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  Intelligence errors are factual inaccuracies in analysis resulting from poor or missing data.
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  Eat freely with glad heart; fear here no dearth:




  But of the tree whose operation brings




  Knowledge of good and ill, which I have set




  The pledge of thy obedience and thy faith,




  Amid the garden by the Tree of Life,




  Remember what I warn thee, shun to taste,




  And shun the bitter consequence: for know,




  The day thou eat’st thereof, my sole command




  Transgressed, inevitably thou shalt die




  Paradise Lost, John Milton
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  PART ONE




  





  A WILFUL GHOST




  

    

      If you’re listening to this, I’m dead.




      You’ve had some dealings with me; you might even recognise the name ‘Orzabet’. That doesn’t matter. I don’t matter. What matters is the

      information you’re getting now, and what you choose to do with it.




      <file under: Preface>


    


  




  After three weeks of luxurious indolence, Bez was ready to become someone else. She had, however, intended to make the change on her own terms. Not like this.




  The cops were waiting when she came out of customs, a man and a woman in silver-grey uniforms, looking faintly uncomfortable. The female officer said, ‘Are you Medame Oloria

  Estrante?’




  It was a doubly pointless question. For a start, the station authorities would not accost disembarking tourists randomly: they knew, or thought they knew, whom they were addressing. Secondly,

  Oloria Estrante did not exist. But the fact that the cops used the name, and sounded convinced by it, went some way to allay Bez’s initial alarm. ‘I am,’ she said, in the tone of

  perplexed irritation hub-law expected from the leisured classes. ‘What can I do for you, officers?’




  The starliner’s other passengers were filing past, some of them looking back curiously. Bez made herself ignore the unwanted attention, at the same time clamping down on the urge to start

  analysing possible causes of, and ways to deal with, this unexpected and unwelcome development. First priority: stay cool.




  The female officer said, apologetically, ‘We’d like you to come with us.’




  Bez had fired up her basic headware – the legal suite, as she thought of it – the moment she spotted the law. Her overlays confirmed the pair were what they appeared to be; or, at

  least, their uniforms had genuine tags. That reduced, but did not eliminate, the chance of this being Enemy action. Bez favoured the two officers with a put-upon frown. ‘Where to? I was

  hoping to get some shopping in during the stopover.’ She needed to keep conforming to their expectations.




  ‘Just to our offices, to answer a few questions.’




  She sniffed. ‘Do I have a choice?’




  ‘I’m afraid not.’




  ‘Then you had best lead on.’ She kept her tone faintly incredulous, like someone with nothing to fear, but the moisture had left her mouth and breathing evenly took some effort. At

  times like this she wished she had mood-mods. Fortunately there weren’t many times like this.




  As the cops fell into step either side of her she asked, ‘Can you at least give me some idea what this is about? I’m assuming there’s some mistake, which I’m happy to

  help you clear up.’




  ‘I’m not sure it would be appropriate to say,’ said the male officer.




  The female cop said, ‘I believe Medame Estrante has a right to know what the matter pertains to.’ The woman was one of those people who treated the conspicuously rich with deference,

  regardless of how unpleasant they were in return. Bez had noticed such behaviour before when in this persona. ‘We’re investigating certain financial irregularities,’ the cop

  explained.




  Trying for an air of indignant confusion, Bez asked, ‘What sort of financial irregularities?’




  ‘The theft of a significant sum from a semi-dormant account.’




  ‘Theft?’ That kind of accusation warranted outright indignation. In some ways interstellar tourists were the easiest cultural group to impersonate; their disdain for those without

  the excessive wealth required to travel the stars made them imperious and unreasonable, like holodrama caricatures of themselves. ‘Ridiculous.’




  ‘The account in question belongs to a Frer Yolson. Does that name mean anything to you?’




  Yolson? Ah, of course. Not the Enemy after all, thank the void.




  ‘Medame Estrante?’




  She started at the sudden interjection of the male cop, who had just laid a hand on her arm. She flinched, shaking him off. How long was it since anyone had deliberately touched her? ‘As I

  thought, a simple mistake,’ she said, fighting the colour rising to her cheeks.




  The female cop was staring at her. ‘Are you sure, medame?’




  ‘Yes,’ she said firmly. She needed more data, but she doubted these two knew much and she was far from confident of her ability to get info from them without arousing their

  suspicions. ‘Shall we carry on and get this foolishness sorted out?’




  ‘As you wish.’ The female cop started walking again. Bez fell back into step and concentrated on controlling her physical reactions.




  They came out on to the dockside proper.




  Tarset was the least glamorous hub-point in human-space, and for most tourists it was no more than a brief stopover between more interesting destinations. The station’s dockside district

  provided the usual services – bars, brothels and basic supplies – but the main concourse was a no-frills, three-storey strip-mall. The only concession to aesthetics was the faux starry

  sky projected across the ceiling, barely visible through the holo-ads.




  The irony was that she had not needed to disembark here at all. She could have checked her datadrop from her cabin on the starliner. But should anyone be taking an interest in her, they might

  wonder why, when most of the other passengers made at least a cursory visit to the station, Medame Estrante did not; and yet, at the same time, she accessed a secure messaging service. Besides,

  while genuine tourists were sniffy about the place, Bez had a certain fondness for Tarset. The station had originated as a mash-up of ancient colony ships, and the resulting state of constant

  renovation left it full of usefully untended spaces, physical and virtual.




  Should she access the drop now? It might contain intel indicating why the law were so eager to talk to her. No: her escort would notice if she tuned out, and Oloria Estrante was meant to be a

  good little Salvatine, eschewing ungodly implants. Going virtual would blow her cover.




  It was early evening so the mall was moderately crowded. She weighed up her chances if she made a run for it. Given how cooperative she had been so far, the law might not expect that. If she

  could get into the service tunnels, it would just be a case of holing up for a while then re-emerging with a new identity. But first she would have to physically evade her escort, who outnumbered

  her, were combat-trained and carried weapons. Far better to think her way out.




  Their progress through the evening crowds was making heads turn. For someone who lived her life as a wilful ghost, such scrutiny was intensely uncomfortable. Bez read the current timestamp from

  the chrono display in the top left of her visual cortex, taking it as a single integer and computing its square root. When she had regained her equilibrium, she began to consider how the current

  predicament could have arisen.




  The good news was that whatever the problem was, it did not appear to be related to the Estrante persona itself, merely to the associated funding. The underlying cause would probably be human

  fallibility. It usually was.




  The rich and reclusive ‘Frer Yolson’ was maintained by the agent she designated as Beta16, one of her oldest and most reliable financial agents. His databreaking skills were sound,

  and he had no reason to betray her. At least, not willingly . . .




  This situation could have been initiated by the Enemy after all. Why else would anyone in the hubs care about the financial affairs of a religious recluse in a distant spur-system? Even if these

  were genuine cops acting on genuine orders, there was still no guarantee this really was just about the funding of a single persona. And once she was in custody, she would no longer be in control

  of the situation. Should the real question be: from where did the orders to arrest her originate?




  No. Bez applied what she thought of as ‘best-case principle’ to kill that line of reasoning. When paranoia became a way of life, the ability to selectively ignore negative

  outcomes became a vital skill. It was either that or constantly be paralysed by fear and indecision. Once she knew more, she would re-assess.




  The two officers stopped, so Bez did too. They had arrived at a bank of elevators.




  The door opened to reveal a half-full car. At the very front, a young woman and young man were kissing passionately. Everyone paused, united in mild, indulgent embarrassment, waiting for the

  pair to register that they were causing an obstruction.




  If she had been by herself, Bez would have turned and strode off without looking back. But stuck between the two cops, she was no longer an observer but a participant, complicit in this minor

  emotional drama. The lovers were so rapturous in their oblivion. So very happy. Her heart started to race with an emotion more complex than the fear she was already suppressing, and moisture

  tickled the corners of her eyes.




  The girl noticed what was happening first and broke away from the boy with a shy giggle.




  Once upon a time, that was me. Then the Enemy forced my lover to walk into the sun, and everything fell apart.




  The boy blushed and looked at his feet. The pair shuffled back to let Bez and her escort enter.




  A barely audible sound whispered round the dozen others already in the car, somewhere between an approving sigh and stifled laughter. Events like this brightened a dull day for normal people.

  Not for Bez. Already tense from maintaining the façade of the Estrante persona under close inspection, the sight of people experiencing the ordinary joy she’d had torn from her opened

  up a hollow in her soul. She blinked hard but one stupid, weak tear still escaped down her cheek.




  She stared at her chrono again, eyes unfocused from her surroundings. She must take this incident as a reminder of her resolve. People would always love and hate and hurt each other but if

  – when – she succeeded in bringing down the Enemy, then such pain would occur on purely human terms.




  By the time they reached their stop she had her emotional responses locked down. If the cops had noticed the stray tear, they gave no sign.




  They exited the lift at one of the station’s admin floors. Tarset’s corridors ranged from the plain through the highly customised to the barely serviceable; in this section the

  décor was well maintained if utilitarian. Bez called up a public map on a soft overlay and used it to track their progress, confirming that they were heading for Tarset’s main Legal

  Enforcement offices.




  Any residual thoughts of finding out more from her escort had been blown away by the sight of the lovers, which had left the shell between appearance and true self worn dangerously thin. Instead

  she found herself recalling the two other times she’d had brushes with the law. The most recent, three years ago on Mercanth station, had been as a victim of crime: hers had been one of a

  dozen rooms in a mid-level hotel targeted by thieves who had (inexpertly, in her opinion) hacked the locks. The cops had been mildly perplexed by her lack of possessions. The earlier and more

  alarming occasion had been on Indri, when her illegal headware was newly installed and she had yet to hone her databreaking skills. It was nineteen years ago, but the memory still made her

  uncomfortable. Her first ever attempt to ride a trickle-down, and she had screwed up. She got dumped and tagged trying to break through the firewall of a local banking node. Because the alert had

  been raised before she had penetrated the bank’s system, she had got away with a fine.




  As they rounded the final corner she shut down her headware. Police offices, like customs posts, had active scanners.




  She held her head high as she walked through the open door into the hub-law offices, but she could not shake the feeling that she was walking into a trap that was about to snap shut behind

  her.




  





  PURE PROGRESSIONS




  

    

      You’re receiving this databurst because I need you to act on what it contains. I’d say, ‘Don’t let me down’ but my feelings and

      expectations are of no relevance. You’ve almost certainly never even met me.




      Instead I’ll say this: Don’t let humanity down.




      <file under: Preface>


    


  




  The doorway gave into a public reception area with seating provided for those who had business with the law. It was currently empty, save for a surly-looking pair of youths who

  might equally well be victims or suspects. Beyond a half-frosted partition, police work was proceeding in an orderly fashion at desks and screens.




  Bez hesitated for a moment in the lobby but her escort carried on, sweeping her forward with them. The female officer explained, ‘We’ll take you straight through and get you booked

  in.’




  ‘Booked in?’ Although she had expected this, Bez did not have to fake her concern at the prospect.




  ‘It’s standard procedure. And if there is a misunderstanding, then the quicker we deal with it, the quicker you can get back to your ship.’




  Bez could only agree with that sentiment.




  Once on the far side of the partition, a man in a slightly different uniform approached them, carrying a slate. He addressed Bez with awkward deference. ‘Right, medame, if you would kindly

  read the text and acknowledge just here—’ He turned the slate around for Bez to see.




  Bez read the display carefully. It was a relatively straightforward statement of her rights and current status. She was being asked to agree to a short initial interview, after which hub-law

  could, at their discretion, hold her for another eight hours without charge. They could ask further questions during this time, aided by lie-detection technology, in which case she was entitled to

  a defence advocate. She remembered something similar from her first brush with the law, though in that case they had charged her at the first interview, then released her promptly once she paid the

  fine. Not seeing any other choice, she thumbed the base of the screen, tensing slightly as she did so, even though the Estrante ID itself was sound.




  When she handed back the slate, the booking officer murmured, ‘If you’ll follow me, someone will see you now,’ almost as though this was an appointment she had made for

  herself.




  They left the original escort behind and went up a side corridor to a plain door, which opened automatically.




  Bez tried not to be dismayed at the grim-looking room beyond, which contained only a thick-topped desk and two chairs. The woman standing by the chair on the far side had a uniform featuring

  more silver than any Bez had seen so far today. However, she smiled and greeted Bez politely. ‘Come in, Medame Estrante.’




  Bez made herself walk over to the table. ‘Thank you,’ she said, with as much dignity as she could muster. ‘And you are?’




  ‘First Detective Hylam. Do sit down.’




  As Bez seated herself she saw one piece of silver that did not denote rank: the detective wore a discreet lapel pin in the shape of a loop-headed cross. That could explain what was happening

  here. The hub authorities got hundreds of requests from planetary law-enforcement agencies seeking fugitives who had fled their jurisdiction, but the hubs were only obliged to act on the most

  serious; other cases were at the discretion of the local ranking officers. If Hylam was a Horusi, this could be simple religious solidarity. Salvatines were the exception on the hubs, and this

  particular believer might be taking an interest because the alleged crime involved a follower of her own subsect. Plus, from the look of the office outside, the law was having a slow day. Bez tried

  not to let her relief show.




  Detective Hylam sat down. ‘I won’t waste any more of your time than absolutely necessary. Could you confirm that Frer Yolson of the Eagle’s Retreat Preceptory House on

  Sestine-Beta is your second cousin three times removed?’




  Bez smiled at the detective. ‘Actually, he’s my third cousin twice removed.’




  ‘Yet he sends you an allowance. Quite a big one.’




  Bez dropped her gaze, reminding herself that this woman thought they held shared religious beliefs. ‘I know, and I bless Mother Isis for his generosity.’




  ‘I’m sure you do. I’m still a little unclear on why Frer Yolson, who appears to have access to considerable funds, does this.’




  ‘He won the planetary lottery, which prompted him to take his final vows. So my late father told me anyway.’ Treat this as a test you know the answers to; give those answers

  clearly and firmly. ‘As for his generous donations . . . as I’m sure you know, an accident left me without immediate family.’




  The detective nodded, a little impatiently.




  ‘Although I’ve never met Frer Yolson, I think there may have been some unresolved family issues for which he is now making amends. Also, I get the impression he hopes I will use his

  gifts to live a good life.’ She shrugged in what she hoped was a self-deprecating fashion. ‘I suspect my choices disappoint him, may Osiris forgive me.’




  ‘I doubt that, on both counts.’ The detective leaned forward and looked Bez full in the face. ‘Given Frer Yolson doesn’t exist.’




  Surprise was an allowable reaction. Even so Bez felt her face fall, the careful mask slipping. ‘I’m shocked to hear that,’ she managed to croak.




  Detective Hylam narrowed her eyes. ‘Are you?’




  Bez said nothing. This was no mere game of data; the woman across the table from her was used to dealing with liars. Despite giving all the right answers, Bez had aroused her suspicions. The

  detective continued, ‘I appreciate your cooperation so far, however, I’d like to keep you in for further questioning.’




  ‘But my starliner leaves in less than four hours!’




  ‘In that case, perhaps you would prefer we institute full interrogation protocols and conduct a more thorough interview immediately?’ With one finger she gave the table, with its

  hidden tech, a meaningful tap.




  Bez saw the trap now it was too late. Agree, and even if she managed to spin a convincing lie – which she doubted she could – the detection equipment would reveal her attempts at

  deception. Refuse, and she was admitting she had something to hide. All she could think of was to play for time. ‘I believe I have the right to legal representation during a full

  interview?’




  Hylam looked nonplussed. ‘You do.’




  ‘And I can choose my lawyer from anyone currently on the law-office roster?’




  ‘My, you did read your waiver carefully,’ the First Detective said frostily.




  ‘Then I would like the chance to make my selection before we proceed.’ This was much worse than the first time she had fallen foul of the law all those years ago. Back then, she had

  just begun her life’s work, and had had relatively little to lose. Now she sat at the heart of a vast hyperweb. If the authorities pulled on this one loose thread, everything could start to

  unravel. Nearly two decades of building up contacts, gathering evidence, preparing to strike: to fail now, when she was finally getting close, was unthinkable.




  As the detective muttered into her wrist-com, Bez thought, If only you knew why I’m doing all this . . . But she didn’t know. No one did. And they mustn’t, not yet.




  A few moments later the door opened to admit the booking officer. ‘Follow me please, medame.’ The man looked disappointed, as though he had expected better from someone of her

  status.




  ‘Where to?’ Bez said, fighting the sensation that events were slipping beyond her control.




  Detective Hylam said, ‘Somewhere you can make your selection in peace. I’ll be seeing you later, Medame Estrante.’




  The booking officer led her down another similar corridor, though these doors had numbers on. He stopped outside the third door on the right, numbered ‘6’, and passed Bez a spare

  slate. Bez took the proffered device and went through the door. It closed promptly behind her. She found herself in a room with a bed, table, chair and sanitary unit, plus a drinks dispenser and

  basic ents unit built into one wall. No exits, unsurprisingly. Perhaps the station had other less comfortable holding cells for the sort of criminals unlikely to sue for wrongful arrest.




  She sat on the edge of the bed and ran a hand over the slate to wake it. As well as the list of duty lawyers, the simple menu included an option to access the cell’s ents unit. Bez dialled

  up some plainsong, choosing a recording by Elarn Reen. The late Medame Reen was not Bez’s favourite but she thought the choice apt.




  For the benefit of any surveillance, she began to scroll casually through the info on the slate. At the same time, her mind raced.




  She had to get out of here before this went any further and that would require hacking the law. Her mission rarely pitted her directly against law-enforcement organisations’ virtual

  security, which tended to be as tight as that of banks, and a lot more dangerous. At least she was inside their firewall. She activated her headware, initiating her full hacking suite.




  While the tech came online she queried the availability of the duty lawyers. Most of them were free now, or would be within the hour. When she found one whose current availability was listed as

  ‘3 hours+’ she selected him. Three hours was before the starliner’s departure, so when the law opened the door to an empty cell the cops would most likely look for her on the

  liner. The standard shift change was in just over two hours, and ideally she would prefer different front-office personnel when she left. So, two to three hours was her window of opportunity. She

  could work with that.




  She put down the slate, sat back and closed her eyes, watching her chrono count out two minutes while she let the pure progressions of the music centre her. Then she brought her deep overlays

  online.




  The ents unit glowed in her enhanced vision, but nothing else changed. She counted out another thirty seconds just in case, then tuned fully into the local virtuality. The room faded to grey

  obscurity.




  The stats associated with the ents unit confirmed her assumption that it hid a camera. Just basic vid with minimal shielding, by the look of it. The camera might have hidden defences, in which

  case any attempt to hack the device could trigger an alarm. But that was a lot of trouble to go to unless Detective Hylam already knew about her headware and was waiting for her to actively condemn

  herself by using it. This was unlikely: as well as the legal issues surrounding entrapment, Salvatines weren’t renowned for being tech-savvy. If they suspected she was a databreaker, someone

  would have put an inhibitor cap on her before they allowed her inside their firewall.




  She moved her virtual presence across the room, waiting for the subliminal connection as her headware engaged with the camera. The link was weak but that was a good sign: she would expect

  nothing more from a dumb remote.




  Beyond the camera she sensed the local virtuality, the salt-sweet taste of the world of logic and data, a world that made more sense than the real ever did. From the safety of the camera she

  accessed the stats associated with her cell. She made sure she understood the immediate set-up then moved out cautiously, initially only as far as the camera in the next cell. The occupant was a

  local man in for possible assault. The cell beside that was empty. The one beyond held a woman, but she was too old, in on extended detention for drugs-related charges. In the fourth cell she found

  another man. The fifth was empty. The person in the sixth was the right gender and age, and the timing was suitable, but when Bez tapped into the camera’s vid feed for that cell, she saw that

  the woman was too fat. She might suffice if there was no one else. The seventh and eighth cells were empty. The ninth held another man.




  She accessed the local registry, which confirmed that there were only twelve cells in this block. Had she known this beforehand, she might not have been so confident of her plan. Still, there

  was no going back now.




  Ten was empty. Eleven, however, was as near perfect as she was going to get. Arrested for unlicensed sexual commerce, and ten years younger than Bez, but there was a good match on height and

  build. Only twenty-three minutes until this woman was due to be released, though, which was before the shift change. Was it worth the risk? When a peek into the final cell showed it to be empty,

  Bez decided it was; with only twelve cells to choose from and no guarantee of any new occupants arriving in time, she might not get another chance. Bez still took care to alter the readouts on the

  unfortunate prostitute’s cell. She could not risk failure – and further incrimination – at this stage. Then she drew her awareness back along the line of grey boxes with their

  clusters of near-identical glowing camera icons.




  Reaching the camera on her own cell, she accessed the device’s buffer, where she employed one of the standard tricks in any databreaker’s repertoire. For the next three hours, the

  footage the camera relayed would bear a remarkable resemblance to the period Bez had spent sitting quietly on the bed before going virtual.




  She paused, checked the stats on her own cell, and then blinked herself back into the real.




  Sixteen minutes to go. This was going to be tight.




  The first five minutes involved more sitting still while she triggered, and then endured, the sensations of crawling skin and itchy scalp that accompanied any physical transformation. She picked

  the pre-programmed setting closest to the prostitute’s colouration (pale skin; straight auburn hair; blue eyes), adjusting the hair’s length and adding the copper and crimson highlights

  on the fly.




  She opened her eyes, blinking repeatedly to clear them. They would water for a while yet. Raising her hand, she saw her skin was already several shades lighter. She ran her fingers through her

  hair, pulling out the tight curls Madame Estrante had worn; the action also served to lengthen the synthetic strands. The prostitute wore her hair up, so Bez needed to consider that too. But first

  she had to do something about her clothes.




  She unpinned the pointless half-circle hat her tourist disguise had demanded, and shrugged out of the equally flamboyant embroidered coat. She turned the coat inside out then rubbed it, and the

  hat, across the seat and along the floor by the bed. She wrapped the hat in the coat and stuffed the bundle behind the pillow on the bed. When the items were found, it would be possible to extract

  samples of her genetic material from among the others she had just picked up, but even if someone went to such trouble, they wouldn’t get a positive trace. Only criminals were subject to

  detailed genetic profiling and Bez had no criminal record in any of her incarnations.




  Now for the blouse. She pulled it over her head and used the hatpin to rip the fabric of one sleeve. If this were a holodrama, she thought, then I would be using that pin as a weapon,

  or have some hidden gadget in it. The blouse tore easily, as befitted expensive and delicate fabric. She didn’t have time to hack the blouse’s tag so she used the pin to rip it out

  of the collar.




  One of the detached blouse sleeves made a passable hairband, once she’d teased the final kinks out of her hair. Nothing she could do about the lack of cosmetics. She put the blouse back

  on, knotting it high under her bust to expose her stomach. Her trousers were too smart, but once she had torn out the tag, she tucked the ruined waistband inside to expose a bit more belly, which

  went some way towards the right image. The shoes were fine: she avoided tagged footwear, to allow for situations requiring a quick change without full props.




  All done, with one minute and thirty-four seconds to spare. She shut down her headware.




  If the original booking officer was the one that came for her, she was lost; but she had noticed a number of administrators in the front office, and in her admittedly limited experience of such

  places, roles were strictly demarcated: the booker-in did not also book out.




  Time was up but the door remained closed. She counted out a minute. Two. Three. At times like this she almost wished there were a deity to pray to. Finally, what felt like twenty but was less

  than six minutes after she had assumed her disguise, the door opened.




  The man who stood there was a stranger. Bez exhaled and gave him a genuine smile. The admin officer smiled back, his gaze flicking down to her bare midriff.




  Bez forced herself to ignore his expression, reminding herself she was meant to be a sassy streetwalker. ‘About time!’ she said, starting across the cell.




  The man was looking at her face now. He appeared puzzled. Was it the lack of makeup?




  ‘You all right there, “Toni”?’ He glanced at his slate as he spoke. Toni was the girl’s work-name.




  Bez put a hand to her wet cheek. Damn: thanks to the tears from the eye-colour change, she looked like she had been crying. Was he sympathetic? He sounded like he was mocking her. She settled on

  saying, not untruthfully, ‘I’ve had better days.’




  ‘Yeah, well, perhaps you should think about getting licensed? The law’s here for your protection too, you know.’ He held out his slate. She thumbed it to acknowledge her

  release. She had only changed the ID, charge sheet and timer on her cell, not the associated biometrics. Nothing beeped. He stepped back and said, ‘I’ll show you out.’




  A few people looked up as she walked through the office, trying, not altogether successfully, to keep a provocative swing in her step. When Detective Hylam emerged from a side corridor,

  Bez’s heart skipped, but she kept walking. She could feel Hylam’s eyes on her. The woman started to walk briskly through the workstations, heading her way. Keep walking, keep

  walking, don’t look at her. Any moment now she would shout out, or an alarm would sound—




  Out of the corner of her eye Bez saw Hylam stop and raise her wrist to take a call. Bez resisted the urge to break into a run.




  When they reached the lobby the admin officer gestured to the door. ‘Now don’t take this the wrong way,’ he said, ‘but I’m hoping I won’t see you here

  again.’




  ‘Me too,’ said Bez fervently, and walked out.




  





  A POSSIBLE LOOPHOLE




  

    

      You think we live in an age of freedom after millennia of tyranny. You think the Sidhe Protectorate is gone and that we’ve seen the last of those evil aliens who

      masqueraded as beautiful women.




      You’re wrong.




      Perhaps you’ll stop this recording now because anyone who claims the Sidhe are still around has to be crazy, right?




      At the risk of stating the obvious, that’s precisely what they want you to think.




      <file under: Core Data>


    


  




  Her heart was still racing when she turned the corner at the far end of the corridor. Even though no alarms rang out and she could see no signs of pursuit, she strode through

  the admin sector as quickly as possible, even more unwilling than usual to make eye contact. As she got further from the law offices, a modicum of calm returned.




  Back in the bustle of the main mall she found an empty public convenience, and unhinged the false top on her left little finger. From inside this she fished out a pair of spotcams, sticking them

  to the two walls flanking the furthest cubicle from the door, which she then locked herself into. She had already brought the relevant headware online so she checked the local infoscape to ensure

  she was not on any cameras apart from her own. Only when she was certain she was unobserved did she dive fully into the station’s public virtuality. Here she activated a previously hidden

  dataegg, releasing and synchronising various minor changes around Tarset’s infoscape. Now she was Kenid Sari, a casual worker with a solid Tarset ID and a cashstick containing barely enough

  credit to buy one good meal on a starliner.




  Once her consciousness returned to the cubicle, she initiated the programmed appearance change for the new persona. Two transformations in one day hurt, but the specialist who had installed her

  adaptive mods claimed the tech was good for up to three complete changes of dermal and follicular colouration in a given twenty-five-hour period. The eyes took longer to recover so they would have

  to remain blue for now.




  After retrieving her cameras she collected the physical components of her new identity from an automated self-storage unit. In another washroom elsewhere on the concourse, she changed into a

  threadbare tunic, thin slacks and worn deck shoes, all untagged as befitted this persona’s lowly status. A cheap slap-com – the default for anyone whose finances or religion proscribed

  implants – completed the disguise.




  She purchased some strong analgesics and booked into the Salvatine mission house on the dockside. A church hostel was the last place a god-fearing cop would look for a high-living, spiritually

  lapsed fraudster. She had to endure a half-hour recorded sermon on the godless ways of her fellow hubbers before she could check into her coffin-sized accommodation, but that gave the painkillers

  time to work.




  Once she was both calm and free of pain she accessed her datadrop from the physical safety of her tiny room. The mission house’s virtual security was laughable, so it took little effort to

  spoof her signal off the bordello on the level above.




  She had no strong expectation of finding a message waiting; her permanent datadrops existed to field unscheduled transmissions from her most trusted agents – the Alphas and Betas. Most of

  her beevee messaging protocols changed constantly, and for the day-to-day administration of her huge web of contacts and agents she avoided beevee altogether. But the fact that the permanent

  datadrops were intended for urgent matters only made it more important to check them regularly.




  On finding a datapacket to download, her initial assumption was that it came from Beta16 and contained a warning that the Yolson cover ID had been blown. But the tag was not his. The message

  originated from a world called Gracen. Up until a year ago, Bez had barely heard of the place. Then she had come into possession of a fabulous trove of information: the memory-core of an Enemy

  ship. Along with other gems, the files from the Setting Sun listed the cover identity of every Sidhe in human-space, intel she had been striving to piece together for years. As a result, Bez

  had surmised that the insular religious democracy of Gracen was essential to the Enemy’s ability to hide amongst humanity. She had recruited an agent there, but up until now Alpha83 had had

  little to report.




  Bez methodically applied the relevant decryption to the message. She knew better than anyone that codes were made for breaking, and that beevee communications could be compromised; but having a

  key known only to the sender and receiver, a key that had been physically despatched on a timed-to-erase dataspike, was as close as you could get to unbreakable encryption. Quantum effects might

  allow secure in-systems communication, but for interstellar transmissions the oldest and simplest techniques were still the most reliable.




  When she finally read the resulting plaintext, she sat up so quickly that she banged her head on the cube’s low ceiling.




  

    

      Dolls definitely made here. Estimate: one-fifty to two hundred over the last thirty years. Artisan is solo but v. careful. Have located a possible loophole, which may require data skills.

      Details can follow: please advise protocol.


    


  




  About a third of the Enemy used names in the same format. The same format implied the same source. Her research had revealed Gracen to be the most likely source. This message confirmed it.

  ‘Dolls’ was Bez and Alpha83’s pre-agreed codeword for top quality false IDs. Someone on Gracen was procuring watertight identities that allowed the Enemy to impersonate humans.

  Bez could guess how: ‘reviving the dead’ was the ideal way to create a persona for long-term use; it was one she used on occasion – ‘Oloria Estrante’ was a resurrectee

  – although given the time and effort required to seed such a persona, most of her identities were more transient. But the scale of the Gracen operation was breathtaking. If Bez could prove a

  mismatch between the original biometrics and those of the almost-human aliens now using the identities, she would have the evidence to unmask a third of the Sidhe in human-space.




  Despite her excitement at this potential breakthrough, Bez made herself get a full night’s sleep before responding to the message. The next morning she sent a manifoldly spoofed and deeply

  encrypted beevee message to Alpha83, requesting full details of her findings on a dataspike. The ’spike would go to an interim address, which would initiate a blind pick-up by a secure

  shipping company, then another dead-drop via a human agent, then a second journey by courier, to eventually end up in a physical drop-box at Kotane.




  Kotane was two transits away in the direction of the Gracen system, and though it was not a hub she visited much, she had a watertight and well-funded local persona there. Bez’s

  peripatetic lifestyle came from a need to be in the right place at the right time to pick up and despatch the myriad messages and dataspikes required to run her network, while never staying in one

  place long enough for potential pursuers to catch up with her. Being dumped on Tarset had already blown her original schedule, and Kotane was a suitable next stop should the Gracen lead not pan

  out. It would be at least a week before Alpha83’s reply reached Kotane, so she could make a brief stopover at the intermediate hub-point to take advantage of the upcoming beevee trickle-down.

  Where possible, Bez preferred to leave a hub after any serious databreaking, and given there had already been trouble here she was loathe to ride the trickle-down whilst on Tarset.




  Priority messages like the one from Alpha83 would propagate across all her permanent datadrops throughout the hub network, but she needed to initiate rerouting protocols from her transient

  datadrops at Gerault, the hub she had originally been travelling to.




  First, she pinged Beta16. Given ‘Frer Yolson’ was a fiction he maintained, the problem most likely originated with Beta16 himself. A ping held no significant content and required

  only a simple coded acknowledgement; it was as secure as beevee messaging got.




  Although she accepted the need to rely on compromised communications and human agents, Bez sometimes fantasised about a universe with no such restrictions, where the sum total of information

  that defined and shaped – no that was – reality was freely accessible and fully comprehensible. After all, the universe itself was just data, albeit data that self-organised in

  unexpected ways.




  Before getting down to detailed rerouting and re-planning, she looked into onwards transport. By now the authorities would know that ‘Oloria Estrante’ had not left Tarset on the

  starliner, so they might still be taking an interest in lone female travellers. The Kenid Sari persona was limited on funds; Bez had a couple of more affluent secondaries here, but none of her

  Tarset personae held credit sufficient for starliner travel, so she would need to buy passage with a freetrader. But there was one way of making an exit that would not require pre-booking, and

  would cost her nothing. It was time to call in a long-standing favour from one of her most valued Alpha agents, one of the few she thought of by name. In some ways, Captain Reen was the closest

  thing she had to an ally.




  Her ride was currently in a distant system and would take a while to arrive, and beevee charges were already eating into Kenid Sari’s minimal resources, so after she had completed her

  virtual housekeeping Bez got herself a job. According to the local labour exchange, a chandlers’ shop in the mall needed restocking after a refurbishment. In this case, programming bots would

  have been more expensive than employing menial human labour. The four ten-hour shifts provided Bez with a bit of ready cash, and took her mind off the wait. It was also good cover, given

  interstellar criminals rarely stacked shelves. Not that Bez thought of herself as a criminal. Any laws she broke were a means to the end that ruled her existence: to take down the hidden alien

  menace that had destroyed her life and was secretly manipulating countless billions of other lives. Occasional victimless financial hacking was an acceptable price to pay.




  The job turned out to be physically demanding, and one of the permanent staff took a dislike to her on the logical if incorrect assumption that she was a hab-rat trying to make good. She did her

  best to keep up with the work and reacted as she always had to bullies, with cowed incomprehension.




  After two days she received an acknowledgement from Captain Reen that he was on his way. However, there was still no word from Beta16. She had sent the original ping on a low priority channel in

  order to avoid attracting attention, so the problem could just be the limited capacity and scheduling issues inherent in the beevee network outside the hubs. Or he could have suffered a mishap. One

  of Bez’s greatest fears was that the Enemy would find one of her agents, read everything they knew from them, then take their place in her network. That was why every Alpha and Beta had their

  own unique codes, which changed regularly, and why no one who worked for her, with the exception of Captain Reen, had ever knowingly met her face-to-face. In some ways, Beta16’s continued

  silence was encouraging, because if the Sidhe had subverted or replaced him, she would expect them to be actively using him against her. However, until she knew what had happened she had to cut all

  ties to Beta16, which meant putting the Estrante persona, with its considerable resources, on ice.




  She was not sorry when the contract at the chandlers came to an end. She spent some of her earnings on a beevee connection to check a few of the forums she followed. The expensive and

  time-consuming beevee-board interactions she had originally pencilled in for Oloria Estrante’s visit to Gerault hub would have to wait.




  As there was still no word from Beta16 she decided to ask for a datapacket summarising recent news from Sestine, his home system. The beevee charges would seriously deplete Kenid Sari’s

  remaining funds, but she had to know the reason for her recent near miss before she acted on the Gracen data. Only when she was sure the two events were unconnected would she truly believe that the

  break from Gracen was not too good to be true.




  





  STANDARD NEON-GRID ARCHITECTURE




  

    

      There are 571 Sidhe living among us, pretending to be human. Not much in a population of trillions spread over hundreds of systems, you say. You’re right: most of

      their dirty work is done by the human collaborators, agents and patsies they’ve dominated, blackmailed, bribed or simply fooled into acting on their behalf.




      <file under: Core Data>


    


  




  Discovering that Captain Reen was running late, Bez tried to be patient. His revised ETA meant she would still be on Tarset for the trickle-down. This synchronisation sweep was

  a big one, the quarterly update that re-aligned massive volumes of non-essential information across human-space; and, notwithstanding the Gracen lead, she wanted to keep her options open. The

  trickle-down contained intel she needed, as well as being an ideal opportunity to move around some funds. She would just have to take what precautions she could and hack it from here.




  She started by changing both her hotel and her ID, deactivating the Sari identity and taking on that of a freelance engineering specialist. Her new, somewhat smarter accommodation was within the

  means of this new persona.




  She had already checked all her physical drop-points; the dataspikes they contained were scheduled updates from Beta and Delta agents. She spent the remaining day on Tarset cutting a couple of

  new one-time codesets and starting the resulting dataspikes on their long and circuitous journeys.




  When the day of the trickle-down arrived, she found herself unexpectedly nervous. The timing would be close: the beevee update was due to begin at midnight, and Captain Reen should arrive eight

  hours later. She got some sleep in the afternoon then took a late meal in a dockside diner, after which she ambled round the mall.




  She slipped away from the carousers and late shoppers and up to a service door, which opened at her approach. Her current tags gave her access to areas off-limits to the sort of low-life she had

  recently been impersonating; specifically, to sections of the station currently under refurbishment, which on Tarset meant a lot of empty real estate.




  Once in the darkened service corridors, she called up an overlay to guide her to a gutted commercial unit that backed on to the main mall. She accessed the unit’s virtual stats to check

  the projected rebuild schedule and current asking rent. A later completion date and lower rent than the last time she’d looked; they must still be having problems with the ducts.




  She walked past the door, turned a corner then retraced her steps. Not that she had seen anyone besides a late-shift maintenance tech since leaving the mall. He had clocked her tags and smart

  coveralls, giving her a vague nod. But it did no harm to check for a tail. She also slipped into the local virtuality. Equally empty. Back in the real she positioned her spotcams, one beside the

  door and one on the wall opposite.




  She had already brought the relevant headware online so the lock was easily defeated. When the door opened she dialled up her visual acuity to offset the lack of light and saw, as she expected,

  a large bare room with partitioning and duct segments stacked against the side walls. Bez looked at the ceiling. She hardly needed to have fooled the lock: she could have just climbed in through

  one of the holes up there. The room was unpleasantly cold and permeated with a smell like over-ripe cheese. She stood in the doorway for a few moments, memorising obstacles, then stepped

  inside.




  The door closed behind her, leaving her in darkness. She navigated carefully across the room to the far wall and sat down. She had a few minutes yet. She calmed herself physically, performing

  breathing exercises to get her body into a low trance, putting aside the discomfort of the chill, smelly room and the darkness pressing on her eyes. Mentally she was as sharp and ready as she ever

  was, the prospect of the upcoming trip into the infoscape enough to focus her mind.




  Her chrono flashed: time to go. She leaned back against the wall and tuned in to the virtual.




  She floated above a plane of light. All around her a network of straight white lines defined countless cubes reaching off into infinity; different cubes glowed in subtly different colours and

  with different degrees of opacity. Overhead, the artificial structures were bright against the simulated darkness. The cube nearest her – that representing the Freetraders’ Alliance

  office, which her physical location backed on to – was a bright emerald green. As well as the visual simulation, she could hear faint buzzing in several different keys and frequencies. The

  more distracting sensual analogues that marked the flow of information – taste, touch, smell – she relegated to the back of her awareness.




  This was the standard neon-grid architecture, the default virtual schematic for a compact infoscape such as that of a large space habitat. Some station sysadmins tailored their virtualities, but

  most didn’t bother. People who spent a lot of time in virtualities tended to impose their own filters, converting their perceptions of the virtual landscape around them into an analogue of

  their home, or their favourite vacation spot, or a scene from a game or holo. Bez never bothered: what was the point of having to open lockers, conjure whirlwinds or impale monsters to get what you

  wanted?




  Her entry point was carefully chosen. She knew of several physical hideaways in the station that brought her out into the correct part of Tarset’s virtuality. She had considered entering

  near one of the station’s deep consolidation nodes, but getting access to the correct realworld space would have required a more serious hack. Besides, she planned to focus on freetrader data

  this time, something she had missed out on during the last major trickle-down. If there was time, she would scope out the financial updates afterwards.




  She spent a while – a whole second in the real – not interfacing with anything, just watching.




  When she was sure her presence remained undetected, she turned her viewpoint upwards to the ‘sky’ of coloured boxes connected by glowing streams. The view was dimmer than it would be

  during the day: as though concepts like ‘day’ and ‘night’ mattered here. Even out in the real, night – like Universal Time itself – was a human construct, but

  thanks to the shiftspace beacons it was a consensual and constant illusion that held across all hub-points. Planets might be constrained by the vagaries of their physical environments, but hubs,

  Bez liked to think, ran on a grander and more objective schedule.




  She sensed the arrival of the trickle-down at the same moment she got visual confirmation. A resinous, tingling sweetness on the air, and suddenly the architecture brightened as though coming

  alive. White light flashed through the grid, the notification to local systems to make ready to accept incoming data. The glow faded, and a green-blue wave started to rush along selected

  data-lines.




  Seen from within a virtuality, the synchronising beevee update was not a trickle; it was more like a tsunami.




  Like water, its force diminished as it divided. By the time the flow reached the Alliance’s cube, it was no longer a wave but a roiling stream impossibly constrained inside an invisible

  tube.




  The volume of data was still impressive. The Freetraders’ Alliance administered interstellar trade, and even though travel between the stars was rare, people always wanted to purchase

  – or make a profit on – commodities they did not have.




  She propelled herself gently upwards to meet the datastream, at the same time raising her ‘arms’. She paused, waiting until the stream touched the cube behind her, then closed the

  distance. The virtual analogues of her hands uncurled into the stream.




  A jolt ran through her. The power of the interface might take a less experienced databreaker’s breath away and eject them back to the real. But she expected this, anticipated it even.




  What was actually happening, at speeds too fast for her consciousness to register even in this artificially accelerated frame of reference, was a complex interaction between the programmes in

  her head and the software that maintained this virtuality.




  She forced her hands further into the datastream. She was sinking into the base virtuality now, her visual awareness gone, the maelstrom of data feeding back as a jumble of smells, sounds,

  tastes and sensual pummellings across her palms and fingers. Ignoring the distractions, she opened her hands wide. Information started to flow into her, through her.




  She remained like that, conscious thought processes suspended, for some time. Even after her search-and-sift agents had completed their work and ghosted copies of the relevant information into

  her internal storage, part of her wanted to stay as she was, in this state of perfect grace.




  She had experienced the temptation, and resisted it, before. Besides, there was work to do. She withdrew her hands.




  As the visual simulation of the virtuality began to re-assert itself, she sensed that something was wrong. Not here: there was an intrusion from the real. Reluctantly, she pulled her

  consciousness back, patching her overlays into the feeds from her spotcams just in time to see a figure step up to the door leading into the room where her body was lying.




  





  CHANDIN




  (Cyalt Hub)




  Everyone has secrets.




  Commissioner Phal Chandin only had one secret of any note, but it could ruin his life. Today, newly installed in an executive office on the penthouse level of Cyalt station, he was thinking

  about families, and The Mistake (as he referred to it when he thought about it at all) was lurking at the back of his mind.




  With his recent promotion came reward: a second child licence. Most people who attained his rank gifted the licence to their own offspring. But Commissioners were usually of an age when raising

  a family was no longer practical or desirable; Chandin, however, had worked hard to become the youngest Commissioner to serve the Pan-Human Treaty Commission for nearly a century. And Gerys was

  still willing to become a mother again – assuming, she said, that he wanted to be a father again. He was well aware how uneven the burden of rearing their son had been, thanks to having a

  father married primarily to his work. And his workload was only going to increase. If Milos had shown any interest in starting a family, he would have passed on the licence, but there was no point.

  Chandin had no problem either with his son’s sexuality or his avowed dislike of children, but he would have liked a grandchild, or even better, two. The alternative, to donate the licence to

  the lottery, was not one he felt comfortable with—




  A soft chime disturbed his reverie.




  He acknowledged the arrival of his visitor – precisely on time, as expected – and smiled when the door opened to admit Tanlia Crene, his oldest friend and most dangerous enemy.

  Tanlia advanced smoothly across the carpeted expanse of his office, her gaze sliding past him. ‘I have to see,’ she said breathlessly by way of a greeting.




  He knew that playful tone: always the games, with her. He stood up. ‘Be my guest,’ he said, gesturing to the picture window curving up and over the outermost quarter of his

  office.




  Tanlia strode right up to the edge, stopped, and said, ‘Well, that is something!’ as though coming across the view for the first time. Although they were both hubbers by birth, and

  had seen the crater of Cyalt station from most angles, it was only up here near the rim that the enclosed world of three million souls could be fully appreciated.




  Chandin, coming up to stand beside her, had to agree the view was spectacular. They were almost, but not quite, close enough to the curved, blue-tinted roof to make out details of its

  construction. The sculpted terraces lining the gently sloping walls were arrayed before them. The lowermost buildings, down on the crater floor, were largely covered over – constantly seeing

  richer, luckier people looking down on you was somewhat oppressive for those who had to live down there, as Chandin well knew – but most of the homes, bars and offices in Floorville still

  boasted brightly coloured or holo-decorated roofs, which from this height blurred together into a seething dish of colour and flash. Further up the side wall, block housing gave way to the terraces

  proper, and gaudy holos were replaced by more tasteful foliage. In some of the residential districts the living covering of greens, golds and reds almost obscured the homes it grew across. The

  plants became more restrained up in the administrative levels but they were still present, along with sculptures and other tasteful ornamentation. Occasional changes in use broke the pattern up

  here, from the glass-panelled reception area backing on to the docks on the planetoid’s surface to the rainbow-traced water gardens, a masterful example of grav-based trickery that was in

  itself reason enough for tourist liners to stop at Cyalt.




  Busy though he was, Chandin waited for Tanlia to turn away from the window. Finally, her voice heavy with apparent regret, she said, ‘I suppose we should get to work.’




  ‘We’d better, hadn’t we?’ he concurred in a similar tone.




  The inevitable barb came as she turned away, and was delivered barely loud enough for him to hear. ‘It’s a shame the angle doesn’t give you a better view of the water

  gardens.’




  Chandin repressed a smile. Once, a comment like that might have riled him. Although such sniping had no effect these days, they were both too old and set in their ways to change the rules of

  their relationship, even if that relationship had moved on immeasurably in the decades since they had, with the naivety of youth, thought they might be lovers for life. He said, ‘And

  how’s your new office?’ She had also got a promotion, even if it was not the one she had wanted.




  ‘It’s perfect,’ she said warmly. He half expected her to invite him to come and see for himself, and was almost disappointed when she didn’t.




  Tanlia waited for him to sit, and to tell her whether she should position herself beside him, like an equal, or across the desk, like a subordinate – which, for the first time in their

  joint rise through the ranks of the Commission, she was.




  Chandin said, ‘Shall we sit at the conference table?’ The floor space of this office significantly exceeded that of his and Gerys’s first apartment. He gestured for Tanlia to

  take the seat at the head of the long glass-topped table, then sat down at right angles to her and called up an overview of the agenda they had both agreed on. It included everything

  Chandin’s predecessor had been responsible for, along with the areas Chandin and Tanlia had worked on together previously; effectively, she now had his old job, albeit with increased

  responsibility and status.




  Today was merely the opening of negotiations. Chandin both dreaded and anticipated the coming weeks, as the lines of responsibility and power were redrawn. But whatever else was between them,

  they understood each other’s strengths and weaknesses, and cared about their work. Contrary to the two conflicting holodrama representations of the Pan-Human Treaty Commission, it was neither

  staffed by power-hungry despots exercising undue influence over hapless worlds, nor by faceless bureaucrats mindlessly obsessed with the minutiae of shiftship licensing and interstellar import

  laws. The power the Commission wielded was executive and had no direct impact on the day-to-day lives of the vast majority of humanity; the function of the Treaties was to ease and police the

  interfaces between the 933 independent states – hubs, worlds and multi-planet systems – comprising human-space. He and Tanlia would never have risen as high as they had without the

  ability to see the bigger picture and leave the details to trusted subordinates.




  By mutual agreement they began with relatively straightforward matters that only tangentially impacted their division. The Treaties the Commission enforced had been drawn up soon after the

  Protectorate fell, when humans were reconstructing their culture after millennia of oppression; though comprehensive, they were also a thousand years old. Times changed, and Legal’s primary

  role was to use modern precedents to reinterpret documents written in another age. It was important work, ideal for those who enjoyed doing a thorough job, but theirs was one of the smaller

  divisions in the Commission. If he and Tanlia had followed similar career paths in Financial or Trade, they would have been unlikely to end up in direct competition for the same, top position.
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