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Introduction
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And finally the last of the series. Just to say thanks to all those who have made the journey with me. It’s taken about seven years, which is at least five years longer than I expected. 

Also I probably have to apologise for the sheer bulk of this book. I have had the story arc in mind from the beginning, and the idea was that it would be four of five books. (I even have the fifth book cover prepared!) But when I looked at that I’d done with this book the story didn’t split. Any break would be artificial and would leave the reader with a ‘cliff-hanger’ and a pretty artificial one at that. I’ve always disliked the ‘cliff-hanger’ and wasn’t going to start writing them now.

Anyway, I’d also like to say thanks to Brenda, Katharine, Sheila and Clare. Because you’re worth it.

And also, a few thoughts that might be worth keeping in mind as you read on;-

“There is no avoiding war; it can only be postponed to the advantage of others.”

“The first method of estimating the intelligence of a ruler is to look at the men he has around him.”

“Never do an enemy a small injury”

– Niccolo Machiavelli
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Chapter 1
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Jango remembered when he first noticed the thick-set stranger. It was when the stranger ignored the girl. Jango was on the main door at the time. People were coming in and one of them was a burly individual with a strange complexion; it had a slight hint of silver. The man was wearing a black one-piece jump suit with a high neck in a fabric Jango didn’t recognize. That wasn’t unusual; Jango was the head of security at ‘Padro’s Place’, he was not a fashionista. He’d marked the stranger down as an off-worlder, probably ship’s crew, looking for a little relaxation. But then Jango noticed the girl. Frankly he found himself staring at her, and noticed belatedly that all the other doormen were as well. It wasn’t that her clothes were too revealing, it’s just she was a very pretty girl, very nicely built, wearing good quality clothes that had been perfectly cut for her. She was genuinely stunning, and Jango was willing to admit that he, and pretty well every other male in the lobby, was stunned. All bar the thick-set guy who barely seemed to notice her as he walked past her and headed for the lift that went direct to the top floor. The girl walked into a different lift, everyone’s eyes on her, and as the doors closed Jango would have sworn she winked at him. 

Jango pulled himself together, got the boys back to work, and watched people flock in; it was going to be a busy night by the look of it. The thick-set guy he mentally pigeon-holed as ‘just one of those things.’ There are men who don’t particularly care for pretty girls; Jango just marked this down as his gain and their loss.

The rush over, Jango took the stairs to his station on the top floor. Part dance floor, part cabaret, it had small rooms off for those games of chance too rich to appeal to any but the wealthiest or most desperate. One of the other doormen was holding his place for him. This was Wellan, a young man Jango had mentally marked out for promotion. He was sharp, keen, and loyal. Wellan moved out from behind the table to let Jango take the seat. From this small table Jango could watch pretty well the entire floor.

“Filling up nicely boss.”

Jango looked round. It was pleasantly busy. There was a good atmosphere at the moment, a lot of people greeting old friends. There were Padro’s girls running backwards and forwards with drinks, stopping briefly to exchange greetings with regular customers. It had the feel of a good night. Padro should be measurably richer by the end of it.

“Have you seen a man, black jumpsuit; on his own?”

Wellan made a slight gesture with his head, “Him on table six?”

Jango looked; table six was a quiet one, one row back from the dance floor and next to the wall. Yes, the man was there, sitting watching the evening unfold, with a glass in front of him.

“Is he a problem boss?”

“Hope not, there’s just something about him. Don’t worry; I’ll keep an eye on him.”

Wellan drifted away to get on with other jobs while Jango sat down. He checked that the parcel was still on the ledge under his table. Good, it was; he had customers who would be dropping in to do business 

over that later this evening.

One of the girls, Isha, walked past in flounced blouse and pencil skirt. He hissed her name, and she stopped and sat on the table next to him.

“Something up Jango?”

“Just wander across to table six, see if you can get into conversation with the man there.”

Isha looked across the room, she winked at Jango, “Chap on his own sipping one drink, we cannot have that.” With that she made her way around the dance floor, stopping and joking with people as she passed. Then minutes later she ‘chanced’ to pass Jango again. He looked at her, “Well?” 

“Quiet enough person, Border Kingdoms by his accent.”

Jango interrupted. “Border Kingdoms, I’d have sworn he was from off-world.”

“He doesn’t dress like he’s from the Border Kingdoms,” Isha admitted, “But his accent is from there. Anyway I chatted to him, he’s charming enough, said he was waiting for a friend, a lady. He thought she might get entirely the wrong idea if she found him entertaining me at his table.”

“I can understand that,” Jango said, teasing her. “A girl as pretty as you is going to give everyone the wrong idea.”

Isha made move as if to slap his face, “Flatterer.” She tweaked her blouse a little. “Anyway I’ve got to be going, table four is one of mine and at least two of them have empty glasses.” 

***
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It was about midnight when Padro did his rounds, 

chatting to old friends, nodding to new visitors. He allowed them to draw him into conversation if they wished. Like a lot of others, he always tried to be there when Kollette sang. The lights had been dimming very slowly for twenty minutes; Padro was perhaps halfway round the room when Kollette made her entrance. She made her way to the centre of the dance floor un-noticed until a single spot shone on her. There was a ripple of applause and the musicians started to play. 

Kollette’s first song was something that was being played a lot at the moment, a catchy love song. It was sung by a young singer with a pretty face and a good voice; she was doing quite well with it. Now, sung by Kollette, an older woman, there were depths to it which silenced her audience and left many of them staring into their glasses, trapped by their memories. Padro continued to circulate, more slowly now, and as Kollette started to sing her second song he was almost at table six. Jango had meant to mention the man to him but hadn’t got the chance. Still he’d be interested to know what his boss and brother-in-law made of the stranger. Padro was approaching table six when someone on one of the other tables must have made a remark. Jango could see Padro smile, turn and make his own remark back. As he did so the thick-set man on table six stood up, drew some sort of energy weapon and shot Padro in the back. Padro dropped, Kollette screamed and the musicians halted in disarray. Jango drew his own pistol, a heavy calibre projectile weapon and started to aim. He saw Wellan step forward and strike the would-be assassin. The man blocked the strike before it was half made and struck Wellan a blow the younger man never had time to react to. Wellan dropped across Padro’s body and Jango fired. The thick-set man was slammed against the wall as the bullet hit him in the chest, dropped to his knees, and then seconds later looked up, fired his energy pistol at Jango who dropped flat to avoid being hit. Jango was shaken, people struck in the chest with heavy calibre rounds do not fire back. He reached up and pulled the package down off the ledge under the table and frantically opened it.

From where he was lying he could see that four men had jumped the assassin. It looked as if two of them were his and the other two were guests, young bucks from the Border Kingdoms who weren’t above joining in a fight if there was one going. From the shouts and screams it wasn’t going well. 

Now ready Jango stood up, raised the short rocket launcher to his shoulder. The thick-set assassin had just dropped the last of his opponents and was making for the door. Jango shouted “Stop.”

Instinctively the man halted, turned to see who had challenged him and the armour piercing rocket struck him in the chest and exploded. Cautiously Jango approached the torn body. He felt for a pulse on the neck. There wasn’t one. He stood up and grabbed one of his doormen. “Erren, you and a couple of others, get this in one of the freezers.” He turned, “Kollette, where’s the doctor.”

His wife was kneeling over Padro’s body. “He’s coming, so is a trauma team from the Purity City hospital. Jango carefully lifted Wellan off Padro’s body. The younger man was going to need medical help as well. He felt Padro’s neck, there was a pulse, faint but it was there. He whispered, “Kollette, the police will arrive not long after the trauma team. “

“I’ll deal with them.”

Jango stood up, the girls and his remaining doormen were getting the patrons down the stairs and into the lifts. It looked as if their training was holding. He glanced down to Kollette. “I’m going to phone Haldar, he owes us at least one favour.” 

***
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Haldar Drom, Head of Investigative Services, Governor’s Investigation Office, sat late at his desk. This unusual situation had become unpleasantly common of late. Jaiane, his previous secretary, had taken upon herself to both find a replacement and to brief her. Hence Haldar was still working his way through a mountain of previously ignored paperwork. 

Currently Haldar was struggling with the departmental budget. It was something that should have been done weeks ago and was the main reason he was so late in the office. He yielded to no one in his respect for Treasury Secretary Unwill, but he just wished she’d use less jargon. He turned the page and brightened slightly, this one had a lot of empty space. His face fell; it also contained several questions which would doubtless need answering.

“Excuse me Mister Drom; I’ve got this to deal with.”

Haldar looked up, Rosin, his new secretary, was holding up a note. On the entirely reasonable grounds that it couldn’t be more incomprehensible that the document he was dealing with he showed interest.

“What is it?” 

“Apparently there has been weather damage to part of the roof and some of the windows of the Research Department. They’re asking whether you’ll deal with it or whether they should.”

“We’ll deal with it. Did Jaiane give you a list of useful contacts?”

Rosin pointed to a piece of paper stuck to the wall, “This one?”

Haldar stood up and walked across to look at it. “Yes, this is the one. See this name here...” He pointed.

“Jagam Twospin and Associates?”

“Yes, that’s the one. Contact them, tell them there is a repair job and ask them to send a couple of their people out to deal with it. Tell them Haldar is organising it.”

“Tell them Haldar is organising it...” She noted it down and looked up at him. “It might help if I knew why.”

Haldar smiled, “Jagam takes on men who’ve mustered out of the marines or the navy and are looking to set up in business to pad out the pension. I like to give them a start and Jagam tends to use my jobs as training exercises for them.”

Haldar’s phone rang and he pulled it out of his pocket and answered it, “Haldar Drom here.” He stood, silent, listening and then said, “It’s alright Jango, I’ll be right over.”  

He pocketed his phone. “Right Rosin, can I have the next flight to Purity please.”

“Any particular carrier or class?”

“Rosin, in this case inside would be nice, I don’t mind if I have to sit on cargo.”

He glanced round the room, grabbed his jacket from the back of his chair and put it on. “Has my laundry come back yet?”

Rosin looked up from her phone. “Yes, it’s in the second cupboard.”

Haldar opened the cupboard, pulled out a carryall, dropped some clothes into it and shut the cupboard again. As he crossed the room to the door he stopped, put the carryall down. “I’m sorry; I should have told you what’s happening. Padro has been shot; I’m going to Purity to see what’s happening. Look after the office please.” Then in a moment of inspiration he walked to his desk, picked up the budget. “Oh and fill this in, it’s easy enough. Take the figure that was spent last year by Guthan Teel, who is our Head of Technology, add ten percent and enter that into this year. Then just round it up for the rest of us. If you’ve got any problems just ask Treasury Secretary Unwill how much she’s intending to give us and work backwards from there.”

“Padro?” Rosin sounded a little bewildered.

“Friend of mine, a decent enough person really for a gangster; I owe him favours for information received.”

With this Haldar reached behind the desk, unplugged a blaster pistol from its charger, checked the charge and then slid it into a holster sewn into the inside of his jacket. He flashed Rosin a brief smile, “I’ll be in touch.” 

***
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As Haldar walked down the People-Hauler’s ramp, carrying one small child and helping with two more, he admitted to himself that Rosin had been efficient. She’d got flight control to hold the civil craft for ten minutes and he’d found his seat next to a harassed mother with six infants. Now in the early dawn light he flagged down three bicycle rickshaws, saw his temporary travelling companion and her brood on her way and relaxed into the seat of the third rickshaw. “Padro’s place please.”

The already pedalling cyclist glanced over his shoulder to look at him. “You’re too late, they’ll be closed.”

“I know, but they’re expecting me. It won’t be a problem.”

The cyclist shrugged and kept pedalling. Haldar watched the world about him as the sun slowly rose. The streets were quiet; it was still too early for many people to be out and about. 

They passed down the narrow streets of the old town. Haldar had always liked this area. The crowded buildings were constructed using opaque glass bricks in a score of different colours, some subtle, some harsher and more strident. As the sun moved round, the buildings cast a web of different coloured shadows across the stone flagged roads. At this time of day, reds seemed to predominate. 

They made the slow climb to the top of the hill on which Padro’s place stood. There was a police vehicle parked ostentatiously across the doorway and a handful of police were scattered rather more unobtrusively around the area, covering the entrances and exits. Haldar wasn’t surprised that they were armed, but he hadn’t expected to see them carrying heavy calibre weaponry. They watched the bicycle rickshaw approach with open interest and no sooner had it stopped than an officer approached him.

“Name?”

“Haldar Drom.” He held out his ID card.

The officer read it and passed it back. “They said you would be coming. Are you taking over the investigation?” The questioner was curious rather than hostile.

Haldar put the card away again. “You know the rules, only if we’re asked. But our investigations may run in parallel, or we may end up investigating entirely different things.”

The officer stepped back. “Well you’re welcome to go inside; our people are going over the scene now.”

Haldar made his way into the building. Another uniformed policeman inside pointed to the stairs. “Top floor; and the lifts are out of order at the moment I’m afraid. Our forensic people don’t want anybody contaminating them.”

“Have they found anything?”

The officer didn’t bother to hide his contempt; “No, and not likely to, given that according to witnesses most people were evacuated via the lifts.”

Haldar made his way up stairs; nodding companionably to those officers he met on the way. At the top another officer was obviously waiting for him. “Just had word from below sir. If you’re wanting Mister Jango and Madam Kollette they’re in with Senior Examiner Muldan now.”

Haldar thanked the woman and walked past her out onto the main floor. He could see three people sitting around a table. Kollette and Jango he recognised so he assumed the other man was the Senior Examiner.

“Sorry I took so long.”

Jango stood up and clasped his hand. “Good to see you.”

“How is he?”

It was Kollette who answered. “He was alive when they got him into the tank, so we hope.”

Uninvited Haldar sat on an unoccupied seat. “And you must be Senior Examiner Muldan?”

The policeman nodded a little abruptly. “I am. Is this still a local matter?”

Haldar leaned forward in his seat, his elbows on the table. “It is until you people decide it isn’t, but I’m here to learn, and to conduct my own investigations. I may ask for a liaison officer.”

Muldan relaxed slightly. “Perhaps it might help if I summarised the situation?”

Haldar leaned back. “Yes please.”

Muldan looked carefully at his notes. “In brief then; Mister Jango here saw the suspect arrive, but didn’t think he was any stranger than the normal clientele?” Here he looked directly at Jango, and Haldar thought that Muldan’s face held a trace of a smile. Jango thought briefly before speaking. “Yes, that’s fair.”

Muldan continued to read from his notes. “The evening passed quietly until Padro appeared. The suspect caused no problems, claimed he was waiting for a friend, presumed female. When Padro appeared the suspect shot him with an energy weapon. The suspect was attacked by several members of staff and guests, but beat them off...” Here he stopped and looked at Jango. “I’m correct at this point?”

“Yes. But he was fast, really fast. Apparently he could hit hard as well.”

Muldan continued, “There are four others in hospital, apart from Padro, but none of them have life threatening injuries. Jango shot the suspect in the chest with a projectile weapon, which knocked him down. He got up and fired back.”

Here Haldar interrupted. “Can I see the projectile weapon?”

Muldan reached into a box by his chair, and pulled out a heavy calibre pistol in a sealed bag. “This is the one.” He glanced at Jango as he spoke and Jango said, “Yes, that’s what I shot him with.”

Haldar looked at the pistol without touching it. “I’m impressed; this should have punched a hole through him you could stick your arm through.”

Muldan continued, “The suspect fired at Jango who ducked. Jango now assembled a Mark six Tongen and Plowheel rocket launcher, and fired it at the suspect, killing him. The suspect is now in a freezer in the kitchen and a sample has gone to our labs. When we heard the Governor’s Investigation Office was interested we held back a sample for you as well.”

“It was a Mark Five,” Jango said.

“Sorry?”

“The rocket launcher, it was a Mark Five. It’s the same as the Mark Six but with a lot less complicated electronics.”

“Thank you Jango. Our technical expert isn’t perhaps as expert as he thinks he is.” Muldan made a slight change to his notes. He stood up. “I’m finished at the moment. Neither of you two is under arrest, but we’ll doubtless want to see you again.” He looked at Haldar. “We’ll leave officers securing the building and the forensics team; but please feel free to ask them anything.” He picked up his bag and left. 

Haldar looked at the other two. When he spoke his voice was flat, “A Tongen and Plowheel rocket launcher?”

Jango sounded defensive. “Well nothing else seemed capable of killing him.”

Haldar sounded weary. “Jango, why did you even have one about? And if you say it was just a curiosity I’m going back to Kaunas City where I might be able to do a bit of good.”

“We had customers who were interested in them.”

Haldar almost exploded. “Bluidy hell Jango, don’t you and Padro know that the only way we keep peace in the Border Kingdoms is that we have air superiority and they know they cannot raid too far south without getting caught. Sell them those bluidy launchers and they’ll be able to raid as far south as Purity and I’ll have to call in the Marines, or have the Navy deal with them from low orbit. How stupid and greedy can you two get? If you’d asked I’d have told you what was absolutely not wanted.”

Kollette spoke for the first time; her voice was husky, but clear. “You mean you’d have given us a list of forbidden weaponry we’re allowed to sell to the Border Kingdoms to keep the balance of power, and a list of forbidden weaponry we’re forbidden to sell?”

Haldar found that he was standing up, with both hands on the table, looming over Jango. He struggled to keep his voice calm. “Look, you get young Border Kingdom ruffians in here on a night boasting about their raiding. We all know the type. What really happens is a couple of wild boys slip south under cover of night. Hell but half of them are on foot or even riding yaks! After a few days they’ll run off a few livestock, or perhaps even indulge in a bit of quiet house breaking or highway robbery. These ruffians are heroes in their own minds and the worst that happens is a pretty girl is asked for a kiss or someone draws on them and is shot down. Either way they’ve got to be bluidy clever to make it home without the patrols intercepting them. You give them bluidy shoulder launched missiles you’ll change the game totally and they’ll be too much for local police forces to handle.

Haldar sat down abruptly and rubbed his face with both hands. “Kollette, I do not want to use the Navy to keep order. I do not want to have to use ships’ armament against raiding parties. At the moment the local enforcement agencies can cope, not too many people get hurt and there’s not too much bad feeling.” He leaned back in his seat. “I’d like to keep it that way.”

Kollette paused and then said, “I think Padro planned to speak to you. Things have got complicated.”

Haldar sounded tired. “When have the Border Kingdoms been anything but complicated?” 

Kollette kept her tone didactic. “In spite of the actions that have been taken in the past, Bar-Khan’s still putting pressure on its neighbours. You know that Padro was supplying Gal-Khan, and Gal-Khan has been trying to put together an alliance with other petty kingdoms to hold the line against Bar-Khan.”

“Yes, that much I knew.”

“Well Bar-Khan has been turning up the screw; they’ve got a force of regulars with modern weapons.”

Haldar sat up straight; “How many, how modern?”

“Difficult to say. They’re recruiting individuals, often men without a lot of hope. Remember the old phrase ‘Outlaws and broken men?’ Well there are plenty of them about after various brush-fire wars. A lot are men being brought in from off-world.”

Jango interrupted. “A couple of hundred men at the most, but some of them are technicians. I’ve been told that they’re assembling flitters of their own from parts that are being smuggled in to them.”

“Weaponry? Body armour?”

“Some of that as well, but I’m not sure how much. But you can see how this has gone down in Gal-Khan and the other neighbours. They damned near wet themselves when they found out.” 

Haldar glared round the table, “And nobody thought to tell me?”

The other two sat in silence. The Haldar asked, “This man who you killed? What do you know about him?”

“I asked the girls,” Kollette answered. “One thought he looked a bit familiar but she’d not seem him for a year or two if it was the same chap. Basically he looked like an off-worlder with a silver hint to his skin, but spoke with a Border Kingdoms accent.”

“And he showed a distinct lack of willingness to die,” Jango added.

“That I can understand,” Haldar said dryly.

“No, I don’t think you do,” Jango insisted. “My boys are good and some of those Border Kingdom ruffians are just evil when they have a knife in their hand. They should have beaten him to pulp even if he did lay out a few of them as well. But they struggled to lay a hand on him. He was inhumanly fast, and where they landed a blow, inhumanly resilient.”

Haldar sat in silence, rubbing his nose with his hand. “And you are sure you hit him in the chest with your shot?”  

“Well it did throw him backwards against the wall and he had the decency to go down on his knees.”

“What was he wearing?”

“A jump suit, I didn’t recognize the material.”

“Armour of some sort?” Haldar speculated.

Kollette said, “I watched it happen. Yes it could have been armour, but the blunt force trauma from a blow like that should have shattered organs and killed him anyway.”

Haldar glanced at her, “Would you use the world ‘inhuman’ as well?”

She sat in silence, and then asked, “Are you thinking that Grorin-tech is involved?”

Haldar moved uneasily in his seat. “We know they are genetic engineers, we know that they’ve had business in the Border Kingdoms before, they sold a modular hospital there which was destroyed. Apparently they were going to send someone to investigate the destruction.”

“They have done,” Jango said. “They came here to talk to Padro, nothing too heavy, just trying to get such facts as he could give them.”

“Are they still in the area?” Haldar asked.

“They could be; the investigator gave Padro the details of where they were staying, in case Padro remembered anything else.”

Haldar nodded. “Yes, that’s the way it’s done; it gives your informant chance to stew. Then they have the opportunity for a quiet word with you without witnesses in case they’ve decided to be more forthcoming.”

Kollette stood up. “I’ll go through Padro’s papers, see if there’s anything there. Otherwise I think you two ought to get to bed, especially if you’re going to be any use later today.” 

***
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Haldar stood at the reception desk of the ‘Theologian’s Retreat,’ one of the better hotels in Purity. He pulled the business card out of his pocket. “I’d like to speak to Technician Investigator Culween please.” 

The receptionist checked on her list and picked up the internal phone; “Technician Investigator Culween, a gentleman to see you.” She listened briefly and then said, “A Mister Haldar Drom, Governor’s Investigation Office.”

She put the phone down. “The Investigator will see you now sir; if you take the lift to the fourth floor, it is room forty-nine.”

Haldar took the lift. The hotel lifts in Purity are like none other. The tenets of the ‘Church of the Numinous Atmosphere’ which founded Purity were strong on the mortification of the flesh. Hence climbing stairs was considered a small step along the path to virtue. In a later and less ascetic age, guests with luggage expected some element of pampering, and lifts were installed. The easiest way to do this was to build them onto an outer wall, made of the same glass bricks that formed the rest of the building. One travel writer likened the experience of travelling in one of these lifts to being trapped in a kaleidoscope whilst suffering from vertigo. 

On the fourth floor he got out and knocked on the door of room forty-nine. The woman who opened it was shorter than he was and was wearing a helmet with a half visor that covered both her eyes. She held out a hand, “I am Culween; I believe you wanted to see me.” She stepped back out of the doorway. “Will you please come in?” 

Haldar stepped into the room. On the desk he noticed an assortment of equipment, none of it he really recognised. Culween walked back to the desk and sat down; “Please be comfortable, there is another chair.” 

She gestured to the chair by the bed and Haldar sat in it and tried to relax. He had a little experience of dealing with Grorin-tech technicians. He’d been told that Grorin-tech wasn’t as much a company as a clan or nation. The term Technician was awarded as a rank within their society rather than as a job description. Certainly the few Technicians he had met always struck him as senior people and their formality could be disconcerting;

“So why does the Governor’s Investigation Office wish to talk to me, Mister Drom?”

Haldar felt in his pocket for the sample he’d been given by Muldan. “There was an incident in Purity, an attempted murder. The assailant was killed but those killing him experienced difficulties and we wondered if he were a construct of some sort?”

The helmeted face stared at him. Haldar noticed that Culween’s mouth was set firm. She said, “Difficulties?”

“The assailant was faster than witnesses believed was normal and he could withstand considerable blows without obvious ill effects. Eventually he was killed when someone fired a rocket at him.”

“That tends to be generally effective.” Haldar noticed there was a slight smile about Culween’s mouth. He held out the sample. “We wondered if Grorin-tech might be able to help us.”

Culween stood up and walked across. She took the sample and held it in her hand as if weighing it. “Not all the evil in the galaxy is produced by Grorin-tech, Mister Drom. Still I will see what I can find for you.” 

She walked back to the desk and sat down. Carefully she opened the sample container and slipped a little of the sample into a tube. She sealed the container again and slid the tube into one of the pieces of apparatus on her desk.

“It will take a few minutes. I will ring room service and have them bring up refreshment whilst we wait. What would you prefer?”

“Coffee please.”

Culween phoned through her order and then composed herself in silence to watch the apparatus. Soon there was a knock on the door and the receptionist came in carrying a tray on which there were two mugs of coffee.

“Place the tray on the occasional table please,” Culween directed. “Mister Drom, if you would be so good as to help yourself.”

Haldar drank the coffee and watched as Culween delicately manipulated the apparatus. She sat back in her chair and the visored helmet turned to face him; “Initial readings; two point four.”

“Is that good or bad?” Haldar asked.

“I apologise; I forgot that you would not be familiar with tests. The initial readings measure the genetic material that the apparatus recognizes as being in the Grorin-tech library. If you were to sample a random individual on the street you would expect a reading between one and two, therefore two point four may merely mean your suspect is from a donor population.”

She turned back to the instrumentation. “Good, the secondary readings are coming through.” She plugged her helmet directly into the apparatus. “Excuse me a moment please.”

Haldar watched; the woman sat stiffly as if in a trance. Then she relaxed and unplugged her helmet. “The second readings specifically measure Grorin-tech built genetics. These do not occur ‘naturally’ but because of out-breeding it is possible to find them in the wild population. The reading is four point six.”

“Is that high?”

“To be that high the individual must be the offspring of a Grorin-tech enhanced individual and a member of the wild population. Or perhaps they might be a grandchild. But I would expect such an individual to have initial readings over four, not two point four.”

Culween studied the apparatus, “The third readings will come through soon. They will tell us whether this is Grorin-tech licensed genetic material or unlicensed copies.”

Haldar asked, “How will your apparatus know?”

Again the visored helmet turned to face him. “Grorin-tech has markers which we put on our material. Obviously we do not release details of these markers or our competitors would merely copy them.”

She turned back to the machine. “It has detected no markers; we have here Grorin-tech genetic material which has been installed without Grorin-tech’s permission.” She stood up and walked to her bed, opened a holdall and pulled out a thick wad of notes. “The standard bounty for bringing such a copyright infringement to our attention is one thousand Thalian Credits.” She peeled notes off the bundle and proffered them to Haldar. 

“It’s a lot of money.”

“We take unlicensed use of Grorin-tech material very seriously. Also there are anomalies in the data. I would like to take the rest of the assailant back to my ship where I have better facilities.”

Haldar paused, “I’m not sure if that is practical, the body is technically police evidence.”

“I am afraid you will have to trust me in this. If I am correct the body is a danger, even if kept in freezing conditions. I would prefer if it was transferred to my custody still in the freezer, along with the rest of the contents.”

Haldar was surprised and disturbed. “Is that something of an over-reaction?”

Culween looked steadily at him. “No, it is not.”

Haldar put his mug down. “I’ll deal with the local police and meet you in Padro’s place.”

Culween’s mouth smiled slightly, perhaps out of politeness. “Thank-you, I will be there with a hired flitter to collect it within two hours.” 

***
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Culween arrived in exactly one hundred and nineteen minutes. Haldar wondered if this was done to make a point. He’d helped Jango and two of his staff lift the freezer onto blocks so that Culween could slide a grav plate under it. First she’d wrapped heavy webbing straps around it and had sealed them to ensure the freezer could not come open. Only then had she brought up the grav plate and used that to load the freezer onto her flitter. Then she gravely thanked them, said a very formal farewell and departed. 

It was Kollette, still clutching the thousand credits that Haldar had given her, who broke the silence. “Are they all like that?”

“All the ones I’ve met, although I’ve not met many.”

Jango watched the flitter disappear. “Well we’ve got that dealt with, what next Haldar?”

“Well professional courtesy demands that I spend time with the officers who’re investigating the case locally, so that will take the rest of today. Then it looks as if I ought to go up to the Border Kingdoms and see what’s going on.” 

“Do you want me to come along?” Jango asked.

Haldar thought briefly, “You’re too well known, and I suspect Padro would expect you to stay here in Purity to look after the club.”

Kollette asked, “What are you going as then, you can hardly turn up as Haldar Drom, Governor’s Investigation Office and hope to find anything.”

“That’s true enough,” Haldar admitted. “I’d thought of just going up there as a tourist, it’s summer, there’ll be some about. I suspect I’m getting a little old to pass myself off as a down-on-his-luck mercenary seeking gainful employment.”

Jango prodded Haldar in the chest. “I’ve got it; go as an arms dealer passing himself off as a tourist. I can give you names to ask for, people I know who are buying. It’ll get you right into the places you want to go; and give you a chance to talk to the people you want to speak to.”

Haldar stopped to consider briefly. “Good idea. I’ll have to go back to Kaunas City, get some samples and suchlike. Also it’ll carry more conviction if I start by contacting people from there.” He grinned broadly. “So let’s have your names Jango, I’m quite looking forward to it.”

“Well in Gal-Khan, the person who is coordinating everything is Izard Dweel. He’s a combination of Grand Vizier, feudal nobleman and bandit.”

“A common enough combination,” Haldar muttered in tones of mock sagacity.

“Bar-Khan’s more complicated because of the Council of Regency,” Jango continued. “We haven’t dealt directly with any of these gentlemen.” He noticed the expression on Haldar’s face at this point. “No, honestly, we’ve sent nothing to Bar-Khan. But people have put out tentative feelers, just exploring whether we were willing to supply.” Jango shook his head. “You have a nasty suspicious mind; I suppose it’s a survival trait if you want to rise in the Investigation Office.”

“Jango, it’s not a survival trait, it’s an entry qualification.” 

“Anyway, there are three men in Bar-Khan. Jossard Kreel, Toukan Hareen, and Wilk Sotacka. They’re all on the Council of Regency, and they’re all major landowners, merchants, members of the old nobility and probably hate each other.”

“Have you any idea who exactly is supposed to be in charge of coordinating things in Bar-Khan.”

“I think it’s still Kreel, but he might be on the way down. It may be that the others are elbowing him out of the way. There were rumours that an heir has been chosen.”

“Well they’ve been acting as regents for fifteen years without an heir; I thought they’d got into the habit.”

Jango turned to Kollette. “You know more than me; was there a name?”

Kollette threw up her hands in mock frustration. “Old Joddak, the last King to be crowned, left five daughters. They’re all tough ladies who wouldn’t stand any nonsense. But they don’t get on and none of them would back down and let one of the others take power. So the regents have finally decided to appoint one of their children. Given that all five daughters have producing children, this has allowed the Council to insist that it was only fair to wait until all the daughters have children who can be considered.”

“All very reasonable of them,” Haldar commented.

“Well now all four elder daughters have at least two children, the fifth and youngest only has one. Apparently the regents are said to be thinking of choosing her child, the latest born.”

Haldar asked, “Any qualifying factors other than another fifteen years guaranteed Regency?”

“If the rumour is correct, the Mother of the Heir is one of the more reasonable daughters. She’s somebody whom the regents can work with. She’s not going to demand sole authority to wield on her own.” Kollette paused briefly before adding, “‘Reasonable’ is a relative term, I suspect the infighting will get fierce over the years and if all the men Jango mentioned live to see the Heir crowned, I’d be very much surprised.”

“That’s always useful to know.” Haldar picked up his holdall. “If you can get me the contact details of these paladins before I leave Purity, I’ll try and get back to Kaunas City tonight and I can start my career as an arms dealer tomorrow.” 

***
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Senior Examiner Muldan had his office in a building set back from the road amidst carefully structured informal gardens. A stream bubbled up out of an artfully crafted fissure in the rock and flowed lazily down to a pool by the road. The path from the road followed the stream, crossing it twice by elegant bridges of carved stone on the way to the front door. The receptionist contacted Muldan to ensure he was free to receive visitors and when Haldar reached the office Muldan was ready for him, standing next to a table covered with documentation.

“Good of you to drop in and see us Mister Drom. Are you taking over?”

Haldar smiled at him. “You should be so lucky. I now have my own investigation which might diverge from yours somewhat. So as far as I’m concerned, the local police force is to keep on with their investigations.”

Muldan gestured to the table. “Well this about sums up what we’ve found. We’ve a name for the dead man and even some background information. He was Nagant Foultar from Bar-Khan, we picked him up drunk and disorderly about two years ago, here’s the initial charge sheet.”

Haldar glanced at the document, “Arrested for ‘just being a bluidy nuisance’? You don’t have a retired Master-at-Arms on your payroll do you?”

Muldan kept his face straight. “I thought you’d like that one. Here’s the formal charge, “Attempting to assault a police officer.” Apparently he was so drunk he couldn’t manage it and he was disarmed in case he cut himself. He appeared in front of the magistrate three days later, because according to the doctor’s report, that was when he was fit to plead. He pleaded guilty and asked for the court to look with compassion on him because he was going to work with the Doctors of Charity. The court did on the understanding that he was escorted to his connecting flight to Kaunas City Spaceport. That’s the last record we have of him.”

“Doctors of Charity, should I have heard of them?”

“I don’t see why, the court hadn’t. According to the record they adjourned for someone to check it out. It’s a loose collective of medical personnel who are supported to provide free medical services to the backward inhabitants of a planet who’s name entirely escapes me.” Muldan picked up a piece of paper, “Yes, here it is, Jingan.”
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Chapter 2
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It was late morning the following day before Haldar arrived at ‘Marine Research and Manufacturing’ back in Kaunas City. The facility was a collection of offices and industrial units surrounded by the sort of fence that can be relied upon to stop straying livestock and small children. It boasted a canal frontage and was not too far from both the Barracks and the Governor’s Palace. The guards at the gate recognised him. He was a relatively frequent visitor, the Investigation Office Technology Division worked out of the same compound. He made his way to Major Grandar’s office set in the roof space of the largest hangar. On the floor below him one of the Marine Suborbitals was being serviced; techs were teasing an engine out of its housing and onto a grav sled. Haldar glanced through the transparent door into the office, Grandar was working alone; he knocked and Grandar waved him in. As Haldar seated himself Grandar fussed with the coffee percolator, “The usual Haldar?”

“That will be fine.” Haldar looked around the office. When first constructed it had obviously taken up the entire roof space. Since then Grandar and his predecessors had been forced further and further into one corner as the archives had built up. “I’m setting up as an arms dealer.”

Grandar handed him the coffee. “Is this merely an attempt to supplement the pension or has the Treasury Secretary been making adjustments to your departmental budget again?”

Haldar sipped his coffee. “It’s just we have people in the Border Kingdoms who are keen on buying arms, so it seemed to be a pity not to oblige them.”

“Legitimate or illegal?”

“Oh illegal, inevitably really; Bar-Khan has been acquiring both flitters and mercenaries. I need to go in and take a look so I decided that travelling as an arms dealer would be a useful cover.”

“Are you looking at selling them stuff we can supply, or just trailing your coat, offering them anything they’ll buy?”

“I’ve been thinking about that, I don’t want to be linked to anyone on Tsarina, but obviously if I could get your boys here some orders it has to be good.”

Grandar walked across to the shelving that lined his office walls. “We’ve had several dealers approach us with various things over the last few months. Some of them are regulars who we sometimes deal with, some are merchants who drop in on the off-chance they can do a deal. As always they leave us a catalogue to keep on file.”

With this he pulled several catalogues down off the shelf and returned to the table. “So what’re you looking for?”

“I’m willing to be persuaded, but I don’t think it’d be worth trying to sell them personal weapons, they’ve almost certainly got them. Similarly I don’t think anything too technical or needing too much training would go down well. They’re arming flitters so anything in that field should interest them. But generally I’m keeping an open mind.”

Grandar shuffled the catalogues. “The dealers we see out here are rarely manufacturers; they act as middlemen for perhaps a score or more companies and just sell on commission. So we often see the same equipment in two or more of these catalogues. Our Intelligence people tend to go through them and they’ve built up a master catalogue which they keep updated. We can easily print you one of your own and give you an electronic master copy.”

Haldar watched as Grandar flicked through the pages. “What’s that?”

“The Kassiltech IVB light interceptor,” Grandar skimmed the page. “I suppose it might tempt them, it looks like a fighter but really it’s a flitter drive stuck in a cheap shell with slightly more sophisticated weapons systems than you’d expect on a flitter.” He continued to skim down the page, “The price is a bit fierce, for all that the technology isn’t anything special. If there’s a market for these I’m sure we could produce them, it’s just that we’ve never bothered. One of our Suborbital’s would take these out before they ever got within weapons range.”

“So really they’re just something for the boys to play in?”

Grandar nodded, “Pretty much. I bet you could pick up the real thing for not a lot more.” He put down that catalogue and picked up another. “Yes, here, ‘Reconditioned Quelmore Javelins, full service history, all the appropriate upgrades on weapon systems, guaranteed for ten hours maintenance per flight hour,’ yours for a mere half a million Thalian Credits.” 

“That’s the cost of two of the IVBs,” Haldar observed.

“True, but the Javelin is in a totally different class. A couple of them would worry our Suborbitals. It’s lucky for us that your customers up in the Border Kingdoms won’t have pilots.”

Haldar was studying the Javelin. “I could always offer them pilots as well. Put these in my catalogue.”

“Fair enough, but if you actually supply them with pilots you’re unlikely to be invited to our next Marine Division annual dinner; except perhaps as part of the main course.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll be careful and not make rash promises.”

Major Grandar rifled through another catalogue. “We’ll put one together for you. What about prices?”

“Prices?” Haldar was surprised. “I assume they come with prices.”

“They do. But a price has three components. When you see a price in a catalogue you can reckon that it includes a ten percent commission, ten percent buyer’s fee, and the rest goes to the company.”

“Buyer’s fee?” 

“Yes, the government pays the full price but ten percent goes straight into the pocket of the official who gave the order. It’s an incentive scheme. In our case the buyer’s fee goes straight into the Marine Division reserve fund, but in a lot of places, bureaucrats fight with knives for a chance to be the one who gets to do the buying.”

“No need even to think about it; set the prices for fifteen percent buyer’s fee and twenty percent commission. If I’m going in there to do business illegally I think I’m worth my twenty percent. I don’t want them to think of me as being too cheap and it allows them to bargain the price down a bit.”

Grandar made a note on his pad, “Fine, anything else?”

“Yes, I’d like a few samples to show people.”

Grandar pushed his chair back and stood up. “Come with me to the toy shop.”

He led the way out of the office area and into the maze of racks and shelves. “Here you are, how about this?” He pulled out a one-piece suit with a large hood. “A Chameleon suit, not only will it take on the colours of the immediate surroundings, in appropriate patterns, but it’ll also cover up your heat signature, carbon dioxide emissions, and block any electronic signals you or your equipment might be emitting.”

Haldar held it up and watched the colours change as he moved it along the shelving; “Looks good.”

“One of the best we’ve had offered to us, but it’s not without its problems.”

“Such as?”

“Well it is always at the same temperature as the environment, and supplements battery power with the wearer’s body heat. So if it’s a cold day, you always feel cold. But like all chameleon suits it has no answer to the helmet problem.”

“You’ll have to be gentle with me here Major, I’m ex-Navy, what’s the helmet problem?”

Grandar reached across to another shelf and took a helmet. “Here’s a nice one, it’s got half a dozen different systems for monitoring the environment and communicating with command and displaying data on the head-up display. Put on a chameleon suit that covers the helmet and the head-up display immediately goes blank because the suit has just blocked everything.” He shook out the hood. “With this model you don’t wear a helmet and the hood just covers your face, with a mouthpiece to capture the carbon dioxide and two eye holes. It’ll be fine for your boys in the north, but it’s not that useful for the marines.” 

Haldar held the suit up against himself. “It’s big enough to cope with full kit as well. I’ll take it, I’m sure it’ll get some interest.” He glanced along the shelves, “Anything else?”

The major laughed, “I must have a couple of dozen different concealed weapon systems. Why should anybody assume I’m in the market for hidden pistols when our boys can carry heavy laser rifles or assault rifles? I don’t suppose your clientele will be interested in them.”

Haldar shook his head decisively, “Probably not, for much the same reason. Not only that but I’d like my samples to be the sort of thing that could pass through a decent customs search.”

“Try this;” he passed Haldar a tube not much bigger than his thumb. “It’s a vision enhancer plus targeting computer. It’s pretty good, we’re talking to the manufacturer at the moment, I want to know if they’ll let us produce them under license. Clip it to the barrel, tell it what sort of weapon, what sort of ammunition, and it’ll give you the aiming point. Also because it’s a passive system working on natural light it’s hard for anyone else to detect. I hope it’ll be popular with hunters, so that way I can sell enough to be able to supply it to our marines.”

“I like it. I’ll take that as well. When can you have everything ready?”

Grandar paused, thoughtfully. “Updating a catalogue for you won’t take that long. How about the day after tomorrow? Drop in to see us in the morning and we’ll have everything ready.”

Haldar passed him back the vision enhancer. “That’ll be fine. I can start researching my potential customers whilst you’re doing that.”

A buzzer sounded and Grandar halted briefly. “You’re in luck, lunch call. Fancy dining with us?”

“I eat too much of my own cooking as it is. Lead the way Major.” 

***
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The afternoon was drawing on by the time Haldar left the compound. After a leisurely lunch, catching up with a number of friends and acquaintances, he made his farewells. It was a fine afternoon and he decided against rushing back to his office. He felt the need of some time on his own to think so decided to walk. He took the canal-side path, a pleasant enough walk and the Tiffin trees were starting to flower. He pondered the situation in Bar-Khan as he walked; he made a mental note to see if there was anyone who could give him a better briefing. He had made it to the second bridge when his phone rang.

“Haldar Drom’s phone.”

“Is that you Mister Drom? It is Technician Investigator Culween here, I have the results of my tests on the body of the assailant.”

Haldar sat down on a bollard. “Good, so what are the results?”

“The result, Mister Drom, is that I have to speak to you here in my ship as soon as possible. Can you be here in the next hour?”

“An hour?” Haldar looked round; he was too far from the Palace to just walk in and collect an official car in that time. “I’ll be there Culween, I’ll get my secretary to send a ground car out for me.”

“Thank-you Mister Drom, no more than an hour.” The connection went dead. Haldar phoned Rosin and asked her to send a car to the second bridge. Within minutes one arrived and Haldar climbed in next to the driver. “Spaceport please.”

As they made their way through traffic, Haldar wondered just why the Grorin-tech technician had been so insistent that he take no more than an hour. Traffic was light and they made good time. At the terminal Haldar dismissed the driver and checked at the reception desk to see where the Grorin-tech ship was berthed. He had them send a message saying he was coming out and walked across the levelled hard standing to the ship. To his surprise Culween met him outside the ship. She was holding up a suit. “Please put this on, it is an over-suit, when you wear it you will be protected from a hostile environment all the way down to the molecular level. Then we can go aboard my ship. 

Haldar climbed into the suit which Culween sealed for him. Then she fitted the bowl helmet and sealed the neck. “Can you hear me Mister Drom?”

“Perfectly.”

“Good, the two suits are now linked by a secure radio connection. We can go aboard my ship.”

Haldar pointed at his suit, “Why all these precautions?”

Culween’s face was hidden by her helmet faceplate so he couldn’t read her expression, but her voice sounded strained. “I am trying to keep us both alive Mister Drom.”  

“We have a problem?”

Culween pressed the button to open the airlock. “Yes. What do you know about nano-bots?”

“Not a lot, their use is reasonably routine in medicine, on some worlds they’re used as performance enhancers.”

Culween beckoned him into the airlock and shut the outer door behind them. “Yes, even on Tsarina their use is routine. Most have a limited life and eventually the body will be free of them. They can undertake specific repairs, carry medication to targeted areas, and by the time the job is done, they are worn out anyway and are just decommissioned by the body’s natural defences. Occasionally if the patient has a long term chronic condition, then the clinician in charge can tweak one of the patient’s own organs so that it produces the nano-bots in a controlled manner for the rest of the patient’s life.”

The inner airlock door opened and Culween led Haldar down a short corridor. She stopped at another airlock door. “This one leads to the drop pod.”

“A drop pod, what do you need one of those for?”

“In this case, when I have explained the situation to you, I am going to leave the planet and fire the drop pod into your sun.”

Haldar started to feel worried; the tension in Culween’s voice was palpable. 

She led him into the airlock. “Someone has been using self-replicating nano-bots. These are something that medical practitioners only use in extreme circumstances, as once injected they are only kept under control by other bots. Not only that, they could be described as infectious, if you were to share body fluids with someone infected by these bots, you too could become infected.”

The inner door opened and Culween and Haldar stepped into the pod. On a table surrounded by equipment lay the body of Padro’s assailant. Culween stepped across to check some of the instruments. “Haldar, someone has used a range of self-replicating nano-bots to introduce various changes. From a purely Grorin-tech point of view, a major issue is that at least one bot is being used to change the DNA, cell by cell, introducing unlicensed copies of Grorin-tech material. Other bots are working on rapid repair systems and to enhance the central nervous system. I think you mentioned a very fast reaction time?”

Haldar moved closer to the table and looked down at the body lying there. “And now he’s dead, so what happens now?”

“The bots migrated from his corpse and infected the meat kept in the freezer. Some of that shows signs of the DNA change.”

Haldar found he’d instinctively stepped back from the table. Culween continued, “The initial combination of nano-bots was probably stable. From my initial analysis they keep each other in check. Professionally I’d have to say it’s an elegant system. Alas traumatic injury means that the system causes some to multiply very rapidly to repair the damage. Regrettably this causes the balance to break down and it’s every bot for itself in there.”

“What would that mean to him, if he was still alive?”

Culween’s shrug was visible through her suit. “Certain cell types are already replicating far too rapidly, effectively this body has a score of different cancers simultaneously. Hence this pod is going into the sun.”

She pointed at one screen. “According to that, there is more cell division going on here than you’d expect in a living person.” 

Haldar tried to grasp the meaning of what she was saying. “You mean the bots have brought him back to life?”

“No,” her answer was abrupt; Haldar felt it might be too quick. “No, he’s dead, the body will never move in a coordinated manner, but individual cells are still living, mainly at the expense of other cell tissue.” She gestured to the airlock. “I think we’d better leave, even in the suits I feel uncomfortable.”

She led him back down the corridor and into the outer airlock. “Here you can remove the environment suit, and then close your eyes and I’ll flood the area with very short wavelength UV light.”

Haldar did as he was ordered. Even with his eyes closed he could see the glare. Eventually it stopped and he opened his eyes; “So what now?”

Culween gestured in the direction of the drop pod. “I am cleared for take-off in twenty minutes. I will go and eject that. I will then return to the nearest suitable Grorin-Tech facility and have the ship deep cleaned. Then we will find whoever is doing this, stop them and sterilize the area.” 

“We have a name for the man, he was Nagant Foultar. He was from Bar-Khan and went off-planet about two years ago. He was supposedly working for the Doctors of Charity on Jingan.”

Culween paused and then said, “I know of them. Jingan is a harsh world; poor, very backward. Many years ago somebody founded a charity to supply doctors to a few scattered hospitals. It makes sense.”

“Sense?” Haldar asked.

“Yes. If you were to do the sort of work that was done to your Nagant Foultar on a civilized world, you would be rapidly picked up. If you tried to do it on some hidden backwater, you would struggle, there is no infrastructure. But if you had control over a hospital on Jingan, you could have the best of both worlds. Utterly expendable patients nobody cares about and access to good modern medicine.” 

Haldar nodded to signify his understanding as she continued. “The next step is to eradicate both those who have been transformed and the facility which is infecting them.”

“Is eradication the only method of dealing with them?”

“Well in theory if these people live peacefully, suffer no injuries or stress, then they’ll probably live out their normal life span, but should they have sex they’ll infect both their partner and any children born. Whoever is creating these things regards them as expendable and expects them to die within a year or two.”

“Well on Tsarina I can take responsibility for that, we now know the signs to look out for.”

Culween made a dismissive gesture with one hand. “The signs might be different for each one. I can give you a simple test kit; use it on tissue samples, or even a swab taken from the inside of the mouth. That would pick up these particular nano-bots. I’ll try and get for you a hand-scanner which picks up rogue nano-bots generally.”

“And the facility? What will you do there?”

Culween had the grace to sound uncomfortable. “When we find it we will totally eliminate it.”

”Totally.” 

“Haldar, some years ago we came across something similar. It was on Satyrus III, a pleasant enough planet if a bit backward and politically fragmented. Our investigators, including some who are now my superiors, discovered that the infection had spread out from the original facility. It had contaminated a proportion of the local population. So they acted decisively.”

Haldar began to have his suspicions; “How decisively?”

“According to the media reports the town was obliterated when an unlicensed fission reactor exploded.”

“Who on earth uses fission reactors anymore?”

“It was a lie, an official cover-up. The rumour locally was that a local warlord had been trying to put together fission munitions. Apparently she wouldn’t be the first.”

Haldar was genuinely shocked. “What on earth were they thinking of?”

“What were they thinking off when they started using nanotechnology to produce biologically enhanced combat infantry? The sort of madman who does that isn’t going to worry about fission munitions.”

“Awfully convenient,” Haldar commented coldly. “Was there any evidence of his research program?”

“After the blast there wasn’t a lot of evidence of the town. Look Haldar, the situation has got out of hand; the area had to be sterilized. Perhaps twenty percent of the population in the area was infected.”

“And afterwards?”

“Afterwards Grorin-tech made available a team and a field facility to treat the survivors. All were screened and any who were infected were quietly terminated and their bodies utterly destroyed.”

Haldar stood in silence. He could tell that Culween was watching him; indeed she was probably monitoring him, checking blood pressure, heart rate and respiration. He turned away from her and watched little dust devils dancing across the hard standing. “So we’d better make sure we find everybody in case there’s an unexplained fission explosion here on Tsarina.”

“Here on Tsarina you have reasonable control, we can trust you. But on Jingan, gods alone know what is happening there. It isn’t my decision but they might decide to sterilize a big area.”

“How big an area?”

“That depends on how big the problem is.” 

She moved closer to him as if unwilling to be overheard. “Look Haldar, this sort of thing strikes at the heart of Grorin-tech and what we are. It is an abomination; it cannot be allowed to continue. We will root it out.”

Haldar thought furiously. He had no jurisdiction on Jingan. Indeed he wasn’t entirely sure where the world was and had only heard of it for the first time in Muldan’s office. But he instinctively disapproved of sterilizing large areas on inhabited worlds. In a comparatively lawless universe it was a bad habit for people to get into. Not only that, but Jingan had become part of his problem. People from Tsarina were going there and coming back to cause trouble and he wanted to know who was organising this and why. He looked at the woman, staring at her as if trying to see through her visor. “Look Culween, this isn’t just a Grorin-tech problem. If someone on Jingan is doing this, they are doing this to people from Tsarina and I suspect people on Tsarina are organising some of it. So I need evidence from there which I won’t get if it’s suddenly discovered that another petty warlord is playing with atomics.” 

“The ‘unstable fission munitions’ isn’t something we’d do on Jingan,” Culween insisted, her voice obviously sincere. “There is too high a probability we would be disbelieved, given that a large proportion of the population are nomad herdsmen who trade by barter because the planet doesn’t use currency.”

“Right,” said Haldar, “How about this? I will send one of my people, they will check out the situation on Jingan, discover who is doing this, and see what the level of risk is. Then hopefully, with proper intelligence, we can stamp out this abomination with the minimum of casualties and disruption.”

Culween’s visored face remained turned towards him, Haldar tried to remain impassive. Finally she spoke. Perhaps she had taken time to assess her orders or perhaps she had been trying to assess him and his offer. Finally she spoke. “I cannot bind my superiors, indeed I do not really have superiors. Grorin-tech is not perhaps as monolithic as people seem to believe. It has its factions who compete against each other, and groups who strive for technical excellence in areas the rest of us wonder might be best left unexplored. Still when I put it to the nearest board, I think they will be happy to accept your offer. Obviously it is not open ended, the situation can only get worse. I think I have the authority to guarantee your operative six months, but I cannot promise more. Also, I have an investigator allocated to me. I have no real need of that sort of support now. My investigator will contact your operative and work with them.”

“What sort of investigator?” Haldar felt uncomfortable. Whilst he knew that other intelligence agencies would have their people on Tsarina, he felt professionally obliged to know about them.”

“The investigator is not technician; they have not received the second initiation. They are merely a trained investigator and problem solver.”

The explanation didn’t leave Haldar feeling more comfortable, but before he could comment, Culween continued, “When your operative arrives on Jingan there will be a Grorin-tech presence. It will be made aware of your offer and will be instructed to provide all reasonable aid.”

“Financial aid? Haldar asked, rather too hurriedly.

“Yes, I can authorize up to five thousand Thalian credits without applying to my superiors. This I will do.”

Haldar relaxed slightly. Now all he needed was an operative. He dismissed going himself; he had to visit the Border Kingdoms. Who should he send? 

Culween shifted her feet and turned towards her ship. “I should really say thank you for your offer and your support.”

Haldar shook his head. “It is just what any decent person would do.”

“True.” She stepped into the airlock and pressed the button to close the outer door, “But so few people seem to take the breach of intellectual property rights as seriously as we do in Grorin-tech.” 
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Chapter 3
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Willon Cartif, once of Channel Six, Tsarina Broadcasting, and now a freelance holo-journalist nursed his glass and tried to appear interested. He found events amongst the social elite of Kaunas City claustrophobic. Too many people knew each other and had a long history of mutual favours and back-scratching. Then there were the incestuous, bitter but pointless feuds that had to be navigated. Still, so far this evening three different people had tried to convince him that he ought to produce an investigative holo delving into their particular idée fixe. Had any of them so much as hinted at possible funding Willon would have been more interested, but all seemed to assume that investigative journalism was both cost free and profitable. He managed to give the third champion of outlandish causes the slip and was making his way across the room to where a rather attractive young woman was smiling at him. He made careful progress across an obstacle course. The floor of the reception hall was a single piece of highly polished artificial granite, beautiful but kept slick for the dancers. The dancers themselves were yet another hazard, Willon was forced to step carefully to avoid long flowing gowns and occasionally had to skip nimbly to one side to avoid the high kicks of the dancers. The young woman, he noticed, continued to watch his progress with interest.

It was inevitably at this point that his phone rang. His phone was something of a status symbol. Most people carried comms which would let them communicate with others within a building, a ship or even a city, but few carried proper phones which would allow you to be contacted anywhere on planet. Carrying one meant that you were a person who travelled, who went to places ordinary civilized individuals tended to avoid. It was an accessory which fitted well with the persona of the freelance. It was at times like this he wished he carried it switched off.

“Willon Cartif.”

“Hello Willon, are you busy?” Willon recognised Haldar’s voice.

“I’d like to be. I’m at the annual holo awards ceremony.” 

“Win anything?”

“Don’t be silly Haldar; I had totally neglected to include enough pictures of cute animals or female pulchritude.”

“Ah well, does that mean that you’re not going to be showered with gold by admiring sponsors?”

Willon looked round, the attractive young woman was now nowhere in sight. “Chance would be a fine thing. I’d struggle to get a second drink out of the free bar.”

“Don’t worry, you need a clear head, I’ve got a job for you.”

“Freelance holo-journalist again?”

“Absolutely, with unparalleled opportunities for off-world travel. Fancy dropping round to see me, say first thing tomorrow?” 

“Where, your office?”

Willon could swear he heard Haldar’s snort. “Let’s not be fanciful young Willon. What about Ginnel’s, I’ll treat you to breakfast. I’ve even got a friend you’d like to meet.”

The line went dead and Willon put his phone away. He came to the conclusion that he’d had enough of the event and decided to make his way without ostentation to the exit. He’d almost made it when somebody tapped him on the shoulder. He spun round, a little more quickly than he’d intended. Behind him stood Borst Morbit, film critic, theatre critic, and self-proclaimed literary genius. He was slightly shorter than Willon and the lights gleamed on his bald pate, surrounded by wisps of greying hair. “Willon, just the fellow I wanted a quick word with.”

Willon adopted an enthusiastic expression, “About anything in particular.”

“Well firstly to congratulate you on your work, it’s nice to see young people grow up and start producing something worthwhile.”

Willon decided to accept this in good grace and worry about whether he was being patronised later. “Why thank you.”

Morbit placed his hand on Willon’s forearm. “And that isn’t just flattery; I did watch it, all of it, twice. It was gripping.”

Willon allowed himself to relax a little. Morbit was obviously being sincere. The critic continued. “So now you’re living in the lap of luxury, propelled there by your artistic success.” He laughed as he noticed Willon’s expression become rueful. “I thought not; what we really need is a government that supports genuine artists, gives them financial backing without threatening their independence.”

Willon smiled at that, “I cannot see the Governor being too keen to pay me for work that might cast a bad light on his government.”

Morbit patted his arm. “There are other sorts of government out there you know, young Willon. We aren’t doomed to have a military junta for ever. It’s perfectly possible to have a civilised government which values people of culture and sensitivity. That allows them to take their rightful place within society.” With his other hand he dropped a card into Willon’s top pocket. “There’s a meeting next week, drop in, just show the card at the door. I suppose you might say that it’s something of a cultural event.” 

***
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Ginnel’s wasn’t a place Willon normally ate. It was down on the banks of the Colitas River and on the edge of Kaunas City’s manufacturing area. Ginnel had acquired a semi-derelict warehouse in settlement of a bad debt and after patching it up had convinced his wife to teach him to cook a few basic dishes. After a week she’d finally taught him how to cook sausages and at this point she gave up. Now when you entered Ginnel’s you dropped a one credit note into the box held by Ginnel’s elderly mother and took your place in the queue. For a single Thalian credit you could eat all day, provided all you wanted was sausages, black and white pudding and on alternate days (when his daughter helped out) bacon. Should anybody ask for vegetables Ginnel merely pointed to the loaves of bread at the end of the counter and told them to slice as much as they wanted. It should not be imagined that he was inflexible, he was perfectly happy to fry bread alongside the sausages for particularly favoured customers.  

Willon dropped his note in the box and joined the line. He could see no sign of Haldar so concentrated on selecting from the six different types of sausage laid on for his delectation. He chose three and a black pudding, took a slice of bread and a large mug of coffee and went to find a table. The place was busy but he managed to find a table at the back under a large poster advertising the attractions of a hunting trip in the Border Kingdoms. As he ate he kept an eye on the door. Finally he saw Haldar arrive with another man whom he didn’t know. Willon waved to attract their attention. Haldar waved back and then joined the queue to get his breakfast.

Perhaps five minutes later Haldar joined him, laden plate in one hand, mug in the other followed closely by the stranger. “Willon, meet Bartan Galway, a police inspector of the New Charity Gendarmerie. He was in Bar-Khan with me when we investigated the medical facility.”

Bartan commented dryly, “Police inspector, retired.” 

“Either New Charity retire their police at a remarkably young age, or I’d guess that working with Haldar has somehow had an impact on your career prospects.”

Bartan winked at him as he sat down, “Let us just say that he has made my life considerably more exciting.”

“He did that for me as well. Then he promises to treat me to breakfast,” Willon observed, teasing Haldar. 

Haldar put his plate down, “I’m sorry I forgot the system; next time perhaps. Anyway I thought you’d be a regular here.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
The Tsarina Sector 4

Plague 1.4

By Jim Webster





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





