought. Yet surely that was an absurd thought in the circumstances.

“But who are, or were your humans, as you seem to want to call them? We saw the Temple images. But the implied co-incidence between your humans and Earth humans is just unbelievable.”

“It’s not a co-incidence. As you rightly say, that just could not happen by itself.”

“Sorry, Athanasia. We’re sure your makers gave you a terrific brain but you just aren’t making sense.”

“I can help you look for who exactly is infiltrating cosmic bridge knowledge into your society. Do you want me to do that? Do you trust me? If not, you can send me back to Serapis with one of your Holworms. I won’t resist!”

Molly stared at Athanasia. But even as she did so, she wondered about the point of trying to read an AI’s intentions. She made up her mind. Stuart looked as if he had reached the same decision.

“Yes – please stay. We urgently need help!”

“If I’m to stay here and help, I’ll need human credentials. If your authorities find out who or what I am, they’ll almost certainly try to arrest me. I might be able to resist them but the resulting trouble wouldn’t leave me the freedom to work with you. So my true nature and origin must remain hidden. Can you can create a human identity for me?” Athanasia looked from Molly to Stuart and back again.

“I can,” Stuart said. “No problem. Just give me a minute or so.”

He rushed away to their office, and in what seemed a very short time re-appeared with some cards and documents.

“Here! I didn’t have to process very much, because I’ve already set up some profiles in anticipation of either Molly or I needing them at short notice.”

Athanasia took Stuart’s gifts from him with thanks and thrust them into what had been almost invisible pockets. “So how can I assist you? I can’t easily be injured, can cope with extremes of temperature and can record my experiences in such a way that you can play them back on your computers and tablets.”

“Would you care to go and work in an estate agent that we know is exploiting geometry shaping technology? We were very briefly with E-R Realtors ourselves. We suspect them of being close to the source of Holworm science, but...”

Athanasia was about to respond when they heard a loud knocking at the front door. Molly rushed over to the window. Her worst fears were confirmed. A police van was parked opposite, and a policeman was just climbing out. On the side of the van were the words: Police Scotland. Anti-terrorist Unit. Presumably his colleague was already at their front door. Craning her head out of the window, she could see several more similar-looking vehicles parked further on in both directions.

“I’ll answer,” Athanasia said.

“Nonsense,” Molly cried. “They’d take one look at you and...”

“If I go like this?” Athanasia asked. She touched something on her head, and her appearance was immediately transformed into that of a tall young woman. “No – it’s not magic! Electronically controlled skin pigment and garment simulation. Yes?”

Molly and Stuart could think of no further objections. They nodded, mutely.

Athanasia rushed to the front door as the loud knocking continued and voices began to shout, “Open up. Police!”

She pulled the door open so quickly that the two police officers almost fell into the doorway. They glared at Athanasia. Molly appeared behind her in the hall.

“Are you the house-holder? We have a warrant to search these premises.”

“No – my friend Molly is part owner, or tenant. I’m just a friend – visiting today.  But what are you talking about? Your identification, please.”

The police both flourished cards of some kind, so quickly that it was difficult for Molly to read them.

Athanasia turned and whispered in Molly’s ear. “Don’t worry. Despite their efforts, I have a clear photo of their identifications. We may yet need them.”

“So, officers,” said Molly, “ if you’ve a warrant, then we’ve no wish to get in your way. But could you tell us anything about what this is about? You are part of the anti-terrorism section?”

“Can’t tell you, Miss – er..”

“Clark.”

“Miss Clark. All we can say is that you aren’t the only places being searched. It’s a deal of work. Every property for at least half a mile round here. Oddly enough, you are more or less at the centre of the search area. But I guess that’s not significant. Anyhow, can we come in, please.”

Molly and Athanasia stood back. The officers spent quite some time carrying out a thorough search. This included leafing through papers, checking for loose floor boards and even ascending to the loft. Stuart and Molly huddled in the kitchen.

“There’s nothing incriminating here, I’m sure,” Stuart whispered.

“What about your computers?”

“Um – you think I’m stupid, or something, Molly. Nothing they could see or find even with a thorough forensic investigation. But they’ve not even asked to look at them. I wouldn’t have thought they had the authority to confiscate them unless they were to find anything suspicious or illegal here.”

“But the tent! Surely, that’s a dead give-away?”

“Why? If they ask, we’re just trying it out before taking it on a camping holiday. Whatever instructions they might have been given for these searches, there’s no one out there who could anticipate my graphene tent.”

Footsteps sounded on the stairs. The two policemen looked round the kitchen door.

“Thank you for your co-operation.”

“Is all well, officers?”

“We cannot answer any questions about this operation – sorry.”

“Did you want to see the computers?” Stuart asked keenly. Molly stopped herself from giving him a repressive look.

“No, sir. Our central unit can investigate those comprehensively from our end. We’ll let you know if there’s anything else you need to do. Good-bye.”

In what seemed only a few minutes they were gone, and the street was clear of their vehicles.

“I don’t like this, Stuart. Is this really to do with a terrorism scare? Bit of a co-incidence, don’t you think?”

“Obviously I have no idea, Molly. You could be right – somehow the government is in cahoots with whoever is pushing Holworm technology and is actually after us. But why? And anyway, there’s nothing we can do about it today. We’re still here. We need to consult with Athanasia about what to do next and fast!”

They all sat down in the kitchen. Molly and Stuart looked at Athanasia expectantly.

“So, folks. E-R Realtors. Sure – I can work for them. I’ll try to find out a bit more. You’ll find this next bit very hard to believe.” She paused, almost as if some very complex artificial thinking was being processed. “Here goes. You know about the last Ice Age? Well – around 35 million years ago – before it started, there existed a very advanced human civilisation. Small population compared with your numbers now – located on the edge of what you now call Antarctica. No ice then but a temperate climate. Humans did not live elsewhere on Earth because it was too warm. Scientists discovered cosmic bridges just in time. Then the climate cooled dramatically, and before the ice began to undermine human civilisation, they began to branch out into all sorts of places within our galaxy and elsewhere. To cut a long story short, I was manufactured by your ancestors and want to help you now.”

Molly and Stuart tried desperately hard to grasp what Athanasia was saying. Molly knew that she was unable to do so, at least in the short term and turned her mind instead to immediate practicalities.

“We need to get you to E-R Realtors. They are still advertising for staff, so it shouldn’t be a problem. No experience required – as before. But we will definitely need to move right away from Glasgow – back down south! To the town we know there. We don’t totally know whether to be worried about the police but...”

Athanasia smiled and nodded in agreement. However, Molly immediately began to see problems. “Athanasia – given that we don’t know that much about E-R Realtors even now – might one of their people identify you as non-human – however sophisticated and subtle you might be?”

“Look, Molly. You grossly underestimate me. The technology behind my manufacture was generations beyond anything in your culture up to now – and I’ve had a very long time to build on it. Of course I can’t be sure I won’t be caught out – yes – it does depend in the end on what exactly I’ll be up against – but I’m hoping that I at least begin with a fighting chance of finding out what is going on.”

Molly looked abashed. “OK – sorry to have upset you.”

“I’m only a very advanced chatGPT in your terms, remember. We just don’t and can’t do ‘upset’, though we can simulate it, of course, if that seems pertinent.”

“Fine – point taken. Can you apply to E-R Realtors online while we sort out somewhere to rent reasonably close?”

“Sure – and the risk of being recognised once you are back down south? Are you returning to exactly where you were before?”

“Both Stuart and I have done a fair bit to change our appearance. Wish we had your skills in that regard. E-R Realtors never discovered where we were living – at least, as far as we know, they didn’t.”

Athanasia smiled – it almost seemed that she appreciated Molly’s comment about her appearance. She left to tackle her job application while Molly cursed inwardly for failing to mention the dark edge strip phenomena. It might still prove important.

~

Unlike Molly and Stuart’s interview with E-R Realtors, Athanasia’s interview had been scheduled in a local office. No Cosmic Bridge science had been mentioned or made visible in any way. No reference to the Miss Teece route to the hub of their activities was made. Her session with them had already lasted for twenty minutes or so. She had learned that they were short of applicants.

“So, Miss - er Hades. Odd name, if you’ll forgive me for saying so.”

“Not at all, Dr Radcliffe. My mother, keen on family trees, checked out our name after her dose of Greek Mythology at school. Apparently the name was originally associated with people who made or sold hats. Derived from the Old English word hætt, meaning hat.”

“What experience do you have of working as an estate agent?”

“None whatever. I understood that if appointed I would get training from you.”

“That’s true, though you don’t need to sound quite so..”

“Happy about it? Not specially – I was just a bit puzzled that you asked about it, given what you say in your advertisement, and given that I’d already made my lack of experience  perfectly clear in my application.”

“Hmm. You do realise that there are a number of restrictions to your activities if we take you on. You don’t sound particularly..”

“That’s entirely up to you, Dr Radcliffe. What you see is what you get. I speak as I find. If you don’t like that, then don’t take me on. I’ll simply look elsewhere for work.”

“Could you just wait outside. We will call you back when we’ve had a chance to consider your case.”

~

“Not happy about this one, Professor Wright. We’re not in a good position after our pair absconded – and we just aren’t getting much interest in our posts. We have quite a staff turn-over for some reason, so we do need to keep recruiting. But this young woman – there’s something about her – too confident and assertive somehow.”

“But evidently very able, Dr Radcliffe. We might be able to use her in a promoted post. It’s almost as if she expects some kind of superior treatment. And she has an excellent background in electrical engineering.”

“So why isn’t she looking for a post that uses her qualification? We asked her that in her interview just now – could you remind us, Professor Wright, of her response.”

“She said she’s bored with it – wants something involving working with people – she enjoyed the first two years of the engineering degree but then something changed – I was reasonably convinced, actually. She did complete the course despite her growing disenchantment. She obtained a very good result. Other views, please.”

A senior Director who only occasionally attended interview panels raised her hand to comment. “We could do with her, I think. We badly need some people hitting the ground running – who could in the near future become middle to top management fast track. We didn’t advertise for that, but a bit of flexible thinking at this point would be no bad thing.”

“So we call her back in and offer her the job?” Professor Wright asked. “Are we all agreed?”

“I still have some reservations,” Dr Radcliffe said. “But if that’s how you all feel – so be it. But I’m the one who is going to have to do the training.”

She went to the door, put her head round it and called to Athanasia.

~

“I was hoping that you’d give me the customary opportunity to ask you questions before accepting the job offer, even though I suspect that you’d much rather I didn’t ask questions, I mean, rather than accept the job.”

Athanasia looked at the panel, and did not smile as she addressed them.

Wright tried to produce a knowing chuckle at this point but it was not very convincing.

“I’m really not happy with all these no-go areas listed in the specifications. At this point, it would be easiest for me to decide simply to enjoy your doubtless excellent training and mind my own business. All the same, because you seem to be marketing such innovative estate opportunities, I couldn’t possibly agree to your restrictions in advance. So my question is the following. Would you agree to an amended contract where these particular job specifications are withdrawn? Because, if you won’t, I can’t accept your offer. And I’ll make sure that some information about your processes is aired widely on social media. And, take it from me, you won’t be able to trace that publicity to me and pin on me a breach of that non-disclosure agreement that you’ve already made me sign.”

The panel all looked at each other. Dr Radcliffe rolled her eyes ostentatiously.

“Sorry – but we will now need to consider your application further and whether our offer remains. We can only-  er - thank you for your frank approach. Wait outside please. We may be some time.”

~

“This young woman is - I haven’t the words today. She’s impossible. I couldn’t work with her.”

“Don’t be hasty, Dr Radcliffe,” the visiting senior Director said firmly. “To repeat, we desperately need some people of her calibre. There are still certain aspects of our operations that make me uneasy. But our employees on the ground, so to speak, are incapable of both doing their job and at the same time keeping a critical eye and reporting back to us as and when appropriate. This is because we do not allow them to do both things. Perhaps she could!”

“But you all know how important it is to keep the sources of our Holworm technology confidential. This woman is quite explicit about the fact that she has no intention of going along with us on this.”

Another member of the panel named Schlick, who normally said very little, suddenly raised his hand and spoke. “Yes, Dr Radcliffe – we all know how important certain secrecy provisions have been said to be. Yet the reason for this has never been fully explained, even to senior Directors of the company. And, as I understand it, I shouldn’t have made the comment I have just made – and I can see already by the chair’s face that I won’t be allowed to continue.”

“No – you certainly won’t be, Professor Schlick.” Yet even as Schlick had been saying his piece, several of the panel seemed to have been nodding in agreement.

“I’m still of a mind to offer this candidate a fast track appointment and, despite Dr Radcliffe’s objections, to allow her to follow through with questions about our use of Holworm technology,” said Schlick. He was beginning to look quite impatient.

“This is ridiculous. You are flagrantly breaching some of the basic conditions of your own employment,” Radcliffe retorted.

“Look, Dr Radcliffe. We have all been sleep-walking into a strange consensus about this issue. As if we have been so obsessed with maintaining confidentiality that we have failed to question its justification. Why are you so anxious to defend it? What do other members of the panel think?” Schlick turned to the rest of the group.

Dr Radcliffe muttered something rebelliously, but said no more. Others began to express conflicting comments.

Finally, Schlick said, “Let’s have her back in, then. She’s been out there some time now. Our treatment of her is bordering on discourtesy.”

~

“So. They’re taking me on!” Molly thought she detected a trace of smugness in Athanasia’s tones, though of course, there couldn’t be.

“And! Wait for it – I’m being fast tracked on a path towards promotion to senior executive level. Might even get on the Board of Directors with good behaviour.”

Stuart felt irritated and slightly humiliated at this success story, when nothing like this had been offered either to Molly or himself. But still, this astonishing result might prove to the advantage of them all.

“Even better. I’m allowed to investigate, nay even to question almost anything I deem appropriate. About how Holworm technology is operating, how it was introduced and so on. Radcliffe fiercely opposed my role, it seemed but was overruled. There seem to be basic divisions in Senior Management about this. With some people wondering how the questioning ban got introduced in the first place and why it continues.”

“Well – that is brilliant,” exclaimed Molly. “Congratulations. All the same. Be careful. Watch your back.”

Athanasia smiled. Molly wondered what, if anything lay behind the smile. “I’m not easily damaged – believe you me.”

“I didn’t just mean about your safety – though of course we are concerned about that too. I meant you really must avoid being caught out as a spy. There’s something serious going on.” Molly looked anxious.

Athanasia nodded. She turned her attention to Stuart. “Can you confirm something for me, Stuart? My profile – my identity? It is cast iron, hopefully? Suppose they got suspicious of me for any reason? They may have very clever IT people behind the scenes.”

“Always a danger of being over-confident, of course. But I’m quite good at this.” Molly thought that Stuart was doing a fair job of avoiding being smug.

He continued, “Anyhow, you could, presumably, be excellent at all sorts of technology yourself. With your great brain? Though you won’t know Earth’s systems like I do.”

“I don’t think that now is the time to test that out. Anyhow, thanks for your reassurance.”

~

Athanasia had been directed to a door in the building where she had been interviewed. It took her directly to premises that she suspected were only accessed by Holworm technology, but she was told nothing about this. There were no windows to give her any clue of her new location. She was now in an office with Dr Radcliffe.

“So, Dr Radcliffe – I appreciate the necessity for your training – part of my new job is joining in the bread and butter business of the firm – the marketing of locations for purchase or rent. But in addition, I will be probing some issues the firm has with the new technology – we all need to be much more aware of just how it was introduced and what that means for our future profitability.” Athanasia ensured that she radiated confidence and determination. If anything, she sought to dent Radcliffe’s authority which, she suspected was rarely challenged.

“I think you are very quickly getting above yourself, young woman. If I’d had my way...”

“Yes. I know. However, I have official permission to access the names and contact details of all employees, including every individual belonging to Senior Management. If you oppose me on this, I will have to report you. You may have some backers but too few to stop me, I suspect. Well?”

Dr Radcliffe shook her head in furious disbelief but produced her key to an administrative area that Athanasia needed if she were to continue her research.

“Make no mistake. I’ll be on your case all the time. Just one gaffe and I’ll have you out of here. Not only that but I’ll ensure there are further consequences.”

“Excellent, Dr Radcliffe. You are threatening me, aren’t you.”

“Yes. I am. No apologies for that.”

“Thank you for being so clear and explicit. I now have that on record and won’t hesitate to use it if needed. All our exchanges are now stored online, in several places which you will be unable to penetrate.”

Dr Radcliffe suddenly looked apprehensive and left the room without responding further. Athanasia spent just a few minutes at the admin computers and stored a list of names. It would have been quicker and easier to send the information directly to Stuart but of course, she dared not do anything of the kind.

Later that day, she subjected herself to some Radcliffe instruction. Conversation between them was terse and limited but she responded to Radcliffe’s directions politely and seemingly appreciative of the support. Relations having reached almost an Armageddon level earlier, she thought she ought to attempt some positive progress now. Radcliffe continued the pretence that her example ‘trips’ involved sophisticated AR rather than actual journeys to different locations using Holworm technology. Nothing of moment emerged during Athanasia’s two training travel experiences – neither hints of populated locations nor any phenomena that would have falsified the AR narratives. She awarded the lacklustre environments she briefly encountered low grades and Radcliffe concurred, though with a definite chill in her manner.

~

It was the weekend. Back in Molly and Stuart’s house, Athanasia went to bed, and pretended to sleep. They had agreed that she should do this, lest their activities began to be monitored in some way. Everything must appear normal. Of course, at present, neither Stuart nor Molly had gainful employment but they had decided to leave the house regularly on weekdays as if going to work. If they were actually followed, there could be trouble. At the moment there seemed to be no reason why this should happen.

Stuart was up very early. He never slept well, and in any case was impatient to investigate the list of names Athanasia had brought back from E-R Realtors. After about an hour and a half he shouted triumphantly.

“Result! Result! Wake up, folks. Big news.” He was so loud that Molly jerked into wakefulness, and was not best pleased. Athanasia rose from her sleepless rest and they joined Stuart in a few minutes, Molly grumbling loudly as she did so.

“First up: Dr Radcliffe. She appears on the usual data-bases about three years ago. There’s no sign of her anywhere before that.”

“That doesn’t make sense, Stuart. E-R Realtors would have needed proper references for her.”

“Fair point. So I checked. Somehow Radcliffe got herself in – it’s a tad worrying really. How was that even possible? But – though I’ve not had time to go through all of them - it’s quite a long list that Athanasia supplied – everyone else looks perfectly normal.”

“So the first thing to do,” Molly said, but she did not sound exactly confident, “is to let the authorities know. They ought to be concerned about anyone like that.”

“The trouble is, Molly, that we’d have to be anonymous. If not, it would bring down officialdom on us in no time. The last thing we need or want. And – don’t we think the authorities already know? How were her records redacted? We found that they were when we looked into the stuff from Picard and Picard.”

“We can only try putting in queries,” put in Stuart. “Maybe as Freedom of Information Requests. Scope for these has been broadened recently. I’m not optimistic, though.”

Molly said, “There isn’t really time for this, but I feel I must explore this just a little. Athanasia – once, the Google employee Blake Lemoine was sacked for claiming a Large Language Model device was sentient. Then, some years ago now, the AI guru Geoff Hinton resigned from Google, claiming that AI was dangerous. So! Are you a mere mechanism lacking subjective experiences? What or who is helping us? If you’re a ‘what’ rather than a who, that makes a difference.”

Athanasia smiled. “It’s no good asking, Molly. Because a mere mechanism might try to please you by claiming real thoughts and feelings and hence to be a ‘who’. Even though only a mere ‘what’. Sorry – but there it is.”

“Thanks, Athanasia. I’ll give you the benefit of the doubt. If a ‘who’, you might be pleased. If only a ‘what’, then no feelings to worry about.”

​They ended their meeting at this point and Athanasia, who had very rapidly acquired at least Stuart’s level of data handling expertise, began to contact officialdom about Dr Radcliffe’s missing background. Nothing came back for several hours. Finally, a burst of responses flooded in. All of them were unhelpful in the extreme. She showed one typical example to Molly and Stuart.

“Miss Anon. Your ISP can be traced. You will be tracked down as the source of illegal posts about Dr Radcliffe. You are violating national security legislation, and your offences carry long custodial sentences. Cease your activities immediately before your situation becomes even more serious than it already is.”

Several of her replies were signed by a Police Commander in charge of anti-terrorist operations. The three began to consider their next move.

“There’s something wrong. The responses are strange. OK.  If they thought we were lying about Radcliffe, they might protest. Even suggest we were being libellous, somehow. But why discount the very possibility that we are trying to be helpful? Why issue threats?”

Molly and Stuart were interested in Athanasia’s use of ‘we’. Was she trying to prove something to them?

Molly tried to speak calmly. She was not completely successful. “It must mean that some individuals or agencies are actually influencing government. But who? And why? What do they want? Do we try something else. Go to the press, for instance?”             

“No, Molly. Surely not. Anything we attempted could be blocked immediately, given the situation. And once we expose ourselves, they might guess that we’re the Holworm tool thieves.”

Athanasia said, “I must return to E-R Realtors to find out more. If I were caught - well – even if they start opening me up – and really, why should they even think of doing that – there’s nothing they can discover.”

“I’m not sure that’s true, Athanasia,” Molly protested. “Once they see what’s inside you, they’ll know you’re not from Earth – that geometry shaping must be involved. The powers of whoever introduced it – who knows what they can do?”

“Well – I’ll just have to make sure they leave me well alone. Meanwhile, you two could make some further Holworm trips in the hopes of finding out more.”

“But we don’t know where to start!” Stuart complained. “A potentially infinite number of possibilities. Ridiculous!”

“Not so, Stuart. I know a fair bit about Cosmic Bridges. True – my Makers left me no opportunity to Holworm once they quit Serapis. But I already had significant expertise before that. I can suggest places to try, at least – so you aren’t working in the dark. I need one of your Holworms first of all to do a little research. I’ll be about an hour. In the tent, of course.”

As good as her word, Athanasia emerged from her room exactly an hour later.

“I’ve left your Holworm in the tent. I’ve some choices for you. Several locations. There’s another post-human planet, like Serapis – you might pick up some clues there because, as I understand it, Circe was abandoned only about fifty of your years ago. Plenty of infra-structure left – power still maintained in many places.”

“So why did they leave, Athanasia? Did some danger threaten? Pretty drastic to leave the planet altogether? Wouldn’t we be risking our lives by going there?”

Athanasia had the grace to contrive an uncomfortable expression. “I don’t know the answer. But I’ve no evidence of any threats. Well – anyway, if you’re not sure about that, I’ve some more options. But these have complications.”

“Come on. Get to the point, please.”

“I’ve two others near the top of my list but.. they are populated. Humans, of course. Descendants of my Makers. But I’ve no way of discovering  their technology levels, let alone details of their cultures. They may have had wars – humans do tend to have them on a regular basis, I’ve observed.”

~

Athanasia had now been supplied with her own Holworm by her new employer. She continued to pretend belief in the AR narrative when working with Dr Radcliffe. Radcliffe would have been aghast had she realised just how much her pupil had discovered about her Holworm in a very short period of time. Athanasia had even learned how to track Radcliffe’s own Holworm use. This was unprecedented – it was not thought to be even possible.

After visiting yet another lacklustre location on Radcliffe’s instructions, she summed it up as ‘Deceptively uninteresting’, believing that this was sufficiently meaningless to meet with approval. Back in the main hall, she sat at a table away from anyone else and monitored Radcliffe once again. The woman constantly visited what appeared to be a very small office. It involved Holworm use – it was certainly not located anywhere on Earth. Athanasia noted its Holworm location details and stayed sitting where she was, hoping that Radcliffe would re-appear. An hour or so later, sure enough, Radcliffe could be seen at the far end of the hall in conversation with a small group of people. Visiting Radcliffe’s private office from the hall would almost certainly be detected instantly. Accordingly, she re-entered her cubicle and transferred directly to Radcliffe’s little sanctum. There was no time to search the place – its owner might turn up at any moment. Athanasia deposited a tiny camera on the wall facing where Radcliffe would sit when using her terminals. It was so minute that it would be undetectable by any means currently available on Earth – though Athanasia was beginning to suspect that this was not the only technology available now. That was why she had not located the camera behind Radcliffe – in theory, whoever was talking to Radcliffe might be in a position to uncover it with technology other than Earth’s. Her Makers had bequeathed her a number of the cameras, which they had assured her would stream via cosmic bridging. They were essential to keep her in touch with them long after they had deserted Serapis. She left Radcliffe’s little office immediately and also quitted her cubicle, heading for home before she drew any attention to herself.

Back in her room she turned on her camera receiver and waited. Nothing was transmitted, and she stood motionless for many hours. Boredom was a human affliction that her makers had failed to invest in her functioning.

~

The following message was sent to all senior E-R Realtors people and would certainly be considered at the next Senior Executive meeting.

“This is Dr Radcliffe. There has been an unauthorised intrusion into my private work station. The intruder will probably be unaware that they have been detected. Nothing has been touched here. My terminal was not activated. The latter would have triggered alarms. An odd point – the atmosphere monitors have not sensed any air changes – almost as if whoever was here held their breath for the entire visit. No molecules from body or clothing were picked up either – but perhaps the intrusion was very brief indeed, or my monitors themselves are faulty. Please can these be serviced without delay. End of message.”

~

Radcliffe leaned back in her chair and closed her eyes for a few minutes. She was wearing spectacles. The large lenses were reflecting at least fragments of images being displayed on the screen facing her.  Athanasia could see elements of something that had nothing to do with human beings. She could only speculate at present on what exactly that might be. Yet speculation was a mode of thinking she had been constructed to avoid for the most part. Nevertheless, she had a suspicion of what Radcliffe was dealing with.

~

“So, Professor Wright – I hope you agree that this is a matter of extreme urgency.”

“Though nothing was taken. Are we absolutely sure that something really happened here, Dr Radcliffe? How could someone have been there but have left no traces in the air? It’s more likely that you are getting a false positive, or so it seems to me.”

“You just aren’t taking this seriously. Someone is roaming around doing unauthorised Holworm trips. That threatens our company and the continuing development of the technology itself.”

“Yes – if it happened. But what are you so worked up about, if I may ask? Nothing confidential has been exposed, has it? Let’s have all your monitors checked first, to be sure that there’s anything to worry about.”

“I’m not happy about this, Professor Wright. I insist that my response is put on record. If anything happens now to damage our firm, then…”

Dr Radcliffe rose from her chair and left the room, slamming the door behind her.

In the main hall a wavering black line appeared across the visual field of everyone who was there. Later reports indicated that similar phenomena were encountered in nearly all the locations being visited by employees from their cubicles.

Back in her private office, Dr Radcliffe again was sat at her terminal. Her interlocuter was not only invisible to Athanasia’s camera but also inaudible because she was wearing headphones. She had removed her spectacles for some reason. Athanasia assumed that the headphones were extra security, because in earlier exchanges Radcliffe had not used them. The absence of spectacles did not mean anything in particular. Radcliffe’s replies to whoever was on the other end were clear and distinct.

“The Energy Extraction machines are more or less ready, sir. For security reasons which I’m sure you understand, it’s just been the three of us on the task. But we’ve been working as hard as we could. The designated planets were once colonised by humans, but there has been no activity recently. They have no valuable natural resources, and there is nothing there that could support a tourist industry.”

Her manner was very unlike that encountered by Athanasia in her recent direct exchanges. She sounded diffident – almost nervous. This began to confirm Athanasia’s worst fears about who Radcliffe was talking to. It was time to tell Molly and Stuart more; her abilities to do so were still significantly circumscribed by her Makers, but the changing situation now permitted her to open up. However, on returning home she found her two human friends away. Inspecting the tent revealed that the Holworms were missing. So they must have taken off on another trip.

~

Molly and Stuart found themselves in a wood-panelled room. There were shelves up to the ceiling on three of the walls. Molly reached out in an attempt to take hold of what looked like a book. As her fingers touched the covers, it began to fall to pieces in her hands, releasing a strong musty scent. At the same time, they both became aware that the floor was not steady under their feet. It pushed up and down in an almost regular motion. As it did so, a creaking sound rose and fell in rhythm with the movements. In bizarre contrast with the disintegrating books, a table featured what looked very like a computer terminal, and a dull red light hinted that it was not yet dead.

Stuart made as if to investigate the terminal but then glanced at Molly, shook his head and said “No – not yet. We need to find out where we’ve landed this time!”

They both headed for the door. It was not obviously locked but proved resistant to being opened. Finally Stuart thrust his shoulder violently against it, and cursed as he felt the resulting sharp pain. The door finally swung open. A strong breeze blew past their faces and into the room, causing more of the books to fall off the shelves and almost to disappear in clouds of dust. The wind carried a familiar scent. However, for a moment Molly could not identify it. They moved along a passage towards an exit through which a brilliant fluctuating light was pouring. Finally they emerged into daylight, when the reason for the floor heaving under their feet became apparent.

In two directions, decking extended almost as far as the eye could see. Whatever they were now standing on was huge. Directly in front of them the sea stretched to the horizon. No land could be seen. Both sky and sea had colours close to those they might have seen on Earth – perhaps a darker blue than Molly had ever seen on her seaside trips. If there had been any doubts in their minds about whether they were still on Earth, these were immediately put at rest. High in the sky were two suns, neither of them quite the size nor brilliance that they would expect from Earth’s sun on a summer’s day. They began to wander around the - what should they call where they had landed – a boat, ship, yacht or even liner? Its dimensions were impressive, with a good deal of wood, or wood-like material in its construction. It had engines of some kind, for it was certainly moving through the water in the teeth of the near gale that was blowing. Despite the latter, they did not feel at all cold, because the air was warm and humid. They hoped to find a control room, or at least some means of steering the vessel, but after an intensive search they drew a blank. There were just three other cabins, containing no clues as to who might have used them. Yet there was more general evidence of decay, as if they had arrived on something that had been deserted for a very long time. They thought back to Athanasia’s planet Serapis – but this world was so different.

Back in the cabin where they had begun, Stuart briefly investigated what had appeared to be a terminal. There was nothing approaching a keyboard, nor any signs of camera, microphone or speakers.

“Molly. This is seriously weird. Very hard to believe human beings were here, lived on this planet ever. Yet there must have been a way of telling this thing where to go and how to stop. It’s just ploughing on. I don’t think we’re doing any good here – it’s just another example, though of the lies told by E-R Realtors. Holworm technology supporting some kind of inter-galactic estate agent operations very obviously involves competing with indigenous populations.”

“Stuart – shut up for a second. There’s land – look - over there!”

A green mountainous mass reared out of the sea ahead of them. They must be travelling much faster than they had realised - even as they watched, it grew larger and nearer. Something caught Molly’s eye. A dark shadow suddenly appeared on the sea to her left. That familiar shadowy wavering strip reached up to the top of her vision.

“Let’s go, Stuart. We’re making no progress here.” She began to hear the sound of breakers crashing on a beach. The ship showed no signs of slowing or steering away. If it actually hit the shore, it would surely be utterly destroyed within minutes – the sea was meeting the land with such violence. The grey strip remained. Something moved on the green mountainous slopes. In what remained of the sunlight, they saw a huge creature galloping down to the beach. It had the form of a giant insect – most like a beetle. The beetle resemblance ended with its eyes, which were enormous. As it stared in their direction, a malevolent intelligence seemed to stir.

“Stuart!” Molly yelled. Stuart fingered the Holworm. Immediately they were back in the tent, shaking and shivering but relieved to see that the dark edging had promptly vanished. Did what they had just seen on the island have anything to do with the fact that there were no people in evidence, even though there obviously must have been in the past?

Athanasia appeared to listen intently as they told their latest story. She then assumed a serious expression and said, “I think you’d better sit down for this next bit. First - OK - strong evidence there of past human population and something else there now - whether intelligent or not isn’t clear. Now there’s something I need to tell you – though I need to learn far more if we’re going to be able to deal with it. I still don’t know much.”

Both Molly and Stuart felt very confused at her words. Athanasia had already passed on some mind-blowing information. What could it be this time?

“My makers left Serapis, but I was required to remain. I do know, or at least think I do - that something threatened them.”

“What can you mean? What are you talking about?”

“There is a possibility – just a possibility - that Earth now faces the same threat as my makers once did. It’s a threat with a huge reach – it involves multiple galaxies. I saw something – or I think I saw – something in Radcliffe’s office. She was talking to - look – I can’t continue with this just now. I need to go back to E-R Realtors soon to learn more. And you – you must try one or both of my other two options.”

“Athanasia. What are these strange visual phenomena? The black ribbons? We think you have some idea. Are they part of the danger we face?”

“No more about them at the moment. Especially because I can’t be absolutely certain. I..”

“This is worse than you coming clean about the whole thing, whatever it might be!”

​“Sorry, Molly.” Athanasia was a mere machine but she displayed all the symptoms of agitation – at least of those typical of a human in such a context.

~

“We need to tell Athanasia. It was only for a split second, but...”

“How could you have been so careless, Stuart. Unbelievable! When so much depends on it – certainly our lives and maybe much more.”

“I know. I know. There’s no need to punish me for it – you can’t be harder on me than I’m being on myself. And it might easily have been you. Come on. Admit it.”

“Well - as you say - very brief - and you shoved the Holworm back into the tent immediately?”

​“Of course. They probably aren’t monitoring them after all this time. Probably assume they’ve been destroyed, somehow. After all, they can’t be indestructible – even though they do seem remarkably robust.”

~

“Dr Radcliffe. A Holworm has been detected locally. Although we cannot check every employee’s Holworms exactly – a frustrating and dangerous limitation on our intelligence sources, we don’t believe it relates to any current member of staff. We were lucky to catch it – the signal lasted 1.6 seconds. And the location is interesting. We can pin it down to somewhere within 4 miles of Miss Teece’s house. Unfortunately our current tools don’t enable more precise pinpointing. Now – although E-R Realtors don’t hold you personally responsible for the recent resignation of two employees you trained, let alone their theft of the Holworms, we do expect you to follow this up and to get our equipment returned. We will give you – say just one week. Is that acceptable?”

“No, Professor Wright. I’m afraid not. There are clear records of meetings held in this very room around two years ago, where I said that the Holworms should be programmed so that they would only function for employees contracted to us, and that once they’ve left us, the devices should immediately become inactive. In any case, you cannot be sure that what you have picked up definitely relates to those two ex-employees. I’ve also repeatedly complained that we can’t access all our Holworms remotely, identify them and detect exactly where they are, when they are on Earth at least.”

There were murmurs of agreement from two Directors. The others looked surprised at this reaction and began to whisper to each other.

“You, Professor Wright, rejected my complaint on the grounds that remedying the problem would have been very expensive and delay the start of the new business now available to E-R Realtors. I again strongly opposed rushing into this without very careful safeguards. Now we have this crisis. So I don’t find your approach acceptable. Please withdraw.”

Again, the same two Directors nodded vigorously and even began to clap.

“Er - Dr Radcliffe – you win, at least for the present. But we hope, nevertheless that you will follow up the Holworm signals – and please – any support you need to get the stolen property returned to us – just ask for it.”

Radcliffe nodded and smiled slightly.

~

Molly and Stuart had nerved themselves to undertake yet another Holworm trip, following up Athanasia’s suggestions. As always, the transition from their tent to the desired location was seamless and instant.

“She said this one was populated. No sign of it here,” Stuart grumbled.

Grassland extended in all directions, punctuated by wild flowers. There were a few shrubs but no trees. Warm sunshine was occasionally interrupted by a few clouds. A soft breeze blew in their faces. It was the most Earth-like environment they had visited so far.

“Something odd about it, though. The horizon looks much nearer than it would at home.”

“We could just be on a smaller planet, Stuart.”

“Maybe. Gravity much the same as back home – but of course, that might not reflect size only.”

“I have a hunch. Let’s just walk for a bit.”

“Why? In which direction? Molly – let’s abort this trip. There’s no sign of anyone here.”

“If I’m right, it won’t make any difference. Just try to keep in a straight line.”

Stuart reluctantly tried to keep pace with Molly as she headed at top speed in what she was claiming was an arbitrary direction. After a few minutes, they began to see a large hole in the ground. They assumed it was some kind of natural phenomenon until they were close. About a foot below the level of the grass was a transparent cover. If not glass, it was something very like it, and it was only too evidently not natural. Peering through, they could see steps descending into the darkness but they were unable to shift the glass.

“Hmm – I vote we try the opposite way now.”

Stuart made no objection. As they moved on, it became clear that they were heading for an edge, rather than a horizon. Finally they could go no further. Beyond the edge was lower ground, or rather, as they slowly began to appreciate, the ground. They were perched on the edge of some vast construction, on the roof of which a garden or park had been constructed. Beyond was a sizeable city. Some buildings featured green roofs, so perhaps these were roof gardens too. There were streets but no vehicles. Tiny specks were moving up and down the streets. These proved to be human beings, as far as Stuart could see through his binoculars. Small green and yellow patches of colour on each side of the streets could well be trees or shrubs but they were too far away for him to be sure. It was a sheer drop of several hundred feet at least. They could see no way of descending.

Suddenly, they heard the clattering noise of an aircraft. It sounded very much like a helicopter. They looked up. Sure enough, something was now hovering overhead that looked remarkably like a helicopter, though its streamlined shape and incongruously small rotors were also subtly unfamiliar. To Molly’s alarm, she felt herself rising swiftly into the air and saw that the same thing was happening to Stuart. A flap opened in the bottom of the craft, through which they were both drawn and dumped unceremoniously to one side. The flap closed, while the whine of the engine increased as their transport sped away.

Two apparently female crew began shouting at them in a language full of glottal stops. Their sentences were short. repeatedly finishing on a rising intonation. It was clear they were asking impatient questions. They were dressed in uniforms that bore a fair resemblance to those worn by police forces on Earth. Both Stuart and Molly shook their heads while attempting to register incomprehension by waving their hands with palms facing their interrogators. One of the police rose to her feet, came over to Stuart and Molly and began a rapid and effective search. She removed Stuart’s binoculars, eyed them and tossed them to one side. A similar fate befell Molly’s smart watch and Stuart’s miniature camera. Last but not least was the discovery of the Holworms.

The officer grabbed them and held these up in the air, chattering furiously. Her colleagues quickly produced handcuff-like devices,  pulled Molly and Stuart’s arms into position and applied the handcuffs quite roughly. The officer spoke into a handset - perhaps reporting to base about the dramatic event. She then went quiet, presumably listening to instructions from the other end. Whatever was being said to her seemed to trigger a spectacular shift of mood in the cabin. In a sudden burst of words she shouted at her colleagues. As a result, all of them began to eye the Holworms almost with expressions of awe. In haste, they put them down on the floor as far away as they could, as if fearing to have them close by any longer. Finally, they rushed over to Molly and Stuart, removed the handcuffs and forced the Holworms back into their hands.

On landing in only a few minutes, they were bustled through the door of a building that looked a little like a hotel, but not before Molly had noticed that at the end of a broad thoroughfare several pyramids were clearly visible. She could not tell how far away they were.

She pointed them out to Stuart, whispering, “It’s uncanny. I’ve seen these before on Earth. And remember some of the things we saw on Serapis.”

The police beckoned them into a lounge. It was disorientating to see out of a huge window a beach scene not unlike the one they had accessed from Miss Teece’s sitting room. Was the beach itself something reached via geometry shaping, or simply what was outside the window?

As they sat down on a couch, the police left. The door clicked closed. Stuart swiftly rose to check – it was firmly locked. It was almost too warm, as a result of which they began to feel drowsy. A slight rushing sound and a waft of unfamiliar air jerked them into wakefulness. Athanasia stood there before them.

“I thought I ought to follow you – I wasn’t absolutely certain of how you would be received here, as I pointed out when I gave you my little list. And why have you jumped to my second option already? By the way, this planet is called Horus – or at least, that’s the nearest I can achieve in English.”

“Listen, Athanasia. They were more or less arresting us just now. They keep jabbering nineteen to the dozen. But obviously we’ve no idea what they are saying.”

“All you need to do is to talk to them for a bit. They’ll soon come up with a model of your language. So once they connect to the physical app that has ‘learned’ your language, they will be able to speak English in no time at all.”

“Amazing! But I don’t see how they are going to hear any more English at the moment, when we’re imprisoned here and they’ve left us alone. As for the first place you put us on to – we were learning nothing. There was something quite horrible there. So we left.”

Athanasia said, “We need to explore this place. I can operate my Holworm to take you elsewhere in this building. It is massive.”

They stared at her in bewilderment as she prodded her equipment. Accordingly, one wall disappeared to reveal a corridor, decorated from floor to ceiling in hieroglyphics similar to those Molly had once seen in Egypt. Athanasia beckoned them forward and their arrest lounge vanished behind them. As they made their way along the corridor, they began to see recesses on both sides containing what were unmistakably richly decorated mummies. Nervously glancing round, they listened for signs of pursuit but there were none. At the far end, the corridor widened but a vast door blocked their onward progress. The colder air was laced with an ancient and musty odour.

Athanasia said, “Don’t be confused. I assure you that we are still in the same building but my sensors tell me that no human being has been here for… well, I can’t give a precise reading – but I’d say centuries. So don’t worry. No one is going to find us here in a hurry.”

“Can you be sure of that, Athanasia? Can anyone on this planet access Holworms? It does look as if they recognised ours and were immediately frightened of handling them. Maybe there are people here who could follow us using Holworms.”

“Possibly. But they don’t seem to know about this part of their own building. Strange but that is how it is.”

“Whatever.” Molly muttered. “Anyhow, this is not getting us anywhere. Perhaps we should return to our arrest place to see what happens next.”

“Just wait a moment,” Athanasia said. “I’ve all kinds of advanced electronic sensors built in. I’ve scanned this barrier. I think I can open it, even though it’s been closed for – well – it could be millennia.”

Stuart scoffed loudly. “Come on, Athanasia. You can’t be serious. You might as well claim computers in the pyramids on Earth in Giza. I’m only using that silly example because of all those mummies we’ve just seen.”

“You don’t know it, Stuart but you may have a point… of a kind. Right. I’m going to move this barrier now, unless you tell me otherwise.”

Both Molly and Stuart shrugged resignedly. “Go ahead,” Molly said. “I can’t see it would do any harm. Anyhow, we can always get away by Holworm, can’t we.”

Athanasia extended a beam of light to the huge door and moved it around on its grey surface. Nothing happened for several minutes. When it reached a little way down the right hand edge, they all heard a dull, almost sullen click that echoed around them. A few seconds elapsed, before a grinding sound accompanied something that they could not discern initially. Then a black gap began to grow at the bottom of the door as it rose very slowly into the ceiling high above them. The grinding noise intensified as the dark entrance expanded. Before the door finally disappeared above, the cacophony diminished into silence. The shadowy opening revealed nothing, while a waft of fetid air tainted with mould assailed their nostrils. But as they looked, lighter patches far away hinted at apertures or windows open to the outside.

“I’ll go first with some illumination. I can’t see how there could be anything in here that threatens you, though.”

They followed her, walking very carefully lest the floor prove uneven. Despite Athanasia’s lighting, they could hardly see their own feet. Nevertheless, the ground was firm and smooth. They began to see more recesses on either side, and Athanasia lit up one of the larger ones, enabling them to see a small chamber whose walls were covered in hieroglyphics. In the centre was yet another mummy.

“Uncanny!” Molly whispered. “Just like Giza. How is that possible? And - OK -the technology on this planet may be not especially impressive but it’s surely millennia in advance of what we’re seeing in this part of the building– it echoes Ancient Egypt five thousand years ago or more.”

“Over here!” Athanasia called. She was staring into a narrow crack in the wall, running from the floor to the ceiling. They joined her and peered through the crack. Light was filtering into the space inside, but they were unable to see what was there, if anything.

“What’s the matter, Athanasia? It will just be another of these mummies – weird or what? But they tell us nothing.”

“You are thinking that this is just like one of your Giza tombs, Molly. Understandable. But you are wrong. There’s something electronic in here. It is still active. But I can’t tell what unless we can get through. I’m unable to detect anything on this outside wall that can be activated with a remote signal. All the same, there just might be a physical control.” She began to run her fingers all round the crack, widening her search as she went. Nothing happened, and Stuart sighed with exasperation.

“This is a waste of time, Athanasia. We should go back.”

Athanasia felt a very slight knob with her right hand and pushed on it gently. The earlier grinding sound was repeated, and a whole section of wall began to move to one side. It revealed a flight of steps going up, faintly illuminated by what was unmistakably daylight. They pushed their way in and mounted the stairway, keeping silent while listening hard, though there was no evidence of anyone else there. On the contrary, they again had the impression that no one had been here for centuries. At the top was a doorway into a small chamber, in the middle of which was a stone table. On this rested the unmistakable shape of a mummy. All the walls were richly decorated with images and hieroglyphics.

Molly sighed with disappointment and frustration. “What’s the use of this, Athanasia? It’s just more of the same.”

“You are quite wrong, Molly,” Athanasia said quietly. She placed a hand on the mummy’s head. To Molly and Stuart’s astonishment, this resulted in a display of tiny lights where the eyes and the mouth would be had they been exposed. In the middle of the mouth area something began to flash red on and off.

“This is not what it seems,” Athanasia announced. “It’s not a mummy at all, though obviously designed to look like one. My sensors can scan inside solid objects. The interior of this thing is a mass of electronics. Some of its functions defeat me so far. Others hint at data stores used by my Makers. If this is a data store, its capacity is absolutely gigantic.”

She bent down close to what appeared to be the mummy’s head, extending a probe into a shallow depression marking the left eye. After a brief humming sound, she stood up and stared at Molly and Stuart.

“I’ve just learned why some things here resemble what you saw on Serapis and on Molly’s Egyptian holiday. There’s no time to tell you now but prepare to be surprised!  We must return to where you were arrested.”

Molly and Stuart were cowed by Athanasia’s authoritative tones, together with their very strong desire to leave this part of the building as soon as possible. In an instant they were back in the lounge.

~

The door opened and several people crowded into the room. They stopped in their tracks as soon as they saw Athanasia, and began talking excitedly to each other at the tops of their voices. The leader pointed a weapon of some kind and fired. A beam shone directly onto Athanasia’s chest. Nothing happened. Athanasia simply stood still, beginning to smile slightly. After a moment, she said something to her attackers in what sounded like their language. Several now raised their weapons in her direction. After a minute or so, their activity died down. They stood there, staring at her in evident bewilderment.

Athanasia now spoke to them for several minutes. Following this, their leader appeared to call someone up on a phone. Athanasia turned to Molly and Stuart.

“Their language is related to my Makers’ speech. Apparently, they knew instantly that I was not human. They thought I was a threat, which is why they tried to destroy me. They don’t use AIs here. But they are familiar with such things, as you saw earlier.”

The senior police officer came over, and grabbed Athanasia’s arm in an attempt to gain her attention. Several more frenetic bursts of speech ensued, interspersed with Athanasia’s calm responses. Abruptly, the door was thrust opened. Another uniformed official entered, followed by several others.

The newcomer pointed to the three visitors and then to their Holworms. He spoke sharply to the senior police officer. Looking slightly embarrassed, she moved away from Athanasia, and, turning to Molly and Stuart, gave a nod with a slight smile.

Athanasia said –“Just speak to this new guy for a few moments. His app will quickly give him command of your language. I’m certain he’s on our side.”

Stuart promptly obliged. “My name is Stuart. This is my friend Molly. We are visiting your planet in search of help. Please forgive us for any breaches of your regulations. We…”

The man who had achieved the change of mood interrupted. He briefly held a small device to the side of his head. A soft beeping sound emerged, ending with a bell-like note. At this, he put the device down on a table. He then began to speak in a rather stiff, curiously accented English. “Welcome – er – Molly and Stuart. My name is – Iry-pat.”

Molly and Stuart were at a loss about how to respond. Failing better inspiration, they just rose to their feet and bowed slightly.

He returned their gesture, saying, “We apologise for transporting you here without your consent. We believed you to be spies.”

“Spies?” Stuart exclaimed. “Spies for whom? Or what?”

Iry-pat looked at his companions and shook his head.

“We’re sorry. That cannot be discussed. We are now certain that you are no threat. Nevertheless, your - what do you call them - yes – Holworms. They need explanation.” He pointed at their arresting officers, saying, “Leave now, please.”

“Athanasia. Can we trust these people?” Molly pointed to Iry-pat and his colleagues.

“In my judgement, yes. I’ll tell them about my circumstances and history and see how they react. Sit down – I’ll be a while.”

Athanasia turned to Iry-pat and those with him. She spoke very rapidly for several minutes, finally handing Iry-pat a small package that Stuart assumed was a memory capsule. Gesturing at the memory capsule, she pointed to the side of her head. They responded with smiles, while each of them briefly copied her action with the capsule.

Finally, there was a pause, and everyone looked at Molly and Stuart.

Athanasia said, “I’ve given them a quick and dirty summary of our situation.”

“Can you tell us any more about how you came by your Holworms?” the leader asked Molly and Stuart.

The door slowly opened for a moment when yet another uniformed officer tried to come in. Iry-pat  went over, said a few words in quite an angry tone and the intruder withdrew.

Stuart attempted to answer Iry-pat’s question. “Hasn’t Athanasia already told you? We are trying to discover where our Holworms came from. At first it all seemed very exciting. But then we began to wonder. Such an enormous technological advance, with so little publicity. And the existence of strange, almost paranoid restrictions on anyone trying to learn more.”

“All three of us have worked for E-R Realtors,” added Athanasia. “They sell and rent out exotic locations. Probably as a result, they are strangely and unexpectedly successful. We now have at least some idea of how they are exploiting Holworm technology and why. But it is not consistent with the most advanced Earth physics. Wormholes are an abstraction from Earth scientist Einstein’s Theory of Relativity – while Earth scientists would say that Cosmic Bridges are impossible.”

Iry-pat protested, “Earth scientists must be being coy about their latest advances!” He stated his opinion as if it could not possibly be disputed.

“With respect, there’s nothing – repeat, absolutely nothing to suggest this in recent research and conference papers. Also, the secrecy with which E-R Realtors surround both their operations and how they share them with another agency, Picard and Picard, strongly hints at that something else altogether is going on. Added to all this, there’s a particular E-R Realtors employee we’re investigating -very sophisticated steps have been taken, both to establish an identity for her and to hide her background. There may well be others.”

“I’m sorry. We still don’t understand your hints.”

“Please listen!” Athanasia paused for a moment. “Here’s probably the most important thing we’re telling you.. I’ve not yet been completely open with Molly and Stuart about my fears.” She hesitated, glancing at Molly and Stuart. “We’ve been suffering a strange and disquieting phenomenon. In several of the Holworm locations we’ve visited. Strange dark strips distorting what we are seeing. I have come across this before. Long ago, before my human Makers left Serapis. They never fully explained to me why they went. Their reasons involved something else out there –something hostile. And I gathered that these peculiar phenomena were symptoms of whatever it was from which they were fleeing.”

Their hosts drew together as they began a whispered conversation in their own language, occasionally turning and glancing at their visitors. Iry-pat went over to something resembling a terminal, donned a helmet and had a long conversation. During this, his face repeatedly switched between agitation and reluctant compliance.  Finally he called over to them.

“As we said earlier, it is our custom to avoid open discussion of certain topics. Our Pharoahs have always insisted. However…”

Athanasia interrupted him. “E-R Realtors tightly regulate any questions or discussions concerning Holworm origins. Now you seem about to do the same thing.”

“If I may finish. Some of our senior authorities have just granted us temporary permission to talk freely. Unfortunately, they also added that certain forces in our government actively oppose this decision.”

He drew breath as if about to continue, but Molly forestalled him.

“But surely you know more. You thought we were spies. We ask you once again. Spies for what, or whom? You must have some idea.”

“No, we don’t. There have always been spy rumours. We’re a very traditional society. Long ago, our technology was far more advanced. But we now live in a stagnant culture.”

He paused.

“You talk of your technology and science not being very advanced,” said Stuart. “But we were drawn up into your aircraft. How? And your cyber implants that enable you to learn a language in just a few minutes?”

“Those anti-gravity projectors that lifted you up? I haven’t a clue. Neither has anyone else. Some of the machines bequeathed to us by our ancestors are incredibly durable – if they break down, which they hardly ever do, they cannot be repaired. In the long distant past we were far more capable.”

“Could you explain your reaction to our Holworms?”

“We are taught that Holworms are wielded by our natural superiors.”

“Who teaches that?”

“Well – we’re told in school – and by parents. We just absorb these messages. It’s as I have said – unquestioning compliance and passivity is bred into generation after generation.”

“So you lack Holworm technology? Just Holworms in circulation, basically possessed and wielded by who – your government?” Molly was determined to find out more about the inhabitants of this planet.

Iry-pat was prevented from answering by a loud rapping at the door, followed by a peremptory command. Several officers pushed their way into the room, one of them bearing a sceptre from the top of which shone a pale blue light. Athanasia took one look at this and produced her Holworm at lightning speed. She jabbed her finger several times on the controls. A kind of bubble grew instantly from her device, to encompass Molly and Stuart, together with Iry-pat and his colleagues. The scene changed, and they all found themselves back on the vast grassy roof.

“Athanasia! How dare you do this! And our hosts too. We’re trying to build some kind of trust.”

Athanasia almost succeeded in looking repentant. “I apologise. I acted to keep you safe. Just now, I saw a sceptre – at least, I don’t know what else to call it. I’ve seen it before. Shortly before my Makers left Serapis. An item used by humans who turned out to be working for something else. I believe it was a communication device. I couldn’t risk waiting to see what business they might have with you.”

Molly turned to Iry-pat. “I can only apologise for the way you have just been treated. We did not ask Athanasia to come here. All the same, she does seem to supporting human interests. Could you tell us more about your position? ”

“We are a democracy - after a fashion. Democracies are never perfect, as I’m sure you know. And a coup may be imminent. Our opponents have some police and military support. The most fanatical of them carry the sceptre that seemed to trigger your AI into a bout of craziness. We...”

Without warning, the deforming strip returned. It had grown. Like a bloated black snake, it wriggled and pulsated in the middle of their visual fields. The rest of their vision trembled very slightly, as if reality itself was becoming fragile and vulnerable. They were near the edge of the roof, and, peering down into the streets far below, they saw the people scattering this way and that, just as a group of insects might behave when poked with a stick after being found under a stone. Molly wondered how the distortions were affecting them. Presumably they were also reacting to it. At last it disappeared. The group on the roof stared at each other in bewilderment and horror.

“As I said just now, what we have just witnessed is almost certainly connected to why my Makers departed from Serapis,” Athanasia announced. “I suggest that all of us journey to Stuart and Molly’s Earth.”

“Why?” Iry-pat  inquired, his manner radiating suspicion.

Molly fixed Iry-pat with one of her most attractive smiles. “We need as many as possible to investigate what is currently happening on Earth. Whatever you are up against here is also active on our planet. We must find out more about our infected firm, E-R Realtors. You could be real spies on Earth. If we succeed, it will help your planet too.”

Athanasia added, “This worrying and inexplicable distorting. It existed millennia ago on my planet Serapis. My theory is that my Makers believed that they could escape it and its cause by literally putting galaxies between it and them. That seemed to work – for long periods. But now it’s worsening, as you can see. In a multitude of places. Something threatens human beings everywhere. E-R Realtors try to censor any related discussion. Why?”

Stuart muttered, “Maybe they think it’s just some harmless Holworm side effect. That ‘noticing’ it might damage the business.” But he did not look as if he had completely convinced himself.

“You could be right, Stuart,” Athanasia said. “But I believe there’s much more to it.”

Molly returned her attention to Iry-pat and his colleagues. “Please come to Earth! Help us – your insights from a different human culture would be invaluable. You’d be able to leave at any time. If you work for our suspect firm, they’d give you, or at least lend you Holworms. You’d be independent.”

Iry-pat said, “A pretty drastic move. But we’re not in a good place here just now. We all face a cosmic threat. And our political situation is worsening. We might be arrested. So I think we must agree to your suggestion.” He looked at his colleagues, who smiled and nodded.

Athanasia pointed to her Holworm and said, “So shall we go? I should be able to get us into our small garden – let’s hope no one is looking.”

She immediately took the whole group from Horus to Earth.

~

The sun was shining warmly. Stuart cast a swift glance at the first floor windows of the neighbouring dwellings. To his relief, no one seemed to be at their windows. The visitors looked at the surrounding houses and gardens and peered over fences.

“Where are your tombs?” Iry-pat asked. “Is your dwelling far away from them for some reason? You surely need guidance from your ancestors. How can you possibly manage?”

In the bright sunlight, Molly was sharply aware of their visitor’s clothes, and that if they were seen in public they would excite unwanted attention.

Ignoring Iry-pat’s question, she opened the back door and beckoned them in.

“Quickly!” she hissed. “Before anyone sees you!”

“Why?” growled Iry-pat. “You think we are so much less good looking than the humans that Earthlings are accustomed to seeing? Let me tell you..”

“No – nothing to do with that. It’s your clothes – probably far more attractive than any of ours – but if you were seen – you would stand out a mile.”

Iry-pat nodded grudgingly and waved to his colleagues to follow Molly and Stuart into the house.

“Goodness – how can you possibly stand these conditions!” he exclaimed, as they assembled in the living room. “So cramped – and it stinks to high heaven.”

“Look, Iry-pat,” Molly snapped. “We’re sorry we don’t measure up to the standards you are used to, but that is really not our fault. If you are going to continue to behave like this, I suggest you go back home. We need your help – but this is intolerable.”

Iry-pat turned to his colleagues, and they began a rapid series of exchanges in their own language. Molly felt that this was rude, but reflected that people might think differently about this in cultures other than hers. Finally, the chattering ceased, and Iry-pat spoke.

“We - that is I – would like to apologise. It’s no excuse, but we are very stressed by what is happening, which isn’t bringing out the best in us. We are impressed by your bravery in pursuing this situation and really want to help. Will you forgive us? Or rather, forgive me?”

Both Molly and Stuart nodded,  smiling slightly.

Iry-pat raised his hand. “Another thing. We don’t know how economics works here – I mean – are we going to be a cost to you? I’ve a few diamonds on me. Are they worth anything here? They have small value back home, as they are so common. Very happy to pass some on to you. Perhaps, of course, because you aren’t near ancestors’ tombs, your costs are lower?”

“Thanks, Iry-pat. Very thoughtful. You will be a cost, to be blunt, but any attempt to trade diamonds might excite suspicion. Private individuals don’t normally have such things in their possession. You’d need to be a recognised dealer.  Fortunately, Stuart has earned himself huge resources in the last year or so. And he is very generous, so there shouldn’t be any problem. Is that right, Stuart?” Molly did not sound as if she was in any doubt about this.

Stuart laughed. “As you say, no problem. All perfectly legitimate. Let me add that to my amazement, funds are still pouring in, even though I’ve not sold anything fresh for quite a while.”

Molly added, “And in any case, Iry-pat, you’d earn by working for E-R Realtors - as we’ve said, we need more people there.”

~

“I’m going to ring up that observatory, Stuart.”

Molly had just returned to the house after playing with one of Stuart’s telescopes in the back garden for a couple of hours. It was late evening.

“I don’t think you should be bothering them, Molly. You’ve made a mistake. They’ll be busy. It’s a bit silly.”

“Fine! OK – I’m only an amateur, though I have heard of the James Webb telescope and followed reports about its discoveries over the last few years. I know how unlikely it is that I’m right. But I just think that the usual experts might have missed this. Because it would never occur to them that any significant astronomical item could have disappeared. How could it?”

Stuart looked at Molly with affection. She was no fool and was admirably persistent. If he were her, he would be disinclined to put his head above the parapet. Yet perhaps he should not be standing in her way.

“Well – I can’t prevent you. If you want to make an idiot of yourself.”

“You could have been doing what I’ve been doing, Stuart. Those telescopes you had from your father – did he only use them for birds and never for astronomy?”

Stuart shook his head solemnly.

“It was lovely to have a telescope to use again. I used to have one as a girl and did quite a bit of star-gazing. And a nice distraction from our current goings on.”

~

“My name is Molly. I’m an amateur astronomer. I live in an area that’s not too bad in terms of light pollution, and I’m using a good telescope. I know very well where to find Acrux and that though it looks like a single star, that it’s actually a cluster of stars. And the Sombero Galaxy. I know that one well too.”

“Well – what about them - er Molly? You presumably didn’t make contact to say this. As a matter of fact, we are reasonably familiar with these.”

“You’ll not be any longer. They’ve… gone.”

“Sorry, Molly. I’m trying to be patient, but I don’t have the time. I have to say that you are talking rubbish, really.”

“Look – I’m sure other people must have noticed too. But its very oddness explains the fact that they won’t believe the evidence of their own eyes any time soon. I kind of understand – you aren’t expecting things not to be there, so the extraordinary fact passes you by, at least for a while.”

“I think we’d better end this conversation, if you don’t mind. I’m sure you mean well, but...”

“Please, please check this out. It wouldn’t take you long. And these two examples are just the absences I’ve noticed. There may well be others. This is frightening.”

There was a click as the call was discontinued. Intensely frustrated, Molly was desperate to secure someone’s attention on the subject, so Stuart seemed to be the obvious person to try next.

“Stuart – please bear with me and have a look. First at the couple of cases I tried to report. And then check out - I don’t know - some random parts of our galaxy.”

Stuart sighed wearily, grabbed a telescope and his outer jacket. He made his way to the back door.

“You’ll need this, Stuart.” She handed him the tripod. “It’s not exactly great, but I got it to work after a fashion. Also star maps. I’ve got an app on my tablet – the successor to the old ‘Night-Sky’.” She thrust her device into Stuart’s hands.

After an hour or so, Stuart came back inside, looking cold and disgruntled.

“Nothing, Molly. Absolutely nothing. Mind you, I wouldn’t know where to start. Even if this is serious stuff, the chances of my hitting on anything - surely a greater risk of being struck by lightning.”

“Stuart - if you love me...” Stuart looked startled for a moment. “Yes - I agree with you about the chances. That’s why I’m so worried about even spotting just two. Please spend a bit longer. Try fairly local stars - our own galaxy.”

Molly lay on her bed as she tried to relax. So much had happened so quickly, and the future seemed terrifyingly unpredictable. She was nearly asleep when she heard Stuart shouting in the garden. That was surely a bad idea – they really did not need neighbours to pay them any attention, especially with ‘foreign’ visitors now in the house. She rushed downstairs and into the garden. The night was freezing, so she hoped that in consequence windows would be closed and shouting would not be heard. But after all, she had heard it.

“Stuart!” she hissed. “Don’t do that! Come in now and tell us whatever it is. Neighbours!”

As they neared the back door, Stuart’s face was illuminated by the light pouring from the kitchen. She could see that he looked shame-faced. His face was working with excitement, or even with fear.

Scarcely had they moved into the house than Stuart let forth a torrent of words.

“Arcturus!”

“What?”

“You must have heard of it. One of our brighter stars. I tried a few things and then I thought – why not go for the obvious. Molly is up the creek. But I’ll just give it a whirl. So then, I couldn’t believe my eyes. What I saw. Or rather, what I failed to see. I decided to make an appointment with the optician. Still, while I was out there, getting colder by the second, I thought I’d make absolutely sure. And I am. Arcturus either no longer exists, or for some extraordinary reason, can no longer be seen.”

“Stars just can’t suddenly cease to exist, can they Stuart?”

“Wouldn’t have thought so - no! Could they suddenly lose energy output in terms of visible light output? What could possibly bring that about?”

~

Global warming was continuing, while all the recently agreed international agreements limiting carbon emissions had been breached. Siberian permafrost thawed ever more rapidly. Methane, that turbo-charged greenhouse gas, streamed into the atmosphere as a result.

The vast Antarctic icesheet had resisted the compulsion to melt over the years, but now something very drastic was about to occur. A gigantic block of ice slowly began to split from the mother sheet. Enormous slabs of ice had always been breaking off or calving and regularly made the news. But this time, the size involved was catastrophic. Exposed were surfaces both of huge areas of solid land and of ice layers deep below the modern surfaces that had not seen the light of day for many thousands of years. Cruises to the icy continent had become popular in recent years,  though their very own contribution to global warming was unhelpful. The Othello carried up to five hundred passengers, regularly hosting large scale outbreaks of Norovirus. On this occasion the disease was quiet. However, the captain had been persuaded to venture unwisely close to the latest mega-consequence of global warming.

Most of the passengers were not specialists of any kind, and there were no climate scientists, oceanographers or geographers aboard. However, one expert sat in her cabin scanning the ice with her binoculars. It was too cold to do this on deck, but the excellent clear glass of her cabin still afforded her a beautiful view of the wild life for which she craved. She possessed only amateur knowledge of the flora and fauna of the southern continent, but was an internationally known archaeologist, with interests especially focused on the Near East. Her name was Professor Fraser. She had no expectations of drawing on her subject knowledge during this holiday, which was why she had failed to pack any tools of her trade.

As the ship closed in, more of the newly exposed surfaces gradually became accessible to her powerful lenses. The bluish-green hue of the ice was replaced at one point with a greyish area, punctuated by small irregular patches of colour. When she focused in on some of these, what she saw took her breath away. She immediately rang through to her bedroom steward.

“Hi, Rod. I know this will seem ridiculous! But can you contact the captain immediately? The ship absolutely must stop - at least for an hour or so. I’ve just seen something where the ice has broken off– it’s of international significance. It must be examined more closely and some photographs taken.”

“Sorry – I can’t do that, my dear. Communicating with captains is way beyond my pay grade. Anyway – your suggestion sounds - well - rather over the top.”

“Look - I appreciate there’s nothing you can do personally. Who should I talk to then?”

“You could try the Chief Purser, I suppose. His office hours are - let me see. He’s at his desk now. I know he speaks with the Captain regularly. You’d better hurry. This tub is going at quite a lick.”

~

“Look, Madam. I can put you down on a waiting list to sit at his table. But normally this is not done by request. Senior officers make the choices and the invitations are sent out. Occasionally people decline, so there might be a vacancy in the next few days.”

“Mr Williams – sorry – but you just aren’t listening. This is extremely urgent. I’m an archaeologist. You know what that is?”

“Yes, I do, though I’ve never met one before. With all respect, given the very nature of your specialism, it couldn’t possibly be urgent, let alone urgent given where we are just now.”

Professor Fraser, who was a large powerfully built woman, rose from her seat, walked over to the Purser’s desk and took hold of his elbow with an irresistible grip. She began to pull him round to a nearby window which, as she had thankfully just observed, would give a direct view of what she had seen a few minutes earlier. Although the craft was moving fast, the icy cliff was still clearly visible.

“What the…? What are you doing. I’m…”

Professor Fraser forced her binoculars into the Purser’s hands, moved them up to his eyes and pushed them so they faced the crucial parts of the ice.

“Just look. Look, can’t you? Now tell me what you can see.”

“I’m not sure, really. I suppose some exploration parties left some debris back in the day. Um…you know, like Scott. Some of his stuff is amazingly well preserved.”

“Mr Williams. Will you please stop babbling because I need you to get in touch with the Captain so that we slow down or even stop before it is too late.! Look properly and tell me what you see. Remember, we’re looking at something that hasn’t seen the light of day for - I don’t know – many thousand years.”

“I really don’t know what you want of me  - interesting – these really are very good binoculars – did they cost you a lot? Great heavens!”

“Will you tell the Captain now?  We’ve had fascinating discoveries here before, of course. In 2017, scientists discovered evidence of an ancient rainforest that existed in Antarctica approximately 90 million years ago. Now - we’re seeing, as I say, something that’s been hidden for...”

“It must be some trick – a hoax – very clever. I wonder how they penetrated so far into that ice to obtain those images…Oh – alright then. I can’t be sure he’ll listen to me but - can I borrow your binoculars – of course we have them on the ship but yours are so much better.”             

~

The Captain had been furious, claiming that he would be fined by his employers for failing to keep to the timetable. Nevertheless, the cruise ship was now nearly stationary – it had been edged as close to the ice as was deemed safe in the circumstances. As a result, many passengers, armed with cameras and binoculars were staring with shock and astonishment at what the ice calving had begun to reveal.

~

“The next item on the agenda is recruitment. As you will all know, the astonishing growth and success of our business has placed heavy demands on existing staff. Last month, permission was granted for a significant increase in our sales people. Also, our staff turnover is a little higher than we’d like. We have had an unprecedented response to our adverts recently. I’m happy to report that we now have three excellent new people who have started immediately. In the light of this, I want to commend an employee who joined us a little earlier – er Miss Athanasia Hades. She seems to be well connected socially. She has exploited her contacts to help us fill several of the vacancies. She was appointed on a fast track to promotion, and her performance so far entirely vindicates this move.”

“Professor Wright – I want to endorse the congratulations offered to all those responsible for our recent successes. But I’m just wondering a little about Athanasia’s friends. As always, their backgrounds have been thoroughly checked, and we can find nothing with which to quarrel.”

“So what are you suggesting, Dr Radcliffe? As I said, we needed to make new appointments. Any evidence which gives rise to concern? Let me see. Excellent reports so far about all of them.”

“They are all very hard and efficient workers. Just like Athanasia herself, though not quite functioning at her level. But I think we need to be alert to the possibility of industrial espionage. A much more thorough background check and ongoing surveillance of these people is needed.”

Athanasia, in her promoted role had gained a place at Senior Management meetings. This had only recently been decided. Even so, news that she would be attending should have gone to all the relevant parties, but it had been unaccountably delayed. She knew of this and was exploiting the opportunity it created to lurk behind a display board at the back of the meeting room. In this way, she could savour the flavour of the proceedings unobserved.

She now emerged quite noisily, moving forward to take a place at the far end of the boardroom table.

“Professor Wright!” Dr Radcliffe called out furiously. “What is Miss Hades doing here? These meetings are strictly confidential at the highest level. I would not have chosen to make the comments I have just made had I known she was present.” She glared over at Athanasia.

Looking irritatingly unperturbed, Athanasia said, “I was just waiting quietly without joining in – yes – I had wanted to get a feel of how the discussions went when independent of my contributions. I didn’t want to participate until a little better informed. So, far from lurking and spying, which seems to be your implication, I was being very professional.”

“But what is she doing here?”

“The latest bulletin did finally announce that she was now on the Board of Directors,” said Professor Wright. “It’s very exciting to have been able to advance a new employee so quickly. While the firm is doing incredibly well, we always need fresh blood. Athanasia – do you have any reactions to Dr Radcliffe’s comments? About your contacts that you have helped to bring into our firm?”

“I don’t know what to say, Professor Wright. The accusation of industrial espionage? What would be the point of denials either from the fresh recruits or from me if you don’t trust us? I understood that the background checks were very thorough. Surely, if anything in any way suspicious had emerged, they would not have been appointed. As to the complaint that they all work too hard… This is laughable. You really want them to be less committed – perhaps a touch careless about detail, with poor time keeping, slovenly appearance and so forth? I’m sure that could be arranged if it would make you feel any better.”

Several in the room sniggered, causing Dr Radcliffe’s face to darken further, if that were possible.

Professor Wright tapped on his glass and said, “Right – best if we move on to the next item – the missing Holworms. Dr Radcliffe -at the last meeting, we left the ball in your court about this. While the suggestion that you were given a time limit was opposed, the matter is still urgent. Any more news?”

“Work in progress, Professor Wright. I have contacts in the police. I understand from them that, in the guise of anti-terrorism sweeps, they are now widening their activities and checking areas within a ten mile radius from Miss Teece’s house. You’ll appreciate that this is a huge task, and that they have to maintain a plausible narrative.”

“I suppose your links are your business, Dr Radcliffe. Nevertheless, I am curious about how you have such influence on the police. I’m sure your methods are beyond reproach but still...”

“If you want my assistance in this matter – so important to our firm, as you have repeatedly emphasised, you won’t press me further.”

“No – well – not at the moment, then. But...”

“It’s not your business. If I choose to help the firm with some of my private assets, that is surely up to me.”

“Assets? A curious word to use. And your private assets – what on earth could you possibly mean – but fine, no more on this. Next agenda item, please.” 

~

“Molly and Stuart! I’ve now taught our fellow investigators how, while undetected, to follow anyone using a Holworm. They should concentrate on Dr Radcliffe and certain of their colleagues.” Athanasia sounded as though she was pleased about this, which was, needless to say, quite impossible.

“But if Radcliffe is still suspicious of our E-R Realtors new staff, won’t she try to find out what they are getting up to?” Molly often highlighted problems in situations.

Stuart said, “I don’t think she can, actually. All the same, perhaps they should use our tent when making use of their Holworms for this particular purpose. I can extend the tent, if necessary.” He sounded confident.

Molly continued her pessimistic comments. “Even if she doesn’t know what they are doing, if they take their Holworms into the tent, won’t their signals be masked for as long as they are in there? Won’t a sudden cessation of signal attract unwanted attention?”

Athanasia began to take her seriously. “Molly has a point. We had better ask our colleagues to avoid the tent while just hoping they aren’t being monitored that closely. After all, there’s no reason why they should be, unless they make any mistakes. Let’s hope they don’t. I’ll have a talk with them today about all this.”

A few days later Iry-pat asked for a meeting with Molly, Stuart and Athanasia.

“I need to tell you what happened yesterday. I was following Dr Radcliffe. Well – not initially, really – I was basically spying on what she was up to in her office. She was talking to someone via some kind of video call – I think, Athanasia, you have previously witnessed something similar by means of the camera you have installed in her tiny personal bolt hole. Anyway, I was able to peer in via a Holworm window while somehow escaping being detected by her – don’t ask me to explain how! But unlike your camera, I was able to get a good look at what was on her screen. The language they were talking wasn’t English. Full of strange hisses and grunts – I was beginning to wonder whether Radcliffe was some kind of werewolf, except that she hadn’t changed shape!”

“How do you know about werewolves? Oh – never mind – do get to the point.” Stuart was tired, had a headache and was feeling distinctly depressed after yet another day of Holworm excursions and spying that had taken him nowhere constructive.

“What did you see, Iry-pat?” Athanasia inquired.

“Very little. Just a kind of fog, really, with perhaps some dim shapes there somewhere, but I couldn’t see what they were, let alone whether they were the source of the strange sounds I could hear.”

“As I’ve said before, I was never fully privy to the reasons my Makers left Serapis. But what you described is linked in some way, I feel sure.”

~

“Professor Wright – it might be an idea if you started listening to me, rather than threatening me with disciplinary action.”

“I don’t much like your tone, Dr Radcliffe. Could we move forward in a civilised fashion.”

“Nonsense! I told you there was something not quite right about the people introduced to us by our so-called fast track employee Miss Hades – now sat with us as if butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth.”

“I’m sure you are about to tell us exactly what is supposed to be wrong about them, Dr Radcliffe. But please be clear and courteous.”

“Their Holworms – sometimes there is no signal from them. That cannot occur naturally. We’ve been here before about this, of course. And it’s far too much of a coincidence that it’s all of these people who are affected.”

“Now – Dr Radcliffe. You are right to bring it to our attention. However, you don’t know what caused it, I’m assuming.”

“No – our Cosmic Bridge engineers can’t explain how it is even possible. But...”

“But – indeed. As I understand it, our engineers would acknowledge that their grasp of this technology is limited. But have you any evidence that this is happening as a result of our new employees doing something prohibited by our firm? That in any way their activities threaten the interests of our business? Because their records so far are excellent.”

“No – I haven’t – but surely - let’s ask Miss Hades directly.”

“Well, Athanasia. Can you help us with this issue?”

“Professor Wright – I am not happy with the way Radcliffe has just referred to me. But in the interests of transparency and openness, I am able to comment on the Holworm monitoring failure. One of the newcomers, Iry-pat, is particularly concerned about privacy issues. He does not want his employer spying on him, when this is unjustified. He has nothing to hide, but feels nevertheless that it is his right to do so.”

“This is a clear breach of his conditions of employment! And how is his hiding of his Holworm even possible? This can only come from very advanced technologies – yet no such knowledge is apparent in any of these employees’ backgrounds. So something is not right here.”

There was a silence in the room. Athanasia sat impassively, waiting for a signal from the chair. Others at the meeting were initially won over by Dr Radcliffe’s rant, but then, because Athanasia remained unruffled, began to wonder whether the vocal criticism was going too far.

Professor Wright sighed and said, “Well, Athanasia?”

“Of course I know why my friends’ Holworms are  sometimes hidden. Mine is too. Dr Radcliffe has offered no evidence of inappropriate behaviour. I don’t have to account for a problem she seems to have with the technology. We didn’t invent it,  and part of my fast track role now is to uncover its origin. Worryingly, at least some of the top brass in the firm don’t seem to know about it. To pursue my inquiries I sometimes draw on the services of new employees already known to me even before I joined you. Some of my investigations cannot be available to colleagues at large, because, bluntly, there may be something going on that is unhealthy and even illegal within the firm itself. We could even be harbouring people who are actually working against us. The ball is in Radcliffe’s court if she wants to take her accusations any further. Meanwhile, we will all continue to pursue the business interests of our firm. Any questions?”

“Interesting. Exactly how are you able to hide Holworms? I have always been told by our scientists that this is not possible.”

“I’m sorry, Professor Wright, but I’m not able to make that information public, precisely because of the investigation role to which I have just referred.”

The meeting concluded, and people began to disperse. The low hum of conversation had a certain edge to it; some were evidently uneasy about what had just taken place. Athanasia was not quite out of the door when she noticed Professor Wright beckoning to Dr Radcliffe.

“A quick word, if you would, Dr Radcliffe.” Professor Wright could easily see, if he wished, that Athanasia was still hovering in the exit. Either he did not mind if she overheard, or assumed that she could not – a reasonable assumption about the hearing powers of a human being, but a mistaken one about an AI such as Athanasia.

“Dr Radcliffe – we are going to allow Athanasia to pursue her inquiries, as was made perfectly clear in the meeting. Nevertheless, do feel free to track her activities in any way you can. In addition, it would be helpful to learn just how their Holworms are being hidden, even though she had a point about this not being made public for the time being. So if you do find out how she is achieving that, let us know, but quietly. Perhaps just me in the first instance.”

~

Dr Radcliffe and DAC Meredith were ensconced in a comfortable office at the top of Police HQ in the centre of the city. Initially, conversation had been very cordial, but the atmosphere had now cooled a little.

“Our costs on this fictional anti-terrorist sweep are huge, Dr Radcliffe. You say you’ve now been able to locate these individuals you want ‘taking care of’? The address you gave has already been visited by our police officers. They saw nothing there of concern.”

“Well – they wouldn’t.”

“Yes – yes – point taken, Dr Radcliffe. But I still have to keep things more or less within the law or my instructions will simply be blocked by the justice system.”

“Well – look  - if more money would help, I can make some available.”

“I’m now regretting that I’ve already accepted so much. Any hint that police activity is being funded by private individuals will mean that it would be blocked at the highest level. Remember some decades back when Prince Harry wasn’t allowed as a private individual to pay for his security.”

“Are you going to take further action, or aren’t you?”

“Yes, Dr Radcliffe – if we must – though to repeat, I’m finding it harder now to justify my use of resources to my managers. I think I just might get away with it one more time. But after that…”

DAC Meredith was beginning to wish that he had never met Dr Radcliffe, let alone become embroiled in this complex and increasingly fraught relationship.

~

“My god! Have you seen this, folks?”

Molly’s voice was so strained and shrill that it quickly brought everyone into the mini-office that had been set up next to the tent. The large computer screen was displaying breaking news from Reuters. Stuart thought it might be publicity about disappearing stars, but it turned out to be something quite different, but equally momentous. A static picture of a greyish blue sea in the foreground and massive icy cliffs in the background remained for a moment or so, while text flowed underneath.

Extraordinary discoveries and revelations after giant ice calving. Or is this some kind of enormous fraud along the lines of Piltdown Man?

“What’s the problem, Molly? Fake news, probably. Journalists these days – blow up anything to make a sensation – no real sense of what arguably should be their crucial role - namely, telling us about significant real events. And nothing about missing stars?” Stuart sounded a little impatient, but smiled affectionately.

“Don’t patronise me, Stuart,” Molly replied. “Just take a look at the images and video clips – they keep repeating them.”

They all stared at the screen as the anchor expanded on the reports while more and more images and videos were offered.

Stuart turned to Athanasia and asked, “Am I seeing what I think I am seeing? How does this compare to what we saw on Serapis? And on Iry-pat’s planet Horus?”

“The resemblances are too close to have occurred by chance. Images, hieroglyphics and even mummies – almost as if my Makers were there once.” Athanasia gave a good impression of expressing nostalgia.

Iry-pat said, “How is that possible? All our important government buildings are decorated in this way. No mummies, though.”

Stuart was about to interrupt, but Athanasia silenced him with a peremptory finger. Molly assumed that Iry-pat and colleagues knew nothing of what she and Stuart had seen in the remote parts of the Horus government building that she, Stuart and Athanasia had visited. She wondered why that should be kept hidden.

She was distracted by the sound of some vehicles coming down their road. She rose from her chair and looked out of the window. Three police vehicles were drawing to a halt just outside their house. They all bore the label ‘Metropolitan Police Anti-terrorist Unit.’ Blue lights flashed prominently, though she had not heard any sirens. Several police emerged, two of them armed. They gathered together in a little crowd, looking uncertain. They seemed to be engaged in an unsatisfactory exchange of opinions.

Molly turned to the others. “Police. Again!”

Athanasia whispered, “We cannot fall into their clutches. We’ll have to squeeze together in the tent. I’ll take us by Holworm to what we’ve just seen on the TV screen. We definitely need to see what on earth is going on in Antarctica. I’ve sufficient Holworm skills to fix our destination precisely. Quickly! Grab some warm clothes. I don’t know how long we need to be away! And, needless to say, bring your Holworms. It would be disastrous if they were to be found in the house.”

“What if they see the tent?”

“No problem – they won’t recognise Stuart’s special material – it would just be seen as people trying things out inside their house. Can’t imagine why that should excite suspicion. Unless they come armed with specific information – and where would that come from?”

Her words had scarcely died away before there was a loud hammering on their front door, followed by someone shouting, “Open up! Armed Police.”

The battering continued for a couple of minutes, while they all grabbed warm clothing and thrust some food and drink into rucksacks.

“This is your final warning. On the count of ten, officers will break down the door and enter these premises. We have warrants for your arrest.”

They were still in the house long enough to hear this, but Athanasia rushed them into the tent and operated her Holworm. So swift was their departure that they failed to hear the end of the count. A biting wind blew in their faces as they found themselves standing on a painted floor featuring poppies. Athanasia recognised the design because she had seen similar things many thousand years ago and suspected that the one on which she was standing was even older. They were in a richly decorated chamber featuring two doorways, through one of which a dim daylight was filtering. Without consulting each other they all gravitated to the illuminated exit, stepping through into an outer chamber. Its floors were running with water, and one of its walls was nearly completely destroyed. As a result, there was a huge jagged hole open to the air. Far below was a greyish green sea dotted with ice floes and waves tipped with foam. In the distance they could see a large cruise liner. It did not appear to be moving, while under the ominous grey cloud many lights shone out into the gloaming.

“So, ladies and gentlemen, you’ll want to know where I’ve taken you and why.” Athanasia fixed all of them with a penetrating stare. “We are now in Antarctica and looking north from a spot revealed to the world after a gigantic block of ice calved from the continent. Calving has always happened, but this one is - well, much bigger than anything that’s happened since the last ice age. Almost certainly climate change related.”

Molly looked distinctly unreceptive as she responded. “And are you about to tell us what exactly has been revealed? I’ve seen paintings and decorations like this before on my Egyptian holiday. We’ve also observed quite similar things on Serapis and Horus. This is impossible – someone is playing a trick on us. The Egyptian pyramids are around four and a half thousand years old. But I’ve read that there might have been some Antarctica ice here even thirty million years ago. So what we are now experiencing may go back at least that long. And how could whatever was going on here get communicated to Egypt? None of this makes any sense!”

“Sorry, Molly. It’s definitely real – no kind of trick or practical joke.”

Athanasia turned and headed for the other doorway, switching on a powerful torch to light up their route.

“Presumably this place is deserted!” Molly whispered to Stuart. “But since none of this should be here in the first place, perhaps nothing can be ruled out.”

“Rubbish, Molly. No one could be living here now.” Stuart waved his arms in all directions. “It’s literally as old as the hills. Too cold – no food.”

As they walked, they detected many similarities to the deserted parts of the huge Horus building. Tombs and mummies were everywhere, but as yet they had seen no evidence of any marriage between Ancient Egypt and contemporary technology. Further away from the shattered walls, the chambers and passages were astonishingly clean and dust free – many of the images looked as if they had been painted yesterday.

“This really isn’t proving to be much help,” Stuart grumbled. “Been here and seen it all before. Shouldn’t we go home to resume our investigations?  And anyhow, I suspect that Athanasia knows something – but we’ve not yet been able to persuade her to open up.”

No one replied as they trudged on. They soon reached an enormous hall, at the far end of which was a structure whose nature and function could not be determined from a distance. The air was curiously warm. They all noticed this and looked at each other questioningly. A strange chill travelled down Molly’s spine.

Athanasia said, “Keep together and keep alert. There is something here that... we may need to leave very quickly.”

Molly held Stuart’s hand as they walked across the floor towards the enigmatic structure. As they drew close it became even clearer that this was no ancient relic. A couple of red lights near its base flashed on and off in a slow rhythm. Athanasia, who was several steps ahead of the rest, turned and held up her hand.

“I’ve no authority, of course, to control your movements. But I urge you to come no nearer. I’m not exactly sure what this is, but I have some idea. You could be in danger. Whereas, because of my artificial constitution I may be a lot safer.”

For a moment, it looked as if Iry-pat was going to ignore this advice. He looked irritated and took a step forward. At the same moment, a powerful beam emerged from somewhere close to the flashing red lights. It played on Athanasia’s body, accompanied by a deep organ pedal note. Her stomach briefly glowed a cherry red – which quickly faded as she stepped back and shouted, “Save yourselves. I’m OK – but you won’t be, if that gets to you!”

They all turned and fled down the hall, halting in a little cluster at its far exit. Athanasia was close behind.

“Not too close!” she said. “I’m still pretty hot in parts. No damage. My makers must have prepared for much higher temperatures than that. Back to normal body temperature in a minute or so.”

“Right!” Molly exclaimed loudly. “Just what is all this? Someone or something is operating a machine from in here! So they must have Holworm technology. It’s the only way in and out before the Great Ice Calving.”

“Move further away from that hall, folks,” called Athanasia. “I think we’ve just triggered an automatic defence. But let’s err on the side of safety!”

They retreated down the corridor, proceeding to turn left into a passage decorated with particular magnificence. At the end, a shallow flight of stairs ascended to a higher level, which reminded them strongly of what they had seen on Horus. But if there had ever been daylight filtering into this space, there certainly was none now.

At the top, however, they encountered even more echoes of Horus. Again, on a dais in the middle of a small chamber was a shape resembling a mummy. Once more, Athanasia scanned the richly coloured body and announced that there were no human remains inside. Once more, she extended a probe into part of the head. She paused for a few seconds, presumably as she absorbed data.

Even for an AI she now looked astonished and bewildered. “This information was deposited by my Makers before they left for Serapis and elsewhere. They never told me that they originated from this planet, Earth. But I was beginning to learn some of this from the data I gathered on Horus, if you remember.”

Iry-pat looked puzzled and angry. “What are you talking about? What data? I can’t see how you had any opportunity to get any on Horus…”

“Oh come on Athanasia!” Stuart exclaimed. “How do you know that what you are picking up from here is true? It could be some kind of propaganda.”

“I didn’t have time to tell you, Stuart, but this fits exactly with the material I managed to download on Horus.”

At this, Iry-pat exclaimed angrily. “You didn’t tell us anything about this. You had no right to bring us here while leaving us in ignorance. We’re not going to co-operate further unless you bring us up to speed.”

“In brief, then - if you’ve the patience. 30,000 years ago or more, there existed where Antarctica is now a rich human civilisation with Holworm capabilities and beyond. But the climate deteriorated. So it was decided, very reluctantly, that the whole population would have to be relocated elsewhere. Several planets were chosen, including Serapis and Horus.”

“Sorry, Athanasia, but this makes no sense. There’s a very clear connection between Earth’s culture in Ancient Egypt, what we see here, and what Stuart and I saw both on Serapis and Horus. What you are saying is impossible.”

“Patience, Molly, patience. To cut a long story short, as I say, the whole population departed from here, leaving behind them tombs of our ancestors, together with at least one data centre – what we have just found in the shape of a mummy. The ice slowly advanced, eventually sealing up the whole place. Meanwhile, thousands of years later, there were increasing signs of space geometry instability on Serapis. My Makers were beginning to have some idea why, but feared what was happening and did not know how to stop it. And Serapis itself had deteriorated, slowly turning into a bleak and lifeless desert. So the Makers decided to move yet again to planets in far distant galaxies, hoping to escape what they saw as an increasing threat.”

It had been almost totally silent once they began to penetrate the interior of what they now understood was an extensive museum to a very ancient civilisation. Away from the ice and the sea, everything was clean and dry. After a pause, Athanasia continued to speak.

“I’ll come back to the space-time instability. On Serapis, a minority fiercely resisted the project to decamp. They were deeply conservative, hostile to scientific advance and armed with elaborate beliefs about what happened to them after death, these incorporating a host of complex rituals and preparations. The Makers were a democratic culture, very aware of the theoretical ‘tyranny of the majority’ in any liberal democracy. So the conservatives were offered a one way trip back to Earth. They were allowed to settle in an area which Earth-based humans know as Egypt and to exist in a culture without Holworms. So they were the people that humans on Earth now think of as the Ancient Egyptians. I hope that’s enough to explain the strange, nay impossible resemblances between what you still have on Earth, Serapis and Horus.”

Iry-pat said, “We know nothing of this. How have you found all this out? How…”

Behind them, a mist thickened into a fog and began to flow in their direction. Molly saw it out of the corner of her eye and stared.

“We need to leave,” said Athanasia. “I’m taking us back to Molly and Stuart’s house now. Apologies for not consulting you properly – but I am designed to look after and protect human beings whenever possible.”

Whatever it was that was making itself visible was closer each second that passed. Molly had a very intense desire not to encounter it, even though she had no idea what it was. She had little time to reflect on this further before Athanasia had operated her Holworm and they were back in their house in England. Molly rushed to the window. The road below was deserted, and she heaved a sigh of relief. However, when she looked to the far end she spotted the unmistakable shape and hue of one of the police vans they had seen earlier. She beckoned to Athanasia, who craned her head out of the window and nodded. Molly plunged downstairs to see what had been done to the front door. It was half way open and seriously damaged. Quickly returning to the others, she reported the glad tidings.

“They’ll be back any moment,” Athanasia said. “The persistence is worrying – we were in Antarctica for several hours. If we are arrested, I’m not sure how you will be treated, and they will certainly confiscate all the Holworms. We need to be somewhere safe to make plans. Can I suggest Serapis? Pretty desolate, but there’s no one there. I don’t think anyone has the wherewithal to follow us at the moment.”

She had hardly finished speaking when two things happened. Sirens and motors at high throttle indicated the return of the police. At the same time, they all experienced the murky distorting strip – wider still now and somehow throbbing and pulsating up and down its length.

“Please folks – let’s just go!” she yelled.

In an instant they all found themselves in the Serapis building from which Athanasia had originally followed Molly and Stuart to Earth. Glad of their warm clothes, they huddled together in one of the bleakly cold chambers.

“It’s clever stuff. I can monitor Dr Radcliffe from here, via the camera I planted in her little private chamber. It’s all recorded, of course, so just bear with me while I skim through what she’s been up to recently.”

She stood motionless for several minutes, after which she showed the others what she had seen on a small display.

“The language being spoken was unfamiliar to me, so I had to listen to several minutes of the exchange and process it before making any kind of sense of what was going on. So what you see and hear now gives you my translation dubbing, rather than the original. You won’t be getting the strange, halting and somehow nasal character of whatever it was on the other end of her conversation. But even the English version of what was said is less than fluent. Here goes.”

~

On the display provided by Athanasia, they could see that Dr Radcliffe was sat at her desk, talking to something. The camera could not capture anything on her screen other than vague colour pulsations. However, her speech and the responses were relayed clearly to Molly, Stuart and the others.

“We - Energy extractor - Antarctica.”

“Yes – we will continue to protect your location, sir. But we have limited control.”

“You - army, police - they do nice help.”

“Yes - we have many allies now, sir. But we need lots more in senior roles. It will require much more money.”

“We – money - unlimited. But soon - we not pleased if bad protection of Energy-Extractor sites, especially Antarctica. Soon our punishments start. Anyhow, space structure instability and star expiry spreading your galaxy. Not long before we take maximum energy - move on.”

The recording came to an end. What they were witnessing was largely incomprehensible to them and especially so to Iry-pat and colleagues.

Iry-pat sighed impatiently and said, “Those of us from Horus are getting more and more worried. We still don’t really understand, except that there’s a terrible threat. ”

Athanasia did not reply immediately. They assumed that she was still studying the footage from the Radcliffe camera.

“I think I know what is going on in Antarctica.  Putting together evidence from my own planet Serapis, Horus, Antarctica and now, Radcliffe’s camera. That structure in the hall – the one that fired on me. Not a human construction. And the reason my makers...”

“Oh – come on, Athanasia. Humans have populated extensive regions of the universe for thousands of years using Holworm technology. We’ve swallowed that, though it has taken some doing. But aliens? The stuff of SF novels? Surely AIs don’t read them. And if they did, they wouldn’t be fooled by fictional content!”

“Sorry, Stuart. Take it or leave it. We are all heading for a grave emergency. You are unlucky enough to be alive when it’s reaching a peak.”

“Alright, alright. So tell us what that thing is in Antarctica.”

“It’s a CEE - that is to say, a Cosmic Energy Extractor. Banned long ago by the Intergalactic Court of Human Rights (ICHR). Once you understand what Extractors do, you will realise why…”

“Who built that thing?”

“Not sure it’s a ‘who’. It inhabits certain early massive galaxies that have ceased star formation - ‘Dark Galaxies’ for short. Human scientists have never known how many of these galaxies might exist – for obvious reasons. These inhabitants seem to need huge amounts of energy - perhaps to support their ultimate longevity. It/they might be called ‘Star Farmers’ or even ‘Galaxy Farmers’. It/they have infiltrated various human societies – Earth is one of their active spots at the moment. Not even sure whether we are talking about just one entity or several! The CEEs extract energy from galaxies. But in so doing, they not only damage stars, but even the very structure of space-time. Their energy extraction radically depletes any possible source within a certain distance. It’s getting worse. At some point there will be a catastrophe on a galactic scale, and life within millions of light years will be destroyed.”

“This sounds absolutely terrifying. Is there nothing that can be done?” Molly trailed off.

“My Makers might refer this to the Intergalactic Court of Human Rights (ICHR.) I know how to access the Court, but I am forbidden. AIs have always been banned from direct contact. In any case, the Star Farmers are not human, so the Court has no power or authority over them.”

~

The E-R Realtors Executive Chamber featured its customary stuffy atmosphere. At least some of those round the table looked as if they were, like the furniture, permanent denizens of the place, showing little sign of life.

Dr Radcliffe was holding forth. “The police suspect that they returned, briefly, and were about to arrest them, Professor Wright. They were not completely sure of their ground, however. The fact that they, the police that is, appear to have broken down the front door of an empty house is not a good look. It’s getting into the media.”

“This is infuriating, Dr Radcliffe. Our quarry could be anywhere. Misuse of Holworms, possibly. At the same time, we don’t actually know they are guilty of anything.”

“They aren’t at work, Professor Wright. Isn’t that enough evidence?”

“Are you even sure about that, Dr Radcliffe? Our ongoing awareness of Holworm activity has significant and worrying limitations. Couldn’t they be about the Firm’s business after all? You are well aware of Athanasia’s special role at the moment. In implementing this, she may have sought help from colleagues. That would be within her brief, whether you like it or not. Meanwhile, that concludes the agenda.  Any other business?”

Macmillan was an old-fashioned financial director of the firm. He normally kept his counsel at Senior Management meetings, so when he raised his hand to speak, nearly everyone present was suddenly roused to a state of alertness.

“Professor Wright. May I bring up the issue of the Antarctica phenomenon? It strongly suggests Holworm technology. An application that our firm knows absolutely nothing about, despite our belief up to now that we and the firms we have shared it with have the monopoly.”

“Nonsense. Professor Wright!” Dr Radcliffe shouted suddenly. “This is just time-wasting by my respected colleague. It has nothing to do with us. Please can we end the meeting now. Some of us have a backlog of essential work.”

Dr Radcliffe was registering extreme agitation. The rest of the meeting stared at her in astonishment.

Macmillan returned to the fray. “Um – Professor Wright. I fail to understand Dr Radcliffe’s opposition, let alone her emotional outburst. Holmworm technology is clearly involved here. Surely the whole episode reveals our radical ignorance – an ignorance that we really cannot afford. I am on record as having strongly advocated caution about Holworm technology and queried the need to keep it so secret. If it’s beyond reproach, I cannot understand why we have to keep it from the public. Is there something to hide? There’s no way any other competitor could steal the relevant scientific secrets. We don’t even understand them ourselves!” He paused for a few seconds. “I recommend that we take urgent action to discover more about the Antarctica event, and that this meeting should not finish without named individuals being assigned to relevant tasks.”

~

The small group of humans on Serapis were growing colder and colder by the second.

Athanasia looked at them all and made a decision. “We cannot stay here, folks. Nor can we return to Earth. The police will return, so I’ve a suggestion. We could visit my Makers’ HQ to see how aware they are of the current crisis and whether they can offer us aid. They knew of the enemy millennia ago, of course, which, as I said, was why they left Serapis. Iry-pat? I know you’ve not been happy with recent events and…”

Molly said, “Could we just keep tabs on what’s happening at home. I expect you are right about the police. But. Just a brief Holworm?”

Athanasia nodded. Molly instantly glimpsed their tent bedroom. They all heard that familiar thundering on the front door, though it had a slightly different tone, since the police were attacking a door that had already been broken down. She was back on Serapis almost as soon as she had left.

“The police are there,” Molly told the others.

Iry-pat gave a resigned shrug. “ So we’d better go to Athanasia’s Makers’ planet. There doesn’t seem to be much choice… I have to say that ever since you turned up on Horus we seem to have lost control of our lives.”

“Sorry, Iry-pat!” Athanasia responded, as if she meant it. “We need to do this now – if you can cope. I may well get a dusty reception, but once I’ve explained everything, perhaps they will forgive me.” She picked up her Holworm. “Here goes.”

Straight away they found themselves on a beach. It was strangely familiar. The sun was low in the sky but still shone warmly. Molly knew she had seen the sand, the sky colour and the unique hue of the sea before. Even the air carried a recognisable scent.

Molly said, “Athanasia – so this is now your Makers’ planet?”

“Yes – yes – there’s no mistake. Why? Do you think I’ve blundered somehow?”

“No.  Well – I suppose some beaches are very like others. But…”

“But what? Get on with it. I need to contact the authorities.”

“I’m sure this is Miss Teece’s beach.”

“What’s the problem? I have just learned that it is indeed her beach. But we’re some distance from where she might go for a morning dip.”

“She assured me that this planet is unpopulated.”

“Either she is lying, Molly, or she simply doesn’t know.”

“How could she not know? I think this has been outside her sitting room for at least a couple of years.”

“Molly – I do know what I’m doing.”

“Miss Teece might turn up!”

“I’ve already told you – unlikely. OK, if she takes a long walk this way, then possibly – but we’d be very unlucky. Now, if you don’t mind, I’m going to announce us.”

It was not long before Athanasia’s communication resulted in the arrival of an aircraft. Its motor was scarcely audible above the endless sound of breaking waves. Endlessly manoeuvrable, it descended swiftly to the sand, blue lights flashing assertively. Several armed officers poured out onto the sand, rushed over to Molly, Stuart and the rest and immobilised them with hand-cuffs. Athanasia could have resisted this, but decided not to. Their language was still familiar to her, even after all this time, but she was going to have to teach them English very quickly, or progress would be limited.

The craft moved swiftly – they had the impression of super-sonic speed, though the note of the engine never rose above a very soft humming. Soon they descended sharply, and the huge windows revealed that they were nearing a population centre. There were no high rise buildings, and much parkland with trees, shrubs and Earth-like grasses. They landed on a small square outside an imposing building resembling one from the best parts of Edinburgh’s Georgian New Town. The officers bundled them out of the aircraft firmly but courteously, led them inside and ushered them to a lounge full of comfortable chairs. Released from their restraints, they were waved in the direction of the seats. A door clicked behind their captors as they left.

As a panel slid open, a soft bell sounded, and a tray slid out holding a number of hot drinks. The smell was both appetising and alien. Molly and Stuart could not decide whether it was coffee or something else altogether. In the end, they gave up wondering and helped themselves. It seemed unlikely that their hosts would try to poison them at this stage.

The door opened, and a man entered. He wore a short skirt belted at the waist and pleated in the front. His tunic was khaki-coloured.

“I am called Minmose. I am a senior citizen of our planet Baast. You are required to stand up and bow,” he instructed, in tones that brooked no refusal. They obliged, while Molly wondered at how he could possibly know how to speak English. Then she reflected that their conversation must already have been picked up and processed.

“Be seated. We have identified one of you as an advanced AI, left by our ancestors on Serapis many thousands of years ago. Our records show that you were instructed to remain on Serapis. You were never under any circumstances even to attempt to join us.” He surveyed all of them slowly and then pointed to Athanasia. “You!” he declaimed loudly. “Stand! Explain!”

“Yes. I am an AI. As such, I don’t respond to threats. I have disobeyed my Makers. That is regrettable. But the human race itself is in danger. That which threatens them your ancestors already know of – it is why you left Serapis long ago, though I never discovered just how much they learned. The enemy has acquired control of one or more humans on the mother planet, these days going by the name of Earth. We have seen a Cosmic Energy Extractor established on their frozen southern continent. Evidence of space-time degradation is now showing up on Earth. I decided that you should know about this, having no way of discovering whether you were fully abreast of these developments, while believing that any attempt to communicate other than face to face would be inherently insecure.”

As Minmose listened, his face changed. “This is terrible news. Please give me a moment.” He left the room for five minutes or so. When he returned and started to speak again, his manner was more conciliatory. “Yes. I have relayed what you told me to my superiors and heard their reaction. You are entirely justified in breaking the rules. We have not yet seen any space-time problems – they may well be restricted to just one region of Earth’s own galaxy, though that is appalling enough.”

“I’m very sorry, whoever you are ,” Molly said, “ – but I have been here before. I didn’t want to contradict you, but I saw the black strip on this planet – it did not last very long – and it was just the once.”

“Are you quite sure of that? You are?”

“Molly.”

“No offence meant, but human experiences and recollections are less reliable than those of an AI. Athanasia. Can you confirm the black strip phenomenon here?”

“No. Since I was employed by E-R Realtors marketing, I have used your beach as a transition to a Holworming centre they run – I have no idea where that is and…”

Molly interrupted. “I have seen the - what are you calling them - the space-time problems - both here and there in their centre.”

“E-R Realtors marketing? What is that. Many of your references are obscure.”

“Hardly surprising, surely. They are an estate agent, but one with a difference. Hugely profitable and..” Athanasia continued, but Molly again intervened.

“They exploit Holworm technology, as we call it. We don’t understand how this was introduced on Earth. It…”

“Please explain what estate agents are. I think I have some idea – but we don’t have them, I think. “

“They buy and sell land, houses and other things. Also rent out these things.”

“I really don’t understand. How does Holworm technology help with that? Surely..”

“E-R Realtors don’t let its employees discuss this, but they insist that nowhere accessible with Holworm technology is populated. Earth scientists believe that the odds against human beings evolving were massive. E-R Realtors exploit this view for all they are worth.”

“Yet humans have spread to many galaxies. So your estate agent is selling what could turn out to be other people’s property…”

“Don’t blame us. We didn’t…” Stuart expostulated.

“You worked for this company. So you are implicated.”

“They assured us that nowhere was populated. We’ve had to take risks in order to explore further and uncover their gross deceit.”

Minmose motioned all of them to sit down. “I understand. I have been very worried by your news that the space-time problems have been observed on this planet,  so I - please forgive my brusque manners just now. Records extending back to our ancestors’ time on Serapis report such phenomena but we believed they had died out. We need to visit the ICHR for both advice and hopefully some action. It is distant from here – they keep their position very quiet indeed. They were established by an alliance of human cultures somewhere within one of the earliest galaxies in the universe. We must do this at once – any objections?”

“Not really,” Molly began. She would have liked to ask a few more questions before being transported to yet another venue, but it was too late. Minmose produced what was unmistakably a Holworm of some kind and thumbed it. The transition was immediate.

Molly looked round in the dim light, and could only see Stuart and Athanasia. There was no sign of Minmose, let alone any of the others.

“What’s this…?” she began. Athanasia shone a beam of light in front of her. It was very difficult to make out what they were seeing. It was as if huge needles were fixed in the ground on all sides. They varied in size. Some were only a few inches tall, while others were six feet or more. The ground did not feel firm under them, and as Molly lifted a foot and put it down again there was a soft squelching sound. The air was laced with a scent of putrefaction.

“These are natural.” Athanasia pronounced. “Thorns. If you watch, you can actually see them growing.”

Molly fixed her eyes on a tiny thorn close to her left foot. Sure enough, it was becoming taller within a few seconds. She wondered what happened to the majority that reached higher than her head. There were no dead thorns littering the ground. Shifting her attention to a fully-grown example almost close enough for her to touch, she soon saw why there was no dead vegetation. The huge thorn was shrinking, even as she watched. It was not long before it had diminished to become a tiny growth, which then vanished with a faint sucking sound and a whiff of decay.

“If this is the ICHR, I’m - well I’m not sure, but certainly not a human being,” said Stuart. “This is horribly wrong.”

“We have been re-routed by someone or something,” Athanasia said. “There might be an energy user in that direction.” She pointed to the left. “I’ve no idea what it is, if anything. Even with my facilities it’s hard to scan the distance. Something to do with this weird vegetation.”

“Let’s try to reach it,” Molly suggested, hiding her extreme lack of enthusiasm.

Athanasia nodded while moving cautiously to her left. She brushed against one of the thorns. As a hissing sound suddenly came from somewhere, she gave a startled exclamation.

“Stop! Stop! Don’t touch any of these thorns, whatever you do! Preliminary analysis suggests they are distantly related to something called Giant Hogweed on Earth. The latter can cause lasting burns on human skins. I’m not hurt, needless to say, but even my body was close to being damaged!”

Stuart suddenly shouted in disgust and frustration. “This is no good. We can’t possibly stay here. It’s really dangerous. Whatever routed us here was no friend of ours.”

“I can try to return to Planet Baast. Or even to Earth. But even if I can do that for us, I probably couldn’t help us follow the others to the ICHR. I wouldn’t know where to go. Minmose had the contact details.”

Molly and Stuart said in unison “Do it! Before the thorns get us!”

Athanasia manipulated her Holworm, immediately returning them to Baast, though not before Stuart thought he heard something moving among the thorns. They found themselves in the room from which they had hoped to visit the Court with Minmose. Now they were the only ones there.

“Good – there are temporary traces of Holworm use if you know where to look for them. We should now be able to follow the others to the Court. Be ready to go and…” Athanasia broke off.

A sudden change of scene drenched their senses in its presence.

“This is not… we’re being controlled somehow… This is Serapis!” Athanasia ended up in amazement.

The solid black sea extended in all directions. If anything, it was even colder than on their first visit.

“I’m not going to take us away from here yet,” Athanasia said firmly. “We could be directed to somewhere even worse. We’d better get into the old HQ - temple, or whatever you would like to call it. ‘Temple’ is the nearest to the term my Makers used. It will get even colder out here at night – yes – this is still day though you might not have realised.”

Molly and Stuart looked at each other, shivered and without words decided to link arms as they walked, in the hope of sharing just a little bodily warmth.

“Have you any idea what is happening, Athanasia?” Molly asked.

“Bluntly, no. Someone or something seems not to want us at the Court. Whether they are just keeping us out of the way and what’s happened to the others, I have no idea. There’s another reason for going to the Temple. It houses massive data stores which may help us in our struggle against the Star Farmers. It’s really important that we don’t miss out on it. I don’t think that whatever is trying to control us knows it’s here, or they would definitely have sent us somewhere else.”

“We have no food and drink with us. How long will this take?”

“Several hours.”

~

The deadly silent chill became even more oppressive as Athanasia led them through decorated chamber after chamber. She clearly knew where she was going, but Molly began to fear that she might suddenly abandon them. They would be unable to find their way out, and would ultimately become heaps of dust surrounding their Holworms. There was a sudden sense of weary familiarity as Athanasia began to take them up a flight of stairs. The chamber at the top featured a dais on which lay a mummy-like shape. As on previous occasions, Athanasia connected to something in the region of its head.

“Talk among yourselves,” she said. “This is where the huge data archive I spoke of is stored. I can’t select from it in a short time, so I’ll just have to take the lot.”

“You can?” Stuart asked, his ICT antennae twitching with curiosity.

“I can. By the time my Makers left this, they were pretty advanced at data storage and compression. I won’t give you figures. They’d mean nothing – but an extremely large number of zeros would occur in the rounded total.”

“Is it fine to look around while you are doing this? Can’t imagine there’s anything more to see than what we’ve already been through to get here, but still.”

“Sure – but don’t get lost. I could track you down, of course, but even so. You’re safe enough. No one other than you has been here except me for quite a few years…”

At the bottom of the flight of stairs Molly looked from right to left.

“I wonder about the gods worshipped by Athanasia’s Makers. There were far more statues in Horus and back in Antarctica. Perhaps by the time they left they were abandoning them. Anyway, which way shall we go?”

Stuart shrugged. “I’m hungry. Athanasia didn’t answer the question about food?”

Molly pointed to a very dim light coming from a recess a little further along to their right. “I just want to see out of that window. Not sure why. Bound to be the same dreary black sea. Did this planet ever look beautiful? Were there trees and flowers and rain? I can’t see how humans managed to live here for so long if not.”

Molly stared out of the window. Nothing seemed to disturb the featureless plain, and the sky remained a uniform dull grey. She wondered whether the cloud ever cleared. How long was it since anything moved out there, apart from the three of them, of course? She looked again and rubbed her eyes. Was it her imagination, or was the visibility deteriorating? A slight mist seemed to be developing, and as she continued to watch, the line of the horizon was becoming blurred. Perhaps this did happen from time to time. After all, so far their visits to Serapis had been fairly brief. Hence she had no idea what kind of weather to expect.

She turned away, and began to walk back to Stuart and Athanasia. She really hoped that the download would be completed soon. It would be good to leave Serapis, but they now seemed to lack control over where they might end up next. To her surprise, the air inside was also turning misty. By the time she reached Stuart and Athanasia, the walls of the small chamber were scarcely visible. The air did not seem any damper, and only the same faint musky odour that had been there from their arrival persisted.

Athanasia raised her head, only to turn her face in all directions with an expression of dismay, or at least what passed for one in her case.

“I’ve done the download. However, I don’t like the look of this. It might be…”

“It might be what!” Stuart exclaimed. “You are an AI. Whatever do you mean by saying you don’t like the look of something?”

“We need to leave. Give me a moment. I know what this could be, but I’ve acquired some new information that just might..”

Athanasia was struggling with her Holworm, while at the same time moving her head from side to side. Molly was reminded of something. Through the mist she could almost see some dim shapes, but perhaps they were merely denser areas of haze. Then she remembered how she had first seen the baffling dark distortions from Miss Teece’s beach. There was something beyond the darkness. Something she earnestly never wanted to encounter.

Stuart suddenly uttered a cry of fear. “There’s a presence –it’s crawling around inside my head. Like a slug leaving a sticky trail inside my mind. My thoughts are turning to slime. Have you got this too, Molly. It’s…”

“We’re going!” Athanasia announced. “We might just make the Court now. Crucial to get out of here in any case. If I’m right, we can’t be followed or controlled this time.”

~

The frigid foggy chamber vanished, only to be replaced by a welcome warmth. Stuart felt the mental slug slither to one side. They sat down on some padded seats and tried to take in their new surroundings. A soft voice emerged from somewhere hidden.

“This is the ICHR (Intergalactic Court of Human Rights). We are still not entirely clear why you have come. Your colleagues from Horus are already here in another chamber, but we postponed going ahead with your case until you arrived. Please wait while we complete language processing.”

There was no one present. It was very curious, Molly reflected, that this legal space far across the galaxies still mirrored courts in other places and times. Here was a raised dais on which judges might sit. There was a kind of dock and even what resembled a public gallery. All the fittings and furniture appeared to be constructed from wood, or something very like it. It was deserted, despite the announcement, but a red light was flashing near the judge’s chair and a few words were intermittently visible. Molly and Stuart could make nothing of them.

“It more or less says ‘Court in Session’,” Athanasia said softly.

“Why? We aren’t on trial, surely?” Molly said. “We hoped to find an authority of some kind to deal with what’s going on. The Star Farmers. Criminally oblivious to the effects of their activities on human populations. And if they, whoever they are, have been re-routing our attempts to reach here, it’s they that should be put on trial.”

“The trouble is, Molly, that this is a court of human justice. Minmose suggested that we came here to persuade the court to act – and it was a very sound idea. All the same, the court authorities may decide not to do anything, or, worse still, may turn out to be unable to help, even if they wished to.”

The red light ceased its flashing. Instead, the whole of the dais was bathed in a faint red glow.

“Language now processed. Please explain your reasons fully for coming here.”

“Your Honour. I am not sure how to address you. I am an AI, but the two humans with me need to talk to a real person.”

“This is as human as this court gets for the time being.”

“So this court’s judge is an AI? Dealing with human justice? That’s…”

“This court has already heard from some others – it is discourteous to have arrived after them when you are all bringing the same issue here. We understood that you were to arrive together. By the way, your AI suggestion is mere conjecture.”

“We aren’t going to apologise,” Molly snapped, “however eminent a legal authority you may be, or at least, those you represent. Our travelling has been hijacked – we were basically kidnapped by an unknown agency, ending up on Serapis, where our AI colleague comes from, as you presumably know. We escaped in the end, but that is why we weren’t with the other humans you say are already here. It is to be hoped that they are safe and are being well treated.”

“This court was unaware of outside interference, though our human senior authorities had heard rumours -  possibly long ago in the first instance from those humans your AI calls her ‘Makers’. We need more information. Perhaps from your AI – that would only take a few seconds. Hearing your own accounts orally would take far too long. With all respect, of course.”

Athanasia glanced at Stuart and Molly, who shrugged and nodded. She moved up to the judge’s dais and stood close to it for a minute or so, her expression apparently intent. A chime seemed to announce the end of the data sharing. Athanasia straightened and returned to her human companions.

“We must return to Earth. I don’t think we’ll be re-routed. Whoever or whatever is interfering with us didn’t want us here – presumably they guessed that some crucial information might be passed on. And it has. We must not stay much longer, but I’ll summarise what I’ve been given, so that the authorities here know what you’re being told.”

“We’re entirely in your hands, Athanasia. Can’t say I appreciate the situation, but so far you do seem to be on our side.”

“Yes, Stuart. You may not like it, but there’s nothing I can do about it. I didn’t plan for it!”

“Go on then. Spill the beans.”

“Spill the - oh, I see. We need not only to return to Earth, but to Antarctica.”

“Nonsense, Athanasia. Whatever for? From what we saw last time, there’s nothing we can do. And didn’t we leave to escape a threat?”

“The Energy Extractors pose a cosmic danger. But it now seems that they can be destroyed. And they are linked together in some peculiar way – my system cannot grasp the physics involved. If any one of them is dismantled or destroyed, the others will also cease to function. New ones can be constructed, but this would take time.”

The red light on the dais flashed. “You must go. The Court has heard enough for the time being. We wish you luck. There will be no charge for our legal services on this occasion.”

An AI wishing humans luck? Molly wondered what that could possibly amount to. Was the judge really an AI? Legal fees? How could we pay them? With what?

The scene changed abruptly, but what they now saw was neither a room in their house in England, nor anything in or adjacent to Antarctica.

“Athanasia! I thought you said we wouldn’t be re-routed. But surely we have been.”

It was dark, though two moons were attempting to pierce the clouds, one an angry red colour much larger than the other. They were on the edge of a body of liquid – it could be water, but the strong scent of some chemical suggested that if so, it was less than pure. Athanasia turned away from the lake to direct a beam of light in the opposite direction.

“Perhaps they have penetrated to the Court after all and could eavesdrop on what was said. But I’m not convinced they can manage that – not yet, at any rate. I think this might be the last of a programmed sequence. Somehow our court visit hasn’t prevented it from completing.”

“If this is the last one, then where have we landed up?” Molly asked, as she stared at the scene revealed by Athanasia’s light. The ground seemed to rise sharply, and they thought they could see in the far distance sharp mountain peaks revealed by the faltering moonlight. Whatever lay between them and the mountains could not be seen. As she tried desperately to make out more of the landscape, something began to interfere with her vision. A fog was developing and rapidly deepening, as a result of which the mountains began to fade from view. She felt those now familiar tendrils brush across her consciousness, slowing down in their passage in order to deposit an area of mental ooze. As this happened, it became harder and harder to entertain any thoughts. She looked at Stuart. It was evident that he was being subjected to an identical psychic assault. A wall of fog was coming closer, illuminated by Athanasia’s light to a sickly orange hue.

Abruptly they were in the tent room in their English house. Molly was still shivering violently as she found herself striving desperately hard to find a way of cleansing the smears from her mind. Stuart was screwing up his face. It was only too obvious that he was trying desperately to do the same. For a moment, just the three of them were there. Then, without warning, Iry-pat and his colleagues were also present, clutching their Holworms.

~

Miss Teece was waiting for Dr Radcliffe. She was due her annual performance review. There was nothing to worry about, as far as she knew, though for some reason she was less positive about Radcliffe in general than she had been. She could not put her finger on the problem. Perhaps it was because Radcliffe often gave the impression that she was not listening; she would ask a question but when Miss Teece answered she would seem quite distracted – as if she would much rather be doing something else than talking to her. She spotted Dr Radcliffe coming into the hall. Someone waved at the latter and addressed a remark, but Radcliffe was too far away for Miss Teece to hear the words. Dr Radcliffe did not even turn her head to respond to the greeting, but strode on. It was very odd – Miss Teece wondered whether she should have her eyes tested. For around Dr Radcliffe’s head there seemed to be a slight haze.

~

Back at home, Molly and Stuart were exhausted - completely drained as a result of the last excursion. They had little comprehension of what felt like a dreadful assault on their very souls. They were terrified of a repetition.

This time, there was no sign of any police. Nevertheless, Molly and Stuart wondered whether their return via Athanasia’s Holworm might alert E-R Realtors. Did the firm now regard Athanasia as a problematic employee too and attempt to monitor her Holworm?

Athanasia urged Molly and Stuart not to delay their return to Antarctica. They described their harrowing experiences to Iry-pat and his colleagues, who looked suitably appalled.

“Look, Athanasia,” Molly said. “Yes – if we have been followed here, then they could easily follow us to Antarctica too. On the other hand, whatever is after us might not have even the slightest clue that we’re out to destroy their machine. So they’d have no need to pursue us. How would we put an end to the Extractor, by the way?”

Athanasia did not respond to Molly’s final question. “I don’t believe we’re known to be on Earth by the Star Farmers now, Molly. There’s no evidence of that. But if our movements have been discovered, we may be trapped at any moment.”

Iry-pat and his colleagues had remained quiet all this time, but had been listening intently. Now he said, “While you are gone, we can help by going into work to probe E-R Realtors further.”

Athanasia, Molly and Stuart agreed with this suggestion enthusiastically, and waved good-bye as Athanasia initiated their next Holworm trip.

~

Professor Wright sighed as he studied his tablet which displayed the latest briefing for the Executive meeting. “Brief signs of Holworm activity in the same location as before. Not far from Miss Teece’s house again. It could be legitimate on the part of one of our employees, of course. And our police contacts have been carrying out their terrorist swoops but nothing has come up yet. They can’t simply arrest everyone there.”

“Surely we can pinpoint what is going on! Apparently we’re better at the surveillance of mobile phone activity. Ridiculous!” Once again, Dr Radcliffe was less than her calm and professional self.

“What do you suggest, Dr Radcliffe? The police are doing their best, I’m sure.”

“You’d better leave it to me, Professor Wright. I’ve good relations with some senior police officers. I’m sure we will come up with something.”

Most of those present nodded gratefully, while Radcliffe seemed to relax, even managing a slight smile.

~

Back in Antarctica, Molly, Stuart and Athanasia found themselves behind robust transparent screens. These must have been hastily erected since the huge iceberg had calved, revealing the remains of an ancient civilisation. This protection was very welcome, but they were worried to see that several craft were braving the usual storms. They paused for a couple of minutes to take in the latest news about Antarctica thoughtfully recorded and supplied to them by Athanasia. Apparently, certain tourist companies had quickly laid on cruises to the ‘amazing and unprecedented archaeological scenes now revealed in Antarctica.’ However, the UN had lost no time in implementing international visitor bans, and in setting up accredited and informed investigations. A ‘peace keeping’ flotilla was already present to exclude visitors, especially journalists. There had been several unsuccessful attempts to break through, and the perpetrators had been sent on their way. Future offenders had been warned that the penalties next time would be severe. The Security Council had supported this policy unanimously.

Even Athanasia had not anticipated that the scene might be as busy as Oxford Street on a Saturday. They beat a hasty retreat into the tombs. Athanasia left some tiny cameras outside facing in the direction of the grey foaming sea, the numerous boats, yachts, ships and even one destroyer kindly supplied by the French.

“I’ve not had time to tell you,” Athanasia said, as they moved cautiously through the passages towards the Energy Extractor hall. “But the information I downloaded at the ICHR includes advanced coverage of Cosmic Bridge science.”

“That’s very nice for you,” Stuart said, without much enthusiasm. “I’m sure you are going to fascinate us with more detail.”

Molly looked slightly shocked, but then reminded herself that he was only talking to an AI. The air in the route they had just traversed was less clear than it had been a few seconds ago. A mist was swirling around a foot away from the ground. Not one of the three noticed, and before it came to their attention it vanished as soon as it had appeared. They walked on cautiously, perhaps slowing even more as they neared the hall, wondering what they might find. It was chillingly silent. No one could have said what made them stop and listen. Molly looked from Stuart to Athanasia and back again. Something almost at the edge of hearing broke the silence. She opened her mouth to speak, but Athanasia put her finger to her lips while shaking her head. They stood absolutely still, rigid with tension. There was nothing. The air was dry, and the surfaces seemed free of moisture. No sounds of water, not even the faintest sound of dripping could be heard. Molly was about to move forward when they all heard it. Footsteps with a curious metallic echo were moving in their direction.

“What the?” Molly exclaimed. “There shouldn’t be anyone in here. Have they allowed archaeologists in?”

The footsteps stopped. They looked in all directions, but there was nothing to be seen.

Stuart said, “We should go on. If someone knows that we are here and is following, so be it. Nothing we can do about that now.”

“The trouble is, Stuart, that I don’t think it’s a person following us,” Athanasia said enigmatically.

They resumed walking and reached the entrance to the hall at last. Molly and Stuart looked at Athanasia expectantly.

“Wait here!” she began. She peered in. There, at the very far end was the Extractor, seemingly unchanged from the last time they had seen it. The clear air was abruptly replaced by a mist that flowed along the floor towards them. Molly turned and looked back. There was mist behind them too. It rose higher from the floor as it advanced, while suddenly from its midst appeared a tall metallic shape. The mist vanished abruptly, while the shape clanked its way towards them. As it drew near, they could see that it was very obviously an intelligent machine of some kind. While roughly humanoid in appearance, no attempt had been made to make it look really like a human being.

It paused in front of them. Its mouth opened and closed several times as it uttered guttural sounds, sounds even Athanasia was unable to translate into anything she could understand.

There was a loud click from its throat, and without warning some English words began to emerge. It sounded somehow as if functions were being drawn on that had not been activated for a very long time.

“You are forbidden here. I have orders to destroy you if you remain more than five minutes longer. I could do this immediately. Since I have not been given a reason to hold back and have not been forbidden to destroy you now, I may not wait.”

There was another click. “New orders countermanding those I have just recited. I am to take you to a place of incarceration, after which I await further instructions.” Immediately the machine released a cable, which wound itself round the three travellers so tightly that they were no longer able to move of their own volition. They found themselves being dragged to a door in one side of the hall. The machine opened the door, pulled them through into a small chamber, released the cable and left, slamming the door behind it. However, this was not before Athanasia had planted several microscopic webcams on its body where they would be very unlikely to be seen. She immediately went to give the door a violent push, but shook her head and came away.

“And even if we could get out, I don’t know what other forces might be unleashed against us. We need to think, rather than engage in precipitate action.”

“It’s you, Athanasia, that’s made us ‘engage in precipitate action’, as you put it. All for very good reasons, we’re sure, but we aren’t responsible.”

Wordlessly, Athanasia handed each of them a small earplug and gestured them to make use of them.

“The owners of the Extractor can hear everything we are saying, I’m sure. They just might also be able to monitor what I’m now communicating to you via your earplugs, but this is less likely. I’m using a pretty advanced type of encryption – but of course, they may be able to deal with that. Bluntly, if they can, we are unlikely to be able to beat them.”

“So what now, Athanasia? We are in your hands. While convinced of your good intentions, we’re feeling helpless. Why are we here?”

“At any moment, the enemy might realise that I’m an AI - potentially, therefore, knowing things that might constitute a real threat. But hopefully it will never occur to them that I’m not human, let alone that there still could be an AI of my kind around. My Makers made me uniquely resilient – barring accidents, to continue without end and with virtually no limits to the learning I could accumulate.”

“Always have thought you were a bit of a know-all,” Molly commented, but she did not sound as if she was really complaining.

“Enough of this. I need to try to explain something to you. I have the means to destroy the Extractor. And to leave this cell.”

“Can you also deal with that robot? Or whatever is behind it?”

Their headphones were hardly of the sound cancelling standard, for they all heard sounds from outside their cell. Molly and Stuart gripped each other’s hands tightly as they waited for the door to be opened. It went quiet for a moment before the footsteps faded out of earshot.

Athanasia resumed her comments as if nothing had happened. “The robot is the least of our problems. The Court supplied me with the results of some very advanced wormhole technology that can make extreme alterations to points in space time.”

“And?”

“I implement this. It destroys the Extractor. Trouble is, I’m not sure about the extent of any side-effects. I’d have to leave the equivalent of a detonator in the hall – and we’d need enough time to put a bit of distance between us and the thing before all hell breaks loose – in fact, we must leave by Holworm almost at the very instant that the event takes place – but also must be sure it’s happened before we depart. All that puts us at a slight risk.”

“Well?” Molly said. “OK – you’ve told us. But what’s stopping you? Not much choice, is there?”

“Bluntly, no – but you are the only humans with whom I’m in contact, so – er- Stuart? Your view?”

“What Molly said. You’re reasonably sure we will be safe?”

“As I said, a very slight risk.”

“You didn’t say ‘very’ just now.” Stuart was sounding uneasy.

“No. Apparently, even over many millennia this kind of thing has hardly ever been tried in practice. Not required, of course.”

“Aren’t we wasting time now?”

“Not really. The Extractor won’t go away – nor will whatever it is that seems to be coming after us.”

“Won’t that thing – that robot try to…”

“Yes – but it will fail. And with any luck, it will be caught up in the explosion – or whatever happens when…”

“Are you sure?”

“No – of course I’m not. But I can’t see how it could anticipate what we intend for the Extractors. How could its controllers possibly know that I’ve got some very advanced science from the Court – and that only an AI could have obtained it so quickly and have it ready for use.”

“Right. Anathasia. Do it!” Stuart and Molly chorused, more or less in unison.

“Strange that the android didn’t confiscate my Holworm,” muttered Athanasia, as she thumbed her device. They were instantly translated from their closed cell to where they could stand in front of the Extractor. A light began to flash, as behind them a mist immediately appeared and moved rapidly towards them. She whispered, “Be ready. Close your eyes and look the other way.” She produced her Holworm in one hand and an unfamiliar looking tool in the other – it resembled a shiny metallic starfish. Molly saw Athanasia pull at something on the starfish before quickly closing her eyes and swivelling her head. Neither Molly nor Stuart were the only observers of Athanasia’s speech and actions.

Through Molly’s tightly closed eyes an intense blue light penetrated for a fraction of a second. For that same fraction of a second an unearthly roar began. Then they were all in the bedroom with the tent. They scanned each other for traces of burning, or indeed for any kind of damage. There were none. There was no sign of Iry-pat and his colleagues.

“We’d better find out what has actually happened in Antarctica, don’t you think?” Molly said, trying to catch her breath from the vast shock to which she had just been subjected. She activated a screen which was displaying some day time quiz show. This was abruptly replaced by a huge ‘breaking news’ flag.

“News is just coming in of some extraordinary event on Antarctica. A few days ago, the world learned of a giant iceberg calving that revealed the existence of a sophisticated human civilisation long before anything previously known. Now, some geological catastrophe on an unprecedented scale has utterly destroyed the site and suddenly melted billions of tons of ice. Comparisons are being made with the 1883 Krakatoa volcanic explosion, but today’s event is hugely more powerful. Multiple Tsunami warnings have been issued for many countries including New Zealand and Australia. It’s thought the force of the explosion was a significant multiple of the most powerful hydrogen bomb ever exploded in the atmosphere. Some scientists speculate that we could be looking at the impact of an asteroid. However, the close passage of such bodies is always carefully monitored, and nothing of this kind was predicted. Another possibility was a volcanic eruption of a kind that is theoretically possible if the volcano under Yellowstone National Park were ever to blow.”

“Wow!” exclaimed Stuart. “Well, Athanasia. Does that mean the Extractor has gone? And the other ones too?”

Unusually for Athanasia, she paused before giving an answer. “The sheer magnitude of the explosion suggests so. I don’t know of any other physical forces that could have produced what’s just been reported.”

“And what about that robot?”

“I think we can say good-bye to that. It cannot have seen this coming.”

“Who could confirm the Extractor destruction on other planets?”

“The Court, perhaps. But it may not be safe to try to return there at the moment. Meanwhile, if no more dark strip phenomena occur, that will be a good sign.”

“No sulphur dioxide in that bang, Athanasia. But plenty of dust thrown up. We might be in for some cooler weather for a while. And rising sea levels. Our actions will come at a very heavy cost to many people.”

“Yes, Stuart. But had the Extractors not been destroyed, unimaginably catastrophic damage to parts of the universe might have occurred.”

~

Athanasia did not sleep, but at night lay down quietly in a bedroom, lest any nocturnal activities interfered with Molly and Stuart’s rest, or somehow attract the unwanted attention of neighbours. Moreover, they were still worried about the continuing presence of anti-terrorist police. Previous actions had been very visible, but it was always possible that more discrete and subtle observations were taking place.

However, the next morning she was up very early. She knew that the Extractor annihilation event would have serious consequences and checked the latest news. There were reports of many deaths from the Tsunamis. The sunrise sky was a very deep orange, suggesting that dust had already penetrated the upper atmosphere. There might well be significant consequences to the weather across the world . It might even delay global warming trends for several years. Molly found her sat at a screen, punching the keyboard furiously.

Athanasia looked round as Molly came into the room. “We’ve not finished. Until we fully confront the Star Farmers, they’ll build Extractors again. And we need to find out more about E-R Realtors. I must resume my employee role soon. But first, I’ll check out the Radcliffe camera.”

She fingered the screen, and a view of Radcliffe’s small cubby hole swam into view.

“She normally gets in early and comes here first.” Molly sat down beside her, and they both gazed at the empty chamber. For two or three minutes nothing happened. Molly was just about to leave it to Athanasia while she went downstairs for some breakfast when she heard a slight thud. Suddenly, standing next to Radcliffe’s chair, was a familiar figure, last seen in Antarctica the previous day. Molly’s heart sank. Athanasia made a sound which was almost equivalent to a human sigh of frustration.

“It – he/she – I don’t know! It must have anticipated what I was about to do. That’s very unfortunate. Though the Star Farmers would have found one way or another to continue their activities in any case.”

Molly blinked as something abruptly changed about the figure’s appearance. It now appeared to be a tall young woman.

“It can do what you can do, then. Alter its appearance at will. I wish I could. Can it match your skills and knowledge?”

“Possibly. But my Makers were very advanced in AI developments in the period just before they left Serapis. By then they had become very careful to keep information about all that under wraps.”

They continued to stare at the chamber. They were joined by Stuart. He looked as if he was still half asleep, but he jerked into wakefulness when the scene changed abruptly as Dr Radcliffe appeared. She gasped as she registered her unexpected visitor.

“Who are you? What are you doing here? If you want to see me, you should make an appointment. How did you gain access to this… my private office? I presume you are an E-R Realtors employee. Although I’ve not shared this venue of mine with my colleagues- at least, I didn’t think I had.”

“If you would stop talking for one moment, I might be able to answer. I am an agent of Q-rung.”

There was a silence. Molly could not properly make out the last word spoken by the hostile AI. It sounded like a consonant delivered through the nose – not a sound normally used in English speech – or any other human language, she strongly suspected.

“Q-rung are not happy with what happened yesterday. So the policy of persuading humans with cash to assist them is being reviewed. Q-rung don’t wish me to put myself about in your firm any more than is absolutely necessary in case I unwittingly attract attention. The destroyed Energy Extractors must be replaced immediately. Q-rung is pushing this action forward in a number of galaxies. My task is to steer this through here on Earth and elsewhere in this galaxy. Q-rung has always been open about the fact that it needs human hands to expedite its universal projects. I have been manufactured by humans to serve Q-rung.”

“You… you will have my co-operation as always, um - what should I call you?” Dr Radcliffe spoke in distinctly deferential tones.

Molly was quite surprised at how frank the AI was being about the position of Q-rung. She was soon to learn that its frankness carried no risks.

“Ananke. This name means that my requirements must be met by you and others I seek out. While I am certain you will co-operate, as you say, I need to offer you a little taste of just why I am so sure.” She paused, staying motionless for just a few seconds. In that moment, Dr Radcliffe convulsed and gave a dreadful scream of agony, clutching at the desk for support. No sooner had whatever caused the pain begun than it ceased. Dr Radcliffe let go of the desk, pale and trembling. Molly could see beads of sweat on her face. She was trying to speak, but her lips had succumbed to a frenetic nervous tic so she abandoned her efforts.

“Right – I can rely on you to ensure the firm pursues Q-rung policy?”

Dr Radcliffe nodded, her eyes fixed on Ananke in horrified fascination.

“I’m not going to leave you in this state. Now you know what it’s like, I’m going to supply you with a little something to enable you to wield similar power over others.”

Ananke produced a tiny metallic object resembling a thimble.

“All you do is to put a finger in this, having already touched your target. The touch can be as brief as you like – make it appear accidental.”

“Thank you, Ananke, though I’m not really sure that..”

“Nothing about not being sure, please. Experiment with the thing fairly soon, so you know what to expect and can be efficient with it when need arises.” So saying, Ananke left.

~

Athanasia turned away from the Radcliffe camera. “I must return to the firm immediately,” she announced.

“Why, Athanasia? What can you do there in the face of this?”

“Until we are clearer about who is now an agent of Q-rung and exactly what form that takes, I can’t tell you precisely. In fact, we need as many people working to our agenda back on the firm’s payroll as possible. Another task for you, Stuart. More identities, please.”

“But that won’t work for Molly and me a second time. We’d be recognised instantly, surely.”

“Ah – that’s where my shape-shifting skills should help. I can share them with you – it won’t hurt you, it’s stable over - well, several weeks and can be completed in seconds.”

“I won’t ask you, Athanasia just why your Makers chose to build such skills in when you were being constructed.” Stuart paused for a moment, deep in thought. “So - what if we did return to work at E-R Realtors? Suitably altered, needless to say. We’d have to be very careful – even if we looked different, some might be suspicious. Dr Radcliffe, for instance.”

Molly interrupted him. “Do you think that’s such a good idea, Stuart? I really don’t like the sound of it.”

“We’d be using Holworms in a way that the firm is allowing. If we don’t do some of this, we’re not going to be able to find out much. We can’t spy on the firm from inside its administration in the way that we hope Athanasia can. Despite our wonderful disguises, it would be better if we’re out and about, rather than spending too much time in their offices and shared spaces.”

Athanasia nodded. “Also, we might learn something soon from Iry-pat, Stuart. He may see things that you wouldn’t. I’ll be back in E-R Realtors as soon as possible. But – you probably don’t need to hear this – a word of warning. You may well be risking your lives. The Star Farmers and their human helpers mean business.”

~

Stuart and Molly had little difficulty in first securing interviews with E-R Realtors and then obtaining appointments. As had happened with Athanasia, their first contact with the firm was in local offices on Earth. They feared training from Dr Radcliffe, but this did not happen. An unimpressive man named Tom Smith oversaw their initiation into Holworm operations. They simulated some hesitations and mistakes in the first few days, lest competence excited suspicion. At the same time, they asked no awkward questions, while rising almost to the level of genius as they ensured that Tom Smith was both captivated by their progress and flattered by admiration of his professionalism and support. As a result, he supplied senior management with glowing reports about his two trainees. Although senior management’s opinion of Smith himself was not particularly complimentary, he included sufficient detail in his reports to convince his superiors that they had secured the services of a couple of real stars.

~

“A report from Smith details the progress of two of our latest recruits, Miss Howard and Mr Vickers. We urgently need to expand our operations, and our policy has been to bring on board one or more independent estate agents. For instance, our work with Picard has been very successful and profitable. See Document 15 sections A and B.” Professor Wright paused and swept his gaze around all those present, hoping to secure their attention for what he was about to say. “I am proposing Howard and Vickers for second level promoted status, with access to our confidential information and assignments. A major part of their role will be introducing new agencies to Holworm operation.  Comments from other board members, please. Yes, Dr Radcliffe?”

“As senior trainer with our company, I would appreciate some first-hand acquaintance with the work of these two. Now, given Smith’s reports, it is difficult to quarrel with their suitability but I hope the Board will allocate me time for a final appraisal – this is in no way intended to undervalue Smith’s work. Incidentally, would it really be wise to release confidential information about our Holworm sources, even to such effective employees?”

“Many on the Board themselves aren’t familiar with the information concerned, or why it should be so sensitive. I myself, for instance have little idea about..”

“I’m sure, Professor Wright that if you wish for more, so long as discretion..”

“I don’t think I do wish, really. Life is too short. But some members question this level of secrecy.” Professor Wright was about to say more, but suddenly grimaced and gave a sharp exclamation. “Apologies, colleagues. Probably nothing – a nasty bit of indigestion. It’s gone now. As I was saying – the level of secrecy...”

“Commercial sensitivity, Professor Wright. That’s always been the answer. Lift the restrictions, if you will – but then accept the probable decline in our firm’s profits as other outfits start to exploit Holworm technology.”

Dr Radcliffe smiled warmly as she finished speaking. Indeed, she radiated a surprisingly high level of satisfaction. Athanasia, sitting quietly as was her wont during meetings of this kind, was deeply suspicious, wondering whether she had just witnessed Radcliffe perform a certain little experiment. However, Professor Wright was unlikely to associate a brief trauma with his secrecy questions. She marvelled at Radcliffe’s acting skills. Radcliffe would certainly not welcome opening up the firm’s information, for reasons less to do with commercial sensitivity and more to do with Q-rung.

~

“Something different for you today,” announced Dr Radcliffe. “Your assessment work has been exemplary. But the firm needs to expand. We want to interest existing estate agents in Holworm opportunities. The first port of call will be Crouchback, Lockwood and Biddle. Are you up to the task, Miss Howard?”

Molly was still finding it challenging to respond to the new name, so was constantly worried lest her latest identity slipped her mind. She smiled and nodded, concealing her shock at hearing the name of the firm she had left precipitately not that long ago, though now it seemed years. She disliked having to ‘wear’ a different appearance, though she could not fault Athanasia’s disguise. The only part of her body left unscathed was her right foot for some reason. She had no intention of showing that either to Dr Radcliffe or Crouchback, Lockwood and Biddle. Even her voice had been modified. However, Athanasia had warned her that what she was definitely unable to revise were habitual body movements including how she walked, her accent and ways of speaking.  Even how she ate her food might trigger recognition of a kind from anyone who had shared a meal with Molly.

“You will have to do something yourself about these things,” Athanasia had concluded. “But don’t try too hard. Otherwise you may come across as stilted, artificial or something similar, and this could excite suspicion.”

“There’s something familiar about you,” Dr Radcliffe suddenly commented. “Are you sure we’ve not met before. Your face is not familiar and I’m good at faces. All the same, I’m convinced there’s…”

“I don’t think we’ve met,” Molly responded firmly. “I’m sure I’d remember if we had.” She immediately regretted her second sentence.

“What do you mean by that, Miss Howard?” Dr Radcliffe’s tone was immediately cool.

“Only that you are memorable, Dr Radcliffe. I don’t often meet people like you.”

She must have succeeded in adopting the right tone, for Dr Radcliffe’s expression relaxed, and she smiled slightly.

“You flatter me, I’m sure. Anyhow, I need you to visit Crouchback, Lockwood and Biddle in order to introduce them to E-R Realtors’ very special range of properties to be bought or rented.”

“That’s an exciting task, Dr Radcliffe. And I’ve signed on for that senior Holworm training, though I’ve not yet had time to complete all the units. Just a couple outstanding. I think there are ten in the first instance. So do I know enough to be able to reach out to a firm like Crouchback, Lockwood and Biddle?”

“You need the remaining training, to be sure. Try to finish them all first, but if not, catch up with the remainders later. Good luck. Now I need you to hand in your current Holworms.”

Both Molly and Stuart felt uneasy as they produced their devices and passed them over. Surely they weren’t about to be shut out from the technology, even if only temporarily. If so, their chances of discovering how to resist Q-rung would be close to zero.

“I am replacing these with the premium versions. Their blue colouring distinguishes them from the bread and butter devices. They have very advanced powers. Hence you need the training to learn how to use them. Take care – mistakes with these could have major and irreversible consequences. Nevertheless, don’t be over-cautious either – the firm has every confidence in your expertise and professionalism.”

~

Molly sat in the firm’s reception hall, having donned an AR helmet. A Holworm engineer was behind a desk, holding up a blue Holworm and communicating with Molly via her AR. She also had a fresh thick bundle of documentation.

So – you’ve been handed an advanced Holworm. What can this one do that your familiar basic version cannot? You can set your basic version to take many people with you to your venue. The maximum number is approximately 50.  The advanced type could in theory transport up to 1000, though this is not recommended unless you are sure that your total number can safely ‘land’ in your intended destination. Once your client estate agent has signed a contract with us, the latest Holworm can convey you to a safe location where your client-focused reception halls can quickly be constructed. These display the venues your client offers their customers. All the venues will have been sieved or curated for safety. Once a given venue acquires users, it will either be removed from the displays or information will be made clearly available on its site about what may still be purchased or rented. For safety reasons, all users must wear an E-R Realtors watch, featuring a prominent control enabling immediate return to Earth.

FAQ

Question Your client requests information about the source of Holworm technology. What do you do?

Answer You politely resist the request, warning that their permit to sell or rent out E-R Realtors Holworm supported properties depends totally on their pursuing such inquiries no further. E-R Realtors is an entirely legal operation, but high levels of commercial sensitivity are involved. Later advanced training material gives you a little more information about this, but you are bound by a strict non-disclosure agreement.

Before you read the following information, you must sign our non-disclosure agreement.

E-R Realtors Signature……..

Signature of party…………

Confidential Information: Holworm technology – its source, nature and applications.

Scope: From the first date of employment: time indefinite

Exclusions: No exclusions.

Breaching the agreement. E-R Realtors will seek punitive damages and within legal limits seek to prevent the injuring party from other employment.

Molly duly signed, though felt that the agreement was designed to be threatening, acknowledging to herself that she definitely felt threatened. This did not prevent her from reading on.

Confidential information. Holworm technology was introduced on Earth three years ago. E-R Realtors were the first recipients. The source, known as  Q-rung, is an extra-terrestrial power that insists on maximum discretion on the part of any humans who benefit. The technology inventors are believed to be early human cultures. Just how and why Q-rung acquired it is not known. Q-rung are generous with their knowledge: in return, recipients supply information to them facilitating their construction of certain devices in favoured localities. Their purpose is unknown, but Q-rung assure all the parties signing up with them that they are perfectly safe with no negative impact where they are installed. Q-rung value their privacy and appreciate the discretion of all humans with whom they are now working. Q-rung reserve the right to inspect human Holworm activities from time to time. Those inspected may or may not be aware of being surveyed, but should not be alarmed and will come to no harm. However, human attempts to breach Q-rung privacy would meet with serious consequences.

~

Knowing Harvey, Molly thought she should ring for an appointment. If she just turned up, he would be perfectly capable of showing her the door. And, in fairness, if business was brisk he would need some notice. She had prepared the way with some marketing material devised by E-R Realtors. On cursory examination, it was very motivating – combining on the one hand, some exciting details blessed with amazing images, with, on the other hand, an air of mystery and hints of stratospheric technological innovations.

Harvey had jumped at the offer of new business and offered a meeting just after his office closed at 5.30 pm. She worried as the afternoon wore on. She would have to provide Holworm demonstrations. Thanks to Athanasia, she already surpassed the advanced training levels. Would her skills attract unwelcome attention? Or would the firm expect high level functioning from her as a matter of course by now. She could not afford an over-modest performance either – for that might also be risky. Her anxiety led her to make contact with Dr Radcliffe, who answered her call with some impatience.

“Miss Howard. I didn’t expect to hear from you again today. What do you want? I’m up to my eyes in work...”

“It’s just a suggestion, Dr Radcliffe. I wondered whether Peter Vickers might accompany me on my first visit. It might seem more professional to Crouchback – and though I’m confident enough with my Holworm, two heads are always better than one.”

There was a silence at the other end. ‘Peter Vickers’ was the new incarnation of Stuart. Molly preferred his original name and appearance.

“Fine, Miss Howard. You have made out a sensible case. I’ll leave you to call him. You’ll have his contact details, of course.”

“Thank you, Dr Radcliffe. You can rely on us.”

She regretted her second sentence, but it would only make matters worse to withdraw it now.

~

“Of course, we may be increasing the risk if we talk to Harvey together - trigger something in his mind.”

“It won’t be just him, Molly. He’s only a branch manager. Senior people from the company will be there, surely.”

“That might help. But I’m a bit worried.”

“Don’t be. It’s just because you know who you are? The very possibility of your total disguise would never occur to them. And he never saw us together, after all.”

“You’re always such a comfort, Stuart! Really kind. But I have to say I’m not enamoured of your current guise. You look a bit flabby, to be honest.”

“Thanks. While we’re on this topic – you’ve turned into – um – a kind of down-market fast food person. Yes. I infinitely prefer you in your original version.”

Molly smiled. “Really? That’s kind. I think! Anyway, let’s do the Harvey meeting. I need to get it over.”

They made their way to the familiar office at 5.30 pm prompt. The outer door was closed, and they had to knock. On opening, both Harvey and Redwood were revealed, smiling in an oleaginous manner as they welcomed them in. Molly immediately noticed where Redwood’s eyes were straying and struggled to control her disgust. Any echo of their earlier exchange could be quite disastrous.

They were shown into Harvey’s office and asked to sit down on a grubby sofa. The main customer area also seemed rather the worse for wear – it had certainly gone downhill since Molly left, or so she judged. Perhaps her replacement staff failed to match her high standards.

“Here are some brochures and other materials produced by Picard and Picard, who have been working with us for some time.”

As Harvey and Redwood leafed their way through a thick pile handed to them, they looked more and more stunned. There were beautiful images of a wide range of landscapes – especially beaches, mountains and lakes. Redwood began to read out the text in some of the brochures in a sarcastic tone.

“Looking for your dream home in the stars? Look no further! Our galaxy-spanning real estate agency has the perfect properties for you.

We feature stunning homes and land for rent or purchase in the most sought-after locations throughout the universe. From the tranquil planets of those favoured M-dwarf stars to the brand new bustling metropolis of New Rome in the Lesser Magellanic Cloud, we have something for everyone.

Our properties boast breath-taking views of nebulae and galaxies, with spacious interiors and state-of-the-art technology. Whether you're looking for a cosy asteroid hideaway or a grand palace built millennia ago by earlier human cultures, we have the perfect home for you.

Our expert agents are here to guide you every step of the way, ensuring a smooth and stress-free buying experience. Don't miss out on the opportunity to own your own piece of the cosmos. Contact us today to schedule a viewing!

Experience the ultimate in intergalactic living with our galaxy-spanning real estate agency. Your dream home is just a Holworm away!"

“So, Mr Vickers,” Redwood murmured. “Your material sounds very interesting if somewhat ambitious and almost, if you don’t mind us being perfectly frank, unbelievable. Can you explain the science to us in words of one syllable?”

This was the fifth question they had been put, after Molly and Stuart had jointly outlined very briefly the possibility of a host of new locations available from their firm if an agreement could be reached. But each time, Redwood directed his inquiry to Stuart, who from time to time glanced at Molly apologetically.

“My colleague, Miss Howard is perhaps best placed to answer you at this point, Mr Redwood.”

Stuart immediately wondered whether he should have said this. Molly might prefer not to interact with the loathsome Redwood at all and simply to ignore his blatant misogyny.

“Yes, Mr Redwood. The science behind our offerings is abstruse. Consequently, even if our grasp matched that of our firm’s physicists, it would be very difficult to communicate it to you – no offence meant.” Molly spoke kindly, as if to a pupil.

Redwood gave a mirthless chuckle – Molly stole a surreptitious glance at him and was fairly sure that he was furious. She sought to repress a strong surge of gratification, but was not entirely successful. He looked as if he knew and was about to respond. Hastily she forestalled him.

“So the next thing is to show you some examples. This need not take too long. Are you free for the next hour or so?”

“Certainly. Harvey and I are at your disposal.” Again, he addressed his response to Stuart.

Molly muttered to herself, “Well, not at mine, apparently.”

“I didn’t quite catch that, Miss Howard.” This was Harvey, attempting to support his manager.

“Oh! I was just saying that we are at your disposal too,” she lied enthusiastically.

“We’re looking forward to the examples then,” Harvey said. “It’s amazing that you offer such a wealth of possibilities with no prior claims from peoples already there – they are all in effect equivalent to the lands first discovered centuries ago – Australia, North America and so on.”

There was a silence as Molly once again struggled with her anger at the alleged and obviously misleading terrestrial instances of undiscovered lands. She cast Stuart an appealing look.

“It’s our firm’s policy not to discuss pre-existing population issues. There are no pre-existing populations, and it’s very important that there are never any doubts about this in our clients’ minds.” Stuart trailed off as he began to find it quite difficult to continue lying through his teeth.

“Australia and North America are not very good examples,” Molly muttered. “You know very well that there were people there long before Europeans arrived.”

“Er – quite so, Miss Howard. But there’s no need to be pedantic. You know what I mean.”

“Well – no I don’t, actually. There were people in Australia for at least ten thousand years before white men turned up.” Molly began to wonder whether she had a death wish of some kind. Judging by Stuart’s expression, he was wondering too. Then she felt a little more optimistic. After all, if Harvey and Redwood took away from the meeting how passionately E-R Realtors felt about human rights, they were more likely to believe in the true availability of their wares.

“For health and safety reasons we have usually introduced our merchandise with the use of AR helmets – these give you a very vivid impression of what you might be buying. All five of your senses are exploited for the wonderfully authentic experiences. However, we could offer innovating firms like yourselves immediate trips in person, as opposed to being mere AR spectators. There are always slight risks with real journeys, but needless to say, our firm has always checked out venues in advance.

Now, if you want to avail yourself of reality rather than AR, we will be asking you to sign something absolving us of responsibility. So we will of course understand that you may prefer to go for safety.”

Something about Molly’s slightly patronising tone and the very fact that she was a woman impelled Redwood to stutter, “Oh – the real thing please. We don’t want to waste time. Just pass over the forms. OK with you, Harvey?”

Harvey smirked and nodded.

“We just call this one Sigma,” Molly announced. “One of the first I saw during my training.”

Neither Harvey nor Redwood would have had any chance to see what Molly did with her Holworm before they encountered that hot scent- a mixture of grasses laced with acacia and a rank animal odour that both she and Stuart had experienced before.

“Just keep a look out,” Molly said kindly to the two estate agent people, as they surveyed the scene, visibly frightened and beginning to react against the putrescent odour that seemed even stronger than it had done the first time.

“Yes – you can smell the evidence of wild animals. They could be dangerous. But this is pristine territory. Might well appeal to certain customers who enjoy using guns. No questions asked. But, by the way, they wouldn’t be allowed to bring back trophies to Earth. Danger of cross infection and so forth.”

“Earth?” Redwood stuttered.

“Yes – you don’t imagine you are on Earth at the moment, do you?”

Molly sensed that some predators were not far off, judging by the rustling sounds and some faint snarls and growls. She knew enough about her Holworm to be able to transport all of them back to Earth immediately while leaving Redwood behind. The story could be accidental death – that she and Stuart had gone by the book in terms of warning their guests of the risks and that his fate was just was sheer bad luck. Even now, Redwood seemed to be as interested in her as he was on taking in the scenery. She would never know just how close she was to giving into temptation, because the view in front of her seemed suddenly to be obscured by a faint mist. Without thinking or consulting with Stuart, she returned them to Crouchback, Lockwood and Biddle’s office.

“I hadn’t finished looking around, Miss Howard. Just why have you brought us back so soon. I am very disappointed. I would have thought you would have more concern for potential clients’ wishes.” Redwood radiated irritating pomposity.

Given that Stuart also looked quite annoyed and that his feelings might be visible to Harvey and Redwood, she decided on a rapid climb down.

“Apologies to you both. But I always put customer safety at the top of the agenda and I did warn you that in some locations there may be dangerous wild animals. We took no weapons with us. I suddenly became aware of a threat so immediately withdrew you from any risk.”

“I didn’t see anything,” objected Redwood aggressively, “though I did smell something.”

Molly decided on a blatant lie. Neither man would have access to the latest identity Stuart had created for her.

“You might be forgiven for not realising, Mr Redwood. I was brought up on a farm in South Africa and learned much about wild animals.” She smiled warmly at him, which really strained her psychological powers, but he seemed oblivious.

“I do hope that the next example will be more helpful,” Redwood said. “To be blunt, this has not been very impressive so far, despite the astonishing and inexplicable technology involved.”

Molly had already booked in a two night stay in the Picard and Picard hotel that she and Stuart had visited a while ago.

“You should enjoy this one,” Molly said, smiling encouragingly. “It’s controlled by one of your biggest rivals, Picard and Picard – but it gives you a taste of what your firm could be advertising and selling. It’s a very luxurious hotel in a beautiful location by the sea. You can stay two nights if you like, or a shorter time if that suits you better. If you wish family and friends to accompany you, we can delay the start to allow that to happen. What do you think?”

“Will you be there with us?” Redwood inquired. Molly wondered briefly whether the answer to that question might affect whether he wanted others to come with him.

“No!” she replied, with perhaps more enthusiasm than was entirely wise. “But it’s possible that a senior member of our staff may be free - not sure at the moment.”

“How do we get to come back earlier if we don’t like it?”

“Just go to Reception. It’s all perfectly straightforward. But we’re pretty sure you’ll love it.”

~

Molly and Stuart were back at home, eating a quiet tea and hoping that their negotiations with Harvey and Redwood might succeed, thus opening up more routes to vital information.

When Athanasia returned from work she immediately accosted them.

“You aren’t going to like this. Harvey and Redwood. You sent them to that Picard hotel.”

“Yes!” Molly said irritably. “What’s wrong with that now?”

“I didn’t tell you what I’d done when we encountered Ananke in Antarctica.”

“Well – we saw a good deal of what you did there. What are you talking about now?”

“I sprinkled the star farmer AI with tiny webcams. The latter work across cosmic bridges – so I can see something of what it’s up to. Just hoping that they won’t be detected.”

“And?”

“It, or she, whatever – in its human guise has gone to the Picard hotel. Its boss must want to keep tabs on how E-R Realtors is going about broadening the reach of Holworm technology.”

“Is that bad? It might give us some crucial clues. And also it will keep us in touch with what those two lovely gentlemen get up to on their mini-break. We’ve no other way of finding out at the moment.”

“Redwood seems to be trying to- how do you express these things in Earth culture – to ‘chat Ananke up’. He’ll get a terrible shock if he tries anything- um- intimate.”

Molly had a sudden rush of pleasurable anticipation as she contemplated the possibility, even though its detail eluded her imagination.

“I need to be at the hotel,” Athanasia said firmly.

“Why? Surely AIs don’t have the need for mini-breaks.” Even as he said the words, Stuart felt he was being unkind. But then…

“Three reasons for being there. One – representing our firm on the spot. Two – gaining a closer acquaintance with the unlovely Ananke. And three – I can follow her on her Holworm transits if I begin where she does – I can’t otherwise.”

“Just be careful if and when you do decide to follow her. Just suppose you...”

“…end up with her managers. I’m a tough cookie – because my Makers were a clever lot they really wanted me to last - so.”

“We cannot afford to lose you, Athanasia. The Energy Extractor destruction was the first step. Much more needs to be done.”

“My main worry, Stuart is still the same. Ananke might discover that I’m an advanced AI and pass on the information.”

“I’m coming with you, Athanasia,” Molly cut in. “There must be a human involved in this - pursuit.”

“That’s fine. I’ll create yet another appearance for you, Molly - and you can book the hotel with Picard and Picard. I’m sure Stuart will do an appropriate identity. Meanwhile, I think I’ll be there in my Einstein-Rosen staff role. The two gentlemen haven’t met me, so I’ll announce myself to them as a benign witness to this stage of the firm’s marketing.”

Stuart nodded his agreement, but then began to look distraught. “I know what you are going to say, Molly. I can’t come too. That I’m needed on Earth to co-ordinate things and keep Einstein-Rosen off our backs. But I hate to think of you out there on your own…Athanasia won’t be supposed ever to have met you, so...”

“I won’t be on my own. And for a couple of days, those two chivalrous gentlemen will, I’m sure, protect me if I am imperilled in any way.”

Stuart stared at Molly, who looked back at him directly with an expressionless face. After a few moments, he grinned resignedly.

~

The hotel had established a regular series of sea trips. These were very popular, enabling customers to visit several of the stunningly picturesque islands within easy reach. The climate was benign – occasional rain, mainly at night, was rarely accompanied by more than a moderate breeze. Real storms were unknown.

Molly, now in the guise of a woman from Iran or similar, gathered from Athanasia that Redwood, Harvey and Ananke were all booked on the latest voyage, which promised to be a little more ambitious than usual. It would go further in order to view several islands known to be there according to several drone surveys, but never previously visited. Accordingly, she and Athanasia also booked in.

They set off around mid-morning. The weather was glorious, luxurious cabins had been provided for all, since they would be away for a whole night, while the food from the outset was excellent. Molly noted that both Athanasia and Ananke joined the others for meals and simulated food consumption so skilfully that no one could have possibly guessed their real status.

Troy, the first island, turned out to be the home of a huge bird colony. They combined the plumage of parrots with the behaviour of sea gulls. The noise of the cries from the vast number of nests was audible from many miles away, becoming quite deafening when they drew closer. The odour was overpowering.

“Ladies and Gentlemen – we won’t be landing on Troy, as was originally indicated in the schedule. We hope you will understand – it seems inappropriate to disturb this wonderful avian colony. There’s a good chance that those who wish will be able to set foot on our next venue, Skadi. I don’t know where these names come from – possibly the first hotel manager who left some months ago.”

The power of their craft meant that Troy soon disappeared over the horizon. Although it was peaceful, warm and altogether relaxing, Molly began to feel somehow lonely in this vast unpopulated world. The very absence of people felt almost oppressive. Other passengers were not much help socially, many of them evidently very rich with a strong sense of self-entitlement. Molly had met similar people before, whose forebears had lived around the world in places that were now ex-colonies. Ananke made no attempt at conversation, but Athanasia told Molly that the AI was keeping both of them under close observation. ‘Close observation’ unfortunately meant very close indeed, so the two of them had to be extremely careful about what they said to each other. After going through the motions of meeting each other as strangers and making friends, they began to keep an ostentatiously hand-written diary, which enabled them occasionally to slip each other paper messages that would escape Ananke’s scrutiny, or so they hoped.

Molly was the first to catch sight of Skadi on the horizon, though she had assumed that Athanasia would do better. The light was beginning to fade as sunset drew near. A couple of peaks were all that she could see at first. The captain reported that all he knew from  drone surveys was that it was desolate and rocky, with two formidably high mountains at its centre. The lack of vegetation and any kind of fauna was notable.

Molly thought that talking about a forthcoming landing spot should not attract Ananke’s attention, and so she said to Athanasia, “Can’t say I like the look of this one. Do you?”

“No – not particularly. I’m not sure I’ll bother with it. We’re not obliged to, are we?”

At this point, Redwood came over to where they were sitting.

“I’m going ashore. I’m very happy to accompany you.”

With a tremendous effort of will, Molly summoned up a pleasant smile. “Thank you for your kind offer, Mr Redwood. I have a slight headache, so will remain on board. But my friend might go with you.”

She waved in the direction of Athanasia, who nodded, saying, “No problem. But I don’t think we’ll be very long. It will be dark in about half an hour. I guess we’ll explore the third island tomorrow morning, before we return to the hotel.”

Redwood looked briefly disappointed, but then began to attend to Athanasia’s appearance. He smirked and took her arm as a voice through speakers directed them to the front of the craft.

“The sea, as you’ve doubtless observed is always very calm, so we can rest near the beach. We hope you don’t mind a brief paddle as you leave the craft. The water is always warm. Leave your foot wear behind if you prefer – towels will be provided on your return.”

Molly watched from the deck as the little party descended the short ladder to the shallow water gently lapping against the shore. The captain had referred to a beach, but it was really only a series of small black rocks with sharp corners – certainly not a place for sunbathing. The sky was cloudless, as so often on this planet, at least as far as she had seen so far. She raised her eyes to the two peaks. They could only be climbed by serious mountaineers with professional equipment, if she was any judge. Near the top of the left hand peak was something that might be the entrance to a cave, but she could not be sure and wished she had brought a telescope with her. The light was fading, so naturally the visibility would not be improving at this time of day. All the same, was that left hand peak beginning to disappear behind a slight mist? At that moment, Athanasia contacted her by phone.

“We’re coming on board now, Molly. I suspect you know why. Make up some story for the Captain – um – that the hotel has sent you a message that your mother back on Earth is seriously ill so you need to return immediately. Apologise for being the cause of the boat trip being cut short but that there is no alternative. Ask him to explain to the other passengers – you are too upset and anxious to do that. And keep right away from Ananke!”

~

Back at the hotel, Harvey and Redwood made the biggest fuss out of all the customers about the abrupt end to their outing. Other passengers were quite kind. The behaviour of the estate agents seemed to Molly to be especially objectionable, seeing as how they were not paying anything for their little jaunt. However, it was a sign that they were probably hooked. She was about to leave for Earth with Athanasia when she suddenly realised that she had not checked to see whether Ananke had returned with the rest.

“Of course she came back!” Athanasia scribbled on a crumpled piece of paper.

“You saw what I saw on the island. For a moment, I thought she might not return on the boat, but leave for another destination altogether, having received some instructions.”

“Had she gone elsewhere, I would have followed. But I would have needed you with me.”

“What?”

“Well - as an AI I could never make major decisions about how to treat a sentient intelligent entity on my own. If and when we reach a point where we are settling on Q-rung’s ultimate fate, humans must be involved. At the moment, it seems more likely that Q-rung is deciding on the future of human beings. But you must leave! Now!”

~

It was past midnight. In Molly and Stuart’s house a little group had assembled – Stuart and Molly herself, Athanasia, Iry-pat and his two colleagues. Athanasia was still really based at the hotel, but had left surreptitiously and temporarily to join the consultation. She hoped not to be missed.

“I mustn’t stay here long,” Athanasia said. “I need to keep track of what Ananke is up to.”

“What was it doing on that island?”

“I have no idea. And I don’t know where to start.” Athanasia’s acknowledgement of uncertainty was unusual.

“So you’ll be returning to the hotel, but not following Ananke elsewhere just yet,” Molly said. “New Energy Extractors cannot be built in a day, or at least, I hope not. Let’s investigate E-R Realtors more thoroughly, together with at least some of those that Q-rung has caught in its web. Following Ananke might eventually take us to her controllers. We need to know enough to have some hope of dealing with it if and when that happened.”

Athanasia looked at the others. They were mostly nodding at Molly’s words.

“And what about the ICHR? They helped  before – surely they will play some kind of role in this situation.”

~

Molly, now returned to her ‘Miss Howard’ version was sat in the Einstein-Rosen concourse. She had been studying the material streamed from the camera that Athanasia had placed in Dr Radcliffe’s hideaway. Anyone passing would conclude that she was hard at work on business connected with the firm, so she felt she was in no danger of being observed by the wrong people.

Her scrutiny of the Radcliffe stream had been very tedious. Nothing seemed to be happening. She alternated between checking the video and ensuring she was up to date with the Senior Management meetings minutes. Her acute boredom was abruptly curtailed when Dr Radcliffe appeared, sat in her office chair and typed a few things on her keyboard. Ananke was suddenly there behind her, after which the two of them vanished.

She returned her attention to the minutes and occasionally back to the streamed video. Out of the corner of her eye she saw a couple at the far end of the concourse walking slowly in her direction. It was Dr Radcliffe and Ananke. Despite the latter’s menacing behaviour a little while ago they seemed to be engaged in an amicable exchange. Her fears increased as they came nearer, but it was too late to move away. A hasty departure at this point might excite suspicion. The best approach now would be a bold one. After all, they had absolutely no reason to suspect her of anything whatever.

“Hello, Dr Radcliffe. I don’t think I’ve met your companion.”

Evidently finding the greeting distinctly unwelcome, Radcliffe struggled to offer a courteous response. Ananke made no attempt at pleasantries. She fixed Molly with a penetrating stare. Molly felt that she was being stripped naked, both mentally and physically. All her secrets would be betrayed and their cause lost forever.

However, she continued her seemingly confident initiative. “I didn’t catch your name - er Miss- Dr?”

Athanasia could tune in to what Molly was seeing and hearing at any time that Molly wished. Molly chose to relay the last few minutes and to continue doing so.

After a pause, the alien AI replied, “I didn’t supply it. Good afternoon.”

Molly moved away a few paces with her back to Radcliffe and the AI. However, she continued to listen intently to the pair.

“Dr Radcliffe?”

“Yes, Ananke.”

“Following on from our earlier conversation, we need to visit some of your key human influencers – your senior policemen, certain politicians and selected executives in private industry. The reconstruction of our Energy Extractors is increasingly urgent. My controllers cannot manage this without human co-operation. That’s both their weakness and their strength.”

“Strength?”

“Certainly – it means that over millennia they have developed means of persuading human beings to do things. You experienced a very crude example of that earlier.”

“So human beings must have built – you, and...”

“That cannot be discussed.”

Ananke appeared to notice suddenly that Molly was now standing quite close, evidently beginning to listen to the exchange and smiling slightly. Dr Radcliffe looked horrified and clearly had no idea what to do.

“Why are you still here? This is a private conversation.” Ananke’s tone was at one and the same time both discourteous and patronising.

“I am a senior executive of E-R Realtors. You must also be employed here, but we have not been introduced. You can’t have been here long, so I think I outrank you.”

Ananke paused, as if even her powerful cognitive gears were not sufficiently potent to deal with this challenge. For a moment, Molly feared she was about to suffer the same pain that she had seen Dr Radcliffe endure. The AI then feigned an unconvincing smile. However, she offered neither apology nor explanation for her rudeness.

“Very probably you do, Miss - er.”

“Howard. And there’s nothing probable about it. I do.”

Molly was fairly certain that she had heard a reference to the fact that it had to be humans who had constructed Ananke. Beyond that, she was unable to interpret what had been meant. Her employment role with the firm now embodied the authority to probe the doings of most of her colleagues, including even those decidedly senior to her. Accordingly, she tried to think of some way of learning what the good doctor was about to do.

“Dr Radcliffe – I’ve been told that you have a wide range of contacts outside the firm that have been enormously beneficial for us. I would love to become familiar with at least some of these, so that I could learn from your work.”

Dr Radcliffe did not look enthusiastic.

Molly continued, “You’ll have some kind of regular schedule of visits. So perhaps you could let me know about these. I’ll inform you when I intend to be present.”

Dr Radcliffe looked as if she was about to decline the honour, but Molly pre-empted her.

“Suppose I become familiar with some of your constructive work with outsiders and, I take it, the whole business of marketing Holworm technology to the wider world. Then I can vouch for your efforts, thus gaining you more support from our leaders – possibly increased resources, staff and even promotion.”

A stunned silence followed this burst of insincere flattery. Ananke was looking across the concourse to a group on the other side. She gave not the slightest hint that she had listened, but Molly knew that as an advanced AI she would of course have recorded everything.

“Thank you, Miss Howard. I will be only too pleased to share with you some of what I am doing. Tomorrow, for instance, I’m in London, catching up with General Bolton. As you may imagine, the military have a keen interest in Holworm technology, so we have been consulting them from the very beginning about national security implications. Ananke will accompany me. ”

“That’s perfect, Dr Radcliffe. Do you travel by conventional means, or…?

“Yes – train. It’s policy not to use Holworm for local journeys – the technology is very slowly becoming more known by the public, but we’re keen to maintain a low profile. So – see you at the mainline station tomorrow for the 9.15.”

~

“I’ve asked you this before, Dr Radcliffe, but to put matters bluntly, we’ve either not had an answer, or your response was opaque.”

Dr Radcliffe, Ananke, General Bolton and Molly were ensconced in the general’s office.  Given the seniority of his role, it was not particularly luxurious – and indeed the chairs had seen better days, though they were still comfortable enough. The general himself had also seen better days or so it appeared. Hollow cheekbones dominated his gaunt face, though his eyes still radiated intelligence.

“Let me make it very clear then, general. Those introducing Holworm technology cannot favour one nation over another. This would place one nation, or group of nations in a dangerously superior position, thus imperilling the continuing peace process. We are well aware that our approach will be disliked by virtually all nations, including your own. However, if you try to insist on your policy, we will simply withdraw your access to Holworm opportunities. We can do this at a stroke. Any threats from you will prove ineffective.”

“I am very disappointed in your approach, Dr Radcliffe. Up to now, our association has been positive and constructive – at least, I thought so. We’ve supported your Holworm policies, got others to favour your activities and so forth. In return, you have been very generous with your company’s financial backing for my department. But now...”

“I think Miss Howard should leave us for a few minutes,” Ananke suddenly cut in.

Molly bristled, but caught herself from reacting too strongly. She had already placed micro-cameras supplied by Athanasia in several parts of the general’s office, and so would be able to witness whatever Ananke now had in mind. All the same, if she gave in too easily, that would look suspicious too.

“I’ve accompanied Dr Radcliffe today to learn about some of the rich and fruitful relationships she’s cultivating with people in the wider world beyond E-R Realtors. I’d be disappointed to miss what comes next.”

“As you rightly say, personal relationships are so important, Miss Howard. Sometimes these wither when over-exposed. I’ve worked quietly with Dr Radcliffe and the general for some time – some aspects of what we’ve achieved are quite fragile. I am trying to protect the general from the glare of inappropriate publicity. You, of course would be discreet, but...”

Molly nodded, assuming an expression of reluctant agreement. She knew, of course that AI Ananke was lying through her teeth. Presumably she had some, or their absence would have been noticeable. They lacked function, of course. She hesitated as she received an urgent call from Athanasia. It would not be overheard, but her temporary pre-occupation might be detected if she were not careful.

“Put some more cameras on Ananke. If she were to discover them, I don’t think you’ve much to lose. Anyhow, I don’t think she’s aware of them yet. Some must have just been dislodged – unlike humans she doesn’t need to look after her outer skin to any great extent. And here’s a summary of what is known about the Star Farmers. It gives plenty of details about the evidence behind it and the extraordinary history of the human race from Antarctica onwards. But it doesn’t yet give any hints of my true nature. It’s now in your J-pod. Pass it on as and when appropriate. I’ve just sent the same thing to Stuart. Over and out!”

“I’ll give you a few minutes then,” Molly said. “However,  I’ll be reporting back to senior people in E-R Realtors about this. So let’s hope the next few minutes are really productive in terms of our profits.”

She contrived to brush past Ananke in order to leave several cameras, while the AI bristled in simulated irritation. Molly then left, closed the door behind her and sat down in the reception area, concentrating intently both on what was taking place in the general’s office and on what she had just received from Athanasia about the Star Farmers. Fortunately, the receptionist had disappeared. Otherwise he might have noticed Molly’s obsessive concentration. The conversations in the office continued.

“So, Dr Radcliffe. I’m having to fend off more and more queries about security and Holworms. Up to now I’ve been able to buy them off with substantial finance – bluntly – I’ve offered bribes, and they’ve been accepted…” The general was beginning to sound quite agitated.

“Could you just calm down, general. My colleague here has some proposals. Please listen carefully.”

Ananke contrived an ingratiating smile. “The army usually has a good bunch of engineers – with much land not open to the public.”

“This is true, Ananke. But what have you in mind?” The general’s tone was not inviting.

“We have a need for some major constructions – they are urgent and must be done discreetly. We would supply very detailed specifications. Your engineers simply need to follow our instructions. Most of the materials are readily available and not too expensive. There are one or two exceptions to this, which of course, we will supply.”

“What is the purpose of these constructions?”

“They relate to the efficient operation of Holworms, in which you have a vested interest. You don’t need any more details. No pollution will occur – no environmental damage. Don’t worry about it. Just find us the personnel and the land.”

“And just how am I to justify these initiatives to colleagues – especially to senior colleagues? I have to say that the lack of information does not exactly instil confidence in me, and it certainly won’t to others either.”

“At this point, general, I’ll leave to keep another appointment back in E-R Realtors. Dr Radcliffe will, I’m sure, help you to understand the wisdom of agreeing to my proposals.”

Dr Radcliffe said something quite abruptly, but Molly missed her exact words, because Ananke emerged from the general’s office, slamming the door behind her. She passed Molly without a glance and left.

Distracted by Ananke’s sudden exit, Molly missed a few more moments of the office exchange. She then heard the general gasp and give a cry of pain. This was followed by the sound of a keyboard and what she thought might be a printer at work.

The general was talking in a very low voice – Molly could not be sure, but he seemed to be listing sites held by the army that could be made available, together with names of relevant engineers. Apparently, he had collected them from his data-bases and printed them out for Dr Radcliffe. He stopped talking, after which there was a pause. This was followed by a loud thud and a deathly silence. The door opened, revealing Dr Radcliffe. She staggered out, looking distraught and holding some sheets of paper covered with close printing.

She struggled to speak. “I have called an ambulance. I think the general has had a heart attack. Pretty sure he’s dead. Such a shock. I will wait here until help arrives. You’d better go – you’ll have important things to do, I know, for E-R Realtors.”

Molly was utterly horrified by what she had just witnessed, albeit indirectly. She made a rapid decision and took hold of Dr Radcliffe’s hand for a moment.

“Just before I do, Dr Radcliffe – you might find the information I’m about to pass on to you pretty important. I can’t immediately tell you any more about how some of us have learned about this, but please believe me when I say this is all true! I urge you to look at this as soon as you possibly can!”

Molly followed up her remark by engaging in a swift bout of electronic data sharing with Dr Radcliffe. The latter stood motionless while this was taking place, and then ventured a slight nod, together with what might have been a grateful smile, had she not been so upset.

~

Professor Wright was sitting in his customary chair, but did not look quite as calm and unruffled as usual.

“Thanks to all of you for being here despite the very short notice. We will shortly hear an announcement from Dr Radcliffe. It is connected to the role of one of our senior employees, Athanasia.

Athanasia was asked to investigate the sources of Holworm technology and recent influences on our Firm’s policies. There were, and are, some worries that unethical and even illegal forces might be at work. Our profits from the new technology have been huge and are obviously very gratifying. At the same time, a rigorous review needs to be carried out. This has already been implemented and is still ongoing. Dr Radcliffe – you may like to offer the first part of your contribution at this point?”

“I’ve some news for this meeting. I am tendering my resignation, with effect in a month’s time. I have been supporting some seriously mistaken policy moves. Consequently, I have to acknowledge this publicly. Very recently, I’ve been responsible for a particularly shameful action.”

Dr Radcliffe paused. She looked as if she was near to tears. Struggling to resume speaking, she continued, “I have just been abused by someone calling herself Ananke, who claims to be an employee of the firm. I can find no record of this. Over the last year or so, I have channelled significant amounts of money in the direction of senior personnel in the army, the police and certain politicians with the aim of furthering the interests of our firm.  I had online notification that specified bank accounts would be made available for this purpose. And I was allowed some of this money for my personal use…”

Athanasia had been sitting quietly in a corner, as she often did at these meetings. Molly was by her side, almost asleep after her extraordinary experiences with Dr Radcliffe in London. Athanasia was gazing at Dr Radcliffe without really looking at her. Nevertheless, her acute AI visual sensors missed nothing. Behind Radcliffe, a slight mist seemed to be rising from the floor. Without hesitation, but at the same time causing an alarm to sound, Athanasia operated her Holworm. All those attending the meeting suddenly found themselves standing on the desolate sea of Serapis in the bitter cold.

Athanasia stepped in front of the little group and took in their traumatised expressions. She lost no time in attempting to pacify them. “My apologies for taking you here without your consent. You are now on the planet Serapis. Its galaxy is remote from Earth’s. I would never transition people like this except during a grave emergency. You may or may not have seen, but something had begun to make its presence felt in the meeting room – something alien and extremely dangerous. It hasn’t followed us here – I think it often needs its assistant Ananke to materialise in specific physical locations. If we return in a few minutes, it will have gone, I believe.”

The group looked totally stunned.

“We could make our way to a building over there if you like, but you probably won’t like. It contains much evidence of a long extinct human civilisation that flourished here many millennia ago. You could see images and artefacts that might remind one or two of you of what you can see in the pyramids built in Ancient Egypt.”

A bright blue flash suddenly lit up a whole row of pallid faces.

“You say the culture is ‘long extinct’. So what is producing that light. Are you being straight with us? What are you not saying?” Professor Wright sounded distinctly aggressive.

“Apologies again, Professor Wright. It’s some kind of automatic signal left by the departing humans. It’s amazing that it’s still functioning. Anyhow, I think we should return to our meeting before we freeze to death.”

She operated her Holworm once more, so quickly and skilfully that no one could have followed what she did in any detail. The bitter landscape of Serapis vanished, to be replaced by the familiar pastel shades and warm air of the E-R Realtors meeting room.

The group looked around them, totally shell-shocked, before returning to their seats, some still shivering visibly, while all looking bewildered or worse.

“You’d better continue, Dr Radcliffe. Let’s hope there are no further interruptions.”

Professor Wright glared pointedly at Athanasia, who stared keenly in all directions before nodding her assent.

“Initially, though what I was doing was in effect bribing key people, there didn’t seem to be anything obviously illegal or immoral about it,” Dr Radcliffe went on.

“Bribing key people! And you were taking bribes yourself? Not immoral? You can’t be serious. So greed couldn’t possibly come into it, you’re saying.” Schlick faded into an angry silence.

Dr Radcliffe winced, but resumed her story. “Eventually I was in touch with some kind of agency – I came to realise that it wasn’t human – but still, although I didn’t really warm to it, there didn’t seem to be anything wrong. But now, this Ananke, who serves the non-human agency, is inflicting pain to pressurise people. I’m very ashamed to say that I borrowed something she uses in an attempt to ‘persuade’ one of my contacts, and, as a result he – he had a heart attack and died.”

There were some gasps and murmurs of strong disapproval from round the table.

“I’m still taking in some crucial news that I have only just received, but I must act on it immediately. I now know that certain of the activities for which Ananke’s controllers are responsible extract massive amounts of energy from stars and even distort local aspects of space-time itself. They have earned themselves the nickname of ‘star farmers’. They pose a danger to all of us. Evidence? Some local stars have disappeared. As a result of my admissions today I may be prosecuted. So be it. Before that happens, if it does, I will join any efforts to deal with the appalling situation in which we now find ourselves.”

If it was possible for the people there to look more horrified than they already had a few moments ago on Serapis, they did. Some of those present were now beginning to feel impatient and even sceptical. Professor Schlick raised his hand to speak again.

“Professor Wright, what we have been told by Dr Radcliffe is appalling, and not what we could ever have anticipated from a senior member of our firm. And if you will forgive me, I can’t help taking at least some of what she says with a pinch of salt. Stars disappearing? Um – I don’t think so!”

“You’d better start thinking so, Professor Schlick,” Molly called from the back. “Arcturus has disappeared. How many others have as well, we don’t know at the moment. ‘Disappeared’ may mean that it is now hidden by some kind of cold gas or dust. The thought that it has literally ceased to exist seems too insane to contemplate. And yet?”

“Miss Howard. This problem could be solved quite quickly by asking accredited observatories to check out these claims. Hasn’t this been done already?” Schlick did not sound as if Molly had convinced him of anything.

“No -though I know of someone who tried to get one involved,” Molly replied patiently. “And we’ve seen nothing about this in the media. Perhaps you might be able to follow this up, Professor Schlick?”

~

Dr Radcliffe followed Molly out of the room at the end of the meeting. Molly sensed that she wanted to talk to her and slowed to allow her to catch up.  Radcliffe was glancing to right and left, almost nervously, as if afraid of being overheard.

“Can I have a word, Miss Howard? By the way, I keep feeling I knew you before the firm took you on but... My huge thanks for the revelations about the Star Farmers. They are totally convincing and utterly horrifying. But… how did you find this out?”

Molly said, “I’m not sure what to say. Please trust me. I’ve learned this from some of our Holworm trips and from Athanasia. She is not what she seems – soon, perhaps she will let you know more about herself.  Anyhow, I just had a feeling you might be receptive after the general’s tragedy. We can go to my office. I don’t think we could be overheard there. My colleague Athanasia has access to advanced electronics and has installed a pretty strong barrier against any attempts at eavesdropping.”

“Thank you so much. That would be good.”

Molly was astonished at the transformation in Dr Radcliffe’s manner. Before, she had been confident and sometimes overbearing. Now, she seemed anxious to please, uncertain of her welcome and had lost all traces of her previous assertiveness. She really needed Stuart with her to hear what Radcliffe was about to say and in any case she was missing him. So much had been happening, with so little time just to spend with each other.

She called him, and said, “There’s been a dramatic breakthrough with Dr Radcliffe - and I want to know what you think. Could you join us – I’m with her now.”

​“Fine – I’ll be with you in just a few minutes, then.”

~

Dr Radcliffe sat facing Molly and Stuart in Molly’s office.

“It’s really nagging at me, this. Seeing both of you together makes me so sure I’ve met both of you before – sometimes together. But I just can’t remember where.”

Molly was feeling increasingly uneasy. Eventually they might have to reveal all, but she was still not completely sure where they stood with Dr Radcliffe.

“Are you happy that Mr Vickers is here? We work well together so I know he will be deeply sympathetic to your current position. All the same, he will leave immediately if you prefer.”

Dr Radcliffe shook her head. Molly offered her coffee from the supplies she brought in every day, E-R Realtors still having failed to provide any kind of refreshment facilities.

“I have lists from the general - lists of sites and personnel. Ananke will now have these too.”

“So, what are you saying, Dr Radcliffe?”

“That we know where new constructions will be made. And I’ve just begun to learn what they are for.”

“Yes. They are Energy Extractors – that seem to be damaging stars and even local space-time.” Stuart spoke quietly, avoiding Dr Radcliffe’s gaze.

“But I’m still finding all this almost impossible to take in. That the Star Farmers – Q-rung – are so oblivious to the interests of humans.” Radcliffe’s tones were full of anguish.

Molly hesitated and looked at Stuart, hoping for a signal of some kind. Dr Radcliffe seemed to have undergone a Damascus conversion – but how far could she be trusted? She decided to stay cautious for the moment and probe Radcliffe further.

“What are you frightened of? Not just outside agencies, is it. You fear being overheard within E-R Realtors itself, don’t you.”

“Well – yes. Some senior people here are totally focused on profits and nothing else. Their own remuneration arrangements are affected by dividends and they receive increasingly generous share allocations as our profits continue to rise.”

“But surely, now word is getting out about certain really dire cosmic events?”

“They don’t believe it – or think it will be a long time coming. It’s like the global warming thing. Well-communicated rigorous science doesn’t seem to make the slightest difference to certain people’s behaviour, or even certain nations!”

“Bluntly, Dr Radcliffe, you’ve known about this for some time. Just how long, I wonder?”

“I’ve known about the money being fed in. Not just into the UK but into several nations in the First World. When Holworms first arrived, I only had online communications from Q-rung. No harm seemed to be threatened. Admittedly, there were bribe-like aspects to what was happening. Nevertheless,  our firm favouring it or them just seemed to enhance our profits without anything illegal or immoral going on. I admit that I took a fair amount of money for my own private use. Again, I was being greedy, if you like, but I didn’t think I was committing a crime, exactly. And I was told firmly that what we could offer for sale or rent was not owned by anyone and was not populated.”

There was a firm knock on the door. A voice called out. “Dr Radcliffe. We know you are in there. You are suspended and must stop any conversation with our employees Mr Vickers and Miss Howard immediately. We’d like you to leave our premises, having, of course, returned your Holworm.”

Stuart went to the door to see who it was. Iry-pat stood there, peering into the room.

“I’m sorry, Mr Vickers, but I’ve been instructed to ensure that Dr Radcliffe goes immediately.” Taking great care that Dr Radcliffe did not see, he nodded at Stuart and gave a very slight wink. Stuart marvelled that this form of communication seemed to transcend cultures and millennia.

“We will see that this instruction is carried out in due course. In keeping with the brief we were given by Einstein-Rosen, we need to pursue our inquiries. Dr Radcliffe is a vital witness. Just report back that you have passed on the firm’s decision.”

“But… but what about recovering the firm’s Holworm?”

“Yes. That’s fine.”

Dr Radcliffe had heard everything and came over to the door. She pulled her Holworm from her bag and held it out. “There. You are quite right. I don’t need that any more. You don’t understand. I wish the firm no harm – it’s the methods behind the Holworm that I’ve...” She broke off and pressed the device into Iry-pat’s hands, pushing him gently away from the door and closing it.

Molly and Stuart looked at her in consternation. “I had to let it go!” she said. “Or they would pursue me. They need to make it look as though effective action is being taken straight away, even though it isn’t, of course.”

Molly sighed impatiently. “There’s no time for this. We must act before it’s too late. That list of places? I’m a bit surprised they didn’t confiscate that too.”

Dr Radcliffe handed it over.

“Do you mind if we try to get hold of Athanasia? She’s very talented – Mr Vickers and I have come to appreciate that very recently, and...”

“No – of course not. All avenues should be explored. And you can’t have been corrupted by these outside influences. You were appointed too recently.”

“You’re right. We’re clean, so to speak. But arguably, you are too trusting. We could still have been planted on the firm by an unfriendly agency.”

“Possibly. But why? By whom? It doesn’t make much sense. I’m going to go on trusting you, whether you like it or not.”

“Excuse me, while I get in touch with Athanasia.” Molly left the office for a moment. In only a few seconds she was back, accompanied by the AI.

“I’ve consulted with Miss Howard. As a result, I have made a decision,” Athanasia announced. “To secure the maximum co-operation from you, Dr Radcliffe, I’m going to come clean.”

Dr Radcliffe, still in a state of turmoil after her confession at the meeting, the extraordinary interruption and the trip to Serapis, now put her head in her hands.

“I’m not taking in anything properly any more – but go ahead. It can’t do any harm.”

“You were not very keen on my appointment in the first place. Had you known what I was, you probably would have resisted even more strongly.”

“OK – this is getting rather tedious. The suspense is not killing me, just boring me out of my mind.”

“I am an AI.”

“Rubbish. It’s all been very stressful recently, but come on. Don’t be...”

Athanasia lifted a flap on the left side of her skull. No one would have been able to see that such a thing was possible. It parted noiselessly from her head, and she showed no signs of distress. Dr Radcliffe could see something metallic – all that was evident was that Athanasia was not bleeding and that what she could now see was not a human brain. Athanasia found another flap on her shoulder. It came away with what she was apparently wearing, again revealing something clearly artificial, like some kind of luminous plastic.

Molly and Stuart watched as Dr Radcliffe’s mouth opened and stayed open.

“I am no threat to you, Dr Radcliffe, though the difficulty for you is that I would say that, wouldn’t I.”

“So – where do you come from, then? Who or what made you? Obviously not Earth scientists and engineers. Yes- you would say you are no threat. But presumably you are somehow the agent of Q-rung. How could it be otherwise?”

“No. Mr Vickers and Miss Howard encountered me on Planet Serapis during one of their Holworm explorations. Well – I say they encountered me – they did not exactly do that. I followed them back to Earth without being asked.”

“So you are an enemy. I can do nothing to harm you, by the look of things, so you may as well admit it.”

“I am not. My Makers, as I call them, were human, inhabiting Serapis when it was a kind, fertile and pleasant place to be – this was many millennia ago. They developed Holworm technology and also the capacity to make very advanced AIs. I am one of the last ever constructed.”

“So no false modesty on your part then.”

“I’m sorry, Dr Radcliffe, but such attributions and comments have no meaning in relation to the type of device I exemplify.”

Molly wondered whether she entirely believed Athanasia – she had experienced such uncertainty before and dismissed it on the grounds that she was simply responding to the sheer sophistication of Athanasia’s artificial functioning.

“As I was saying - something from Outside began to interfere with my Makers’ culture and civilisation. In addition the climate took a drastic downturn. Huge preparations were made for the whole population to leave Serapis. I was left behind, with resources to monitor what was going on in my Makers’ absence and to keep them supplied with vital data. For instance, they wanted to be kept informed about whether the enemy were still taking any interest in them.”

“I wish you’d cut to the chase. What are you doing here? How do Miss Howard and Mr Vickers ‘know’ you, if that’s the word I should use?”

There was a moment of tension while Athanasia stared hard at both Stuart and Molly. The latter pair looked at each other, nodded and turned to Athanasia.

“This is a good deal for you to take in, but we may as well get this over with too.”

Having touched a point on the left side of their skulls, Molly and Stuart smiled as their appearance was instantly transformed. They awaited the onslaught from Dr Radcliffe.

“What? This is impossible! It’s Molly Minion and Stuart Candlish. But you’ve gone! And stolen a couple of Holworms into the bargain.”

Molly suddenly put her finger to her lips. “Sh! There’s someone out there.”

She went over to the door and put her ear to it. She shook her head. “Perhaps nothing. Sorry!”

Athanasia whispered, “No – you are right. There is something.” She held up a finger and continued to listen. “Yes – and it’s not human.”

The silence continued. Molly and Stuart once again began to sense something on the edge of consciousness – the creeping soft tendrils that began to cover the surface of their minds. A mist began to appear at the bottom of the door.

“I know what it must be. Should I let it, or her in?” Athanasia looked to Molly and Stuart for agreement.

“You mean it’s Ananke?” Molly asked, no longer bothering to lower her voice. She thought that it must be, and that there was no point in trying to hide their conversation. Athanasia nodded.

“You may as well let her in. She could force her way through otherwise. We might learn something if we meet her now. I can prevent her from harming any of you, though at present I cannot put a stop to her or her activities.”

Stuart opened the door. The tendrils and the mist vanished abruptly. Ananke stood there with a slight smile on her face. Both Stuart and Molly felt the beginnings of an agonising pain and cried out. Athanasia glared at Ananke and did something, which immediately extinguished the sensations.

Ananke pinned her down, saying, “So – you and I are sisters, if I may put matters thus. Strange that you seem to be helping these weak and feeble humans.”

Athanasia was silent. Ananke looked momentarily as though she was making a mental effort, if such a thing was even possible for an AI. She stared at all three human beings in the room. For a moment she appeared to betray some surprise or even frustration.

“Perhaps we can wish you good-bye for the time being,” Athanasia said suddenly. “You will be unable to stimulate the effects in humans that you hoped for.”

Turning on her heel without a word Ananke left, her rapid footsteps echoing down the corridor. Athanasia closed the door behind her.

Molly resumed their exchange with Dr Radcliffe. “Athanasia helped us with the disguises. We were re-employed at a senior level under new names, as you know.”

“I’m not saying another word. You have tricked me.”

Athanasia decided to intervene. “They originally applied to Einstein-Rosen in good faith, at least as I understand it. But the firm outlawed even casual questions about Holworm technology. It frowned heavily on anyone asking about the lack of population in the venues being marketed. All this understandably excited Molly and Stuart’s suspicions. Add to that the strange space-time distortions that were beginning to become apparent, and all this got them really concerned.”

“But you acted like common thieves.”

Molly resumed the story. “We were desperate to explore further – but we couldn’t do that without  Holworms. We knew that the firm would never allow it. And we were beginning to suspect that something was wrong.”

“Why did you return in disguise? I knew you were familiar, somehow, but just couldn’t put my finger on it.”

“We desperately needed to find out more and could only do so ‘on the inside’. The firm is now host to even more infiltrators put there by us – but perhaps I shouldn’t identify them to you.”

“So where do these - these interlopers hail from – were they just moving from other estate agents?”

“Absolutely not,” Athanasia protested. “They come from a planet called Horus, colonised by my Makers long ago. We visited them without anticipating what we would find. The space-time distortions were happening there. We scooped up three volunteers – their leader is called Iry-pat.”

“What’s with all these strange names? They seem vaguely familiar to me.”

“You must have seen the scenes from the Antarctica event. Evidence that millennia ago, a civilisation existed on that continent before it went into deep freeze. To cut a very long story short, Holworm technology enabled those human beings to leave Antarctica for other planets, including my Serapis, of course.”

“So what has happened on Antarctica? What caused that huge iceberg calving and the terrible Tsunamis?” Dr Radcliffe’s face was quivering with pent-up emotion.

“Well – we did. Well – not the initial calving - that was almost certainly the result of global warming - but the explosion!” Athanasia confessed. Radcliffe gave a gasp of horror. “For fear of something much worse. There was what’s called an Energy Extractor there. These things are implicated in damage to stars and even the fabric of space-time. I, a human constructed AI, triggered its destruction and this event in turn caused many more Extractors to be destroyed, some at huge distances away from our galaxy. The destruction and loss of life on Earth was terrible, but arguably unavoidable, though we had no way of predicting exactly what would happen. My own neural functioning has been severely damaged as a result of having to make that decision and will probably never return to its former levels now. I would understand, of course, if that did not trouble you particularly.”

“So why this energy extraction?”

“We don’t know,  Dr Radcliffe. It could be some kind of hunger. We have no comprehension of what lives in the dark galaxies or even whether it has a specific location. It may have no understanding of us either.  The firm’s corrupt activities to introduce and spread Holworm technology have distracted us from the fundamental threat that we all face now.”

~

Professor Wright was sitting in a room not far from 10 Downing Street, talking to a government minister. He had been phoned and felt that he had to respond. He was now set opposite the minister, waiting for him to speak.

“We are getting widespread reports of astronomical anomalies, Professor Wright. At the moment we are able to keep a tight lid on these. We don’t know just how many people are becoming aware of the problem, but we are ensuring that nothing is getting into the media. We’ve even been surprisingly successful in preventing it being aired online - we’ve made significant advances in our capacity to achieve this recently. However, the situation is really quite worrying - and I’ve been asked to check with you whether, to your firm’s knowledge, this has anything to do with your Holworm technology. It’s just that your technology is so far in advance of anything else we know of but we couldn’t help wondering...”

“No, Sir. We’ve become aware of this, but we have no reason to think this has anything to do with Holworms.”

“And no clues emerging from your exploitation of intergalactic locations – surely something – some hints?”

“Not really, sir – but we’ll keep you in touch if anything…”

It was always good to be able to tell the truth, Professor Wright reflected. The Holworm revolution had sometimes made him economical with it. Telling the truth to a senior government minister, as he had just done, made him feel a little less overwrought.

~

It was a bleak afternoon on Dartmoor. Molly, Stuart and Athanasia paused at some flags clearly indicating an exclusion zone.

As Molly raised her foot to continue moving forward, Stuart said, “You are  definitely not supposed to go any further.”

In the far distance they could see some lorries and excavators, with significant numbers of military personnel apparently very hard at work.

“Come on, Stuart. This is not firing practice. It’s the Army following up what was agreed in London the other day.”

Athanasia did not need binoculars to gain a fair idea of what was taking place in the distance. “Molly is right. It’s some kind of construction. This is very probably going to be a fresh Energy Extractor. And… yes – I can see Ananke there. Presumably directing the work.”

“So – are you going to stop it in its tracks, Athanasia? Make sure it never gets properly started, let alone finished?”

“I can’t, Molly. I had to deal with the one in Antarctica – and that was destructive enough. This one is only just under way, so action at the moment would achieve little. Waiting until it’s at least half finished would mean delaying for weeks. If the resulting explosion were even a small fraction as bad as the first one, the consequences would be absolutely catastrophic, given this Devon location. Ananke knows that, of course and so will not fear any interference yet.”

“You might be wrong,” Molly suggested. “Neither she nor her controllers think like human beings. She might not realise that we would be inhibited from taking direct action against these new construction works. If we move towards them she will see us. My guess is that she will have to consult Q-rung about how to respond. She has learned that you can block her in various ways, so she needs new strategies and possibly weapons.”

“Q-rung - I’m not clear about how or whether it can actually be in a particular place,” Athanasia said. “Sometimes it seems actually to be close. The mist phenomenon - a sign that it is subjecting humans to an attack of some kind - but it may not always be present when that happens.”

Molly shuddered. “I don’t want to be any clearer, thank you. But perhaps we need to get closer to Ananke to trigger a reaction. That might give us vital information.” She immediately began to walk past the flags.

“Molly! It’s really dangerous. Just take a moment!” Athanasia set off after her and Stuart followed.

Molly looked round. “You said, Athanasia that you could only follow Ananke’s Holworming when you are physically close to her. Now’s your chance. We’ll go with you.” She slowed down and waited for the other two to catch up. Ananke’s group still had not noticed them.

“Molly – Ananke doesn’t need breathable air – or even human temperature and pressure. If all of us just chase after her via Holworm, who knows what we’d find. Possible instant death for both of you.”

“Athanasia - unlike you to get things so wrong!” Stuart said. “But just consider! AIs masquerading as humans are bound only to flourish in human-friendly conditions. Otherwise, their artificial nature would be quickly discovered. So I think Ananke can only travel to places fit for humans.”

“Stuart is right, Athanasia. Let Ananke know we’re here and with any luck she’ll take off to consult her controllers.”

“But, Molly! Why can’t she just talk to them via Holworm phone?” Stuart asked.

“She can and almost certainly does” said Athanasia.  “But Q-rung may have extra apps, skills, or whatever with which it can strengthen her. These can’t be transmitted remotely. So she’ll be off somewhere as soon as she gets wind of us. OK – I don’t know what counts as Q-rung being in any particular place, but we’ll just have to leave that one. Anyhow, I’ll use my advanced Holworm to take the three of us after her. Agreed?”

They nodded. Molly took the lead and strode forward. The little group in the distance remained oblivious of their progress. Ananke waved her arms at a group of workers who looked as if they were not quite sure what they were meant to be doing.

Molly was suddenly infuriated at Ananke’s indifference, even if, she reflected, it was inadvertent.  She waved at the others to run towards the group.

“Ananke!” she shouted, when just a few feet away. “Just what do you think you are up to. We can stop it, whatever it is.” As far as Molly knew, this was false but she hoped to provoke the AI into impulsive action, if such a thing were possible.

Ananke looked round and immediately thumbed what must be a Holworm in her belt.

“Hold on to your hats!” yelled Athanasia, in an unexpected burst of idiom.

~

It was not completely dark. The air was breathable, though bitterly cold. Molly called to mind their visits to Serapis. But one or two very faint stars indicated that the sky here was clear. In contrast, Serapis had been perpetually overcast. There had been no chance to see whether stars shone behind that bleak dense cloud.

Given that there was no light pollution, there should have been multitudes of stars here. Where could they possibly be - a place apparently remote from stars? Why was it not actually pitch black? A very faint illumination seemed to leak from the ground all around. Athanasia directed a searchlight in front of them. Ahead was a large structure. Molly found it hard to describe it to herself. It resembled no human building that she had ever seen or heard of – and was closest to the shape of a wasps’ nest. There were cavities all over its surface, while a faint green light shone from two of the holes near the top of the structure.

“So, Athanasia. Is there any life in that thing? Do we go in? Is that light a sign of anything we should be checking out?”

“Ananke is in there. But she is no threat at the moment. Let’s enter. There’s no evidence of life. By the way, we are now on the planet Kharon.”

They moved cautiously towards the structure. No breeze lifted the hair on Molly and Stuart’s heads. No scents could be discerned in the deathly atmosphere. Athanasia was the first to reach a cavity close to ground level. She paused and extended a probe. It touched the surface of the nest.

“I’m just analysing this – wait a few seconds. Then I’ll report.” There was silence for a moment. “Right. Despite its slightly organic appearance, this is basically inorganic. Its constitution resembles the gneisses sometimes found in the most ancient rocks on Earth – the pre-Cambrian. But this is far far older – I can’t offer a quantitative verdict – but this was formed well before my Makers began – I’d say it pre-dates any kind of human civilisations.”

“So you’re saying this is artificial – something with mentality created this?”

“Yes- and now I’m going rather beyond the available evidence – but I think that whatever it was became extinct billions of years ago.”

“What makes you say that?”

“If it had Holworm technology and was still alive and kicking, surely humans would have heard from it.”

“Maybe it didn’t have that.”

“Possibly not, but the technology required to build this thing – for it to last this long – is beyond anything my Makers achieved. So I think they had Holworms but they no longer exist.”

“Why would that be?

“Something to do with Q-rung?”

Molly and Stuart looked around them. Visibility was poor but as far as they could tell, the air was clear.

“Q-rung will be aware that we are here. But it is not present – as far as I can tell, at any rate. That may well change. We need to find Ananke before it does. We followed her here, or so we presume, but she’s either not landed in the same place or has moved on pretty fast.”

Progress inside the wasp-nest like building was very troublesome. Athanasia provided strong lighting – but whatever had once negotiated the passages and routes cannot have possessed anything like human legs. There were no level surfaces – indeed, Athanasia led them through routes some of which offered floors at angles of forty five degrees or worse. They were sometimes forced to crawl. Where their skin touched the ground, it was met by something as harsh as very coarse sandpaper. Soon, both Molly and Stuart found their fingers and palms becoming sore and bleeding. As they drew closer to their goal, they became aware of a low humming sound – a deep throbbing almost outside the range of human hearing.

They were growing closer to the source of the sound, though the tortuous channels through which they were having to pull themselves could hardly be dignified by the word corridor, or even passage. On the left was a hole through which a faint light shone.

“This is not our destination,” Athanasia protested, as she saw Molly drawing near to the hole and beginning to peer in.

“I think we should look,” Molly said quietly. “There’s something on the walls in there - I can’t see it properly from here. I need to examine it.”

Athanasia waved her hand in protest, but Stuart joined Molly in squeezing through the gap into the cell beyond. There was nothing Athanasia could do except to follow. The source of the light was unclear, but they now could make out what Molly had detected on the walls. Images covered every square inch – it was very difficult at first to distinguish one from another. After a few seconds their eyes settled down and adjusted to what they were seeing. It was a display of what appeared to be giant insects – large numbers of them were entangled with each other, but all of them were gazing out into the cell with what might be eyes. It was not even clear, if they were eyes, how many each creature possessed. The whole scene conveyed a degree of malevolence.

“These were our extinct friends,” Athanasia pronounced grimly. “They made this structure.” She waved her hands all around her. Don’t worry. They are long gone. Long, long, long ago. I’m telling you-  you’re glad you never met them. Please. Let’s get on with what we’re supposed to be doing here.”

“You say they are long gone, Athanasia. But we saw something that might at least be related on one of our trips – the one where we found ourselves on a ship of some kind. Are you absolutely sure they are extinct?”

Athanasia did not answer. They left the decorated cell, shuddering, and continued their journey up. At last they struggled their way into a large cell that formed the end of their route. Ananke was lying on the ground and did not stir at their approach. The source of the light became apparent. A bank of what might be electronic equipment had frozen tendrils – almost like stalagmites found in caves on Earth, protruding from all its surfaces. From the ends of some of these shone lights in a variety of pastel colours. One or two close to Ananke’s head were very faint and were pulsing steadily. All of the equipment was curiously curved - there were swellings and concave areas for no obvious reasons.

Ananke betrayed no signs of life at their approach. Athanasia knelt down beside her and extended a probe onto her head. Molly opened her mouth to speak, but Athanasia waved her to silence. After about five minutes, Athanasia rose to her feet.

“We’ve arrived nearly at the end of Ananke’s latest training. I think I can prevent her from harming us, but we’d better leave before she surfaces. Unfortunately she will know we’ve been here. What she may not realise is what I have done.”

“And what’s that?”

Athanasia shook her head, triggered her Holworm and they were back in the warmth of their tent bedroom.

“Walls and other things have ears, you fools.  That’s why I’ve rushed us back here. I’ve downloaded what Ananke has just been fed. I’ve got to be  careful with this – it could infect my own operating systems. But if you don’t hassle me, I should be able to manage.”

“OK Athanasia. I’m getting some strong coffee while you start your processing.”

Molly returned with two steaming mugs just as Athanasia began to speak, rather slowly as if she was having to make a great effort.

“It’s something to do with Holworm operating. She’s been given extra training and instructions to enhance whatever she’s currently using.”

“With a view to what?” asked Stuart.

“With a view to… protect locations where new Energy Extractors are being built.”

“Protect?”

“Oh – it’s not weapons or anything like that, Stuart. It’s some kind of space-time geometry distortion – so no outsider would be able ever again to trigger a destruction event like the one for which I was responsible in Antarctica.”

“Are there any more devices like Ananke?”

“I believe not. There were several more once upon a time – you understand that Q-rung itself cannot ‘do’ anything in our physical universe. It has to acquire control over creatures so that they will follow its instructions. Long ago it succeeded in recruiting or corrupting a human culture – which produced a wealth of products for it including AIs. But the culture died out after a period lasting some millennia. And so, gradually have Q-rung’s mechanical servants – though they were pretty long-lasting. Ananke is almost certainly the very last of the generation – but capable of horrendous damage if we don’t stop her. Whether Q-rung now has direct influence or control over any humans - who knows.”

“Did Q-rung govern those… whatever it was that we saw in that cell?” Molly asked. Athanasia did not answer.

There was quite a pause while Stuart waited to see whether she would respond. Eventually, he gave up on that and said to Molly, “We need to appreciate her situation. As she said, she’s having to be very careful with the download.”

They both waited a couple of minutes, before Molly’s patience ran out. She said to Athanasia,  “Have you finished going through this stuff?”

“Just about. I picked up one bad sign while working on it - Q-rung may have anticipated the possibility that their input might be spied on – I managed to avoid a kind of trap embedded in the data that could have severely damaged my brain. I could be wrong – rather than Q-rung directly it may instead be part of standard security built in by their human aides long ago – I hope it is the latter.  If Q-rung has somehow introduced the trap recently, it means they are already getting the measure of what potential opponents might be up to.”

“So are we finished with Ananke and that dreadful place for now?”

“Not quite – the trap prevented me from extracting the very last segment of information – it’s not much in proportion to the rest, but without it we won’t be able to make total sense of it all. We need to return – just briefly.”

“Can’t you do that without us? We’re pretty unkeen to repeat our experience.”

“Sorry – yes – that trap made me realise that back-up security must be built in to all their data feeds. If I’m caught next time by another electronic ambush, and it prevents me operating my Holworm, I’ll need rescuing. That would be your role. Of course you can refuse to accompany me now and risk that I will never return. Up to you.”

“No – no – of course we’ll come. But you’d better program our Holworms in advance.”

“Hand them over – yes – both of them – this should be fail-safe.”

Molly and Stuart watched as Athanasia manipulated their Holworms with practised fingers, at one point extending a probe into each one of them in turn for a few seconds. Finally, satisfied, she returned them.

“When you need to, either of you just press the entry control. I’ve programmed it to take us back here instantly. I’d like to put the finishing touches to this business now,” she announced. “Ready?”

As soon as they had agreed, they found themselves back in the bleak darkness. Nothing appeared to have changed, but Molly could now hear the throbbing humming sound even from where they were standing at some distance from the wasp-nest structure.

“Why is it louder, Athanasia?”

“I don’t know – but it’s not obviously a problem.”

“There must be some reason.”

“It could just be because whatever Q-rung is processing with Ananke, it’s nearly done. Don’t worry about it. Let’s complete this final visit.”

Molly gave up fussing, and followed Stuart and Athanasia back into the nest. They reached the cell with wall images. For no obvious reason, Molly was unable to resist looking in once again. All was as it had been earlier, so she turned to re-join the others. But out of the corner of her eye she thought she detected a slight movement. With a violent twist, she directed her gaze to the source of the change. As she stared, what appeared to be eyes began to switch on and off in a regular rhythm. One moment they were definitely visible and then they vanished.

“Athanasia!” she gasped. “There’s something going on here.” She pulled Athanasia’s arm and drew her into the cell.

“I have no idea,” Athanasia said quietly. “My best guess, and it is only a guess, is that this is some kind of automatic monitoring. We’re seeing cameras in operation – whether they are detecting visible light, I don’t know. They may have been here for lengths of time we would find challenging to express in numbers. I don’t think they will harm us directly. Whatever system is still operating in this structure will be connected to them and so will gain further information about us. But Q-rung is bound to know we are here in any case. Come on, Molly. We need to complete our business with Ananke!”

Ananke was still lying in the same position. Again, Athanasia bent over her. Stuart and Molly felt out of place as they watched, uncomprehendingly as Athanasia once more linked herself to something in the other AI’s head. Molly found the spectacle unnerving and noticed a window that gave directly onto the outside world. How long had this planet been in this desolate state? How was it that the atmosphere was still breathable when there was no sign of any vegetation? She had asked herself the same question about Serapis, had intended to ask Athanasia about that, but had been too distracted by events to do so. Was the ‘nest’ the only structure remaining on the planet? Even after millennia, surely there should be other traces of past civilisations. But could whatever those images represented be counted as participants in a civilisation of any kind? She stared unseeingly out of the window. Suddenly part of the horizon became hard-edged in contrast to a bluish glow that intensified as she watched. Soon the horizon disappeared, to be replaced by three oval sources of blue light that seemed to be moving towards the nest.

“Athanasia!” she yelled. “Something’s coming!”

Without waiting for a reply, she operated her Holworm. Instantly they were back in the tent bedroom. To her dismay, there was now an additional complication. On the floor lay Ananke, still attached to Athanasia by her probe. The AI still showed no signs of life.

“Right,” Athanasia said, having swiftly risen to her feet after disconnecting her probe. “Three things to be done immediately. First - prevent Ananke beaming pain events to human beings. She has some skill in that area. Stuart, your graphene composite should do the trick. Second - immobilise her – much more difficult as she is immensely strong. Third - render her unable to tear off Stuart’s material.”

Stuart quickly left for the garage, returning with a new roll, which he handed to Athanasia.

“I’m terribly sorry,” Molly said. “I panicked.”

“Probably just as well. What you saw was likely some automatic security device – no - it won’t have been that extinct race, Molly. But we can’t be sure that Q-rung hasn’t acquired some control over the nest’s security. Q-rung will know we are back here, I’m afraid – but its scope for active aggression may be limited if we can curb Ananke’s activities.”

As Athanasia was speaking she was enclosing Ananke’s head with Stuart’s material and taping it tightly.

“Now – her hands and arms. Two stages for this. First, something she’ll almost certainly breach after an hour or so. Second – I need to beg from my Makers’ descendants on Planet Baast something stronger. If I go very soon and explain, I think they will oblige.”

“So what about your first stage?” Stuart asked. “I think I can help with that. Give me a moment.” He soon returned with more of his graphene composite, this time in the form of a thick rope or cord. “We just tie her hands behind her back with this. And perhaps her ankles too – she is likely to outwit us in the end, whatever we do. She may be strong, but the strength of this stuff is something else.”

Without checking further with Athanasia, he proceeded to bind the AI hand and foot.

“It seems cruel in a way, doesn’t it,” Molly said.

“You may think that, Molly. But if she gets loose and continues  Q-rung’s intentions, then…”

Molly nodded. “We must hide her somewhere. All those police visits – if there are any more and for some reason they search.”

“Yes. Under the floorboards with her. Unlike those macabre serial killers who do something similar with their corpses, there’s no danger of decay.”

~

“As I was saying earlier,” Athanasia said, after a hasty burst of basic carpentry involving the flooring, “She has now acquired a way of protecting future Q-rung constructions. We’ve temporarily incapacitated her. But she cannot be destroyed – at least, we can’t. I must get to Baast to seek help. Even that, though...”

The three of them sat in silence for a few moments.

At length, Molly spoke up. “What about the ICHR? Surely...”

“They have grown very inward looking,” Athanasia responded. “They don’t initiate anything – they only react to others and only if pushed hard. All the same – you are right to think of them. They have accumulated almost immeasurable stores of knowledge – they might have the kind of science that would defeat the Q-rung.”

“You need to get to Baast, Athanasia And anyway, the court seem rather ambivalent about AIs asking for help. Whereas if Stuart and I were to...”

Athanasia nodded. “But last time you went, there were problems. I can try to ring-fence your trip, so to speak. All the same, I can’t anticipate how Q-rung might thwart you. Hopefully they cannot actually eavesdrop on us here – even if Ananke is picking up this conversation from under the floorboards, there’s nothing she can do – she won’t be able to communicate with them now. Graphene blocks all types of electromagnetic radiation. The good thing is that I have the Court locus details from our initial visit.”

“So you’ll programme our Holworms for the Court before leaving for Baast?”

She nodded, took each of their appliances in turn and spent a few seconds on manipulating them. Neither Stuart nor Molly could match Athanasia’s Holworm knowledge, and certainly were unable to follow her activities now. She handed the devices back, touched her own and vanished from the room.

~

Once more they were in the chamber that peculiarly resembled a legal courtroom on Earth. Nothing whatever had changed since their first visit.

“Welcome,” came the same voice. “State your mission without delay.”

Molly felt that this time, the reaction was different. It was as if the Court now knew that their purposes were urgent.

“Our trusty AI Athanasia is on Baast, seeking aid because we desperately need to contain the activities of Q-rung’s AI Ananke. If she escapes from our confinement, she poses a very grave danger to humans. We assume that universal human welfare is the court’s main reason for existence, your Honour.”

Molly proceeded to explain all that had happened since their first trip to Antarctica after the catastrophic ice calving.

“Have you been to a Dark Galaxy?”

“How would we know, your Honour?”

“If you could see the sky, then…”

“There would be hardly any visible stars. So now you mention it, yes, we must have been there.”

“How did you escape? This Court does not think that is possible.”

“I returned us to Earth very suddenly. It was when we were in a very ancient structure on  Kharon, a planet somewhere in a Dark Galaxy, as you presumably know. We reached a place where Ananke was receiving her latest instructions from Q-rung. We had not been there long before something began to approach from outside, and I panicked. That is how Ananke ended up on Earth – it was my fault.”

“What did you think was coming? Why the fear?”

“Athanasia said that Ananke was the last device that Q-rung had caused to be made by their subject humans.”

“And?”

“I had this terrible gut feeling that what was coming might be something other than an AI.”

“Surely, it couldn’t have been anything else. There is nothing else that it could be.”

“While we were there, we passed a cell with some extraordinary images on its walls.”

“Images of what?”

“Well – we don’t know – they looked like sentient insects of some kind. Not very friendly looking.”

“This court has data about them.”

“So does Athanasia. Perhaps she got them from you. She said they became extinct eons ago, but that they were responsible for the nest-like structures we were visiting.”

“To the best of this Court’s knowledge, they are extinct.”

“Do they have anything to do with Q-rung?”

“A scientist in one of the very earliest human civilisations tried to discover something about their technology and how they met their end. She advanced the theory that they had somehow uploaded themselves to space-time itself. Hence they could survive the disappearance of their embodied existence. Her theory was never accepted – on the grounds that there was no clear evidence for it, and that fellow scientists felt that it was scientifically impossible in any case.”

“So, your Honour, even if it was wrong to reject her theory, it can’t have anything to do with whatever it was on the Dark Galaxy planet that seemed to threaten us.”

“Almost certainly – you are correct. The only lingering doubt about it all is the following. If uploading to space-time did take place, did that mean that all the creatures were involved – or did a remaining cadre continue to propagate themselves in the physical universe. They were, by the way, extremely long-lived – life expectancy was huge multiples of that possessed by humanity even at its greatest.”

“Not very comforting, your Honour. Could I ask why we can only talk to you by means of technology? Are you in fact human?”

“You are entitled to ask. The way we handle interactions stems from our extraordinary need for security. I am a human, speaking to you remotely, though, of course, supported by very powerful and advanced AI. Whatever might happen to our court building cannot affect either me or my many colleagues – even if subjected to a hugely potent nuclear explosion. Space-time manipulation could in theory threaten us, but enormous care is being taken to avert this possibility. However, your news about Q-rung and its AI Ananke is profoundly worrying. But tell Athanasia that she now is in possession of extraordinary powers to resist many forms of attack – we assigned them to her when she was here. She may not have had time yet to assimilate the science that we shared.”

Suddenly, the court details began to fade from view as a mist obscured their vision, while familiar unwelcome tendrils made their presence felt in their minds. Equally abruptly, they found themselves in a dark place close to what appeared to be a lake, with two moons giving a sickly light from near the horizon.

“This is no better, Molly! We’ve been here before, remember – and we certainly didn’t choose to be. Even more vulnerable here than in the Court is my guess. This is something the Court could not prevent!”

Molly immediately transitioned them to Earth. In their tent bedroom, to their horror, they saw that a wide area of floorboards was severely damaged. Wood fragments littered the room near an empty pit where they had confined Ananke.

“Where will she have gone? Where’s Athanasia when we need her? Ananke must have a Holworm again!” Molly was utterly distraught.

“On Baast, presumably. Ananke will be back at that construction site on Dartmoor. We need to stop her.”

“I’ve an idea, Stuart. OK – we lack any kind of grip on whatever science and technology the Court fed Athanasia during that first visit. But we could use Holworms to remove Ananke from the Dartmoor location – which would at least delay what she’s trying to do.”

“Where would we go with her? Baast? Back to the Court?”

“Baast – to catch up with Athanasia. She’s a huge threat – so she shouldn’t be anywhere near the Court, surely.”

~

This time, Dartmoor was offering real swirling mists. Molly cast her eyes in every direction with exclamations of dismay.

“Great camouflage for Q-rung!”

“Athanasia would probably tell us that Q-rung knows where we are in any case, Molly. So this doesn’t make things any worse.”

They began to walk towards Ananke and the group of workers. Extraordinary progress in constructing a new Extractor had already been made - as if work had continued both day and night. Ananke glanced at them, but then returned to her overseeing of the frantic activity. Clearly she regarded them as no kind of threat, and possibly was even happy that they were witnessing the progress being made. On the other hand, her very indifference would make her vulnerable. Neither Molly nor Stuart had any clear idea about how close they needed to be in order to kidnap her via Holworm, so to speak. Without saying anything to each other, they decided to move almost within touching distance to maximise their chances.

Stuart was in front. Just as he felt those unwelcome tendrils yet again he was able to touch Ananke’s shoulder. He looked at Molly, who nodded. In an instant, they were on Miss Teece’s beach. Molly instantly put out a call to Athanasia, who arrived within seconds.

“I now realise what the Court has given me,” she said. “We can deal with everything. But I need your input. There are moral issues here. Consequently I cannot decide them independently from human judgements.”

Ananke had fixed Athanasia with a rigid stare and was clearly listening intently. But she made no move to threaten her or the two humans with her.

“We have the means to destroy Q-rung and its servant here. Or, alternatively a secure way of relegating it and her to certain Dark Galaxies, where no harm would come to them. With either option, I’m afraid humanity will lose Holworm technology, at least for the most part. Dealing with Q-rung closes down most of Cosmic Bridging.”

“I’m not sure that I care in the slightest about that, though there will be plenty on Earth who would. But something we do need to know,” Molly said. “Why does Q-rung want so much energy? What would happen to it were it to be, in effect cosmically imprisoned?”

“According to my Court information, the energy is supposed to fuel its insatiable desire for expansion. However, it doesn’t actually need to expand, is well aware of the damage it does by using Extractors and its behaviour is rigidly egocentric.”

“My impulse is to destroy,” Stuart said. “I’m not confident that containment is a real possibility long-term. Anyhow, Q-rung deserves all it gets, in my view.”

Without warning, they all found themselves back on Kharon.  They were outside the nest structure. Nothing had changed. There were only one or two stars in the sky. Pallid light filtered out from three of the apertures in the nest. As Molly turned away,  her worst fears were confirmed. A vehicle was moving slowly towards them. Ananke was walking beside it, and proceeded to direct a beam of light towards the three of them. They were briefly bathed in a ghostly blue radiance.

Athanasia shouted, “I must act. I’m sorry, Stuart, but I’m going for Molly’s option. There’s no compromise possible between the two choices. When I’m done, you’ll have an immediate Holworm trip back to Earth and then that’s that. The ICHR may have built in just one or two exceptions, but I’ve not had time to research what those might be. You’ll only have a few seconds to go – after that, you will be trapped here. Do not delay!”

Ananke suddenly turned to face Molly and pointed at her. Stuart could see that the AI was holding something. He had a terrible feeling of impending catastrophe. Athanasia held her Holworm to her chest and jabbed at it with furious finger movements while at the same time darting forward to place her body between Ananke and Molly. Stuart did the same, but Athanasia remained nearest to Ananke. There was a violent explosion. The brilliant flash of light that accompanied it temporarily blinded both Molly and Stuart. When they could see once more, Athanasia was nowhere to be seen. Ananke was there, but motionless – as if caught up in a slice of frozen time. The approaching vehicle was in a similar state – it was now eternally unchanging just a hundred metres or so away, its pallid lights shining into nothingness.

Molly was unable to act, paralysed by what she took to be her near-death experience. Stuart came to his senses. Mindful of Athanasia’s words he operated his Holworm for what he assumed would be the last time.

Back in the warmth of their bedroom, they came together in an impassioned embrace. At the same time, both of them found that they were weeping.

“Athanasia? Stuart – what’s happened to her?”

“I don’t know for sure, but I think...”

“So do I.”

“Surely she was wrong about the Holworms. Nothing could, at a single stroke, possibly cancel that kind of technology across the universe. Fine – the Court must have access to the most advanced science and technology ever achieved by the human race. But…And how could there possibly be any exceptions? I’m sure our Holworms will still function.”

“Well – it was technology supplied by the Court that enabled Athanasia to achieve what she did. Perhaps they were able to structure it somehow, but I agree, it does seem pretty extraordinary.”

Stuart took out his Holworm to examine it. He pressed his fingers on the controls, but the device remained unresponsive. He did this repeatedly and with increasing frustration. Nothing happened. Molly did the same on hers, with an identical result.

“So – something radical has happened! And Stuart – there’s something else. Athanasia saved my life, I’m fairly certain, but you were crazy enough to join in her efforts. Whatever can I say? Except -  thank you!”

Stuart looked both uncomfortable and embarrassed. “I didn’t stop to think, Molly. I just had to do it. No credit deserved.”

Molly reached over and touched his cheek. Then she suddenly looked anxious. “But whatever will happen to E-R Realtors? Their operations were all conducted from locations only reached by Holworm. And what about their staff?”

“People will have to stay wherever they were when Holworm Cancelling took place, I guess. Goodness knows where some of the Firm’s reception areas and meeting rooms were. There’s nothing we can do about it.” Stuart looked a little impatient, as if he would prefer not to give this issue any further consideration.

“What about Miss Teece? She was good to me,” Molly said. “Should we see whether she’s back home?”

“We could. But there’s nothing to be done if she isn’t. And do we even have jobs now? Perhaps Dr Radcliffe would support us.”

“Thank goodness the disguise Athanasia lent us is under our control. I noticed it vanish as soon as she came to an end. But I have been able to restore it.” Molly switched the disguise on and off. The transition was instant and seemingly perfect.

“Presumably you can do the same,” she added. “ It’s necessary, because in our original guises we were sacked by Einstein Rosen.”

“Dr Radcliffe knows now, of course. She might be trapped elsewhere. I never thought I might wish for her presence here and her help, but there you are. Ohh! I suppose Harvey and Redwood aren’t still in that hotel. What will happen to the guests there?”

“This is ridiculous. Athanasia said the Court had built in one or two exceptions – I wonder what that means, exactly. People can’t just be left.” Molly trailed off, looking distraught.

“There might have been no alternative. The situation was potentially so dangerous. Any delay might have threatened what we hope has happened – that Q-rung and its minion Ananke are trapped in the Dark Galaxies forever.” Stuart did not look wholly convinced.

Suddenly, Molly and Stuart were startled by a voice, apparently coming from nowhere.  “This is a temporary Holwindow.”

In a few moments they could no longer see the tent. Instead, in one half of the bedroom was the familiar scene they had witnessed twice before at the ICHR.”

A voice they had both come to know rather well began to speak. “After the emergency Holworm Annulment, those affected may have some questions and experience some difficulties. We are here to help, though our scope to do so is limited. The faithful AI Athanasia had to act.”

Molly lost no time in protesting. “What about all those people displaced by the Event? Can nothing be done?”

“Yes – at least in theory. It would have to be piecemeal – and there are risks. If Q-rung were to realise what was happening, it might be able to take advantage of it. You don’t need telling of the possible consequences.”

“Is that really unavoidable, your Honour? Is the Holworm technology currently known to you the very last word in the relevant science? Hasn’t human ingenuity anywhere in the universe come up with something even more powerful?”

The voice seemed to become rather stiff – as if disapproving of Molly’s slightly assertive style. “We could put you in touch with some cultures – even enable you to visit them, despite the Event – but, as we say, even with the Court’s resources, this would be a risk. Admittedly a very small one, but when you consider how high are the stakes…”

“Would our Holworms be re-activated for just that purpose?”

“No - they cannot be - they were cancelled permanently by the Event. We will replace them. Ours work very elegantly, though lacking the unrestricted access of the pre-Event devices.”

“If you have some Holworms that can defy the event, might not Q-rung also have matching tools?”

“You lack a full understanding of Q-rung’s current mode of existence. It cannot ‘make’ anything and needs human or AI arms and hands, so to speak, to work in physical reality with materials. We do not believe that Ananke had any devices other than the conventional kind in widespread use before the Event. So that’s one potential worry you can put to one side.”

“So far, so good your Honour. But now Q-rung has been affected by the Event and will presumably seek to surmount it. Can’t it make Ananke to construct devices that match those you are kindly going to supply us? Or is Ananke now trapped forever in a kind of stasis? And there’s something else on Kharon – we never discovered what it was. Athanasia suspected it was a surviving piece of automatic security. She, of course performed a related function for millennia on Serapis. But this was never confirmed.”

There was a pause – they wondered whether they had succeeded in giving even the Court some food for thought.

“What else could possibly have been there on Kharon?” The Court sounded as though it strongly anticipated and even required that the answer to its question would be ‘nothing’.

“We don’t know – there were images in the nest of something –strange insect-like creatures that we had to assume had possessed sentience and intelligence of some kind,  but… you told us on a previous visit, Your Honour, that what the images represented had been extinct for eons. I don’t mean to be disrespectful, but you are sure about that? How do you know?”

Molly really wished that she could see a face when interacting with the Court. The pause after her sceptical question could have indicated all kinds of things, but she could not help thinking that she had offended it somehow. She was soon proved to be right.

“Your mode of inquiry is close to contempt of court – but we will exercise leniency, given that you will be ignorant of the legal requirements for dealing with us.”

“Well? Am I allowed to persist with my question, or does your response mean I must withdraw immediately and at least simulate deference and compliance?”

Again, there was a silence. At last, the Court voice resumed. “We are 98% certain. We cannot be absolutely sure. It is very hard to believe that any organic species could have possibly survived since the very dawn of time. It is true, however, that if anything did outlast that ancient recorded extinction, with the capacity to implement the practical policies of Q-rung, our recent Event could prove ineffective. It might be able to release Ananke from stasis. But there is absolutely no evidence that such creatures have continued to exist. We would have learned if they had, literally millennia ago.”

“Can we take the responsibility, then, for trying to collect any of those stranded after the Event?”

“Of course. In the end, this Court exists to serve. It does not constitute an ultimate authority to which all humans must defer.”

“You could have fooled me!” Stuart muttered under his breath, but so quietly that even the technologically advanced Court appeared not to hear him.

“The Holworms we supply will have an ultimate cancellation function. If you trigger this, there is no going back. No further Holworm travel will ever be possible. The good news about it is that any current risks posed by inhabitants of certain Dark Galaxies would finally be completely nullified. No sentient creature would be hurt, but they would be permanently restricted. In fairness to you, the Court perhaps should ask whether you want to trigger this cancellation function now, rather than pursuing your rescue plans.”

Stuart and Molly looked at each other and shook their heads decisively.

“Many thanks, your Honour, for this opportunity. But we ought to help people return to their planets of origin. If we don’t, there could be significant suffering. Some parents might be trapped away from their children.”

“We will end this exchange in two minutes. Your devices will reach you in twenty four hours. They are very straightforward to operate.”

“Thank you, your Honour. We will spend the time before they arrive in checking who is missing from Earth.”

“Very wise – the fewer Holworm trips from now on, the lower the ultimate risks. Please don’t hesitate to contact us if you have problems meanwhile.”

“How? A trip to the Court?”

“Possibly, but as we have just said, every trip increases the risk. Your Holworms feature advanced Cosmic Bridge phones. Use them if necessary.”

~

“Good afternoon, Mr Harvey. Good to find you in your own office. We were concerned that you might still be in that lovely hotel with Mr Redwood.” Molly had reverted to her ‘Miss Howard’ guise.

“No. And we want to make a complaint. We were rushed back here without ceremony – certainly without warning. Fortunately my colleague and I were fully dressed when it happened. It could easily have been otherwise.”

Molly sought to obliterate the unwelcome image this briefly triggered. “We regret to inform you that the exciting expansion of your Estate Agency into innovative locations has had to be cancelled. For good. There is no chance of these opportunities being re-activated.”

“That is outrageous,” Mr Harvey shouted, directing his remarks to Stuart despite the fact that Molly had done all the talking so far. “We will be demanding compensation – contracts have been broken. I expect Redwood to be informed immediately.”

“You must raise this with our senior management. I think you may find them sympathetic.”

Harvey did not look happy to be addressed yet again by Molly. “It’s very difficult to undo all this. We have many customers to whom we’ve already made commitments.” He refrained from meeting Molly’s gaze, casting his eyes to the ceiling as his rant began to subside.

“You say you were rushed away, Mr Harvey. Have you any idea about what happened to the other hotel guests? Have they all been returned to Earth too?”

“I don’t think so. It’s outrageous. Redwood and I are back because we were dealing with something at Reception when the transition happened. But I happen to know that there were some people there from our other offices who are still missing – so I must presume they are still there.”

“Obviously we are sorry to hear that, Mr Harvey. Meanwhile, we’ll wish you good-bye. So gratifying to see you again. All the best with your future endeavours.” Molly smiled very sweetly at him on delivery of this parting shot. As they turned to leave the premises, they saw that he was looking mildly apoplectic.

Outside, they paused, seeing that Harvey was staring at them from the front window, his head framed on each side by stands advertising properties. They ignored him.

“It’s such a shame we have to minimise Holworm travel. Otherwise, we could have checked out Miss Teece immediately. As it is, we’ll have to drive there. Do you still have that fob, Molly? We can’t get through those gates without it.”

~

Molly and Stuart discovered that only those close to an operating Holworm at the time of the Event were returned to their previous locations. The latter were sometimes not their home planet either. It was mainly Einstein-Rosen employees affected in this way. This was because they usually started work in their reception hall, and then made trips outside that, whether they were assessing the quality of new places for the firm, or engaged in selling or renting already established territories.

The Holworm rescue pair succeeded in rounding up quite a number of stray travellers over the next few weeks, most of whom were not in the least grateful, but complained instead about the huge inconvenience to which they had been subjected, blamed Molly and Stuart personally and threatened to sue. All Molly and Stuart could do was to listen patiently,  promising mendaciously to take their complaints further.

~

They were in the Reception Hall for what they hoped would be their final trip there. The walls presented a curious appearance. Endless rows of blank screens gave the space a slightly oppressive atmosphere, but of course, the screens reflected the new post-Event reality. They had scoured the cubicles, made inquiries of those they had rescued as to whether any others might still be stranded and had determined that all was well.

About to return to Earth for the last time, Molly’s eye was caught by a screen in the opposite corner of the large space. It was not blank. As she looked closer, she realised that she was seeing a miniature image of the ICHR. A soft buzzing sound began to emanate from it. After a few seconds it grew louder and began to pulsate.

She grabbed Stuart’s arm. “The Court wants us – I’m sure of it. They must think it is urgent. Look!” Stuart obliged and nodded. They sped over to the incongruously live screen and announced themselves.

The familiar red light was now flashing urgently. “Please will you come here immediately. An emergency has arisen.”

“But why – what, your Honour?” Stuart protested.

“There’s no time for argument. Please come now!”

Neither of them felt they could object any further, so they dutifully Holwormed themselves to the Court.

~

In the Reception Hall, unseen by any human observer, another screen briefly flickered into life. Little if anything could have been identified in the dark - almost featureless environment.

~

“The Court sent an unmanned drone to Kharon. You mentioned that there was another arrival there. The Court was unable to determine its identity, was concerned and so wished to investigate further. Excellent images were just beginning to be transmitted to us, when they suddenly came to an end. We thought that there had been technical problems – we do still have some, despite our advanced science and technology! So we sent another drone, but the same thing happened. We have now sent a total of six. It is clear that some hostile agency is responsible.”

“Couldn’t this be Ananke? She wasn’t de-activated in any sense, was she – just trapped without means of Holworm travel, like most of humanity. She’s been released from stasis somehow, perhaps?”

“We don’t think she could do this. The drones hover at a great distance from the ground, equipped as they are with hugely powerful cameras.”

“Sorry, your Honour – but although I can see that this is a worry for you and in consequence for humanity, what can Stuart or I possibly do?”

“Suppose certain organisms aren’t extinct after all. The surviving generations will almost certainly be collaborating with Q-rung. Their combined forces amount to a formidable intelligence and capacity – far greater than that Ananke ever possessed. This must be challenged.”

“But I ask again. What can Stuart and I achieve?”

“Something that no drone or AI could – and there are no AIs left of Athanasia’s calibre. There’s a final space geometry fix needed to trap whatever is active on Kharon. We can supply the relevant device. But it cannot be operated remotely. It must be triggered fairly close to its target. This would be a risky assignment for you. But if the Court is right, we are all close to disaster.”

“What if we are attacked there?

“This Court has no weapons.”

The Court gave them an enhanced Holworm each, programmed to take them to Kharon after the passage of just five minutes. They had hardly had time to become afraid before they once more found themselves on the dead planet, not far from the nest.

There was no sign of either the intruder or Ananke. They scoured the nest, but there was no hint of her there either, nor any evidence that she had ever been present. Molly checked the windows and gripped Stuart’s arm. She pointed with a trembling finger. Three stationary vehicles could be seen about a hundred metres away. They had certainly not been there last time.

“What now?” Molly asked, trying to suppress her fears.

“We’ve no choice, have we. We have to investigate. Going home now, knowing that Ananke and other things are still active – we can’t.”

“I don’t want this, Stuart. Surely we could leave it. The Court is, of course a force for good in relation to all aspects of human welfare, but it’s almost bound to be over-cautious. So really…”

“You don’t believe what you are saying, do you, Molly.”

Stuart looked in her face intently. She gazed back, at length proffering a reluctant smile. “No. I guess I don’t.”

They walked over to the vehicles, slowing as they drew near, listening out for any signs of activity. Nothing stirred either inside or out.

“These look as if designed for humans, Stuart.”

“True. I’m not sure that’s comforting, though.”

Molly placed a trembling hand on what appeared to be a door. It slid open noiselessly. Inside, they could see seats and a dashboard that looked surprisingly Earth-like. However, there were no obvious controls.

“What’s the harm? Let’s see if this will take us anywhere.”

Stuart went round to the other side and, with a touch, opened a second door. They both climbed in and sank back on very comfortable seats. The doors closed behind them. With a very soft hum the vehicle began to move. It was not long before they were travelling at a formidable speed. The landscape, scarcely visible in the gloaming, was featureless. The dashboard remained blank until it became evident that they were slowing down, at which point some hieroglyphics appeared and began to pulsate. The engine sound altered slightly, and they realised that the vehicle had entered a building of some kind.

As it came to a stop, the door on Stuart’s side was forced open. Ananke stood there. If she were not a mere AI they might have thought that she looked very angry.

“I serve Q-rung and its revered ancestors. You are responsible for thwarting their aims. This cannot be allowed, so it must be attended by consequences. You will come with me.”

She suddenly produced a kind of rope which appeared to have a life of its own. It snaked round both Molly and Stuart in several coils and tightened. Ananke began to stalk down a dimly lit hallway, dragging them behind her. In vain they tried to prevent their feet from sliding under them and to catch hold of bars that periodically extended from the wall on one side. But the force being exerted on them was irresistible.

Stuart began to groan with pain. At first, Molly did not understand why. They were both acutely uncomfortable under the constraining coils, and also because they were being dragged along at increasing speed. Then she saw that something horrible was happening to him. The rope was caught in one place round his waist and seemed to be tightening as she watched. He was frantically clutching himself, his face contorted with agony.

“Molly!” he yelled. “It hurts! This will kill me!”

The only thing Molly could think of was her Holworm. If she could reach it to operate the final stage! But both hands were trapped under the rope. As she looked ahead despairingly, she could see fronds of mist hiding the corridor a little further down. Once more she began to experience the nausea induced by slimy tendrils sliding over the surface of her mind. As terror suddenly gave her strength, she wrenched her right hand from the imprisoning embrace of the rope. Such was its hold that she felt skin tear away as she re-captured control of her hand and managed to find the Holworm attached to her belt. Without stopping to think, she triggered the action the Court had set up.

With a blinding flash the scene reverted to the tent bedroom. Stuart was there, some cabling now loose about his body. Molly was in intense pain, blood flowing freely from her injured hand.

“Hospital, I think, Molly. But first...” Stuart staggered towards Molly and gently folded her in his arms.
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