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Prologue


Mars completely dominated space outside the Ulysses, the bloated dirty-ginger crescent of a planet that never quite made it as a world. Small, frigid, barren, airless, it was simply the solar system’s colder version of hell. Yet its glowing presence in the sky had dominated most of human history; first as a god to inspire generations of warriors, then a goal to countless dreamers.


Now, for NASA Captain-Pilot Wilson Kime, it had become solid land. Two hundred kilometres beyond the landing craft’s narrow, curving windshield he could pick out the dark gash that was the Valles Marineris. As a boy he’d accessed the technofantasies of the Aries Underground group, entranced by how one day in an unspecified future, foaming water would once again race down that vast gully as raw human ingenuity unlocked the frozen ice trapped beneath the rusting landscape. Today, he would actually get to walk through those dusty craters he’d studied in a thousand satellite photos, hold the legendary thin red sand in his gloved hands to watch little trickles slip slowly through his fingers in the low gravity. Today was the most glorious history in the making.


Wilson automatically started a deep feedback breathing exercise, calming his heart before the reality of what was about to happen affected his metabolism. No way was he giving those goddamned desk medics back in Houston a chance to question his fitness to pilot the landing craft. Eight years he’d spent in the USAF, including two combat duties based in Japan for Operation Deliver Peace, followed by another nine years with NASA. All that build-up and anticipation; the sacrifices, his first wife and totally alienated kid; the eternal VR training at Houston, the press conferences, the mind-rotting PR tours of factories; he’d endured it all because it led to this one moment in this most sacred place.


Mars. At last!


‘Initiating VKT ranging, cross-match RL acquisition data,’ he told the landing craft’s autopilot. The coloured strands of light captured inside the windshield began to change their geometrical patterns. He kept one eye on the timer: eight minutes. ‘Purging BGA system and vehicle interlink tunnel.’ His left hand flicked the switches on the console. Watching the tiny LEDs come on to confirm the switch cycle. Some actions NASA would never entrust to voice-activation software. ‘Commencing BGA non-propulsive vent. Awaiting prime ship sep sequence confirmation.’


‘Roger that, Eagle II,’ Nancy Kressmire’s voice said in his headset. ‘Telemetry analysis has you as fully functional. Prime ship power systems ready for disengagement.’


‘Acknowledged,’ he told the Ulysses captain. Turquoise and emerald spider webs within the windshield fluttered elegantly, reporting the lander’s internal power status. Their sharp primary colours appeared somehow alien across the dull pallor of the wintry Martian landscape outside. ‘Switching to full internal power cells. I have seven greens for umbilical sep. Retracting inter-vehicle access tunnel.’


Alarmingly loud metallic clunks rang through the little cabin as the spaceplane’s airlock tunnel sank back into the fuselage. Even Wilson flinched at the intrusive sounds, and he knew the spaceplane’s mechanical layout better than its designers.


‘Sir?’ he asked. According to the NASA manual, once the lander’s airlock had retracted from the prime ship they were technically a fully independent vehicle, and Wilson wasn’t the ranking officer.


‘The Eagle II is yours, Captain,’ Commander Dylan Lewis said. ‘Take us down when you’re ready.’


Very conscious of the camera at the back of the cabin, Wilson said: ‘Thank you, sir. We are on line for completed undocking in seven minutes.’ He could sense the buzz in the five passengers riding behind him. All of them were the straightest of straight arrows; they had so much right stuff between them it could be bottled. Yet now the actual moment was here they were no more controlled than a bunch of schoolkids heading for their first beach party.


The autopilot ran through the remaining pre-flight prep sequence, with Wilson ordering and controlling the list; adhering faithfully to the man-in-the-loop tradition that dated all the way back to the Mercury Seven and their epic struggle for astronauts to be more than just spam in a can. Right on the seven-minute mark, the locking pins withdrew. He fired the RCS thrusters, pushing Eagle II gently away from the Ulysses. This time there was nothing he could do to stop his heart racing.


As they drew away, Ulysses became fully visible through the windshield. Wilson grinned happily at the sight of it. The interplanetary craft was the first of its kind; actually quite an ungainly collection of cylindrical modules, tanks, and girders arranged in a circular grid shape two hundred metres across. Its perimeter sprouted long jet-black solar power panels like plastic petals, all of them tracking the sun. Several of the crew habitation sections were covered in big Stars and Stripes flags, implausibly gaudy against the plain silver-white thermal foam that coated every centimetre of the superstructure. Right in the centre of the vehicle, surrounded by a wide corrugated fan of silver thermal radiator panels, was the hexagonal chamber which housed the fusion generator that had made the ten-week flight time possible, constantly supplying power to the plasma rockets. It was the smallest fusion system ever built: a genuine made-in-America, cutting-edge chunk of technology. Europe was still building its first pair of commercial fusion reactors on the ground, while the USA had already commissioned five such units, with another fifteen being built. And the Europeans certainly hadn’t got anything equivalent to the sophisticated Ulysses generator.


Damn it, we can still get some things right, Wilson thought proudly as the shining conglomeration of space hardware retreated away into the eternal night. It would be another decade until the FESA could mount a Mars mission, by which time NASA planned on having a self-sustaining base on the icy sands of Arabia Terra. Hopefully, by then, the agency would also be flying asteroid-capture missions and even a Jovian expedition as well. I’m not too old to be a part of those, they’ll need experienced commanders.


His mind underwent just the tiniest tweak of envy at the prospect of what would come in the mid-term future, events and miracles whose timetable and budget allocations meant they might just elude him. The Europeans can afford to wait, though. While thanks to the dominant influence of the Religious Right over the last few administrations, the US had halted all genetic work centred around stem cells, the Federal government in Brussels had poured money into biogenic research, with spectacular results. Now that the early bugs had been ironed out of the hugely expensive procedure, they’d begun to rejuvenate people. The first man to receive the treatment, Jeff Baker, had died in a climax of global publicity; but in the following seven years there had been eighteen successes.


Space and Life. Those separate interests spoke volumes about the way the cultures of Earth’s two major Western power groups had diverged over the past three decades.


Now Wilson’s fellow Americans were beginning to reevaluate their attitude to genetic engineering. Already there were urban myths of Caribbean and Asian clinics offering the rejuvenation service to multi-billionaires. While Federal Europe was once again attempting to narrow the American lead in space, desperate to prove to the world that it excelled in every field. Given the fractious political state currently afflicting the planet, Wilson rather welcomed the idea of the two blocs drawing closer together once more – that was, after Americans had landed on Mars.


‘First de-orbit burn in three minutes,’ the Eagle II autopilot said.


‘Standing by,’ Wilson told it. He automatically checked the fuel tank pressures, and followed that up with main engine ignition procedures.


Three hypergolic fuel rockets at the back of the little spaceplane fired for a hundred seconds, pushing their orbit into an atmosphere-intercept trajectory. The subsequent aerobrake manoeuvre lasted for over ninety minutes, with the scant Martian atmosphere pushing against the craft’s swept delta wings, killing its velocity. For the final fifteen minutes, Wilson could see the faintest of pink glows coming from the Eagle II’s blunt nose. It was the only evidence of the violence being done to the fuselage by high-velocity gas molecule impacts. The ride was incredibly smooth, with gravity slowly building as they sank towards the crater-rumpled landscape of Arabia Terra.


At six kilometres altitude, Wilson activated their profile dynamic wings. They began to expand, spreading out wide to generate as much lift as possible from the thin, frigid air. At full stretch they measured a hundred metres from tip to tip, enough to allow Eagle II to glide if necessary. Then their turbine fired up, gently thrusting them forward, keeping speed constant at two hundred and fifty kilometres an hour. The westernmost edge of the massive Schiaparelli crater slid into sight away in the distance, rolling walls rising up out of the rumpled ground like a weatherworn mountain range.


‘Visual acquisition of landing site,’ Wilson reported. His systems schematics were tracing green and blue sine waves across the view. Ground radar began to overlay a three-dimensional grid of spikes and gullies which almost matched what he could see.


‘Eagle II, mid-point systems review confirms you are go for landing,’ said Mission Control. ‘Good luck, guys. You’ve got quite an audience back here.’


‘Thank you, Mission Control,’ Commander Lewis said formally. ‘We are eager for the touchdown. Hoping Wilson can give us a smooth one.’ It would be another four minutes before anyone back on Earth heard his words. By then they should be down.


‘Contact with cargo landers beacon,’ Wilson reported. ‘Range thirty-eight kilometres.’ He squinted through the windshield as the autopilot printed up a red line-of-sight bracket within the glass. The crater rim grew steadily larger. ‘Ah, I’ve got them.’ Two dusty grey specks sitting on a broad patch of flat landscape.


For the last stage, Eagle II flew a slow circle round the pair of robot cargo landers. They were simple squat cones which the Ulysses had sent down two days earlier, loaded with tonnes of equipment, including a small prefab ground base. Getting them unloaded and the projected exploration campus up and running was the principal task awaiting the crew of the Eagle II.


‘Groundscan confirms area one viability,’ Wilson said. He was almost disappointed at the radar picture. When Neil Armstrong and Buzz Aldrin were landing on the Moon, they had to hurriedly take manual control of their Lunar Module and fly it to safety when the designated landing site turned out to be strewn with boulders. This time, eighty-one years later, satellite imagery and orbital radar mapping had eliminated such uncertainty from the flight profile.


He brought the Eagle II round on its pre-plotted approach path, engaging the autopilot. ‘Landing gear extended and locked. VM engines pressurized and ready. Profile dynamic wings in reshape mode. Ground speed approaching one hundred kilometres per hour. Descent rate nominal. We’re on the wire, people.’


‘Good work, Wilson,’ Commander Lewis said. ‘Let’s bump struts, here, huh?’


‘You got it, sir.’


The landing rockets fired, and Eagle II began to sink smoothly out of the light pink sky. A hundred metres up, and Wilson couldn’t stand it. His fingers flicked four switches, taking the autopilot off line. Red LEDs glared accusingly at him from the console. He ignored them, bringing the little spaceplane down manually. Easier than any simulation. Dust swirled outside the windshield, thick and cloying as the rocket jets scoured the surface of Mars. Radar gave him the final approach vectors, there was nothing to see visually. They settled without a wobble. The sound of the rockets died away. External light began to brighten as the agitated dust flurries dissipated.


‘Houston, the Eagle II has landed,’ Wilson said. The words had to be forced out, his throat was so tensed up with pride and exhilaration. He could hear that beautiful phrase echo along history, past and future. And I made it happen, not some goddamn machine.


A wave of jubilant shouts and cheering broke out in the cabin behind him. He wiped an errant drop of moisture from his eye with the back of one hand. Then he was suddenly involved with systems supervision, re-engaging the autopilot. External instrumentation confirmed they were down and stable. The spaceplane had to be put into surface standby mode, supplying power and environmental services to the cabin, keeping the rocket engines warm so that take-off wouldn’t be a problem, monitoring the fuel tank status. A long, boring list of procedures that he worked through with flawless diligence.


Only then did the six of them begin to suit up. Given the cabin’s chronic lack of space, it was a cramped, difficult process, with everyone jostling each other. When Wilson was almost ready, Dylan Lewis handed him his helmet.


‘Thanks.’


The commander didn’t say anything, just gave Wilson a look. As reprimands went, it didn’t get much worse than that.


To hell with you, Wilson retorted silently. We’re the important thing, people coming to Mars is what matters, not the machines we come in. I couldn’t allow a software program to land us.


Wilson stood in line as the commander went into the small airlock at the back of the cabin. Third, I get to be third. Back on Earth they’d only ever remember that Dylan Lewis was first. Wilson didn’t care. Third.


The tiny display grid inside Wilson’s helmet relayed an image from the external camera set just above the airlock door. It showed a slim aluminium ladder stretching down to the Martian sand. Commander Lewis backed out of the open airlock, his foot moving slowly and carefully onto the top rung. Wilson wanted to shout, For God’s sake get a move on. The suit’s medical telemetry told him his skin was flushed and perspiring. He tried to do his deep feedback breathing exercise thing; but it didn’t seem to work.


Commander Lewis was taking the ladder rungs one at a time, pausing on each one, then he finally reached the last one. Wilson and the others in the cabin held their breaths; he could feel a couple of billion people doing the same thing back on the old home planet.


‘I take this step for all of humanity, so that we may walk together as one people along the road to the stars.’


Wilson winced at the words. Lewis sounded incredibly sincere. Then someone sniggered, actually sniggered out loud; he could hear it quite plainly over the general communication band. Mission Control would go ballistic over that.


Then he forgot it all as Lewis took his step onto the surface, his foot sinking slightly into the red sand of Mars to make a firm imprint.


‘We did it,’ Wilson whispered to himself. ‘We did it, we’re here.’ Another outbreak of cheering went round the cabin. Congratulatory calls flooded down from Ulysses. Jane Orchiston was already clambering into the airlock. Wilson didn’t even begrudge her that; political correctness wouldn’t allow it any other way. And NASA was ever mindful of pleasing as many people as possible.


Commander Lewis was busy taking a high-resolution photo of his historic footprint. A requirement that had been in the NASA manual for the last eighty-one years, ever since Apollo 11 got back home to find that embarrassing omission.


Lieutenant Commander Orchiston was going down the ladder – a lot faster than Commander Lewis. Wilson stepped into the airlock. He couldn’t even remember the time the little chamber took to cycle, it never existed in his personal awareness. Then it was him backing out onto the ladder. Him checking his feet were secure on the rungs before placing all his – reduced – weight on them. Him hanging poised on the bottom rung. ‘I wish you could see this, Dad.’ He put his foot down, and he was standing on Mars.


Wilson moved away from the ladder, cautious in the low gravity. Heart pounding away in his ears. Breathing loud in the helmet. Hiss of helmet air fans ever-present. Ghostly suit graphic symbols flickered annoyingly across his full field of vision. Other people talked directly into his ears. He stopped and turned full circle. Mars! Dirty rocks littering the ground. Sharp horizon. Small glaring sun. He searched round until he found the star that was Earth. Brought up a hand and waved solemnly at it.


‘Want to give me a hand with this?’ Commander Lewis asked. He was holding the flagpole, Stars and Stripes still furled tightly around the top.


‘Yes, sir.’


Jeff Silverman, the geophysicist, was already on the ladder. Wilson walked over to help the commander with the flagpole. He gave the Eagle II a critical assessment glance on his way. There were some scorch marks along the fuselage, trailing away from the wing roots, very faint, though. Other than that: nothing. It was in good shape.


The commander was attempting to open out the little tripod on the base of the flagpole. His heavy gloved hands making the operation difficult. Wilson put out his own hand to steady the pole.


‘Yo, dudes, how’s it hanging? You need any help there?’ The question was followed by a snigger.


Wilson knew the voice of everybody on the mission. Spend that long together with thirty-eight people in such a confined space as the Ulysses and vocal recognition became perfect. Whoever spoke wasn’t on the crew. Yet somehow he knew it was real-time, not some pirate hack from Earth.


Commander Lewis had frozen, the flagpole tripod still not fully deployed. ‘Who said that?’


‘That’d be me, my man. Nigel Sheldon, at your service. Specially if you need to get home in like a hurry.’ That snigger again. Then someone else saying, ‘Oh man, don’t do that, you’re going to so piss them off.’


‘Who is this?’ Lewis demanded.


Wilson was already moving, glide-walking as fast as was safe in the low gravity, making for the rear of the Eagle II. He knew they were close, and he could see everything on this side of the spaceplane. As soon as he was past the bell-shaped rocket nozzles he forced himself to a halt. Someone else was standing there, arm held high in an almost apologetic wave. Someone in what looked like a home-made space suit. Which was an insane interpretation, but it was definitely a pressure garment of some type, possibly modified from deep-sea gear. The outer fabric was made up from flat ridges of dull brown rubber, in pronounced contrast to Wilson’s snow-white ten-million-dollar Martian Environment Excursion suit. The helmet was the nineteen fifties classic goldfish bowl, a clear glass bubble showing the head of a young man with a scraggly beard and long oily blond hair tied back into a pigtail. No radiation protection, Wilson thought inanely. There was no backpack either, no portable life support module. Instead, a bundle of pressure hoses snaked away from the youth’s waist to a . . .


‘Son of a bitch,’ Wilson grunted.


Behind the interloper was a two-metre circle of another place. It hung above the Martian soil like some bizarre superimposed TV image, with a weird rim made up from seething diffraction patterns of light from a grey universe. An opening through space, a gateway into what looked like a rundown physics lab. The other side had been sealed off with thick glass. A college geek-type with a wild afro hairstyle was pressed against it, looking out at Mars, laughing and pointing at Wilson. Above him, bright Californian sunlight shone in through the physics lab’s open windows.









1


The star vanished from the centre of the telescope’s image in less time than a single human heartbeat. There was no mistake, Dudley Bose was looking right at it when it happened. He blinked in surprise, drawing back from the eyepiece. ‘That’s not right,’ he muttered.


He shivered slightly in reaction to the cold air around him, slapping gloved hands against his arms. His wife, Wendy, had insisted he wrap up well against the night, and he’d dutifully left the house in a thick woollen coat and sturdy hiking trousers. But as always when the sun fell below Gralmond’s horizon, any warmth contained in the planet’s thinner-than-average atmosphere evaporated away almost immediately. With the telescope housing open to the elements at two o’clock in the morning, the temperature had dropped enough to turn his every breath into a streamer of grey mist.


Dudley shook the fatigue from his head, and leaned back in to the eyepiece. The star field pattern was the same, there had been no slippage in the telescope’s alignment, but Dyson Alpha was still missing. ‘It couldn’t be that fast,’ he said.


He’d been observing the Dyson Pair for fourteen months now, searching for the first clues of the envelopment which would so dramatically change the emission spectrum. So far there had been no change to the tiny yellow speck of light one thousand two hundred and forty light-years away from Gralmond which was Dyson Alpha.


He’d known there would be a change; it was the astronomy department at Oxford University back on Earth that had first noticed the anomaly during a routine sky scan back in 2170, two hundred and ten years ago. Since the previous scan twenty years earlier, two stars, a K-type and an M-type three light-years apart, had changed their emission spectrum completely to non-visible infra red. For a few brief months the discovery had caused some excited debate among the remnants of the astronomy fraternity about how they could decay into red giants so quickly, and the extraordinary coincidence of two stellar neighbours doing it simultaneously. Then a newly settled planet fifty light-years farther out from Earth reported that the pair were still visible in their original spectrum. Working back across the distance, checking the spectrum at various distances from Earth allowed astronomers to work out that the change to both stars had actually taken place over a period of approximately seven or eight years and was simultaneous. Given that speed, the nature of the change ceased to become a question of astronomy; stars of that nature took a great deal longer to transform themselves into red giants. Their emission hadn’t changed due to any natural stellar process; it was the direct result of technological intervention on the grandest possible scale. Somebody had built a solid shell around each star. It was a feat whose scale was rivalled only by its timeframe. Eight years was astonishingly swift to fabricate such a gigantic structure even for a super-advanced civilization, and they’d built two at the same time. Even so, the concept wasn’t entirely new to the human race.


In the twenty-first century, a physicist called Freeman Dyson had postulated that the artefacts of a technologically advanced civilization would ultimately surround their star in order to utilize all of its energy. Now someone else had turned his ancient hypothesis into reality. It was inevitable that the two stars would be formally christened the Dyson Pair.


Speculative papers were written, and theoretical studies performed into how to dismantle Jovian-size planets to produce such a shell. But even in the modern Intersolar Commonwealth, those were a minority interest, a debating topic for the more esoteric futurologists. There was no real urgency connected to the discovery. The human race had already encountered several sentient alien species, all of them reassuringly harmless; and the Commonwealth was expanding steadily. It would only be a matter of a few centuries until a wormhole was opened to the Dyson Pair. Any lingering questions about their construction could be answered then by the aliens themselves.


Now he’d seen the envelopment was instantaneous, Dudley was left with a whole new set of very uncomfortable questions about the composition of the shell structure. Before, it was assumed that an eight-year construction period for any solid shell that size was utterly remarkable, but obviously achievable. When he’d begun the observation he’d expected to note a year by year eclipse of the star’s light as more and more segments were produced and locked into place. This changed everything. To appear so abruptly, the shell couldn’t be solid. It had to be some kind of force field. Why would you surround a star with a force field?


‘Are we recording?’ he asked his e-butler.


‘We are not,’ the e-butler replied. ‘No electronic sensors are currently active at the telescope focus.’ The voice was slightly thin, treble boosted; a tone which had been getting worse over the last few years. Dudley suspected the OCtattoo on his ear was starting to degenerate; organic circuitry was always susceptible to antibody attack, and his was over twenty-five years old. Not that the outer glittery scarlet and turquoise spiral pattern on his skin had changed. A classic spree of youthful dynamism after his last rejuvenation had made him choose a visible print, stylish and chic in those days. Now it was merely embarrassing for a middle-aged professor to be sporting it around the campus. He should have had the old pattern erased and replaced it with something more discreet; but somehow he’d never got around to it, despite his wife’s repeated requests.


‘Damn it,’ Dudley grunted bitterly. But then the idea of his e-butler taking the initiative had been a pretty forlorn hope. Dyson Alpha had only risen forty minutes earlier. Dudley had been setting up the observation, performing his standard final verification. An essential task thanks to the poorly maintained mechanical systems which orientated the telescope. He never ordered the sensor activation until the checks were complete. That prissy routine might just have cost him the entire observation project.


Dudley went back for yet another look. The little star was still stubbornly absent in the visual spectrum. ‘Bring the sensors on line now, will you, please. I need to have some sort of record of tonight.’


‘Recording now,’ his e-butler said. ‘The sensors could benefit from recalibrating, the entire image is considerably short of optimum.’


‘Yeah, I’ll get on to it,’ Dudley replied absently. The state of the sensors was a hardware problem; one which he ought to assign to his students (all three of them). Along with a hundred other tasks, he thought wearily.


He pushed back from the telescope, and used his feet to propel the black leather office chair across the bare concrete floor of the observatory. The rattling noise from its old castors echoed thinly around the cavernous interior. There was enough vacant space for a host of sophisticated ancillary systems, which could bring the observatory up to near-professional standards; it could even house a larger telescope. But Gralmond University lacked the funds for such an upgrade, and had so far failed to secure any commercial sponsorship from Compression Space Transport, the only company truly interested in such matters. To date the astronomy department survived on a collection of meagre government grants, and a few endowments from purescience foundations, even an Earth-based educational charity made an annual donation.


Beside the door was the long wooden bench which served as de facto office for the whole department. It was covered with banks of ageing, second-hand electronic equipment and high-rez display portals. Dudley’s brown leather briefcase was also there, containing his late-night snacks and a flask of tea.


He opened the case and started munching on a chocolate digestive as the sensor images swam up into the display portals. ‘Put the infrared on the primary display,’ he told the e-butler.


Holographic speckles in the large main portal shoaled into a false colour image of the star field, centred around the Dyson Pair. Dyson Alpha was now emitting a faint infrared signature.


‘So that really was the envelopment event,’ Dudley mused. At least people would have to acknowledge that it happened in under twenty-three hours – the time since the last recorded observation. It was a start, but a bad one. After all, he’d just witnessed something utterly astounding. But now his only thanks were likely to be disbelief, and a mountainous struggle to maintain his already none-too-high reputation.


Dudley was ninety-two, in his second life, and fast approaching time for another rejuvenation. Despite his body having the physical age of a standard fifty-year-old, the prospect of a long degrading campaign within academia was one he regarded with dread. For a supposedly advanced civilization, the Intersolar Commonwealth could be appallingly backward at times, not to mention cruel.


Maybe it won’t be that bad, he told himself. The lie was comforting enough to get him through the rest of the night’s shift.


*


The Carlton AllLander drove Dudley home just after dawn. Like the astronomer, the vehicle was old and worn, but perfectly capable of doing its job. It had a cheap diesel engine, common enough on a semi-frontier world like Gralmond, although its drive array was a thoroughly modern photoneural processor. With its high suspension and deep-tread tyres it could plough along the dirt track to the observatory in all weather and seasons, including the metre-deep snow of Gralmond’s winters.


This morning all it had to surmount was a light drizzle and a thin slick of mud on the track. The observatory was situated on the high moorland ninety kilometres to the east of Leonida City, the planet’s capital. Not exactly a mountaintop perch, but it was the highest land within any reasonable distance, and unlikely ever to suffer from light pollution. It was forty minutes before the Carlton started to wind its way down into the lower valleys where the main highway meandered along the base of the slopes. Only then were there any signs of human activity. A few farmsteads had been built in sheltered folds of the land where dense stretches of dark native evergreen cynomel trees occupied the ground above every stream and river. Grazing meadows had been established on the bleak hillsides, where animals shivered in the cold winds blowing down off the moorland.


All the while as the Carlton bobbed cautiously along the track, Dudley slumped back in the driver’s seat thinking how he could realistically break the news. Even a twenty-three-hour envelopment was a concept which the Commonwealth’s small fraternity of professional astronomers would dismiss out of hand. To claim it had happened in a split second would open him to complete ridicule, and invariably an in-house status review from the university. As to the physicists and engineers who heard his claim . . . they’d gleefully contribute to the case against him.


Had he been at the start of his career he might have done it, achieving a degree of notoriety before finally proving himself right. The little man overcoming formidable odds, a semi-heroic, or at least romantically poetic, figure. But now, taking such risks was too great. He needed another eight years of uninterrupted employment, even on the university’s demeaningly low salary, before his R & R pension was full; without that money there was no way he could pay for a rejuvenation. And who in the last decades of the twenty-fourth century was going to employ a discredited astronomer?


He stared out at the landscape beyond the vehicle’s windows, unconsciously stroking the OCtattoo on his ear. A wan light was illuminating the low undulating landscape of drab damp cordgrass, revealing miserable looking terrestrial cows and herds of the local bovine nygine. There must have been a horizon out there, but the bleak, grey sky made it hard to tell where it began. As vistas went, this had to be one of the most depressing of all the inhabited worlds.


Dudley closed his eyes and sighed. ‘And yet it moves,’ he whispered.


*


As rebellions went, Dudley’s was fairly pitiful. He knew he couldn’t ignore what he’d seen out there among the eternal, unchanging constellations. Somewhat thankfully, he realized, he still had enough dignity left to make sure he didn’t take the easy burial option. Yet announcing the envelopment to the public would be the end of his own particular world. What others regarded as his essential meekness, he liked to think of as a caution that went with age. Similar to wisdom, really.


Old habits die hard, so he broke the problem down into stages, the way he always taught his students, and set about solving each one with as much logic as he could apply. Very simply, his overwhelming priority was to confirm the speed of envelopment. A wavefront of proof that was currently receding from Gralmond at the speed of light. And Gralmond was almost the furthest extent of the Commonwealth in this section of space. Almost, but not quite.


The Intersolar Commonwealth occupied a roughly spherical volume of space with Earth at the centre, extending out to phase three space which CST was now opening up for settlement. Gralmond was two hundred and forty light-years out from the old homeworld, one of the last planets of phase two space to be settled. It didn’t require a great deal of calculation for Dudley to find that the next planet to witness the envelopment would be neighbouring Tanyata, a world even less developed than Gralmond. It didn’t yet have a university; but a unisphere datasearch did find him a list of local amateur astronomers. There was one name on it.


Five months and three days after the evening he’d seen Dyson Alpha vanish, Dudley nervously waved goodbye to his wife as the Carlton pulled out of their driveway. She thought his trip to Tanyata was legitimate, sanctioned by the university. Even after eleven years of marriage, he didn’t have the courage to tell her the absolute truth. Or maybe, after five marriages, he knew what to keep quiet about.


The Carlton drove him directly to the CST planetary station, on the other side of Leonida City from the university campus. Spring was just arriving, bringing with it a sprinkling of vivid green buds to the branches of the terrestrial saplings in the city’s parks. Even the full-grown native trees were responding to the longer, brighter days; their dark-purple bark had acquired a new lustrous sheen as they prepared to unfurl their leaf awnings. Dudley watched the city’s residents from his seat, business people and office staff striding about with purpose; parents being tolerant or exasperated with their kids; first-life adolescents milling about together outside coffee houses and mall entrances, hopelessly gauche yet still managing to look like the most lethal gang-members in human history. All of them so bright and normal. It was the main reason Dudley had chosen to settle here late in his second life. Frontier planets always had that infectious air of expectation and hope; this was where new dreams really could take root and grow. And he’d done so little with that second life. His slightly desperate relocation here was an acknowledgement of that.


CST had opened their planetary station on Gralmond over twenty-five years ago. About the time Dudley was getting his colourful OCtattoo, in fact – an irony which hadn’t escaped him. The planet had done well for itself during its first quarter century of human history. Farmers had come, and set their tractorbots and herds loose on the land. Urbanites brought their prefab buildings which they lined up in neat grids and called cities in homage to the great metropolises they hoped would one day evolve from such humble beginnings. Factories were imported, riding in on the strong tide of investment money; hospitals, schools, theatres and government offices multiplied fruitfully around them. Roads expanded out from the population centre, sending exploratory tendrils across the continent. And, as always, the trains came after them, bearing the greater load of commerce.


Dudley’s Carlton drove along the side of the Mersy rail route as he neared CST’s planetary station. A simple chain-link fence and a plastic safety barrier was all that separated the dual-lane highway from the thick lines of carbon-bonded steel rails. The Mersy rail route was one of five major track lanes which had so far been laid out of the station. Gralmond’s population were rightly proud of them. Five in twenty-five years: a good sign of a healthy expanding economy. Three of the rail routes, including the Mersy, led away to vast industrial parks squatting on the outskirts of Leonida City, while the remaining pair stretched out into the countryside, where they forked again and again, connecting with the principal agricultural towns. Goods flowed in and out of the CST planetary station day and night, slowly increasing in quantity as the years progressed; circulating money, material, and machinery across fresh lands, advancing the human boundary month by month.


A big freight train grumbled alongside, going only slightly faster than the Carlton. Dudley looked over at the sound, seeing long olive-green wagons rolling along steadily. The sulphur-yellow lettering on their sides had faded from age and sunlight. There must have been fifty of them linked together, all pulled along by a giant twenty-wheel engine. It was one of the GH7 class engines, he thought, though which particular marque he wasn’t sure; those brutes had been in use for nearly eighty years, a thirty-five-metre body filled with superconductor batteries, powering massive electric axle motors. Gralmond wouldn’t see anything bigger until the planet reached full industrialization status, in maybe another seventy years or so.


Already, such a monster trundling through the flourishing city seemed slightly incongruous. This district still had a lot of the original prefab buildings in place, two- or three-storey cubes of whitened aluminium with solar cell roofs. Redevelopment was hardly necessary on a world where land wasn’t merely cheap, the government actually gave it away to anyone who asked for it. Gralmond’s total population barely reached eighteen million, nobody was crowded here. The prefabs, however, remained as useful housing and commercial centres for the newest and poorest arrivals. But there were some city blocks of the shabby metal boxes which had been taken down completely and replaced by new stone or glass-fronted buildings as the local economy bootstrapped itself upwards. More common was the encroachment of drycoral, a plant originally found on Mecheria. New residents planted the genetically tailored kernels along the base of their houses, carefully tending the long flat strands of spongy pumice-like stone which grew quickly up the walls, broadening out to form a sturdy organic shell around the entire structure, with simple pruning keeping the windows clear. Colours were mixed and twined skilfully, forming elaborate patterns, making each building individual, breaking the neighbourhood’s monotony. No matter how bad the dust and grime from the roads, the drycoral would absorb the granules, keeping the facade’s marquetry clean and vivid.


As the urban gentrification continued, so the Mersy tracks seemed more and more out of place. Several sections of the chain-link fence now had shoots of drycoral growing up it, screening off the ugly rails from the smart houses and apartments nearby.


The passenger terminus was only a small part of the ten square kilometres that was the CST planetary station; most of the area was given over to marshalling yards and engineering works. At one end was the gateway itself, sheltered from the weather beneath the single broad span of an arching roof made from crystal and white concrete. Dudley could barely remember it from his arrival eleven years ago, not that it would have changed. They never did.


The Carlton dropped him off at the departures rank at the front of the terminal, then trundled off back home as soon as he stepped out with his luggage. He walked into the station to find himself immersed in a throng of people who seemed to be going in every direction but the one he wanted. Even though it was relatively new, the concourse had an old-fashioned look to it: tall marble pillars held up a high glass roof; franchise stalls lurked in the cathedral-style archways; the short stairways between levels were implausibly wide, as though they led to some hidden palace; statues and sculptures occupied deep, high alcoves, their every flat surface covered in bird droppings. Big translucent holographic projections hung in the air, crimson and emerald signs which backed up the train timetable information for anyone who didn’t have an interface with the local network; little birds zipped through them continuously, hooting in puzzlement at the trail of sparkles their membranous wings whipped up.


‘The Verona train is leaving from platform nine,’ Dudley’s e-butler told him.


He set off down the concourse towards the platform. Verona was a regular destination, with a train leaving every forty minutes. There were a lot of commuters from there, middle management types from the finance and investment companies who were involved with setting up and running Gralmond’s civil infrastructure.


The Verona train was made up from eight double-decker carriages hooked up to a medium-sized PH54 engine. Dudley shoved his cases into the baggage compartment on the fifth carriage, and climbed on board, finding an empty seat by one of the upper deck windows. Then there was nothing to do but try and ignore his growing tension as the timer display in his virtual vision counted down towards departure time. There were seven messages for him in his e-butler’s hold file; half of which were from his students containing both data and audio clusters.


The last five months had been extraordinarily busy for the small university astronomy department; even though there had been no stellar observations made in all that time. Dudley had declared that the state of the telescope and its instruments was no longer acceptable, and that they’d been neglecting the practical side of their profession. Under his supervision, the tracking motors had been dismantled and serviced one by one, then the bearings, followed by the entire sensor suite. With the telescope out of commission, they also had the opportunity to upgrade and integrate the specialist control and image analysis programs. At first the students had welcomed the chance to get their hands dirty and improve the available systems. But that initial enthusiasm had long since faded as Dudley kept finding them new and essential tasks which delayed re-commissioning.


Dudley hated deceiving them, but it was a legitimate way of suspending the whole Dyson Pair observation project. He told himself that if he could just secure the evidence, then the impact it would have on their department and its budget would more than justify the small subterfuge. It was only during the last couple of months as he put up with all their complaints that he’d begun to think of the effect a verified envelopment might have on his own career and fortunes. Failure to back up the observation would have ruined him; success, on the other hand, opened up a whole new realm of prospects. He could well progress far beyond anything Gralmond University could offer. It was a pleasant daydream to lose himself in.


The train started moving, pulling away from the platform and out into the spring sunshine. All Dudley could see through the window was the industrial landscape of the station yard, where hundreds of tracks snaked across the ground crossing and re-crossing each other like some vast abstract maze. Single wagons and carriages were being moved about by small shunting engines that coughed out thick plumes of diesel exhaust. The only visible horizon seemed to be made from warehouses and loading bays, where the spidery gridwork of gantry cranes and container stackers wove through every section of the big open structures. Flatbed carriages and fat tankers were being readied or unloaded within the mechanical systems which almost engulfed them. Engineering crews and maintenancebots crawled along several tracks, performing repairs.


Traffic began to increase on the tracks around them as they headed for the gateway; long cargo trains alternating with smaller passenger carriers. All of them snaked their way over junctions with sinuous motions, arrowing in towards the final stretch of track. On the other side of the carriage, Dudley could see a near continual stream of trains emerging from the gateway.


There were only two tracks leading to the gateway: one inbound, one outbound. The Verona train finally slotted on to the outbound stretch, fitting in behind the passenger train for EdenBurg. A freighter bound for StLincoln slotted in behind them. A low warning tone chimed through the carriage. Dudley could just see the edge of the curving gateway roof ahead of them. The light dimmed fractionally as they passed underneath. Then there was just the wide shimmering amber oval of the gateway dead ahead, so reminiscent of an old-fashioned tunnel entrance. The train slid straight into it.


Dudley felt a slight tingle on his skin as the carriage passed through the pressure curtain which prevented the atmospheres of the two worlds from mixing. Even though it spanned a hundred and eighteen light-years, the wormhole itself had no internal length. The generator machinery which created it, however, had a considerable bulk, most of which was tucked away in the massive concrete support buildings behind the roof. It was only the emission units which were contained in the great oval hoop of the gateway, measuring over thirty metres thick. Given the speed the train was travelling, even that flashed past in a second.


Glorious copper twilight streamed in through the carriage windows. Dudley’s ears popped as the new atmosphere flooded into the carriage through the rooftop vents. He looked out at the massive expanse that was CST’s Verona station. There was no visible end to it, no glimpse of the megacity which he knew lay beyond. One edge of the station was a solid cliff of gateways, sheltering under their curving single-span roofs, each oval framing a slightly different coloured patch of haze depending on the spectral class of the star whose world they reached. But for the rest of it, as far as the eye could see, trains and tracks were the sole landscape. Behemoth freighters rolled along, their engines dwarfing the GH7s which had so impressed Dudley; nuclear-powered tractor units pulling two-kilometre chains of wagons. Sleek white passenger expresses flashed past pulling dozens of carriages; multiworld commuters, whose route would take them through twenty or more planets as they rushed from gateway to gateway on a neverending circuit. Simple little regional trains like the one Dudley was on shuffled between their larger, grander cousins. Verona station had them all.


As Earth was the junction world for all the planets in phase one space of the Intersolar Commonwealth, so Verona was the major junction for this section of phase two space, with gateways leading to thirty-three planets. It was one of the so-called Big15; the industrial planets established out along the rim of phase one space, a hundred or so light-years from Sol. Company founded, company funded, and company run.


Verona station boasted seven passenger terminals; Dudley’s train pulled in to number three. Again the scale of the place hit home, this terminal alone was five times the size of Gralmond’s planetary station. Verona’s thicker atmosphere and slightly heavier gravity contributed to his feeling of triviality as he wandered along the packed concourse in search of the Tanyata service. He found it eventually on platform 18b; three single-deck carriages pulled by a diesel-powered Ables RP2 engine. His luggage went on an overhead rack, and he sat on a double seat by himself. The carriage was less than a third full. There were only three trains a day to Tanyata.


When he arrived, he could see why there were so few scheduled services. Tanyata was very definitely a frontier planet; the last to be established in this sector of phase two space. It simply wasn’t commercially practical to build wormholes that reached any further. Verona would link no more Human-Congruent planets; that honour now fell to Saville, which was less than ten light-years from Gralmond. CST was already building its new exploratory base there, preparing to open wormholes to a new generation of star systems: phase three space, the next wave of human expansion.


The CST Tanyata station was just a couple of hurriedly assembled boronsteel platforms under a temporary plastic roof. A crane and a warehouse comprised the entire cargo section, backing onto a vast muddy yard where stacked metal containers and tanks formed long rows on the badly mown vegetation. Wagons and trucks grumbled along the aisles, loading up with supplies. The settlement itself was a simple sprawl of standardized mobile cabins for the construction crews who were laying down the first stage of the planet’s civil infrastructure. Quite a few prefab buildings were being integrated, with men and big manipulatorbots slotting reinforced aluminium modules together inside a matrix of carbon beams. The biggest machines were the roadbuilders, tracked minifactories with big harmonic blades at the front chewing up soil and clay. A chemical reactor processed the material into enzyme-bonded concrete which was squeezed out at the rear to form a flat level surface. The thick clouds of steam and fumes swirling out from around the units made it virtually impossible to see them fully.


Dudley stepped out onto the platform, and immediately reached for his sunglasses. The settlement was somewhere in the tropics, with a clammy humidity to go with the burning blue-tinged sunlight. To the west, he could just see the ocean past a series of gentle hills. He pulled his jacket off and waved his hand in front of his face. His skin was already sweating.


Someone at the other end of the platform called out Dudley’s name and waved. Dudley hesitated in the act of raising his own hand. The man was just over six foot tall with the kind of slim frame that marathon runners cherished. Physical age was difficult to place, his skin was heavily OCtattooed; patterns and pictures glowed with hazy colour on every limb. Gold spiral galaxies formed a slow-moving constellation across his bald head. A perfectly clipped, greying goatee beard was the only real clue to late middle age. He grinned and started to walk down the length of the platform, his kilt flapping around his knees. The tartan was a bold pattern in amethyst and black.


‘Professor Bose, I presume?’


Dudley managed not to stroke his own OCtattoo. ‘Uh, yes.’ He put his hand out. ‘Er, LionWalker Eyre?’ Even the way he pronounced it was wrong, like some kind of disapproving bachelor uncle. He hoped the heat was covering any blush to his cheeks.


‘That’ll be me. Most people just call me Walker.’


‘Er. Great. Okay. Walker, then.’


‘Pleased to meet you, Professor.’


‘Dudley.’


‘My man.’ LionWalker gave Dudley a hearty slap on his back.


Dudley started to worry. He hadn’t given any thought to the astronomer’s name when the datasearch produced it. But then, anyone who had enough money to buy a one-point-three-metre reflecting telescope, then ship it out to a frontier world and live there with it, had to be somewhat eccentric.


‘It’s very kind of you to allow me a night’s observation,’ Dudley said.


LionWalker smiled briefly as they headed back down the platform. ‘Well now, it was very unusual to be asked such a thing. Got to be important to you, then, this one night?’


‘It could be, yes. I hope so.’


‘I asked myself: why one night? What can you possibly see that only takes up such a short time? And a specific night as well.’


‘And?’


‘Aye, well that’s it, isn’t it? I could not come up with a single thing; not in terms of stellar events. And I know there are no comets due, either, at least none I’ve seen, and I’m the only one watching these skies. Are you going to tell me?’


‘My department has an ongoing observation of the Dyson Pair; some of our benefactors were interested in them. I just want to confirm something, that’s all.’


‘Ah.’ LionWalker’s smile grew wise. ‘I see. Unnatural events it is, then.’


Dudley began to relax slightly. Eccentric he might be, but LionWalker was also pretty shrewd.


They reached the end of the platform and the tall man suddenly twisted his wrist and pointed a finger, then slowly drew a semicircle in the air. The OCtattoos on his forearm and wrist flared in a complicated swirl of colour. A Toyota pick-up truck pulled up sharply in front of them.


‘That’s an interesting control system,’ Dudley commented.


‘Aye, well, it’s the one I favour. Sling your bags in the back, will you?’


They drove off along one of the newly extruded concrete roads, heading out of the busy settlement. LionWalker twitched his fingers every few seconds, inducing another ripple of colour in his OCtattoos, and the pick-up’s steering would respond fluidly.


‘Couldn’t you just give the drive array some verbal instructions?’ Dudley asked.


‘Now what would be the point in that? My way I have control over technology. Machinery does as I command. That’s how it should be. Anything else is mechanthropomorphism. You don’t treat a lump of moving metal as an equal and ask it pretty please to do what you’d like. Who’s in charge here, us or them?’


‘I see.’ Dudley smiled, actually warming to the man. ‘Is mechanthropomorphism a real word?’


LionWalker shrugged. ‘It ought to be, the whole bloody Commonwealth practises it like some kind of religion.’


They quickly left the settlement behind, driving steadily along the road which ran parallel to the coast, just a couple of kilometres inland. Dudley kept catching glimpses of the beautifully clear ocean beyond the small sandy hillocks standing guard behind the shore. Further inland the ground rose to a range of distant hills. There wasn’t a cloud in the sky, nor any breeze. The intense light gave the tufty grass and coastal reeds a dark hue, turning the leaves almost jade. Small scrub trees grew along the side of the road; at first glance similar to terrestrial palms, except their leaves were more like cacti branches, complete with monstrous red thorns.


Fifty kilometres clear of the settlement the road curved inland. LionWalker gave an elaborate wave with his hand, and the pick-up obligingly turned off, heading down a narrow sand track. Dudley wound the window down, smelling the fresh sea air. It wasn’t nearly as salty as most H-congruous worlds.


‘See the way they laid the road well inland?’ LionWalker called. ‘Plenty of prime real estate between it and the coast. Thirty years’ time, when the city’s grown up, that’ll sell for ten thousand dollars an acre. This whole area will be covered in rich men’s beach houses.’


‘Is that bad?’


‘Not for me,’ LionWalker laughed. ‘I won’t be here.’


It was another fifteen kilometres to LionWalker’s house. He’d taken over a curving bay which was sheltered by dunes that extended for several kilometres inland. His house was a low bungalow of pearl-white drycoral perched on top of a large dune only a hundred metres from the shore, with a wide veranda of decking facing the ocean. The big dome of the observatory was a little further back from the water, a standard concrete and metal design.


A golden Labrador ran out to greet them, tail wagging happily. LionWalker fussed with it as they walked to the house. Dudley could hear the sounds of a furious argument while they were still twenty metres away.


‘Oh Lord, they’re still at it,’ LionWalker muttered.


The thin wooden shutter door slammed open and a young woman stormed out. She was startlingly beautiful, even to Dudley, who was used to a campus full of fresh-faced girls.


‘He’s a pig,’ she spat at LionWalker as she hurried past.


‘Aye, I’m sure,’ LionWalker said meekly.


The woman probably didn’t hear, she was already walking towards the dunes, face set with a determination that made it clear she wasn’t going to stop until she reached the end of the world. The Labrador gave her a longing look before turning back to LionWalker.


‘There there.’ He patted the dog’s head. ‘She’ll be back to give you your supper.’


They’d almost reached the door when it opened again. This time it was a young man who came out. With his androgynous features, he was almost as beautiful as the girl. If it hadn’t been for the fact he was shirtless, Dudley might even have questioned his gender.


‘Just where does she think she’s going?’ he whined.


‘I don’t know,’ LionWalker said in a resigned tone. ‘She didn’t tell me.’


‘Well I’m not going after her.’ The youth set off for the beach, slouching his shoulders and kicking at the sand with his bare feet as he went.


LionWalker opened the door and gestured Dudley inside. ‘Sorry about that.’


‘Who are they?’ Dudley asked.


‘They’re my current life partners. I love them dearly, but I sometimes wonder if it’s worth it, you know. You married?’


‘Yes. Several times, actually.’


‘Aye well, you know what it’s like then.’


The interior of the house was laid out in a classic minimalist style, which suited the location perfectly. There was a big circular fireplace serving as the focal point of the lounge. Tall curving windows revealed an uninterrupted view of the bay and the ocean. Air conditioning provided a relaxing chill.


‘Sit yourself down,’ LionWalker said. ‘I expect you could do with a drink. I’ll take you over to see the telescope in a minute. You can check it out then. I’m confident you’ll be satisfied.’


‘Thanks.’ Dudley lowered himself into one of the big sofas. He felt very drab and colourless in such surroundings. It wasn’t just the richness of the house and its setting, but the vivacity of the people who lived here as well.


‘This isn’t what I was expecting,’ he admitted a few minutes later, when he’d drunk some of LionWalker’s very agreeable fifty-year-old Scotch.


‘You mean you thought I’d be somebody like you? No offence, my man.’


‘None taken. So what are you doing here?’


‘My family’s quite rich anyway. Not Earth wealthy, mind, but comfortable. I was born with a reasonable trust fund; then I went and made even more money for myself in the commodities market. That was a couple of rejuvenations ago. I’ve just been loafing ever since.’


‘So why here? Why Tanyata?’


‘This is the edge. This is as far out from our starting point as we’ve got – well, with the exception of Far Away. That’s a wonderful thing, even though everyone regards it as commonplace. I can sit here at night, and look where we’re going. You look at the stars, Dudley, you know what marvels there are to be seen out here. And those cretins behind us, they never look. Where we are now, this was what our ancestors thought was heaven. Now I can look out from their heaven and see where our future lies. Do you not think that’s a thing of glory?’


‘Certainly is.’


‘There are stars out here that you cannot see from Earth with the naked eye. They shine down out of the sky at night, and I want to know them.’


‘Me too.’ Dudley saluted him with the crystal tumbler that was a hundred years older than the Scotch it held, and gulped it down in one.


*


The two youngsters returned after a couple of hours cooling off by themselves. LionWalker introduced them as Scott and Chi as they sheepishly greeted Dudley. As a penance, the two of them set about building a bonfire on the beach, using the local driftwood which had a curiously matted texture. They lit it as the sun sank down towards the ocean. Bright orange sparks blew out of the flame tips to swirl high above the sand. Potatoes were pushed into the heart of the fire, while a makeshift barbecue grill was prepared for when the flames died down.


‘Can we see the Dyson Pair from here?’ Scott asked as the stars began to appear in the darkening sky.


‘No,’ Dudley said. ‘Not with the naked eye, they’re too far away. You can barely see Earth’s star from here, and the Dyson Pair are a thousand light-years beyond that.’


‘So when were they enveloped?’


‘That’s a very good question. We’ve never been able to pin down the exact construction time of the shells, that’s what my observation project is going to help solve.’ Even now Dudley wasn’t going to admit what he’d seen.


If tonight’s observation cast any doubt on what he’d seen, he would simply have to bury the whole project right away. He couldn’t afford to make a fuss; he needed the job and its pension too much. Astronomy post-2050 had effectively ceased to be a field of pure science; when you could visit stars of every spectral type to observe them directly there was little point in prioritizing the profession. CST had long since taken over all major deep-space observation for purely commercial ends. In such circumstances, few higher educaction institutions in the Commonwealth bothered building observatories to compliment their faculties. There would be nowhere for him to go.


An hour after sunset, Dudley and LionWalker walked through the dunes to the observatory. Inside, it was little different to the one on Gralmond. A big empty space with the fat tube of the telescope in the middle, resting on a complex cradle of metal beams and electromuscle bands. The sensor housings surrounding the focus looked a lot more sophisticated than anything the university could afford. A row of neat, modern display portals was lined up along the wall beside the door.


Dudley glanced round at the professional equipment, feeling a degree of tension ebbing away. There was no practical reason preventing the observation from happening. All he had to deal with was his own memory of the event. Could it really have happened like that? Five months on, the moment seemed elusive somehow, the memory of a dream.


LionWalker stood close to the base of the telescope, and began what looked like a robot mime dance. Arms and legs jerked about in small precise movements. In response, the doors on the dome started to peel open. Electromuscle bands on the telescope cradle flexed silently, and the fat cylinder began to turn, aligning itself on the horizon where the Dyson Pair were due to rise. LionWalker’s body continued to twist and whirl, then he was snapping his fingers to some unheard beat. The portals came alive one by one, relaying the sensor images.


Dudley hurried over to them. The image quality was flawless. He gazed at the star field, noting the minute variation from the patterns he was used to. ‘What sort of linkage have we got?’ he asked his e-butler.


‘The planetary cybersphere is negligible, however there is a landline to the CST station. Available bandwidth is more than capable of meeting your stated requirements. I can open communication to the unisphere whenever you want.’


‘Good. Begin quarter of an hour before estimated enclosure time. I want full SI datavault storage, and a unisphere legal verification of the feed.’


‘Acknowledged.’


LionWalker had stopped his gyrations, allowing the telescope to rest. He raised an eyebrow. ‘You’re really serious about this, aren’t you?’


‘Yeah.’ A datavault store and legal verification were expensive. Along with his ticket, the cost had taken quite a chunk out of their carefully saved holiday money. Something else Dudley hadn’t told his wife. But it had to be done, with the telescope sensor feed authenticated the observation would be beyond dispute.


Dudley sat in a cheap plastic chair beside the telescope, his chin resting on his hands, watching the holographic light within the portals. He watched the dark sky obsessively as the Dyson Pair rose above the horizon. LionWalker made a few small adjustments and Dyson Alpha was centred in every portal. For eighty minutes it remained steady. A simple point of ordinary light, each spectrum band revealing an unwavering intensity.


LionWalker made a few attempts to talk to Dudley about what to expect. Each time he was waved silent. Eventually he just gave up, and slumped in a chair next to the ageing astronomer. He was used to long nights, though sharing this one made it strangely boring.


Dudley’s e-butler established a full wideband link to the unisphere, and confirmed that the SI datavault was recording.


It was almost an anticlimax when, right on time, Dyson Alpha vanished.


‘Yes!’ Dudley yelled. He jumped to his feet, sending the chair tumbling backwards. ‘Yes, yes, yes. I was right.’ He turned to LionWalker, his smile absurdly wide. ‘Did you see that?’


‘Aye,’ LionWalker grunted with false calm. ‘I saw that.’


‘Yes!’ Dudley froze. ‘Did we get it?’ he asked his e-butler urgently.


‘Unisphere confirms the recording. The event is logged in the SI datavault.’


Dudley’s smile returned.


‘Do you actually realize what that was?’ LionWalker asked.


‘I realize.’


‘It was impossible, man, that’s what. Completely bloody impossible. Nobody can switch off a star like that. Nobody.’


‘I know. Wonderful, isn’t it?’









2


Adam Elvin walked out of the CST planetary station in Tokat, the capital of Velaines. He took his time as he passed the sensors which were built into the fluted marble pillars lining the concourse. If he was going to be arrested, he would rather it be now before the rest of the mission was exposed.


The average Commonwealth citizen had no idea such surveillance systems existed. Adam had dealt with them for most of his adult life. Understandably paranoid about sabotage, CST used them to monitor everyone using their facilities. The sensor’s large processor arrays were loaded with visual characteristics recognition smartware that checked every passenger against a long long list of known and suspected recidivists.


Adam had used cellular reprofiling to change his appearance (including height) more times than he could remember; at least once a year, more often twice or three times. The treatment could never cure the ageing process which was starting to frost his joints and organs; but it did remove scar tissue, of which he’d acquired more than his fair share over the decades. It also gave him a wide choice of features. He always felt that trying to disguise his seventy-five years was a pointless vanity. Any elderly person wearing an adolescent’s face was truly pitiful to see. The rest of the body always gave them away; too bulky, too slow. They were immediately picked out as losers, too poor to afford rejuvenation, retreating into the cheap fantasy of a skin-deep youth.


He reached the departure rank outside the station’s passenger terminal, and used his e-butler to hail a taxi. There had been no alarm. Or at least nothing detectable, he told himself. You never could tell when you were up against her. She was smart, and getting closer to him as the years wore on. If she had prepared a trap for him on Velaines, it wasn’t to be sprung today – the time he would prefer.


For the moment he was free to go about his mission. Today he was a new person, previously unknown to the Commonwealth. According to his citizenship file he was Huw North, a native of Pelcan, a first-life sixty-seven; an employee of the Bournewell engineering company. To look at he was overweight; considerably so, given how seriously Commonwealth citizens took their health these days, weighing in at around two hundred and thirty pounds. Accompanying that was a round saggy face that sweated a lot. Thinning grey hair was combed low across his forehead in an unfashionable style. He wore a baggy brown raincoat with wide lapels. It was open down the front to reveal a creased grey suit. A big man with a small life, someone nobody paid attention to. Cellular reprofiling was a cosmetic treatment for the poor and the vain, not a method of adding fat and giving skin a pasty pallor. As a misdirection it never failed.


Which meant it was probably time to change it, Adam thought as he eased his oversized frame into the taxi, which drove him to the Westpool Hotel. He checked in and paid for two weeks in advance. His room was a double on the eighth floor, with sealed windows and air conditioning set too cold for him. He hated that, he was a light sleeper and the noise from the air conditioning would keep him awake for hours. It always did.


He unpacked all the clothes in his suitcase, then took out the smaller shoulder bag containing his emergency pack – two sets of clothing, one of which was several sizes too small, a medical kit, cash, a CST return ticket from EdenBurg to Velaines with the outbound section already used, a couple of very sophisticated handheld arrays containing some well-guarded kaos software, and a legal ion stun pistol with buried augmentation which gave it a lethal short-range blast.


An hour later, Adam left the hotel and walked five blocks in the warm afternoon sunlight, getting a feel of the capital city. Traffic up and down the wide roads was close-spaced, with taxis and commercial vans dominating the lanes. None of them used combustion engines, he noted, they were all powered by superconductor batteries. This section of town was still respectable, close to the central financial and commercial districts, although fifteen blocks away the quality of the buildings deteriorated appreciably. Around him now were stores and offices, along with some small side roads of terraced apartments, none of them over four or five stories high. Public buildings built in a late imperial Russian style fronted neat squares. In the distance, down the perfectly straight roads, were the towers that marked the heart of the city. Every few blocks he walked under the elevated rail tracks snaking through the city’s road grid, thick concrete arteries on high stanchions, carrying the major lines in and out of the planetary station.


Velaines was in phase one space, barely fifty light-years from Earth itself. Opened for settlement in 2090, its economy and industry had matured along model lines ever since. It now had a population of over two billion with a proportionally high standard of living, the kind of world which phase two and three space planets aspired to become. Given the length of its history, it was inevitable that some strands of decay should creep into its society. In the fast-paced capital market economy model that Velaines followed, not everybody could make themselves rich enough to enjoy multiple rejuvenations. The areas they lived in reflected their financial status, road surfaces were cracked and uneven, while the efficient citywide network of metro trams serving them had fewer than average stops and ran old carriages. This was where the real rot set in, the despair and dead ends, where human lives were wasted, sacrificed to the god of economics. In this day and age it was an outrage that such a thing should happen. It was exactly the environment Adam had long ago committed himself to eradicating, and now the place he needed most for his other activities.


He found himself an A+A hotel at the end of 53rd Street, and checked in, using his Quentin Kelleher identity. The A+A was a franchise of cheap fully-automated hotels where the manager was also the maintenance chief. The reception array accepted the Augusta dollar account transfer from his credit tattoo, and gave him a code for room 421. Its layout was a simple square three metres on a side, with a shower/toilet alcove and a dispenser outlet. There was one jellmattress bed, one chair, and one retractable shelf. However, the room was on the corner of the building, which meant he had two windows.


He asked the dispenser’s small array for a sleeping pouch, three packaged meals, two litres of bottled water, and a toiletries bag, all charged to his account. The mechanism whirred smoothly a minute later, and the items popped out into the rack. After that he set one of his handheld arrays to sentry mode, and left it scanning the room. If anyone did break in, it would notify his e-butler immediately with an encrypted message from a one-time unisphere address. Such an act had a low probability. Velaines was proud of its relatively low crime-index, and anyone staying in an A+A wouldn’t have anything of value. Good enough odds for him.


*


That evening Adam took a metro tram across town to another slightly shabby district. In amongst the closed shops and open bars he found a door with a small sign above it:




Intersolar Socialist Party


Velaines, 7th chapter





His e-butler gave the door his Huw North party membership code, and the lock buzzed. Inside was pretty much what he expected, a flight of bare wooden stairs leading up to a couple of rooms with high windows, long since boarded up. There was a bar in one, serving cheap beer from microbreweries, and lethal-looking liquors from ceramic bottles. A games portal took up most of the second room, with observer chairs packed round the walls.


Several men were sitting on stools at the bar. They fell silent as Adam walked over. Nobody wearing a suit, even as cheap as his, belonged in that room.


‘Beer, please,’ Adam told the barman. He put a couple of Earth dollar bills on the counter; the currency was accepted without question on most worlds.


The bottle was placed in front of him. Everybody watched as he took a sip. ‘Not bad.’ Adam even managed to keep a straight face. He could appreciate a Socialist club not buying from a big corporate brewery, but surely they could find a smaller one which actually produced drinkable beer.


‘New in town, comrade?’ the barman asked.


‘Got in today.’


‘Staying long?’


‘A little while, yeah. I’m looking for a comrade called Murphy, Nigel Murphy.’


The man at the far end of the bar stood up. ‘That’ll be me then.’ He was slim, taller than Adam, with a narrow face that carried suspicion easily. Adam guessed he was a first-life; his head was almost bald, with just a thin monk’s ring of greying hair. His clothes were those of an ordinary working man: jeans, and a check shirt, with a fleece jacket worn open, a woolly hat stuffed into one pocket. They were all streaked with dirt, as if he’d come straight from the factory or yard. But the way he looked at Adam, the assessment he carried out in a glance, marked him out as a leader.


‘Huw North,’ Adam said as they shook hands. ‘One of my colleagues was here last week.’


‘Not sure if I remember,’ Nigel Murphy said.


‘He said you were the man to talk to.’


‘Depends what you want to talk about . . . comrade.’


Adam held in a sigh. He’d been through this same ritual so many times over the years. By now he really ought to have worked out how to circumvent the bullshit and get right down to business. But as always, it had to be played out. The local man had to be proved top dog in front of his friends.


‘I have a few issues,’ Adam said. ‘Can I buy you a drink?’


‘You’re very free with your money there, comrade,’ said one of the others sitting behind Nigel Murphy. ‘Got a lot of it, have you? Thinking you can buy our friendship?’


Adam smiled thinly at the barfly. ‘I don’t want your friendship, and you certainly don’t want to be a friend of mine.’


The man grinned round his colleagues, his appearance was mid-thirties, with the kind of rashness which suggested that was his genuine age, a first-lifer. ‘Why’s that?’


‘Who are you?’


‘Sabbah. What’s it to you?’


‘Well, Sabbah. If you were my friend, you’d be stalked across the Commonwealth, and when they catch you, you’ll die. Permanently.’


Nobody in the bar was smiling any more. Adam was glad of the small heavy bulge in his jacket produced by the ion pistol.


‘Any of you remember November 21st 2344?’ Adam looked round challengingly.


‘Abadan station,’ Nigel Murphy said quietly.


‘That was you?’ Sabbah asked.


‘Let’s just say I was in the region at the time.’


‘Four hundred and eighty people killed,’ Murphy said. ‘A third of them total deaths. Children who were too young to have memorycell inserts.’


‘The train was late,’ Adam said. His throat was dry as he remembered the events. They were still terribly clear. He’d never had a memory edit, never taken the easy way out. Live with the consequences of your actions. So every night he dreamed of the explosion and derailment just in front of the gateway, carriages plunging across junctions and parallel rails in the busiest section of the station. Fifteen trains hit, side-shunted, crashing, bursting apart, exploding, spewing out radioactive elements. And bodies. ‘It was on the wrong section of track at the wrong time. My chapter was after the Kilburn grain train.’


‘You wanted to stop people from eating?’ Sabbah asked sneeringly.


‘Is this a drinking den or a Socialist chapter? Don’t you know anything about the party you support? The reason we exist? There are certain types of grain trains which are specially designed to go through zero-end gateways. CST don’t tell people about those trains, same way as they don’t mention zero-end. The company spent millions designing wagons which can function in freefall and a vacuum. Millions of dollars developing machinery whose only job is to dump their contents into space. They go through a zero-end gateway onto a line of track that’s just hanging there in the middle of interstellar space. Nobody knows where. It doesn’t matter, they exist so that we can safely dump anything harmful away from H-congruous planets. So they send the trains with their special wagons through and open the hatches to expel their contents. Except there’s nothing physically dangerous about the grain. It’s just tens of thousands of tons of perfectly good grain streaming out into the void. There’s another clever mechanism built into the wagons to make sure of that. Just opening the hatch isn’t good enough. In freefall the grain will simply sit there, it has to be physically pushed out. And do you know why they do it?’


‘The market,’ Nigel Murphy said with a hint of weariness.


‘Damn right: the market. If there’s ever a glut of food, the prices go down. Commodity traders can’t have that, they can’t sell at enough profit to pay for the gamble they’ve made on the work of others, so the market demands less food to go around. The grain trains roll through the zero-end gateways, and people pay higher prices for basic food. Any society which allows that to happen is fundamentally wrong. And grain is just the tiniest part of the abuse people are subject to thanks to the capitalist market economy.’ Adam stared hard at Sabbah, knowing that once again he was going too far, making too much of an issue out of his own commitment. He didn’t care; this was what he’d devoted himself to, even now with all his other priorities, the greater human cause still fuelled him. ‘That’s why I joined this party, to end that kind of monstrous injustice. That’s why I’ve committed my life to this party. And that’s why I’ll die, a total death, a member of this party. Because I believe the human race deserves better than those bastard plutocrats running us like some private fiefdom. How about you, sonny? What do you believe in?’


‘Thanks for clearing that up,’ Nigel Murphy said hurriedly. He stood between Adam and Sabbah. ‘All of us here are good members of the party, Huw. We might have joined for different reasons, but we have the same aims.’ With one hand he signalled Sabbah and the others to stay at the bar. His other arm pressed lightly on Adam’s shoulder, steering him towards a small door. ‘Let’s talk.’


The back room was used to store beer crates and all the other junk which a bar generates down the years. A single polyphoto strip was fixed to the ceiling, providing illumination. When the door was closed, Adam’s e-butler informed him its access to the cybersphere had been severed.


‘Sorry about that,’ Nigel Murphy said as they pulled out a couple of empty beer crates to sit on. ‘The comrades aren’t used to new faces round here.’


‘You mean the party’s a lost cause on Velaines?’


Nigel Murphy nodded reluctantly. ‘It seems that way some days. We barely scrape two per cent in elections now, and a lot of those are simply protest votes against the major parties. Any direct action we take against the companies is so . . . I don’t know. Puerile? It’s like we’re hitting a planet with a rubber hammer, we’re not causing any damage. And there’s always the risk of another mistake like Abadan. Socialism isn’t about killing people, after all. It’s supposed to be about justice.’


‘I know. It’s hard, believe me. And I’ve been working for the cause a lot longer than you. But you have to believe that some day all this will change. The Commonwealth today is based on pure imperialist expansion. That’s always the most favourable time for market economics because there are always new markets opening. But it will ultimately fail. The expansion into phase three space is nothing like as fast and aggressive as the first and second phases were. The whole process is slowing. Eventually this madness will stop and we can start to focus our resources towards genuine social growth instead of physical.’


‘Let’s hope so.’ Nigel Murphy raised his beer bottle. ‘So what can I do for you?’


‘I need to speak to some people. I’m looking to buy weapons hardware.’


‘Still blowing up grain trains, huh?’


‘Yeah.’ Adam forced a smile. ‘Still blowing up grain trains. Can you set that up for me?’


‘I can try. I’ve bought a few small pieces myself over the years.’


‘I’m not looking for small pieces.’


‘The dealer I use, she should be able to help. I’ll ask.’


‘Thank you.’


‘What kind of hardware are we talking about, exactly?’


Adam handed over a hard copy of the list. ‘The deal is this, you can add on whatever this chapter needs up to ten per cent of the total price. Think of it as a finder’s fee.’


‘This is some very serious hardware.’


‘I represent a very serious chapter.’


‘All right then.’ Nigel Murphy still couldn’t quite banish the troubled expression from his face as he read down the list. ‘Give me your e-butler access code. I’ll call when I’ve set up the meeting.’


‘Good. One thing, have you had any new members join recently? The last couple of months or so?’


‘No. Not for about nine months now, unfortunately. I told you, we’re not very fashionable at the moment. We’re going to mount another recruitment drive in the general workers unions. But that won’t be for weeks yet. Why?’


‘Just checking.’


*


Sabbah hated himself for what he was doing. The comrade was obviously well connected in the party, probably in the executive cadre. Which meant he truly believed in what he was doing, especially if he’d been truthful about the grain train.


It wasn’t that Sabbah didn’t believe in their cause – no way. He absolutely hated the way everyone else in the world seemed to be doing better than him, that his background had condemned him to one life lived badly. The way society was structured prevented him from bettering himself. That was what attracted him to the Socialists in the first place, the way they were working to change things so that people like him would get a chance to live decently in an inclusive world.


All of which only made this worse. The comrade was actively working to bring down the companies and the plutocratic state which supported them. Which was a lot more than Sabbah ever seemed to do. All the seventh chapter did was hold endless meetings where they argued amongst themselves for what seemed like hours. Then there was the canvassing, days spent being abused, insulted, and treated with utter contempt by the very people they were trying to help. And of course the protests outside company offices and factories, ambushing politicians. Sabbah had lost count of how many times he’d been on the wrong, and very painful, end of a police shockwhip. The real reason he kept going these days was because of the rest of the chapter. He didn’t have many friends outside, not any more.


But he didn’t have any choice. Not in this.


It was nine years ago when he met the woman. The job that night had been so easy it would have been criminal not to do it. He’d gone along with a couple of old mates he’d known back from his gang years, when they’d all pulled a truck from the reform academy to run the streets. A delivery truck that made a nightly run from the CST planetary station to various local wholesale warehouses about town. It was carrying crates of domestic goods from Augusta, all high quality. And the van was old, its alarm a joke.


Thanks to some decent targeted kaos software bought from a contact, they’d managed to intercept the van and lift its load clean within ten minutes. Sabbah even took a couple of maidbots with him when he went home in addition to his cut.


She was waiting for him when he walked through the door; a middle-aged woman with mild Asian features, her shoulder-length raven hair flecked with grey strands, wearing a smart business suit. Sitting in his lounge, looking like she belonged in that dingy two-room apartment more than he ever did.


‘You now have a choice,’ she said as his mouth was gaping open in surprise. ‘Either I’ll shoot you in self-defence, because you were assaulting a government official in the pursuit of her duties; or we make a deal and I’ll let you keep your dick.’


‘Whoo . . .’ Sabbah frowned at his door, silently cursing its alarm circuit for not warning him she’d broken in.


‘Or do you believe the Velaines public medical insurance scheme will pay for a new dick, Sabbah? That’s where I’m aiming, in case you hadn’t noticed.’


In horror he saw she had some kind of small black metal tube in her hand, and it really was levelled at his groin. He shifted the boxes containing the maidbots, gradually lowering them until they covered his hips and the hugely valuable personal organ situated there.


‘If you’re police, you won’t—’


The violent crack which her weapon produced made him cower. Scraps of foam packaging drifted through the air while the remnants of the maidbot dropped to the floor. The little machine’s crab-like electromuscle limbs spasmed for a while before collapsing limply. Sabbah stared at it. ‘Oh Christ on a crutch,’ he whispered. He gripped the remaining box even tighter.


‘Do we now know where we both stand?’ the policewoman asked.


‘Yes ma’am.’


‘All I want is for you to do something for me. A small thing. Will you do that?’


‘What?’


‘One day someone will turn up at your chapter, and I want to know about it. I can’t give you his name, he changes it every time. But he’ll be looking to buy things, weapons most likely, or kaos software, or samples of diseases, or components with the wrong specifications which will screw up whatever they’re installed in. That’s the kind of person he is. A very unpleasant individual. He’ll claim to be a party member, to be doing what he does for a noble cause. But he’s lying. He’s a terrorist. An anarchist. A murderer. So I want you to tell me when he visits you. Okay?’


Sabbah didn’t like to think of the alternative. She was still pointing the weapon right at him, aiming low. ‘Yeah, sure. I’ll do that.’


‘Good.’


‘When’s he coming?’


‘I don’t know. It might be tomorrow. It might be in thirty years’ time. It might be never. Or I might have caught him before he ever reaches Velaines.’


‘Uh, right, okay.’


‘Now turn round.’


‘What?’


‘You heard.’ She got to her feet, the little weapon still pointing at him. Sabbah reluctantly turned to face the door. His hands were grabbed, forcing him to drop the maidbot box. A cold band of malmetal coiled round his wrists immobilizing them. ‘What the hell . . .’


‘You’re under arrest for theft.’


‘You’ve got to be fucking joking! I said I’d help you. That was the deal.’ He turned his head to try and look at her. The weapon was jabbed into his jaw.


‘There is no deal. You made a choice.’


‘That was the deal!’ he yelled furiously. ‘I help you, you get me off this rap. Jesus!’


‘You are mistaken,’ she said relentlessly. ‘I didn’t say that. You committed a crime. You must face the consequences. You must be brought to justice.’


‘Fuck you, bitch. Fuck you. I hope your terrorist blows up a hundred hospitals, and schools. I hope he wipes out your whole planet.’


‘He won’t. He’s only interested in one planet. And with your help, we can stop him from damaging it further.’


‘My help?’ the word came out as a squeak he was so shocked. ‘You stupid bitch, you can suck me and I’d never help you now. We had a deal.’


‘Very well. I will lodge a plea with the judge, asking him for leniency.’


‘Huh?’ This was so weird it was doing his head in. Right from the start the woman scared him. He wasn’t even sure she was a policewoman any more. More like a serial killer.


‘I will tell him you cooperated fully, and agreed to be my informer. The file will not be encrypted when it is attached to your court record. Do you think your friends will access it when they see you receiving a light sentence? Will they be happy about what it says? My colleagues have already arrested them for tonight’s robbery, by the way. I expect they’ll be curious about how we knew.’


‘Oh goddamn.’ Sabbah was near to tears. He wanted this whole nightmare to end. ‘You can’t do that to me. They’ll kill me, a total death. You don’t know what they’re like.’


‘I think I do. Now, are you going to tell me when my target turns up?’


So through clenched teeth he said: ‘Yes.’


And that had been the way of it for nine years. He’d been given a suspended jail term for the robbery, and made to perform two hundred hours’ Citizen Service. It was the last time he’d done a job – well, anything major, anyway, just the occasional rip-off.


And every three weeks there would be a message in his e-butler’s hold file asking him if the man had come. Every time he replied: no.


Nine years, and that superbitch had never let it go. ‘Time,’ she’d told him on the way to the police station, ‘lessens nothing.’ She’d never said what would happen if he didn’t tell her. But then, it wasn’t something he wanted to find out.


So Sabbah walked for several blocks, leaving the chapter house behind. That way his e-butler would be operating through a cybersphere node which wasn’t anywhere near the building. The chapter had several tech-types; heavily idealistic about total-access they all sailed close to anarchistic beliefs, believing all information should be free. They also smoked things they shouldn’t and played sensory immersion games for most of their waking hours. But they did have an unnerving habit of delivering the goods when databanks had to be cracked for the cause. Sabbah wouldn’t put it past the party’s senior cadre to mount a simple surveillance operation around the chapter building, the local network was sure to be compromised.


His e-butler entered the code she’d given him. The connection was placed immediately, which was unnerving if not entirely surprising. Sabbah took a deep breath. ‘He’s here.’


*


Adam Elvin took his time in the lobby of the Scarred Suit Club while the hostess dealt with his coat. His retinal inserts adapted to the low lighting easily enough, bringing up an infrared profiling which banished shadows for him. But he wanted a moment to take in the whole scene. As clubs went it was pretty standard; booths around the wall, each with an e-seal curtain for privacy, tables and chairs on the main floor, a long bar with an extensive number of bottles on the shelves, and a small stage where the boys, girls, and ladyboys of the Sunset Angels troupe danced. The lighting was low, with topaz and purple spots casting their shady beams onto the dark wood of the fittings. The music was loud, a drab software synth that kept up a constant beat for the performers to remove their clothes to. There was more money in here than there should have been, he thought. That made it protected.


At one o’clock in the morning, every table was taken, and the crowd of lowlife around the stage was enthusiastically waving notes in the face and crotch of the two dancers. Several booths were occluded by shimmering force fields. Adam frowned at that, but it was only to be expected. As he watched, one of the Sunset Angels was led over to a booth by the manager. The force field sparkled and allowed them through. Adam’s handheld array had the capacity to pierce the e-seal, but the probe would be detected.


So many hiding places was a risk. Again, one he was used to. And in a protected joint, they wouldn’t take kindly to police.


‘Excuse me,’ the doorman said. He was being friendly, not that it mattered, cellular reprofiling had given him the same kind of bulk as Adam, except his wasn’t fat.


‘Sure.’


The doorman glided his hands above Adam’s jacket and trousers. They were heavily OCtattooed, the circuits fluorescing claret as they scanned for anything dangerous.


‘I’m here to meet Ms Lancier,’ Adam told the hostess as the doorman cleared him. She led him round the edge of the main room to a booth two places down from the bar. Nigel Murphy was already there.


For an arms dealer, Rachael Lancier wasn’t inconspicuous. She wore a bright scarlet dress with a low front. Long chestnut hair was arranged in an elaborate wave, with small luminescent stars glimmering among the strands. Her rejuvenation had returned her to her early twenties, when she was very attractive. He knew it was a rejuvenation, possibly even a second or third. Her attitude gave her away. No real twenty-two-year-old possessed a confidence bordering on glacial.


Her bodyguard was a small thin man with a pleasant smile, as low-key as she was blatant. He activated the e-seal as soon as Adam’s beer arrived, wrapping the open side of the booth in a dull platinum veil. They could see out into the club, but the patrons were presented with a blank shield.


‘That was quite a list,’ Rachael said.


Adam paused for a moment to see if she was going to ask what it was for, but she wasn’t that unprofessional. ‘Is it a problem for you?’


‘I can get all of it for you. But I have to say the combat armour will take time. That’s a police issue system; I normally provide small arms for people with somewhat lower aspirations than yours.’


‘How much time?’


‘For the armour, ten days, maybe two weeks. I have to acquire an authorized user certificate first.’


‘I don’t need one.’


She raised her cocktail glass and took a sip, looking at him over the rim. ‘That doesn’t help me, because I do need it. Look, the rest of your list is either in storage or floating round the underground market, I can pull it in over the next few days. But that armour, that has to come from legitimate suppliers, and they have to have the certificate before they’ll even let it out of their factory.’


‘Can you get the certificate?’


‘I can.’


‘How much?’ he asked before she could start on her sales pitch.


‘In Velaines dollars, a hundred thousand. There are a number of people involved, none of them cheap.’


‘I’ll pay you eighty.’


‘I’m sorry, this isn’t some kind of market stall. I’m not bargaining. That’s the price.’


‘I’ll pay you eighty, and I’ll also pay you to package the rest of the list the way I require.’


She frowned. ‘What sort of packaging?’


Adam handed over a memory crystal. ‘Every weapon is to be broken down into its components. They are to be installed in various pieces of civil and agricultural equipment I have waiting in a warehouse. The way it’s laid out, the components will be unidentifiable no matter how they are scanned or examined. The instructions are all there.’


‘Given the size of your list, that’s a lot of work.’


‘Fifteen thousand. I’m not bargaining.’


She licked her lips. ‘How are you paying?’


‘Earth dollars, cash, not an account.’


‘Cash?’


‘Is that a problem?’


‘Your list will cost you seven hundred and twenty thousand. That’s a lot of money to carry around.’


‘Depends what you’re used to.’ He reached into his jacket and pulled out a thick bundle of notes. ‘That’s fifty thousand. It’s enough to get you started and prove my intent. Once you’ve assembled the list, give me the location of your secure warehouse where I can send my machinery. When it arrives there, I’ll pay you a third of the remaining money. When you’ve installed it, I’ll pay you the remainder.’


Rachael Lancier’s poise faltered slightly. She gave her bodyguard a glance, and he picked up the notes. ‘It’s good to do business with you, Huw,’ she said.


‘I want daily updates on the state of play.’


‘You’ll get them.’


*


Chief Investigator Paula Myo left her Paris office three minutes after getting the call from Sabbah. It took her eighteen minutes to get across town to the CST station. It was only an eight-minute wait on the platform for the next express. She arrived on Velaines within forty minutes.


Two senior detectives, Don Mares and Maggie Lidsey from the Tokat metropolitan police, were waiting for her when the taxi delivered her to their headquarters. Given the level of the request for cooperation from the Intersolar Serious Crimes Directorate, the two detectives had no trouble requisitioning a conference office and departmental array time. Their captain also made it clear to them that he expected them to provide genuine assistance to the Chief Investigator. ‘She’ll file a report on our operational ability when this is over,’ he said. ‘And the Directorate has political clout, so be nice and be useful.’


With Don Mares sitting restlessly beside her, Maggie Lidsey used her e-butler to call up the Chief Investigator’s file. Broad columns of translucent green text began to flow across the virtual vision generated by her retinal inserts. She skipped through the information quickly enough, it was a refresher rather than a detailed appraisal. Everyone in law enforcement knew about Paula Myo.


The headquarters array informed the two detectives their guest had arrived. Maggie focused on the lift doors as they opened, banishing the ghostly ribbons of text. The conference office on the eighth floor of the metropolitan police headquarters building had glass walls, as did every cubicle on the same floor. From her viewpoint, Maggie could see the whole layout. At first nobody paid much attention to Paula Myo as she walked down the main corridor, followed by two colleagues from the Serious Crimes Directorate. In a white blouse, prim office suit, and sensible black shoes she fitted into the bustling compartmentalized work environment perfectly. She was slightly short by today’s standards when eighty per cent of the population had some kind of genetic modification. Not that she lacked physical stature; she obviously stuck determinedly to an exercise routine which kept her fitness level an order of magnitude above anything the metropolitan police required from their officers. Though Maggie suspected that was more a personal obsession. The Chief Investigator’s thick raven hair had been brushed straight so that it hung well below her shoulder blades. She always allowed it to sweep in front of her face, partially obscuring her features. Given her notoriety that was understandable. But when she did use a hand to brush those strands aside men would look up from their desks and stare, not just because of the legend she was. The Human Structure Foundation on Huxley’s Haven which had so carefully developed her genome had selected a mix of Filipino and European genes as a baseline, giving her a natural beauty which was utterly beguiling. A rejuvenation five years previously made it look as if she was now in her early twenties.


Even though she knew she should never judge anyone by their physical guise, Maggie Lidsey had trouble taking the girl seriously as she shook hands with her and Don. With her size and fresh looks, Paula Myo could quite easily be mistaken for a teenager. The giveaway was her smile. She didn’t seem to have one.


The other two investigators from the Directorate were introduced as Tarlo, a tall, blond Californian, and Renne Kempasa, a Latin American from Valdivia, who was halfway towards her fourth rejuvenation.


The five of them sat round the table, and the walls opaqued. ‘Thank you for such a swift response,’ Paula said. ‘We’re here because I have a tip-off that Adam Elvin has arrived on Velaines.’


‘A tip-off from who?’ Don asked.


‘A contact. Not the most reliable, but it certainly needs investigating.’


‘A contact? That’s it?’


‘You don’t need to know, Detective Mares.’


‘You were here nine years ago,’ Maggie said. ‘At least, that’s the official entry in our files. So I’d guess your man is Sabbah. He’s a member of the Socialist Party, as was Elvin.’


‘Very good, Detective.’


‘Okay, we’re here to help,’ Maggie said. She felt like she’d passed some kind of test. ‘What do you need?’


‘To begin with, two surveillance operations. Elvin has made contact with a man called Nigel Murphy at the seventh chapter of the local Socialist Party here in town. We need to keep him under constant watch, virtual and physical. Elvin is here to acquire arms for Bradley Johansson’s terrorist group. This Murphy character will be his link to a local underground dealer; so he can lead us to both of them. Once we have the connection, we can intercept Elvin and the dealer at the exchange.’


‘This all sounds very easy and routine,’ Maggie said.


‘It won’t be,’ Tarlo said. ‘Elvin is very good. Once we’ve identified him, I’ll need a detective team to help backtrack his every movement to the moment he arrived. He’s a tricky son of a bitch. The first thing he will have done is establish an escape route in case this deal blows up in his face. We need to find it, and block it.’


‘You guys know it all, don’t you?’ Don Mares said. ‘What he’s doing, where he is. I’m surprised you even need us.’


Paula looked at him briefly, then turned her attention back to Maggie. ‘Is there a problem?’


‘A little more information would be appreciated,’ Maggie said. ‘For instance, are you sure he is here to contact an arms dealer?’


‘It’s what he does. In fact it’s all he does these days. He’s just about given up on the party. Oh, he’ll throw the local chapter a bone or two for cooperating with him. But he hasn’t really taken any part in the movement since Abadan. The party’s executive cadre effectively disowned him and his entire active resistance cell after that fiasco. That’s when he hooked up with Bradley Johansson. No one else would touch him, he was too hot. Ever since then he’s been the quartermaster for the Guardians of Selfhood. The acts they commit on Far Away make Abadan seem quite mild.’


Don Mares grinned. ‘Managed to get any of the money back yet?’


Tarlo and Renne gave him hostile stares. Paula Myo looked at him without saying anything. Don met her gaze levelly, showing no remorse.


‘Is he likely to be armed?’ Maggie asked. She glared at Don. At the best of times he could be an arsehole, today he seemed to be going out of his way to prove it.


‘Elvin will probably be carrying a small weapon,’ Renne Kempasa said. ‘But his main armoury is his experience and guile. If there’s any kind of physical trouble, it won’t be him that starts it. We’ll have to research the arms dealer carefully, they tend to lean towards violence.’


‘So no money, then,’ Don persisted. ‘Not after – what is it now – a hundred and thirty years?’


‘I also need your office to try and track down Elvin’s export route,’ Paula said. ‘The CST security division will cooperate with them fully on that.’


‘We’ll liaise with our captain over officer allocation,’ Maggie said. ‘We’ve already arranged for you to have an office and access to the departmental array.’


‘Thank you. I’d like to brief the observation teams in two hours.’


‘Tight schedule, but I think we can manage that for you.’


‘Thank you.’ Paula hadn’t moved her gaze from Maggie. ‘No, I haven’t got any of the money back yet. Most of it is spent on arms deals like this one, which makes it particularly hard to track and recover. And I haven’t got this close to him for twenty years. So I will be seriously disappointed if an individual screws this up. It will be a career wrecker.’


Don Mares tried to sneer off the threat. He didn’t really succeed. Maggie thought it was because he’d realized the same thing she had. Paula Myo never smiled because she didn’t have a sense of humour.


*


Adam was finishing a rather splendid early breakfast at the Westpool Hotel when his e-butler informed him that an unsigned message had arrived in its hold file. It had come from a one-time unisphere address, and the text it contained was encrypted with a key code that identified the sender to him immediately: Bradley Johansson.


Outwardly, Adam drank his coffee quietly as the waiters fussed round the restaurant tending to the other guests. In his virtual vision, he prepared the message for decryption. His wrist array was worn on his left arm, a simple band of dull malmetal that flexed and expanded constantly to maintain full contact with his skin. Its inner surface contained an i-spot which connected to his OCtattoos which, in turn, were wetwired into his hand’s nerve fibres. The interface was represented in his virtual vision by a ghostly hand, which he’d customized to a pale blue, with sharp purple nails. For every tiny motion he made with his flesh and blood hand, the virtual one made a scaled-up movement, allowing him to select and manipulate icons. The system was standard across the Commonwealth, giving everyone who could afford an OCtattoo direct connection to the planetary cybersphere. He guessed that most of the business people having breakfast around him were quietly interfacing with their office arrays. They had that daydreaming look about them.


He pulled the appropriate key out of its store in his wrist array, represented by a Rubik’s cube icon, which he had to twist until he’d arranged the surface squares into the correct pattern. The cube opened up, and he dropped the message icon inside. A single line of black text slid across his virtual vision: Paula Myo is on Velaines.


Adam just managed to hold on to his coffee cup. ‘Shit!’


Several nearby guests glanced over to him. He twitched his lips in an apologetic smile. The array had already wiped the message, now it was going through an elaborate junction overwrite procedure in case it was ever examined by a forensic retrieval system.


Adam never did know where Bradley got half of his information from. But it had always been utterly reliable. He should abandon the mission right now.


Except . . . it had taken eighteen months to plan and organize. Dummy companies had been established on a dozen worlds to handle the disguised machinery exports to Far Away, routing and re-routing them so that there would be no suspicion and no trail. A lot of money had been spent on preparations. And the Guardians wouldn’t receive another shipment of arms until he could set one up. Before he did that, he needed to know what had gone wrong this time.


They had been so close, too. Rachael Lancier’s last call confirmed that she had put together about two thirds of the list. So close.


*


Maggie Lidsey’s car drove her into the headquarters building underground car park an hour before she was due on shift. She’d been working longer hours ever since the case started. It wasn’t just to curry favour with Paula Myo, she was learning a lot from the Chief Investigator. The woman’s attention to detail was incredible. Maggie was convinced she must have array inserts, along with supplementary memorycells. No aspect of the operation was too small for her to show an interest in. Urban myth certainly hadn’t exaggerated her dedication.


The elevator in the lobby scanned her to confirm her identity: only then did it descend to the fifth basement level where the operations centres were situated. The Elvin team had been codenamed Roundup, and assigned room 5A5. Maggie was scanned again before the metal slab door slid aside to admit her. The interior was gloomy, occupied by three rows of consoles with tall holographic portals curving round the operator. Each one was alive with a grid of images and data ribbons. Laser light spilled out from them in a pale iridescent haze. A quick glance at the one closest to the door showed Maggie the familiar pictures of the buildings which Rachael Lancier used to run her car dealership from; along with shots from the team’s two shadow cars showing Adam Elvin’s taxi as they followed him through midtown.


Maggie requested an update, and quickly assimilated the overnight data. The one item which stood out was the encrypted message delivered to Elvin’s e-butler through the Westpool Hotel node. She saw Paula Myo sitting at her desk at the far end of the room. The Chief Investigator seemed to get by on a maximum of two hours’ sleep per day. She’d had a cot moved into her office, and never used it until an hour after both main targets had retired for the night. And she was always up an hour before the time they usually got out of bed. The night shift had standing orders to wake her if anything out of the ordinary happened.


Maggie went over to ask about the message.


‘It came from a one-time address in the unisphere,’ Paula said. ‘The Directorate’s software forensics have traced its load point to a public node in Dampier’s cybersphere. Tarlo is talking to the local police about running a check, but I’m not expecting miracles.’


‘You can track a one-time address?’ Maggie asked. She’d always thought that was impossible.


‘To a limited degree. It doesn’t help. The message was sent on a delay. Whoever loaded it was well clear.’


‘Can the message encryption be cracked?’ Maggie asked.


‘Not really, the sender used folded-geometry encryption. I logged a request with the SI, but it said it doesn’t have the resources available to decrypt it for me.’


‘You talked with the SI?’ Maggie asked. That was impressive. The Sentient Intelligence didn’t normally interface with individuals.


‘Yes.’


There was nothing else forthcoming.


‘Oh,’ Maggie said. ‘Right.’


‘It was a short message,’ Paula said. ‘Which limits what it could contain. My guess is it was either a warning, a go authorization, or a stop.’


‘We haven’t leaked,’ Maggie said. ‘I’m sure of it. And they haven’t spotted us either.’


‘I know. The origin alone seems to rule out a mistake by any of your officers.’


‘The Socialist Party does have a number of quality cyberheads. They might have noticed our scrutineer programs shadowing Murphy’s e-butler.’


Paula Myo rubbed a hand over her forehead, pressing hard enough to furrow up the skin. ‘Possible,’ she conceded. ‘Although I have to take other factors into consideration.’


‘Yes?’ Maggie prompted.


‘Classified, sorry,’ Paula said. Even though she was tired, she wasn’t about to confide her concerns to anybody. Although if Maggie was any kind of detective she should be able to work it out.


As Mares had said, a hundred and thirty-four years without an arrest was an uncomfortably long time. In fact it was impossible given the resources Paula had to deploy against Bradley Johansson. Somebody had been providing Johansson and his associates with a great deal of assistance down the decades. Few people knew what she was doing on a day-to-day basis, so logically it was someone outside the Directorate. Yet the Executive administration had changed seventeen times since she had been assigned command of the case. They couldn’t all contain secret sympathizers of Johansson’s cause. That just left her with the altogether murkier field of Grand Families and Intersolar Dynasties, the kind of power dealers who were always around.


She’d done everything she could, of course, set traps, run identification ambushes, deliberately leaked disinformation, established unofficial communication channels, built herself an extensive network amid the political classes, gained allies at the heart of the Commonwealth government. So far the results had been minimal. That didn’t bother her so much, she had faith in her ability to work the case to its conclusion. What concerned her more than anything was the reason anyone, let alone someone with true wealth and power, would want to protect a terrorist like Johansson.


‘Makes sense,’ Maggie said, with a trace of reluctance. She knew there was a terrific story behind the Chief Investigator’s silence. ‘So what action do you want to take about the message?’


‘Nothing immediate,’ Paula said. ‘We simply wait and see what Elvin does next.’


‘We can arrest all of them now. There are enough weapons stored at Lancier’s dealership to begin a war.’


‘No. I don’t have a reason to arrest Elvin yet. I want to wait until the operation has reached its active smuggling stage.’


‘He was part of Abadan. I checked the Directorate file, there are enough testimonies recorded to prove his involvement no matter how good a lawyer he has. What more do you need to arrest him?’


‘I need the weapons to be shipped. I need their route and destination. That will expose the whole Guardian network to me. Elvin is important primarily for his ability to lead me to Johansson.’


‘Arrest him and have his memories extracted. I’m sure a judge would grant the Directorate that order.’


‘I don’t expect to have that option. He knows what will happen the second I have him in custody. He’ll either suicide or an insert will wipe his memories clean.’


‘You can’t be sure of that.’


‘He’s a fanatic. He will not allow us access to his memories.’


‘Do you really believe that?’


‘It’s what I’d do,’ Paula said simply.


*


Paula briefed the watcher teams before the shift changeover, explaining her suspicions about the encrypted message. ‘It changes our priorities slightly,’ she said. ‘If it was a cancellation then Elvin will make a break for the CST station. I need a detail of officers on permanent duty there to arrest him if he tries to leave. Detective Mares, will you organize that, please.’


‘I’ll see the captain about more personnel, sure.’ During the week of the operation Don Mares had modified his attitude slightly. He didn’t contend anything, nor disagree with Paula; but neither did he put any extra effort into the operation. She could live with that, base-line competence was a depressing constant in law enforcement agencies throughout the Commonwelath.


‘Our second option,’ Paula said. ‘Is a go code. In which case we need to be ready to move. There will be no change in your assignments, but be prepared to implement immediately. The third option is not so good: he’s been warned about our observation.’


‘No way,’ Don Mares said. ‘We’re not that sloppy.’ There was a grumble of agreement from the team officers.


Tarlo gave Renne a fast grin. The boss always generated a high standard of professionalism with whatever police force she worked with. None of them wanted to be known as the one who failed her.


‘As unlikely as it sounds we have to take it into consideration,’ Paula insisted. ‘Be very careful not to risk exposure. He’s smart. He’s been doing this for forty years. If he sees one of you twice in a week he’s going to know you’re following him. Don’t let him see you. Don’t let him see the car you’re using. We’re going to get a larger vehicle pool so we can rotate them faster. We cannot afford mistakes.’ She nodded curtly at them. ‘I’ll join the lead team today. That’s all.’


Don Mares and Maggie Lidsey came over to her as the other officers filed out of the operations centre. ‘If he catches a glimpse of you, it really will be game over,’ Don Mares said.


‘I know,’ Paula said. ‘But I need to be close. There are some calls you can’t make sitting here. I’d like you to take over as general coordinator today.’


‘Me?’


‘Yes, you have the qualifications, you’ve taken command of raids before.’


‘Okay.’ He was trying not to smile.


‘Maggie, you’re with me.’


*


They caught up with Adam Elvin when he was taking a slow, seemingly random, walk through Burghal Park. He did something similar most mornings, an amble through a wide open space where it was difficult for the team to follow unobtrusively on foot.


Paula and Maggie waited in the back of a ten-seater car which was parked at the north end of Burghal Park. The team had the rest of their vehicles spaced evenly round the perimeter, with three officers on foot using their retinal inserts to track his position, never getting closer than five hundred metres, boxing him the whole time. The Burghal was a huge area in the middle of the city, with small lakes, games pitches, tracks, and long greenways of trees brought in from over seventy different planets.


‘That’s twice he’s doubled back on his route,’ Maggie said. They were watching the images relayed from the retinal inserts on a small screen in the car.


‘Standard for him,’ Paula said. ‘He’s a creature of habit. They might be good habits, but any routine will betray you in the end.’


‘Is that how you tracked him?’


‘Uh huh. He never uses the same planet twice. And he nearly always uses the Intersolar Socialist Party to set up the first meeting with the local dealer.’


‘So you turned Sabbah into your informant and waited.’


‘Yes.’


‘For nine years. Bloody hell. How many informants do you have, on how many planets?’


‘Classified.’


‘The way you operate, though, always arresting them for their crime. That doesn’t make for cooperative informants. You’re taking a big risk on a case this important.’


‘They broke the law. They must go to court and take responsibility for their crime.’


‘Hell, you really believe that, don’t you?’


‘You’ve accessed my official file. Three times now since this case started.’


Maggie knew she was blushing.


*


That day Adam Elvin finished his walk in Burghal Park and caught a taxi to a little Italian restaurant on the east bank of the River Guhal which meandered through the eastern districts of the city. While eating a large and leisurely lunch he placed a call to Rachael Lancier, which the metropolitan police had no trouble intercepting.


Elvin: Something’s come up. I need to talk to you again.


Lancier: The vehicle you wanted is almost ready for collection, Mr North. I hope there’s no problem at your end.


Elvin: No, no problem about the vehicle. I just need to discuss its specification with you.


Lancier: The specification has been agreed. As has the price.


Elvin: This is not an alteration of either. I simply need to speak with you personally to clarify some details.


Lancier: I’m not sure that’s a good idea.


Elvin: It’s essential, I’m afraid.


Lancier: Very well. You know my favourite place. I’ll be there at the usual time today.


Elvin: Thank you.


Lancier: And it had better be as important as you say.


Paula shook her head. ‘Routine,’ she said disapprovingly.


*


Eighteen police officers converged on the Scarred Suit Club. Don Mares dispatched the first three within two minutes of the conversation. The club wasn’t open, of course, they simply had to find three observation points around it and dig in.


Two of Lancier’s people arrived at eight o’clock that night, and performed their own surveillance checks before calling back to their boss.


When Adam Elvin finally arrived at one o’clock in the morning, ten officers were already inside. As before, they had managed to blend in well enough to prevent him from identifying any of them for what they were. Some of them assumed the role of business types looking for some bad action after a long day in the office. Three of them hung around the stage, identical to the other losers frantically waving their grubby dollars at the glorious bodies of the Sunset Angels. One had even managed to get a job, trying out as a waiter for the night, and was making reasonable tips. Renne Kempasa was sitting in one of the booths, the hazy e-seal protecting her from view.


The remainder of the team were outside, ready for pursuit duties when the meeting was over. Paula, Maggie, and Tarlo were parked a street away in a battered old van, with the logo of a domestic service company on the side. The two screens they’d set up in the back showed images taken by the officers inside the club. Rachael Lancier was already in her booth, a different one this time. Her skinny-looking bodyguard was with her. He’d been identified by headquarters as Simon Kavanagh, a man with a long list of petty convictions stretching back three decades, nearly all of them violence-related. When he arrived he’d swept the booth twice, scanning for any covert electronic or bioneural circuitry. The passive sensors carried by the officers nearby nearly went off the scale. He was using some very sophisticated equipment – as was to be expected from someone who worked for an arms dealer.


Paula watched Lancier and Elvin tentatively shake hands. The arms dealer gave her buyer an inhospitable look, then the e-seal around the booth was switched on. Its screening was immediately reinforced by the units which Kavanagh activated. One of them was an illegally strong janglepulse capable of frying the cerebral ganglia of any insect within a four-metre radius.


‘Okay,’ Paula said. ‘Let’s find out what’s so important to Mr Elvin.’


A metre above the booth’s table, a Bratation spindlefly was clinging to the furry plastic fabric of the wall matting. Amid the artificial purple and green fibres, its translucent, two-millimetre-long body was effectively invisible. As well as a chameleon-effect body, evolution on its planet had provided it with a unique neurone fibre that used a photo-luminescent molecule as the primary transmitter, making it immune to a standard janglepulse. It had only half the expected lifespan of a natural spindlefly because its genetic code had been altered by a small specialist company on a Directorate contract, replacing half of its digestive sac with a more complex organic structure of receptor cells. In its abdomen was an engorged secretion gland that threw out a superfine gossamer strand. When it had flown in from the neighbouring booth, it had trailed the gossamer behind it. Gentle lambent nerve impulses from the receptor cells now flowed along the strand to a more standard semiorganic processor which Renne carried in her jacket pocket.


In the middle of Paula’s screen a grainy grey and white image formed. She was looking down on the heads of three people sitting round the booth table.


‘So what the hell has happened?’ Rachael Lancier asked. ‘I didn’t expect to see you until completion, Huw. I don’t like this. It makes me nervous.’


‘I got some new instructions,’ Elvin said. ‘How else was I supposed to get them to you?’


‘All right, what sort of instructions?’


‘A couple of additions to the list. Major ones.’


‘I still don’t like it. I’m this close to calling the whole thing off.’


‘No you’re not. We’ll pay for your inconvenience.’


‘I don’t know. The inconvenience is getting pretty fucking huge. All it’s going to take is one suspicious policeman walking into my dealership, and I’m totally screwed. There’s a lot of hardware stacking up there. Expensive hardware.’


Elvin sighed and reached into a pocket. ‘To ease the inconvenience.’ He put a brick-sized wad of notes on the table and pushed them over to Simon Kavanagh.


The bodyguard glanced at Lancier, who nodded permission. He put the notes into his own jacket pocket.


‘All right, Huw, what sort of goodies do you need now?’


Elvin held up the small black disk of a memory crystal, which she took from him.


‘This is the last time,’ she said. ‘Nothing else changes. I don’t care what you want, or how much you pay, understood? This is the end of this deal. If you want anything else, it has to wait until next time. Got that?’


‘Sure.’


Paula sat back in the thin ageing cushioning of the van’s seat. On the screen, Adam Elvin had stood up to leave. The booth’s e-seal flickered to let him out.


‘That was wrong,’ she said.


Maggie frowned at her. ‘What do you mean?’


‘I mean, that was nothing to do with additions to the list. Whatever’s really in that memory crystal, it won’t be an inventory.’


‘What then?’


‘Some kind of instructions.’


‘How do you know? I thought it fitted what happened.’


‘You saw his reaction to the message at breakfast. The camera caught his expression spot on. It shocked the hell out of him. First rule on a deal like this is you don’t change things this late in the game. It makes people very nervous. Rachael Lancier’s reaction is a perfect example. And it’s not a good thing to make arms dealers nervous. A deal this size, everybody is quite edgy enough already. Elvin knows that.’


‘So? He was shocked his bosses wanted to change things.’


‘I don’t buy it.’


‘So what do you want to do?’


‘Nothing we can do. Keep watching. Keep waiting. But I think he’s on to us.’


*


The news about Dyson Alpha’s enclosure broke mid-morning two days later. It dominated all the news streams and current event shows. A surprisingly large number of Velaines’ citizens had opinions on the revelation, and what should be done about it.


Maggie kept half her attention on the pundits, both the serious and the mad, who appeared on the news streams while she was sitting around the underground operations centre. Time and again, the shows kept repeating the moment when the star disappeared from view. Diagrams sprang up simplifying what had happened for the general public.


‘Do you think Elvin was rattled by that?’ Maggie asked. ‘After all the Guardians of Selfhood are supposed to be protecting us from aliens.’


Paula glanced at the portal where Dudley Bose was being interviewed. The old astronomer simply couldn’t stop smiling. ‘No. I checked. The message was sent half a day before Bose confirmed the event. In any case, I don’t see how the Dyson enclosure concerns the Guardians. Their primary concern is the Starflyer alien and how it manipulates the government.’


‘Yeah, I get their propaganda. Damnit, I fall for the message authorship every time.’


‘Think yourself lucky you’re not the author. I pick up the pieces on those scams as well.’


‘So they’re not concerned about this instant enclosure, then?’


‘No. The Dyson enclosure happened over a thousand years ago, it’s pre-history. Irrelevant to the Guardians.’


‘You know a lot about them, don’t you?’


‘Just about everything you can without actually signing on.’


‘So how does someone like Adam Elvin wind up working for a terrorist faction?’


‘You must understand that Bradley Johansson is basically a charismatic lunatic. The whole Guardians of Selfhood movement is simply his private personality cult. It calls itself a political cause, but that’s just part of the deception. The sad thing is, he’s lured hundreds of people into it, and not just on Far Away.’


‘Including Adam Elvin,’ Maggie muttered.


‘Yes, including Elvin.’


‘From what I’ve seen of Elvin, he’s smart. And according to his file he is a genuine committed radical Socialist. Surely he’s not gullible enough to believe Johansson’s propaganda?’


‘I can only assume he’s humouring Johansson. Elvin needs the kind of protection which Johansson provides, and his beloved party does benefit to some small degree from the association. Then again, maybe he’s just trying to revive past glories. Don’t forget he’s a psychotic; his terrorist activities have already killed hundreds, and every one of these arms shipments introduces the potential for more death. Don’t expect his motivation to be based in logic.’


*


The observation carried on for a further eleven days. Whatever additional items Adam Elvin had requested, they appeared to be difficult for Rachael Lancier to acquire. Various nefarious contacts arrived for quick private meetings with her in the back office. Despite their best attempts, the Tokat metropolitan police technical support team was unable to place any kind of infiltration device inside. Lancier’s office was too effectively screened. Not even the spindleflies could penetrate the combat-rated force field that surrounded it. Her warehouses, too, were well shielded, although the team had managed to confirm the two where the weapons were being held. Several modified insects had got through to take a quick look around before succumbing to either janglepulse emitters or electron webs.


Secondary observation teams followed the suppliers as they left, watching them assemble their cache of weapons and equipment before delivering it to the dealership. A whole underground network of Velaines’ iniquitous black-market arms traders was carefully recorded and filed, ready for the bust which would end the whole operation.


On the eleventh day, the observers logged a call which Adam Elvin made to a warehouse in town, authorizing them to forward an assignment of agricultural machinery to Lancier’s dealership.


‘This is it,’ Tarlo declared. ‘They’re getting them ready for shipment.’


‘Could be,’ Paula admitted.


On the other side of the operations office, Mares just sighed at her. But she did ask for the arrest teams to be put on standby.


Maggie was in one of the cars parked close to the dealership. When the eight lorries arrived, stacked high with crates of agricultural machinery, she relayed the pictures to the operations centre. Wide gates in the fence surrounding the dealership compound were hurriedly opened to let them through. There was a brief hold-up as yet another of Lancier’s cars went out on a test run. The lawful business had been doing well for the whole duration of the observation, with up to a dozen cars a day taken out by legitimate customers. Sales were brisk.


All eight lorries drove into the largest of Lancier’s warehouses. The doors rolled down as soon as the last one parked inside. Sensors which the observation team had ringing the site reported screening systems coming on immediately.


‘Where’s Elvin now?’ Paula asked.


Tarlo showed her the images of their prime target finishing his lunch in a downtown restaurant. Paula settled down at the side of the console to follow him, using the sensors carried by the observation teams.


After lunch, Elvin walked round one of the shopping streets, using his usual tactics to try and spot any tails. When he got back to the hotel he started packing his suitcase. Late that afternoon he went down to the bar and ordered a beer. He drank it while watching the portal at the end of the counter, which was showing Alessandra Baron interviewing Dudley Bose. In the early evening, just as the sun was falling below the horizon, his suitcase followed him downstairs, and he checked out.


‘All right,’ Paula announced to the teams. ‘It looks like this is it. Everybody: stage one positions please.’


Don Mares was in one of the four cars assigned to follow Elvin. He waited a hundred metres from the hotel, seeing the big man emerge from the lobby. A taxi drew up at the request of Elvin’s e-butler. His suitcase trundled up onto the rear luggage platform as he climbed in.


‘Stand by, Don,’ Paula said. ‘We’re placing a scrutineer in the taxi drive array. Ah, here we go, he’s told it to take him to 32nd Street.’


‘That’s nowhere near the dealership,’ Don Mares protested as their car took off in pursuit.


‘I know. Just wait.’ Paula turned to the visual and data feeds coming from the dealership. Rachael Lancier and ten of her people were now inside the sealed-up warehouse with the lorries. The rest of the workforce had been sent home as usual at the end of the day.


On the console in front of Paula, data displays began flashing urgent warnings at her. ‘Hello, this is interesting. Elvin is loading some infiltration software into the taxi’s drive array.’ She watched as the police scrutineer program wiped itself before the new interloper could establish itself and run an inventory on the operating system.


‘He’s changing direction,’ Don Mares reported. There was an excited note in his voice.


‘Just stay calm and stay with him,’ Paula said. ‘But don’t get too close, we’ve got him covered.’ Out of the six images of the taxi which the console’s big portal offered her, only one was coming from a pursuit car. The others were all feeds from the civic security cameras which covered every street and avenue of the city. They showed the taxi sliding smoothly through the rush-hour traffic.


Elvin must have ordered it to accelerate. It began to speed up.


‘Don’t be obvious,’ Paula muttered to the observation team as the taxi took a sharp right. It was a good hundred and fifty metres ahead of the first pursuit car now. Their standard boxing tactic had put the lead vehicle out of the picture. She watched the grid map with its bright dots, seeing how they rearranged themselves to surround the taxi.


Elvin turned right again, then quickly left, taking off down a small alleyway. ‘Don’t follow,’ she instructed. ‘It’s only got one exit.’


Pursuit car three hurried to reach the street where the alleyway finished. The taxi emerged smoothly, and took a left. It was heading in the opposite direction to car three. They passed within a couple of metres.


Don Mares’s car reassumed its tag position. The taxi began to speed up again. Screens along Paula’s console showed the blurred lines of car lights on either side of it, stretching away through the tall buildings of the city centre. The taxi turned onto 12th street, one of the broadest in the city, with six lanes of traffic, and all of them full. It began to switch lanes at random. Then it slowed. An overhead camera followed it as it passed under one of the hulking bridges which carried the rail tracks into the CST planetary station.


‘Damnit, where did he go?’ Paula demanded. ‘Don, can you see him?’


‘I think so. Second lane.’


Two cameras were focused on the other side of the bridge, covering every lane. A constant flow of vehicles zipped past. Then the cameras were zooming in on the taxi. It had changed to the outside lane again.


‘All right,’ Paula said. ‘All cars, reduce separation distance. Stay within eighty metres. We can’t risk loss of visual contact again. Car three, get under the bridge, check it out. See if he dropped something off.’


The taxi carried on with its evasive manoeuvres for another kilometre, then abruptly turned onto 45th Street, and stayed in one lane. Its speed wound back to a steady seventy kilometres per hour.


‘He’s heading right for us,’ Maggie said.


‘Looks that way,’ Paula agreed. ‘Okay, all pursuit cars, back off again.’


Eight minutes later the taxi pulled up outside Rachael Lancier’s car dealership. The gates opened and it went in, driving right through the open door of a warehouse. It stopped beside an empty repair bay.


Paula squinted at the portal image. The warehouse door had been left open, allowing the team’s sensors and cameras a perfect view. Nothing moved.


‘What’s happening?’ Tarlo asked.


‘I’m not sure,’ Paula said. ‘Rachael is still in the warehouse with the lorries. No wait . . .’


Simon Kavanagh was walking across the brightly lit concrete of the open warehouse floor. His bank tattoo paid the taxi charge. The rear luggage platform opened, and Elvin’s suitcase rolled out. It started to follow the slim bodyguard as he walked away. The taxi drove out of the warehouse.


‘Oh hell,’ Paula grunted. ‘All teams, you have a go code for stage three. I repeat, we are at stage three. Interdict and arrest. Don, stop that taxi.’ The city traffic routing array fired an emergency halt order into the taxi’s drive array. All four pursuit cars surged forwards, forming a physical blockade around the vehicle.


Maggie was already moving as the taxi emerged from the warehouse. The sun had finally sunk from the sky ten minutes earlier, leaving a gloomy twilight in its wake. Behind her, the towers of the city centre cut sharp gleaming lines into the shady sky. Ahead, there were only a few murky polyphoto strips fixed on the warehouse eaves to cast a weak yellow glow across the dealership with its rows and rows of parked cars. On the far side of the compound, an elevated rail line blocked the horizon, a thick black concrete barrier separating the city roofline from the darkening ginger sky. A single cargo train hissed and clanked its way along, a badly adjusted power wheel intermittently throwing up a fantail of sparks which marked out its progress as it slid deeper into the city.


Her fellow officers were advancing beside her, scuttling between the silent, stationary cars as they closed on the locked and screened warehouse. She activated her armour. The system, which looked like a chrome-blue skeleton worn outside her uniform, started to buzz softly. Its force field expanded, thickening the air around her. She prayed the power rating was good enough. Heaven only knew what calibre weapons they’d be facing.


Cars skidded behind her with tyres squealing like wounded animals. Up ahead, the point members of the police tactical assault squad had reached the warehouse door. They barely stopped to fire an ion bolt at the bonded composite panelling. A dazzling flash threw the compound into monochrome relief, accompanied by a thunderbolt crack. Splinters of smouldering composite hurtled through the air, revealing two large holes in the building. Squad members raced through.


‘FREEZE, POLICE.’


‘DO NOT EVEN THINK OF MOVING, MOTHERFUCKER.’


‘YOU, HANDS WHERE I CAN SEE THEM. NOW.’


Adrenaline was singing in Maggie’s veins as she rushed through the gap. She cleared the little layer of smoke on the other side, her ion pistol held ready, retinal inserts on full resolution. Surprise at the scene before her almost made her stumble.


Rachael Lancier was standing casually at the front of a lorry. The ten employees who had stayed behind were clustered round her. Heavyliftbots had removed several crates from the lorry, stacking them neatly on the floor. A bottle and ten glasses were standing on top of one, clearly waiting for a toast to be drunk.


‘Ah, good evening, Detective,’ Rachael Lancier said as she saw Maggie’s insignia. Her mocking grin was pure evil. ‘I know I offer a good deal on my cars, but there’s no need to rush. I have something to suit every bank tattoo.’


Maggie cursed under her breath, and slowly engaged her pistol’s safety catch. ‘We’ve been had,’ she said.


‘Don?’ Paula was asking. ‘Don, is he in the taxi? Report, Don.’


‘Nothing!’ Don Mares spat. ‘It’s fucking empty. He’s not in it.’


‘Goddamnit,’ Paula shouted.


‘This is a stitch-up,’ Maggie said. ‘The bitch is laughing at us. I’m standing five metres away from her, and she’s still bloody laughing. We’re not going to find anything here.’


‘We have to,’ Tarlo cried furiously. ‘We’ve been watching them for three goddamn weeks. I saw those arms go in there with my own eyes.’


Now it was over, now the hype had cooled, the adrenaline cold turkey kicked in, Maggie felt dreadfully weary. She looked directly into Rachael Lancier’s triumphant gleaming eyes. ‘I’m telling you, we’ve been royally fucked.’


*


The one make-or-break moment came when he rolled out of the still-moving taxi under the rail bridge. Adam hit the ground hard, yelling at the sharp pain slamming into his leg, shoulder, and ribs. Then he twisted again, and surged to his feet. The second, empty, taxi was parked ready not five metres away. He dived in through the open door, and his Quentin Kelleher e-butler told it to take him directly to the A+A.


The vehicle slid smoothly out into the busy traffic flow. As he looked around, he could see a car brake hard under the bridge. Two people jumped out, and began scanning round. He grinned as the distance built behind him. Not bad for a fat seventy-five-year-old.


Room 421 was just as he’d left it, and the scanning array gave him an all clear. He limped in. The bruises were starting to hurt badly now. When he sat on the edge of the jellmattress and stripped off his clothes he found a lot of grazed skin that was oozing blood. He applied some healskin patches, and flopped down to let the shakes run their course. Sometime later, he began to laugh.


*


For two weeks he never left the room. The dispenser mechanism delivered three meals a day. He drank a lot of fluid. His e-butler filtered the output of the local and Intersolar news shows, with a special search order for items concerning Dyson Alpha.


He lay on the bed for twenty hours a day, feeding on cheap packet food, and crappy unisphere entertainment shows. Standard commercial cellular reprofiling kits cocooned his torso and limbs, slowly siphoning the fat out of him, adjusting the folds of skin to fit his new, slimmer figure, and ruining most of his OCtattoos in the process. A pair of thick bands with a leathery texture were attached to each leg, on either side of his knees. They were the deep pervasion kits which extended slender tendrils through his flesh until they reached bone. Slowly and quite painfully, they reduced the length of his femur and tibia by half a centimetre each, altering his height to a measurement which was absent from any criminal database.


The adjustments left him weak and irritable, as if he was recovering from a bout of flu. He consoled himself with the mission’s success. It had cost them another hundred thousand dollars, but Rachael Lancier had cooperated enthusiastically. Over the last ten days of the mission, every car leaving the dealership compound had been carrying a part of the order. They’d been dropped off all over town at buildings he’d paid her to rent. Rachael’s workers had parcelled them up in the crates he’d shipped in months before. The entire list was on its way to Far Away via a multitude of circuitous routes. They’d arrive over the next few months.


His only regret was not being able to see Paula Myo’s face as the extent of the deception became apparent. That would almost be worth the feel of restraints clasping his wrists.


Seventeen days after the fateful night, Adam dressed himself in a loose-fitting sweatshirt and trousers, and left the A+A. A twenty-minute taxi ride took him to the CST planetary station. He wandered through the concourse without setting off any alarms. Content with that, he caught the express train to LA Galactic.
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Few people outside government circles had ever heard of the Commonwealth ExoProtectorate Council. It had been formed in the early days of the Intersolar Commonwealth, one of those contingency groups beloved of bureaucrats. Back then, people were still justifiably worried about encountering hostile aliens as CST wormholes were continually opened on new planets further and further away from Earth. It was the Commonwealth ExoProtectorate Council which had the task of reviewing each sentient alien species discovered by CST, and evaluating the threat-level it posed to human society. Given the potential seriousness should the worst-case scenario ever happen, its members were all extremely powerful in political terms. However, since the probability that such an encounter would ever occur was extremely low, the Council members invariably delegated the duty to staff members. In this diluted form, the Council continued to meet on a regular annual basis. Every year it solemnly confirmed the galactic status quo. Every year, its delegates went off and had a decent lunch on expenses. As the Commonwealth was discovering, sentient aliens were a rare commodity in this section of the galaxy.


Now though, the Dyson Alpha event had changed everything. Nigel Sheldon couldn’t ever recall attending a Council meeting before, although he supposed he must have when both the Silfen and the High Angel had been discovered. Such recollections weren’t currently part of his memories. He’d obviously retired them to secure storage several rejuvenations ago.


His lack of direct recall experience had been capably rectified by the briefings his staff had given him on the trip from Cressat, where he and the rest of the senior Sheldon family members lived. CST had routed his private train directly through Augusta to the New York CST station in Newark; from there it was a quick journey over to Grand Central.


He always enjoyed Manhattan in the spring when the snow had gone and the trees were starting to put out fresh leaves, a vibrant green which no artist ever quite managed to capture. A convoy of limousines had been waiting at Grand Central station to drive him and his entourage the short distance to the Commonwealth Exploration and Development Office on Fifth Avenue. The skyscraper was over a hundred and fifty years old, and at two hundred and seventy-eight storeys no longer the highest on the ancient metropolis island, but still close.


He’d arrived early, ahead of the other Council members. The anxious regular staff had shown him and his entourage into the main conference room on the two hundred and twenty-fifth floor. They weren’t used to such high-powered delegations, and it showed in their hectic preparations to have everything in the room just perfect for when the meeting started. So he waved away their queries, and told them to get on with it, he’d just wait quietly for the other members to turn up. At which point his entourage closed smoothly and protectively around him.


From the conference room, he could just see over the neighbouring buildings to Central Park. The patina of terrestrialgreen life was reassuringly bright under the afternoon sun. There were almost no alien trees in the park these days. For the last eight decades, Earth’s native species protection laws had been enforced with increasing severity by the Environment Commissioners of the Unified Federal Nations. Although he could just see the brilliant ma-hon tree glimmering dominantly at the centre of the park, every spiral leaf reflecting prismatic light from its polished-silver surface. It had been there for over three hundred years now, one of only eight ever to be successfully transferred from their strange native planet. For the last hundred years it had been reclassified as a city monument. A concept which Nigel rather enjoyed. When New Yorkers were determined about something, not even the UFN environmental bloc could shift them, and there was no way they were going to give up their precious, unique ma-hon.


Nigel’s chief executive aide, Daniel Alster, brought him a coffee which he drank as he looked out over the city. In his mind he tried to sketch in the other changes he’d seen to the skyline over the centuries. Manhattan’s buildings looked a lot more slender now, though that was mainly because they were so much taller. There was also a trend towards architecture with a more elaborate or artistic profile. Sometimes it worked splendidly, as with the contemporary crystal Gothic of the Stoet Building; or else it looked downright mundane like the twisting Illeva. He didn’t actually mind the failures too much, at least they meant the whole place was different, unlike most of the flat urban sprawls out on the settled worlds.


Rafael Columbia, the chief of the Intersolar Serious Crimes Directorate, was the second Council member to arrive. Nigel knew of him, of course, although the two had never met in the flesh before.


‘Pleasure to meet you at last,’ Nigel said as they shook hands. ‘Your name keeps cropping up on reports from our security division.’


Rafael Columbia chuckled. ‘In a good context, I trust?’ He was just over two hundred years old, with a physical appearance in his late fifties. In contrast to Nigel, who rejuvenated every fifteen years, Rafael Columbia considered that a more mature appearance was essential for his position. His apparent age gave him broad shoulders and a barrel torso which needed a lot of exercise to keep in shape. Thick silver hair was cut short and stylish, accentuating the slightly sour expression which was fixed on his flat face. Bushy eyebrows and bright grey-green eyes marked him down as a Halgarth family member. Without that connection he would never have qualified for his current job within the Commonwealth administration. The Halgarths had founded EdenBurg, one of the Big15 industrial planets, turning them into a major Intersolar Dynasty, which gave them almost as much influence as Nigel’s family inside the Commonwealth.


‘Oh yes,’ Nigel said. ‘Major crime incidents seem to be down lately, certainly those against CST anyway. Thank you for that.’


‘I do what I can,’ Rafael said. ‘It’s these New Nationalist groups that keep springing up to harass planetary governments that are the main source of trouble; the more we frustrate them, the more aggressive their core supporters become. If we’re not careful, we’re going to see a nasty wave of anti-Commonwealth terrorist assaults again, just like two twenty-two.’


‘You really think it will come to that?’


‘I hope not. Internal Diplomacy believes these current groups simply claim political status as a justification for their activities; they’re actually more criminal-based than anything else. If so, they should run a natural cycle and die out.’


‘Thank Christ for that. I don’t want to withdraw gateways from any more planets, there are enough isolated worlds as it is. I thought the only planet left with any real trouble was Far Away. And it’s not as if that can ever be cured.’


Rafael Columbia nodded gravely. ‘I believe that in time even Far Away can be civilized. When CST begins opening phase four space it will become fully incorporated into the Commonwealth.’


‘I’m sure you’re right,’ Nigel said doubtfully. ‘But it’s going to be a long while before we start thinking about phase four.’


The Commonwealth Vice President, Elaine Doi, walked into the conference room, talking to Thompson Burnelli, the Commonwealth senator who chaired the science commission. Their respective aides trailed along behind, murmuring quietly amongst themselves. Elaine Doi greeted Nigel with polite neutrality, careful to maintain her professionalism. He returned the compliment, keeping an impassive face. She was a career politician and had devoted a hundred and eighty years to clawing her way up to her present position. Even her rejuvenations were geared around promoting herself; her skin had progressively deepened its shading until it was the darkest ebony, to emphasize her ethnicity. Over the same period, her face had actually abandoned her more attractive feminine traits in favour of a handsome, sterner appearance. Nigel had to deal with her kind of politician on a near-constant basis, and he despised every one of them. In his distant idealistic youth, when he’d built the first wormhole generator, he had dreamed of leaving them all behind on Earth, allowing the new planets to develop in complete freedom, becoming havens of personal liberty. These days he accepted their dominance of all human government as the price of a civilized society – after all, someone had to maintain order. But that didn’t mean he had to like their eternal self-serving narcissistic behaviour. And he considered Doi to be one of the more reprehensible specimens, always ready to advance herself at the cost of others. With the next Presidential selection due in three years’ time, she had begun the final stage of her century-long campaign. His support would ensure she reached the Presidential Palace on New Rio. As yet he hadn’t given it.


Thompson Burnelli was less effusive, a straight-talking man who was North America’s UFN delegate in the Commonwealth Senate, and as such the representative of a huge conglomeration of old and powerful interests made up from some of the wealthiest Grand Families on the planet. He looked the part, a handsome man, wearing an expensive grey silk suit, so obviously a former Ivy League college athlete. His air of confidence was never something that could be acquired through memory implants and bioneural tweaking; it was only available through breeding, and he was very definitely one of Earth’s premier aristocracy. Nigel had hated that kind of rich-kid arrogance while he was at college – as much as he did the politicians. But given a choice, he would prefer to deal with Burnelli’s kind any day.


‘Nigel, this must be somewhat galling for you, I imagine,’ Thompson Burnelli said with amusement shading close to mockery.


‘How so?’ Nigel asked.


‘An alien contact that your exploratory division had nothing to do with. Some fifth-rate academic astronomer makes the most profound discovery in the last two hundred years, and his only piece of equipment is an equally decrepit telescope that you could probably pick up for a thousand bucks in any junk shop. How much does CST spend on astronomy every year?’


‘Couple of billion at the last count,’ Nigel replied wearily. He had to admit, the senator had a point. And he wasn’t the only one making it. The unisphere media had adopted a kind of gleeful sarcasm towards CST since Dudley Bose announced his discovery.


‘Never mind,’ Thompson Burnelli said cheerfully. ‘Better luck next time, eh?’


‘Thank you. How did your continent’s team do in the Cup?’


The senator frowned. ‘Oh, you mean the soccer thing? I’m not sure.’


‘Lost, didn’t they? Still, it was only the first round of eight, I don’t suppose you suffer quite so much getting knocked out at the bottom. Better luck next time.’ Nigel produced a thin smile as the senator turned away to greet Rafael Columbia.


More Council members were arriving, and Nigel busied himself welcoming them; at least they could swap football small talk. Crispin Goldreich, the senator chairing the Commonwealth Budgetary Commission; Brewster Kumar, the President’s science adviser; Gabrielle Else, the director of the Commonwealth Industry and Trade Commission; Senator Lee Ki, director of the phase two space economic policy board, and Eugene Cinzoul, Chief Attorney at the Commonwealth Law Commission.


Elaine Doi raised her voice above the burble of conversation. ‘I believe we can call this meeting to order now,’ she said.


People looked around, and nodded their agreement. They all started hunting for their respective seats. Nigel gave the one empty chair a pointed glance, and sat to the left of the Vice President who was chairing the meeting. According to protocol, he was the ExoProtectorate Council’s deputy chair. Aides began to settle behind their chiefs.


The Vice President turned to her chief of staff, Patricia Kantil. ‘Could you ask the SI to come on line, please.’


That was when Ozzie Fernandez Isaacs chose to make his entrance. Nigel quashed the smile that was forming on his lips; everyone else around the table looked so surprised. They should have known better. Back when Nigel and Ozzie assembled the math which made wormhole generators possible, he’d been a genuine eccentric; moments of pure genius partied with surfer-boy dumbness to claim the dominant personality trait throughout his undergrad years. A time which Nigel had spent alternately worrying himself sick about the days Ozzie spent out of his skull, and shaking his head in awe as his friend cracked the problems which he’d considered unsolvable. They’d made a great team, good enough to compress space so Nigel could step out on Mars to watch the NASA spaceplane landing. After that, taming the beast they’d created was always Nigel’s job, transforming that temperamental prototype pile of high-energy physics equipment into the ultimate transport method, and in doing so fashioning the largest single corporation the human race had ever known. Management and finance and political influence were of no interest to Ozzie. He just wanted to get out there and see what wonders the galaxy held.


It was the time spent in between his forays out amid the virgin stars that made him a legend; the wildman of the Commonwealth, the ultimate alternative lifestyle guru. The girls, the old vices, and the brave new narcotic stimulants, chemical and bioneural, which he pioneered; Ozzieworld, the H-congruous planet he was supposed to live on all by himself in a palace the size of a city; decades spent as a tramp-poet worldwalking to witness the new planet cultures forming from the bottom end of society; the hundreds of naturally conceived children; outré rejuvenations so he could spend years in animal bodies – a lion, an eagle, a dolphin, a Karruk nobear; the attempted dinosaur DNA synthesis project which cost billions before it was hijacked by the Barsoomians; he owned a secret network of wormholes linking the Commonwealth planets which only he could use; his thought routines taken as the basis of the SI. Everywhere you went in the Commonwealth, the locals would tell of the time when Ozzie passed through (an unknown in disguise at the time of course) and enriched their ancestors’ lives by some feat or other: organizing a bridge to be built over a treacherous river, rushing a sick child to hospital through a storm, being the first to climb the tallest mountain on the planet, slaying – in single combat – the local crime boss. Turning water into wine, too, if the tabloid side of the unisphere was to be believed, Nigel thought. After all, Ozzie was certainly an expert on the opposite process.


‘Sorry I’m late, man,’ Ozzie said. He gave the Vice President a friendly wave as he walked over to the last empty chair. As he passed behind Nigel, he patted him on the shoulder. ‘Good to see you, Nige, it’s been a while.’


‘Hi, Ozzie,’ Nigel said casually, refusing to be out-cooled. It had actually been seventeen years since they’d last seen each other in the flesh.


Ozzie finally made it to his chair and sprawled in it with a happy sigh. ‘Anyone got some coffee, I’ve got a bitch of a hangover.’


Nigel gave a quick flick of his finger, and Daniel Alster had a cup taken over. Several Council members were struggling to keep their disapproval from showing at the legend’s disrespectful attitude. Which was, as Nigel well knew, what Ozzie was hoping for. There were times when he considered Ozzie having a rejuvenation to be singularly pointless; the man could be extraordinarily juvenile without any help from the popping hormones of an adolescent body. But the acceptance and adoration he was granted by the Commonwealth at large must have made that same young Afro-Latino kid finally feel content. Even in the politically correct twenty-first century those two cultures never mixed, not out on the San Diego streets where he came from. Ozzie had gotten the last laugh there.


‘Are you here in an official capacity, Mr Isaacs?’ Crispin Goldreich asked, in a very upper-class English accent, which simply reeked of censure.


‘Sure am, man, I’m the CST rep for this gig.’ In his casual lime-green shirt and creased ochre climbing trousers he looked hugely out of place around that table of masterclass power brokers. It didn’t help that he still had his big Afro hairstyle; in over three centuries of arguing, pleading, and downright mockery Nigel had never persuaded him to get it cut. It was the one human fashion which had never, ever, come around again. But Ozzie lived in hope.


‘Don’t look at me,’ Nigel said. ‘I’m the operations side of CST; Ozzie is the technical adviser to this Council.’


Ozzie gave Crispin Goldreich a broad grin, and winked.


‘Very well,’ Elaine Doi said. ‘If we could proceed.’


The large wall-mounted portal overlooking the table bubbled into life with tangerine and turquoise lines scudding backwards into a central vanishing point, looking like some antique screen-saver pattern. ‘Good afternoon ladies and gentlemen,’ the Sentient Intelligence said smoothly. ‘We are happy to be in attendance at what will surely be an historic meeting.’


‘Thank you,’ the Vice President said. ‘All right, Brewster, if you would, please.’


The Presidential science adviser looked around the table. ‘There isn’t actually much I can add to the unisphere news reports, except to confirm that it’s real. At our request, CST has opened an exploratory wormhole in interstellar space beyond Tanyata, and used its own instruments to confirm the envelopment event.’


‘Our equipment is considerably more sophisticated than the telescopes used by Dudley Bose,’ Nigel said. He ignored the quiet snort from Thompson Burnelli. ‘Even so, there is very little raw data available. The entire process takes about two thirds of a second. We don’t believe the barrier can be a physical shell, it must be some kind of force field.’


‘One which cuts off the visual spectrum?’ Lee Ki asked.


‘In scale alone, this technology is way beyond anything we have,’ Brewster Kumar said. ‘The damn thing is thirty AUs in diameter. I wouldn’t even expect it to be anything like our molecular bonding shields, or even a quantum field.’


‘Are there any realistic theories about what the barrier is?’


‘We’ve got two dozen in every university physics department across the Commonwealth. But that’s hardly the point; it’s what it does which is interesting. It’s an infrared emitter, which means it’s preserving the solar system inside.’


‘How’s that?’ Gabrielle Else asked him.


‘Essentially: there is no build-up of energy inside the barrier. When the star’s electromagnetic output hits the barrier, it passes through to be emitted as heat. If it didn’t, if the barrier contained it, well, the effect would be like a pressure cooker in there. We believe the barrier also radiates the solar wind as infrared energy as well, although at this distance it’s difficult to tell.’


‘In other words,’ Nigel said. ‘Whoever put them up around the Dyson Pair is still living happily inside. The conditions in there haven’t changed from before.’


‘Which brings us to the next consideration,’ Brewster Kumar said. ‘Were these barriers erected by the aliens living at the stars, or were they imposed on them? Neither case is particularly helpful to us.’


‘How can isolationism be detrimental to us?’ Rafael Columbia asked.


‘Isolationism in our history is traditionally enacted in times of hostility,’ Nigel said. ‘Such a situation must have existed at the Dyson Pair when this happened. If it is the alien civilizations of these two star systems who erected the barriers, we have to consider the possibility that their motive was defensive. If so, that was one godawful weapon they were protecting themselves against. The alternative is just as bad, that some other alien species feared them so badly they wanted them contained. Either way, there could well be two alien species out there, both with weapons and technology so far ahead of ours it might as well be magic.’


‘Thank you, Sir Arthur,’ Ozzie muttered.


Nigel grinned at his old friend; he doubted anyone else in the room got the reference. They were all too young by at least a century.


‘I think you’re wrong in assigning them human motivations,’ Gabrielle Else said. ‘Couldn’t this simply be a case of stop the universe I want to get off? After all, the Silfen are fairly insular.’


‘Insular?’ Rafael Columbia exclaimed. ‘They’re so spread out we don’t even know how many planets they’re settled on.’


‘It is the purpose of this Council to take the worst-case scenario into account,’ the Vice President said. ‘And the hostile locale scenario is certainly plausible.’


‘Speaking of the Silfen,’ Ozzie said. ‘Why don’t we just ask them what’s going down here?’


‘We have,’ the Vice President said. ‘They say they don’t really know.’


‘Hell, man, they say that about everything. Ask them if there’s going to be daylight tomorrow and they’ll scratch their asses and ask you what you mean by “tomorrow”. You can’t just ask them a straight question like that. Goddamn loafing mystics, they’ve got to be chased down and fooled into giving us an answer.’


‘Yes, thank you, Mr Isaacs, I am aware of that. We do have a great many Silfen cultural experts, all of whom are still pursuing this avenue as a matter of urgency. Hopefully, they will coax a more coherent answer from the Silfen. Until that happens, we are left relying on our own resources. Hence the need for this Council meeting.’


Ozzie threw her a furious look, and snuggled down into his chair for a good sulk.


‘I don’t believe the barrier could have been imposed on those stars by an external agency,’ Lee Ki said. ‘It’s not logical. If you fear someone so much and have the ability to imprison entire stars, then you would not make the barrier permeable. You would use it as a pressure cooker, or do worse than that. No, for my money it was defensive. Something very nasty was heading towards the Dyson Pair, and they slammed the gates shut in its face.’


‘In which case, where is it now?’ Thompson Burnelli asked.


‘Exactly,’ Brewster Kumar said.


‘It no longer exists,’ Ozzie said. ‘And you guys are all far too paranoid.’


‘Care to qualify that?’ Thompson Burnelli said impassively.


‘Come on, man; the Dyson Pair are over twelve hundred light-years away from Tanyata. This all happened when the fucking Roman Empire ruled the Earth. Astronomy is history.’


‘It was closer to Genghis Khan than the Romans,’ Brewster Kumar said. ‘And no culture as powerful and advanced as the Dyson Pair or their aggressor is going to fade away in a single millennium. We certainly won’t, and we’re nowhere near that technology level yet. You can’t just bury your head in the sand over this and hope it all blew away all those years ago.’


‘I agree,’ the Vice President said. ‘Far Away is only five hundred and fifty light-years from the Dyson Pair, and they’re observing the barrier still intact.’


‘One other piece of information which CST hasn’t made public yet,’ Nigel said. ‘We also used our exploratory wormhole to track down the envelopment time for Dyson Beta. Unfortunately, our first guess was the right one.’


Rafael Columbia was suddenly very attentive. ‘You mean they’re the same?’


‘Yes. As seen from Tanyata, the Pair have a two light-year linear separation distance. We opened a wormhole two light-years closer to Beta from where we made our observation of Alpha’s enclosure. We saw Beta’s enclosure, which is identical to Alpha’s. They occur within three minutes of each other.’


‘It’s defensive,’ Eugene Cinzoul said. ‘It has to be. A civilization inhabiting two star systems was approached by an aggressor.’


‘Curious coincidence,’ Ozzie said.


‘What is?’ the Vice President asked.


‘Something aggressive and immensely powerful closes in on the one other civilization in this part of the galaxy that was technologically savvy enough to protect itself from them. I don’t believe it, man. Galactic timescale simply won’t allow that to happen. We only co-exist with the Silfen because they’ve existed for like millions of years.’


The Vice President gave the SI portal a troubled look. ‘What is your interpretation of this?’


‘Mr Isaacs is correct in stating that such a conflict between two balanced powers is extremely unlikely,’ the SI said. ‘We know how rare it is for sentience to evolve on any life-bearing planet; as a consequence, technological civilizations rarely co-exist in the galaxy – although the High Angel is an exceptional case. However, the proposition cannot be excluded simply because of this. We also acknowledge Mr Kumar’s point, that any civilization capable of performing such a feat will not quickly disappear from the galaxy.’


‘They can evolve,’ Ozzie said quickly. ‘They can throw off all their primitive instincts. After all, we leave a lot of our shit behind us.’


‘You also generate a great deal of new “shit”,’ the SI said. ‘All of which is depressingly similar to your old “shit”. And no primitive culture could erect these barriers round the Dyson Pair. But again, we concede the point. The barrier mechanism may simply be an ancient device that has been left on for no good reason other than its creators have indeed moved onwards and upwards. There are endless speculations which can be made from the presently observed data. None of which can be refined as long as that data remains so scarce and so old.’


‘What are you suggesting?’ the Vice President asked.


‘That is obvious, is it not? This Council was brought into existence to formulate a response to any perceived threat to the Commonwealth. No coherent response to the Dyson Pair can be made based on the currently available data. More information must be acquired. You must visit the Dyson Pair to ascertain their current status, and the reason behind the enclosures.’


‘The cost—’ exclaimed the Vice President. She gave Nigel a quick guilty glance.


He ignored it; the SI had made things considerably simpler for him. ‘Yes, it would cost a lot to reach the Dyson Pair by conventional methods,’ he said. ‘We’d have to locate at least seven H-congruous planets, stretched out between the Commonwealth and the Dyson Pair, and then build commercialsize wormhole generators on each of them. It would take decades, and there would be little economic benefit.’


‘The Commonwealth treasury can hardly subsidize CST,’ Crispin Goldreich said.


‘You did for Far Away,’ Nigel said mildly. ‘That was our last alien contact.’


‘One station on Half Way!’ the senator said hotly. ‘And if nothing else, that convinced me we should never do such a thing again. Far Away has been a total waste of time and effort.’


Nigel resisted the impulse to comment directly. The Halgarths had direct allies around the table in addition to Rafael, and their family were the main beneficiaries from Far Away. Not, as they’d be the first to admit, that there were many benefits.


‘I would like to propose something a little more practical than consecutive wormholes,’ Nigel said. Everyone around the table looked at him expectantly, even Ozzie, which was quite an achievement. The Vice President’s expression of interest tightened at the simple demonstration of true political power.


‘I’m in total agreement with the SI that we need to know exactly what has happened at the Dyson Pair,’ Nigel continued. ‘And we can neither afford the cost nor the wait to build a chain of wormholes to take us there. So I suggest we build a starship instead.’


The idea was greeted with several nervous smiles. Ozzie simply laughed.


‘You mean a faster than light ship?’ Brewster Kumar asked. There was a strong note of excitement in his voice. ‘Can we actually do that?’


‘Of course. It’s a relatively simple adaptation of our current wormhole generator system; instead of a stable fixed wormhole which you travel through, this will produce a permanent flowing wormhole that you travel inside of.’


‘Oh man,’ Ozzie said. ‘That is so beautiful. Whadoyaknow, the space cadets won after all. Let’s press the red button and zoom off into hyperspace.’


‘It’s not hyperspace,’ Nigel answered, slightly too quickly. ‘That’s just a tabloid name for a very complex energy manipulation function, and you know it.’


‘Hyperspace,’ Ozzie said contentedly. ‘Everything we built our wormhole to avoid.’


‘Except in cases like this, when it makes perfect sense,’ Nigel said. ‘We can probably build this ship inside of a year. A crack exploratory team can go out there, take a look round and tell us what’s happening. It’s quick, and it’s cheap.’


‘Cheap?’ Crispin Goldreich queried.


‘Relatively, yes.’ The starship proposals had been sitting dormant in Nigel’s personal files for over a century. Always an exercise in wishful thinking, one he hadn’t managed to fully let go. He’d never quite forgotten (nor erased) his feeling of admiration when he watched the Eagle II fly gracefully out of the Martian horizon to settle on Arabia Terra. There was something noble about spacecraft voyaging through the vast and hostile void, carrying with them the pinnacle of the human spirit, everything good and worthwhile about the race. And he was probably the last human alive who remembered that. No, he corrected himself, not the last. ‘The CST corporation and Augusta Treasury would be prepared to fund up to thirty per cent of the hardware costs.’


‘In return for exclusivity,’ Thompson Burnelli said scathingly.


Nigel smiled softly at him. ‘I believe that precedent was established during the Far Away venture.’


‘Very well,’ the Vice President said. ‘Unless there’s an alternative, we’ll take a vote on the proposal.’


Nobody was against it. But Nigel had known that from the start, even Burnelli raised his hand in approval. The ExoProtectorate Council was basically a rubber stamp for CST exploration and encounter strategy. With Nigel’s blessing, CST had started practical design work on the starship three days earlier. All that remained were the thousand interminable details of the project, its funding and management. Details they would all delegate back down to their deputies. This meeting was policy only.


‘So are you going to captain this mission?’ Rafael Columbia asked as they stood up to leave.


‘No,’ Nigel said. ‘Much as I’d like to, that position requires various qualities and experience which I simply don’t have, not even lurking in secure storage at my rejuve clinic. But I know a man that does.’


*


Oaktier was an early phase one planet, settled in 2089. Its longevity had produced a first-class economy which ran smoothly in conjunction with a rich and impressive cultural heritage. The crystal skyscrapers and marble condo-pyramids that comprised the centre of the capital, Darklake City, made that quite obvious to any observer arriving fresh at the CST planetary station from Seattle.


Most of the original settlers had arrived from Canada and Hong Kong, with a goodly proportion of Seattle’s residents joining up with them. As such, its influences were memorably varied, with ultramodern trends sitting comfortably alongside carefully maintained old traditions. Given such roots, formality and hard work had seeped into the population’s genome over the centuries. As a people, they’d flourished and expanded; two hundred and forty years after settlement, the population was just over one and a quarter billion, spread out over eight continents. The vast majority working diligently and living well.


With the Seattle legacy perhaps weighting the decision, Darklake City had been sited in a hilly area of the sub-tropics. With its slopes of rich soil, constant heat, and abundant water from rivers and lakes, the area was ideal for coffee growing. The lake shore which made up the south-eastern edge of the city now sprawled for thirty-five kilometres, incorporating marinas, civic parks, expensive apartment blocks, boatyards, leisure resorts, and commercial docks. At night, it was a gaudy neon rainbow of colour as holographic adverts roofed the roads like luminescent storm clouds, while buildings competed against each other to emphasize their features in raw photonic energy. Bars, restaurants and clubs used music, live acts, and semi-legal pleasure-tingle emitters to entice the party people and it crowds in off the street.


Some forty years before Dudley Bose made his vital discovery, the night she was due to be murdered, Tara Jennifer Shaheef could see it all laid out before her from the lounge balcony of her twenty-fifth-floor apartment in the centre of the city. The shoreline was like the glimmering edge of the galaxy, falling off into complete blackness beyond. That was where life and civilization ended. The only thing out there was a few sparkling cruise ships which slid across the deep water like rogue star clusters lost in the deep night.


A gentle evening breeze stirred her hair and robe and she leant against the balcony rail. There was a sugary scent of blossom in the air, which she relished as she inhaled. Oaktier had long ago banned combustion engines and fossil fuel power stations from the planet; local politicians boasted that its atmosphere was cleaner than Earth’s. So she breathed in the air contentedly. There was no noise. At this height she was well insulated from the low buzz of electric vehicles on the streets below, and the bustling shoreline three kilometres away was too far for its racket to carry.


If she turned her head left, she could see the bright grid of city lights stretch out into the foothills. A pale light cast by the grey-blue crescent of Oaktier’s low moon was just strong enough to reveal the mountains behind them which formed a low wall across the night sky. In the daytime, long terrace lines of coffee bushes were visible banding the slopes. White plantation mansions nestled in lush groves of trees, set back from the thin roads which snaked up to the summits.


Two rejuvenations ago, she’d made her life out there, away from the more frenetic urban existence. Sometimes, she dreamed of reverting, heading back into the countryside for a quieter, slower existence. An existence away from her intense, driven husband, Morton. After a couple more rejuvenations, she would probably do it, just to recharge herself. But not just yet, she still enjoyed the faster mainstream life.


She went back into the apartment, and the balcony doors slid shut behind her. Her bare feet padded quietly on the lounge’s hard teakwood floor as she made her way across to the bathroom.


In the apartment tower’s basement, her killer entered the power utility room. He removed the cover from one of the building management array cabinets, and took a handheld array from his pocket. The unit spooled out a length of fibre optic cable with a standard v-jack on the end, which he plugged into the cabinet’s exposed maintenance socket. Several new programs were downloaded, and quickly piggybacked their way onto the existing software. When it was done, he pulled the v-jack out and replaced the cover with the correct locking tool.


Tara Jennifer Shaheef’s bathroom was decorated with large brown marble slabs on the floor and walls; while the ceiling was a single giant mirror. Recessed lighting around the rim of the bath cast a warm rose-pink glow across the room, flickering in an imitation of candlelight. The bath itself was a sunken affair big enough for two, which she’d filled to the brim and added a variety of salts. When she got in, the spar nozzles came on, churning the water against her skin. She sank into the sculpted seat, and rested her head back on the cushion. Her e-butler called up some music from the household array. Tara listened to the melody in a pleasant semi-doze.


Morton was away for a week at Talansee on the other side of the planet, attending a conference with a housing developer group he was trying to negotiate a deal with. AquaState, the company they’d set up together, manufactured semiorganic moisture extractor leaves that provided water for remote buildings, and was finally starting to take off. Morton was eager to capitalize on their growing success, moving the company towards a public flotation which would bring in a huge amount of money for further expansion. But his devotion to his work meant that for seven whole days she didn’t have to produce any excuses about where she’d been or what she’d been doing. She could spend the whole time with Wyobie Cotal, the rather delectable young man she’d snagged for herself. It was mainly for what he did to her in bed, but they also travelled round the city and enjoyed its places and events as well. That’s what made this affair so special. Wyobie paid attention to all those areas which Morton either ignored, or had simply forgotten in his eternal obsession to advance their company. These seven days were going to be a truly wonderful break, she was determined about that. Then maybe afterwards . . . After all, they’d been married for thirteen years. What more did Morton want? Marriages always went stale in the end. You just shook hands and moved on.


Her killer walked across the ground floor lobby, and his e-butler requested an elevator to take him up to the twenty-fifth floor. He stood underneath the discreet security sensor above the doors as he waited. He didn’t care. After all, it wasn’t his face he was wearing.


Tara was still deliberating about what to wear that evening when the hauntingly powerful orchestral chorus vanished abruptly. The bathroom lights died. The spar jets shut down. Tara opened her eyes resentfully. A power failure was so boring. She thought the apartment was supposed to be immune from such things. It had certainly never happened before.


After a few seconds, the lights still hadn’t come back on. She told her e-butler to ask the household array what was happening. It told her it couldn’t get a reply, nothing seemed to be working. Now she frowned in annoyance. This simply couldn’t happen, that’s what back-ups and duplicated systems were for.


She waited for a little while longer. The bath was such a tranquil place, and she wanted her skin to be just perfect for her lover that night. But no matter how hard she wished and cursed, the power stayed off. Eventually, she struggled to her feet and stepped out. That was when she realized just how dark the apartment was. She really couldn’t see her hand in front of her face. Using irritation to cover any bud of genuine concern, she decided not to feel round for a towel. Instead she cautiously made her way out into the corridor. There was a glimmer of light available there, at least. It came from the broad archway leading into the lounge.


Tara hurried through into the big room, only mildly concerned what her soaking wet feet would do to the wooden floor. Light from the illuminated city washed in through the balcony windows. It gave the room a dark monochrome perspective. Her lips hardened in annoyance as she looked out at the twinkling lights. This was the only apartment which seemed to be suffering.


Something moved in the hallway. Large. Silent. She turned. ‘What—’


The killer fired a nervejam pulse from his customized pistol. Every muscle in Tara’s body locked solid for a second. The pulse overloaded most of the neural connections in her brain, making death instantaneous. She never felt a thing. Her muscles unlocked, and the corpse crumpled to the floor.


He walked over to her, and spent a moment looking down. Then he pulled out an em pulser and placed it on the back of her head, where the memorycell insert was. The gadget discharged. He triggered it another three times, making absolutely sure the insert would be scrambled beyond recovery. No matter how good a clone body the re-life procedure produced for her, the last section of Tara Jennifer Shaheef’s life was now lost for ever.


The killer’s e-butler sent an instruction to the apartment’s array, which turned the lights back on. He sat in the big sofa, facing the door, and waited.


Wyobie Cotal arrived forty-six minutes later. There was a somewhat smug and anticipatory smile on the young firstlifer’s face as he walked into the lounge. It turned to an expression of total shock as he saw the naked corpse on the floor. He’d barely registered the man sitting on the sofa opposite before the nervejam pistol fired again.


The killer repeated the procedure with the em pulser, erasing the carefully stored duplicate memories of the last few months of Wyobie Cotal’s life from his memorycell insert. After that, he moved into the spare bedroom, pulling three large suitcases and a big trunk out from their storage closet. By the time he’d got them into the master bedroom, three robot trolleys had arrived from the tower’s delivery bay, carrying several plastic packing crates.


His first job was shoving the bodies into the two largest crates, and sealing them tight. He then spent the next two and a half hours collecting every item of Tara’s in the apartment, gradually filling the remaining crates with them. Her clothes went into the cases and trunk.


When he was finished, the trolleys loaded up the crates again, and took them back down the service elevator to the delivery bay where two hired trucks were waiting. The crates containing the bodies went into one truck, while everything else went into the second.


Upstairs the killer drained the bath, then ordered the maidbots to give the apartment a class-one cleaning. He left the little machines busy at work scouring the floors and walls for dust and dirt, conscientiously switching off the lights as he went.
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So here she was, in the bleak small hours of the morning, strapped tightly into the confined cockpit of a hyperglider which was tethered to the barren rock floor of Stakeout Canyon waiting for the storm to arrive with its hundred and twenty mile per hour winds. At her age, and with her family heritage behind her, there were probably a great many better things for Justine Burnelli to be doing. Most of the ones she could think of right now involved beds with silk sheets (preferably shared with a man), or spa baths, or extremely expensive restaurants, or plush nightclubs. But the only luxuries within about a thousand miles were currently racing away from her as fast as the support crews could drive the convoy’s mobile homes over this godawful terrain. And it was all thanks to her newest best friend: Estella Fenton.


They’d met in the day lounge of the exclusive Washington rejuvenation clinic she always used, both of them just out of the tank and undergoing physiotherapy, hydrotherapy, massage, and herbal aromatherapy, among other remedies to bring some life back to limbs and muscles which hadn’t been used for fourteen months. They moved like old-time geriatrics, an irony made worse by their apparently adolescent bodies.


All anyone did in the lounge was sit in the deep jellcushion chairs and stare out at the wooded parkland beyond the picture windows. A hardy few used handheld arrays to do some work, reading the screens and talking to the programs. None of them had retained the ability to interface directly with the cybersphere. Their bodies had all been purged of most of their inserts, like processors and OCtattoos, during the rejuvenation process, and they hadn’t received their new ones yet. Estella had been led into the airy lounge by two nurses, one holding each arm as the gorgeous young redhead wobbled unsteadily between them. She sank into the chair with a graceful sigh.


‘We’ll be back for your hydro session at three o’clock,’ the senior nurse said.


‘Thank you so much,’ Estella said, with a forced smile. It blanked out as soon as the nurses left the lounge. ‘Bloody hell.’


‘Just out?’ Justine asked.


‘Two days.’


‘Three, myself.’


‘God! Another ten days of this.’


‘Worth it, though.’ Justine held up the paperscreen she’d been reading; it was still running through the articles and pictures of the fashion magazine she’d accessed. ‘I haven’t been able to wear anything this good for the last ten years.’ Although plenty of her female friends underwent rejuvenation religiously every twenty years (or less), Justine tended to wait until her body-age was around fifty before going through the whole process again. You could carry vanity too far.


‘I’m not even at the stage where I’m thinking of clothes yet,’ Estella said. She ran a hand through her dishevelled hair, which was an all-over bonnet five centimetres long. ‘I need to get styled first. And I hate having hair this short, I normally wear it down to my waist, and that always takes a couple of years to grow,’ she grouched.


‘That must look lovely.’


‘I don’t have any trouble catching men.’ She glanced round the lounge. ‘God, I don’t even feel like that right now.’ The clinic was strictly single sex, although that didn’t always stop clients who were nearing the end of their physical therapy period from indulging in a bit of illicit hanky panky in their rooms. It wasn’t just youth’s appearance they reclaimed after rejuve, their newly adolescent bodies were flush with hormones and vitality. Sex was at the top of just about everybody’s agenda when they left a rejuvenation clinic, and tended to stay there for quite a while.


Justine grinned. ‘Won’t be long. You’ll be heading for the nearest Silent World full speed ahead.’


‘Been there, done that, a hundred times over. Not to say that I won’t make a stop off on the way, but I’ve got something more exhilarating planned for this time.’


‘Oh? What’s that?’


*


That had turned out to be a two-month-long safari across Far Away. Justine had almost outright rejected the notion of joining her. But the more Estella talked about it – and she talked about very little else – the more it began to lodge in her mind.


After all, Far Away was the only true ‘wild world’ within the Commonwealth, where civilization’s grip on the inhabitants was a loose one. It was difficult and expensive to reach, the climate and environment were odd, the enigmatic alien ship Marie Celeste was still there puzzling researchers as much as it had on the day of discovery. And then there was the ultimate geological challenge, the Grand Triad, the three largest volcanoes in the known galaxy, arranged in a tight triangle.


Justine’s hyperglider had been tethered just inside the wide opening of Stakeout Canyon, so the nose was pointing east, which put Mount Zeus to her left. In the daytime when the ground crew were rigging the hyperglider, all she could see of that colossus was its rocky lower slope, which formed one side of the huge funnel-shaped canyon. The crater peak could never be seen from the base, it was seventeen kilometres high.


To her right was Mount Titan, the only currently active volcano of the three, its crater rim standing outside the atmosphere at twenty-three kilometres high. Sometimes, at night, and if the eruption was particularly violent, the rose-gold corona shimmering above the glowing lava could be seen from the pampas lands away to the south, as if a red dwarf had just set behind the horizon. While directly ahead of her, forming the impossibly blunt and massive end of the canyon, was Mount Herculaneum. Measuring seven hundred and eleven kilometres wide across its base, the volcano was roughly conical, with its twin-caldera summit levelling out at thirty-two kilometres above sea level, putting it a long way above Far Away’s troposphere. Thankfully, the geologists had classed it as semi-active; it had never erupted in the hundred and eighty-odd years since human settlement had begun, though it had produced a few spectacular shudders in that time.


That vulcanism could produce such huge features on a small planet like Far Away was a wonderful enigma to her. Of course, she’d studied articles on the science of it all; the fact that only a forty per cent standard gravity allowed something as gigantic as Mount Herculaneum to exist – on a world with normal Earth-like gravity it would collapse under its own weight. And the lack of tectonic plates meant that lava simply continued to pile up in the same spot, aeon after aeon.


But none of that cool reasoning could detract from the actuality of the monstrous landscape she’d come to experience. The power and forces amassing around her were elemental, a planet’s strength readily visible as nowhere else. And she was sitting in her pathetic little machine, in a lunatic attempt to tame that power, to make it do her bidding.


Her hands were shaking slightly inside her flight suit as the first hint of dawn emerged, with an outline of slate-grey sky materializing high above the end of the canyon. She cursed Estella bloody Fenton for the sight. It didn’t help calm her nerves knowing that Estella was in a similar hyperglider fastened to the rock a couple of kilometres away, staring out at the same inhospitable jags of rock.


‘It’s starting,’ someone said over the radio.


There was no cybersphere on Far Away; in fact, no modern communication at all outside Armstrong City and the larger towns. A hundred years earlier, there had been a few satellites providing some coverage for the countryside and ocean, but the Guardians of Selfhood had shot down the last of them long ago. Now all anybody had out here was simple radio, and Far Away’s turbulent ionosphere didn’t offer a lot of assistance to that.


‘There’s some movement out here. Wind’s picking up.’


Justine peered through the tough transparent hood of the cockpit. But she couldn’t see anything moving on the bare rock below her. There was nothing to move. The storms which swept in from the Hondu Ocean to the west were channelled and squeezed by Zeus and Titan to roar along this one canyon between them. It had been scoured clean of any loose soil or pebbles geological ages ago.


‘Derrick?’ Justine called. ‘Can you hear me?’


Her only answer was a fluctuating buzz of static as the dawn slowly poured a wan light down into the canyon.


‘Derrick?’


The caravan of trucks, 4x4s, and mobile homes must be clear now, she acknowledged grimly; over Zeus’s foothills and sheltered in some deep gully from the morning storm. All the mad hyperglider pilots were on their own now. No escape.


Somehow this part of it had been missed off the slick advertising and intensive, reassuring briefing sessions. Even the pilot skill training memory implementation hadn’t included it. Waiting helplessly as the wind from the ocean built from a gentle breeze to a deranged hurricane. Waiting, unable to do anything. Waiting, watching. Waiting and worrying. Waiting as fright emerged from some primal place deep in the brain, growing and growing.


‘How’s it going, darling?’ Estella asked.


‘Fine,’ you bitch. ‘Actually, I’m getting a bit nervous.’


‘Nervous? Lucky cow. I’m scared shitless.’


Justine instructed her e-butler to run through the cockpit procedures again, checking the hyperglider’s systems. Even with the limited capacity of the on-board array, the e-butler produced a perfect control interface. Its review was instantaneous; translucent icons blinked up inside her virtual vision, everything was on line and fully functional. ‘Remind me again why I want to do this.’


‘Because it beats the hell out of breakfast in bed,’ Estella told her.


‘In a five star hotel.’


‘On a Caribbean island, with a veranda overlooking the beach.’


‘Where dolphins are playing in the water.’


It was getting a lot lighter outside. Justine could finally see some thin streamers of sand drifting past the hyperglider. They must have blown in from the coast, she thought. She switched the weather radar to the main console screen, studying the blobs of vivid colour as they surged and squabbled against each other. The storm was definitely on its way, scarlet ribbons representing dense high-velocity air were seeping across the screen like some kind of fresh wound, always expanding.


In a way she was glad the storm was heading in from the west, creeping up on her from behind. It meant she couldn’t watch the hammerhead clouds as they devoured the sky. She was quite frightened enough as it was. Even now she wasn’t sure she was going to make the flight. There was an option to just stay here; the hyperglider was currently configured into a smooth, fat cigar shape, the wing buds confined below the main fuselage; she could simply keep the tethers wound in, and let the winds roar round her until it was all over. Many had, so she’d been told, bottling out at the last moment. Right now, in the middle of the annual storm season, it was an average five-hour wait for the gales to sweep over.


Within twenty minutes, the wind was strong enough to start shaking the hyperglider. If there was sand out there, she couldn’t see it any more. Red waves washed continually across the weather radar screen.


‘Still there?’ Estella asked.


‘Still here.’


‘Won’t be long now.’


‘Yeah. Are you getting the same readings from your radar? Some of those airstreams are over a hundred miles an hour already.’ The digital figures for wind speed were blurring they were mounting so fast. At this rate the storm’s central powerhouse would be overhead in another forty to fifty minutes, and those were the winds she wanted. If she took off now, the hyperglider would simply be driven into the base of Mount Herculaneum.


The radio band seemed to be full of bad jokes and nervy bravado. Justine didn’t join in with any of it, although listening was a strange kind of comfort. It helped keep away the sense of isolation.


Clouds were rampaging across the sky now, gradually becoming lower. They blocked the rising sun, cutting the illumination to a gloomy twilight, although she could still see the swollen tatters of rain charging off into the distance. The rock around the hyperglider began to glisten with a thin sheen of water.


‘Wind’s reaching a hundred,’ Estella called out. There was dread mingling with anticipation in her voice. ‘I’m about to release. See you on the other side, darling.’


‘I’ll be there,’ Justine yelled. The fuselage was shaking violently now, producing a steady high-volume thrumming; even the howl of the wind was penetrating the heavily insulated cockpit. The screen displays on the console in front of her were jumbled thanks to the quivering, jittering lines of colour, completely out of focus. She had to rely almost completely on the more basic information inside her virtual vision. Grey mist was a constant blur outside, eliminating any sight of the sky or canyon walls.


Then it was time. The winds along the ground of Stakeout Canyon were over a hundred miles an hour. Her radar showed the storm’s leading edge was now boiling up Mount Herculaneum ahead of her, and that was the critical factor. Those winds had to be there to carry her a long, long way. Without them, this was going to be a short trip with one very abrupt ending.


She put her hands down on the console’s i-spots, fingers curling round the grip bars; plyplastic flowed round them, securing them for what promised to be a turbulent flight. The OCtattoos on her wrists completed the link between the i-spots and her main nerve cords, interfacing her directly with the on-board array. Virtual hands appeared inside her virtual vision. Her customization had given them long slender fingers with green nails and glowing blue neon rings on every finger. A joystick materialized amid the icons, and she moved her virtual hand to grasp it. Her other hand started tapping icons, initiating one final systems check. With everything coming up green, she ordered the on-board array to deploy the wings.


The plyplastic buds swelled out, elongating to become small thick delta shapes. The thrumming increased dramatically as they caught the wind. Tethers were being strained close to their tolerance limits. Justine prayed the carbon-reinforced titanium anchor struts, driven fifty metres into the naked rock by the support team, would survive the next few minutes.


Some little demon inside said, Last chance to stay put, and live.


Justine moved her virtual hand and flipped the forward tether icon. The locks disengaged, and she was immediately shaken violently from side to side as the hyperglider fishtailed. An instinctive response from the implanted training memory came to her aid. She twisted the joystick, and the wings bent downwards several degrees. A touch on the rear tether icon, and the two strands extended. The hyperglider lifted twenty metres into the air, still shaking frantically, as if it was desperate to be rid of its final restraints. Justine halted the tether extension, and began to test her control surfaces. The rear of the hyperglider was quickly shifted into a vertical stabilizer fin. Wings expanded a little further, angling to produce more lift. Finally, once she cleared the ground, the dreadful thrumming vibration faded away – although never cutting out altogether. Now all she had to contend with was the awesome roar of the wind as it accelerated towards a hundred and twenty miles an hour.


At this point, the hyperglider was nothing more than a giant kite. Very carefully, she began to extend the rear tethers still further. They played out behind her, and the hyperglider rose eagerly away from the ground. After two minutes of careful extension, she was a hundred metres high. The ground wasn’t visible, for which she was obscurely thankful. Tatters of mist were scudding past so fast they prevented her from seeing anything beyond twenty or thirty metres. Raindrops which hit the cockpit transparency immediately hurtled off, scoured clean by the tremendous air velocity. Constantly flexing the wings to compensate for turbulence, she began extending the tethers again.


Twenty-five minutes after leaving the ground, she was fourteen hundred metres high. It was a cautious ascent, but the two tether cables were shaking with a harmonic that set her teeth on edge. Justine configured the plyplastic hyperglider for freeflight. The wings flowed outwards, reaching a hundred and ten metres at full span whilst curving round into a crescent shape; from above it made the hyperglider look like a giant scimitar blade, with the cockpit bullet jutting out of the apex. Behind her, the rear fuselage performed a vertical stretch, becoming a deep triangular stabilizer, its tips twitching with near-subliminal motion to keep the craft lined up accurately in the windstream.


She reached fifteen hundred metres in altitude. The wings curled fractionally along their length, presenting the most efficient lift capture profile to the wind. Looking at the figures on the console screen, she couldn’t believe the strain on the tether cables, almost all the safety margin was used up.


Justine sucked down a deep breath as the raw elements screamed around her. If she had the courage, this ought to be the ride of a lifetime. If . . . She thought back to all those years she’d lived through, from this strange viewpoint they all seemed so achingly identical, and boring.


A virtual finger reached forward, almost reluctantly touching the disengage icon.


The g-force slammed her back into the seat as the hyperglider cut free, bringing back the weight she hadn’t felt since she arrived on Far Away. The craft hurtled towards the blunt end of Stakeout Canyon at a hundred and twenty miles an hour. Immediately, it lurched to starboard and began to descend. She twisted the joystick to compensate – not fast, smooth and positive – shifting the wings to alter the airflow. The response was astonishingly quick, sending her swooping upwards. Then a near-spin started, and she flipped the stabilizer tips to counter it.


Every moment demanded her total concentration merely to hold the hyperglider roughly level. It wasn’t just the featureless wrap of cloud which cut her off from the outside world. Her attention was focused solely on the attitude display and the radar. As Stakeout Canyon narrowed, she had to hold her course directly down the centre. All the time the rock walls closed in towards each other, growing steeper in the process, the furious buffeting increased proportionally. Wild turbulence was constantly trying to swirl the craft round into a spin, or pull it down to oblivion.


She wasn’t even aware of time passing, only the frantic, exhausting fight to keep the hyperglider on track. If she let it ascend too high, the massive upper windstreams would carry it away over the sides of the canyon as they gushed up and away, expanding in release from the escalating pressure at the base of the walls. She would wind up somewhere on the weather-blasted and boulder-strewn midslopes of Zeus or Titan, hundreds of kilometres from the recovery vehicles of the caravan.


Without any warning, the radar picked up the end of the canyon, twenty-five kilometres away. At this point, where the three volcanoes intersected, Mount Herculaneum was a simple vertical cliff, six kilometres high. Her own altitude was three and a half kilometres. Outside, the wind speed was still increasing within the constriction. The weather radar screen flared lurid scarlet around the edges as it tracked the lethal currents and shockwaves reverberating off the rock. Darkness deepened around her as the shredded clouds were crushed back together.


Justine retracted the wings slightly, sacrificing the propulsive push they generated for a little more manoeuvrability. It had begun to rain steadily outside the cockpit now, thick droplets slashing along beside her. Paradoxically, visibility began to lift. The clouds were recondensing under the pressure. Droplets began to merge together for an instant before the raging winds tore them apart. Then they would reform a second later, larger this time as the pressure continued to build relentlessly. Semi-cohesive horizontal streams of water churned and foamed around the hyperglider fuselage.


The cliff was twelve kilometres away, and she was down to three kilometres from the canyon floor. Water had become so dense, it was as if the hyperglider was surfing along inside the crest of some crazy airborne wave. The sun had risen above the volcano’s slopes, shining down into the top of the canyon. Suddenly, it struck the chaotic foam whipping round the hyperglider, and the world flared into a thousand tattered sparkling rainbows, birthing and dying, clashing and colliding. Justine laughed in dazed appreciation at the astounding sight.


Three kilometres ahead of her, the gushing rivulets merged into a single writhing torrent two kilometres above the floor of Stakeout Canyon. That was a couple of kilometres from the cliff. The rocky constriction was at its narrowest, the pressure at its highest. There was only one way the churning river could escape.


Justine slid the hyperglider above the water, staring down on it in utter disbelief. The rainbows fizzled out abruptly. Rock slammed up into her vision to replace them, terrifyingly huge walls of it, stretching up halfway to heaven. Right in front of her, the flying river curved upwards and began the long, impossible powerclimb to freedom as the entire storm went vertical. Blasting out an eternal thunderclap, the wind reached two hundred miles an hour. She knew she was yelling wordlessly, but couldn’t hear herself above the cacophony bombarding the cockpit.


The hyperglider was wrenched upwards. G-force slammed Justine down into the seat again. Her knuckles grew white as she clenched the grip bars, fearful she’d lose contact with the i-spots. She wrestled the wing surfaces to obey in a desperate bid to maintain stability within the geysering air. Water rose with her, defying gravity to shoot up parallel to the cliff. Even with the hyperglider demanding her full devotion simply to survive the demented air currents, she spared the time, a couple of precious seconds, to stare at the incredible phenomenon. A waterfall going straight up.


At five kilometres altitude, the foaming sheet of water began to break apart again. The immense upright storm was beginning to spread wide as it reached the top of the canyon. Pressure and wind velocity were weakening. Throughout it all, Justine steered the hyperglider directly up the central track. Water and cloud cascaded away on either side as she burst out above the rock, two immense waves of vapour falling back down in swan-wing curves to crash onto the volcano’s lower slopes. Only in the centre of the maelstrom did the wind keep howling, thrusting her forwards and upwards.


Mount Herculaneum’s gigantic bulk became visible below her, a desolate ground of shattered stone and saturated gravel extending for tens of kilometres around the top of the canyon. Gradually, the harshness began to give way to the more welcome stains of ochre and avocado-green as the plants reasserted themselves. Tiny grasses rooted hard in crinkled fissures, hardy tropical moss welded to boulders. The storm continued to rage above them, seeking its escape to the quieter skies in the east by sliding round the slopes to the north and the south.


Justine modified the wing camber again, maintaining her speed, but rising ever higher. She was tracking a straight line between the canyon and the summit, never deviating to either side. Grassy meadows with sturdy scrub bushes passed below her now. Temperate lands, the plants lashed and cowed by the unremitting storms, but always flourishing. The twin cataracts of erupting water from the canyon were fifteen kilometres behind her, and the clouds were parting, peeling off right and left to find their own route round the volcano. Justine sought another path through the clear sunny sky ahead and above. Her speed was still colossal, sufficient to carry her well clear of the storm, but not quite enough for her ultimate goal. She began scanning the weather radar.


As if the volcano’s western midsection didn’t have enough to contend with, twisters were skittering over the rumpled slopes, a legacy of clear air turbulence from the storm. She could see them through the canopy, spindly strands of beige ephemera, whipping violently back and forth across the land. They came in all sizes, from mild spirals of dust to brutal, dense, vortices reaching kilometres in height. The on-board array plotted their courses, eliminating those too weak or too distant for her purpose. Not that any of them were truly predictable. This was where human intuition came in – and luck.


There was one, twenty kilometres ahead, and slightly more southward than she would have preferred. But it stood nearly five kilometres high, siphoning up car-sized boulders as it wove its erratic course. Justine banked round, lining the hyperglider’s nose on it. She acquired yet more speed as the craft sank closer to the ground. The wings and vertical stabilizer shrank inwards, thickening as they went. Her eyes were mesmerized by the wild pirouettes of the twister’s base, leaving her hungry for a pattern, any sort of clue to which way it would swerve next.


The hyperglider’s descent became a fearsome dive. She swayed it in time with the base of the twister – judging, anticipating. Wings and stabilizer were down to nothing more than stubs, giving her minimal control. The ground was barely five hundred metres away. Ahead of her, the twister altered course again. She knew it would hold steady for perhaps a couple of seconds, and pushed the joystick forwards, arrowing the craft straight at it. At the last moment she pulled up, watching the nose trace a sharp curve. The horizon fell away, leaving her with a sky that faded from glaring turquoise to fabulous deep indigo.


Then the hyperglider penetrated the twister. Enraged dust and whirling grit surrounded the fuselage, holding it tight. The wings and rear stabilizers bowed round, forming a stumpy propeller as the nose finished its arc to point straight up along the wavering unstable core of whirling air. Wing blades bit deep, spinning the fuselage and thrusting it up in one potent motion. Particles, from sand up to alarmingly large stones, hammered away on the fuselage. The multiple impacts sounded as if she was being hit by machine-gun fire. Structural stress levels quickly went to their amber alert levels. She flinched almost continually from the stones smacking against the cockpit transparency, not a foot from her face.


Despite that, this was the moment: the reason she was here. Not everybody got to this point. Some were smeared along the floor and walls of Stakeout Canyon. Others who’d actually managed to fly up the waterfall never found a twister, or messed up the entry. But her foreign memories had played true, giving her the skill. All she had to provide was the determination to back it up. That was what she’d come to this place for, finding out if she was still the same impetuous carefree person she remembered from her first life.


Motors whined loudly below her back, providing a counterspin to the forward fuselage. It helped enormously with stability, as well as holding the cockpit steady. That was the theory, anyway. She still felt dizzy and queasy, not that there was any visual reference to check if she was spinning. Virtual vision graphics showed a modest rotation for which the onboard array was trying to compensate. Acceleration was pushing her painfully deep into the seat.


It was only moments later when the hyperglider shot out of the top of the twister like a missile from its launch tube. Even though she’d only been inside for a few moments, her velocity had almost doubled. Fuselage motors strained again, halting the counter-rotation. The hyperglider’s wings and rear stabilizer lengthened, this time taking on a more normal planform; straight narrow wings and a cruciform tail. There was very little atmosphere to affect them now, the hyperglider was sliding quickly and smoothly through the stratosphere. However, she did angle them so the trajectory bent slightly. The craft was chasing a simple ballistic curve, the apex of which would be nine kilometres above Mount Herculaneum’s summit.


She watched the pressure display digits wind down until it was registering an effective vacuum outside the fuselage. The sky had changed from blue to midnight black. Stars shone strongly all around, while dazzlingly bright sunlight poured into the cockpit.


The contrast was astounding. From the pummelling terror of the storm to utter silent serenity of space in a few seconds. Even though this environment was every bit as lethal to a human as the storm, she felt strangely secure up here. Her yammering heart began to subside. She eased the seat straps away from her shoulders, and craned to get a good look outside.


She was almost level with the summit of Mount Herculaneum, and still rising. The volcano spread out below her, its lower slopes lost below the clouds. Far behind the hyperglider’s tail, the storm emerged from Stakeout Canyon to boil away furiously around the immense rock barrier. Twisting her head to starboard she could look down into Mount Titan’s crater. Right at the bottom of it was a demonic scarlet glow from the lava lake, partially obscured by webs of thick black smoke. Broad tendrils waved upwards, thinning out as they reached the lip to disperse into a haze that drizzled flaky grey ash across the upper slopes. She was mildly disappointed it wasn’t in full eruption; locals working as crew for the caravan had enthused about Mount Doom (as they called it, only half jokingly) in full flow.


Eight and a half kilometres above the summit of Mount Herculaneum, the hyperglider had reached the top of its arc. Its trajectory was flattening out as Far Away’s low gravity slowly began to reassert itself. The planet’s horizon rose into view beyond the nose. A crisp white curve against the black of space. Directly below her were the twin caldera, two vast indentations in a drab russet plain of solidified lava waves and broken clinker.


Justine’s radio picked up a few scattered words, heavy with blasts of static, from the expeditions trekking over the airless surface. Walking to the top of Herculaneum was another of Far Away’s principal tourist attractions. It wasn’t difficult, the slopes weren’t particularly steep, and the low gravity gave offworld visitors an easy time of it. But the last half had to be covered in pressure suits; and the only real view, sensational though it was, came from Aphrodite’s Seat, the clifftops just below the caldera plateau. Anyone wanting to walk to the actual highest point, an unimpressive mound on the wall of the northern crater, faced a long dreary slog across a lunarstyle landscape to reach it.


With the hyperglider’s nose now dipping slightly, Far Away filled most of the universe to the east of the volcano. From her supreme vantage point, Justine could see the Dessault Mountain range stretching away ahead and southward. Small sharp pinnacles stabbing up through the gentle whirl of clouds. They guarded the high desert south of the equator, a cold land almost devoid of cloud. Over to the east she could see a smear of deep greens, where the steppes began their long roll towards the North Sea and Armstrong City.


The horizon’s pronounced curve presented the illusion that she was seeing an entire hemisphere of the planet; like some ancient god of myth gazing down on Earth. Although Far Away was actually larger than Mars, the size, whilst limiting her real field of view, certainly didn’t detract from the apparent omnipotent perspective. And Far Away lacked the softer textures granted to the old gods of Mount Olympus. The white clouds covered a graded spectrum of miserable browns and greys. Despite close to two centuries of human endeavour, the planet’s land surface was nowhere near recovered from the mammoth, and utterly lethal, solar flare that had called people here. Tough, independent-minded settlers had pushed out from Armstrong City, planting their seeds and spraying energetic, wholesome soil bacteria across the empty miles of dusty sand, but the biosphere remained tenuous, its progress towards full planetary enrichment slow. So much was still desert or blasted earth; very, very little of the planet’s original flora and fauna had survived the radiation. The greenery she could see was alien to this place, invaders colonizing a near-dead world.


She soared silently and smoothly over the towering cliffs of Aphrodite’s Seat which guarded the eastern approach to Herculaneum’s summit. Many kilometres below them was the glacier ring that encircled the entire volcano, extending hundreds of metres across the bare rock. Sunlight glinted from the gritty fractured ice, producing a halo-like aura at the upper limit of the atmosphere. Sheltering beneath the glare were the alpine forests, genemodified Earth-pines which had been introduced here as a beacon of life and colour that could be seen for hundreds of kilometres. She smiled down on them, as she would any old friend, grateful for the comfort of familiarity which they brought.


Ghostly waves of blue and green began to shimmer across the weather radar screen as the hyperglider sank back into the upper atmosphere, showing her the pressure building outside the fuselage. Justine extended the wings again, shaping them into a broad delta. After a while, the cockpit began to tremble as the leading edges bit deeper and deeper into the air. Aerodynamic forces started to take over from the ballistic impetus.
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