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This one’s for Lizzie, Tim, Judith, and Alan.


For all that quiet support down the years.
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Timeline





	2003
	    
	Kane North injured by IED in Iraq.




	2004
	    
	Kane receives honourable discharge from US Army. Moves to Edinburgh. Uses family trust money to recruit geneticists. Cloning programme begins.




	2007
	    
	Brant North born, first clone of Kane North successfully carried to term. Large number of mental and physical defects; lives three years.




	2009
	    
	Cicero North born. Severe learning difficulties, serious metabolic deficiency; lives to 2022.




	2010
	    
	Forrest North born. High-spectrum autistic, lives to 2065.




	2012
	    
	Augustine, Bartram, and Constantine North born.




	2027
	    
	Wan Hi Chan presents his theory of trans-spacial connection.




	2029
	    
	First ‘connection’ made at Princetown, 800m across campus. USA forms National Interstellar Agency (NIA).




	2030
	    
	Europe forms European Trans-Space Bureau (ETSB). China forms National Interstellar Transport Corporation (NITC). Russia, India, Israel, Brazil, Saudi Arabia, Pacific Alliance, North African Coalition, and the Asian Federation all create agencies to begin interstellar exploration programs.




	2031
	    
	NIA opens connection to Earth’s moon.




	2032–2038
	    
	Various national test programs produce 12 trans-spacial connections across solar system. Gateway technology perfected.




	2034
	    
	Augustine, Bartram, and Constantine found Northumberland Interstellar Corp, using family corporate resources to fund gateway systems manufacture.




	2039
	    
	NITC opens gateway to Proxima Centauri. Age of interstellar exploration begins.




	2041
	    
	NIA opens New Washington for settlement.




	2044
	    
	NIA opens gateway to Orleans.




	2044
	    
	ET-SB opens New Brussels for settlement to EU citizens.




	2045
	    
	India opens gateway to Kolhapur.




	2045
	    
	NITC opens gateways to Taiyuan and Wuchow.




	2047
	    
	Russia opens gateway to Nova Petersburg.




	2047
	    
	Israel opens gateway to Ramla.




	2047
	    
	US Senate expanded to take in ten new states from new worlds. Passes Federal Independent Landowner Act. Enforced off-Earth settlement of all long-term welfare recipients.




	2048
	    
	Japan opens gateway to New Tokyo.




	2048
	    
	France opens gateway to Rouen, for French citizens only.




	2048
	    
	Earth economy stalling due to investment shift to new planets.




	2049
	    
	Germany opens gateway to Odessa, for German citizens only.




	2049
	    
	USA passes Illegals Dispersal Bill. All illegal immigrants in original states on Earth deported to the territories on new US planets.




	2049
	    
	Saudi Arabia opens Riyadh for settlement, for Muslims only.




	2050
	    
	ET-SB opens Minisa for ‘all’ Grande Europe citizens. Subsidized immigration begins for unemployed, later developing to ‘opportunity immigration’ policy, transporting millions of poor and jobless out of GE states on Earth.




	2051
	    
	Northumberland Interstellar opens gateway to Sirius star system, discovers earth-giant planet, named St Libra. Cleared for human immigration.




	2052
	    
	Brazil opens gateway to Sao Jeroni.




	2052
	    
	North African gateway to Accra.




	2053
	    
	First bioil algaepaddies established on St Libra. Start of bioil export to Earth. Massive investment into St Libra algaepaddies begins, establishment of Eight Great bioil companies in addition to NI.




	2055
	    
	The Independencies founded on St Libra, constant mid-level immigration by GE dissidents, and other political refugees from across Earth.




	2055–2070
	    
	Establishment of seven more human settled worlds. Earth’s population in decline; its economy contracts. Enforced exodus of jobless instituted by most nations.




	2063
	    
	Kane North dies, age 83.




	2083
	    
	Rumour of True Jerusalem, a planet linked by a secret gateway from Ramla.




	2087
	    
	Constantine North and Bartram North resign their directorships of Northumberland Interstellar. Company resources redistributed. The bulk remains with Augustine.




	2088
	    
	Constantine North launches Jupiter habitat; 8,000 tonnes of cybernetic manufacturing equipment, and a 3,000-tonne mineral/chemical refinery all delivered to asteroid in Jupiter orbit via Newcastle gateway + 25,000-tonne life-support hostel. Several hundred supporters and all C Norths follow him there.




	2089
	    
	Town of Abellia established on St Libra by Bartram. Bartram founds North Biogenetic Institute, begins serious research into human regeneration/rejuvenation.




	2092
	    
	Zanthswarm on Accra.




	2093
	    
	Accra evacuated, gateway closed. Estimated human deaths: 8.2 million.




	2093
	    
	Formation of Human Defence Alliance (HDA) to defend human race from the Zanth.




	2094
	    
	Brinkelle North born.




	2095
	    
	Large-scale trans-stellar financial instability as HDA budget approved. Bioil price increasing, reducing consumption. Markets falling.




	2096–2111
	    
	Trans-stellar recession, affecting all worlds.




	2111
	    
	Northumberland Interstellar-led cartel releases glut of low-price bioil, bankrupting many futures market speculators. Stability returns to bioil market. Trans-stellar share prices start to rise again.




	2119
	    
	Zanthswarm on New Florida. Evacuation declared successful, deaths estimated at 108,000.




	2119
	    
	Trans-stellar market downturn, lasts until 2123 – officially not a recession.




	2121
	    
	Bartram North and his household slaughtered. Angela Tramelo convicted of mass murder, receives life sentence.
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Sunday 13th January 2143


As midnight approached, the wild neon colours of the borealis storm came shimmering through the soft snow falling gently across Newcastle upon Tyne. It was as if nature was partying along with the rest of the city, providing a jade and carmine lightshow far more elegant than any of the fireworks which had been bursting sporadically above the rooftops since Friday.


Detective, third grade, Sidney Hurst watched batches of late-night revellers staggering along the frozen pavement, calling out greetings or challenges depending on how toxed up they were. Ice, snow, and slush played havoc with the smart dust embedded in the tarmac, blacking out whole sections of the metamesh which governed the city’s roads and therefore making driving with the vehicle’s smartauto a dangerous gamble. Sid was steering the unmarked police car manually, but with the auto managing wheel torque on the slippery road. Their snow tyres provided reasonable traction, adding to stability and allowing him to make a decent thirty-five kilometres per hour along Collingwood Street past the cathedral. Radar kept throwing proximity symbols across the windscreen, designating a warning for the long filthy dunes of snow which the civic snowploughs had thrown off the centre of the road.


It had been snowing for two days now, and with the midday temperature spike sticking stubbornly below ten degrees there had been no thaw, allowing the elegant stone Georgian buildings of the city centre to become cloaked in Dickensian Yuletide splendour. Another proximity warning flashed scarlet, outlining a man running across the road directly in front of the car, laughing and jeering as Sid veered sharply round him. One last obscene gesture, and he was claimed by the swirling snow.


‘He’ll never last till dawn,’ Ian Lanagin claimed from the front passenger seat.


Sid glanced over at his partner. ‘Just another two-oh-one file,’ he agreed. ‘Welcome back, me.’


‘Aye man, some Sunday night reunion this is.’


It was crazy so many people being out in this weather; though for once Newcastle’s traditional nightclub dress code of T-shirt for the boys and short skirt with glitter heels for the girls had vanished under thick ankle-length coats. It was that cold. He’d even glimpsed a few sensible hats, which was almost a first in the fifteen years he’d been with the Newcastle police. Even now – married with two kids, a career that wasn’t quite as dynamic as he’d originally envisaged – he was slightly surprised he was still in Newcastle. He’d followed a girl up here from London, where – like every twenty-something law graduate – he’d been arrowing down the smart and fast career path, alternating jobs between police and private security as if he were an electron bouncing between junction gates. To consummate the grand romantic gesture he applied for a transfer to the local city police, where the career track was equally valid for a couple of years, and the nights could still be spent in bed with Jacinta. Now, fifteen years’ worth of Siberian winters and Saharan summers later, he was still here, married to Jacinta (which at least showed good judgement), with two kids and a career that had taken the kind of direction he’d always sneered at during those long-distant university years when he had passion and conviction and contempt for the way of a world screwed up by the current generation in power and the omnipresent lurking evil of the Zanth. Now, experience and its associate wisdom had flicked him onto the more rational track of time-serving and networking to make the final career switch which would see him through the last twenty years before retirement. Fifteen years of hard labour had taught him real life had a habit of doing that.


‘They’ll all sober up by tomorrow,’ Sid said, switching his gaze back to the road.


‘In this town?’ Ian challenged.


‘We’ve all got jobs now.’


Sid had been as surprised as anyone on Friday morning when Northumberland Interstellar had finally announced they were awarding contracts for five new fusion stations to be built at the Ellington energy complex north of the city. They should have been built years ago, but such was the way with all big projects that decade-long delays were built into corporate decisions as standard. And that was before  regulators and politicians started to intervene to prove their worth. It meant the ageing tokamaks at Ellington that currently powered the Newcastle gateway to St Libra would have to be coaxed along way past their original design lifetime. Nobody cared about that, though, and euphoric Geordies had spent the weekend rejoicing at the announcement. It meant a new surge in the monumental tide of money which already coursed along the city streets, money which was channelled at every corner into St Libra, to be rewarded by the return flow of indispensable bioil back to the old motherworld. Bioil which kept cars and lorries moving across Grande Europe’s still powerful trade arteries; valuable derivations allowing planes to fly and ships to voyage. This contract was nothing more than a ripple on that tide, to be sure, but even so it promised additional revenue for the ancient coal town’s manufacturing and service industries, which would devour the digital cash with clever greed to fuel runaway expansion curves on the corporate market graphs. That meant there would be job opportunities at every level. Happy times were officially on their way.


None knew that better than Newcastle’s extensive secondary economy of private lounges, pubs, clubs, pimps, and pushers, who were already salivating at the prospect. Like the rest of the city, they could look forward to a fresh decade of providing a good time to the army of middle-class salary-plus-bonus contractors who would descend upon them. To launch the new era, first drinks had been on the house all this weekend, with second drinks half price.


They had a lot of takers.


‘There it is,’ Ian Lanagin said, pointing through the symbols scrawling across the windscreen as they rolled into Mosley Street.


Up ahead, at the junction with Grey Street, the blue and green ambulance strobes were shimmering over the fractured ice, casting weird shadows across the walls as they competed with the light-haze seeping out of club doorways and shop windows to illuminate the scene. The big vehicle was parked at an angle, blocking half of the street. Sid nudged their car left, aiming to park behind the ambulance. Proximity radar sketched red caution brackets across the windscreen as the front bumper came to a halt a couple of centimetres from the mound of snow thrown up by the ploughs. He pulled his woollen hat down over his ears, zipped up the front of his quilted leather jacket, and stepped out into the bitter air.


The cold triggered a tear reflex which he blinked away rapidly, trying to focus on what he could see. Temperature didn’t affect the ring of smartcells around his iris that shone minuscule laser pulses down his optic nerves, overlaying the street with sharp display graphics, correlating what he looked at with coordinate locations for the visual log he was running.


As per protocol, Sid’s bodymesh – the interconnective network produced by all his smartcells – quested a link with Ian, making sure they remained in contact. Ian was represented by a small purple icon at the corner of his sight. The bodymesh also downloaded the visual log through the car’s cell and into the police network.


It was a NorthernMetroServices agency constable who’d responded to the distress code. Sid didn’t recognize him, though he knew the type well enough. His private Electronic-Identity (e-i) running inside his bodymesh performed a face-capture image, logging a man barely into his twenties – and walking about with a swagger that was immediately depressing. Give him a uniform and a gram of authority and he thought he was running the city.


The agency constable’s e-i identified him as Kraemer. It immediately quested Sid’s e-i, which responded by confirming his own rank as well as activating the badge woven into his jacket, which now glowed a subtle amber. ‘You caught this?’ Sid asked.


‘Aye, sir. On scene fifty seconds after the report was logged.’


Well inside the agency’s contracted response period, Sid thought, which will help their stats at renewal time. Of course, it depended when the call was officially logged. NorthernMetroServices also ran the Newcastle emergency response centre. It wasn’t unknown for the centre to alert an agency constable a minute or so before they entered the call into the log, so one of their people could always beat the response time.


‘Aggravated thirteen-five. Culprits ran off before I arrived.’


‘Fast runners,’ Sid muttered. ‘Seeing as you were here so quick.’


‘Thump and grab, man,’ Kraemer said.


‘Victim name?’


‘His e-i responded with Kenny Ansetal when I quested it. He was barely conscious; buggers gave him a good kicking. The paramedics have got him.’


‘Okay.’ Sid walked round to the back of the ambulance, where the paramedics had sat the mugging victim on its egress platform to perform triage. The man was in his early thirties, with facial features that Sid’s best estimate placed as a mix of Asian and Southern Mediterranean origins – which was going to play hell when he came to filling out the ethnicity section of the case file. Of course that opinion’s validity was slightly skewed by the amount of blood pouring out of the large gash on the victim’s brow. There were deep lacerations on his cheeks, too, which Sid guessed had been caused by ringblades. That much blood tended to obscure the finer features of a person’s skin.


‘Hello, sir,’ he called. ‘We’re city police. Can you tell me what happened?’


Kenny Ansetal glanced up at him and promptly vomited. Sid winced. The splatter just missed his shoes.


‘I’ll go gather some witness intel,’ Ian said, already backing off.


‘You’re a shit,’ Sid grunted.


Ian grinned, winked, and turned away. Despite the biting cold, the mugging had drawn a small crowd, who were still hanging round. What for, Sid never did understand. After all this time in the police it was about the one aspect of human instinctual psychology he could never get a handle on: people simply couldn’t resist watching someone else’s misfortune.


He waited for a minute while the paramedics managed to spray clotting foam onto Ansetal’s forehead wound; then one was sorting out his cheeks while the other performed a quick body check, acting on the information coming out of Ansetal’s bodymesh, fingers probing where smartcells were reporting damage. Judging by Ansetal’s responses, he’d taken some blows to the ribs and a knee. Kicked when he was down, Sid decided. Common enough for a thirteen-five.


‘Sir, can you tell me what happened?’


This time Kenny Ansetal managed to focus. ‘Bastards,’ he hissed.


‘Try not to move your jaw too much,’ the paramedic warned as he sealed up a cheek wound.


Sid recognized the anger and murmured commands to his e-i, which obediently paused the police log using an unauthorized non-department fix he just happened to have in a private cache. ‘Did you recognize your attackers?’


Ansetal shook his head.


‘How many of them?’


A hand was raised, two fingers extended.


‘Male?’


Another nod. ‘Fucking Chinese. Kids it were.’


Sid shook his head fractionally, pleased with himself for predicting Ansetal’s answers. Of course, they were common enough. Ansetal didn’t know it, but an expletive-linked ethnic identification was legally classified as a racist indicator. That would have opened up a whole world of misery for Ansetal in court if defence council got hold of a log with that on it.


‘Did they take anything, sir?’


Ansetal juddered as some more sealant was applied to his cheek. ‘My Apple – an i-3800.’


New model personal transnet cell, Sid recalled, and top-end. He was an idiot for carrying it round the city centre at this time of night. But idiocy wasn’t a crime in itself. ‘I’m just going to recover your visual records, sir.’


‘Whatever.’


Sid held his hand close to Ansetal’s forehead, and told his e-i to recover the visual memory. His palm had several smartcells configured for mesh reception, with fixes to handle most formats. The short-term memories from Ansetal’s iris smartcells downloaded into the police network. Sid watched what Ansetal had seen, closing his own eyes so he could study the images in the grid. The recording was a blur of motion. Two shadowy figures suddenly appearing, hoods drawn against the cold. Then everything degenerated into smears of motion as the beating began.


His e-i ran a capture, which showed him both assailants had the same face. Sid grunted at the familiar features: Lork Zai, the Chinese zone star who featured heavily on tabloid show hot lists these days.


‘All right,’ Sid said. ‘Now, Kenny, I’m going to give you some unofficial advice. Best if you don’t speak again.’


Ansetal gave him a puzzled look. Sid could almost see the middle-class thought processes clicking round behind his blood-painted skin. I’m the victim here, why are the police giving me warnings? The answer was simple enough, though they never got it: never say anything that a lawyer could gain traction on in court – so just don’t say anything at all.


‘Have you got full-comp crime insurance?’ Judging by the relatively expensive clothes, that was a rhetorical question.


A cautious nod.


‘Good. Use it. Call their emergency address. They’ll dispatch a duty lawyer to your hospital. Now, the agency constable is going to accompany you there to take a full statement. Refuse to do so until your lawyer is present. You have that right. You also have the right to refuse blood composition analysis. Understand?’


‘I suppose . . .’


Sid held a gloved finger to his lips.


A now worried Ansetal nodded. Sid heard a female giggle from somewhere behind the ambulance, and managed to suppress a frown. ‘You’ll do okay, Kenny. Just keep everything aboveboard and official. Wait for your lawyer. That’s the way to go.’


Ansetal mouthed: ‘Thank you.’


Sid murmured instructions to his e-i, clearing the paramedic crew to leave the crime scene, then went back to Kraemer. ‘I’ve authorized Ansetal’s release to the hospital. Go with him to take a statement.’


‘Aye, I’ll get to it.’


‘Give him time to get some treatment and recover. That was a nasty pounding he got there.’ He produced a friendly smile. ‘It will keep you off the street for a while, too.’


‘Appreciate that, man.’


‘Then tomorrow I’ll need you to pull all the local mesh sensor memories.’ He gestured round at the buildings. The brickwork and concrete would be covered in smartdust, some of which might have escaped degradation from the snow. ‘Forward them to my case file. He has insurance, so we can probably drag a budget from the company to run a track on the felons.’


‘Right you are, man.’


Sid almost smiled – the young constable’s Geordie accent was nearly as thick as Ian’s. The paramedics closed the ambulance doors, firing up the siren as they pulled away. Ian was still talking to the remaining witnesses. Both of them young and female, Sid noticed without the slightest surprise. He’d been partnered with Ian for two years now – they knew each other better than brothers. As far as Ian was concerned the police force was simply the perfect vocation to legitimately meet girls. Dealing with actual criminals came in a very poor second. With not a little envy, Sid acknowledged Ian was very good at his chosen profession. A twenty-eight-year-old gym fanatic who spent his entire salary on good clothes and grooming, he knew every line in the file.


Both ‘witnesses’ were hanging on to his every word as Sid went over to them. Unlike the other onlookers who were now walking away, they had their coats open down the front, showing off their best nightclub dresses – what there was of them. Sid just knew he was getting old when all he could think was how cold the poor things must be. ‘Anything useful in those statements, Detective?’ he asked loudly.


Ian turned and gave him a derisory stare. ‘Aye, sorry about this, ladies, my boss is being a pain again. But what can you do?’


They both giggled at how brave he was confronting his superior so directly, how confident and capable. Sid rolled his eyes. ‘Just get in the car, man. We’re done here.’


Ian’s voice lowered an octave or two. ‘I will be calling both of you for vital information. Like which is your favourite club, and when you’re going there again.’


Sid closed his ears to further outbreaks of inane giggling.


It was wonderfully warm inside the car. The bioil fuel cell produced a lot of surplus heat, which the air-con chewed hungrily to redistribute evenly from the vents. Sid unzipped his jacket as he muttered instructions to his e-i, opening a new case file on the mugging. A sub-display on the bottom of his iris smartcell grid showed the file data building up.


‘Oh yeah!’ a delighted Ian said as he settled back into the passenger seat. ‘I’m in there, man. Did you see those lassies? Up for it they were, both of them.’


‘Our medical insurance doesn’t provide unlimited penicillin, you know.’


Ian chuckled. ‘You know what the world’s greatest oxymoron is?’


‘Happily married,’ Sid said wearily.


‘In one, pal. In one.’


‘The case is a wash out. He was mugged by Lork Zai – two of him.’


‘Crap on it! That man doesn’t half get about. Got to be the most popular identity mask there is right now.’


Sid checked the time display. It was eleven thirty-eight. Their shift ended at midnight. ‘We’ll do one more circuit then park it.’ Newcastle’s central police station on Market Street was barely four hundred metres away, but it wouldn’t look good to head straight home from an incident with another twenty minutes left on the clock. Some city accountant would fuss about that.


‘What did they take?’ Ian asked.


‘An i-3800.’


‘Nice bit of kit. That’ll be a secondary down the Last Mile by lunchtime, mind.’


‘Could be,’ Sid admitted. Most of the city’s petty crimes these days were committed by some desperate, impoverished refugee on their way to St Libra through the gateway. In the morning they’d be moving through the Last Mile, looking to barter whatever kit they’d acquired during the night along that huge sprawl of unregulated market leading up to the gateway, where everything you could ever possibly need to begin a new life on a fresh world was for sale. Such incidents were responsible for Newcastle’s permanently dismal solved crimes rating: within hours of their crime spree the felons had run off to another world far beyond the reach of the city police.


Sid reversed the car away from the kerb. His iris smartcells flashed up green text in his grid, a message backed up by an identical read-out on the windscreen. His aural smartcells also started announcing the incident.


‘A two-oh-five?’ Ian said incredulously. ‘Man, we’ve only got twenty minutes to go. They cannot do that.’


Sid closed his eyes for a moment – not that it banished the green text. He knew the night had been going too well, with just a few minor incidents in the whole six hours. Now this, a two-oh-five: a body discovered in suspicious circumstances. The only suspicious thing here was the timing – along with the location: down on Quayside by the old Gateshead Millennium Bridge, a quarter of a mile away. According to the alert’s text, the river police were only just confirming it was a body they were hauling from the water. Somebody somewhere was keen to get the incident logged fast. And he was the closest senior officer on patrol. ‘Bastards,’ he grunted.


‘Welcome back, you,’ Ian agreed.


Sid activated the strobes and siren, then told his e-i to authorize a clean route with the city’s traffic management AI. Not that there was much traffic left now, mostly taxis hauling overtoxed revellers back home.


It might have been a short drive, but it was down Dean Street – a steep, sloping road underneath the ancient rail and road arches, canyoned by dark stone walls with blank windows – which took them down to the riverfront. As such, the car’s auto struggled to keep them from slipping on the treacherous ice. Twice they started to fishtail before countertorque was applied and the snow tyres managed to grip. At the bottom, the tall buildings opened up to a broad road junction where the landmark Tyne Bridge cut across the water high above. The big splash of spotlights illuminating its arched iron structure was almost lost in the swirl of snow, producing a weird crescent-shaped smear of luminosity hanging weightlessly in the air overhead. Sid steered carefully past the broad stone support pillar and headed down the deserted Quayside road.


‘This is taking the piss a bit, isn’t it?’ Ian asked as they drove past the glass and pillar façade of the Court of Justice. ‘This close and all?’


‘Suspicious doesn’t mean deliberate,’ Sid reminded him. ‘And this is a bad night.’ He jabbed a finger at the dark river on the other side of the car. ‘You fall in there tonight, you die. Fast.’


They took the right-hand fork after the government building. This stretch of pedestrianized road hadn’t seen a snowplough since the middle of the afternoon. Radar showed the snow on the ground was now over ten centimetres thick, with a solid sheet of ice below that. Sid reduced their speed to a crawl. Up ahead, the twin arches of the Millennium Bridge curved across the river with the elegance of a swan’s neck – the recently refurbished pearl-white surface of the upper arch glowing dimly under the shifting rainbow lights which illuminated it. Strobes on the roof of two patrol cars and a coroner’s van flickered through the snow. Sid pulled in behind them.


It was the silence which surprised him when he stepped out of the car. Even with a waterside pub not forty metres further along Quayside, there was no sound apart from the murmurs of the three agency constables waiting by the promenade rails, looking down at the police boat below as it manoeuvred up to the quayside wall at the end of the bridge’s glass-boxed wharf (which housed the axial pivot and its hydraulics that rotated the entire structure for bigger ships to pass underneath). Another constable was interviewing a young couple in a patrol car.


Sid waited until his bodymesh had quested into the ringlink – which the waiting constables had already established – and checked the log was working. A two-oh-five wasn’t something you played loose with. His e-i identified and labelled them, along with the duty coroner’s examiner who was just getting out of his van.


‘So what have we got?’ he asked.


The one who Sid’s e-i tagged as Constable Saltz caught a pannier thrown up by the river boat crew. ‘Clubbers walking across the bridge saw something snagged on the guides out there,’ he said. ‘Thought it looked like a body, so they called it in right away. They’re just kids, nothing suspicious with them.’


Sid went over to the railings. He’d walked along Quayside’s promenade a hundred times. It was a mix of old and new buildings which lined the waterfront, all soaked with money to produce the kind of grace and aura of wealth not seen in Northern England since the Victorian era two centuries before. The river here wasn’t something the city council would allow to decay; it was the heart of the town, the showpiece that reflected the status of being Europe’s fifth-wealthiest (per capita) city, with its iconic bridges and curved-glass, century-old cultural centrepiece, the Sage.


Tonight Sid couldn’t even see the Gateshead bank opposite where the Sage building dominated the Tyne. All he could make out on the black water of the river was the police boat. On the other side of the boat, just visible in the middle of the water, were two sets of pillars, which supported the deep channel guides: like rails lying flat on the water, they made sure large boats passed directly under the centre of the Millennium Bridge’s arches when they were cranked up to their highest position.


‘Where was the body snagged?’ Sid asked.


‘This side,’ Constable Mardine said. She gave the two detectives a grim smile. ‘The tide’s going out, so no telling how far it drifted downriver first.’


Saltz finished tying off the mooring rope. Sid clambered over the railings and started down the precarious metal ladder set into the vertical side of the quay, accompanied by the endless soundless fall of snow. Two specialist agency divers helped steady him as he reached the ice-coated deck. They were dressed in top-of-the-range heated water suits with flesh helmets, perfect for keeping them toasty warm while they splashed round in freezing, filthy saltwater, all the while trying to attach a harness to an awkward semi-submerged body. The helmets were peeled open to show off cheerful expressions decidedly out of context to the situation and weather, illustrating just how effective the suits were.


The captain at least was genuine city police: Detective Darian Foy. Sid knew him from way back.


‘Permission to come aboard,’ Sid said.


Darian gave him a knowing grin. ‘Evening, Detective. Not a good find, I’m afraid.’


‘Oh?’ Something was very wrong with Darian’s response. Too formal. It made Sid realize this was an important one – for the wrong reasons. He wished he had some kind of full-comp legal insurance like Kenny Ansetal, and that a smartarse solicitor would materialize at his side to make sure everything he said was court-formal perfect. Instead he just had to focus hard on procedure. Having the last three months off didn’t help . . .


‘Show me,’ he said.


Ian was helped onto the boat behind him as Darian led him round to the rear of the small cabin. The body was laid out on a recovery stretcher that the midships winch had lowered onto the decking. A plastic sheet was on top. Two lights on the cabin roof were shining down on it, producing a white spectrum blaze at odds with the sombre night.


Darian gave him a last warning look, and pulled the plastic sheet aside.


Sid really hoped he didn’t say the: ‘Oh fuck,’ out loud.


It certainly echoed round inside his skull for long enough. He suspected he had, though, because directly behind him Ian murmured: ‘Aye, you can crap on that.’


The man’s frozen-white body was naked. Which wasn’t the bad thing. The nasty and unusual deep wound just above his heart wasn’t the career-killer, either. No, the one thing that jumped out at Sid was the victim’s identity.


He was a North.


That meant there would have to be a trial. One that ended with an utterly solid – beyond legal and media doubt – conviction. Fast.


Once upon a time – a hundred and thirty-one years ago to be precise – there were three brothers. They were triplets. Born to separate mothers. Perfect clones of their incredibly wealthy father, Kane North. He named them Augustine, Bartram, and Constantine.


Although they were excellent replicas of their brother/father – who in turn had possessed all their family’s notorious drive, worship of money, and intellectual ability that all Norths inherited – they had a flaw. The genetic manipulation which produced them was a technology still in its infancy. Kane’s DNA was fixed by rudimentary germline techniques inside the embryo. It meant that Kane’s distinctive biological identity was locked in and dominant in every cell throughout the new body, including the spermatozoon. Any woman having a child by one of the brothers produced yet another copy of the original. This was the flaw in the new dynastic order: as with all forms of replication, copies of copies inevitably saw some deterioration. Errors began to creep into the DNA as it reproduced itself. 2Norths, as the next generation were called, were almost as good as their fathers – but there were subtle deficiencies now. 3Norths were of an even lower quality. 4Norths had both physiological and psychological abnormalities. 5Norths tended not to survive very long. Rumour had it that after the first 5s appeared, 4s were quietly and diplomatically sterilized by the family.


Nonetheless, the triplets were outstanding men. It was they who embraced the new development of trans-spacial connection while it was in its formative years. They took the risk, and founded Northumberland Interstellar, which ultimately came to build the gateway to St Libra. In turn it was Northumberland Interstellar which pioneered the algaepaddies on the other side, where so much of Grande Europe’s bioil was now produced. They were the board, directing the mighty company’s direction for over fifty years until Bartram and Constantine parted to pursue their own, separate goals, leaving Augustine to lead the bioil colossus.


But it was the 2Norths who made up the higher echelons of the company management. 2Norths who devotedly ran things for their brother-fathers. 2Norths who had cast-iron links into the very heart of Grande Europe’s political and commercial edifice. 2Norths who ruled their fiefdom of Newcastle with benign totality. 2Norths who would want to know who killed one of their brothers, and why. They’d want to know that with some considerable urgency.


Think! Sid ordered himself as he shut his eyes to eradicate the sight of his career-killer lying bright and still under the swirling snow. Procedure. Procedure is king. Always.


He took a breath, trying to summon up a smooth rational outlook: the unfazed take-charge man. An imaginary product of a thousand boring management courses, like a stereotyped zone media cop.


He opened his eyes.


The dead North clone stared sightlessly up into the undulating colours of the borealis-plagued sky. His eyes were ruined. Fish? That was an unpleasant notion. Sid gave the odd chest wound a perplexed glance – as if the death wasn’t enough, he couldn’t work out what the hell had left such a puncture pattern. Still, at least something like that slicing into the heart would mean it was a quick death. The North wouldn’t have suffered much. Karma was clearly choosing to spread that around everyone else.


Sid held his hand over the corpse’s face, and ordered his e-i to quest a link with the dead man’s bodymesh. The smartcells embedded in the icy dead flesh didn’t care that it was dead. They should still be drawing power from the tweaked adenosine triphosphate (ATP) molecules that made up the core of their energy transfer system; an oxidative process that would continue to utilize surrounding fats and carbohydrates just like genuine cells, until the human meat finally started to decay.


There was no response. Every link icon in Sid’s grid remained inert. The North didn’t have an active bodymesh. ‘He’s been ripped,’ Sid said. Reliving the last few moments of the North’s life – watching the killer stab him through the heart – would probably have resolved the case immediately. Sid knew it would never be that easy, but procedure . . . He bent over, staring at the corpse’s ruined eyes. It wasn’t easy in the harsh glare thrown by the boat’s spotlights, but he could just make out the tiny cuts in the eyeball’s lens, as if an insect had been nibbling away. ‘More than ripped, actually. Looks like they extracted the smartcells, too.’


‘Aye, man. That’ll be a pro hit, then,’ Ian said.


‘Yeah. Turn his hands over please,’ he asked the divers with their rubber gloves. The skin on the tip of every white frozen finger was missing. Somebody was trying to make identification difficult, which might make sense for a normal crime victim, but a North . . .?


‘Okay,’ Sid said abruptly. ‘Get the examiner down here to clear and retrieve the body. I’m now officially reclassifying this case as a one-oh-one. All records to be backed up and forwarded to my case file.’ He turned to the two divers. ‘Was there anything else out there where you found the body?’


‘No, sir.’


‘Captain, once the body’s been taken ashore I want this boat back out there, and the area where you found the body searched again.’


‘Of course,’ Darian said.


‘Is it worth giving the area a sonar sweep?’


‘It’s not the best resolution, but we can certainly check for anything unusual.’


Both of them glanced back at the chest wound.


‘Please do that.’ Sid instructed his e-i to open a one-oh-one level case file. His iris smartcell grid showed the spherical green icon unfolding. Data from the log and the patrol boat began downloading.


‘I want the couple who reported it taken down to the station for a full debrief,’ he told Ian.


‘You got it, boss,’ Ian said sharply.


‘Okay then.’ Sid went over to the bottom of the ladder and waited until the duty examiner had come down. The man suddenly looked very nervous. ‘I want every procedure carried out in perfect file compliance,’ Sid told him.


As he climbed back up the ladder, he told his e-i to retrieve the Chief Constable’s transnet access code. The icon appeared, a small red star glowing accusingly in front of him. Only when he got back up on the promenade and was holding the rail to make sure he didn’t slip did he tell his e-i to make the call.


It took a minute for Royce O’Rouke to answer, which was reasonable enough, given the time. And when the icon did shift to blue it was an audio-only link, again reasonable. Sid could just picture him, half awake on the side of the bed, Mrs O’Rouke blinking in annoyance at the light switched on.


‘What the fuck is it, Hurst?’ Royce O’Rouke demanded. ‘You’ve only been back for six hours. For Christ’s sake, man, can you not even piss properly without someone holding your—’


‘Sir!’ Sid said quickly – he knew only too well the kind of language O’Rouke used at the best of times. ‘I’ve just coded a case up to one-oh-one status.’


O’Rouke was silent as he adjusted to the implication; everything he said was part of the official case record. ‘Go ahead, Detective.’


‘A body has been found in the river. There’s a nasty puncture wound on the chest. I suspect smartcell extraction, too.’


‘I see.’


‘Sir, our preliminary identification is a North.’


This time the silence really stretched out as grains of snow kissed Sid’s nose and cheeks.


‘Repeat please.’


‘It’s a North clone, sir. We’re at the Millennium Bridge. The examiner’s clearing the body to be brought ashore now. In addition, I have four agency constables with me on scene, two divers and Captain Foy on the boat. There are also two civilian witnesses having their statements taken.’


‘I want a lockdown on the area right away. Everyone on scene is to be taken up to Market Street station immediately. No external communication, understood?’


‘Yes, sir. I’ve ordered Captain Foy to sweep the discovery area again once the body is in the examiner’s van.’


‘That’s good, right.’


‘I’m fairly certain he didn’t simply fall off the bridge. My preliminary theory is he was dumped upriver somewhere. Body looks like it’s been immersed for a while, but I’ll confirm when the examiner gets back to me. I was going to assign Detective Lanagin to accompany the coroner’s van to the city morgue. He can ensure procedure is followed.’


‘All right, that’s a good start. Hurst, we do not want media attention drawn to this yet – we have to have a clear field to operate the investigation in. The chain of evidence must remain clean.’


‘Yes, sir. Uh . . . Chief?’


‘Yes?’


‘How do you want to handle notifying next-of-kin?’


Pause again, shorter this time. ‘I’ll take care of that. You concentrate on securing the scene and starting the investigation properly.’


‘Yes, sir. I’d like permission and authorization to coordinate with the coast guard. I want any ships sailing on the Tyne tonight identified and searched.’


‘Good call. I’ll have the authorization ready for you when you get to Market Street.’


‘Thank you, sir.’ Sid watched the icon flick back to purple, then vanish.


Ian stepped off the top of the ladder, back onto the powdery snow of the promenade.


‘So?’ Sid asked.


‘Examiner doesn’t want to commit himself. Naturally,’ Ian said. ‘But best he can do with the water temperature and exposure is confirm immersion for at least an hour.’


‘He didn’t fall off the bridge.’


‘No. He didn’t fall off the bridge. Too much tidal current.’


‘Does our examiner want to go for time of death?’


Ian’s mouth produced a thin smile. ‘No. That’s down to the autopsy.’


‘All right. I’ve spoken to the Chief. You’re going with the examiner back to the morgue. Make sure there are no glitches, procedure to be upheld at all times, no exceptions.’


‘Aye.’


‘I’m back to Market Street. The duty network staff can lock and download all the mesh surveillance memories from along the river for tonight. I need to chase ships, as well.’


Ian pulled a dubious expression. ‘Nothing sailing tonight. Not in this.’


‘We can’t see more than a hundred metres, I can’t even see the Baltic Exchange on the other side. There could be a supertanker out there for all we know.’


‘We’d know that, man.’


‘Detective, we cover every possibility.’


Ian sobered, realizing how many people – and what rank – would review tonight’s log. ‘Aye, you’re right.’ He went over to the waiting agency constables. ‘Okay, guys, we have to get the body up here. Hope you cleared your medical – it weighs something.’


Sid watched for a moment as the examiner and divers attached ropes to the stretcher so the body could be pulled up onto the promenade. He tried to work out if he’d missed anything. The basics had definitely been covered. He was sure of it. Starting the investigation properly.  O’Rouke couldn’t have been clearer. In the morning, senior detectives would be moved in to assume command of the case; no doubt aided by a dozen specialist advisers Aldred North would send along from Northumberland Interstellar’s security division. By lunchtime, Sid wouldn’t have to worry about a thing.









Monday 14th January 2143


The alarm clock’s sharp buzz dragged Sid awake. He groaned and reached out for the snooze button.


‘Oh no you don’t.’ Jacinta reached over him and caught his roaming hand.


He gave another groan, louder and frustrated. The alarm kept going. ‘All right, Jesus, pet.’ He swung his legs out of the bed. Only then did she agree to release his hand. He brought it down vindictively on the clock, and the wretched noise stopped. He yawned. His eyes were blurry and he felt like he’d had maybe ten minutes’ sleep. The room was cold, even with the regen aircon whirring away behind the ceiling vents.


Jacinta was climbing out on her side of the bed. Sid picked up the clock and held it close to his face – the only way he could make out the glowing green figures.


6:57.


‘Crap.’ He couldn’t stop yawning. His bodymesh had detected waking activity, and waited its preset one minute before activating displays and audio tones. The iris smartcells then unfolded a pantheon of ghosts across his sight, which was their basic icon grid.


‘What time did you get in?’ Jacinta asked. She was giving him a puzzled look. He managed to give her a weak grin in return, enjoying the sight of her. Jacinta was only three years younger than him, but she aged oh-so-much better. The dark hair was shorter now than when they had met back in London, but still as lush, and always wild this time in the morning. Her figure was similar to those days too, slimmer than anyone who’d had two children should reasonably expect. That was all down to determination in abundance. With fat expelled and muscles toned by solid, regular gymwork – gymwork that she was pointing out more and more would stop his recent upward weight-creep – she was enticingly fit. But it was her complexion which really belied her age, as she’d kept a clear skin that seemed to defy wrinkles. Fair enough, he thought, given that half her surgical nurse’s salary was spent on creams, lotions, pharmaceutical gels, and many many other products from that section of the department store where real men fear to tread.


Sharp green eyes peered at him as the first of the hair clips went in. ‘Well?’


‘About three thirty,’ he admitted.


‘Aw, pet! Why? What happened?’ Suddenly she was all sympathy again.


‘I got a one-oh-one.’


‘No! Your first night back? That’s bad luck.’


‘Worse,’ he admitted. ‘Not to be shouted about at work, okay, but it was a North.’


‘Crap on that,’ she breathed in astonishment.


‘Yeah, well.’ He shrugged. ‘O’Rouke will take me off it about a minute into the morning shift.’


‘You sure?’


‘Oh yeah. This has to be a perfect investigation.’


‘You can do that,’ she said immediately, and with not a little indignation.


‘Yes.’ That was the shame of it: he knew he really could handle the investigation, and handle it well. In fact, he rather relished the challenge, half the night having been spent formulating a case strategy ready to begin as soon as the morning shift arrived at work. That was the thing with a career-killer – done right it could be a career-maker just as easily. ‘But I’m only six hours back into the job.’


She gave him a significant look. ‘Aye, pet, but let’s not forget why, okay? The Norths will want someone they know is good.’


‘Whatever . . .’


Loud thumps from the landing, followed by an outraged shout, announced the morning struggle between William and Zara for the bathroom. Will was abruptly banging on the door, yelling at his younger sister to let him in. ‘I canna wait, you cow,’ he yelled.


Her contemptuous response was muffled.


‘You’ll have to take them to school for me,’ Sid announced quickly, hoping it would get overlooked in the general morning chaos.


‘No bloody way!’ Jacinta exclaimed. ‘We agreed. I’ve got a full cardio replacement booked for this morning. Top-money vatgrown heart with DNA screening and everything. Her insurance pays full whack and bonus to theatre staff.’


‘I’ve been dumped a one-oh-one with a North.’


‘You just said you’ll be taken straight off.’


‘Oh away wi’ ya, pet!’


She laughed contemptuously at his attempt to speak Geordie. ‘My theatre has been in the diary since before Christmas.’


‘But—’


Out on the landing there was another fast exchange of heated insults as Zara came out of the bathroom and Will rushed in.


‘It’s their first day back at school,’ Jacinta said. ‘You’d let them go alone? In this weather? What kind of father is that?’


‘It’s not like they’re just starting there.’ Sid knew it was coming, she knew it too. It was down to who broke first.


Him . . . of course.


‘Can’t you call Debra?’


She threw her hands up. ‘She’ll start bloody charging us, she’s like a taxi service for our kids these days.’


‘We do it for hers.’


‘Aye, when there’s a month with a Z in it.’


He gave her the firm-bordering-on-exasperation look. Because that made so much difference when you’ve been married for eleven years.


‘I’ll call,’ Jacinta said with a sigh. ‘Given as how you’re so scared of her.’


‘I am not—’


‘But we’ll need to have them round to dinner. To say thanks, an’ all.’


‘Oh, not John for a whole evening? If boring was a sport he’d be trans-space champion.’


‘Are you taking them to school, or do you want me to make the call?’


Sid growled and shook his head furiously. ‘Make the call.’


*


Even now, with Will eight years old and Zara six, Sid still couldn’t quite get his head around seeing them in their school uniforms. They were babies, far too young to be wrenched out of the house each day. Yet there they were at breakfast, looking impossibly smart in dark-red sweaters and blue shirts, like miniaturized adults.


Sid busied himself making the porridge, checking the certification seals before opening the packets. There had been talk down at the station about companies slipping unregulated batches into their processing plants, importing them from some of the settled worlds where organic verification was nonexistent and cash was supreme. Nothing you’d ever find out about on the licensed news.


‘Why is Debra taking us to school this morning?’ Zara asked as Jacinta tried to brush her long hair into some kind of order.


‘Both of us are busy, pet. Sorry,’ Sid told her. The pan on the induction hob was boiling too strongly, so he turned it down to a simmer and set the timer for seven minutes.


‘Are you working again, Dad?’ Will asked, his face all earnest.


‘Yeah, I’m working again.’


‘Can we afford to move now, then?’


Sid exchanged a look with Jacinta. ‘Yes, we’re thinking about moving again.’ They had lived in the three-bedroom house in Walkergate for five years now. A pleasant enough home, but its age meant it was never designed for the cold of today’s winters, so it cost a fortune to heat. Only having one bathroom was a pain, and the zone room was also the dining room. Then there were the neighbours, who were wary about having a policeman on the street.


‘What about school?’ Zara protested. ‘All my friends are there. I don’t want to leave.’


‘You’ll stay at the same school,’ Sid assured her. It was a private one, after all, which ate huge chunks out of his salary, and was the main reason he’d cultivated supplementary revenue streams income, despite the risks. But nobody sent their kids to public schools if they could afford an alternative.


‘Actually I found one last night,’ Jacinta said. ‘I was reviewing estate agent files.’


‘Really?’ It was news to Sid. He sipped at a mug of coffee. The smartcells in his mouth detected the caffeine and flashed up a diet intake warning. It was his most sincere New Year resolution to eat better and do more exercise. But he’d barely had any sleep . . . You have to be realistic about such things. He told his e-i to cancel the warning, spooning an extra sugar into the mug in an act of petulant defiance.


‘In Jesmond.’


‘Jesmond’s nice,’ Will said admiringly. ‘Sun Tu and Hinny live there.’


‘Jesmond’s expensive,’ Sid said.


‘You gets what you pays for,’ Jacinta replied.


Sid took the porridge off the hob, and ladled it into the bowls. ‘True.’


‘So can I call the agent?’ Jacinta asked.


‘Sure, why not.’ They could afford it – he’d stacked up a lot of money in his secondary account over the past few years. Now there was just the problem of how they used it to buy somewhere else without alerting the Tax Bureau. The reason they hadn’t moved before Christmas was because of the attention it would have focused on him. Buying a house while he was on the reduced salary of a suspension would have triggered a host of Tax Bureau monitor programs.


‘Mum,’ Will pleaded. ‘Does it have a proper zone room?’


‘Yes, it has a proper zone room.’


‘Cool!’


‘What about en suites?’ Zara asked urgently.


‘Five bedrooms, two en suites, one family bathroom.’


Zara grinned contentedly to herself as she started to stir strawberry jam into her porridge. Just for a moment his family was happy and quiet; Sid felt he ought to put that in some kind of log. Dawn was bringing a harsh grey light to the misted-up kitchen window. It had stopped snowing. He began to have a good feeling about how the day was shaping up.


‘If we’re moving to a bigger house, does that mean we can have a puppy now?’ Will asked.


*


Newcastle’s central police station was a big glass and stone cube built in 2068, an impressive civic structure to reflect the new-found wealth that was benefiting the whole city as the bioil that flowed through the gateway increased on a near-daily basis. It had replaced the older station which had stood on the corner of Market Street and Pilgrim Street, providing all the facilities a modern police force could possibly want – if only it had the money to operate them.


The underground garage had four levels, capable of holding staff cars and a hundred and fifty official vehicles from mobile incident control rooms to patrol cars, prisoner vans to fast pursuit cars and smartdust dispenser trucks. A clear victory for design optimism over real-world practicality. Sid had never even seen anyone use the lowest level in all his fifteen years in Newcastle; the police simply didn’t have that kind of fleet.


Every winter in the city, some councillor raised the idea of heating the roads Scandinavian-style to get rid of the snow and ice – at least in the centre of Newcastle – and each year it was deferred to an appraisal committee. Instead, long-term interests prevailed; low-wage crews and big snowploughs hit the roads and pavements on Monday morning, attempting to clear the weekend’s snow for the armada of office workers heading in to the centre. They’d made a reasonable job leading up to the station’s ramps; Sid drove his four-year-old Toyota Dayon down into the Market Street garage without worrying about sliding. He’d only seen two shunts on the way in, and it’d taken an acceptable fifteen minutes.


It was coming up on twenty past eight by the time he made it up to the third floor where the serious case offices were situated. The 2North murder had been assigned Office3, one of the larger ones, with two rows of zone console desks that could sit up to twelve specialist network operatives, a couple of zone cubicles, and five hi-rez, floor-to-ceiling wallscreens; one side was partitioned off into four private offices. Thermal exchange climate vents rattled as they produced a stream of air at a temperature three degrees below comfortable, the blue-grey carpet was worn and stained, the furniture was ten years old, but on the plus side, the network systems had all been upgraded last year. Sid knew that was what really counted; clearly O’Rouke knew it as well. Only five of the third-floor offices had been modernized in the last four years.


Detective Dobson was leading the night shift team, which consisted of three operatives establishing the procedures Sid had agreed with her at the shift handover last night. She acknowledged him with a quick nod and beckoned him into one of the glass-walled side offices.


‘Basic datawork is laid out,’ she told him. ‘We’ve been downloading riverside surveillance mesh memories since five this morning. I’ve gone all the way upstream to the A1 bridge, and taken it two streets back on both sides.’


‘Thanks. How far is it to the bridge?’


‘Close on seven and a half kilometres, but I’ve included the corresponding road macromesh so you can observe the vehicle traffic. That’s a lot of memory.’ She hesitated before lowering her voice. ‘There are some gaps.’


‘Bound to be with this kind of snow.’


‘Maybe. See what you think when you review it.’


‘Hoookay. Do we have an identity, yet?’


She gave him a woeful glance. ‘I think it could be a North.’


‘Smartarse. Which one? Actually, do we even know how many there are?’


‘It’s a difficult figure to find. Northumberland Interstellar isn’t exactly forthcoming about how many times Augustine has been a daddy.’


‘Most of the 2s were born to surrogate mothers, weren’t they? Those kids were popped out just to boost NI’s management numbers.’


‘Depends which non-licensed site loaded with disgraceful muck-raking gossip you access. But as best as I could find, there’s just under a hundred of them. More 3s, mind; they’re frisky boys, our Norths. But we’re not riding an exponential curve here, thank God. The 2s aren’t big breeders. Why would you, when you know your son’s going to be a few neurones short of a headful? Shame the 3s don’t have that much sense; and there are a lot of sharp little golddiggers out there ready to trap a 3 and collect their palimony, so we’ve no idea about how many 4s are wandering round loose.’


‘Best guess?’


‘Could be up to three hundred and fifty. I’m not guaranteeing that, mind.’


‘And no one’s called this one in missing?’


‘He’s been dead for eleven hours minimum now. Early days. Someone will start asking before lunch.’


Sid glanced back out into the office where Ian had just arrived and was chatting to the night shift. ‘Has the media found out?’


‘No. O’Rouke had two techs load monitor programs into the station network as we were setting up. He spoke to all of us direct about what he’d do if anyone leaked it. I think we’re secure so far.’


‘That’s not going to last. But thanks for keeping it under wraps.’


‘My pleasure. I’ll handover now.’


‘Sure.’ Sid put his hand above the zone console’s biometric pad, and told his e-i to log him in to the case. The station network acknowledged his request. The desk systems in the office switched to his personalized programs in their customized layout. ‘Is there a pool?’ he asked casually.


Dobson gave him a small grin. ‘Certainly not, that would bring disgrace upon the force. Mind you, if you’re still here in the room after lunch you’ll owe me a hundred Eurofrancs.’


‘Oh cheers, pet. Nice to know you have that much confidence.’


‘You don’t want it,’ she said seriously. ‘Not this one. Let one of O’Rouke’s brown-nosers take it.’


‘Aye, I might just.’


They went back out into the main office. Eva Sealand had just walked in, a senior constable specializing in visual interpretation, who’d reassigned from Leicester eighteen months ago. Sid had worked with her on a semi-permanent basis since she started at Newcastle, a cheerful redheaded Icelandic woman with three kids and a partner in some kind of company network management job which Sid never quite understood.


‘Some work for you today,’ he told her. ‘And then some.’


She smiled as she pulled her hair back and twisted it through an elastic tie. ‘I just heard,’ she said quietly. ‘For real? A North?’


‘I was there when they pulled him out of the Tyne last night.’


‘Who else have you got?’


‘Lorelle should be here soon. I’ve requested some extra members, and I expect we’ll just keep on expanding today.’


Eva leaned in close. ‘Are you staying?’


‘Dobson’s running the sweep,’ he muttered back. His main concern now was if he’d have anybody left to help with his other cases after O’Rouke shifted him back to normal duties. ‘But I’m telling you, pet, there’ll be some overtime to clock up on this, don’t you—’ He broke off, staring in astonishment at the two officers who’d just walked in. ‘Aye, man,’ he grunted.


Northumberland Interstellar didn’t have a monopoly on employing 2Norths. Given the personality which Kane had been so desperate to duplicate, that trait he valued above all else – his determination – could switch them one of two ways: either they went straight to work in the family company, keen to push it further on so many fronts – financial, industrial, political, legal – one heading up every department with younger versions ready to assume top-dog position; or they struck out for themselves, equally resolute to show they didn’t need family to get ahead. The second type were in a minority, and tended to set up businesses which ran in parallel with the interests of Northumberland Interstellar. An even smaller minority went into public service. In fact, Sid knew of only two: Abner 2North and Ari 2North, who were now standing in Office3’s doorway, looking round expectantly.


Abner was the elder of the two, in his late forties, reaching detective second grade, specializing in forensic analysis. Sid had worked with him several times in the last decade, and always found him a very effective officer no matter what case they were assigned. The fact Abner hadn’t reached a higher grade was always tied up with the biggest, longest-lasting gossip in the station: outside politics, what motivation any of them could possibly have for joining the force was anyone’s guess. Sid didn’t worry himself over that – it was results which counted in this game, and Abner had a respectable clean-up rate. Ari was maybe twelve years younger, still a senior constable in the data management track, and equally capable. There were few ways of telling them apart. The occasional difference in hair length helped; Norths had dark mouse-brown hair that curled beyond any cosmetic product’s ability to tame, and didn’t grey until they were well over fifty. But they all favoured keeping it cropped short, adding to the difficulty of separating them. Features didn’t help either, as they were unnervingly identical: the flattish nose, rounded chin, grey-blue eyes, bushy eyebrows. They were also the same height, and Kane had clearly been one of those enviable people who didn’t put on weight on an age-related basis. Voice was a uniform gravelly bass that always sounded slightly too loud. The most common way to guess their age (and therefore difference) was a quick scope of the neck, which thickened as they got older, a process Sid always compared to rings in a tree trunk. But it was a quick and easy tag, as some of the older Norths he’d seen had necks as wide as their head.


‘Gentlemen,’ Sid said quietly in greeting.


Abner gave him a tight smile. ‘Morning, boss. Good to see you’re taking the lead on this.’


‘Thanks. So you understand who our victim is?’


‘Aye,’ Ari said.


‘And you’re okay with that?’


‘Yes.’


Abner put a hand on Sid’s shoulder. ‘Don’t worry. There’ll be no bias. Procedure at all times, right?’


‘Absolutely,’ Ari confirmed.


It gave Sid an odd feeling talking to them – the same face he’d seen bloodless and frozen eight hours ago. Enough to make him question his own judgement. And as for whoever had the smart idea of assigning them to the case . . . O’Rouke, of course. ‘All right then, we still don’t have his identity, and I need it. Once I have a name everything else should just fall into place. Find out for me. Any way you can.’


‘There’s no name yet?’ Abner asked. He sounded surprised.


‘Early days,’ Sid said. It was a shabby thing to tell them, but he wasn’t even sure if he should offer condolences for their loss. After all, the victim was family, right?


Lorelle Burdett, a generalist constable who was a regular on Sid’s case teams, arrived a couple of footsteps ahead of Royce O’Rouke, and Sid stopped worrying about trivia like the etiquette of clone family ties. Newcastle’s Chief Constable was dressed in his full uniform that morning, a dark tunic with an impressive number of coloured service award bands and plenty of gold braid. O’Rouke was a sixty-seven-year-old who had risen through the ranks by virtue of a respectable clean-up rate and an inordinately dirty political skill. You were either one of his players, showing total loyalty as a useful scapegoat, or you would spend your entire career stalled as you investigated one suspected illegal toxic waste tipping after another.


Two aides in smart dark suits slid in behind O’Rouke; Chloe Healy, the force’s information officer, and Jenson San, the senior staff representative. Sid struggled not to give them the stone-face of contemptuous hatred. He really despised their type – enforcers and executioners of the regime – and as for their ability to misinterpret and misrepresent on behalf of their Dark Overlord, it was something that he could never master, let alone better.


Sid braced himself. This would be the moment when he was taken aside and given his new case assignment for the week. It was a shame – he could have done with the overtime.


O’Rouke shook his hand. ‘How’s it going, Detective?’


‘Handover from the night shift almost complete, sir. The preliminary data I requested is downloaded. I’m about to outline the procedures I want followed, and designate assignments.’ He was trying not to be obvious, glancing over O’Rouke’s shoulder to see which senior crony was hovering in the corridor ready to be introduced. But Jenson San closed the office door, and the blue rim light came on to show the room was secure.


‘That’s good,’ O’Rouke said; he turned to face the team. ‘All right people, we all know the identity of the victim is going to create a storm of media interest. I want to emphasize that you do not make unauthorized statements. So we’re perfectly clear: that is not one fucking word. Anything, any contact you have with reporter scum or unlicensed site reps, you refer to Chloe here.’ He indicated the information officer. ‘That directive is to be passed right down the chain of command to the police and agency staff you’ll be multiplying your investigation with. I can assure you that whatever the budget requirement you have it will be met. For this I expect a positive result. Newcastle must send out a clear message that no one is above or beyond the law. Nobody arrives here and commits this kind of crime against our most distinguished family and gets away with it. Understood?’


He was awarded a muttering of ‘yes sir’ from the team, and nodded gruffly at them. ‘Good, I’m sure you will make me proud.’ He inclined his head at Sid. ‘Detective, a word.’


Here we go. Sid walked into the small office, watching as O’Rouke first went over to the two 2Norths and shook each of them by the hand, muttering: ‘I’m so sorry for your loss.’


Bastard.


Surprisingly, the Chief didn’t bring his aides with him as he joined Sid in the office. ‘Good move calling me right away,’ O’Rouke said.


‘Frankly, I didn’t know what else to do. A murder I can handle. But this . . . Fuck! A North!’


‘Yeah. I’m not even going to tell you how much shit I’ve showered in already today. The Mayor is crapping bricks the size of a bungalow; and the city prosecution director has retained a London firm to handle the case when you take it to court – which you will be doing. You’ll be getting a call from them in about half an hour to discuss strategy and the level of evidence they’ll need.’


Sid leaned back slightly and looked at the imposing Chief Constable with slightly narrowed eyes. ‘Me?’


‘Yeah, you, Hurst.’


‘Are you sure about that?’


‘No other fucker on the second floor will step up and put his dick on the block. It’s you.’


‘Shit! Okay.’


‘You screw up every now and then, who doesn’t? But Chloe and Jenson went over your record after I woke them up at one o’clock this morning – they hate you for that by the way – but they say you’re an okay detective, you know procedure, and you know the system. And face it, you can call down whatever covering fire you want with this one; Christ, you want to hire CERN for forensics, you got it. We have a tap directly into Northumberland Interstellar’s primary credit account. Every agency we’ve ever dealt with is going to be calling in favours all over the station just for the privilege of meeting you so they can hand you and your boy season tickets to St James’ Park for the next ten years.’


‘Christ.’ Despite the shock, Sid was actually enjoying the idea of being left in charge. Typical that everyone else was so shit-scared for their career they’d even risk defying O’Rouke. And that same second-floor ‘everybody’ thought he was on his way out – which he was, but just not in a way they imagined. Besides, unlimited budget for real, that was like watching the Gunners get a five nil result over Man U.


‘So what have you got?’ O’Rouke asked.


‘Sweet FA so far. I don’t even have a name yet, but I’ve put our pet Norths on finding out. I figured that was safest.’


‘Okay, but they’re not here just for show. Use the buggers, don’t patronize them. They’re going to provide Augustine the proof I need him to have about how effective and dedicated my force is to finding the bastard that did this.’


‘Right . . .’ Sid said cautiously.


‘What?’


‘Circumstances. He was naked, and that was a weird wound. This isn’t some mugging that went wrong.’


‘What are you saying?’


‘I’m saying it could get unpleasant.’


‘No shit, genius?’


‘What if we find stuff the Norths don’t want people knowing about them?’


‘Then they’re going to be seriously pissed off with you, aren’t they?’


Sid took a long look at O’Rouke’s face, ruddy from high blood pressure, the craggy skin arranged in a viciously belligerent expression. Challenging him. Daring him. The same pissing contest as always.


‘I’m due a promotion,’ Sid said.


‘You’re just back off suspension.’


‘Aye, but I’m covering your arse on this. You don’t get that for free. I want grade-five or I walk.’


‘Fucking walk then.’


Sid turned and went for the door. Calculated risk . . .


‘You stop right there you little motherfucker,’ O’Rouke snapped.


With his back to the Chief Constable, Sid grinned before turning round.


‘If you don’t solve this, and I mean get the bastard convicted, I will personally fry your balls for breakfast and feed them to the Norths,’ O’Rouke said.


‘Deal.’


O’Rouke jabbed a fat finger under Sid’s nose. ‘And be clear, there is no weird, no kinky, no tox involvement, nothing that drops a turd on the North family. He was a decent man murdered by scum.’


‘That’s what I believe. That’s what we’re working to prove.’


‘Okay then, you and me get what this shit is about. Update me every two hours.’ O’Rouke delivered one last warning glare before he pulled the door open. Chloe Healy and Jenson San fell in behind him as he left Office3 without a further word.


Everybody else turned to look at Sid with expressions ranging from curious to fascinated. He walked over to the door and shut it carefully, waiting until the blue rim light was on.


‘All right then,’ Sid told them. ‘This is how it is. Last night a male we’ve preliminarily identified as a North was pulled from the river. There’s a wound to the chest, and he was naked, which gives it a one-oh-one classification. What we’re focusing on this morning is finding his identity and where he was dumped into the Tyne. Detective Dobson, what do we have by way of river traffic last night?’


‘We identified three possibles,’ she said. ‘River police intercepted and inspected all of them.’


‘Good work,’ Sid said.


‘Thanks. The first was the Menthanine: corporate charter boat, clean record, taking a group of four businessmen on a fishing trip. According to the captain, they’d been toxing up on board since late afternoon, and he was taking them out to the Scottish Isles overnight so they could start fishing when they were awake and sober.’


‘Toxed argument that ended badly?’ Ian queried.


‘The trip had been booked for five weeks,’ Dobson said. ‘They were the only ones listed, and the crew confirms no one else was on board. But the Menthanine  left from Dunston Marina, so I’ve acquired the mesh logs from its quay to review and see if our North came on board. I have to say: doubtful. The river police were satisfied their story was legitimate, too. However, they were ordered to make anchor off Tynemouth so we can run a forensic check this morning. Same goes for the Bay Spirit. That’s a private yacht owned by a Tammie and Mark Haiah. It’s just been refurbished, and starting on a round-the-world voyage; you can hire it for week-long periods between nice marinas and yacht clubs. First booking begins in Normandy in four days’ time. This was the shakedown voyage; captain and the steward are a boyfriend-girlfriend crew. No one else on board.’


‘And the third?’ Sid asked.


‘Another yacht. This seems to be the night for it. The Dancer’s Moon, big floating gin palace, with a crew of seven owned by Corran Fiele. He’s a director of several local service and engineering companies. He’s taking his wife and three kids down to the Med for the rest of the winter. Again, doesn’t look suspicious, but they’re anchored with the others.’


‘Okay, thanks, good work. I will sort getting forensics out there to clear them. So, we still need our two basics: name and crime location. Once we have them we can work our magic and plot his timeline. Now I’m expecting friend or family or workplace to call him in as missing soon enough, but I still want us to be checking. Abner and Ari, that’s you to start with. The rest of you, I want all the riverside mesh memories confirmed then indexed on a map zone so we can see our field of coverage. It was high tide twenty-one forty-two hours last night, so begin with that as the dump time, as the body had to have been washed downstream. We’ll narrow it down after the autopsy, but what I want to know is last night’s blind spots in the mesh surveillance. This had purpose behind it – dumping the body was deliberate – and whoever did it isn’t going to be waving at the smartdust.’


Sid was pleased to see the way they just got on with it. The team was competent. The night shift handed over codes and they began organizing data without any time spent on bullshit office who’s-doing-what, I-want-this. They just each took a section of river, and began indexing the mesh memories.


After verifying the yachts were still in place and being watched by the river police, Sid called Osborne at Northern Forensics and arranged for each boat to be inspected. They were his preferred company; well equipped with decent personnel – and his secondary got a cash deposit each time he threw work their way. The call was official, logged and recorded by the police network, so Osborne kept personal chat to a minimum, but he was quick to prioritize the case after Sid showed him the assigned financial rating. He was promised a team for the boats would be at Tynemouth within an hour.


‘Three teams,’ Sid said. ‘One for each boat.’


Osborne took a moment to absorb that. ‘It’s Monday morning.’


‘If you can’t give me what I need, I’ll take the contract to a company that can. I need this doing quickly and effectively.’


‘Of course, I’ll see to it personally. Three teams it is.’


‘I’m sending an officer and three agency constables with each team in case they find any blood spill. They’ll be at Tynemouth in thirty minutes; make sure your people are there in time.’ He shouldn’t have grinned at the blank screen after Osborne’s pained expression faded to black, but if you couldn’t act like a prima donna bitch on this one, then when could you?


With the first round of forensics sorted, Sid started helping with the surveillance logs. He sat at one of the spare zone consoles and the slim rectangular screen immediately curved towards him with an aquatic motion, forming a semicircle around his head. Its projection interfaced with his iris smartcells, immersing him in a perfect holographic display, resembling a miniature zone. When he glanced down, his hands were hovering in the keyspace, a cube of air above the desk’s keyboard. His personal operating topography materialized, icons with cog-like protrusions which he could spin and turn in three dimensions with an easy fingertip flip.


He took a section of the northern riverbank between the Tyne Bridge and the Redheugh Bridge. The city had sprayed a band of smartdust three metres up on all the ancient buildings set back on the other side of the road which ran above the river. That gave the pinhead-size particles a decent angle of view over the streets and the railings above the bank. Meshed together they should provide total coverage, showing him cars and pedestrians. Dobson had taken the memories from midday Sunday to two o’clock this morning. There were a few gaps, where individual smartdust motes had glitched or were smeared in pigeon crap or snow and ice had frozen over them, but the overall mesh memory had enough data to be formatted into a single 3D montage capable of being played inside a zone. That left the road macromesh, controlling and monitoring traffic, which had to be combined with the visual record to give an aggregate of the riverside.


Sid scanned through the midday Sunday visual image, as if he was gliding along the street, looking out across the river, establishing the baseline resolution quality. ‘Aye, crap on it.’ He stopped the replay when he was just east of the venerable swing bridge, leaving him looking out at a nightclub boat moored to the refurbished wooden pier that extended out from the bridge’s southern support. ‘Anyone know how many party boats are moored along the river these days?’


Ian looked up from his zone console, where he’d been reviewing meshed memories around the King Edward railway bridge. ‘Five or six, I think,’ he said.


‘We’re going to need all their surveillance.’


‘Dobson already got them,’ Eva said.


‘Hell, she’s good.’


By ten o’clock Abner and Ari still hadn’t got a positive identification on the body. That was starting to bug Sid.


‘We’ve got most 2Norths confirmed as alive,’ Abner said by way of compensation.


Sid told them to stick with it. He was frontloading a lot of reliance on the autopsy now. Once they found method and estimated immersion time they’d have something to go on. Even so, a name would be a lot better.


Jenson San reappeared just before eleven. ‘The North family have arranged for an observing coroner at the autopsy,’ he told Sid. ‘And we have the Chief Coroner himself performing the examination.’


‘Thanks.’


‘Do we have the victim’s identity yet?’


Sid shook his head, irritated by the one crucial missing item. For a victim of this high profile it really didn’t reflect well on himself and the team. And damn it, they were a good team.


‘We need it,’ Jenson muttered in a low voice.


‘Yeah, I worked that one out for myself. Thanks, man.’


A quarter of an hour later Sid left for the city morgue, which was housed in a modern annex to the glass and steel towers of Arevalo Medical’s Royal Victoria Infirmary.


As he drew into the car park next to the city morgue block Sid saw notices proclaiming that parking would be suspended in two months so footings could be sunk for the new oncology clinic. ‘So where do we park?’ he muttered to himself as he crunched his way over the snow and into the warm lobby.


For all its clean modern lines and well maintained interior, the morgue always depressed him. He’d lost track years ago of just how many grieving parents, partners, and family members he’d escorted in to identify a body. Thankfully there was no one in the lobby waiting for that grim task, though the little group standing beside the reception counter was almost as off-putting.


Chloe Healy turned from the two men she was talking to. ‘Detective Hurst, this is Aldred North,’ she said.


Aldred shook Sid’s hand, showing a professional smile. ‘Northumberland Interstellar security director.’ He was in his late forties, wearing a suit and coat that must have been in the eight thousand Eurofranc range, a simple demonstration of exactly how far up the company hierarchy he was, which told everyone he was a 2North. ‘Sorry, but officially I’m your insurance cover liaison for the case. Hope you don’t mind. I’ll try to be as unobtrusive as I can be.’


Sid gave him a neutral gaze, quite proud he could maintain such perfect composure. Chloe must know. She’s O’Rouke’s creature, there’s no way she can’t. ‘That’s fine, sir. I’m just sorry this had to happen at all.’


‘Thank you. And this is Dr Fransun, our company’s senior medical officer.’


‘Doctor.’ Sid shook hands, noticing how nervous the man was. But then as it was his boss’s brother/son who’d been murdered last night, it was understandable enough.


‘Do we know who it is yet?’ Aldred asked.


From the corner of his eye, Sid caught Chloe wince. ‘Not yet, no, which in itself is interesting.’


‘How so?’ Aldred asked.


‘Whoever committed the murder knew what they were doing. The absence of data on this case indicates we’re dealing with a professional, someone who knows how to cover up afterwards and make our job as difficult as possible.’


‘You mean he was hit?’


‘Until we know who he is and fill in some background, I can’t speculate on why he was killed. Do you know of any member of your family being threatened?’


‘Nothing outside the usual cranks, no.’


‘Well if anything does come to light . . .’


‘Absolutely.’


The city’s Chief Coroner came out to greet them. ‘I’m ready for you now,’ he announced solemnly.


‘Then I’m back to the office,’ Chloe said. ‘Keep me updated, please, Detective.’


Sid gave her his best insincere smile. ‘Of course.’


‘So how is O’Rouke?’ Aldred asked as they walked along the corridors to the exam room.


‘I believe he mentioned something about getting a result.’


Aldred snorted in sour amusement. ‘My family wants a certainty here, Detective. We’re prepared to wait for that. Don’t cut corners on our account.’


‘With the funding you’ve made available, I won’t have to.’


The corpse was resting on a surgical-style table in the middle of the exam room. Directly above him, long segmented metal arms were attached to the ceiling around the bright lighting circle, each ending in a different kind of sensor. Around them were the holographic cameras to record the procedure. Screens made up one wall, while small sample desks lined the other, each with its own stock of instruments.


Sid and the others put on pale-blue smocks, with tight gloves to prevent any possible evidence contamination. Two assistants joined the coroner.


Under the harsh lighting the corpse somehow looked even worse than he had the night before on the boat. His skin had dried out and whitened to a classic pallor, leaving the big chest wound almost black by comparison.


The coroner activated the cameras and started his official commentary. His assistants wheeled instrument trolleys over to the examination table.


He began with a spectroscopic analysis, bringing down one of the sensor arms and sliding it smoothly across the body. ‘Checking for contaminants,’ he explained.


Sid thought that was taking procedure too far; the North had been in the Tyne for hours, he’d be saturated with pollution. He said nothing, though. Samples were taken from under the fingernails; hair was combed out. Swabs were applied to mouth, nose, and ears. Then they performed a thorough visual inspection.


‘Note the minor abrasions on both heels,’ the coroner said. ‘They all run in one direction.’


‘He was dragged,’ Sid said.


‘Correct. Post mortem.’


‘He was dumped in the river after death,’ Sid explained to Aldred.


‘Early days, Detective,’ the coroner said. He turned the left leg and indicated a three-centimetre graze. ‘Again, post mortem, the wound is deeper at the top, indicating a snag of some kind punctured the skin and tore.’ Another sensor was applied, along with a micro-camera which threw up a hugely magnified image on one of the screens. ‘No residuals, I’m afraid. The river took care of that.’


The body was turned over, and the exam continued. Sid did his best not to flinch as one of the assistants took a swab sample from the body’s anus. What that must be like for Aldred he couldn’t imagine.


The coroner held up one of the hands, then the other, scanning the arms. ‘There are small extraction marks everywhere. The smartcells were removed post mortem.’


‘Roughly how long would that take?’ Sid asked.


‘I’ll catalogue the exact number later, but if you’re doing it properly, it takes about thirty seconds for each one. Most people have between ten and fifty depending on what level of transnet access you want, and how much of your health you like to monitor. They’re actually quite easy to remove, since commercially available smartcells measure less than half a millimetre, except for the iris ones of course, they’re a lot smaller. Obviously you have to locate them first, though. Judging by the mess they made of his eyeballs, I’d say they weren’t too concerned about precision.’


‘Each North family member has stealth smartcells,’ Dr Fransun said. ‘They won’t activate and link without a code. They’re embedded in case of abduction.’


Sid gave Aldred a sharp glance. ‘And?’


‘No response. I tried the general code as soon as we came in. Nothing.’


‘So either he’s not a true North, or they extracted the stealth smartcells as well.’


‘Yes.’


‘But if they’re not active, how would they do that?’


‘A sophisticated scan, or they tortured the codes out of him.’


‘There’s no sign of that,’ the coroner said; he indicated the corpse’s hands. ‘There aren’t even any defensive wounds. Whatever happened to him, it was quick.’ He lifted the right hand to indicate the missing fingertip skin. ‘Again, the skin was sliced off post mortem.’


‘Are you sure you want to stay for this part?’ Sid asked once the body was rolled onto its back again.


‘Sure,’ Aldred grunted.


The big C-shaped body sensor descended on two arms, and slowly moved the length of the corpse. They all watched the 3D image build up on a wallscreen. Sections were amplified on surrounding screens.


‘No foreign matter visible,’ the coroner said.


Dr Fransun walked over to the wall of screens, peering at one. ‘That’s unusual.’


The coroner joined him, the two of them peering at a blue and white image that seemed to show translucent sheets folded round each other in some complex origami. ‘I see what you mean,’ the coroner agreed.


‘What’s up?’ Sid asked.


‘There seems to be a lot of damage inside the chest cavity. That doesn’t quite correspond to the surface wound.’


They returned to the corpse and swung a micro-camera across the wound. High-resolution images of the five puncture wounds were recorded, their dimensions measured exactly. Four of them were close together, in a slight curve, while the fifth, lower, puncture was a couple of centimetres from the rest.


‘Each one is a slightly different size,’ the coroner said. ‘I thought it was one blade used repeatedly. Interesting, the weapon has five separate blades. That would be extremely difficult to use.’


‘How so?’ Aldred asked.


‘To penetrate skin and bone – which is what’s happened here is hard enough for a single sharp blade. Human muscle can do it, obviously, but a considerable force has to be exerted. The body provides significant resistance. Here, the assailant had to exert enough force for five blades to penetrate simultaneously. Most difficult.’


‘Big man, then,’ Sid said. He was staring at the wound pattern –  something bothered him.


‘Or frenzied,’ the coroner said. ‘But your first guess is probably the correct one. Let’s check the angle of penetration.’ He muttered to his e-i, and five green lines materialized on one of the screens. ‘Oh, that’s interesting. Judging by that angle I’d say victim and assailant were almost the same height.’


Sid walked round the examination table, then leaned forward and put his right hand on top of the wound, fingers extended. Each fingertip came to rest above a cut. His gave the coroner a quizzical glance.


‘That is strange,’ the coroner said slowly. ‘A five-bladed knife designed to mimic the human hand.’


Sid backed away from the table. ‘At least that should show up easily in the database,’ he said, and began to instruct his e-i on the search.


‘We’ll open him up and sample the cellular structure,’ the coroner said. ‘Decay measurement will provide us with an accurate time of death.’


‘Really,’ Sid told Aldred. ‘You should think about leaving now.’


‘No. I need to see this through.’


The coroner started with a Y-shaped cut through the skin from both shoulders down to the base of the sternum, then carrying on down the abdomen to the root of the penis. Sid looked round as the flesh was peeled away; he’d seen this enough times. A camera recorded the punctures and cuts to the rib bones above the heart. Then a small powerblade was used to cut cleanly through the clavicles and ribs, allowing the coroner and his assistants to remove the breastbone, exposing the organs below.


Both the coroner and Dr Fransun were silent as they surveyed the damage. Sid peered over their shoulders.


‘What the hell did that?’ he asked in dismay. The North’s heart was in tatters, reduced to a purple-red mush surrounded by a jelly of clotted blood.


‘The blades moved once they were inside,’ the coroner said in shock. ‘Praise be to Allah, blades like fingers stabbed into him then closed around the heart, completely shredding it.’


*


The transparent globe was made out of a carbon silicon compound whose particular superstrength molecular structure could be produced only in zero gee. It measured three metres across and had a small access airlock where it was attached to the mountain-sized space habitat’s external axle spindle. Even with the material’s impressive qualities, it was eight centimetres thick to ensure anyone inside would be well protected. Jupiter orbit was a notoriously hostile radiation environment.


But beautiful, Constantine North thought as he watched the black speck that was Ganymede’s shadow traverse the gas giant’s eternal storm bands. That was why he’d built the observation bubble, so he could float in a cross-legged yoga position like some kind of Buddha gyroscope and stare out at his bizarre yet wondrous chosen home. Some days he would gaze out at Jupiter’s fantastic racing clouds and whirling moons for hours at a time.


As always, he watched the vast bands of variegated whites and pastel-browns and gentle blues gyrate against each other without any enhancements, content with everything his raw eyes could show him. From his vantage point, half a million kilometres above those frenetic clouds, the gas giant was a two-thirds crescent, big enough and bright enough to cast a spectral light across him. But cold. There was no heat in the pearl radiance that fell across his newly youthful face, no substance. Out here, beyond the Sun’s habitable zone, light by itself wasn’t strong enough to support planetary life.


Out there in the blackness, little flares of blue flame flickered briefly around a dazzling silver flower. The Minantha was returning from Earth, manoeuvring on its final approach to the habitat amalgamation. A slim cylinder a hundred and thirty metres long, it contained the fusion reactor for its high-density ion drive – along with the crew section and several hundred tons of cargo – all surrounded by the vast curving petals of the mirror-silver coolant radiators. Jupiter possessed three of the ferry craft, all of them flying twenty-seven-month loops between the gas giant and Earth.


Opening the Newcastle gateway to Jupiter orbit back in 2088 had been a one-time operation, allowing Constantine to deliver all the industrial machinery and initial wheel-hostel he needed to start his small empire in magnificent isolation. It had taken a day and a half to shunt everything through, a process which left the modules tumbling all around Jupiter space. Without an anchor mechanism turning it to a stable gateway, the open end of a trans-spacial connection would oscillate through spacetime around its exit coordinate like the tip of a tree in a hurricane. It had taken Constantine, his sons, and their followers a month to gather all the modules and factories and tanks and generators together into a stable constellation around their chosen carbonaceous chondritic asteroid so that they could begin mining and processing the minerals into raw. Only then could they begin construction of their new home.


Now, Constantine’s only known contact with Earth was through the ferry ships, which brought cargo from Gibraltar; mainly seeds and genetic samples to expand the habitat’s extensive genebank, but also specialist microfacture systems, and even sometimes a few people whom they’d recruited to add to their modest number of indigenous residents.


A bell rang in an old familiar tone, stirring Constantine from his reverie. Strange what his mind prioritized, but that particular hundred-and-ten-year-old memory of a telephone ringing in a marbled hallway had always drawn his attention. Every time it used to ring, Kane North would hurry to answer it and nothing else mattered, even if he was spending a rare moment with his three brother-sons.


Constantine closed his eyes against the icy splendour of the stormscape and the much closer glittering constellation of industrial systems which were his own creation. Still the ancient telephone bell rang, an impulse seeping into his brain at a much deeper level than any auditory nerve could reach. He let his consciousness rise through several levels of autonomous thoughts which now formed the strata of his resequenced brain until he reached the artificial layer, the one which stretched beyond his skull. His attention slipped across the multitude of connections until it reached the junction with the simplest nerve bundle that handled communications to the habitat AI. It opened like some third eye revealing a topology that could never exist in a Newtonian universe. The ethereal call of the telephone vanished.


‘Yes?’ he asked.


‘Dad,’ Coby replied. ‘You have a message.’


‘From whom?’ There was no question of why he’d been disturbed. Coby, or indeed anyone at Jupiter, knew not to interrupt him when he was contemplating the universe. Whatever event occurred, it would have to be supremely important to warrant breaking his ruminations. The AI alone didn’t have the authority unless they’d suffered a catastrophe, like a full-on asteroid impact. Therefore there were only a very limited number of people who could send a message that got bumped up the nominal chain of command to this exalted altitude. Two, in total, out of all humanity. He made a guess which it was.


‘Augustine,’ Coby said.


Right. Constantine breathed in, scenting the faintest tang of atmospheric filter purity, an air really too clean for humans. At the moment, time delay on a radio signal from Earth was forty minutes. This was not a conversation. And there were a limited number of things the brothers had left to say to one another. He made another guess as to the topic – and it wasn’t good. After all, Augustine’s medical and genetic technology wasn’t as advanced as anything available at Jupiter. ‘What does he want?’


‘It’s encrypted. A very heavy encryption. I’m assuming you have the key.’


‘Let us hope so. Route it to me.’


The message began to play. Constantine’s eyes snapped open. His shocked consciousness viewed the autopsy images superimposed across supersonic cyclone spots the size of oceans charging along the storm bands to clash with counter-swirls in neighbouring bands amid explosion blooms of frozen ammonia and grubby ultraviolet-charged smog. An eerie backdrop indeed for the sharp functional graphics detailing cellular decay, blood chemistry composition, and hard-focus pictures of the sad butchered heart of a dead nephew-brother.


The message ended, leaving him trying to blink away the tears which would never otherwise flow free in zero gee. And how arrogantly wrong he’d been about the topic. Not that it was a bad thing, but the fright he was experiencing was akin to the sight of his own grave opening up. He was aware of his heart rate increasing, of adrenalin rushing through his blood, flushing the skin which radiated the new heat back out towards the lonely, majestic gas giant beyond the bubble. No, he told himself, this is not fright. This is excitement that the challenge has finally come. It has been long enough.


‘Dad?’ Coby asked. ‘Is there a reply?’


‘No. Just an acknowledgement that the message was received. I will prepare an appropriate message of sympathy later.’


‘Right.’


‘I’m coming down. Please have Clayton and Rebka meet me at home. And prep a lightwave ship for a trip to Earth.’


‘Really?’


‘Yes.’


*


Sid was watching the preliminary autopsy report slither across his iris smartcell grid. The neat tabulations on cellular decay and stomach contents were superimposed over the pasta he was twirling onto his fork. Around him, the bustle of the station canteen continued apace as people took their lunch break. He ignored it completely as he put the information together in a list he could use. The body had been immersed for barely two hours, which gave them some figures on how far it could have drifted down the Tyne. Which was almost irrelevant compared to the shock which was the estimated time of death: the morning of Friday the eleventh, three days ago. A North had been missing for three days and no one had called it in. That wasn’t merely suspicious, realistically it was impossible – and that was downright creepy.


He was beginning to think it was a domestic that had gone horribly wrong. Simple scenario. Some poor girl had found the North was cheating on her (everyone knew they could never keep it in their trousers) and picked up some weird brass ornament in fury, lashing out with typical crime passionelle strength. Explaining the body dumped in the river was a little more tricky. But not impossible, especially if you assumed her family had gang connections; brothers and cousins rushing round to her place and carting the corpse away – oh, and extracting the smartcells, which was a big stretch. She’d be out of town now, having a long weekend break with witness friends and with a little help from a bytehead running up place-and-time verifiable credit bills. So when she returned at the end of this week – why, surprise, her North boyfriend was nowhere to be found. Call the police and put on a worried voice to report it. Yes Officer, I did think it was a little odd he didn’t call while I was away, but he’s been so busy lately . . .


Sid munched down some garlic bread as he reviewed the premise. It simply wouldn’t fly, no matter how much he wanted it to. Not even having gang family connections could explain away the missing stealth smartcells. And the murder weapon – the wound didn’t allow for it to simply be a handy objet d’art you picked up in a moment of rage. Which in turn left him a huge problem. Fingerblades that could ram through a ribcage to shred the heart it protected? So far the database search had found nothing that matched. Not even close. No armament manufacturer files, nothing from history. His e-i was constantly expanding the search.


‘He needs you on the sixth floor.’


‘Huh?’ Sid looked up to see Jenson San standing beside the table. ‘Aye, man, don’t creep up on people like that.’


‘I didn’t. You were in a different universe.’


Sid pointed at his eyes. ‘Autopsy results. It was a strange one, you know.’


‘No I don’t, actually. That information is case coded. And make sure you keep it that way.’


Sid wasn’t sure if that was a bitch slap or not. ‘I know my responsibilities, man.’


‘Come on. He wants you.’


‘This is my lunch break.’


‘Not any more.’


‘I have a call code you know.’


Jenson San’s face remained impassive verging on contemptuous. ‘If the Chief Constable had wanted to use that he would have. Instead he found out where you were and sent me to collect you. Do you understand, Detective?’


Punching the senior staff representative in the middle of a police canteen probably wasn’t the best idea the day after you return from suspension. Satisfying, though.


Sid took a big bite of garlic and exhaled in Jenson San’s direction. ‘Lead on, then, man.’


O’Rouke had a corner office on the sixth floor. Of course. Sid hadn’t been in it many times. He could’ve sworn it got bigger each time he did visit.


The Chief was sitting behind a broad desk which had a wall of screens that were rolling down as Sid walked in. ‘Out,’ he barked at Jenson San. The door closed and the blue secure seal lit up around it. Both window walls turned opaque.


‘What?’ Sid exclaimed as O’Rouke glared at him.


‘Not you,’ O’Rouke admitted. ‘I’ve just had a message from the Brussels Security Commissioner himself. This case just became a whole lot more complicated. Access to all data is now restricted to those already working on the case. Nobody else is to be brought in, no external agency work is to be contracted until further notice. It’s been reclassified: Global Restriction.’


‘You could crap on that okay. Why?’


‘They don’t bother telling me that. All I know is that some specialist supervisor is coming up from London this afternoon to take charge. Fucking Brussels bastards. Take charge! This is my city. No government fuckface comes prancing up here and tells me what goes down on my streets.’


‘Augustine must have stuck his oar in. Which is odd, since Aldred said they wouldn’t.’


‘This isn’t the Norths. This is something else.’


And Sid could see that not knowing was hurting O’Rouke badly. ‘Do they want me to close it down?’


‘No. That’s the weirdest piece of this crap. You’re to keep going.’


‘But if I can’t call in experts when I need them, I can’t get anywhere.’


‘I know. Look, Hurst, you’ve built up a shitload of data this morning. Get it all processed ready for this supervisor dick. He’s the one who’s going to say where the investigation goes. Your priority now is to brief your team and make fucking sure nothing gets out. I’ll send down some network nerds to beef up your systems security.’


‘Okay. I’ll get to it.’


‘Are you anywhere near a suspect?’


‘Chief, we don’t even know who he was yet. And that can’t be right, not for a North.’


‘You’ve no idea? None?’


‘No. But . . .’


‘What? Give me something, man.’


‘Autopsy said he was murdered on Friday.’


O’Rouke gave him a blank look. ‘So?’


‘Friday was when they announced the fusion stations contract.’


‘Corporate crap,’ O’Rouke hissed.


‘I don’t know. But that’s a lot of money even for Northumberland Interstellar. And that much money becomes political. Now we’ve got Brussels interested. I’m joining dots, here.’


‘Shit. All right, this prick will be here late afternoon, apparently. Keep the team at it until he arrives. And Hurst.’


‘Yeah?’


‘Be nice to have a name for the dead North when he gets here. Show the arsehole we don’t need him for anything.’


‘You got it.’


Sid went back down to the third floor, and found the team still busy at their zone consoles. ‘A new brief for you,’ he told them once the secure seal was on. ‘This is bigger than we originally thought. So big that Brussels has decided to piss off O’Rouke and send an expert over here to take over from me.’


‘What have they got that we haven’t?’ Eva asked indignantly. ‘The Norths have given us an unlimited case budget. We can have this solved by tomorrow.’


‘Uh huh,’ Sid said. ‘Ari, Abner, have you got a name for me?’


Abner shook his head diffidently. ‘Sorry boss. Not yet.’


‘According to the autopsy prelims, the victim was killed on Friday late morning,’ Sid told them. ‘In other words a North has been missing since then and nobody noticed. Come on, people! This was never a normal case to begin with. Now this. So . . . we carry on correlating our data, open up some fresh lines of enquiry ready to show our new super-detective when he arrives. Get to it, please.’


Sid went over to the consoles where Ari and Abner were working. ‘Really?’ he asked in a low voice. ‘Nothing? Not even a brother who hasn’t been seen for a while?’


Abner and Ari shared a troubled glance. It was eerie seeing the same features registering identical expressions. ‘Not even a possibility,’ Ari admitted.


‘Okay. How far are you through the list? I assume you have a list; that you do know how many of you there are.’


‘We know. There are three hundred and thirty two of us As. We’ve already covered sixty per cent with personal calls to each of them to make completely sure.’


‘As?’ Sid asked warily.


‘You know the original three brothers split up back in 2087?’ Abner said. ‘Well, all the 2s and 3s, even the 4s stuck by their tribal father – not that you heard me put it like that. All us As – Augustine’s offspring – stayed here in Newcastle or Highcastle on St Libra, either to support Northumberland Interstellar or, like me and Ari, to build a life close by. The Bs and Cs went with their respective fathers to Abellia and Jupiter. One of them may have been visiting Newcastle on Friday; we don’t know yet. It’s not like they’re forbidden ever to return, the split wasn’t a divorce, and we do have plenty of contact with the family on Abellia. There’s even the occasional visit from a Jupiter cousin when a ferry ship orbits.’


‘Oh Jesus,’ Sid muttered. ‘How many total?’


‘We’re not sure,’ Abner admitted. ‘I’ve been putting in some calls all morning. Brinkelle’s people have been helpful to a degree. But Jupiter . . . Augustine himself will have to ask that question for us.’


‘Crap on it!’ Sid had never considered that it could be anyone other than one of Augustine’s descendants. No wonder the Security Commission was interested. ‘The coroner took some samples to run a genetic scan with. It was Aldred’s idea, he said they’d be able to tell if it was a 2 or 3 or 4.’


‘According to the level of transcription breaks in the genome, yes,’ Ari said. ‘Good call. Especially if he was a 2. We tend to be more connected than our offspring.’


‘Will the genetic read be able to tell if he was an A or B or C?’ Sid asked.


‘No. It only shows how far removed from Kane he is, not which branch of the family he was born to.’


‘Okay. The Beijing Geonomics Institute is running it now, so the sequencing results should be in by mid-afternoon.’


‘That’ll really help us narrow the search,’ Abner assured him. ‘Once we know that for certain, it won’t take much longer.’


‘And if he was a C?’ Sid asked.


‘I’m not aware of any Cs on Earth right now.’


‘As soon as you know . . .’


‘Yes, boss.’


Sid sat at the spare zone console next to Ian. ‘Any progress?’ he enquired.


‘Aye, man; I ran the party-boat memories myself. Facial feature recognition software picked three with a North going into them in the last week. It also counted them out again. He wasn’t dumped over the side.’


‘You reviewed a whole week? That’s devotion to duty. Well done.’


‘Aye, well, none of us can afford to bollox up this, now, can we?’


‘Nice theory,’ Sid agreed. ‘Come on, let’s find the possible dump points into the Tyne. Show that specialist tit how useless he is at doing our job.’


Two network technicians arrived, and began installing a dedicated memory core into Office3’s network. ‘Brand-new,’ the lead tech announced as he plugged the football-sized device into the office cells. ‘You guys must have a budget and a half for this case.’


All the data they’d accumulated so far was extracted from the station network and dumped inside the globe. Once the files were transferred, the techs set about eliminating any ghost copies left in the network’s redundancy caches. Diode filter programs were loaded, preventing any data from leaving the core’s dedicated zone consoles in Office3.


‘Best we’ve got,’ Sid was told. ‘The only way anyone gets a look at those files now is if they come in here and physically tear the core out.’


An hour later Sid was standing in the office’s largest zone booth, a translucent cylinder three metres in diameter, with ring projectors on the floor and ceiling. Eva was outside, running the synchronized image. The hologram which materialized around Sid was poor quality compared to the professional shows he was used to immersing in at home. It was to be expected. This was a composite from the multitude of smartdust meshes along the river, which were different brands, different ages, different resolution levels, and downloading into different memory formats. Despite the weird colour static, which skipped about him like iridescent rain, and the blurred outlines of anything which moved, he stood on the south shore below the curving glass façade of the Sage. Magnification was level one. ‘Take the falling snow out, please,’ he asked Eva.


Oddly, the image degraded slightly as the snow cleared away, leaving air that had somehow lost its full transparency. ‘Best I can do,’ Eva said.


‘That’s good, it’s what I need,’ he assured her. Now he could see directly across the Tyne to the Court of Justice. A single digital display hovering in mid-air told him it was fifteen hundred hours on Sunday. ‘Take me up to twenty-one hundred hours and pause.’


Colour drained out of the zone as the digits accelerated, leaving the snow-cloaked buildings illuminated by weak, green-tinged streetlighting. Cars on the main roads were stationary, their headlight beams fixed.


Sid turned until he was facing straight along the southern road. Directly ahead of him streetlights produced pools of light that stretched away into the distance, each one separate from its neighbours. He brought both arms up and beckoned with closed fingers. The image began to slide past, taking him towards the Tyne Bridge. There was an empty slice just before he reached the support, as if a wedge of interplanetary space had fallen from the sky to lie across the road. He held his hands out, palms flat. The image halted. He circled an upraised finger, and everything rotated round him. ‘Tag this: Gap one. It’s about a metre and a half wide. Extends across the road and to the embankment wall.’ He looked up at the concrete which was topped by a railed footpath before the ground continued to rise as a steep terracing of grass and overgrown ornamental trees.


‘If anyone’s trying to drag our North along that they’re going to have to be very accurate,’ Ian’s voice announced.


‘Something happened to the smartdust on the bridge support,’ Eva said. ‘Probably pigeon crap – they do like our bridges. There’s been no mesh there since last winter – city hasn’t got round to replacing the motes. This gap wasn’t set up for the murder.’


‘They’d have to get the body to the gap,’ Ian said. ‘If we’re looking for a ten o’clock disposal, there were only eight cars went along that stretch of road between nine thirty and ten past ten. None of them stopped.’


‘Show me,’ Sid told them. Eva moved the simulation ahead half an hour. The cars swept along the road, flowing over and around him as he stood and watched. They were all moving slowly, the compacted snow was eight centimetres thick after all, but not slow enough to dump a body into the gap. ‘Okay,’ he told them. ‘Take it back to twenty-one hundred hours. Let’s find the next gap.’


*


Traffic Management assigned the car an Emergency Vehicle priority, and cars and lorries parted smoothly to allow Colonel Vance Elston of the HDA’s Alien Intelligence Agency direct access to the autobahn’s central reserved lane. This close to the gateway, the commercial and private traffic was slowing up anyway, forming an orderly crawl-queue along the three lanes which led back to Earth. Now that he had a clear route, he floored the accelerator until he was doing a steady hundred and sixty kph. Beside the near-stationary cars, the sense of speed was exaggerated; it was almost thrilling, the kind of rush a boy racer sought in a boosted car. Vance smiled at the idea. At forty-seven he was a long way beyond that kind of behaviour, though even with his service and doctrinal instilled discipline something about pure speed never failed to do it for the male psyche.


He flashed through the gateway leaving the German world of Odessa behind, emerging into a freezing Berlin winter afternoon; and immediately braked, taking the service off-ramp. An agency helicopter was waiting for him on the pad at the top of the embankment, its blades turning slowly. He abandoned the car and climbed aboard. It took him swiftly over the snow-clad capital to Schonefeld airport, where a ten-seater passenger jet was waiting. From there he flew directly to London Docklands airport. A black limousine drove right up to the airstairs to collect him. Major Vermekia was waiting in the back, wearing full dress uniform as everyone on the Human Defence Alliance general staff was required to do.


‘You look impressive,’ Vance told him as he settled back into the thick cushioning. Amid all the rows of decorations arrayed on the tunic like coloured bar codes was a single diamond and bronze pin with its tiny inlaid purple crucifix. It matched the one on Vance’s suit collar. He’d long since stopped wearing a uniform on a day-to-day basis, instead favouring dark expensive suits in the tradition of spooks for centuries.


‘Goes with the job,’ Vermekia said simply. ‘And you?’


‘Busy, of course. Wish I wasn’t, but that’s human nature for you. You know five Zanth-worshipping cults have sprung up on Odessa in the last three years. All of them have leaders who claim to be attuned to the Zanth.’


‘Morons.’


‘Yes, but they need investigating. One was actually building a signalling device, claiming it could call the Zanth.’


Vermekia’s eyebrows shot up. ‘For real?’


‘Sadly, yes. The techs at Frontline are examining the gadget. Something to do with setting up oscillations in a trans-spacial connection.’


‘Oldest bunch of crap in the file. Everyone thinks it’s the gateways that attract the Zanth.’


‘Age gives credibility, which leads to belief. They had a lot of followers.’


Vermekia shook his head in bewilderment. ‘Unbelievable.’


‘Yeah. Unlike this.’


‘Speak to me. I’ve never seen an alert like it. Some detective loaded a weapons identification request into the government network, and it’s like a frigging fire alarm going off in the office. I was expecting special forces guys to blow out the wall and snatch us to safety. Even the Supreme Commander himself is showing an interest.’ He gave Vance a shrewd look over the top of his glasses. ‘Lots of related files that even I couldn’t get access to. But your name kept coming up.’


‘It would.’ Vance tried not to recall too many of those memories. Her screams and sobbing still flittered through his dreams, even now, twenty years later. What’s done is done. No regrets. The Lord knows the price of failure, of vigilance faltering, is too horrific to contemplate. ‘I was involved in the original case.’


‘We’ll have a beer one night, and you can tell me the gruesome details.’


‘Right.’


The car was heading west through London, its auto steering them along the A13, taking them towards the Barbican and the start of the A1. As before, Vance had been given an Emergency Vehicle status by London’s Traffic Management AI. They were travelling as fast as practical. Thin snow was drifting out of a leaden sky, but the roads had been kept clear by the city’s winter weather crews.


When they reached Commercial Road another black sedan pulled in directly behind them.


‘Who’s on the visiting team?’ Vance asked.


‘Quite a little meet and greet committee, actually. There’s you and me, two experts from the Brussels Interstellar Commission, three commanders from Human Defence Alliance GroundForce, an English cabinet office lawyer along with a rep from the Justice department. Now that is one department that is seriously worried –  after all she’s been locked up for twenty years.’


Vance shook his head in dismay. The levels of bureaucracy propping up the Human Defence Alliance dismayed him as much as it astonished.


How many twenty-second-century bureaucrats did it take to change a light panel?


We’ll have a sub-committee meeting and get back to you with an estimate.


‘Let me have their files,’ he said as they finally turned onto Aldersgate Street, the bottom of the A1 – which was the modern designation of the original Great North Road, built by the Romans two thousand years ago to march its garrisons to the very edge of the empire three hundred miles to the north. Their duty was to reinforce Hadrian’s Wall, keeping the outer darkness at bay and the empire safe. Today was likely to take him on that same journey, with a not too dissimilar duty.


Another two black government cars fell in behind them.


‘They are good people,’ Vermekia said. ‘We’ve spent the last two hours sorting out the protocols. Everyone coming with us has the authority to make decisions.’


Vance began to skim their files as his e-i picked them up and fed them to his grid. They were only three hours into the alert, and already an organization was coming together. ‘General Shaikh has made the decision already, hasn’t he?’


‘Yeah. His staff is establishing lines of command with Grande Europe’s alien evaluation office and the Pentagon. Unless this murder turns out to be very mundane in the next twenty-four hours, I’d suggest packing some tropical travel clothes.’


Vance let himself sink back further into the car seat. ‘Okay, so give me her file. What kind of prisoner has she been?’


‘For a lifer, reasonably well behaved.’


Vance watched as his e-i flipped various prison records into his grid, where micro laserlight fired them directly into his brain. The life Angela Tramelo had lived for the last twenty years summarized in official evaluations and reports. Her fights with other inmates – inevitable, given the time spent incarcerated – punished by solitary confinement, which prison psychologists said never seemed to bother her as much as it was supposed to. No recorded tox usage – which was interesting, but then her determination was always fearsome. Education – she kept current on network systems and economics. Work record – competent. Health record – excellent. ‘Hold,’ he instructed his e-i, squeezing his eyelids shut. Angela’s image steadied in front of him. He regarded it with mild exasperation. Fifty bureaucrats already getting with the programme and they still couldn’t correlate files for shit. ‘Can you get me a current image, please? This one is twenty years old.’


Vermekia’s grin had a hint of malice. ‘No it’s not.’


‘I met Angela twenty years ago. Trust me, this was taken back then.’


‘That was taken six weeks ago. Check the prison date code, it’s authentic.’


‘This can’t be right.’ Vance closed his eyes again to regard the beautiful face with its harsh, aggressive stare. The hair was different now, shorter and unstyled. But those features: the cute little button nose, cheekbones sharp enough to cut diamond, a chin that was perfectly flat, wide flared lips, and green eyes with so much anger – even in the very heart of her anguish she held on to that anger – it was a decent resolution, the skin was as clear and lustrous as only the truly youthful possess. A face he would take to his grave given what he’d seen it endure. She’d been eighteen, and that was back in 2121. He’d only been twenty-five himself. Equally youthful, well built, a body he’d worked hard on to qualify for the college football team; a hundred and eighty-six centimetres tall, or six-one as they still called it back in Texas where he grew up, with black skin scarred from several game injuries and some best-forgotten adolescent rumbles. So diametrically opposite to her unblemished honey-gold, gym-toned flesh and white-blonde hair. The difference was fundamental: colour, wealth, class, upbringing, and culture – back then they’d taken one look at each other and knew the enmity which sparked immediately would last for ever, and that was before everything she’d undergone at Frontline. Now his flesh was showing wrinkles despite a good diet and all the usual middle-aged exercise tropes – gym, jogging, squash; the cheeks were rounding out, reflexes not quite the exultant lightning they had been on the football field, the hair obviously receding no matter how artfully he gelled it. But her, she looked barely twenty even now.


‘It is,’ Vermekia said cheerfully.


‘But . . . that would mean she’s a one-in-ten.’


‘Yep. It would mean that.’


‘We didn’t know,’ Vance said. One-in-ten germline treatment: where the DNA of a fertilized human egg was manipulated so that you aged one year biologically for every ten years which passed was rare even today, never mind back in . . . well, in 2103, according to her birth certificate – which they’d never thought to verify because that wasn’t the line of enquiry and obviously she looked eighteen. He gave Vermekia an aghast stare. ‘How could we not know that?’


‘Does it matter?’


‘Of course it matters. That was part of the calibration.’


‘You mean for the interrogation?’


‘Her file said she was eighteen, and she confirmed it. It was wrong. We asked her to confirm everything on her background file—’


‘But you never bothered to check the file?’


‘It came straight from the UK justice bureau. We assumed it was good.’


‘Ah well. There’s your first mistake right there. A government file. They reckon that up to twenty-five per cent of everything in an official database is crud. Personally I’d be one happy bunny if it ever gets that low.’


‘Damnit! She could have lied about anything. No, actually, not in the final interview. That’s still sound. Unless she was completely delusional.’


‘Okay. I’ll accept that last technique you went at her with produced valid data. But why was she lying about her age and everything else on her background file in the first place?’


‘I have no idea. Damnit, the implications . . . Sweet Lord, what else did we overlook?’


Vermekia made an expressive gesture taking in the whole world. ‘The fucking obvious by the looks of things.’


*


The five-car convoy turned into Parkhurst Road. Holloway Prison was on the right, a confined campus of functional concrete blocks with big metal grid gates already opening to allow the cars through into the parking yard. This latest version of the prison had been built in 2099; a kit that had been assembled on site by big cranes, methodical automata, and minimal human labour or skill. Rooms and corridors had all been pre-fitted with systems and wiring and plumbing in the cybernetic factory which mass-produced them to government standard; they were also painted and tiled to requirement. All anyone had to do to complete the integration and get a finished building was plug the wires together and join the pipes. That was the theory, which didn’t quite explain why it was eight hundred million Eurofrancs over budget and seven years behind schedule when it finally did reopen for inmates in 2106.


Ever since the European Trans-Space Bureau (ET-SB) had opened a gateway to Minisa in 2050, which was backed first by subsidized settlement packages then latterly with the GE’s Opportunity Immigration policy to transport the chronically unemployable along with low-level criminal offenders to the new lands, there had been a question about the need for prisons back on humanity’s old homeworld. Simply locking offenders up had been going out of fashion for a long time, a social improvement trend accelerated by the opportunity to simply dump offenders lightyears from their offending environment where they were physically unable to repeat the offence – mainly because they found themselves in the middle of a wilderness with title to a hectare of land, a tent, a bag of seed corn, a toolbox, and a disappearing cloud of dust as the Resettlement Service bus trundled away to dump the next undesirable on a patch of impoverished soil half a mile away across the plains.


Some people however, despite the best efforts of psychiatrists, drugs, social workers, specialist education teachers, and good old-fashioned brutal guards, simply weren’t fit to be released anywhere no matter how many lightyears distant from frightened taxpayers. For the truly dangerous – the psychotic, the serial killers and paedophiles, the die-for-the-cause-fanatics and the just plain evil – prison remained the only option. In all such cases it was for life. And in 2143, life really did mean until you die.


Holloway Prison was for female inmates, one of only two in all of Grande Europe’s United Kingdom region. Its bleak physical structure and smartdust tagging was all an acknowledgement that the only way those inmates would ever be coming out was as a pile of ash. To emphasize the point, it had its own crematorium tacked on to the back of the hospital block.


Life inside was regimented. All activities had a set period and routine ruled everything. It helped the warders keep life running as smoothly as possible when confining people who enjoyed the pain and suffering of others, and in many cases themselves.


Everyone knew the routine. Intimately. They obeyed it obsessively. They were attuned to it with a near-psychic intensity. It was the voltage running through the entire structure which powered them through each day. The slightest disturbance could be felt shivering subliminally along the pastel-green corridors and poster-covered cells and positively nineteenth-century workrooms.


At two o’clock, the governor was in her office for the scant privacy it afforded so she could receive a most unusual call. When she summoned three senior staff in to brief them, the result outside the administration block was the same as a wolfpack lifting their noses to the full moon and sniffing the blood of wounded prey.


Something was going down. Something new. Something different. The sensation howled through the interlinked blocks, sharp peaks and dips in the voltage flow. Aggression, always the twin of uncertainty in secure units, began to manifest. There were scuffles, arguments, abuse aimed at the staff. The handball game in the yard was stopped after the second broken nose.


At three o’clock the governor ordered everyone back to their cells to cool off. The routine was well and truly smashed and broken. Each cell wing resonated to the ragged chorus of obscene songs and screamed death threats. The governor herself led five warders down J-block, subjecting herself to a variety of innovative objects that could be hurled through the small window bars on each door. The obscenities she didn’t even notice any more. It was almost ritual. What everyone really wanted to know was WTF was going down. After she passed their door, inmates would press up against the small barred windows and peer through eagerly.


The governor stopped outside cell 13, and put her hand on the palmkey pad. Two guards drew their taser batons in readiness. They needn’t have bothered, the occupant was calm and silent.


Angela Tramelo stared out into the corridor with an unnervingly serene expression. Looking in at her, the prison staff all had the same disturbing thought: it was as though she’d been waiting twenty years for this moment, that she’d somehow always known it would arrive.


‘Come with us, please, Angela,’ the governor asked.


There was a moment’s pause as the guards clutched their taser batons a fraction tighter, then Angela nodded. ‘Of course.’ She walked out of the cell into a cacophony of jeering and flaming, shit-smeared toilet rolls dropping from the upper cells, all of which she ignored.


The guards formed up to escort her as the governor led them back out of J-block. They didn’t get too close, and held their batons ready at all times. Angela had never assaulted a prison employee in the twenty years of her incarceration, but they still didn’t trust her. Not someone convicted for slaughtering fourteen people in one night.


The conference room she was taken to was in the administration block. It had a carpet, office chairs with leather cushioning, a table, wallscreens, and a big holographic pane. It was warm, the fans in the wall-mounted heaters rumbling away steadily. There was even a window, covered in a thick metal grid, that looked out onto the street. Angela glanced round the room almost in trepidation. This was a universe from memory so distant it was almost fiction, a world outside prison walls. The unfamiliarity of it, of what had once been her life, threatened to crack her resolution after all this time. And how about that for irony? she thought bitterly.


‘Please sit,’ the governor said.


Angela did as she was asked, taking the chair at the head of the table. The governor sat next to her. She seemed uncomfortable. Angela enjoyed that. The reversal finally beginning; somewhere in the background there must surely be the sound of giant cogwheels rumbling into motion, cogwheels big enough to turn the whole universe around.


‘Angela,’ the governor began. ‘There’s been an unusual development in relation to your case.’


‘Bring them in.’


The governor gave her a frankly startled glance. ‘Excuse me?’


‘I’m not going to attack anybody. I’m not going to create a scene. Bring them in to tell me what kind of deal they’re offering. That’s what they’re here for, isn’t it?’


‘I’m on your side, here, Angela. I’m trying to prepare you for what may be a shock.’


‘Of course you are, that’s very liberal, very you. Because after twenty years in here I’m a real fucking delicate flower. Now let’s get on with it.’


The governor drew a breath. ‘As you wish.’


Eight of them trooped in. Three women, five men; the civilians dressed in suits, the four Human Defence Alliance officers in smart uniforms. Officialdom at the top of their game, in positions which gave a solid kick up the arse of democratic accountability. And they were unaccustomed to being this nervous. It wasn’t just being in the presence of a notoriously vicious murderess that had tensed up their muscles and produced unnatural body-language, it was what dark shadow might prove to be standing behind her which was their fear.


Angela ignored all of them except one. He was there, as she always knew he would be. Older of course, unlike her. That would anger him, she thought contentedly. He hadn’t even been important back then, a junior brown-nose. But she’d known he would be somebody one day, he was that repellent, straightarrow type, never going anywhere else but up.


She stared at him, keen to study his reactions, divining any emotional conflict their renewed proximity kindled behind his killer-cold brown eyes. Slowly and deliberately she parted her lips with a mirthless smile. It was raw mockery, and he’d know that. In response she perceived a tight flash of anger, quickly concealed. It made her smile broaden.


One of the civilians, some shitbag high-rank government lawyer, started telling her there was a possible change in her situation. His voice droned as irritatingly as a fly on a window. ‘. . . without prejudicing your legal position . . .’ She paid him no attention. ‘. . . full cooperation with an ongoing investigation would be regarded as . . .’ It was Vance Elston she was interested in. Vance Elston she wanted to twist and writhe in uncertainty and remorse. ‘. . . we can unfortunately offer no guarantee . . .’ Vance Elston’s smug, self-righteous face weeping in terror as he finally confronted the hideous monster he’d tried so hard to deny ever existed.


Angela held her hand up, and the lawyer fell silent. They all regarded her with nervous expectancy. Still the only one she looked at was Elston. There was the sweetest-ever taste of victory in her voice as she asked him: ‘It’s come back, hasn’t it?’


*


Ian and Sid took turns in the zone booth all afternoon. By six thirty that evening, they’d covered the Tyne all the way up to South Benwell on the north bank and the viaduct over the River Derwent where it spilled into the Tyne on the south bank. That was a lot higher upriver than the tidal flow current could carry a body in two hours, but Sid was being super-cautious. In total they found eleven possible gaps in the mesh surveillance, most of them a lot wider than the first by the Tyne Bridge support. After reviewing the entire Dunston Marina, Sid considered it the most likely place; there were just so many boats moored there that weren’t fully covered by the local meshes.


‘Eleven?’ Eva said when Ian finished the final section. ‘That’s a lot of field work. And we’ve lost a day as well, so there’s not going to be much evidence left.’


Sid yawned as he stretched his arms out. In front of him, one of the wallscreens was displaying a simple map with each of the eleven gaps. ‘Not my problem.’


The zone booth door shut as Ian emerged. ‘Are you at least allowed to cordon off the areas?’


‘I don’t know,’ Sid admitted. ‘I’ll have to ask O’Rouke.’ Which wasn’t something he wanted to do. He swivelled the chair round. ‘Abner?’


The two Norths looked at each other. ‘No, sorry boss,’ Abner replied.


‘Seriously, man, no name at all?’


‘The genetic sample confirmed he’s a 2,’ Ari said. ‘We have spoken personally to all our brothers. They’re all accounted for.’


‘So he was a B or a C,’ Sid said.


‘Has to be,’ Ari agreed. ‘But Brinkelle’s organization claims none of her 2s are missing.’


‘And Jupiter?’


‘Aldred talked to Augustine. A message was sent to Constantine. He claims no C 2s are on Earth.’


‘This is bullshit,’ Ian snapped at Abner and Ari. ‘You’re covering up for something.’


Abner stood up and walked over to Ian who wasn’t giving ground. ‘One of my brothers has been murdered, you cocksucking little twat.’


‘Enough!’ Sid said.


Ian and Abner glared at each other. Any second now a fist would fly. They didn’t care about the internal sensors and official log. Sid knew he was going to have to get that log altered before the case file was folded and handed over to the prosecution office. There was a bytehead on the second floor he knew could help.


‘Abner,’ Sid said. ‘Give me your best guess what’s happened?’


With one final derisory sneer at Ian, Abner turned away. ‘There’s two possibles here: either there was a 2 we didn’t know about. It’s unlikely, but not impossible. Or Constantine and Brinkelle aren’t being entirely truthful.’


‘Why?’ Ian asked.


Abner shrugged. ‘I cannot think of a single reason.’ He shot Ian a look. ‘Certainly not corporate – not money.’


‘Okay,’ Sid said quickly.


‘There’s a third option,’ Ari said.


Abner gave him a startled glance.


‘Which is?’ Sid asked.


‘There have been attempts to imitate us in the past.’


‘You said you’d talked to all the 2s,’ Eva said.


‘We did,’ Ari said. ‘But to be real, that was a thirty-second call to ask them if they’re alive.’


‘Pull them in,’ Ian said. ‘Interrogate them. Take DNA samples. It’s the only way to find an imposter.’


‘Good luck with that,’ Abner said.


‘We’d need Augustine’s permission,’ Sid mused. He didn’t like to think of the fallout from that request to O’Rouke. Best to sound out Aldred first.


‘His cooperation,’ Ari corrected.


Sid was about to answer when they all heard the drone of a helicopter getting louder outside. Lorelle pushed off the console desk, letting her chair roll over to the nearest window, and peered up into the night sky. It had started snowing again. ‘Kamov 130,’ she said approvingly. ‘Auxiliary tail prop. Those guys are fast. I don’t know an agency that can afford one of those for police work.’


Everyone looked at Sid.


‘Our new case chief?’ Eva suggested.


‘Well don’t ask me,’ Sid protested. ‘I get told fuck all.’


‘So what’s next?’ Ian asked.


Sid rubbed his hands across his face. All he wanted to do was go home, but that wasn’t going to happen. ‘No point in us all staying on. Wrap and seal your files, then get yourselves off home. I’ll formulate the follow-ups that’ve come out of today’s investigation ready to show the new bloke.’


*


He was still working on the official requests for forensic investigation of the river sites at seven thirty when O’Rouke finally summoned him up to the sixth floor. When he did get to the big corner office he wasn’t entirely surprised to find a tall Afro-American in a dark suit waiting to greet him with a firm handshake and an appraising stare. Agent Vance Elston couldn’t have been a more obvious covert government operative if he’d had spook tattooed across his forehead. However, having Aldred waiting in the office as well was unexpected.


The final member of the meeting was secure i-conferencing from her own office in Brussels, showing on the wallscreen opposite the window. O’Rouke introduced her as Charmonique Passam, a commissioner for the Grande Europe Bureau of alien evaluation. Sid had never heard of her, nor her Bureau, but the type-recognition was instant. A politician: worst kind. She was in her early fifties, groomed and dressed in a painfully inadequate imitation of the genuinely wealthy. Suit from some Parisian couture house. Dark hair locked rigidly into place and streaked with brown highlights. Indian-heritage skin with pink and blue make-up shaded across cheeks and eyes. It all made her look even older, which Sid guessed might be the purpose. Her advisers must have told her age equated to gravitas. Quite how that much money and intellect could be exhausted to produce an image that was as comic as it was pitiful, Sid couldn’t grasp. The one other thing he didn’t understand was what she was doing i-conferencing here tonight. He didn’t get to ask, either.


‘Any progress?’ O’Rouke began after he’d run the introductions.


Which was a great start, Sid thought. ‘We’ve identified possible sites where the body was dumped in the river. However the most interesting aspect is the identity.’


‘Who was it?’ Vance Elston asked.


‘We don’t know.’


‘And you think that’s interesting?’


‘Very. We’ve verified he was a 2North. Yet they’re all accounted for. Our current belief is that an imposter is imitating a 2North, probably to advance some type of corporate scam. Once we’ve positively identified the site where the body was dumped into the river, we can begin a backtrack operation,’ Sid replied levelly. ‘I’ve prepared the procedures ready for authorization.’


‘By whom?’ Charmonique Passam enquired.


‘I need to discuss that with the Chief Constable,’ Sid replied cautiously. Her tone told him it was a loaded question, but then her tone was like someone from the Royal family spoke in a century-old recording. Patronizing. Sid realized just how bad his opinion of her was growing, and made an effort to stop being so cynical. He knew he’d resort to sarcasm if the meeting stretched on too long, and that wouldn’t be good in any way.


‘I’m not referring to which agency you contract. I’m interested in your team’s composition.’


‘I’m sorry?’ Out of the corner of his eye Sid could see O’Rouke’s face stiffen up as the skin slowly turned ruddy. That blood-pressure problem would kill him off one day not far away. Interestingly, there was no reaction from Elston, nothing at all, which was impressive. He was a parent waiting stoically for a toddler’s tantrum to blow out.


‘It seems very male-centric,’ Charmonique Passam said. ‘That’s all I’m saying. But I am surprised to have to say it in this day and age, as I thought we were long past such issues after eighteen separate equality enforcement acts in the last hundred years. Very worthwhile acts, too, I might add.’


And what the fuck do you know about our duty rotas, let alone attracting anyone at all – least of all women – to do this job on the piss-poor pay and shit-mountain grief which government – YOU – give us. ‘If you’re dissatisfied with my team—’ Sid started hotly.


‘No. I did not express dissatisfaction, Detective, I simply made an observation.’


‘I can talk with HR in the morning.’


‘HR?’


‘Human Resources.’


‘In Brussels that kind of department is referred to as the Office for Personkind Enablement. Resources sounds like something you dig out of the ground. It’s offensive to so many people given the historical rare earth mineral conflicts.’


‘Right.’ Away man, you are a complete bollock-brain.


‘But I thank you for the courtesy of accommodating my concerns.’


‘Okay, this is what’s happening,’ O’Rouke said. ‘As of now the case is under HDA jurisdiction.’


‘The Human Defence Alliance?’ Sid asked in astonishment.


He’d assumed some kind of Brussels-backed Interpol takeover. ‘Yes, Detective,’ Elston said. ‘An agent called Ralph Stevens will be here tomorrow to act as our liaison to your team. As when the Norths were funding you, you will have unlimited budget and resources at your disposal, but we will be the paymasters now. We very much want you to find out exactly where this North was murdered.’


Sid stared back at him in bewilderment. ‘You want me to carry on? Me?’


For the first time, Elston showed a small smile. ‘Yes, Sid: you. We’ve all reviewed your file. You’re highly competent; your actual detection rate is impressively high, especially in serious crime cases. Me, I don’t have the first clue how to go about directing a major criminal investigation. Don’t get me wrong, Ralph and I will be breathing fire down your neck the whole time. But we trust you to take point on this.’


‘Thank you.’ He didn’t dare risk glancing at O’Rouke or Aldred. ‘So what is really going on here? What’s the HDA’s interest?’


‘The HDA is taking over for one simple reason,’ Elston said. ‘The murder method, or to be precise the instrument used to shred the victim’s heart.’


‘But . . . we don’t even know what the hell it is yet,’ Sid protested.


‘That’s exactly what makes this so special. You see, the murder method has actually been employed once before.’


*


Town Moor was a huge area of parkland to the north-east of Newcastle’s city centre, with a single road, the A189, running across the middle. To the western side of the intrusive tarmac strip was the golf course, where membership now cost nineteen thousand Eurofrancs a year, and the waiting list was a mere eight years, providing you had the right social contacts. To the east, the park was untended, a lush green wilderness amid the harsh urban bustle which surrounded it. In summer it was well used, providing people a pleasant refuge from their hectic lives: families had day-long picnics, runners chased over its rolling grass, lads played football, and kids flew their remote minibugs and planes and copters, buzzing innocent bystanders and dodging the wardens. In winter, visitors fell off dramatically. Now, after weeks of snow and constant sub-zero temperatures, even the most ardent dog walkers and fell runners were snubbing it until better weather returned.


The lightwave ship came down in the middle of Town Moor, barely a hundred metres from the A189. Anywhere else, at any other time, it would have been a complete impossibility to land an actual real live interplanetary spaceship smack in the centre of a human city without anyone noticing. But here it was, a featureless, thirty-metre-high stealth-black bubble cone, with five broad circular rings around its midsection – like curled-up wings – containing sections of the lightwave drive thrusters which lowered it down silently out of an invisible night sky amid thick flakes of snow.


It rested on three hemispherical bulges in the base, which compacted the snow underneath until the centre of the fuselage belly itself pressed against the fluffy white blanket. A rectangular airlock door dissolved, and a short aluminium airstair slid down. Clayton 2North emerged dressed in a quilted parka with a furlined hood pulled tight against his face. Rebka followed him, wearing an altogether more stylish fake-suede coat with big white buttons down the front, interrupted by a wide scarlet belt. Both wore sturdy boots. Rebka stood still and tipped her head back, opening her mouth as the snow settled on her skin. She licked avidly at the icy flakes, and started to laugh.


‘This is fantastic,’ she exclaimed. ‘I never imagined anything like this.’


Clayton gave her a tolerant look and told his e-i to seal the spaceship. The airstair retracted and the airlock door shimmered back to existence. With a brief show of reluctance, Rebka double-looped her wide woollen scarf round her head, pulled on a bright-purple beret, and started walking through the swirling snow towards the road. They’d covered less than fifty metres before the spacecraft was lost behind them amid the darkness and snow. Rebka giggled.


‘What?’ Clayton asked.


‘You all used to bitch about what a problem traffic and parking was in Newcastle.’


He had to grin at that. ‘Well, let’s hope the wardens don’t swing by tonight. The fine for that baby would be out of this world.’


A minute later they found the road, though it was difficult. The snowploughs hadn’t been through Town Moor for three hours. A couple of minutes later two city taxis crawled along the ice-coated tarmac. Clayton had ordered them from their permanent private Newcastle security team as soon as the ship’s core had interfaced with the local net. He waved at the vehicles, laughing at himself for the no-brain redundancy – like there was anyone else waiting out here – as his e-i quested an identity. The return ping contained the confirmation code, and the vehicles stopped beside them.


The two drivers got out, staring at the visitors from another world with interest and respect.


‘Take care,’ Clayton told her.


She gave his arm an affectionate squeeze. ‘You too. Be good.’


‘As good as I can be.’ His e-i sent out a connectivity quest, testing the secure connection between them. ‘Don’t break the link.’


‘Not until I get there.’


There was an awkward moment. She gave him a quick platonic kiss, and climbed into the back of her taxi, smiling gratitude at the driver who was holding the door open for her.


Clayton went over to his taxi, and settled in the back seat, only to be overwhelmed by unexpected and unwelcome nostalgia. The cheap synthetic leather cushioning, smell of badly filtered air, gum pats on the floor. It was fifty-five years since he’d left Earth for good, and despite a few visits since, nothing had changed.


‘I’m Ivan, sir,’ the driver said. ‘Where are we going?’


‘Here,’ Clayton’s e-i sent the auto an address.


‘Shouldn’t be more than fifteen minutes, sir,’ Ivan said.


‘I expect the house will have an alarm system.’


‘Nothing that will cause any trouble, sir. We can handle any kind of domestic protection system.’


‘Good to hear.’


The taxi pulled out from the verge. Clayton saw the headlights of Rebka’s taxi as it made a U-turn behind them, and within seconds its beams had vanished.









Tuesday 15th January 2143


Six fifty-six am. The alarm started its relentless electronic buzz. Sid groaned and reached for—


‘No,’ Jacinta warned him.


‘Sod it.’ He slowly swung his legs out of bed until he was sitting on the edge of the mattress and devoid of any duvet. The bedroom air was cold, maybe only a degree above freezing, and he could feel it chill-burning down his nasal passages and coughed brokenly. Only then did he smack the clock a good one, shutting it up. His yawn threatened to go on for ever.


‘So what was it last night?’ Jacinta asked as she rummaged round on her bedside cabinet for various clips and bands. Her wild mane of hair was slowly tamed, revealing a face that was both curious and concerned.


‘The North case,’ he sighed as his iris smartcells woke and displayed his grid. He hadn’t got home until gone midnight; after the meeting with O’Rouke he’d spent hours with Elston, reading through the HDA briefing, then returning the favour by bringing Elston up to date on the team’s case files and proposed avenues of enquiry.


‘Well that’s a big plus, isn’t it, pet? You being left in charge?’


‘Theoretically, yes. But there’s a supervisor been brought in from—’ He hesitated. ‘Brussels.’ He hated lying to her, but even O’Rouke had been worried last night. It would only take one unguarded word in the hospital canteen and his career really would be a blitzed ruin.


‘Oh.’ She contemplated that for a while. ‘Did you make any progress yesterday?’


‘Not much, which means it was a professional job.’ Which, in turn, made what he’d been shown last night a mad paradox. ‘But we do have an unlimited budget, which is going to help.’


‘Good for you.’ She gave him a quick kiss, then scurried out to get into the bathroom before the kids. Sid started searching round for a clean shirt and socks.


*


It was porridge again for breakfast. The snow had stopped some time during the night, but there was no sign of a thaw, although the clouds were thinning. Sid timed how long the thick mush simmered for, then poured it into bowls. Zara wanted honey with hers. Will, of course, wanted jam.


Sid finally found all the jars, plonked a carton of orange juice on the table, and fished some clean spoons out of the dishwasher. Jacinta sat down, bringing the cafetière with her.


‘I need a new blazer for school,’ Will announced.


‘What’s wrong with that one?’ Sid asked.


Will held an arm out. The blazer cuff was short of his wrist by several centimetres.


‘Fair enough,’ Sid said. ‘We’ll get one at the weekend.’ His bodymesh warned him his twenty-four-hour caffeine intake was now exceeding GE advisory limit. He told his e-i to shut it off.


Will rolled his eyes as he let out a wounded sigh. ‘I can go tonight. By myself. Don’t need you.’


‘Sorry, but you see I actually want to be there to embarrass you. It’s what fathers do best. We’re all going together.’


Zara perked up. ‘We can all go shopping together?’


‘For things we need.’ He knew that was never going to stick.


Zara dipped her head, not quite hiding a secret smile of satisfaction.


‘Are we moving?’ Will asked.


Sid had completely forgotten about the house in Jesmond. ‘Oh yeah, how did that go?’


‘I ran their catalogue virtual in our zone last night,’ Jacinta said. ‘It ticks a lot of boxes.’


‘Great,’ Sid said, on husband-auto.


‘So now we have to go take a visit,’ Jacinta pointed out.


Will frowned. ‘Why? You’ve had a virtual.’


‘Because a house is not just a lot of money,’ Sid explained. ‘It’s all the money we have. So we don’t just rely on a virtual catalogue, okay. The station has had cases where the house didn’t actually exist, and the vendors didn’t find out until they turned up on moving day with a vanload of furniture.’


‘Away, man!’ Will exclaimed.


‘More common is an expanded scale, so you think it’s bigger than it actually is. And the estate agent will add a room that isn’t there. You have to go and see it. The transnet isn’t perfect, you know; most of the data is unverified.’


‘I get it,’ Will said with a grump.


Sid grinned. If anyone ever found a way to download a person, Will’s generation would dive headfirst down the fibre optic cable, never questioning.


‘I’ll set it up for the weekend,’ Jacinta said.


‘Okay.’


‘You will be around, won’t you?’ she asked pointedly.


‘I’ll be here.’ He smiled at the kids. ‘And I’m taking you to school today.’


*


Vance Elston was waiting in the Office3 when Sid arrived at eight fifteen, well ahead of the team. He introduced Ralph Stevens who, apart from having Nordic-pale skin and thinning blond hair, seemed like a junior version of Elston himself. Sid started to wonder how many years he’d have to hang around either of them to see a single smile.


That sombre manner they both possessed was immediately picked up by the team as they arrived in the office. They turned up gripping their take-away cups of coffee or tea – in Eva’s case, hot chocolate with cream and marshmallows – smiling and chattering, speculating on what was going to happen today, and how tough the new ‘supervisor’ would be. Then they caught sight of Elston and Stevens in the midst of their masters-of-misery act. Smiles blanked out and the chatter muted.


It wasn’t a complete surprise to Sid when he saw Aldred turn up with Abner and Ari; after all, if anyone was going to take this seriously it would be the Norths. He waited until everyone was inside Office3 and the blue seal came on before starting the briefing. There were two additions to the team, which he’d arranged with Human Resources after last night’s meeting: Constable Dedra Foyster and Constable Reannha Hall, both data-analysis specialists with high security clearance ratings. A clearance which had subsequently been checked and approved by HDA. Ralph had told him that. It was about the only thing he had said so far.


‘Good morning,’ Vance said formally. ‘I’m sorry for the delay and confusion yesterday, and I thank you for your tolerance. This briefing will explain everything.’ He walked over to a zone console and made a show of putting a chip in. The big central wallscreen flashed up file symbols that Sid hadn’t seen before. They didn’t open.


Sid saw Ian and Eva give each other a schoolkid grin.


‘Can you . . .’ Vance said to Abner.


Abner went over to the zone console. ‘Sure thing.’ The screen curved round him, and his hands hovered in the keyspace flicking at icons only he could see.


Nothing much happened. The chip’s files remained stubbornly closed.


Sid waited with growing embarrassment. Abner even seemed to be having trouble with his own operating topography system, and as to resolving the format problem . . . It was going to reflect badly on Sid.


‘What program is this?’ Abner asked lamely.


Sid gave Reannha Hall an urgent gesture.


‘It was recorded twenty years ago,’ Vance said as Reannha sat down at the console next to Abner. Manicured fingers speed-flipped icons. ‘Here you go,’ she said as the file symbols on the wallscreen mutated to familiar modern symbols. ‘They just needed a reformat, that’s all.’


Abner’s face was blank as he gave her a tight smile.


‘Right then,’ Vance said, reclaiming the briefing. ‘The reason this case is now the most important event on the planet is because the murder method has been used precisely once before. You will not know this, because it was classified and not released into the public domain. How many of you are familiar with the name Angela Tramelo?’


Forewarned after last night, Sid was watching Abner and Ari. Both of them stiffened with shock. He wasn’t surprised, since the name had triggered a whole bunch of neural connections which sent coldsparks trickling down his own spine.


Ian looked like he didn’t give a shit, while Eva frowned thoughtfully. ‘Wasn’t she the, oh—’ She broke off and gave the Norths a guilty look.


‘Angela Tramelo was convicted of murdering Bartram North, and thirteen of his household,’ Vance said. ‘The atrocity was committed in one night, twenty-one years ago in Bartram’s mansion on St Libra.’


One of the file icons migrated to a wallscreen and decompressed into a matrix of thumbnail pictures. Vance expanded the first. Sid tried not to grimace at the raw carnage it illustrated. The body was that of an older North, sprawled across the marble floor of some grandiose room, clothes saturated in blood, with yet more blood pooling around it. Another body was visible, lying crumpled across the sofa behind it. The image switched, showing a close-up of the kill wound: a fingerblade stab pattern above the heart. More wound pictures: long, deep slash marks across arms and backs, always running in parallel. Defensive wounds, Sid thought.


‘As well as Bartram and six of his sons, three of Bartram’s girlfriends were slaughtered along with four of his staff.’ The screen began to slideshow the bodies. ‘Bartram North kept a stable of between three and five girls living with him at the mansion at any one time. They were recruited mainly from Earth. Angela Tramelo was one of them. She was caught at the Newcastle gateway two days later as she attempted to flee. Three months after that she was tried in London and found guilty: life sentence. No remission and no parole.’


‘I don’t understand,’ Ian said. ‘Has she escaped?’


Vance shook his head. ‘I wish. No, she was secure in Holloway Prison at the time your victim was murdered. She’s been there for twenty years; never been allowed to set foot outside the walls.’


‘Then why all this? What’s this to HDA?’


‘Her defence,’ Vance said. Another file expanded over the wallscreen into a paused AV image showing a courtroom with Angela Tramelo in the dock, flanked by two guards. ‘This is her reaction to the guilty verdict; it explains quite a lot.’


The recording started to play. Angela was struggling against the hold the guards had her in, shouting furiously. The camera zoomed in on her beautiful face as it contorted with rage. ‘No!’ she shrieked. ‘No no no, I didn’t kill anybody. Why won’t you listen, you stupid fucks. Listen to me! The alien did it. The monster. Do you understand? It ripped them apart. I swear it—’ The image froze again, catching Angela’s mouth open, spittle flying.


‘She repeats that same claim for five minutes while she’s dragged out,’ Vance said. ‘In fact, she never stopped claiming it.’


‘An alien monster?’ Ian asked quietly.


‘That’s what she said. That was her entire defence. But, of course, we all know there are no aliens on St Libra. No animals of any kind. The planet’s evolution is botany only. And as we’ve never encountered anything remotely like she described in the century since the first trans-space connection was made to Proxima Centuri, it was clearly a ludicrous alibi concocted out of desperation. So we believed.’


‘Then why did HDA classify information about the blade weapon?’ Eva asked.


‘Because it was never found,’ Vance said. ‘And it was . . . odd, as you all know from your own case. Theoretically, Angela’s frenzy strength would be adequate to drive the five blades in. But that whole contraction thing, shredding the heart. A living claw-hand could theoretically cause that kind of damage. But what creature has one? We couldn’t be sure she was lying, and the one thing humanity cannot afford is another hostile species out there. So we investigated as best we could at the time. Nothing came of it, so HDA also assumed she was guilty as well as delusional. A real basket case who had just enough smarts left to throw whatever nasty weapon she’d concocted over a cliff while she was running.’


Ian had sat on the edge of a desk, eyes narrowed as he gazed at Angela’s manic features looming over all of them. ‘What kind of monster was it? Did she say? Did she describe it?’


‘Yes, which was the primary cause for disbelief at the time. She said it looked humanoid, which is ridiculous, because evolution simply doesn’t work that way. And it certainly doesn’t twice produce two legs, two arms, one head; same height as a man – again, her description. The only difference was its skin, which was, and I quote: leather turned to stone.’


‘Man in a powered armour suit,’ said Eva. ‘That would even explain the human-style fingerblades.’


‘Which fits everything,’ Vance agreed. ‘Except motive. Why would anyone do this?’


‘But you accepted she did.’ Ian waved an irritated hand at Angela’s looming face.


‘Angela Tramelo was judged a psychopath, and she was examined by several psychiatrists who all concurred. That is the only human motivation which fits for such a barbarity.’


‘She’s the psychopath, or the man in the power suit?’


‘There was never a shred of evidence he existed. And how did she survive? The only one out of the entire household on the seventh floor that night. Nobody else survived an encounter.’


‘She ran,’ Eva said. ‘That’s what I would do. I mean, you caught her while she was running, didn’t you?’


‘Doesn’t compute,’ Vance said flatly. ‘She said she fought the monster, then ran. Never changed that aspect of her story, stuck by it the whole time. An eighteen-year-old female going mano a mano with a hydraulically powered suit? One that has knives for fingers? And while we’re on improbables: why did she run all the way back to Earth?’


‘Very scared?’ Ian said, but not convincingly.


‘She didn’t even call the local police,’ Vance said.


‘She fought the monster?’ Sid asked; he hadn’t been told that last night. ‘Were there any injuries? As you say, she was a teenage girl back then.’


Vance gave him a sharp look, unhappy by being questioned by someone he thought was on side. ‘There were no injuries, certainly nothing that would indicate a scrap like that – no cuts, no stab wounds. Check the arrest report. It was made here in Newcastle by this very force, I believe.’


Which was about the worst guarantee of quality you could get; but Sid held his opinion on that one.


‘So you think there is a monster on the loose?’ Ian asked with extreme scepticism. ‘An alien one?’


‘There are some disturbing unknowns,’ Vance said. ‘The identical murder of a North here in Newcastle last Friday does open up a highly embarrassing question over Angela Tramelo’s conviction. If, and it is a colossal if, she did not perform the original slaughter, we are back to asking: who or what did? So, people, we have a choice of two. Either it was a psychopath with a grudge against the Norths, who has built himself a power armour suit with horror-drama fingers, and has now returned for the second round. Or . . .’


‘Alien monster,’ Sid said.


‘Walking round Newcastle on a Friday morning,’ Ian said scathingly. ‘Aye man, do you think it stopped off for a burger first, maybe? Kind’a build up some energy, ready for the big slaughter rematch? Crap on this.’


‘You will not crap on this,’ Vance said in a coldly menacing tone. ‘You will take it very seriously indeed. HDA needs to know just what the hell went down in this piss-poor excuse for a town last weekend. We have got to know if there is another sentient species out there intent on doing us harm. So, Detective Second Grade Lanagin, you will perform your duty to the best of your moronic ability, you will find out what went on here right under your inadequate nose last week, and you will  find out if this is the start of the end of our entire species. Failure to comply, failure to give this task one hundred per cent of your utter devotion will result in me charging you with genocidal endangerment and collaboration with an enemy of humanity. For which, in case you don’t know, the death penalty still applies; even here in your screwed-up liberal Grande Europe. Do we fully understand each other, now?’


Ian was glaring furiously at the HDA agent. Sid pointed a single warning finger at him, fearful he’d actually try to throw a punch.


‘Where do you think it came from?’ Lorelle Burdett asked.


Vance didn’t take his eyes from Ian. ‘Excuse me?’


‘If this thing is an alien, then I’m sorry, but Ian is right. How did it get here? There’s no way it can come through the gateway. The European Border Directorate has really strict reviews in place for people and cargo. Any refugee can walk across to St Libra without any questions, but it’s a one-way street. Coming back is difficult. There’s no way an alien, even a human-shaped one, could just sneak through to Earth.’


‘We’re going to be reviewing imported cargo as part of our expanded investigation,’ Sid told her. He didn’t like the amount of hostility and scepticism building in the office. The team had arrived expecting to be shat on by a grubby little political appointee, courtesy of the Norths; not be totally screwed by a paranoid spook who believed they were facing an alien Armageddon.


‘You will be granted every gateway security record you want for review,’ Aldred said. ‘There are some pretty stringent precautions against people smuggling applied here. Grande Europe has quite the bug up its arse when it comes to St Libra. Europe, and every other Earth nation for that matter, has managed to offload a whole load of political undesirables on the St Libra independencies, and nobody wants them back. Northumberland International scans all crates and boxes coffin-sized or larger; and we also perform random physical searches as well. It’s effective – we have electromagnetic scanners, X-ray, airborne chemical sampling, and good old-fashioned sniffer dogs. We have to be serious about it, because if anyone gets through we’re hit with a huge fine, and I’m talking over ten million Eurofrancs for each incident. On the plus side, there’s not too much for us to examine. The only real import from St Libra is bioil; because of its size the planet has no heavy metal ore in its crust, so it has bugger-all industry. Now this is all fine for snagging people, but if we are talking about an alien packaged up in some crate, our standard precautions clearly didn’t catch it.’


‘We can only go on Angela’s description that it was mansized, and though it pains me to admit it, she has no reason to lie,’ Vance said. ‘Therefore our conclusion is that if it is real it had to come through on the cargo route.’


‘Okay,’ Sid said, moving to stand in front of the screen so that Angela’s face formed a snarling backdrop. ‘For all the weird elements in play here, we’re still left with a basic murder to solve. So first off, I’d really like a positive identity on our victim. Ari, Abner; you two carry on with that, please. Now Agent Elston has promised that he’s going to lean on Brinkelle’s people to thoroughly check out all their 2Norths, we might open up some new possibilities.’


‘I have to say it’s unlikely,’ Aldred said. ‘All Bartram’s off-spring, the 2s, are now quite old. None were born after Brinkelle herself, which makes the youngest of them fifty-one. That means there are no 2Norths on St Libra that match the victim’s age of mid-forties.’


‘That Bartram’s family has yet admitted to,’ Vance interjected. ‘Commissioner Passam is flying to Abellia today to talk to Brinkelle directly. We may yet have some evidence on that front. After all, Bartram was still sugar-daddying those girls right up until his death.’


‘Until anything extra turns up, we run a more thorough check on the 2Norths we do know about,’ Sid said. ‘Chase that imposter theory for me.’


‘Yes, boss,’ Ari said.


‘Dedra and Reannha, I’m going to assign you to the cargo,’ Sid told them. ‘There’s a lot of datawork correlation there, just your field. Start with a review of every piece in our size-bracket and above which came through the gateway in the two weeks prior to the murder, and prioritize those addressed locally. Once you have the item logged, call the company directly for verification that their delivery was intact. And when you do that, talk to a human – I don’t want a smartnet response.’


‘Yes boss.’


‘That leaves the rest of us with the most important aspect: the riverside bodydump site. I’ll be leading this part of the investigation personally. We identified eleven possible sites yesterday, which will be examined on an individual basis by one of us. Last night I had each site cordoned off by agency constables. They don’t know why, and they never will. Remember that, please. Ian, Eva, Lorelle, and myself will each take out a forensics team this morning; we’re going to sweep through each and every site to find some evidence of a body being dumped. I cannot emphasize enough how vital this part of the process is. We have got to find this place. Once we do, the rest is standard datawork.’


With the team starting their assignments, Sid went into his office with Vance and Ralph. Through the glass he could see Ian shaking his head in dismay as he grumbled to Eva. Aldred was settling in with Reannha and Dedra, routing them into the Northumberland Interstellar security network.


‘I can get Abner taken off if you like,’ Vance began. ‘One call to O’Rouke.’


‘Why would I want that?’ Sid asked.


‘The man can’t even open a file. He’s your chief forensics analyst? Come on!’


‘Aye man, he’s just had his brother murdered. Give him a moment.’


‘I can’t afford screw-ups, Sid. Nobody can, not on this one.’


‘There won’t be any. If he doesn’t step up, I’ll kick him out myself.’


‘I will hold you to that.’


‘We’ll have the bodydump site by this afternoon,’ Sid promised recklessly. ‘After that it’s going to get easier.’


‘Explain.’


‘The gap itself might not provide any information, but we can still watch who went in and out of it. They can be identified and better still, backtracked through the city’s meshes. But I’ve got to tell you, Ian has a point. If there was an alien on the loose, then it would have been sighted. This is the age of total digitalization; everything is on line always.’


‘Uh huh, and that’s why our politicians are pure and clean, and the world works so well, is it? Because everybody knows everything and there’s no hiding place.’


‘I didn’t—’


‘There are things going on, Detective, which you have no idea about. Think yourself lucky about that. So now you just focus on your job, and find me some evidence; either that some nut-job has built himself a power suit in his basement and is targeting the Norths, or that we have ourselves one serious trans-stellar crisis.’


‘Right.’


Vance studied him for a moment, making a judgement. ‘I’m heading out to the local HDA base. You won’t see me again, leastways not here. Ralph is your contact now. Clear?’


‘Sure.’


‘Make it good,’ Vance said as he shook hands with Ralph.


Sid let out a long breath as Vance walked out through the office, not acknowledging any of the team as he passed them.


‘Sorry about that,’ Ralph said.


Sid was mildly surprised to see a sly smile on the man’s face. ‘Jesus, man.’


‘He plays hardass because that’s his way,’ Ralph said. ‘He thinks it shows his strength. He’s right in a way. That’s why he bitchslapped your guy out there. Just making everyone aware who the top dog is.’


‘It isn’t going to earn him any friends here.’


‘He’s not looking for friends. And, Sid, neither am I. This has been booted all the way up to General Shaikh himself. You have heard of General Shaikh, haven’t you?’


‘Aye. I know who he is.’


‘Good. Then you truly understand how critical this situation is.’


‘I think I’m getting there.’


*


The HDA maintained a large base close to every gateway on Earth in readiness for a Zanthswarm. Newcastle was no exception. The offices and barracks and primary staging area were situated in the Shipcote district, south of the river, exhibiting the kind of harsh brutalism which even Soviet architecture had eventually retreated from with an embarrassed shudder. Squatting atop the high ground, rigid concrete walls inset with narrow windows and topped by sophisticated sensors looked down on the unruly sprawl of Last Mile below like some stolid medieval castle dominating the hovels of the serfs.


Of course, as every Geordie knew from birth, it was just for show; if St Libra did ever have a Zanthswarm, the HDA and Grande Europe would simply slam the gateway shut. Nobody was going to dispatch wave after wave of humanity’s finest to defend a world which housed nothing but corporate drones and bunches of malcontents.


Once he was installed in his new standard-military-issue office, Vance stared through the armoured glass window at the crawl of vehicles and even some pedestrians worming out of the end of Last Mile to the huge rectangular concrete burrow which housed the gateway machine. The end which faced Last Mile, the gateway itself, resembled a vertical pool of mist, writhing with silver phosphorescence. Only the upper third was actually visible to Vance, where a metal bridge-like ramp rose up from Last Mile to push its way into the trans-spacial connection, allowing free access to St Libra. Hidden below the elevated road was the narrow return lane, delivering all arrivals directly to the Border Directorate terminal. But underneath that, and taking up a good half of the gateway, were the twelve massive bioil pipelines that quickly sloped down into the underground tunnels, which led away to storage depots along the east coast and the Inter-Europe distribution grid. Billions of Eurofrancs’ worth of harvested hydrocarbons were pumped through each day; helping to satisfy some of the voracious energy demand exerted by Grande Europe and its settled planets.


Only now, looking at the phenomenal enterprise, did Vance fully acknowledge the scale of responsibility that had settled on him. Protecting something of this magnitude and value from a vague yet persistent alien threat was something he could not, would not, shirk away from. He touched the small pin in his suit collar, rough skin rubbing the familiar outline. ‘I have looked upon Zanth, and saw the face of the devil,’ he whispered. It was the Lord who had brought him and Angela together twenty years ago. He knew that now. That simple encounter hadn’t been fate, because today it had brought clarity to his life. This was why he had been born, this was the task his Lord had given him. ‘I will be worthy, Jesus.’


The aural smartcells embedded in his ears bleeped, communication icons appearing in his grid. He told his e-i to quest the link. The conference screen opposite his desk showed the HDA top-secret logo, which promptly dissolved into General Khurram Shaikh. At sixty-two his hair was a short silver-fox cut atop a round face weighted by stress lines. He was dressed immaculately as always, appearing completely unruffled by the strange event in Newcastle. Vance did his best not to try and work out what time it was at Alice Springs. Part of the mystique surrounding Shaikh was his apparent permanent availability. Rumour had it he never slept, wilder rumour said there were three North-like clones of him working shifts.


‘Good morning, Colonel,’ General Shaikh said.


‘Sir.’


‘An eventful night in your part of the world, apparently.’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘We were beefing up the quantum field sensor coverage around Newcastle anyway, because of the gateway. This adds a sense of urgency to it.’


‘Sir, this really doesn’t look like a Zanth event.’


‘No. But then we don’t understand the Zanth. And if it isn’t Zanth, then my strategists are assigning St Libra as the most likely origin of the creature. That’s if it was a creature which did this.’


‘It may be a human, a lone psychopath killing off Norths. At least this time we can launch a decent investigation.’


‘Yes. There’s a lot depending on the Newcastle police doing a good job. You need to keep the pressure on.’


‘It’s being done, sir.’


‘Good. In the meantime, my strategists believe the most likely scenario is that the Norths have suppressed the fact that St Libra does have sentients. That way Northumberland Interstellar was free to develop their algaepaddies. Without them, the company would’ve been bankrupt from building the gateway.’


‘I can agree with that. St Libra is a very big planet, and we are only really familiar with one continent, Ambrose; and nobody’s even explored the western side of that. Who knows what could be skulking around the rest of the world.’


‘Exactly. Has the Newcastle murder told us anything?’


‘Not a thing. However, the detective in charge is convinced something is out of kilter. The fact that they cannot identify the victim is extremely unusual. Other than that, and the method, I’m not sure . . .’


‘We weren’t sure after the Bartram atrocity, either. And that’s despite what AIA did to that poor girl. Another coincidence to consider, perhaps.’


‘That there is never proof is proof? I suppose it makes as much sense as the rest of this. I’d hate to rely on that supposition alone.’


‘I know. But there are a lot of factors pushing me to suspect that there is something on St Libra that has remained hidden until now. We have to know, Colonel, we cannot face two enemies across interstellar space. And this one is different, this one is smart and subtle. It eludes us. And I cannot allow that.’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Unless the Newcastle police quickly provide some very strong evidence that this is a mundane, copy-cat human-on-human murder, the expedition will go ahead. I’ve always been uncomfortable about St Libra, there’s too much we don’t know about that world.’


‘I’d like to go, sir.’


‘Of course. The composition of the expedition is already being negotiated by the major government blocs, everyone is keen to have their presence felt. As it’s St Libra, that wretched Charmonique Passam will be the official head to keep Grande Europe happy. You on the other hand will be the AIA’s representative, and mine.’


‘Thank you, sir.’


‘I wouldn’t thank me if I were you. The responsibility will be enormous. If you discover a threat you will have to determine right away if it can be tolerated. The Zanth we can do nothing about. Not yet. But this, this seems more physical, more animal. It is an intelligence we can perhaps comprehend. One that operates close to our level.’


‘The noble savage.’


‘This century’s equivalent, perhaps. And we can’t permit that. Precautions are in place against such a development. Detestable, yes; disgusting, morally bankrupt – all these things, but also essential.’


‘I understand, sir. I won’t let you down.’


*


Now, it is named Zanthworld 3. That wasn’t always its name. Humans lived on it once. Eighteen million of them. Back then they called it New Florida. A world that was eerily Earth-like, hosting broad continents of lush vegetation and rugged coastlines. Three small moons orbited, creating enchanting dapples of different coloured moonlight at night along with boisterous tides to pound the cliffs. Walking among its trees and skimming across the vast everglades the first settlers could so easily believe it was Earth itself in that peaceful time after the last ice age and before the rise of mechanized humankind. A time where unspoilt tranquillity reigned.


To a degree that admirable vista remained even after the gateway ushered through the eager people in their hundreds of thousands. The new settlers were proud of their world’s majesty, and did their best not to repeat the hack-and-burn mistakes perpetrated against the old homeworld. Of course, there had to be development to bedrock an economy, something that would give them equal footing with the rest of the trans-stellar states of the United States of America, which even then incorporated three new planets in addition to the original continent back on Earth. But they kept it simple; it was always obvious that this planet’s wealth lay in its land. Farming was its future.


Captain Antrinell Viana still occasionally caught sight of the odd farm building through the tough triple-layer windscreen of the excursion rover as it rumbled across Zanthworld 3’s thoroughly alien landscape. The rover he drove was large at ten metres long, with a cabin that served both as living quarters and a lab fitted out with the most advanced analysis equipment available. Right at the back was the decontamination chamber where the HDA research team could suit up before venturing out across the Zanth. Power was delivered from five separate fuel cells, driving individual electric hub motors on each of the triple wheel sets. Puncture-proof tyres that stood as high as a man’s shoulder in combination with long gas suspension pistons provided a reasonably smooth ride on the weird surfaces it was designed to traverse. And there was enough redundancy in the drive system to get the rover home if up to eighty per cent of the mechanics and electrics ever failed or went offline.


Knowing that, Antrinell could steer along the inclines and curving banks with a reasonable degree of confidence. He’d lost count now of how many missions he’d undertaken on various Zanthworlds in the twelve years since he’d qualified from the HDA academy. Well over a hundred, at any rate. A lot of staff on the deep research teams quit field work after twenty or thirty missions. Depression was the most common reason cited. Coming face to face with something so off-scale massive, a genuine irresistible force made real and completely in-your-face, eventually got to people. But Antrinell had his faith to comfort him; like everyone who answered the calling of the Gospel Warriors, he believed that Jesus would protect them, that God would ultimately show humans the way to salvation, and that the Zanth would eventually be broken. So he wasn’t intimidated or disheartened by the Zanth, instead he saw it for what it was: hopeless evil arrogance, a cancer upon the glorious universe which God had created for life to flourish. By being here, by testing and experimenting, by discovering the Zanth’s secrets, he was undertaking God’s true work.


‘Picking up the beacon signal,’ Marvin Trambi said from the seat beside Antrinell. ‘It hasn’t shifted much.’


Antrinell got his e-i to lock the beacon signal onto the 3D radar image projected across the windscreen. It shone like a pink star, two and a half kilometres away, on a buttress shaft that was reasonably flat.


The Zanth might not intimidate Antrinell, but every time he ventured across Zanth he was disturbed by its sheer strangeness. Three hours ago they had emerged from the gateway onto a patch of land close to the coast, one of the last remaining clear spots on the planet which was still recognizably a terrestrial-match world, with grass and fern trees still alive despite the green-mist sky. Nervous surviving animals quivered behind bushes and skipped along gullies, triple-segment eyes staring out at the big vehicle which lumbered past. Blotting out the horizon was the Zanth, its boundary creeping forward inexorably towards the sea.


They drew closer to the perverted wonder that had become the ground, and eventually mounted the smooth aquamarine edge of the Zanth as if they were rising onto an ancient cooled lava spill. That impression only lasted a minute. This was no longer a geological landscape crafted by the stately thrust of ice age glaciers and underlying million-year tectonic currents. The Zanth had fallen upon the land, and subsumed its original quality, subverting it, twisting and reshaping both the solid profile and internal atomic structure, a conquest conducted at both the micro and macro levels. It was a process outside of nature, and which nature could never compete against.


The rover was now driving through a bizarre topology, as if the surface was transforming into a hive structure secreted by toxed-up mountain-sized bees. The Zanth consumed soil, rock, water, and vegetation alike, infusing the mass with its own purpose. Sink holes opened up, miles deep and tens of miles wide, the consumed material flowing up through vast columns of translucent matter resembling crystal, but never so static, so primitive. The interlocking lattice they wove through the sky was always an erratic asymmetrical labyrinth with strands arching tens of kilometres into the thinning air. Impossible had they been composed of ordinary matter. Pillars as broad as mountains and a hundred times taller: gravity would have brought them crashing down as soon as they curved away from the horizontal. But fundamental gravity didn’t seem to bother Zanth in its formation phase, it possessed an interstice with quantum fields which defied scientific rationale.


Through this treacherous three-dimensional maze, Antrinell drove the rover, inching up curving slopes with inverse cambers; then back down into crater canyons where miles below them rivers of sludgy iridescent fog obscured the bottom, if indeed they had one. Across meandering bridges that multiplied at dangerously knobbly junctions, with few continuing strands keeping horizontal. Sometimes the surface below the tyres was as clear as glass before it slid away into a rainbow diffraction. Then there were times it seemed as insubstantial as the air which was mutating all around them.


A couple of kilometres from the beacon, Antrinell caught sight of a farmhouse. It was embedded in a purple-tinted column that was twelve hundred metres thick, with bent chrome-green buttress wings that themselves turned and intersected to form an arching bird’s-nest roof a few hundred metres above, as if in tiny worshipful mimicry of the greater composition all around. The perfectly ordinary two-storey house was still resting on a scoop of raw soil, as if it had been ripped from the ground by a wild tornado. Now it hung a hundred and fifty metres above the excursion rover, tilted at a good fifty degrees from horizontal. Its symmetrical composite panel walls and strictly functional PV solar roof portrayed a complete contrast to the irrational chaos of the Zanth topology which had captured it. As Antrinell saw it now, the structure it was in the middle of was a disintegration drizzle, with each particle locked in a slo-mo spray away from the original outline. Recordings of similar embeddings always showed the inevitable absorption into the overall lattice of the Zanth as the structure’s original molecules were methodically broken apart and distorted.


All that witnessing the sad, lost house did for him was reinforce the bitterly won knowledge that every human now laboured under: nothing evaded the Zanth. Nothing survived. Everything became Zanth in the end.


Antrinell began to steer the rover up a sharp incline. The equipment package which included the beacon was just above one of the intersections. Twelve strands curved together amid a cluster of fungal-profile protrusions and undulating hollows.


‘I’m going to turn us round before we egress,’ Antrinell said.


Marvin pointed at a pair of bulbous distensions thirty metres high, shimmering purple and grey in the weak light percolating through the fog. ‘There’s room between those two.’


‘Okay.’ Antrinell shifted the wheel slightly, and the rover tilted as it tracked along a sharp slope. Millimetre wave radar measured the gap between the bulbs. Marvin was right, it was big enough for the rover to pass through. If they got wedged stuck, it was a long walk back to the gateway. Everyone in the HDA’s Frontline research division had seen the recordings of suited figures trapped inside Zanth material, long dead but with their edges dissolving. The fragments expanding. Vanishing.


There were some human sects, with mad perverted followers and manipulative leaders, who considered such transmutation to be the true path to immortality. That to be absorbed then merge with Zanth was the entrance to everlasting life, that your essence would be embraced by Zanth. That somewhere, somehow within its matrix of weird molecules and different quantum composition you would continue, that Zanth would cherish you for your gift of individuality, carry you down the galactic epochs and on through eternity. There was no afterlife, they preached, no truth in the primitive holy books. The Zanth brought a new life now and for ever.


Antrinell knew it did nothing of the sort. He’d seen enough Zanth to know it didn’t care, didn’t even notice humans, nor any biological life. He knew what a blight upon God’s creation Zanth really was, and he never wavered from that truth.


The rover nosed through the gap and started down a thirty-degree incline. They were close to the rim of the junction now, front wheels barely five metres away, and the surface was a smooth curve of gold and scarlet diffraction patterns. Antrinell moved them on until they were a safer distance from the edge, and stopped.


Regulations were very clear that at least two people had to remain inside the vehicle at all times. Antrinell and Marvin suited up, leaving their three team-mates in the rover to monitor them constantly through a ringlink. Zanth environment suits weren’t nearly as bulky and cumbersome as a spacesuit. They came in two sections, with a tight first skin like a neoprene wetsuit, which had a collar seal to attach the big bubble helmet to. A rebreather module and emergency oxygen bottle went on next, worn as a backpack. On top of it all went a one-piece, like a loose boiler suit with integrated boots. The outer layer was a white frictionless metalloceramic fabric, which had a small current constantly running through it. Electricity was about the only thing which could keep the Zanth at bay, though observation had shown it could take hours if not days for the absorption/transformation process to begin once ordinary matter came into contact with any Zanth. Someone in a suit would have to be lying down on the Zanth for a long time before they were in any danger. But still, people felt a lot safer with an electric barrier between them and doom; HDA certainly didn’t begrudge them an extra layer of protection.


The airlock was a clinical-white cylindrical chamber with a ring of black titanium vents around the middle, and a circular door at each end. Antrinell and Marvin waited inside while their e-is ran a final batch of checks, then the vents hissed as the pressure was equalized. Rovers always maintained a positive pressure difference with the planetary atmosphere, which grew progressively easier as the Zanth consumed a planet. An atmosphere was clearly not a part of Zanth, the gases were absorbed and converted along with everything else it came into contact with. When the airlock’s outer door swung open, Antrinell was first down the ladder. He tested the ground cautiously, making sure his boot soles had a reasonable traction. Sometimes the surface of the Zanth was as slippery as an ice rink. This time it was okay, and he gave Marvin the all clear.


Together they walked over to the equipment package. It seemed strangely old-fashioned in this age of smartdust and nanojunction processors. But as experience had shown, the smaller the gadget, the easier it was perverted and absorbed into the Zanth. HDA science teams had soon abandoned the meshed sensors which they took for granted on their own worlds in favour of solid retro blocks of electronics.


The last mission had set this one up on a tripod with two-metre-long telescoping legs that carried quite a high electrical charge. Antrinell was pleased to see the Zanth hadn’t begun its absorption, all three legs remained an unblemished shiny stainless steel. Then he looked at the sensor equipment packages stacked together on top, covered in a plain thermal blanket – also conducting a charge. ‘Hell.’


‘What is it?’ Marvin asked.


Antrinell leaned in for a better look, bringing his own helmet-mounted sensors in to focus. In total there were six square packages, twenty-five centimetres along a side, and maybe ten deep. The two in the middle had amber Zanth growing out of the tiny cracks between them. Slender fronds with mushroom tips spreading out from a single anchor point in starburst formation. Even fainter, were the threads that were staining the thermal blanket itself, radiating out from the base of the fronds. The similarity to terrestrial fungi was uncanny.


‘Oh,’ Marvin said uneasily. ‘That’s not good. Do you think it’s growing resistant to electricity?’


‘Who knows?’ Antrinell waved a sensor wand over the packages. ‘There’s no defence charge running through the middle two units, but some of their internal circuitry is still functional.’


‘Okay, I’ll download the files. Maybe the guys back at Frontline can make something of it.’


Knowing what he would find, Antrinell walked over to the face of the spire which the equipment package was focused on. Two months ago they’d been here and applied a molecular virus to the surface of the Zanth. The stuff terrified most people, and Antrinell was no exception. No one outside of HDA even knew it existed. The precautions surrounding its handling were orders of magnitude stronger than those governing nukes. If it ever got loose on ordinary matter, it could conceivably devastate the entire world. There was one asteroid in a nameless star system where Frontline had opened a gateway that was now a seething mass of brittle fractal foam, its base-energy state lowered by the molecular metamorphosis. But the key was ‘ordinary matter’.


Looking down on the virus, Antrinell could see it was dead. It had eaten its way into the Zanth, expanding progressively inwards until it was a dark-russet canker two metres across. At that point the Zanth somehow grew resistant, its own transformed molecules altering again, hardening themselves in some fashion so they could no longer be consumed by the virus. Unable to eat to grow, the molecular virus had simply died.


Antrinell unclipped the sample rod from his belt, and dipped it gingerly into the frail meringue-texture virus. It was like breaking the surface of very thin ice, a slight resistance that crumpled, then the solid-state probe slid down sluggishly. He watched the read-out in his optical grid, detailing the analysis. The virus was definitely dead, reduced to superfine dust with little cohesion. Strands were sucked into the sampler. ‘Got it,’ he said.


‘And I have the sensor data,’ Marvin said. He took a look at the deep puddle which the virus had become. ‘Just great. That must have knocked out a good ten kilograms.’ He looked round the massive opalescent structures enveloping them. ‘Only another quizzillion tonnes to go.’


Antrinell grinned wide enough for Marvin to see his teeth through the darkened helmet. ‘That’s the optimism that’ll see us all through this.’


‘How many quit from despair?’


‘You’re not a quitter.’ Antrinell pulled the sample probe out of the virus, and held it up like a victory cup. ‘Besides, we made some progress today.’


‘Progress? How exactly?’


‘Elimination. That configuration doesn’t work. We try another. Then another. Then another.’


‘Yeah, right.’


They made their way back to the rover. Once they were inside the decontamination chamber the airlock door swung shut. White walls shone violet, and a thick oily mist sprayed out of the vents. They both stood still, holding their hands up like ballerinas caught in mid-pirouette. The oil formed a thin skin over the suit, and started dripping onto the floor. Then static arced through the chamber, producing a muffled roar as it strobed madly. Antrinell flinched, just like he did every time. There was enough voltage out there to knock him dead if the outer suit developed a break.


The vents reversed, pumping out the atmosphere. Antrinell could feel the inner suit stiffen as it kept him safe against the vacuum. The cycle was repeated three times, which should flush any Zanth substance molecules back out of the rover. No one had ever seen any evidence that Zanth could expand itself out of a microscopic fragment, it always seemed to achieve active status in chunks weighing in at over two hundred tonnes, but HDA wasn’t going to take any chances.


As a final precaution, Antrinell and Marvin stripped off their outer suit layer and disposed of them through a chute. Another flush cycle began. Only then did they take off the inner suit. Those got dumped outside as well.


Dressed in fatigues again, Antrinell sat in the driver’s seat, and fed power to the hub motors. It was always an anxious moment, finding out if the Zanth had begun to absorb the tyres. Fortunately, if that happened, they could shed the external layer of metallasized silicone tread like a snake skin.


The excursion rover moved away smoothly, and the team’s tension drained away. They spent another hour driving carefully along the entangled strands to reach the end of the Zanth; arriving as dusk began to claim the already leaden sky, though they had another two hours of sunlight left. Zanthworld 3 used to have a day which lasted twenty-three hours and forty minutes; now with the Zanth somehow impinging on local gravity its rotation was slowing, already giving it thirty-seven-hour days, and the process still hadn’t stopped. Dusk, like dawn, was a lingering affair.


Antrinell drove the rover down onto the natural land beyond, feeling an unexpected flush of relief. He knew the gouge they’d skirted was just one of hundreds of similar wounds that must have been sliced deep into the world. It wouldn’t be much longer, a few years at most, before maintaining a gateway here would be too dangerous.


Five kilometres ahead, the gateway shimmered like a circle of entombed moonlight. Antrinell aimed the rover straight at it, eager to be home, to leave the Zanth’s victory behind. A wave of rain lashed against the rover. Air temperature outside was only a couple of degrees above freezing. He could see now that the plants had given up. Their cyan leaves were growing flaccid as they shaded down to lime-green, with withered brittle edges flaking off. New shoots lacked vigour, more often pushing out malformed bracts. Native grass was patchy.


‘Isn’t that Okeechobee?’ Marvin asked. He was leaning forward, craning to look up into the leaden sky.


Antrinell followed his gaze. The wispy clouds had parted, taking the rain with them and revealing a broad patch of clear sky. Almost directly above, blocking his view of the twilight stars, was a weird purple-green blob. The oddity was a rough sphere of loosely wound gossamer, with hundreds of spiky protrusions soaring outwards, like spume from clashing waves. Some were as long as the core’s diameter.


‘Yeah, that’s Okeechobee,’ he grunted. The smallest of the planet’s original three moons. Zanth had completed its transformation of the dusty ball of regolith, now the structure was slowly growing as the strands of Zanth realigned themselves. Within a few decades, when Zanthworld 3 itself had stopped spinning and achieved tidal-lock with the star, Okeechobee and the other two moons would have shifted orbit until they all became stationary relative to each other. Once that configuration was achieved, they would slowly merge, then keep expanding until the whole local region of space was suffused by Zanth in the form of a diaphanous tangle of alien matter.


No one knew exactly what would happen after that. But then no one, theologians and cosmology theorists alike, could explain the origin or purpose of the Zanth. All they could do was shout questions into the sky like some pre-history priest asking his deity to explain the world he saw yet didn’t understand.


Was the Zanth limited to this galaxy alone? Was it a runaway doomsday weapon? Or was it something more, an invasion from another universe, seeking to convert ours? A crusade which would take billions of years. Was there purpose? Or worse, was it accidental? And the biggest hope of all: was there another sentient species out there to join in battle against it?


The excursion rover passed through the gateway, emerging onto the wide concrete reception apron on Frontline, a reassuringly safe twenty-seven lightyears from Zanthworld 3. Frontline was a rock planet orbiting a red dwarf star, chosen because the strategists guessed, or prayed, that it would present an unattractive target to the Zanth. Antrinell believed they might just as well have sited it on a tropical paradise world, for all the difference that would make to Zanth motivation. If Zanth was attracted to gateways, Frontline was doomed anyway. Its personnel might at least benefit from a decent beach to relax on between shifts.


But nobody had asked him.


He drove the rover over to the first of the giant geodesic domes anchored to the rock. There were over twenty domes now; thick metal at the base, rising to a reinforced glass cap shielding circular patches of parkland which needed a lot of artificial lighting in order to grow properly. That white nurturing light glared out of each one, creating a thin haze in the minuscule atmosphere of freezing argon.


They passed through three separate sensor arches before they even reached the airlock’s outer door. Inside, the robot systems of the decontamination area sluiced them down with a variety of chemicals. Smartdust dispensers fired jets of motes which settled on every surface and began scanning round. Molecular samplers ringing the drains analysed the effluent for the sign of any exotic molecules. The whole procedure took over an hour.


Eventually they were cleared to leave. A lab team came on board to retrieve the samples Antrinell had taken. Engineers began reviewing the rover’s mechanics.


Antrinell and Marvin left it all behind, and took a tube train over to dome eight where there was a decent bar. It was ritual now after every mission. Tomorrow there would be a full debrief, but for now they were allowed some self-time.


The inside of the dome with its windowless metal-walled compartments and maze of corridors all lined with pipes and cables was how Antrinell imagined warships and submarines used to be like. Only when they got up to the upper park did the mild feeling of claustrophobia abate. Even then, the plants weren’t exactly vigorous; they survived the strange environment rather than flourished. And it wasn’t so much a park as a reasonablesized garden.


But there was terrestrial greenery, and humidity, and flower scents, and even a few confused parrots flapping about between trees. The bar was a wide patio with tables that had tropical thatch parasols. It was all very laboured. Antrinell didn’t mind, as it provided a pleasant counter to Zanth, and even Frontline itself. He just wanted to sit down with a beer and bitch about the mission, and command, and the lab which concocted the useless molecular virus.


Instead, when he came up the stairwell into the bar he saw who was waiting at the counter and his shoulders dropped. ‘Oh hell,’ he grunted.


Major Vermekia grinned broadly, and raised his fruit cocktail in greeting.


‘So what’s the mission?’ Antrinell asked once he and Marvin had claimed their beers and allowed Vermekia to guide them over to a table on the edge of the patio.


‘You’re going to be looking for an alien,’ Vermekia told them. ‘A sentient. We believe it to be hostile.’


‘Where?’ asked Marvin. ‘I haven’t heard of anyone building a new gateway in five years.’


Vermekia’s annoyingly superior grin broadened. ‘St Libra.’


‘You’re kidding,’ Antrinell said.


‘Not at all. There’s some uncomfortable evidence emerging that there might be some kind of sentient population hidden on Brogal – the northern continent.’


Antrinell sipped his beer as he listened to the major explain about the murder in Newcastle, and the connection to Bartram North’s slaying. If it hadn’t been for the major’s immaculate uniform, reminding him this was coming directly from General Khurram Shaikh himself, he might have dismissed the whole notion. Although, he had to admit it was strange. And he was wearily familiar enough with HDA and high-level government bureaucracy to know that once a project acquired enough momentum at the top it became unstoppable. Shaikh was involved, as were the Presidents of the GE and USA along with the Chairman of the Unified Chinese Worlds; which alone guaranteed this wasn’t going to be a ten-day digital exercise to be filed and forgotten. It was going to be big; short of an actual Zanthswarm, the biggest operation HDA would mount in a decade – in itself a telling point. Even in his short service time he’d noticed how brass-heavy the agency was becoming, how expensive civilian consultants were brought in to advise on everything, how essential equipment projects had fallen behind schedule and grown massive cost overruns. Depending on the outcome of the St Libra mission, some people were going to emerge from the other side with promotions and a massively enhanced career trajectory. Others were going to crash and burn. Quite a lot of others if the results weren’t positive enough – about which he had his own suspicions. Clearly, Shaikh was going to prove that HDA had a vital non-Zanth role to play in human affairs, an expediency that would help keep all those grudging national treasuries in line.


‘So what’s our role?’ Marvin asked.


‘Genetic analysis,’ Vermekia said. ‘As the expedition makes its way north we need to know if evolution is starting to vary from the St Libra norm. You sample every odd-looking leaf to see just how odd it actually is, and if it’s a progression.’


‘We’re looking for their equivalent of the Burgess Shale,’ Antrinell decided.


Vermekia frowned. ‘The what?’


‘Burgess Shale. It’s an area in Canada that preserved some unique species from the Cambrian Explosion. That was an evolutionary episode five hundred million years ago, basically the greatest biological diversity event which Earth has ever known, when unicellular organisms evolved into the kind of biologically complex animals and plants we are today. The fossils found in the Burgess Shale region gave palaeontologists a huge window into that period, allowing them to see the ancestors of nearly every species on Earth. But there were also others which have no modern descendants. The Shale had a boundary called the Cathedral Escarpment, so a lot of those unknown species never made it past that and out into the wider world. That’s probably what Shaikh’s advisers think has happened here – after all, Brogal covers an area greater than every one of Earth’s continents put together. There’s got to be a lot of isolated areas beyond Abellia.’


‘I’m glad you’re so receptive to the notion,’ Vermekia said. ‘And you’re right; HDA is calling it enclave evolution.’


‘But it’s pretty weird that there’s been no sign of any animal life anywhere on St Libra, not even an insect.’


‘And that’s a huge jump from nothing to a full sentient,’ Marvin said.


‘Well you might just be the ones who find the answer. They might even name them after you.’


‘Wonderful, that’s what I want to be known as for the rest of human history, a two-metre-high monster with knives for hands who goes around massacring people.’


‘Ah,’ Vermekia glanced round, checking the nearby tables were empty. ‘That’s the second part of your mission.’


*


Corporal Paresh Evitts of the Legion, the elite regiment of the GE Interstellar Defence Agency, was sorely puzzled by his charge. At twenty-five, Paresh had visited several planets for evacuation training exercises, including Wuchow in the Unified Chinese Worlds, which gave him a reasonable belief that he understood the way humanity’s worlds worked, thus allowing him to be a decent judge of character.


Angela Tramelo sat on the other side of the aisle from him in the black fourteen-seat HDA minibus that was leading the convoy of ten identical vehicles up the A1, and he couldn’t get a grip on her at all. Hot-looking, with her fuzzy blonde hair and elfin-delicate features; she wore standard-issue HDA fatigues: a dark-grey one-piece overall. It was too big for her, but not baggy enough to disguise a decent body when he glanced at her in the moments he thought she wasn’t watching. A trim figure was to – be expected, she was about twenty, maybe twenty-one max. Which was the first mystery. Her file, which was incredibly small little more than an identity confirmation certificate to make sure they got the right person – said she was forty. No way.


Then the second enigma: why exactly was his entire squad assigned to pick her up from Holloway Prison at seven o’clock in the morning? She hadn’t been designated a prisoner status. Strange, because Lieutenant Pablo Botin had ordered them to treat her like one; they were her official escort, and they had to get to Newcastle without ‘incident’. But she wasn’t dangerous; not dangerous enough to warrant issuing them with sidearms, apparently. So why then had Botin said: ‘Watch the bitch close. She’s fucking lethal when she wants to be.’


Sideways glances didn’t give Paresh a clue where that warning came from. Fit she might be, but any one of his squad could snap her in two if she was dumb enough to try getting physical; even Private Audrie Sleath, who was a lot shorter than the not-prisoner. And thinking of physical . . . Paresh let his gaze linger a while. She was looking out of the window as the snow-coated outskirts of London slid past. Those legs would be quite something wrapped round his neck. Oh yeah.


‘What?’ Angela asked. She was still looking at the window.


Too late Paresh realized his faint reflection on the glass was betraying him. ‘Just trying to figure you out, is it,’ Paresh explained. The rest of the squad roused themselves with a little flurry of grins and nudging elbows as they focused on the corporal and the babe. Question was: could he score? Cynics and supporters alike settled back to enjoy the show.


Angela turned, and gave him a smile which he couldn’t quite believe was sincere. But it did bump her up still further on the beauty-scale. She really was a heart-buster – if they’d been in a bar he’d be pleading to buy her a drink. But the voice gave it away: steel hard. He’d seen that aspect of her this morning when they arrived at the prison to collect her. She hadn’t been ready to leave.


Orders had them collecting her at seven sharp. Not a chance. When he and the other two in the handover detail had arrived at the administration block she was arguing with the governor and two guards. Not arguing by shouting, but boy could she outstubborn a cat. Insultingly slow words, and a body-pose that could be read as ‘immovable object’ by a blind dude.


‘I have worked three days every week,’ she said. ‘I have spent at most ten per cent of that on your pitiful good behaviour store. Therefore this institution still owes me for ninety per cent of my hours. And I believe GE minimum wage legislation is fifty-eight Eurofrancs an hour.’


‘You only get to spend that in here,’ the disturbed governor protested.


‘But I don’t belong in here, do I? That’s why we had yesterday’s meeting. That’s why you just extracted my smartcell tags.’


The governor tried to glance at her assistant, who managed to avoid all eye contact. ‘I’ll refer it to the Justice Department, first thing. You have my word.’


‘Thank you.’


The governor gave a relieved smile, and gestured at Paresh. That was when Angela looked round at the detail, feigning interest. Then she addressed the governor direct: ‘I’ll wait.’


Paresh almost laughed at the stricken expression crawling across the governor’s face.


‘But they won’t be in the office for another three hours,’ the governor protested.


‘Oh dear,’ said Angela.


‘Do you actually want to get out of here?’ the governor snapped.


‘I am getting out of here. We know that now, don’t we? The question is: how? Do I go quietly now, as agreed? Or do I delete yesterday’s agreement and wait until the expedition proves I’m innocent? After all, they’re not going to keep the result quiet, now are they? Not with so much riding on this. Reputations a lot more important than yours are gambling on the outcome. Do you think the Justice Department will thank you for the publicity a month from now when I walk out of the front gate into a pack of transnet reporters? Exactly how much compensation will that kind of miscarriage of justice net me do you think? And you could have bought me off with the money you owe me anyway. How’s that going to scan?’


Paresh watched in admiration as the two women stared at each other. There was only ever going to be one result. The governor didn’t even last a minute.


‘All right! I’ll authorize payment.’


‘You can issue me with a European Social Bank account,’ Angela said calmly. ‘The standard for paroled criminals, I believe. Your office has the authority to do that. You see, allowing us access to education is a benefit.’


‘Get it done,’ the governor hissed at her assistant.


‘But—’


‘Do it!’


It had taken another thirty minutes for the process to be completed. Angela never moved from the spot the whole time. Paresh had to complain twice to the furious governor to try and speed things along.


‘Not your concern,’ Angela said without even turning to him. ‘I either go back to my cell, or I leave with my money.’


Paresh didn’t know how the hell to break the impasse – ordering his detail to physically lift her out was about the only option. He was nervous about that, his corporal stripe was only two months old. Screw the lieutenant for not making things clear.


Eventually, the assistant scuttled back into the room, and handed Angela a biometric card. She checked it registered her thumb, then they had to go over to a zone console and activate the account. Codes were assigned.


‘Can we go now?’ Paresh asked witheringly.


Angela grinned cheerfully at him. ‘Of course we can. You didn’t think I was going to stay in this shithole did you?’


Paresh was sure he could hear the governor’s teeth grinding together. ‘Your bag,’ he said, gesturing helpfully at the small carryall Angela was walking away from.


‘My butler always organizes delivery of my couture collection.’


Paresh and the detail had to hurry to catch up with Angela as buzzers sounded and big solid prison doors obediently opened for her.


*


‘Nothing to figure out,’ Angela said as they drove into the white wilderness of the Middlesex countryside. ‘I was wrongly imprisoned, now I’m volunteering to help you guys out. I’m coming with you on the expedition.’


‘What expedition?’ DiRito asked from two seats down.


‘Didn’t they tell you? We’re going alien hunting on St Libra.’


The squad exchanged a whole load of shocked glances. ‘No shit?’ Mohammed Anwar blurted.


‘I’m sure you’ll get your briefing when we arrive at Newcastle.’


‘Hey,’ Marty O’Riley said. ‘What were you in there for?’


Angela turned round so she was facing all the curious faces, and hooked her arm over the top of the chair. ‘They convicted me of slaughtering fourteen people in one go. Oh, that’s more than all of you, isn’t it?’ Her lips parted at the startled silence which greeted that statement. ‘Lucky for you, I didn’t do it. Which is why your very embarrassed government has recruited me as a consultant on this trip.’


‘What do you consult on?’


‘I was the only one who survived. I saw the alien. I know what it looks like, I know what it sounds like, I know what it smells like. You don’t forget that smell, not even after twenty years. When I smell it again, I’ll know.’


Paresh couldn’t resist. ‘So what does a killer alien smell like?’


‘Mint.’


Which was a complete load of bollocks, Paresh knew. She was just enjoying herself yanking their chains. But he knew who she was now. ‘Bartram North,’ he said quietly.


Those deadly green eyes stared at him. Then she grinned again. ‘Smart boy.’


‘Do my best.’


‘Not good enough, though, is it?’


‘How you reckon that?’


‘You’re on a trip to poke a stick into a monster’s nest. It will kill you.’ She raised her voice. ‘It will kill all of you. You won’t stand a chance.’


‘You haven’t seen what we can do,’ Ramon Beaken asserted. ‘No fucking alien gets on top of this squad, lady. We can handle ourselves.’


‘Let’s hope so. But if I do ever scent it, take me seriously. Your life depends on it.’


‘You got out last time,’ Paresh pointed out.


‘That’s because I’m tougher than you.’


No doubt about it, Paresh thought, she was a class-A bullshitter. That just made her more interesting. He wondered if he did stand a chance with her.


Angela didn’t say much as the convoy rode along through the English midlands and into the north. The squad didn’t know what the hell to make of her, so they by and large ignored her. Paresh didn’t give up so easy. He saw the way she stared at the countryside, even though it was just drab frozen fields and denuded ice-gripped trees. She was entranced by it. The kind of delight anyone would have if they’d been denied that sight for twenty years. So if that part of the file was correct . . .


The convoy stopped at the Scotch Corner services so the vehicles could fill up with bioil. Everyone needed to take a pee, and after that they piled in to the Little Chef café franchise for a coffee and a donut, surprising the two waitresses who were suddenly rushed off their feet.


Angela climbed out of the HDA minibus and inhaled deeply. On the other side of the garage forecourt low sedans and twenty-four-wheel tankers carrying their cargo of raw were purring smoothly along the six lanes of the A1 in both directions, their thick winter tyres spraying the banks of snow which lined the road with a constant rain of filthy slush.


Paresh was entranced by the far-away expression on her face as she watched the continual stream of traffic. It made her appear vulnerable yet content at the same time, which he found quite bizarre. ‘You’re not going to try and run, are you?’ he asked, not quite joking.


Her expression hardened, and that unnerving stare locked on to him again. ‘No. I know exactly where I’m going, and that’s back to Abellia.’


‘Where?’


‘The town where it happened on St Libra. I’m going to find that motherfucker, and when I do, it is going to burn  – and I don’t mean in hell. I’m not going to be that kind to it.’


‘There really is a monster, isn’t there?’


‘Absolutely. So if you really are smart, Sergeant—’


‘That’s only corporal, and it’s Paresh.’


‘Paresh,’ she acknowledged. ‘If you’re smart you’ll be the one who runs.’


‘Guess I’m stupid then.’


‘We all are, in our own special ways.’


Which was the closest she’d come to making real conversation, even if it was kind of creepy. ‘I know you’ve not been outside for a while,’ he said. ‘But it is bloody freezing standing here. Can I buy you a coffee?’


Angela glanced at the café franchise on the side of the station’s large TravelMart store. The Legionnaires from the convoy were crowding every table, laughing as they joshed the harassed waitresses. ‘I bet you say that to all the girls.’


‘Every one of them.’


‘You know, this isn’t quite the fantastic first meal I was planning on when I was free.’


‘Best I can do.’


‘Then I accept. Do you think they’d do hot chocolate with marshmallows?’


‘Let’s go find out.’


*


During the rest of the drive up to Newcastle, Angela did her best to behave as normally as she could. It wasn’t easy, she had so few reference points left other than hazy memories, and those didn’t exactly belong to a standard life. Acclimatizing herself to being out was proving more difficult than she had imagined. It was all so sudden – less than twenty-four hours ago she’d been brooding in the same cell she’d always been in, robotically performing the same tasks, eating the same food, not thinking about anything because that was how you survived each day. Now here she was, on the way back to St Libra, which was actually the last place in the galaxy she wanted to go.


The hot chocolate in the Little Chef had been surprisingly good. Good because it wasn’t prison hot chocolate. The Danish pastry Paresh had bought her to go with it was also the best she’d tasted in twenty years. And then there was the laughter. For the last twenty years, laughter for her had been the twin of cruelty, the sound of vicious triumph which accompanied whimpering screams, not this carefree joy. That was something she knew would take a long time to get used to. All those young, confident Legionnaires crammed into the restaurant and misting up the windows with their boisterous joking, like a football team after the match. Watching their stupid schoolkid antics she couldn’t feel anything but sorry for them. If the expedition was successful, they’d all be dead.


Once the minibuses filled their tanks with bioil the Legionnaires barged out of the Little Chef and hurried back to their vehicles. Angela nipped into the TravelMart and got the assistant manager to unlock the most expensive Spectrum basic smartcell interface packet from the secure cabinet behind the counter. Not that there was a huge choice of brands. She hadn’t had a direct meat-to-wi connection for over twenty years, not since she took out her cy-chips before Melyne Aslo recruited her. Smartcells were a whole lot better than the old cy-chips, so the newer arrivals at Holloway told her.


She used the Social Bank card to buy the packet, and was moderately pleased when the transaction went through without any glitch, and even happier that the teen assistant manager girl didn’t say anything when she waved the SBcard through the till’s keyspace. It was like hearing the prison gates clanging shut behind her, but for real this time. She was out. She was free.


The HDA minibus’s auto pulled out of the forecourt and slotted them into the northbound traffic. Angela watched the snowy landscape with a strangely neutral attitude. For years she’d been planning what to do on all the million possible variants of this day, but now it was here and she had to make some tough decisions. First one, the obvious one, she would go back to St Libra. It was where she could pick up the loose ends she’d abandoned twenty years ago. Besides, making a break for it now would be ridiculously tough. But in the meantime there were certain things to be done, preparations made as best she could.


Angela split the chic circular Spectrum packet open. Like the packet, the instruction booklet was simple, with monochrome diagrams just to make sure. She removed the little medical-style applicator tube, which had a short fat needle and a compressed gas cartridge, which she snapped together easily. Next out came a trim magazine of fourteen clearly marked pea-sized shells which clicked neatly into the back of the tube. The first shell contained an aural smartcell. She tucked the C-shaped plastic mould behind her left ear, which positioned the tube correctly, and pressed the trigger. ‘Ow,’ it was like getting stung by an infant bee. But the tube had inserted the smartcell close to her inner ear, where its vibrations would manifest as ordinary sounds. The sting turned cold as the tube released a drop of antiseptic gel. She ejected the empty shell, and shifted the mould to her right ear. The vocal smartcells followed, inside the back of the mouth, beside the lower rear molars. Hands: one in the palm, then each fingertip.


Finally she took out the contact lens case. Breaking the seal initiated them, so she dabbed the small thick transparent circles onto her eyes quickly, blinking against the sensation, and checking they were centred correctly with the little mirror provided in the case. Once she was satisfied, she triggered the pad which contained the unique bodymesh activation code. The contact lenses were the expensive part of the package, each containing a dozen iris smartcells, the smallest produced. Once they received the code, the lenses extended nanofilaments into her eyeball and injected the smartcells in a ring around the iris. They meshed together and orientated themselves, then fired off test pulses down her optic nerves.
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