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Prologue

Terra, Sol, February 2580

As the residents at Balmoral Palace concluded their lunch, they could not know that for many of them it would be their final meal.

After all, most people don’t get any warning of their death. Not even Presidents.

****

The cookies had a rich smell of cinnamon, and Anna Schubert was having a hard time limiting herself to just two. She wanted to watch her waistline - every bit of excess fat could slow her movements if she needed to draw her weapon, always a possibility when you were in the Dignitary Protection Group, the bodyguard section of the Union Criminal Investigative Service.

She was dressed in the black suit and white shirt combination favoured by the ‘overt’ protectors of DPG. Her standard issue sunglasses had an integrated camera for recording encounters; they also contained a transponder to allow for quick identification of friendly personnel – and those not friendly.

These days, they were less of a group and more like a whole corps, with over 1,500 protected persons on their books. Their charges ranged from the President of the Terran Union to top system Governors to big celebrities – as well as their immediate families. So, they needed more than 20,000 Special Agents just to keep up, before you added all the administration and technical people.

Her current charge was the top woman herself, President Mary Granger, along with the First Family – her spouse David Campbell-MacGregor (Chieftain of Clan Campbell-Gregor and Duke of Argyll) and their youngest child, Adelaide Campbell-MacGregor.

Adelaide was six years old and liked sneaking around this historical estate, once owned by royalty before its buildings were massively expanded for presidential use, trying – and failing – to catch the agents by surprise. Adelaide’s watch provided them with her location, making that game basically impossible, and also monitored her vital signs.

Adelaide’s elder brother, Peter, was away at the University of Edinburgh studying Business Administration and had declined DPG protection in a rather forceful manner. Accusing his mother of being a tyrant in a demonstration against her was as forceful as it could get.

Anna was aware of the rumours, which had some facts behind them. Journalists who criticised the administration disappeared or died in on-street assassinations. Slush funds slushed around, and contractors overbid, rhetoric that enemies of humanity lurked in multiple corners filled some of the radio frequencies. But since the recent war against the Gan Empire and continued attempts by that race to subvert Terran democracy, including through terrorism, President Granger’s law-and-order policies were rather popular. She might well win the next election without having to resort to machine politics or the nefarious tricks nearly all sides used in Terran elections.

In any event, Anna’s oath was to the office, not to the person. She was fully prepared to give her life to protect the leader of humanity and the heir to Evhen Baransky, the literal saint (the Catholic and Orthodox Churches both having canonised him) who had led the first global government out of the ashes of the 2099 nuclear war.

Her current post was in the corridor that led to the President’s living quarters; along with a more junior agent, Simon Gonzalez, who had just popped off to perform some bodily functions. This made her the last line of defence at the moment. There were thirty guards dotted around the compound, with another thirty off duty in the barracks, mostly asleep or doing some refresher training.

Simon returned, looking visibly chipper. He was a handsome Latino man, powerfully built and the designated ‘jumper’ in this pairing – someone who would force the President to the ground in the event of an attack on her.

“When you go next, you should really try out that new hand soap. Feels great on your skin,” he remarked.

“You and your skin,” Anna chuckled. “It’s not the only thing in the…”


There was a flash in the corner of her eye. As she turned to look, a loud boom shook the windows.


A fireball had erupted from the DPG barracks, a large part of one wall coming away.

Then a sudden burst of loud static filled Anna’s earpiece, forcing her to remove it. She turned to Simon, whose transponder icon had disappeared. Two of her key tactical assets had gone down – they were on their own. “We’re under attack. Get Heather, Myrtle and Bluebell into the panic room. I’ll stay here and guard the corridor.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Simon opened one of the double doors, stepping inside to inform the First Family.

Anna wondered who was attacking as she tapped the indent on her sunglasses to start a recording. There were various anti-government groups out there; the Koba Hood gang for example, led by Robin Golder. Golder’s rebels had gained a strong underground following, due to effective propaganda, along with the fact that they were exclusively targeting government facilities… and personnel.

If this is Koba Hood, I’m fair game to them. To be honest. I’m fair game to any of those groups. Ours is not to reason why…

Without even thinking the motion, she drew her pistol from her concealed belt holster, reaching inside a pocket for the extended magazine she carried as a backup.

Forty-three bullets, 9mm full metal jacket. I’m not sure that’ll be much good against someone who clearly has powerful explosives to hand.

Anna flipped over the table where she had just been sitting, sending the plate of cookies to the ground. She picked up some cookies and moved quickly to the door to the corridor. Opening it, she scattered the crumbs on the waxed floor. If someone stepped on one, the crunch would alert her and give her the edge.

Moving quickly back to the table, she crouched, using it as a shield. She didn’t know if it could stop heavier weapons, but she had found many people assumed that all concealment was full cover.

Two hands on the weapon, aim down the sights.

She listened… assault rifles. You could tell a supersonic round from a subsonic one quite clearly… and that sounded like the Gan’s TP-34/1. A lighter version of their main battle rifle, intended for export… to humans.

Hopefully, Special Forces back-up will be coming.

She put her earpiece back in… still deafening static. She removed it just as quickly.

Through the window, she saw two heavily armed figures sprinting towards the entrance door to the main castle. They had humanoid form, but she couldn’t determine if they were indeed human because of the adaptive camo cloaks over their bodies. The ‘invisibility cloaks’ couldn’t keep up with a fast-moving person but were widely used by snipers, including those of the DPG.

Three booms at the entrance to the main castle indicated at least one of her colleagues had probably gotten a shotgun-shell-sized round to the chest. Or the head. Anna put the thought out of her mind very quickly.

She heard the cookie remains crunch followed by a strong cursing in German, her childhood language. Anna raised her pistol to aim at approximately neck height; the best strategy for stopping armoured targets.

The doors to the corridor swung inwards with a sharp kick, revealing a partly shimmering form… and Anna pulled the trigger five times in rapid succession.

Blood shot out of the cloak in red clouds and the dark green clothing of a human figure underneath was visible in the area it did not cover. The cloaked figure tumbled to the ground, their dying body now holding the doors open as she heard the never pleasant sound of a death rattle. The smell would probably be awful in a bit.

Anna waited to see if anyone else was coming… and instead saw a flashbang come through. It landed on the carpet, and Anna squeezed her eyes shut as it went off. The flash seared through her eyelids despite the shades, her eyes feeling a slight burning.

The massive boom was quickly replaced by painful ringing. She opened her eyes, seeing an afterimage of the light, now feeling very dizzy. She raised her pistol as best she could and fired again. Then again and again.

A thud followed and someone fell to the floor. She blinked to clear her vision, rose haltingly through the nausea a little and saw two dead people on the floor, before dropping back to a kneeling position. One of them was bleeding from their crotch, a TP-34/1 by his side. With intensive effort, Anna got up and picked up the rifle, moving back to cover. Her hearing had gone, possibly permanently, in which case she would need bionic treatment. She glanced towards the window… and saw it cracking. Someone had hit it with a high-powered round.

How many rounds can that glass take?

Another round struck it, further weakening the glass. Anna took the rifle into her weaker left hand and glanced at the ammo count indicator. Five rounds left.


Another impact. The glass shattered. Shards sprayed onto the floor. She smelt something acrid… the carpet was starting to burn from the flashbang. Clearly a dodgy device.


She started to transfer the rifle to her other hand; then something speared her in her shoulder and shattered the bones there. Blood spurted out of her body. The sniper had hit a major blood vessel.

Great, I’m dead. Joe’s going to be a widower and Marta’s going to be without a mother. I was so looking forward to her first communion too. Time to take as many of them with me as I can…

She lifted the TP-34/1 rifle with her one usable arm, placing it on the edge of the table, as the double doors opened again, revealing a whole group of armed attackers.

Anna opened fire.

Part One: Fame and Other Drugs

Chapter 1

Murchison, Teegarden, July 2619

For ten thousand years, it had stood guard. Possibly longer. It wasn’t exactly keeping count. It had but one function as it stood inside the innermost chamber of the tomb of a long dead king. Or chieftain. Or president. Or whatever.

It was an android with one function and one function only. If someone came through that the door, its orders were to kill them.


Pravo, Teegarden

The first time humanity left its home world, it littered. The first probe that flew towards what would later become known as Luna with the aim of crashing into it shot straight past and ended up orbiting Sol. So did the second. The third hit its target… and created more litter.

The first manned missions, due to the need to bring the crew back, left half of their landers behind on the surface along with multiple batches of equipment and several bags of human waste. Then the mission controllers chucked the other half of the lander onto the surface.

In the early part of the Crisis Century, someone put a car into heliocentric orbit - just because he was testing a new rocket design. Being a billionaire allowed you to do things like that. Unfortunately, he would do many things not as good, resulting in someone eventually destroying the car with a ship-mounted cannon in 2214. Being a historical artefact, the woman responsible did get charged over it, but got community service.

This was just a small selection of the many items that humanity had consigned to drift in space for eternity or left on other worlds.

But as they expanded and further littered their way through the rest of the Orion Arm, the people from Terra found that that they were not the first to have left things on some of the worlds they settled on.

And in one system, humanity would discover a lot of things had been deliberately left behind.

****


Pearl Diver’s alarms were going off. Not a good thing in any context, especially when those alarms indicated that the ship’s external hull temperature was far more than it should be.


Roisin Santiago, a 35-year-old woman with long dark hair and brown skin, rapidly pulled on her spacesuit and parachute pack. No time for all the proper checks. She just needed to make sure that she was reasonably secure before she did her very-high-altitude sky diver routine.


She took a quick glance at the sketches by 24th Century artist Louis Danville in the back of the spaceship and felt sad that some great artworks were about to be lost forever –  but  there was something wrong with the controls and she was heading for an unplanned entry into Pravo’s atmosphere. Having only just left it. Going in upside down as well.


I hope the people who retrieved them from his house got away. Pierre Lindworm’s not the most merciful of people.

Outside, the glowing red flames made clear why it she shouldn’t leave the craft just yet. The creaking of superheating metal told her that she might end up leaving earlier than she really wanted.

There was a bang. A warning light on her control panel indicated she’d lost her left engine; it had just separated from the main body of her craft.


Roisin found her helmet and pulled it on, securing the seals. At least the artificial gravity and inertial compensator were working to counteract the negative G-forces that she would otherwise be experiencing from the massive deceleration in a craft entering the atmosphere. If they carried on working.


Those could have been some famous last thoughts as a further alarm indicated the inertial compensator was failing. She would need to strap in if she didn’t want to be pinned against the floor – or be more generally flung about.

She put on the combined oxygen and parachute pack, then moved quickly back to the jump seat. Turning her head, she could see the surface of the moon below. Pravo orbited a gas giant, which is the only way that it stayed habitable this close to a red dwarf, because tidal locking wasn’t good for an ecosphere.


The Heads-Up Display told her she was at a height of around seventy kilometres. As soon as she could safely do so, she would jump out of the ship. If Pearl Diver started tumbling in the atmosphere before then, she would be dead – unable to get out, she would hit the ground at high speed. Nothing she could do to prevent that, so best to hope it didn’t.


Roisin strapped in and started the breathing exercises she had been taught to avoid red-out from the blood rushing to her head in a negative-G situation.


She turned to the HUD… as the display went blank. Great, just what I need. She would jump out as soon as they were free-falling, and internal gravity hit zero, which should be easy to figure out, because anything loose would start floating.


Roisin began to feel the negative G-forces. She tried to do her breathing exercises as her vision reddened, and her face began swelling up…

Roisin knew what was coming – she had to act now to prevent the oncoming red-out killing her. She moved her arms down, pulling against the strong reverse gravity and reached to turn the dial on her parachute pack to automatic activation. The struggle became truly intense as her limbs felt like elephants were sitting on them, but she got her fingers onto the dial…

Then everything went black.

****

Roisin floated in a pool of water. A sense of calm and peace, all outside stimuli absent. She began wondering if she was dead when she noticed some vibrations in the liquid… then she felt firm hands gripping her limbs.

Her eyes opened, bright sunlight streaming into them. She heard voices; they sounded human, though she didn’t understand what they were saying. She was lifted out of the water and then placed down on something hard.

“Hello, ma’am,” she heard a man say. “Can you hear me?”

A famous line came into Roisin’s head, as she turned to the man, who wore a pocket watch. “Don't be afraid, I am a Soviet citizen like you,” she groaned in a slightly slurred manner, “who has descended from space, and I must find a telephone to call Moscow!”

The quote from Yuri Gagarin that nearly every child learnt in school elicited no reaction from the man. She tried to move her legs to get up… but they didn’t seem to be working.

“Don’t move,” the man said. “You came down hard and fell into the pool. We think your back might be broken.”

Then Roisin felt a sharp stab of pain from somewhere and passed out again.

****

Roisin found herself lying on something soft… and felt something in her left arm. She heard occasional beeps and the noise of a television. She opened her eyes.

“Don’t move!” commanded a woman with brown hair, brown skin, and large jowls. “You’re strapped down for your own safety.”

The woman wore a white lab coat over blue scrubs, with a stethoscope around her neck and an elegantly plated surgical cap. As she moved to loosen the straps around Roisin’s arms, she could read the name ‘Lysander’ on the woman’s name badge.

“Where am I?” Roisin asked.

“Louisa Felton Hospital, Pravo. You’ve been unconscious for two days. Do you know what year it is?”

“2619, of course,” Roisin replied, wondering why she was being asked this.

“And the President’s name?”

“Mohammed Said-Alvarez. What is this?”

“We’ll need to do a more comprehensive test, but at least your cognition seems to be intact, Ms Santiago.”

“How do you know my name?” Roisin asked.


“It was in your clothing. That was useful, because not many adults put name tags into their own clothing.”


Roisin smiled weakly, looking down and noticing that she was in fact in a medical gown. “Well, it stops mix-ups at the nudist beaches. Also, it’s Academic Santiago.” she replied.

“You use Langley Park?” Dr. Lysander replied. “Got some great new pine trees.”

“Yes…” Roisin said, having expected disdain. She then felt a very sharp pain at the back of her head. She moved her right hand and felt a bandage there. “What happened?” Her left arm suddenly bent of its own volition.

“From what I gather, you fell out of a disintegrating spacecraft. Your parachute automatically opened at ten thousand metres, and you descended towards the Curious Dog Hotel. You landed hard on a sloped roof, rolled down it and then landed hard on your posterior on the edge of their swimming pool before falling in.”

“Ouch…” Roisin tried to move her left forearm back… and it wasn’t moving.

“Before that you had a minor stroke. That’s why you have muscle control issues. We had to remove a part of your skull to remove the blood clots and prevent further bleeding. You’ve now got a metal plate there.”

“Oh…”

“And your impact resulted in you breaking two vertebrae in the sacral area.”

“Oh.”

“So, we’re going to need to do a fair number of tests, but you’re not likely to walk for a while,” Dr Lysander concluded.

Roisin’s reaction was a lot more than ‘Oh’ this time. It contained a number of four-letter words.

****

The tests involved applying various stimuli to the lower part of Roisin’s body to see whether she had any sensation down there, testing her memory and mental aptitude, along with some further scanning.

Two days later, Dr Lysander came back to Roisin’s room. “The good news is that the stroke was pretty much confined to the cerebellum,” she said.

“Sorry, I’m an archaeologist and an art historian, not a medical doctor,” Roisin replied, slightly slurred. The drugs from this morning were wearing off, but she hadn’t asked for some more just yet as she wanted to be as functional as possible during this discussion.

“Sorry - the bit that deals with movement and muscle control.”

“That doesn’t sound good.”

“It’s a lot better than a stroke higher up - especially for someone in your line of work.”

“Noted… not exactly walking at the moment. I also like a good Argot... argent… tango…”

Lysander shook her head. “With the spinal injury, not immediately. Now, we can fix that pretty easily. Implant in the affected area. Needs a full general anaesthetic, but we can get that done in a month or so.”

“Sounds good…” Roisin lied. She wasn’t particularly keen on surgery in general; she had a fear of being put to sleep and not waking up.

“But with the stroke as well as this, you’re going to need a lot of physiotherapy… and of course some counselling. It will cost a bit of course, but if you’re up to date with your Union Insurance payments, that will cover it.”

Roisin nodded. She paid her taxes and her UI ‘stamp’ regularly, so the non-emergency treatment was covered, and she wouldn’t go bankrupt because of medical bills. Loss of income was another issue though. She did various freelancing, lecturing, and consulting work for multiple organisations, but that relied on the ability to work and travel freely. Wheelchairs did not mix well with dig sites - and she could be out of work for months. There would be statutory sickness benefit, but she had some rather big mortgage payments.

So, unless she made a really big find in the next three months, she would have to downsize to such an extent she might never recover from it.


Chapter 2

Terra, Sol, September 2619

Special Agent Kasia Landau, Dignitary Protection Group, stopped briefly to look at the memorial wall, then walked over to sit on one of the sofas.

There she would wait to see the Deputy Director of that well-known division of the Union Criminal Investigative Service - more commonly known as UCIS.

Kasia was a medium-build female in her early thirties with pink skin, upper-back-length black hair currently pinned up, and a big smiling mouth. She wore only a little bit of makeup, mainly to cover up slight blemishes or the occasional spot.

She had spent five years with DPG, having transferred over from the Counter-Espionage Division and spent time in Organised Crime before that. Slots in DPG were heavily sought after, mainly because of the pay and the very swanky hotels. But Kasia had joined for much more than that. She liked the idea of protecting the people who made the Terran Union the most prosperous polity humanity had ever seen.

As she admired the giant flag, she found herself briefly humming “Out of Many, One”, the Terran Union anthem, before stopping, feeling self-conscious. It was a catchy tune, but a hard one to sing.

Her assignment to protect Fred Allenby, Governor of Altair, had recently come to an end. He had died. Not because of any external threats, but of an internal one – a cocaine-induced heart attack. The whole affair had been slightly embarrassing for DPG – the loss of a protected person usually was – and the four-person team had been called back to Quantico for reassignment.

Kasia had thought it would be to some remote system to get them out of the way, but the fact that the head of DPG himself wanted to see her – and no-one else from her former team – intrigued her.

Her communicator buzzed – and she knew the message would appear on her sunglasses, currently in her pocket. She looked at the former and it confirmed what she thought it was; Deputy Director Quentin Siakam would see her now.

She returned to reception and then headed to the lift area, pressing the button to order one for the tenth floor. Lift A arrived a minute later.

She shared this lift with a mail trolley and its pusher, a young man clearly fresh out of university.

Likely some politician’s son.

The TU could be pretty corrupt at times. While on assignment, she had seen a few currency plates transferred via the Bank of Brown Envelope, but her oath forbade her to speak about them in public unless directly subpoenaed.

As the lift ascended, she wondered how her grandmother had felt when she’d gone up to get the assignment that would ultimately lead to her death.

****

The memorial wall at the Quantico headquarters of the Dignitary Protection Group of the UCIS contained one black star for each agent who had fallen in the line of duty, arranged in rows by year. Most years were absent and those that were present generally only had one or two.

For 2580, there were no less than thirty-six stars. One of them was Kasia Landau’s grandmother, Anna Schubert.

****

They alighted at the tenth floor and Kasia walked on the soft blue carpet to the area allocated to the Deputy Director, Dignitary Protection Group. A framed photograph of current Terran Union President Mohammed Said-Alvarez, an old man with brown skin and a white beard, hung on a wall in the reception area.

She spoke to a PA, who showed her directly through to the Deputy Director’s office. She remembered he was a man with less of a black book and more a black bookshelf, which definitely came in handy at budget time.

Quentin Siakam stood behind his desk; a physically imposing, still highly muscular, green-eyed, African man towering at two metres and change, now in his mid-fifties, his greying hair in a ponytail. He had been dubbed “Crow’s Nest” by his colleagues and now a robotic crow, a Christmas present from two years back, sat on his desk.

“You stink!” the crow cried out, and Siakam looked up.

“Is that perfume I detect, Special Agent Landau?” he asked.

“Yes, sir. Chanel No. 150, sir. Is it a problem?”

“No, Special Agent. Smells quite nice. Please take a seat.”

She found one of the black chairs behind her and sat down. Siakam moved over to a landscape of a river flowing through a jungle, pulling it back to reveal a hidden fridge.

“What can I get you? I’m having Girder Juice,” he said.

“I’ll have the same.”

He filled up two glasses of orange caffeinated liquid and handed one over to Kasia.

“I’ve called you here because a new assignment has come up,” he began. “I feel that you would be perfect for it and in a way it has a nice emotional resonance to it, considering who you are.”

“Sir.” Kasia replied in the sort of tone UCIS agents were trained to use when something unusual happened, but an emotional reaction was not appropriate.

“Does the name Adelaide Stone mean anything to you?”

“No, sir. Is she my next assignment?”

Siakam nodded and reached under his desk for a folder, which he passed over to Kasia. She opened it, revealing a large photograph of a Caucasian woman in her mid-forties, with a pointy nose and a round face. She wore in a leather jacket with the three-striped rank slide of a Master, a civilian starship chief officer not experienced enough to be a full Captain.

“Does she look familiar to you?” Siakam asked.

Now that he said it, there was some vague connection in her mind. She opened the page and read the personal details. Seeing the woman’s original name, her mouth dropped slightly open in surprise. “Adelaide Granger Campbell-MacGregor? Mary Granger’s daughter?”

“The very same, Special Agent.”


Kasia thought through several different comments and then gave the response that seemed most relevant. “I see she is also the heir apparent to Clan Gregor-Campbell. I recall reading about them in Greetings! Magazine – big name in the Clans of Alba. No photograph of her though, I think, but I was more focussed on my haircut at the time,” she observed.


“Her older brother is the chief, but he has no legitimate issue.”

“Issue, sir?”


“No children. Two kids via a mistress do not count in the inheritance rules of the Scottish Clan System. Especially as he’s no longer with the mistress. So, when he dies, she stands to come into personal control of something like twenty billion credits of agribusiness and the Dukedom to boot, if she wants it. But that might be a couple of decades away – although Peter Campbell-MacGregor’s lifestyle is questionable – and at the moment, she’s not exactly flush with cash. Her shares pay enough dividends for her personal needs, but anything else she has to earn the hard way.”


“So, I’m being assigned to some heiress then? Also, don’t the Scottish Clans swear fealty to the Queen?” It would be obvious to Siakam which Queen she meant. Queen Margrethe IV, in her dual role as ruler of the Commonwealth of Independent Nations and Chair of Central Interstellar (the biggest colonising megacorporation by far with fingers in many other pies, like cosmetics), was the third most powerful human ruler after the Terran Union President and his counterpart in the United Human Worlds.

“Correct. Her Majesty gets the Dukedom back when Peter dies and then will, in all likelihood, offer it to Adelaide.”

“But that would make her Royal Guard’s responsibility as an heir to a clan. They’re not exactly strapped for cash. I’ve seen their comms equipment.” Kasia referred to the security force of the Commonwealth; the two organisations worked pretty closely together.

“They would usually, but this is DPG’s job,” Siakam explained. “President Suvorov extended the protection that normally would have ended at eighteen to Adelaide for the rest of her life as a way of making up for the failure to protect her parents. Keeping her safe is just as important as protecting any other dignitary on our books, particularly for our personal reputation. Royal Guard require overt identification, and she doesn’t want to be followed around by someone in a fancy blue uniform and a big-peaked cap.”

“I am guessing that the fact she’s on DPG’s books in the first place isn’t public knowledge?”

“No, it’s at CONFIDENTIAL level classification. Possibly because of awkward political questions about the use of DPG resources if it came out. Or a potential threat to her if her true identity was revealed. Granger’s name is still notorious after all.”

“Noted. I guess that’s why she uses the name Stone. She wants to keep a low profile. Also, the lack of public photographs,” Kasia said, and the Deputy Director smiled, clearly pleased with her deductive skills.

“She was married once, for about two years. Ex-husband is completely out of the picture – Castor, I think – and the relationship didn’t produce any children.”

“How does the line of succession go in that case?” Kasia asked. Because that made Adelaide a potential target for another reason.


“There’s a cousin called Julia Valois, but I’m informed by Vice-Admiral Battenberg at Royal Guard that she’s too busy trying to get influence in Olympus City right now,” Siakam concluded. “Anyway, this will be a single person covert assignment. She is the chief officer of the mining ship Sans Pareil, currently docked at Valentina Tereshkova station in Luna orbit. You will be her Security Officer.”


“May I ask what happened to the previous one?” Kasia asked. “I need to know what foot I’ll be starting off on.”

“Punctured lung in a car crash. He’ll live, but missing a lung is kind of a disqualifying condition for DPG until he can get a mechanical one fitted. I am sure that she might tell you more, but don’t force it. In any event, she wasn’t present…” Siakam stopped, Kasia sensing something irregular had gone on.

Kasia nodded. “Understood. Another question, sir?”

“Go ahead.”

“She’s a miner, right? A dangerous profession at the best of times. Am I supposed to be a safety officer as well? Because I would probably be stopping her from doing her job in that case.”

Siakam sighed. “At the end of the day, we can’t protect these people from their own stupidity or bravado. Witness the Governor’s fate. But if it looks like the roof is coming down or something, try to make sure it comes down on you instead.”

Kasia showed a poker face here, hoping it really wouldn’t come to that.

“Use your judgment; that’s why you were selected for DPG,” the Deputy Director continued. “Also, you’ll need to smarten down a bit. I’ll call Edna in Covert Assignments; she can help with your new look.”

“Does Master Stone know who I am, sir?”

“Not yet, but she will be informed before you start in a week. The other crew will also be appraised of your identity, and we’ll give you an authentication code to confirm your status to regular law enforcement should it be required, because you can’t exactly take your badge with you. Try not to use the code though.”

“That’s good, sir.”

“One more thing. You’ll be operating under your real name. We don’t have the budget for this operation to backstop a whole fake identity in any event. Fortunately, you don’t have any social media presence.”

“No, sir.” Kasia had been on a couple of networks in her youth but had deleted them when joining UCIS precisely because it was recommended to do so for undercover work.

“Do you accept the assignment?”

Kasia looked over the folder, but she had already made her decision. “Yes, sir. I serve the Terran Union.”

****

Kasia made her way down to the local branch of the Black Museum, where relics from some of the most infamous crimes in human history were stored for law enforcement officers who wanted to take a look at them.

As she entered the room, she met the curator and asked to see what they had in relation to the Granger assassination. She knew the story very well from school – but she wanted to see if there was anything else useful to know, especially as she would be dealing with one of the victims.

“You’re Anna Schubert’s granddaughter, aren’t you?” he asked as he did a search in the database. “I remember you cried when they talked about the operation in Training School. And again, when you were given the Schubert Prize.”

“Yes, that’s correct. I felt a bit awkward there.” Kasia replied.

“It was fine. She was a credit to the service – and we really needed her example after that day. You have her Medal of Honour, don’t you?”

“I do. Anyway, I’ve come to review the case – DD-DPG may have told you about my assignment.”

“He did. I found this contemporary news report that you might want to see.”

****


Kasia made her way to one of the computers and was soon watching the 15 October 2580 edition of Terra In-Depth, starting with the reassuring face of Misha Carys, one of the most famous newsreaders of the last century.


“Good evening. Glenda Coulson, the sole surviving member of the Koba Hood Gang, was today found guilty of fourteen charges in relation to the assassination of President Granger and her spouse earlier this year,” Carys began.

Kasia watched the image of a young woman with blonde hair, wearing a light blue blouse, standing in the barred dock. Coulson had been the hacker who had lowered the electronic defences of Balmoral and then crashed a shuttle into the DPG barracks.

“Controversially, Coulson was found not guilty of treason by a split decision, on the grounds she and the militant group had been waging war against the union’s leadership, not the Terran Union itself, citing past cases where presidential assassins were charged with murder, not treason. Politicians from many parties have reacted in outrage to this tight definition of treason, but the Chief Justice’s spokesperson replied that she was merely following the Constitution.”

Kasia then saw the footage of Coulson’s surrender, after she had escaped the killing of the rest of her gang by the Special Police Detachment of New Multan in the Altair system. Their bodies were blurred out, but she could see even then that they had each been shot a number of times, including shots in the head that suggested an execution. Kasia felt slightly disgusted at that. Killing people without trial was not the Terran way. Sure, pirates supposedly sometimes went out the airlock, but if the Procurator Service ever found actual evidence of extra-judicial killing, they acted.

Not back then, it was clearly a different time.

The woman bringing in a security guard at gunpoint into a live television talent show final, causing the knife juggler to drop his weapons and become covered in another digital blur as Coulson dropped to her knees.

Coulson was pretty smart there. No way the SPD could blow her away that publicly.


There then followed a description of Arthur Henshaw prison, the remote extrasolar facility orbiting a rogue planet. Coulson was going there for the rest of her days, bar a decision to pardon her or commute her sentence. Probably not likely.


Kasia watched the credits and then stopped the tape. She looked through some of the contemporary documents, including the review into the suicide of the UCIS Director-General, who had resigned on the spot after Granger’s murder, then took his own life just after the trial.

The darkest day in UCIS history. And Adelaide Stone lived through it. As a child. Being shot as well. Traumatic upbringing is an understatement. I’ll have to be very careful how I discuss the subject.

Then she got up, thanked the curator and called an autocar to take her to her next appointment.

****

“Where do you get your clothes from?”

Edna Gaultier was a fashion designer and media costumier who worked for UCIS to assist its covert operatives in looking the part. Kasia had met her during a short undercover assignment to get close to an arms smuggler back in her Organised Crime days, where she had to pretend to be in private security. They had managed to get clear information that would have gotten him sent down… and then the evidence vanished.

The woman had aged seven years since then, but she had lost none of her directness.

“Gemstones and Lace mostly,” Kasia replied.

“Well, you’re going to be heading down to Arrow’s own brand stuff. Miners don’t go in for all that upper-class silk shirts and tailored trousers get-up. You’ll be buying off-the-peg polyester and cargo pants with big pockets.”

Kasia’s face fell. She liked being fashionable.

“Take off your clothes.” Edna instructed. “I need to see your underwear,”

Kasia did so, standing before Edna in white sports bra and boxer shorts.

“Nice toned figure – you work out a lot,” Edna remarked.

“I have to. You’ve got to be able to move fast in this business. Especially to keep up with some politicians on their runs.”

“But you’ll need to ditch the underwear. Far too high end a sports bra, frankly, even if it is practical – and you need those for EVA as a rule to keep the two of them under control.”

Kasia almost burst into laughter at the mental image of what might happen.

Edna continued. “Arrow also does cheap lingerie – I trust you’re not planning on sleeping with anyone on your ship, but just in case... The cheap stuff can be a bit scratchy, so just a warning. But silk panties will look off. You’re also going to need to lose all that face cream and other stuff you’re using. Miners aren’t the best at skincare. I’ll give you a list of the stuff that they tend to use. Cheap, rough, and ready. I hope you like artificial petroleum jelly.”

Kasia didn’t, but she didn’t exactly have much choice about this if she wanted to do this mission. And she did.

“I suppose I could get used to it.”

“You had better. If you look wrong, people will get suspicious.”

Edna got up from her chair and walked to a table as fast as her sixty-year-old legs could carry her.

“You went to boarding school, didn’t you?” Edna asked.

“Yes, that’s right. Five years at Eton College. Then four years at Seoul National studying Law Enforcement before I joined UCIS.”

“You’re rather posh. We’ll have to work your cover somehow to match that.” Edna reached for a pen to take some notes.

“Posh? Sorry, what is ‘posh’?”

“It’s a term from English, one of the languages that formed Manglish. Comes from the Conquest Century. Still a popular expression in the Hyades Sector – New London, Union of Irish Stars, New Australia, Nova Stellaria – particularly the colonies formed by English speakers in the Diaspora Century.”

“Yes, but what does that mean?”

“Upper class, wealthy, refined – or trying to appear the latter. You don’t sound like you’re a miner. Let me have a think about that.”

“I sound too wealthy?”

“Yes. I could put you through a whole accent training course, but we don’t have the time or the funds. Seriously, if you see DD-DPG again, tell him I need more notice for this stuff.”

****

The following day, Kasia had gone from a smart, urbane DPG guard to something resembling a model doing a photoshoot for a mining company. The t-shirt, braces and orange trousers weren’t exactly revealing, but she still felt very awkward.

“You’re swinging the pickaxe wrong,” her mining instructor told her. “Move your hands down a bit. Left hand at the end, right slightly higher up.”

Pierce Wingard had been a space miner for 30 years before his knees had started to go and he now acted as a consultant for movies, as well as being a training officer for big companies.

He had taken her down an old coal mine that served as a living history museum; regular coal mining had been banned on Terra for centuries. The tunnel roof was barely above her helmet, the light level reminded her of a nightclub, and the air temperature neared 40 degrees Celsius.

She adjusted her position again and took another swing at the wall, shards of rock flying off as she struck it.

“That’s better, Kasia,” Piers said, opening his metal lunchbox. “Now twenty more like that.”

Kasia sighed and got swinging again. “Why am I using a hand tool?”

“Essential when you’re doing prospecting work. Don’t want to go too quickly. It risks a cave-in.”

“Got it.”

“Also, miners working for long periods on some asteroids set up shielding and fill the workspace with breathable air to save them spending all their time in protective suits.”

“Also got it.”

“Well, carry on. I’ve not got all day.”

****

“This is exhausting,” Kasia said after she’d done another twenty swings. “How did our ancestors handle all this?”

“They brought their lunch with them, of course. In fact, I’ve got something that they would eat. It’s considered a cultural staple in Britannia Region.” Piers handed over a bag in which was a pastry with an unknown filling. “You’re not a vegetarian, are you?”

Kasia shook her head and took the item, examining it. Some memories came back.

“It’s a Cornish pasty,” Piers said. “Have you never had one? Eton College is in Britannia Region.”

“Actually, I have,” Kasia said. “A couple of times. They were on the food menu at Eton, but I preferred the pirogs. Go great with fries.”

****

Kasia Landau looked at herself in the mirror. She didn’t recognise what she saw. Her brown hair was now distinctly blonde, bleached with a fairly cheap product and also now permed. It also came down to just above her collar with an arty teased look.

Instead of the normal smart suit, she wore a blue tank top and grey denim jeans; a grey jacket hung from the back of a chair. She wanted to put it on a hanger, but Edna had said that wasn’t the done thing among miners if they were using that as their ‘active’ jacket.


The grey jacket itself had four pockets and three squares of Velcro. The square over her right breast had a patch with “K LANDAU” on it. The left Velcro patch contained a simplified version of the Terran Union flag commonly worn by ship crews – simplified in that it omitted the two mottos of the Union that were hard to embroider. The one on the right sleeve was currently empty. This would contain Sans Pareil’s own patch. A merchant ship crew needed their ‘stinking patches’ – a matter of personal pride for many. Of course, all these patches could be removed – and often would be if the crew decided to engage in physical violence. The more professional lines had them sewn on.


Sitting on the table in front of her was her new shoulder holster. A much lower quality artificial leather than her work one; it would take some getting used to but ultimately necessary for her cover.


The Terran Union considered civilians carrying weapons a necessary evil and decided the best way around it was heavy regulation: you needed a permit to carry a firearm, which required handling tests, a written exam, background checks and a secure lockbox. Even then, you could not take them on stations – the Traffic and Station Control Agency spent a lot of time making sure that people did not, succeeding most of the time.


She was going to have to find a way to get round their defences if she were to adequately protect her new charge. Fortunately, UCIS had plenty of experience of going up against their rival agency in security exercises and would have lots of ideas.

****

Extra Vehicular Activity Training has been one of the Physical Education options in Grade 12 at Eton, but Kasia had chosen Martial Arts instead. This meant that she was now in a large swimming pool at the Kennedy Space Training Centre, wearing a white external suit and trying to use a wrench on some panel – and failing. The wrench kept floating away.

Operating out in space was harder and more dangerous than it looked. She had been introduced via clips from the 1960s showing the very first spacewalks and then some very graphic photographs detailing what exposure to vacuum could do to a human body. It wouldn’t make you explode or implode, but it wasn’t a pleasant way to go.

Spacewalking is generally not something done solo nor in a rush; right now, Kasia was with an instructor.

“Take your time, Kasia,” he said. “Gently get the wrench onto the nut. It’s not a bowl of soup. It won’t go cold.”

She took a deep breath inside her helmet, counted to ten and then became one with the wrench. Before she realised, she had removed the nut. Then she moved over to the second nut and got halfway through that before she noticed that she was doing well. Then she lost control of the wrench, and it floated off to the side, being caught by the instructor.


“Well, you’re making some progress,” the instructor said.


****

More theory training followed. Kasia spent a good afternoon looking at different types of rocks, learning how to tell which ones were actually valuable. The evening was spent discussing the main mining companies and how quickly they could exhaust a deposit when they put their minds to it. Much of the easily accessible stuff in Sol had been mined out already and they had moved on to the neighbouring systems in Inner Space – the legal designation for the twenty light year sphere around humanity’s home world.

What the big companies wanted were major deposits that they could get at easily for maximum profits. They were willing to pay pretty big money to prospectors for those – even if they didn’t exploit that deposit for decades – just so that they could stop a rival getting their hands on it. It was also the case that prospectors could cut corners in their work – and were not above arranging an accident to make sure that they got a larger share.

****

That evening, Kasia looked up the section of the DPG Manual regarding what a protector should do if his or her charge engaged in physical violence against someone else. The protocol was to de-escalate the situation. Ultimately, a Protected Person could invalidate their right to be protected for acts of gross moral turpitude. This included domestic violence.

Kasia hoped that Adelaide Stone wasn’t like her mother.


Chapter 3

Aldebaran

Hanging in orbit around the gas giant Hatzes, one of the more famous ships in Human Space was waiting for its latest cargo shipment.


Fast Transport Ship Tulyar was a long boxy medium freighter, forty years old, painted in dark blue and yellow.



It would have been a ship of interest in most systems in normal circumstances, but recent events had made it a good deal more recognisable - namely its involvement in the capture of the worst war criminal in human history, who had been presumed dead for five centuries. Hence, Tulyar was parked at the other side of the gas giant, hidden behind a small moon and its cattle station.


****

First Officer Darius Marri was a tall South Asian man in his early 40s with a slim physique and a well-maintained beard with a couple of flecks of grey.

The events of the last few months had probably caused the hair colour change. The death of a crew member, the arrest of another and being catapulted to galactic stardom was the most stressful thing in his life; even though he had been a shuttle pilot with New London Special Forces before going into civilian space operations.

As he entered the lobby area on Deck 4 on the way to take his bridge watch, he found one of their newest crew members, Dikla Kanaf, doing the traditional task of all Apprentices and Cadets on a cargo ship: cleaning.

“Ms Kanaf,” he said by way of greeting.

The woman stopped wiping down the handrail and turned to her First Officer.

“Evening, sir,” she said, then continued her wiping. She was a young woman of Middle Eastern appearance, with her black hair covered by a blue and white patterned headscarf that reminded Darius of some of the women in his mosque, although Jewish, not Muslim.

Unlike the late Grant Robinson, Dikla was a Cadet instead of an Apprentice, heading for an officer’s position reasonably quickly – probably getting her command diamond within a few years. She currently studied at the Castor Academy and needed ship time credit – so they had hired her for the run to Terra then back to New London, which would account for four months of the twelve she needed. Then she would get another ship back to Castor.

“How’s the Captain?” he asked.

“Still not one hundred percent. That Castor puffer fish really did a number on her.”

“It did a number on half the crew; she just had a second helping. And poor Vicky is still deeply upset about it. It’s not her fault that the fishmonger was a cowboy and didn’t remove all the venom sacks.”

“I saw a report on the Beacon a couple of hours ago. Aldebaran Criminal Brigade just arrested him for endangering public health and the Procurators will almost certainly charge him in the coming days.” The Beacon’s transmission rate wasn’t good enough for a real-time chat by a long chalk but was vital for reporting ship positions and status.

“Glad to hear it. How much more have you got to do?”

“I’ll be about fifteen minutes.”

“Come join me on the bridge after that.”

“Sir.” Dikla was very much not one for chit-chat, Darius found. At least around senior officers.

He checked in with Quartermaster Luigi Salvador, who was guarding the entrance and then stepped onto the bridge to begin his watch.


As bridges went, Tulyar had a relatively spacious one with plenty of standing space around all the consoles and captain’s chair. He stood on the observation platform where the flag of New London stood attached to a flagpole, glanced around, and saw Rebecca ‘Becky’ Carrington sitting by the sensor console. Chief Pilot David Forgan (one of three pilots the ship had) sat in his usual chair, but his hands were off the controls. They were not going anywhere.


Out of the front window, the bright stars could be seen along with the blinking distant lights of Hope Orbital Farm, where cows grazed to provide milk for humans.

“Hello, Darius,” Becky said as she turned her head. She was a European woman in her late twenties, with long black curly hair, currently elegantly pinned up and a cheery face that could sell you (rather good) home-made cakes. She wore her dark blue uniform jacket and a matching long skirt, combined with a blouse done up to her neck and heavy boots that you would not want to be on the receiving end of.

“Hi, Becky. How are things?”

“Excellent,” she replied. “It is a blessed night. You’re back early.”

“Sunita is far too good at Monopoly. If you could cheat at that, I’d be sure she was.”

“Well, at least you’re an honest sore loser, sir,” David Forgan piped up from the pilot’s chair, rubbing his in-development nautical beard.

“Well,” Becky said. “The cargo convoy is about two hours away from us according to its tracking pulse. God willing, there will be no delays.”

Their cargo, a collection of various construction parts bound for 111 Tauri, was being flown out to them in a large formation of autonomous cargo pods, with a transport lighter acting as a central controller to steer them. The pods would even dock themselves in the hold.

“Anything interesting on the Beacon feed?” Darius asked.

Rebecca got up and walked over to the communications console. As she reached it, the printer made a beeping noise.

“Incoming text communication,” she said as she looked at the console, “addressed to this vessel.”

“If it’s fan mail, you know what to do with it.”

There was a second beep, indicating the message had been received.


“Not Beacon, but intra-system transmission,” Becky read out on the screen.  “Channel Short Range 77... ship identifier Transport Shuttle Kosova, registration Tango-Echo-Five-Nine-Four-Alpha-Lima…”
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