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  1




  It seemed to Louise Kavanagh as though the fearsome midsummer heat had persisted for endless, dreary weeks rather than just the four Duke-days since the last meagre shower of

  rain. Air from the Devil’s cookhouse, the old women of the county called this awful unbreathable stillness which blanketed the wolds. It complemented Louise’s mood perfectly. She

  didn’t feel much of anything these days. Destiny had apparently chosen her to spend her waking hours doing nothing but wait.




  Officially, she was waiting for her father, who was away leading the Stoke County militia help quell the insurrection which the Democratic Land Union had mounted in Boston. The last time

  he’d phoned was three days ago, a quick, grim call saying the situation was worse than the Lord Lieutenant had led them to believe. That had made Louise’s mother worry frantically.

  Which meant Louise and Genevieve had to creep round Cricklade Manor like mice so as not to worsen her temper.




  And there had been no word since, not of Father nor any of the militia troops. The whole county was crackling with rumours, of course. Of terrible battles, and beastly acts of savagery by the

  Union irregulars. Louise tried hard to close her ears to them, convinced it was just wicked propaganda put about by Union sympathizers. Nobody really knew anything. Boston could have been on

  another planet as far as Stoke County was concerned. Even bland accounts of ‘disturbances’, reported on the nightly news programmes, had ceased after the county militias encircled the

  city. Censored by the government.




  All they could do was wait helplessly for the militias to triumph, as they surely would.




  Louise and Genevieve had spent yet another morning milling aimlessly around the manor. It was a tricky task; sitting about doing nothing was so incredibly boring, yet if they drew attention to

  themselves they would be given some menial domestic job to do. With the young men away, the maids and older menservants were struggling with the normal day-to-day running of the rambling building.

  And the estate farms outside, with their skeleton workforce, were falling dismayingly far behind in their preparations for the summer’s second cereal crop.




  By lunchtime, the ennui had even started to get to Louise, so she had suggested she and her sister went riding. They had to saddle the horses themselves, but it was worth it just to be away from

  the manor for a few hours.




  Louise’s horse picked its way gingerly over the ground. Duke’s hot rays had flayed open the soil, producing a wrinkled network of cracks. The aboriginal plants which had all flowered

  in unison at midsummer were long dead now. Where ten days ago the grassland had been dusted with graceful white and pink stars, small shrivelled petals now skipped about like minute autumn leaves.

  In some hollows they had drifted in loose dunes up to a foot deep.




  ‘Why do you suppose the Union hates us so?’ Genevieve asked querulously. ‘Just because Daddy’s got a temper doesn’t mean he’s a bad man.’




  Louise procured a sympathetic smile for her younger sister. Everyone said how alike they were, twins born four years apart. And indeed it was a bit like looking into a mirror at times; the same

  features, rich dark hair, delicate nose, and almost oriental eyes. But smaller, and slightly chubbier. And right now, brokenly glum.




  Genevieve had been sensitive to her moodiness for the last week, not wanting to say anything significant in case it made big sister even more unaccountably irritable.




  She does idolize me so, Louise thought. Pity she couldn’t have chosen a better role model.




  ‘It’s not just Daddy, nor even the Kavanaghs,’ Louise said. ‘They simply don’t like the way Norfolk works.’




  ‘But why? Everybody in Stoke County is happy.’




  ‘Everybody in the county is provided for. There’s a difference. How would you feel if you had to work in the fields all day long for every day of your life, and saw the two of us

  riding by without a care in the world?’




  Genevieve looked puzzled. ‘Not sure.’




  ‘You’d resent it, and you’d want to change places.’




  ‘I suppose so.’ She gave a sly grin. ‘Then I’d be the one who resented them.’




  ‘Exactly. That’s the problem.’




  ‘But the things people are saying the Union is doing . . .’ Genevieve said uncertainly. ‘I heard two of the maids talking about it this morning. They were saying horrible

  things. I ran away after a minute.’




  ‘They’re lying. If anybody in Stoke County knew what was going on in Boston, it would be us, the Kavanaghs. The maids are going to be the last to find out.’




  Genevieve shone a reverent smile at her sister. ‘You’re so clever, Louise.’




  ‘You’re clever too, Gen. Same genes, remember.’




  Genevieve smiled again, then spurred her horse on ahead, laughing gladly. Merlin, their sheepdog, chased off after her, kicking up whirling flurries of brown petals.




  Louise instinctively urged her own horse into a canter, heading towards Wardley Wood, a mile ahead of her. In summers past the sisters had claimed it as their own adventure playground. This

  summer, though, it held an added poignancy. This summer it contained the memory of Joshua Calvert. Joshua and the things they’d done as they lazed by the side of the rock pools. Every

  outrageous sexual act, acts which no true well-born Norfolk lady would ever commit. Acts which she couldn’t wait for them to do again.




  Also the acts which had made her throw up for the last three mornings in a row. Nanny had been her usual fuss the first two times. Thankfully, Louise had managed to conceal this morning’s

  bout of nausea, otherwise her mother would have been told. And Mother was pretty shrewd.




  Louise grimaced forlornly. Everything will be fine once Joshua comes back. It had become almost a mantra recently.




  Dear Jesus, but I hate this waiting.




  Genevieve was a quarter of a mile from the wood, with Louise a hundred yards behind her, when they heard the train. The insistent tooting carried a long way in the calm air. Three short blasts,

  followed by a long one. The warning signal that it was approaching the open road crossing at Collyweston.




  Genevieve reined her horse in, waiting for Louise to catch up with her. ‘It’s coming into town!’ the younger girl exclaimed.




  Both of them knew the local train times by heart. Colsterworth had twelve passenger services a day. This one wasn’t one of them.




  ‘They’re coming back!’ Genevieve squealed. ‘Daddy’s back!’




  Merlin picked up on her excitement, running round the horse, barking enthusiastically.




  Louise bit her lip. She couldn’t think what else it could be. ‘I suppose so.’




  ‘It is. It is!’




  ‘All right, come on, then.’




  *




  Cricklade Manor lurked inside its picket of huge geneered cedars, an imposing stone mansion built in homage to the stately homes of an England as distant in time as in space.

  The glass walls of the ornate orangery abutting the east wing reflected Duke’s brilliant yellow sunlight in geometric ripples as the sisters rode along the greensward below the building.




  When she was inside the ring of trees, Louise noticed the chunky blue-green farm ranger racing up the long gravel drive. She whooped loudly, goading her horse to an even faster gallop. Few

  people were allowed to drive the estate’s powered vehicles. And nobody drove them as fast as Daddy.




  Louise soon left Genevieve well behind, with an exhausted Merlin trailing by almost quarter of a mile. She could see six figures crammed into the vehicle’s seats. And that was definitely

  Daddy driving. She didn’t recognize any of the others.




  Another two farm rangers turned into the drive just as the first pulled up in front of the manor. Various household staff and Marjorie Kavanagh hurried down the broad steps to greet it.




  Louise tumbled down off her horse and rushed up to her father. She flung her arms around him before he knew what was happening. He was dressed in the same military uniform as the day he

  left.




  ‘Daddy! You’re all right.’ She rubbed her cheek against the coarse khaki-green fabric of his jacket, feeling five years old again. Tears were threatening to brim up.




  He stiffened inside her manic embrace, head slowly tipping down to look at her. When she glanced up adoringly she saw a look of mild incomprehension on his strong ruddy face.




  For a horrible moment she thought he must have found out about the baby. Then a vile mockery of a smile came to his lips.




  ‘Hello, Louise. Nice to see you again.’




  ‘Daddy?’ She took a step backwards. What was wrong with him? She glanced uncertainly at her mother, who had just reached them.




  Marjorie Kavanagh took in the scene with a fast glance. Grant looked just awful; tired, pale, and strangely nervous. Gods, what had happened in Boston?




  She ignored Louise’s obvious hurt, and stepped up to him. ‘Welcome home,’ she murmured demurely. Her lips brushed his cheek.




  ‘Hello, dear,’ Grant Kavanagh said. It could have been a complete stranger for all the emotion in the voice.




  He turned, almost in deference, Marjorie thought with growing bewilderment, and half-bowed to one of the men accompanying him. They were all strangers, none of them even wore Stoke County

  militia uniforms. The other two farm rangers were braking behind the first, also full of strangers.




  ‘Marjorie, I’d like you to meet Quinn Dexter. Quinn is a . . . priest. He’s going to be staying here with some of his followers.’




  The young man who walked forward had the kind of gait Marjorie associated with the teenage louts she glimpsed occasionally in Colsterworth. Priest, my arse, she thought.




  Quinn was dressed in a flowing robe of some incredibly black material; it looked like the kind of habit a millionaire monk would wear. There was no crucifix in sight. The face which smiled out

  at her from the voluminous hood was coldly vulpine. She noticed how everyone in his entourage was very careful not to get too close to him.




  ‘Intrigued, Father Dexter,’ she said, letting her irony show.




  He blinked; and nodded thoughtfully, as if in recognition that they weren’t fooling each other.




  ‘Why are you here?’ Louise asked breathlessly.




  ‘Cricklade is going to be a refuge for Quinn’s sect,’ Grant Kavanagh said. ‘There was a lot of damage in Boston. So I offered him full use of the estate.’




  ‘What happened?’ Marjorie asked. Years of discipline necessary to enforce her position allowed her to keep her voice level, but what she really wanted to do was grab hold of

  Grant’s jacket collar and scream it in his face. Out of the corner of her eye she saw Genevieve scramble down off her horse, and run over to greet her father, her delicate face suffused with

  simple happiness. Before Marjorie could say anything, Louise thrust out an arm, and stopped her dead in her tracks. Thank God for that, Marjorie thought; there was no telling how these aloof

  strangers would react to excitable little girls.




  Genevieve’s face instantly turned woeful, staring up at her untouchable father with widened, mutinous eyes. But Louise kept a firmly protective arm round her shoulder.




  ‘The rebellion is over,’ Grant said. He hadn’t even noticed Genevieve’s approach.




  ‘You mean you rounded up the Union people?’




  ‘The rebellion is over,’ Grant repeated flatly.




  Marjorie was at a loss what to do next. Away in the distance she could hear Merlin barking with unusual aggression. The fat old sheepdog was lumbering along towards the group outside the

  manor.




  ‘We shall begin straight away,’ Quinn announced abruptly. He started up the steps towards the wide double doors, long pleats of his robe swaying leadenly around his ankles.




  The manor staff clustering with considerable curiosity on top of the steps parted nervously. Quinn’s companions surged after him.




  Grant’s face twitched in what was nearly an apology to Marjorie as the new arrivals clambered out of the farm rangers to hurry up the steps after their singular priest. Most of them were

  men, all with exactly the same kind of agitated expression.




  They look as if they’re going to their own execution, Marjorie thought. And the clothes a couple of them wore were bizarre. Like historical military costumes; grey greatcoats with broad

  scarlet lapels and yards of looping gold braid. She strove to remember history lessons from too many years ago, images of Teutonic officers hazy in her mind.




  ‘We’d better go in,’ Grant said encouragingly. Which was absurd. Grant Kavanagh neither asked nor suggested anything on his own doorstep, he gave orders.




  Marjorie gave a reluctant nod, and joined him. ‘You two stay out here,’ she told her daughters. ‘I want you to see to Merlin, then stable your horses.’ While I find out

  just what the hell is going on around here, she completed silently.




  The two sisters were virtually clinging together at the bottom of the steps, faces heavy with doubt and dismay. ‘Yes, Mother,’ Louise said meekly. She started to tug on

  Genevieve’s black riding jacket.




  Quinn paused on the threshold of the manor, giving the grounds a final survey. Misgivings were beginning to stir his mind. When he was back in Boston it seemed only right that he should be part

  of the vanguard bringing the gospel of God’s Brother to the whole island of Kesteven. None could stand before him when his serpent beast was unleashed. But there were so many lost souls

  returning from the beyond; inevitably some dared to disobey, while others wavered after he had passed among them to issue the word. In truth he could only depend upon the closest disciples he had

  gathered.




  The sect acolytes he had left in Boston to tame the returned souls, to teach them the real reason why they had been brought back, agreed to do his bidding simply from fear. That was why he had

  come to the countryside, to levy the creed upon all the souls, both the living and the dead, of this wretched planet. With a bigger number of followers inducted, genuinely believing the

  task God’s Brother had given them, then ultimately their doctrine would triumph.




  But this land which Luca Comar had described in glowing terms was so empty, kilometre after kilometre of grassland and fields, populated by dozing hamlets of cowed peasants; a temperate climate

  version of Lalonde.




  There had to be more to his purpose than this. God’s Brother would never have chosen him for such a simple labour. There were hundreds of planets in the Confederation crying out to hear

  His word, to follow Him into the final battle against the false gods of Earth’s religions, where Night would dawn for evermore.




  After this evening I shall have to search myself to see where He guides me; I must find my proper role in His plan.




  His gaze finished up on the Kavanagh sisters, who were staring up at him, both trying to be courageous in the face of the strangeness falling on their home as softly and inexorably as midwinter

  snow. The elder one would make a good reward for disciples who demonstrated loyalty, and the child might be of some use to a returned soul. God’s Brother found a use for everything.




  Content, for the moment, Quinn swept into the hall, relishing the opulence which greeted him. Tonight at least he could indulge himself in decadent splendour, quickening his serpent beast. For

  who did not appreciate absolute luxury?




  The disciples knew their duties well enough, needing no supervision. They would flush out the manor’s staff and open their bodies for possession. A chore repeated endlessly over the last

  week. His work would come later, selecting those who were worthy of a second chance at life, who would embrace the Night.




  *




  ‘What—!’ Genevieve began hotly as the last of the odd adults disappeared inside the manor’s entrance.




  Louise’s hand clamped over her mouth. ‘Come on!’ She pulled hard on Genevieve’s arm, nearly unbalancing the younger girl. Genevieve reluctantly allowed herself to be

  steered away.




  ‘You heard Mother,’ Louise said. ‘We’re to look after the horses.’




  ‘Yes, but . . .’




  ‘I don’t know! All right? Mother will sort everything out.’ The words brought scant reassurance. What had happened to Daddy?




  Boston must have been truly terrible to have affected him so.




  Louise undid the strap on her riding hat, and tucked it under an arm. The manor and its grounds had become very quiet all of a sudden. The big entrance hall doors swinging shut had acted like a

  signal for the birds to fall still. Even the horses were docile.




  The funereal sensation was broken by Merlin who had finally reached the gravel driveway. He barked quite piteously as he nosed round Louise’s feet, his tongue lolling out as he wheezed

  heavily.




  Louise gathered up the reins of both horses and started to lead them towards the stables. Genevieve grabbed Merlin’s collar and hauled him along.




  When they reached the stable block at the rear of the west wing there was nobody there, not even the two young stable lads Mr Butterworth had left in charge. The horses’ hoofs made an

  almighty clattering on the cobbles of the yard outside, the noise reverberating off the walls.




  ‘Louise,’ Genevieve said forlornly. ‘I don’t like this. Those people with Daddy were really peculiar.’




  ‘I know. But Mother will tell us what to do.’




  ‘She went inside with them.’




  ‘Yes.’ Louise realized just how anxious mother had been for her and Genevieve to get away from Daddy’s friends. She looked round the yard, uncertain what to do next. Would

  Mother send for them, or should they go in? Daddy would expect to talk with them. The old Daddy, she reminded herself sadly.




  Louise settled for stalling. There was plenty to do in the stables; take the saddles off, brush the horses down, water them. She and Genevieve both took off their riding jackets and set to.




  It was twenty minutes later, while they were putting the saddles back in the tack room, when they heard the first scream. The shock was all the more intense because it was male. A raw-throated

  yell of pain which dwindled away into a sobbing whimper.




  Genevieve quietly put her arm around Louise’s waist. Louise could feel her trembling, and patted her softly. ‘It’s all right,’ she whispered.




  The two of them edged over to the window and peered out. There was nothing to see in the courtyard. The manor’s windows were black and blank, sucking in Duke’s light.




  ‘I’ll go and find out what’s happening,’ Louise said.




  ‘No!’ Genevieve pulled at her urgently. ‘Don’t leave me alone. Please, Louise.’ She was on the verge of tears.




  Louise’s hold tightened in reflex. ‘OK, Gen, I won’t leave you.’




  ‘Promise? Really truly promise?’




  ‘Promise!’ She realized she was just as frightened as Genevieve. ‘But we must find out what Mother wants us to do.’




  Genevieve nodded brokenly. ‘If you say so.’




  Louise looked at the high stone wall of the west wing, sizing it up. What would Joshua do in a situation like this? She thought about the layout of the wing, the family apartments, the

  servants’ utility passages. Rooms and corridors she knew better than anyone except for the chief housekeeper, and possibly Daddy.




  She took Genevieve by the hand. ‘Come on. We’ll try and get up to Mother’s boudoir without anyone seeing us. She’s bound to go there eventually.’




  They crept out into the courtyard and scuttled quickly along the foot of the wall to a small green door which led into a storeroom at the back of the kitchens. Louise expected a shouted

  challenge at any moment. She was panting by the time she heaved on the big iron handle and nipped inside.




  The storeroom was filled with sacks of flour, and vegetables piled high in various wooden bays. Two narrow window slits, set high in the wall, cast a paltry grey light through their cobweb-caked

  panes.




  Louise flicked the switch as Genevieve closed the door. A couple of naked light spheres on the roof sputtered weakly, then went out.




  ‘Damnation!’ Louise took Genevieve’s hand, and threaded her way carefully round the boxes and sacks.




  The utility corridor beyond had plain white plaster walls, and pale-yellow flagstones. Light spheres every twenty feet along its ceiling were flickering on and off completely at random. The

  effect made Louise feel mildly giddy, as if the corridor was swaying about.




  ‘What’s doing that?’ Genevieve whispered fiercely.




  ‘I’ve no idea,’ she replied carefully. A dreadful ache of loneliness had stolen up on her without any warning. Cricklade didn’t belong to them any more, she knew that

  now.




  They made their way along the disconcerting corridor to the antechamber at the end. A cast-iron spiral staircase wound up through the ceiling.




  Louise paused to hear if anyone was coming down. Then, satisfied they were still alone, started up.




  The manor’s main corridors were a vast contrast to the plain servant utilities. Wide strips of thick green and gold carpet ran along polished golden wood planks, the walls were hung with

  huge traditional oil paintings in ostentatious gilt frames. Small antique chests stood at regular intervals, holding either delicate objets d’art or cut-crystal vases with fragrant blooms of

  terrestrial and xenoc flowers grown in the manor’s own conservatory.




  The outside of the door at the top of the spiral stair was disguised as a wall panel. Louise teased it open, and peeped out. A grand stained-glass window at the far end of the corridor was

  sending out broad fans of coloured light to dye the walls and ceiling with tartan splashes. Engraved light spheres on the ceiling were glowing a lame amber. All of them emitted an unhealthy buzzing

  sound.




  ‘Nobody about,’ Louise said.




  The two of them darted out and shut the panel behind them. They started edging towards their mother’s boudoir.




  A distant cry sounded. Louise couldn’t work out where it came from. It wasn’t close, though; thank sweet Jesus.




  ‘Let’s go back,’ Genevieve said. ‘Please, Louise. Mummy knows we went to the stables. She’ll find us there.’




  ‘We’ll just see if she’s here first. If she’s not, then we’ll go straight back.’




  They heard the anguished cry again, even softer this time.




  The boudoir door was twenty feet away. Louise steeled herself, and took a step towards it.




  ‘Oh God, no! No, no, no. Stop it. Grant! Dear God, help me!’




  Louise’s muscles locked in terror. It was her mother’s voice – Mother’s scream – coming from behind the boudoir door.




  ‘Grant, no! Oh, please. Please, no more.’ A long, shrill howl of pain followed.




  Genevieve was clutching at her in horror, soft whimpers bubbling from her open mouth. The light spheres right outside the boudoir door grew brighter. Within seconds they glared hotter than Duke

  at noon. Both of them burst apart with a thin pop, sending slivers of milky glass tinkling down on the carpet and floorboards.




  Marjorie Kavanagh screeched again.




  ‘Mummy!’ Genevieve wailed.




  Marjorie Kavanagh’s scream broke off. There was a muffled, inexplicable thud from behind the door. Then: ‘RUN! RUN, DARLING. JUST RUN, NOW!’




  Louise was already stumbling back towards the concealed stairway door, holding on to a distraught, sobbing Genevieve. The boudoir door flew open, wood splintering from the force of the blow

  which struck it. A solid shaft of sickly emerald light punched out into the corridor. Spidery shadows moved within it, growing denser.




  Two figures emerged.




  Louise gagged. It was Rachel Handley, one of the maids. She looked the same as normal. Except her hair. It had turned brick-red, the strands curling and coiling around each other in slow, oily

  movements.




  Then Daddy was standing beside the chunky girl, still in his militia uniform. His face wore a foreign, sneering smile.




  ‘Come to Papa, baby,’ he growled happily, and took a step towards Louise.




  All Louise could do was shake her head hopelessly. Genevieve had slumped to her knees, bawling and shaking violently.




  ‘Come on, baby.’ His voice had fallen to a silky coo.




  Louise couldn’t stop the sob that burped from her lips. Soon it would become a mad scream which would never end.




  Her father laughed delightedly. A shape moved through the liquid green light behind him and Rachel.




  Louise was so numbed she could no longer even manage a solitary gasp of surprise. It was Mrs Charlsworth, their nanny. Variously tyrant and surrogate mother, confidante and traitor. A rotund,

  middle-aged woman, with prematurely greying hair, and an otherwise sour face softened by hundreds of granny wrinkles.




  She stabbed a knitting needle straight at Grant Kavanagh’s face, aiming for his left eye. ‘Leave my girls alone, you bloody fiend,’ she yelled defiantly.




  Louise could never quite remember exactly what happened next. Blood and miniature lightning forks. Rachel Handley letting out a clarion shriek. Shattered glass erupting from the frames of the oil

  paintings down half the length of the corridor as the blazing white lightning strobed violently.




  Louise crammed her hands over her ears as the shriek threatened to crack open her skull. The lightning died away. When she looked up, instead of her father there was a hulking humanoid shape

  standing beside Rachel. It wore strange armour, made entirely of little squares of dark metal, embossed with scarlet runes, and tied together with brass wire. ‘Bitch!’ it stormed at a

  quailing Mrs Charlsworth. Thick streamers of bright orange smoke were belching out of its eye slits.




  Rachel Handley’s arms turned incandescent. She clamped her splayed fingers over Mrs Charlsworth’s cheeks, teeth bared in exertion as she pushed in. Skin sizzled and charred below her

  fingertips. Mrs Charlsworth mewed in agony. The maid released her. She slumped backwards, her head lolling to one side; and she looked at Louise, smiling as tears seeped down her ruined cheeks.

  ‘Go,’ she mouthed.




  The grievous plea seemed to kick directly into Louise’s nervous system. She pushed her shoulders into the wall, levering herself upright.




  Mrs Charlsworth grinned mirthlessly as the maid and the burly warrior closed on her to consummate their vengeance. She raised the pathetic knitting needle again.




  Ribbons of white fire snaked round Rachel’s arms as she grinned at her prey. Small balls of it dripped off her fingertips, flying horizontally towards the stricken woman, eating eagerly

  through the starched grey uniform. A booming laugh emerged from the clinking armour, mingling with Mrs Charlsworth’s gurgles of pain.




  Louise put her arm under Genevieve’s shoulder and lifted her bodily. Flashes of light and the sounds of Mrs Charlsworth’s torture flooded the corridor behind her.




  I mustn’t turn back. I mustn’t.




  Her fingers found the catch for the concealed door and it swung open silently. She almost hurled Genevieve through the gap into the gloom beyond, heedless of whether anyone else was on the

  stairs.




  The door slid shut.




  ‘Gen? Gen!’ Louise shook the petrified girl. ‘Gen, we have to get out of here.’ There was no response. ‘Oh dear Jesus.’ The urge to curl into a ball and weep

  her troubles away was strengthening.




  If I do that, I’ll die. And the baby with me.




  She tightened her grip on Genevieve’s hand, and hurried down the spiral stairs. At least Genevieve’s limbs were working. Though what would happen if they met another of those . . .

  people-creatures was another question altogether.




  They’d just reached the small anteroom at the bottom of the spiral when a loud hammering began above. Louise started to run down the corridor to the storeroom. Genevieve stumbled along

  beside her; a low determined humming came from her lips.




  The hammering stopped, and there was the brassy thump of an explosion. Tendrils of bluish static shivered down the spiral stair, grounding out through the floor. Red stone tiles quaked and

  cracked. The dimming light spheres along the ceiling sprang back to full intensity again.




  ‘Faster, Gen!’ she shouted.




  They charged into the storeroom and through the green door leading to the courtyard. Merlin was standing in the wide open gateway of the stable block, barking incessantly. Louise headed straight

  for him. If they could take a horse they’d be free. She could ride better than anyone else at the manor.




  They were still five yards short of the stables when two people ran out of the storeroom. It was Rachel and her father. Except it’s not really him, she thought desperately.




  ‘Come back, Louise,’ the dark knight called. ‘Come along, sweetie. Daddy wants a cuddle.’




  Louise and Genevieve dashed round the gates. Merlin stared out at the yard for a second, then turned quickly and followed them inside.




  Globules of white fire smashed into the stable doors, breaking apart into complex webs which probed the woodwork with the tenacity of a ghoul’s fingers. Glossy black paint blistered and

  vaporized, the planks began to blaze furiously.




  ‘Undo the stall doors,’ Louise called above the incendiary roar of the fire, and the braying, agitated horses. She had to say it again before Genevieve fumbled with the first bolt.

  The horse inside the stall shot out into the aisle which ran the length of the stable.




  Louise rushed for the far end of the stables. Merlin was yapping hysterically behind her. Fire had spread from the doors to straw bundled loosely in the manger. Orange sparks were flying like

  rain in a hurricane. Thick arms of black smoke coiled insidiously along the ceiling.




  The voices from outside called again, issuing orders and promises in equal amounts. None of which were real. Treachery on the grandest scale.




  Screams were being added to the clamour in the courtyard now. Quinn’s disciples had inevitably gained the upper hand; Cricklade’s few remaining free servants were being hunted and

  possessed without any attempt at stealth.




  Louise reached the stall at the end of the stables, the one with Daddy’s magnificent black stallion, a bloodline geneered to a perfection which nineteenth-century sporting kings could only

  dream of. The bolt slid back easily, and she grabbed the bridle before he had a chance to arrow into the aisle. He snorted furiously at her, but allowed her to steady him. She had to stand on a

  bale of hay in order to mount him.




  The fire had spread with horrendous speed. Several of the stalls were burning now, their stout old timber walls shooting out wild sulphurous flames. Merlin was backing away from them, his

  barking fearful. Over half a dozen horses were milling in the aisle, whinnying direly. Flames had cut them off from the stable doors, the noisy inferno pressing them back from their one exit. She

  couldn’t see Gen.




  ‘Where are you?’ she shouted. ‘Gen!’




  ‘Here. I’m here.’ The voice was coming from an empty stall.




  Louise urged the stallion forwards down the aisle, yelling wildly at the panicking horses in front of her. Two of them reared up, alarmed by this new, unexpected threat. They began to move en

  masse towards the flames.




  ‘Quick!’ Louise yelled.




  Genevieve saw her chance, and sprinted out into the aisle. Louise leant over and grabbed her. At first she thought she’d miscalculated the girl’s weight, feeling herself starting to

  slide downwards. But then Genevieve snatched at the stallion’s mane, causing it to bay sharply. Just as Louise was sure her spine would snap, or she’d crash headfirst onto the

  aisle’s stone flagging, Genevieve levered herself up to straddle the base of the stallion’s neck.




  The stable doors had been all but consumed by the eerily hot fire. Their remaining planks sagged and twisted on the glowing hinges, then lurched onto the cobbles with a loud bang.




  With the intensity of the flames temporarily reduced, the horses raced for the door and their chance of freedom. Louise dug her heels into the stallion’s flanks, spurring it on. There was

  an exhilarating burst of speed. Yellow spires of flame splashed across her left arm and leg, making her cry out. Genevieve squealed in front of her, batting frantically at her blouse. The stench of

  singed hair solidified in her nostrils. Thin layers of smoke stretching across the aisle whipped across her face, stinging her eyes.




  Then they were through, out of the gaping door with its wreath of tiny flames scrabbling at the ruined frame, chasing after the other horses. Fresh air and low sunlight washed over them. The

  hefty knight in the dark mosaic armour was standing ahead of them. Streamers of bright orange smoke were still pouring from his helmet’s eye slits. Sparks of white fire danced across his

  raised gauntlets. He started to point a rigid forefinger at them, the white fire building.




  But the posse of crazed horses couldn’t be deflected. The first one flashed past stark inches from him. Alert to the danger they presented, even to someone with energistic power, he began

  to jump aside. That was his mistake. The second horse might have missed him if he’d stayed still. Instead, it struck him almost head on. The screaming horse buckled on top of him, forelegs

  snapping with an atrocious crack as inertia sent it hurtling forwards regardless. The knight was flung out sideways, spinning in the air. He landed bonelessly, bouncing a full foot above the

  cobbles before coming to a final rest. His armour vanished immediately, revealing Grant Kavanagh’s body, still clad in his militia uniform. The fabric was torn in a dozen places, stained

  scarlet by the blood pumping from open wounds.




  Louise gasped, instinctively pulling the reins to halt the stallion. Daddy was hurt!




  But the flowing blood swiftly staunched itself. Ragged tears of flesh started to close up. The uniform was stitching itself together. Dusty, grazed leather shoes became metallic boots. He shook

  his head, grunting in what was little more than dazed annoyance.




  Louise stared for a second as he started to raise himself onto his elbows, then spurred the horse away.




  ‘Daddy!’ Genevieve shouted in anguish.




  ‘It’s not him,’ Louise told her through clenched teeth. ‘Not now. That’s something else. The Devil’s own monster.’




  Rachel Handley stood in front of the arched entrance to the courtyard. Hands on hips, aroused wormlet hair threshing eagerly. ‘Nice try,’ she laughed derisively. A hand was raised,

  palm towards the sisters. The awful white fire ignited around her wrist, wispy talons flaring from her fingers. Her laugh deepened at the sight of Louise’s anguish, cutting across

  Merlin’s miserable barking.




  The bullet-bolt of white fire which caught Rachel Handley an inch above her left eye came from somewhere behind Louise. It bored straight through the maid’s skull, detonating in the centre

  of the brain. The back of her head blew off in a gout of charred gore and rapidly dissipating violet flame. Her body remained upright for a second, then the muscles spasmed once before losing all

  tension. She pitched forwards. Bright arterial blood spilled out of her ruined, smoking brainpan.




  Louise twisted round. The courtyard was empty apart from the woozy figure of her father still clambering to his feet. A hundred empty windows stared down at her. Faint screams echoed over the

  rooftops. Long swirls of flame churned noisily out of the stable block’s wide doors.




  Genevieve was shaking violently again, crying in convulsive gulps. Concern for the little girl overcame Louise’s utter confusion, and she spurred the stallion once more, guiding it round

  the vile corpse and out through the courtyard’s entrance.




  *




  From where he was standing beside the window of the third-floor guest suite, Quinn Dexter watched the girl riding the superb black horse hell-for-leather over the manor’s

  greensward and towards the wolds. Not even his awesome energistic strength could reach the fleeing sisters from this distance.




  He pursed his lips in distaste. Someone had aided them. Why, he couldn’t think. The traitor must surely know they would never go unpunished. God’s Brother saw all. Every soul was

  accountable in the end.




  ‘They’ll head for Colsterworth, of course,’ he said. ‘All they’re doing is postponing the inevitable for a couple of hours. Most of that poxy little town already

  belongs to us.’




  ‘Yes, Quinn,’ said the boy standing behind him.




  ‘And soon the whole world,’ Quinn muttered. And then what?




  He turned, and smiled proudly. ‘It is so nice to see you again. I never thought I would. But He must have decided to reward me.’




  ‘I love you, Quinn,’ Lawrence Dillon said simply. The body of the stable lad he had possessed was completely naked, the scars from the act of possession already nothing more than

  faint, fading pink lines on the tanned skin.




  ‘I had to do what I did on Lalonde. You know that. We couldn’t take you with us.’




  ‘I know, Quinn,’ Lawrence said devoutly. ‘I was a liability. I was weak back then.’ He knelt at Quinn’s feet, and beamed up at the stem features of the black-robed

  figure. ‘But I’m not any more. Now I can help you again. It will be like before, only better. The whole universe will bow before you, Quinn.’




  ‘Yeah,’ Quinn Dexter said slowly, savouring the thought. ‘The fuckers just might.’




  *




  The datavised alert woke Ralph Hiltch from a desultory sleep. As an ESA head of station, he’d been assigned some temporary quarters in the Royal Navy wardroom. Strange

  impersonal surroundings, and the emotional cold turkey from bringing Gerald Skibbow to Guyana had left his thoughts racing as he lay on the bunk after a three-hour debrief session last night. In

  the end he’d wound up accessing a mild trank program to relax his body.




  At least he hadn’t suffered any nightmares; though Jenny was never very far from the surface of his mind. A final frozen image of the mission: Jenny lying under a scrum of man-apes,

  datavising a kamikaze code into the power cell at her side. An image which didn’t need storing in a neural nanonics memory cell in order to retain its clarity. She’d thought it was

  preferable to the alternative. But was she right? It was a question he’d asked himself a lot during the voyage to Ombey.




  He swung his legs over the side of his bunk, and ran fingers through hair that badly needed a wash. The room’s net processor informed him that Guyana asteroid had just gone to a code three

  alert status.




  ‘Shit, now what?’ As if he couldn’t guess.




  His neural nanonics reported an incoming call from Ombey’s ESA office, tagged as the director, Roche Skark, himself. Ralph opened a secure channel to the net processor with a sense of grim

  inevitability. You didn’t have to be psychic to know it wasn’t going to be good.




  ‘Sorry to haul you back to active status so soon after you arrived,’ Roche Skark datavised. ‘But the shit’s just hit the fan. We need your expertise.’




  ‘Sir?’




  ‘It looks like three of the embassy personnel who came here on the Ekwan were sequestrated by the virus. They’ve gone down to the surface.’




  ‘What? Panic surged into Ralph’s mind. Not that abomination, not loose here in the Kingdom. Please God. ‘Are you certain?’




  ‘Yes. I’ve just come out of a Privy Council security conference with the Princess. She authorized the code three alert because of it.’




  Ralph’s shoulders slumped. ‘Oh God, and I brought them here.’




  ‘You couldn’t have known.’




  ‘It’s my job to know. God damn, I grew slack on Lalonde.’




  ‘I doubt any of us would have done anything different.’




  ‘Yes, sir.’ Pity you couldn’t sneer with a datavise.




  ‘In any case, we’re right behind them. Admiral Farquar and my good colleague Jannike Dermot over at the ISA have been commendably swift in implementing damage limitation procedures.

  We estimate the embassy trio are barely seven hours ahead of you.’




  Ralph thought about the damage one of those things could inflict in seven hours, and put his head in his hands. ‘That still gives them a lot of time to infect other people.’

  Implications began to sink through his crust of dismay. ‘It’ll be an exponential effect.’




  ‘Possibly,’ Roche Skark admitted. ‘If it isn’t contained very quickly we may have to abandon the entire Xingu continent. Quarantine procedures are already in place, and

  the police are being told how to handle the situation. But I want you there to instil a bit of urgency, kick a bit of arse.’




  ‘Yes, sir. This active status call, does that mean I get to go after them in person?’




  ‘It does. Technically, you’re going down to advise the Xingu continent’s civil authorities. As far as I’m concerned you can engage in as much fieldwork as you want, with

  the proviso that you don’t expose yourself to the possibility of infection.’




  ‘Thank you, sir.’




  ‘Ralph, I don’t mind telling you, what this energy virus can do scares the crap out of me. It has to be a precursor to something, some form of invasion. And safeguarding the Kingdom

  from such threats is my job. Yours too, come to that. So stop them, Ralph. Shoot first, and I’ll whitewash later if needs be.’




  ‘You’ve got it, sir.’




  ‘Good man. The Admiral has assigned a flyer to take you down to Pasto city spaceport, it’s leaving in twelve minutes. I’ll have a full situation briefing data package assembled

  ready for you to access on the way down. Anything you want, let me know.’




  ‘I’d like to take Will Danza and Dean Folan with me, and authorized to fire weapons on the surface. They know how to deal with people who have been sequestrated. Cathal Fitzgerald,

  too; he’s seen the virus at work.’




  ‘They’ll have the authorization before you land.’




  *




  Duchess had risen above the horizon by the time Colsterworth came into view. The red-dwarf sun occupied a portion of the horizon diametrically opposite Duke, the two of them

  struggling to contaminate the landscape below with their own unique spectrum.




  Duchess was winning the battle, rising in time to Duke’s fall from the sky. The eastward slopes of the wolds were slowly slipping from verdant green to subdued burgundy. Aboriginal

  pine-analogue trees planted among the hedgerows of geneered hawthorn became grizzled pewter pillars. Even the stallion’s ebony hide was darkening.




  Duke’s golden glow withdrew before the strengthening red tide.




  For the first time in her life, Louise resented the primary’s retreat. Duchess-night was usually a magical time, twisting the familiar world into a land of mysterious shadows and balmy

  air. This time the red stain had a distinctly ominous quality.




  ‘Do you suppose Auntie Daphnie will be home?’ Genevieve asked for what must have been the fifth time.




  ‘I’m sure she will,’ Louise replied. It had taken Genevieve a good half-hour to stop crying after they’d escaped from Cricklade. Louise had concentrated so hard on

  comforting her sister, she’d almost stopped being afraid herself. Certainly it was easy to blank what had happened from her mind. And she wasn’t quite sure exactly what she was going to

  say to Aunt Daphnie. The actual truth would make her sound utterly mad. Yet anything less than the truth might not suffice. Whatever forces of justice and law were dispatched up to Cricklade would

  have to be well armed, and alert. The chief constable and the mayor had to believe what they faced was deadly real, not the imaginings of a half-hysterical teenage girl.




  Fortunately she was a Kavanagh. People would have to listen. And please, dear Jesus, make them believe.




  ‘Is that a fire?’ Genevieve asked.




  Louise jerked her head up. Colsterworth was spread out along a couple of miles of a shallow valley, growing up from the intersection of a river and the railway line. A somnolent little market

  town with ranks of neat terrace houses set amid small, pretty gardens. The larger homes of the important families occupied the gentle eastern slope, capturing the best view over the countryside. An

  industrial district of warehouses and small factories cluttered the ground around the wharf.




  Three tall spires of filthy smoke were twisting up from the centre of the town. Flames burned at the base of one. Very bright flames. Whatever the building was, it glowed like molten iron.




  ‘Oh no,’ Louise gasped. ‘Not here, too.’ As she watched, one of the long river barges drifted past the last warehouse. Its decks were alight, the tarpaulin-covered cargo

  hold puffing out mushrooms of brown smoke. Louise guessed the barrels it carried were exploding. People were jumping off the bows, striking out for the bank.




  ‘Now what?’ Genevieve asked in a woeful voice.




  ‘Let me think.’ She had never considered that anywhere other than Cricklade was affected. But of course her father and that chilling young priest had stopped at Colsterworth first.

  And before that . . . A midwinter frost prickled her spine. Could it all have started at Boston? Everyone said an insurrection was beyond the Union’s ability to mount. Was the whole island to

  be conquered by these demons in human guise?




  And if so, where do we go?




  ‘Look!’ Genevieve was pointing ahead.




  Louise saw a Romany caravan being driven at considerable speed along one of the roads on the edge of town below them. The driver was standing on the seat, striking at the cob horse’s rump

  with a whip. It was a woman, her white dress flapping excitably in the wind.




  ‘She’s running away,’ Genevieve cried. ‘They can’t have got to her yet.’




  The notion that they could join up with an adult who would be on their side was a glorious tonic for Louise. Even if it was just a simple Romany woman, she thought uncharitably. But then

  didn’t Romanies know about magic? The manor staff said they practised all sorts of dark arts. She might even know how to ward off the devils.




  Louise took in the road ahead of the racing caravan with a keen sweep, trying to work out where they could meet it. There was nothing directly in front of the caravan, but three-quarters of a

  mile from the town was a large farmhouse.




  Frantic animals were charging out of the open farmyard gate into the meadows; pigs, heifers, a trio of shire-horses, even a Labrador. The house’s windows flashed brightly, emitting solid

  beams of blue-white light which appeared quite dazzling under the scarlet sky.




  ‘She’s heading straight for them,’ Louise groaned. When she checked the careering caravan again it had just passed the last of Colsterworth’s terraced houses. There were

  too many trees and bends ahead for the driver to see the farmhouse.




  Louise sized up the distance to the road, and snapped the bridle. ‘Hang on,’ she told Genevieve. The stallion charged forwards, dusky red grass blurring beneath its hoofs. It jumped

  the first fence with hardly a break in its rhythm. Louise and Genevieve bounced down hard on its back, the younger girl letting out a yap of pain.




  A jeering crowd had emerged on the road behind the caravan, milling beneath the twin clumps of geneered silver birch trees which marked the town’s official boundary. It was almost as if

  they were unwilling, or unable, to venture out into the open fields. Several bolts of white fire were flung after the fleeing caravan, glinting stars which dwindled away after a few hundred

  yards.




  Louise wanted to weep in frustration when she saw people walking out of the farmhouse and start down the road towards Colsterworth. The Romany woman still hadn’t noticed the danger

  ahead.




  ‘Shout at her! Stop her!’ she cried to Genevieve.




  They covered the last three hundred yards bellowing wildly.




  It was to no avail. They were close enough to the caravan to see the foam coating the nose of the piebald cob before the Romany woman caught sight of them. Even then she didn’t stop,

  although the reins were pulled back. The huge beast started to slow its frantic sprint to a more reasonable trot.




  The stallion cleared the hedge and the ditch running alongside the road in an easy bound. Louise whipped it round to match the caravan’s pace. There was a tremendous clattering coming from

  inside the wooden frame with its gaudy paintwork, as if an entire kitchen’s worth of pots and pans were being juggled by malevolent clowns.




  The Romany woman had long raven hair streaming out behind her, a brown face with round cheeks. Her white linen dress was stained with sweat. Defiant, wild eyes stared at the sisters. She made

  some kind of sign in the air.




  A spell? Louise wondered. ‘Stop!’ she begged. ‘Please stop. They’re already ahead of you. They’re at that farmhouse, look.’




  The Romany woman stood up, searching the land beyond the cob’s bobbing head. They had another quarter of a mile to go until they reached the farmhouse. But Louise had lost sight of the

  people who had come out of it.




  ‘How do you know?’ the woman called out.




  ‘Just stop!’ Genevieve squealed. Her small fists were bunched tight.




  Carmitha looked the little girl over, then came to a decision. She nodded, and began to rein back.




  The caravan’s front axle snapped with a prodigious crunching sound.




  Carmitha just managed to grab hold of the frame as the whole caravan pitched forward. Sparks flew out from underneath her as the world tilted sharply. A last wrenching snap and the caravan

  ground to a halt. One of the front wheels trundled past Olivier, her cob horse, then rolled down into the dry ditch at the side of the road.




  ‘Shit!’ She glared at the girls on the big black stallion, their soot-stained white blouses and grubby desolate faces. It must have been them. She’d thought they were pure, but

  you just couldn’t tell. Not now. Her grandmother’s ramblings on the spirit world had been nothing more than campsite tales to delight and scare young children. But she did remember some

  of the old woman’s words. She raised her hands so and summoned up the incantation.




  ‘What are you doing?’ the elder of the two girls yelled down at her. ‘We have to get out of here. Now!’




  Carmitha frowned in confusion. The girls both looked terrified, as well they might if they’d seen a tenth of what she had. Maybe they were untainted. But it if wasn’t them who

  wrecked the caravan . . .




  She heard a chuckle, and whirled round. The man just appeared out of the tree standing on the other side of the road from the ditch. Literally out of it. Bark lines faded from his body to reveal

  the most curious green tunic. Arms of jade silk, a jacket of lime wool, big brass buttons down the front, and a ridiculous pointed felt hat sprouting a couple of white feathers.




  ‘Going somewhere, pretty ladies?’ He bowed deeply, and doffed his hat.




  Carmitha blinked. His tunic really was green. But it shouldn’t have been, not in this light. ‘Ride!’ she called to the girls.




  ‘Oh, no,’ his voice sounded indignant, a host whose hospitality has proved inadequate. ‘Do stay.’




  One of the small kittledove birds in the tree behind him took flight with an indignant squawk. Its leathery wings folded back, and it dived towards the stallion. Intense blue and purple sparks

  fizzed out of its tail, leaving a contrail of saffron smoke behind it. The tiny organic missile streaked past the stallion’s nose, and skewered into the ground with a wet thud.




  Louise and Genevieve both reached out instinctively to pat and gentle the suddenly skittish stallion. Five more kittledoves were lined up on the pine’s branches, their twittering

  stilled.




  ‘In fact, I insist you stay,’ the green man said, and smiled charmingly.




  ‘Let the girls go,’ Carmitha told him calmly. ‘They’re only children.’




  His eyes lingered on Louise. ‘But growing up so splendidly. Don’t you agree?’




  Louise stiffened.




  Carmitha was about to argue, maybe even plead. But then she saw four more people marching down the road from the farmhouse and the fight went out of her. Taking to her heels would do no good.

  She’d seen what the white fireballs could do to flesh and bone. It was going to be bad enough without adding to the pain.




  ‘Sorry, girls,’ she said lamely.




  Louise gave her a flicker of a smile. She looked at the green man. ‘Touch me, peasant, and my fiancé will make you eat your own balls.’




  Genevieve twisted round in astonishment to study her sister. Then she grinned weakly. Louise winked at her. Paper defiance, but it felt wonderful.




  The green man chortled. ‘Dearie me, and I thought you were a fine young lady.’




  ‘Appearances can be deceptive,’ she told him icily.




  ‘I will enjoy teaching you some respect. I will personally see to it that your possession takes a good many days.’




  Louise glanced briefly in the direction of the four men from the farmhouse who were now standing beside the placid cob. ‘Are you quite sure you have mustered sufficient forces? I

  don’t want you to be too frightened of me.’




  The green man’s laboured smile vanished altogether, as did his debonair manner. ‘Know what, bitch? I’m going to make you watch while I fuck your little sister in

  half.’




  Louise flinched, whitening.




  ‘I believe this has gone far enough.’ It was one of the men who’d arrived from the farm. He walked towards the green man.




  Louise noticed how his legs bowed outward, making his shoulders rock slightly from side to side as he walked. But he was handsome, she acknowledged, with his dark skin and wavy jet-black hair

  tied back in a tiny ponytail. Rugged; backed up by a muscular build. He couldn’t have been more than about twenty, or twenty-one – the same age as Joshua. His dark-blue jacket was

  dreadfully old-fashioned, it had long tails which came to a point just behind his knees. He wore it over a yellow waistcoat, and a white silk shirt that had a tiny turn-down collar complemented

  with a black ruffled tie. Strange apparel, but elegant, too.




  ‘What’s your problem, boy?’ the green man asked, scornfully.




  ‘Is that not apparent, sir? I find it difficult to see how even a gentleman of your tenor can bring it upon himself to threaten three frightened ladies.’




  The green man’s mouth split into a wide smile. ‘Oh you do, do you?’ White fire speared out of his fingers. It struck the newcomer’s blue jacket, and flared wide into

  clawing braids. He stood calmly as the coils of incandescence scrabbled ineffectively across him, as if he wore an overcoat of impervious glass.




  Unperturbed by his failure, the green man swung a fist. It didn’t connect. His opponent ducked back with surprising speed. A fist slammed into the side of the green man’s torso.

  Three ribs shattered from the enhanced blow. He had to exert some of his own energistic strength to stave off the pain, and repair the physical damage. ‘Fuck,’ he spat, shocked by this

  inexplicable recalcitrance on the part of someone who was supposed to be a comrade. ‘What the hell are you doing?’




  ‘I would have thought that obvious, sir,’ the other said behind raised fists. ‘I am defending the honour of these ladies.’




  ‘I don’t believe this,’ the green man exclaimed. ‘Look, let’s just get them possessed, and forget it. OK? Sorry I mouthed off. But that girl has the Devil’s

  own tongue.’




  ‘No, sir, I will not forget your threat to the child. Our Lord may have deemed me unworthy to join Him in Heaven. But still I count myself as more than a beast who would commit rapine upon

  such a delicate flower.’




  ‘Delicate . . . You have got to be fucking joking.’




  ‘Never, sir.’




  The green man threw his hands in the air. He turned to the other three who had accompanied his opponent from the farm. ‘Come on, together we can boil his crazy brain and send him back to

  the beyond. Or maybe you can ignore them pleading to be let back into the world,’ he added significantly.




  The three men exchanged an uneasy glance.




  ‘You may indeed best me,’ the man in the blue jacket said. ‘But if I have to return to that accursed nowhere, I will take at least one of you with me, possibly more. So come

  then, who will it be?’




  ‘I don’t need any of this,’ one of the three muttered. He pushed his way past the other two, and started to walk down the road toward the town.




  The man in the blue jacket gave the remaining two an enquiring look. Both of them shook their heads, and set off down the road.




  ‘What is it with you?’ the green man shouted furiously.




  ‘I believe that is a rhetorical question.’




  ‘OK, so who the hell are you?’




  For a moment his handsome face faltered in its resolution. Pain burned in his eyes. ‘They called me Titreano, once,’ he whispered.




  ‘OK, Titreano. It’s your party. For now. But when Quinn Dexter catches up with you, it’s going to be the morning after like you’ve never fucking believed.’




  He turned on a heel, and stalked off along the road.




  Carmitha finally remembered to breathe again. ‘Oh my God!’ Her knees gave out, and she sat down fast. ‘I thought I was dead.’




  Titreano smiled graciously. ‘You would not have been killed. What they bring is something far worse.’




  ‘Like what?’




  ‘Possession.’




  She gave him a long mistrustful stare. ‘And you’re one of them.’




  ‘To my shame, my lady, I am.’




  Carmitha didn’t know what the hell to believe.




  ‘Please, sir?’ Genevieve asked. ‘What should we do now? Where can Louise and I go?’




  Louise patted Gen’s hands in caution. This Titreano was one of the devils after all, no matter how friendly he appeared to be.




  ‘I do not know this place,’ Titreano said. ‘But I would advise against yonder town.’




  ‘We know that,’ Genevieve said spryly.




  Titreano smiled up at her. ‘Indeed you do. And what is your name, little one?’




  ‘Genevieve. And this is my sister, Louise. We’re Kavanaghs, you know.’




  Carmitha groaned, and rolled her eyes. ‘Christ, that’s all I need right now,’ she mumbled.




  Louise gave her a puzzled frown.




  ‘I regret I have not heard of your family,’ Titreano said in what sounded like sincere regret. ‘But from your pride, I venture it is a great one.’




  ‘We own a lot of Kesteven between us,’ Genevieve said. She was beginning to like this man. He’d stood up to the horrors, and he was polite. Not many grown-ups were polite to

  her, they never seemed to have the time to talk at all. He was very well-spoken, too.




  ‘Kesteven?’ Titreano said. ‘Now that is a name I do know. I believe that it is an area of Lincolnshire. Am I correct?’




  ‘Back on Earth, yes,’ Louise said.




  ‘Back on Earth,’ Titreano repeated incredulously. He glanced over at Duke, then switched to Duchess. ‘Exactly what is this world?’




  ‘Norfolk. It’s an English-ethnic planet.’




  ‘The majority,’ Carmitha said.




  Louise frowned again. Whatever was wrong with the Romany woman?




  Titreano closed his eyes, as if he felt some deep pain. ‘I sailed upon oceans, and I thought no challenge could be greater,’ he said faintly. ‘And now men sail the void between

  stars. Oh, how I remember them. The constellations burning so bright at night. How could I ever have known? God’s creation has a majesty which lays men bare at his feet.’




  ‘You were a sailor?’ Louise asked uncertainly.




  ‘Yes, my lady Louise. I had the honour to serve my king thus.’




  ‘King? There’s no royal family in the Earth’s English state any more.’




  Titreano slowly opened his eyes, revealing only sadness. ‘No king?’




  ‘No. But our Mountbatten family are descended from British royalty. The Prince guards our constitution.’




  ‘So nobility has not yet been overthrown by darkness. Ah well, I should be content.’




  ‘How come you didn’t know about old England?’ Genevieve asked. ‘I mean, you knew about Kesteven being a part of it.’




  ‘What year is this, little one?’




  Genevieve considered protesting about being called ‘little one’, but he didn’t seem to mean it in a nasty way. ‘Year 102 since settlement. But those are Norfolk years;

  they’re four Earth years long. So back on Earth it’s 2611.’




  ‘2611 years since Our Lord was born,’ Titreano said in awe. ‘Dear Heaven. So long? Though the torment I endured felt as if it were eternal.’




  ‘What torment?’ Genevieve asked with innocent curiosity.




  ‘The torment all us damned souls face after they die, little one.’




  Genevieve’s jaw dropped, her mouth forming a wide O.




  ‘You’ve been dead?’ Louise asked, not believing a word of it.




  ‘Yes, lady Louise. I was dead, for over eight hundred years.’




  ‘That’s what you meant by possession?’ Carmitha said.




  ‘Yes, my lady,’ he said gravely.




  Carmitha pinched the top of her nose, wrinkling her brow. ‘And how, exactly, did you come back?’




  ‘I do not know, except a way was opened into this body’s heart.’




  ‘You mean that’s not your body?’




  ‘No. This is a mortal man by the name of Eamon Goodwin, though I now wear my own form above his. I hear him crying inside me.’ He fixed Carmitha with a steady eye. ‘That is why

  the others pursue you. There are millions of souls lost in the torment of beyond. All seek living bodies so they may breathe again.’




  ‘Us?’ Genevieve squeaked.




  ‘Yes, little one. You. I’m sorry.’




  ‘Look, this is all very interesting,’ Carmitha said. ‘Complete drivel, but interesting. However, just in case you haven’t caught hold, right now we are drowning in deep

  shit. I don’t know what you freaks really are, possessed zombies or something nice and simple like xenocs with psychic powers. But when that green bastard reaches Colsterworth he’s

  going to be coming back with a lot of friends. I’ve got to unhitch my horse, and we three’ – her gesture took in the sisters – ‘have got to be long gone.’ She

  arched an eyebrow. ‘Right, Miss Kavanagh?’




  ‘Yes,’ Louise nodded.




  Titreano glanced at the passive cob, then the stallion. ‘If you are serious in your intent, you should travel together in your caravan. None of you has a saddle, and this mighty beast has

  the look of Hercules about him. I’ll wager he can maintain a steady pace for many hours.’




  ‘Brilliant,’ Carmitha snorted. She hopped down onto the hard-packed dirt of the road, and slapped the side of her ruined caravan. ‘We’ll just wait here for a wheelwright

  to come along, shall we?’




  Titreano smiled. He walked over to the ditch where the wheel had fallen in.




  Carmitha’s next acidic phrase died unspoken as he righted the wheel and pushed it (one handed!) up out of the ditch, treating it as though it was a child’s hoop. The wheel was five

  feet in diameter, and made of good, heavy tythorn wood. Three strong men would struggle to lift it between them.




  ‘My God.’ She wasn’t sure if she should be thankful or horrified at such a demonstration. If all of them were like him, then hope had deserted Norfolk long ago.




  Titreano reached the caravan, and bent down.




  ‘You’re not going to . . .’




  He lifted it by the front corner; two, three feet off the road. Carmitha watched as the broken axle slowly straightened itself. The splintered fracture in the middle blurred, then for a brief

  moment the wood appeared to run like a liquid. It solidified. And the axle was whole again.




  Titreano jemmied the wheel back on to the bearing.




  ‘What are you?’ Carmitha whispered weakly.




  ‘I have already explained, my lady,’ Titreano said. ‘What I can never do is bring you to believe what I am. That must come of its own accord, as God wills.’




  He went over to the stallion, and held his arms up. ‘Come on, little one, down you come.’




  Genevieve hesitated.




  ‘Go on,’ Louise said quietly. Plainly, if Titreano had wanted to harm them, he would have done it by now. The more she saw of these strange people, the more her heart blackened. What

  could possibly fight such power?




  Genevieve smiled scampishly, and swung a leg over the stallion. She slithered down his flank into Titreano’s grip.




  ‘Thank you,’ she said as he put her down. ‘And thank you for helping us, too.’




  ‘How could I not? I may be damned, but I am not devoid of honour.’




  Louise got most of the way down the stallion before she accepted his steadying hand. She managed a fast, embarrassed grin of thanks.




  ‘I’m sore all over,’ Genevieve complained, hands rubbing her bottom.




  ‘Where to?’ Louise asked Carmitha.




  ‘I’m not sure,’ the Romany replied. ‘There should be a lot of my folk in the caves above Holbeach. We always gather there if there’s any kind of trouble abroad. You

  can hold those caves for a long time; they’re high in the cliffs, not easy to reach.’




  ‘It would be a short siege this time, I fear,’ Titreano said.




  ‘You got a better idea?’ she snapped back.




  ‘You cannot stay on this island, not if you wish to escape possession. Does this world have ships?’




  ‘Some,’ Louise said.




  ‘Then you should try to buy passage.’




  ‘To go where?’ Carmitha asked. ‘If your kind really are after bodies, exactly where would be safe?’




  ‘That would depend on how swiftly your leaders rally. There will be war, many dreadful battles. There can be nothing less. Both our kinds are fighting for their very existence.’




  ‘Then we must go to Norwich, the capital,’ Louise said decisively. ‘We must warn the government.’




  ‘Norwich is five thousand miles away,’ Carmitha said. ‘A ship would take weeks.’




  ‘We can’t hide here and do nothing.’




  ‘I’m not risking myself on some foolhardy errand, girl. Fat lot of good you precious landowners will be, anyway. What has Norfolk got which can fight off the likes of him.’ She

  waved a hand towards Titreano.




  ‘The Confederation Navy squadron is still here,’ Louise said, her voice raised now. ‘They have fabulous weapons.’




  ‘Of mass destruction. How’s that going to help people who have been possessed? We need to break the possession, not slaughter the afflicted.’




  They glared at each other.




  ‘There’s an aeroambulance based at Bytham,’ Genevieve said brightly. ‘That could reach Norwich in five hours.’




  Louise and Carmitha stared at her. Then Louise broke into a grin, and kissed her sister. ‘Now who’s the clever one?’




  Genevieve smiled round pertly. Titreano made a face at her, and she giggled.




  Carmitha glanced down the road. ‘Bytham’s about a seven-hour journey from here. Assuming we don’t run into any more problems.’




  ‘We won’t,’ Genevieve said. She took hold of Titreano’s hand. ‘Not with you with us.’




  He grinned half-heartedly. ‘I . . .’




  ‘You’re not going to leave us alone?’ a suddenly stricken Genevieve asked.




  ‘Of course not, little one.’




  ‘That’s that, then.’




  Carmitha shook her head. ‘I must be bloody mad even thinking of doing this. Louise, tether your horse to the caravan.’

	Louise did as she was told. Carmitha climbed back up on the caravan, regarding it suspiciously as she put her weight on the driver’s seat. ‘How long is that repair going to last for?’




  ‘I’m not quite sure,’ Titreano said apologetically. He helped Genevieve up beside Carmitha, then hoisted himself up.




  When Louise clambered up, the narrow seat was cramped. She was pressed against Titreano, and not quite sure how she should react to such proximity. If only it were Joshua, she thought

  wistfully.




  Carmitha flicked the reins, and Olivier started forward at an easy trot.




  Genevieve folded her arms in satisfaction, and cocked her head to look up at Titreano. ‘Did you help us at Cricklade as well?’




  ‘How’s that, little one?’




  ‘One of the possessed was trying to stop us from riding away,’ Louise said. ‘She was hit by white fire. We wouldn’t be here otherwise.’




  ‘No, lady Louise. It was not I.’




  Louise settled back into the hard seat, unhappy the mystery hadn’t been solved. But then by today’s standards it was one of the lesser problems confronting her.




  Olivier trotted on down the road as Duke finally disappeared below the wolds. Behind the caravan, more of Colsterworth’s buildings had started to burn.




  *




  Guyana’s naval spaceport was a standard hollow sphere of girders, almost two kilometres in diameter. Like a globular silver-white mushroom on a very thin stalk, it stuck

  out of the asteroid’s rotation axis; the massive magnetic bearings on the end of the connecting spindle allowed it to remain stationary while the colossal rock rolled along its orbital track.

  The surface was built up from circular docking-bays linked together by a filigree of struts and transit tubes. Tanks, generators, crew stations, environmental maintenance machinery, and shark-fin

  thermo-dump panels were jumbled together in the gaps between bays, apparently without reference to any overall design logic.




  Narrow rivers of twinkling star-specks looped around it all, twining in elaborate, interlocked figure-eights. The rivers had a current, their points of light drifting in the same direction at

  the same speed; cargo tugs, personnel commuters, and MSVs, firing their reaction drives to maintain the precise vectors fed to them by traffic control. Ombey’s code three defence alert had

  stirred the spaceport into frantic activity for the second time in twenty-four hours. But this time instead of preparing to receive a single craft, frigates and battlecruisers were departing. Every

  few minutes one of the big spherical Royal Kulu Navy ships would launch from its docking-bay, rising through the traffic lanes of smaller support craft with an arc-bright glare of secondary fusion

  drives. They were racing for higher orbits, each with a different inclination, Strategic Defence Command positioning them so they englobed the entire planet, giving full interception coverage out

  to a million kilometres. If any unidentified ship emerged from a ZTT jump within that region, it would be engaged within a maximum of fifteen seconds.




  Amid the departing warships a lone navy flyer rose from the spaceport. A flattened egg-shape fuselage of dark blue-grey silicolithium-composite, fifty metres long, fifteen wide. Coherent

  magnetic fields wrapped it in a warm golden glow of captured solar wind particles. Ion thrusters fired, manoeuvring it away from the big frigates. Then the fusion tube in the tail ignited, pushing

  it down towards the planet seventy-five thousand kilometres below.




  The one-gee acceleration sucked Ralph Hiltch gently back into his seat, making the floor stand to the vertical. On the seat next to him, his flight bag rolled over once to lie in the crook of the

  cushioning.




  ‘This vector will get us to Pasto spaceport in sixty-three minutes,’ Cathal Fitzgerald datavised from the pilot’s seat.




  ‘Thanks,’ Ralph replied. He widened the channel to include the two G66 troopers. ‘I’d like you all to access the briefing that Skark gave me. This kind of information

  could be critical, and we need all the breaks we can get around here.’




  That earned him a grin and a wave from Dean Folan, a noncommittal grimace from Will Danza. They were both sitting on the other side of the aisle. The sixty-seater cabin seemed deserted with just

  the four of them using it.




  None of his little team had complained or refused to go. Privately he’d made it quite clear they could pull out without any indiscipline action being entered on their file. But

  they’d all agreed, with varying degrees of enthusiasm – even Dean, who had the best excuse of all. He’d been in surgery for seven hours last night, the asteroid’s Navy

  clinic had to rebuild sixty per cent of his arm. The boosted musculature, ruined by the hits he’d taken in Lalonde’s jungle, had to be completely replaced with fresh artificial tissue,

  along with various blood vessels, skin, and nerves. The repair was still wrapped in a green sheath of medical nanonic packaging. But he was looking forward to levelling the score, he’d said

  cheerfully.




  Ralph closed his eyes and let the briefing invade his mind, neural nanonics tabulating it into a sharply defined iconographic matrix. Details of the Xingu continent: a four and a half million

  square kilometre sprawl in the northern hemisphere, roughly diamond-shaped, with a long mountainous ridge of land extending out from its southern corner. The ridge crossed the equator; and

  Ombey’s broad tropical zones meant the entire continent was an ideal farming region, with the one exception of the semi-desert occupying the centre. So far only two-fifths of it was

  inhabited, but with a population of seventy million it was the second most prosperous continent after Esparta, where the capital, Atherstone, was situated.




  After Xingu came the embassy trio, Jacob Tremarco, Savion Kerwin, and Angeline Gallagher. Their career files contained nothing exceptional, they were all regular Kulu Foreign Office staffers,

  loyal, boring, bureaucrats. Visuals, family histories, medical reports. It was all there, and none of it particularly useful apart from the images. Ralph stored them in a neural nanonics memory

  cell, and spliced them with a general characteristics recognition program. He hadn’t forgotten that strange image-shifting ability the sequestrated had demonstrated back on Lalonde. The

  recognition program might give him a slight edge if one of them attempted a disguise, though he didn’t hold out much hope.




  The most promising part of the data package was the series of measures Admiral Farquar and Leonard DeVille, Xingu’s Home Office Minister, had implemented to quarantine the continent and

  trace the embassy trio. All civil traffic was being systematically shut down. Search programs were being loaded into the continent’s data cores, watching for a trail of unexplained temporary

  glitches in processors and power circuits. Public area security monitor cameras had been given the visual pattern of the trio, and police patrols were also being briefed.




  Maybe they’d get lucky, Ralph thought. Lalonde was a backward colony on the arse edge of nowhere, without any modern communications or much in the way of civil authority. But Ombey was part

  of the Kingdom, the society he’d sworn to defend with his life if need be. Because, years ago at university, when he’d discreetly been offered a commission in the agency, he’d

  considered Kulu a worthwhile society. The richest in the Confederation outside Edenism. Strong economically, and militarily; a technology leader. It had a judicial system which kept the average

  citizen safe on the streets, and was even reasonably fair by modern standards. Medical care was socialized. Most people had jobs. Admittedly, ruled by the Saldanas, it was hardly the most democratic

  of systems, but then short of the Edenist Consensus few democratic societies were truly representative. And there were a lot of planets which didn’t even pretend to be egalitarian. So

  he’d swallowed any niggling self-suspicion of radicalism, and agreed to serve his King until his death.




  What he’d seen of the galaxy had only served to strengthen his conviction that he’d done the right thing in taking the oath. The Kingdom was a civilized place compared to most, its

  citizens were entitled to lead their lives without interference. And if that meant the ESA occasionally having to get its hands dirty, then so be it, as far as Ralph was concerned. A society worth

  having is worth protecting.




  And thanks to its own nature, Ombey should definitely be able to cope better than Lalonde, although the very systems which made it more able also gave the enemy a greater opportunity to spread

  its subversion. The virus carriers had been slow to travel on Lalonde. Here they would suffer no such restrictions.




  Cathal Fitzgerald cut the flyer’s fusion drive when they were two hundred kilometres above Xingu. Gravity took over, pulling the flyer down. Its magnetic field expanded, applying subtle

  pressures to the tenuous gases pushing against the fuselage. Buoyant at the centre of a sparkling cushion of ions, the flyer banked to starboard, and began a gentle glide-spiral down towards the

  spaceport below.




  They were a hundred and fifty kilometres high when the flight computer datavised a priority secure signal from Roche Skark into Ralph’s neural nanonics.




  ‘We might have a problem developing,’ the ESA director told him. ‘A civil passenger flight from Pasto to Atherstone is having trouble with its electronic systems, nothing

  critical but the glitches are constant. I’d like to bring you in on the Privy Council Security Committee to advise.’




  ‘Yes, sir,’ Ralph acknowledged. The datavise broadened to a security level one sensenviron conference. Ralph appeared to be sitting at an oval table in a plain white bubble room with

  walls at an indeterminate distance.




  Admiral Farquar was sitting at the head of the table, with Roche Skark and Jannike Dermot flanking him. Ralph’s neural nanonics identified the other three people present. Next to the ISA

  Director was Commander Deborah Unwin, head of Ombey’s strategic-defence network; Ryle Thorne, Ombey’s national Home Office Minister, was placed next to her. Ralph found himself with

  Roche Skark on one side and Leonard DeVille on the other.




  ‘The plane is seven minutes from Atherstone,’ Deborah Unwin said. ‘We have to make a decision.’




  ‘What is the plane’s current status?’ Ralph asked.




  ‘The pilot was instructed to turn back to Pasto by my flight controllers as part of the quarantine procedures. And that’s when he reported his difficulties. He says he’ll be

  endangering the passengers if he has to fly all the way back to Pasto. And if it’s a genuine malfunction he will be.’




  ‘We can hardly go around using our SD platforms on civil aircraft just because they have a dodgy processor,’ Ryle Thorne said.




  ‘On the contrary, sir,’ Ralph said. ‘In this situation we have to maintain a policy of guilty until proven innocent. You cannot allow that plane to land in the capital, not

  under any circumstances. Not now.’




  ‘If he has to fly back to Xingu he may well kill everyone on board,’ the minister protested. ‘The plane could be downed in the ocean.’




  ‘Atherstone has a high proportion of military bases in the surrounding district,’ Admiral Farquar said. ‘If necessary the plane can simply sit on a landing pad surrounded by

  marines until we work out a satisfactory method of detecting if the virus is present.’




  ‘Is the pilot using his neural nanonics to communicate with flight control?’ Ralph asked.




  ‘Yes,’ Deborah said.




  ‘OK, then it’s a reasonable assumption that he’s not been sequestrated. If you can guarantee a landing pad can be guarded securely, I say use it. But the plane must remain

  sealed until we find out what’s happened to the embassy trio.’




  ‘Good enough,’ Admiral Farquar said.




  ‘I’ll put the marines at Sapcoat base on active status as of now,’ Deborah said. ‘That’s over a hundred kilometres from Atherstone. The plane can reach it easily

  enough.’




  ‘A hundred kilometres is a safe enough distance,’ Ryle Thorne said smoothly.




  Ralph didn’t like the minister’s attitude; he seemed to be treating this as if it was a minor natural incident, like a hurricane or earthquake. But then the minister had to go back

  to his constituents every five years and convince them he was acting in their best interests. Ordering SD platforms to fire on their fellow citizens might be hard to explain away in public

  relations terms. That was one of the reasons the royal Saldanas had a parliament to advise them. An insulating layer around the blame. Elected politicians were always culpable and replaceable.




  ‘I’d also suggest that once the plane’s landed you use an orbital sensor satellite to mount a permanent observation on it,’ Ralph said. ‘Just in case there’s

  any attempt to break out. That way we can use the SD platforms as a last resort; sterilize the entire area.’




  ‘That strikes me as somewhat excessive,’ Ryle Thorne said, with elaborate politeness.




  ‘Again, no, sir. On Lalonde the enemy were able to use their electronic-warfare capability to interfere with the LDC’s observation satellite from the ground, they fuzzed the images

  to quite a degree. I’d say this fall-back option is the least we should be doing.’




  ‘Ralph was brought in because of his experience in combating the virus,’ Roche Skark said, smiling at the minister. ‘He got off Lalonde precisely because he instigated these

  kind of protective measures.’




  Ryle Thorne gave a short nod.




  ‘Pity he didn’t protect us from the virus,’ Jannike muttered. Except in a sensenviron context nothing was really sotto voce; all utterances were deliberate.




  Ralph glanced over at her, but the computer-synthesized image of her face gave nothing away.




  *




  Chapman Adkinson was getting mighty tired of the continual stream of datavises he was receiving from flight control. Worried, too. He wasn’t dealing with civil flight

  control at Atherstone any more, they’d gone off-line eight minutes ago. Military protocols were being enforced now, the whole planet’s traffic control was being routed through the Royal

  Navy operations centre on Guyana. And they were none too sympathetic to his condition.




  Esparta was rolling by below the plane; one of the lush national parks which surrounded the capital. A jungle scarred only by the occasional Roman-straight motorway and dachas belonging to the

  aristocracy. The ocean was five minutes behind them.




  His neural nanonics were accessing the external sensors, but the visual image was only being analysed in secondary mode, mainly to back up the inertial-guidance system which he no longer wholly

  trusted. He was concentrating on schematics of the plane’s systems, twenty per cent of the on-board processors were suffering from random drop-outs. Some had come back on-line after a few

  seconds, others remained dead. The diagnostic programs he ran simply couldn’t pinpoint the problem. And, even more disturbing, in the last fifteen minutes he’d been experiencing spikes

  and reductions in the power circuits.




  That was what had made him argue with the military controllers. Processor glitches were an acceptable menace, there was so much redundancy built into the plane’s electronic architecture it

  could survive an almost total shutdown; but power loss was in a different hazard category altogether. Chapman Adkinson had already decided that if they did try and force him to fly back over the

  ocean he was going to ditch there and then, and to hell with the penalties they’d load into his licence. The biohazard in Xingu couldn’t be that lethal, surely?




  ‘Chapman, stand by for some updated landing coordinates,’ Guyana’s flight controller datavised. ‘We’re diverting you.’




  ‘Where to?’ Chapman asked sceptically.




  ‘Sapcoat base. They’re prepping a clean reception area for you. Looks like the passengers are going to have to stay on board for a while once you’re down.’




  ‘As long as we get down.’




  The coordinates came through, and Chapman fed them directly into the flight computer. Twelve minutes to Sapcoat. He could accept that. The plane banked gently to port, and began to curve away

  from the city which lay somewhere beyond the horizon’s black and silver heat shimmer.




  It was a signal for the glitches to quadruple. Circuits began to drop out at a frightening rate. A quarter of the systems schematic flicked to a daunting black, leaving only ghostly colourless

  outlines where functional hardware had been a moment before. Power to the two rear starboard compressors failed completely. He could hear the high-pitched background whine deepening as the blades

  slowed. The flight computer’s compensation program went primary, but too many control surfaces had shut down for it to be truly effective.




  ‘Mayday, mayday,’ Chapman datavised. Even his primary transmitter had failed. Back-up processors were activated. The fuselage began to vibrate and judder, as the plane was ploughing

  through a patch of choppy air.




  ‘What is it?’ flight control asked.




  ‘Losing power and height. Systems failure rate increasing. Shit! I just lost the tail rudder databus.’ He datavised an emergency code into the flight computer. A silvery piston slid

  out of the horseshoe console in front of him, a dull chrome-red pistol grip on the end. It reached his lap, and rotated silently through ninety degrees. Chapman grabbed it. Manual control. Christ,

  I’ve never used one outside of Aviation Authority simulations!




  The datavise bandwidth to the flight computer started to shrink. He prioritized the schematic to display absolute essentials. Holographic displays on the console came alive, duplicating the

  information.




  ‘Find me a flat patch of land – now, damn it!’ How he was going to bring the plane down in VTOL configuration with both the starboard compressors out wasn’t something he

  wanted to think about. Maybe a motorway, and use it like a runway?




  ‘Request denied.’




  ‘What?’




  ‘You may not land anywhere but the authorized coordinate.’




  ‘Fuck you! We’re going to crash.’




  ‘Sorry, Chapman, you cannot land anywhere outside Sapcoat.’




  ‘I can’t reach Sapcoat.’ His datavised control linkage to the flight computer began to fail. The pistol grip shifted slightly in his hand, and he felt the plane tilt

  in tandem.




  Careful! he told himself. A firm pressure on the grip, and the nose began to edge back. The holographic horizon graphic showed he was still in a shallow dive. More pressure, and the descent rate

  slowed.




  The door into the cockpit slid open. Chapman Adkinson was wired too tight to care. It was supposed to be codelocked, but the way hardware was crashing . . .




  ‘Why have you altered course?’




  Chapman shot a quick glance over his shoulder. The guy was dressed in a cheap suit, five years out of date. He wasn’t just calm, he was serene. Incredible! He must feel the plane’s

  buffeting.




  ‘Technical problem,’ Chapman managed to gasp. ‘We’re putting down at the nearest landing pad that can handle an emergency.’ The pistol grip was fighting his every

  movement. And now the holographic displays were wobbling. He wasn’t sure if he could trust them any more. ‘Get back into your seat now, feller.’




  The man simply walked up behind the pilot’s chair, and slid his head over Chapman’s shoulder, peering out of the narrow curving windscreen. ‘Where is Atherstone?’




  ‘Look, pal—’ Pain lanced deep into his thigh. Chapman grunted roughly at the shock of it. The man’s left index finger was resting lightly on his leg, a small circle of

  his uniform’s trouser fabric was burning around it.




  Chapman swatted at the small blue flames, eyes blinking away sudden tears. His thigh muscle was smarting abominably.




  ‘Where is Atherstone?’ the man repeated. ‘I have to go there.’




  Chapman found his calmness more unnerving than the plane’s failure. ‘Listen, I wasn’t joking when I said we had technical problems. We’re going to be lucky if we make it

  over this sodding jungle. Forget about Atherstone.’




  ‘I will hurt you again, harder this time. And I will keep on hurting you until you take me to Atherstone.’




  I’m being hijacked! The realization was as staggering as it was improbable. Chapman gagged at the man. ‘You have got to be kidding!’




  ‘No joke, Captain. If you do not land in the capital, I will see to it you don’t land anywhere.’




  ‘Holy Christ.’




  ‘Atherstone. Now where is it?’




  ‘To the west somewhere. Christ, I’m not sure where. Inertial guidance has packed up.’




  A mirthless smile appeared on the man’s face. ‘Then head west. It is a big city. I’m confident we’ll see it from this height.’




  Chapman did nothing. Then winced as the man reached past him. He put his hand on the windscreen, palm flat. Horrifyingly deep white cracks splintered outward.




  ‘Atherstone.’ It was an order.




  ‘OK. Just take your goddam hand off that.’ The windscreen was artificial sapphire, for God’s sake. You couldn’t crack it by leaning on it. A neural nanonics status check

  showed him half his synaptic augmentation had crashed, and virtually all the memory cells had shut down. But there was enough capacity for a datavise. ‘Code F emergency,’ he shot at the

  flight computer. Followed by a small prayer that it hadn’t glitched completely yet.




  ‘ISA Duty Officer,’ came the response. ‘What’s happening?’

  Chapman used the last of his neural nanonics’ capacity to issue a metabolic override, keeping his face perfectly composed. He must not betray the silent conversation by a twitch of emotion. ‘Attempted hijacking. And the plane’s falling apart around me.’




  ‘How many hijackers?’




  ‘Just one, I think. Can’t access the cabin cameras.’




  ‘What does he want?’




  ‘He says he wants to go to Atherstone.’




  ‘What sort of weapon is he using?’




  ‘Not sure. Nothing visible. Some kind of implant. Maybe a thermal induction field generator. He burnt my leg, and damaged the windscreen.’




  ‘Thank you. Hold, please.’




  Like I can do something else, Chapman thought acidly. He flicked a curious glance at the man, who was still standing to one side of the chair. His face was as emotionless as Chapman’s.




  The plane rocked alarmingly. Chapman tried to damp it down by swaying the pistol grip to compensate for the erratic motion. On a plane with fully responsive control surfaces it might have

  worked, here it just slewed the tail round. He noticed the nose had dropped a couple of degrees again.




  ‘If you don’t mind me asking, what’s so bloody important in Atherstone that you’ve got to pull this crazy stunt?’




  ‘People,’ the man said blandly.




  Some of the man’s calmness was infiltrating Chapman’s own mind. He pulled back on the pistol grip, easing the nose up until they were level again. Nothing to it. At least there were

  no more systems dropping out, the malfunctions appeared to have plateaued. But landing would be a bitch.




  ‘Chapman,’ the ISA duty officer datavised. ‘Please try and give us a visual of the hijacker. It’s very important.’




  ‘I’m down to about two kilometres altitude here, seventy per cent of my systems have failed, and all you want is to see what he looks like?’




  ‘It will help us evaluate the situation.’




  Chapman gave the man a sideways glance, loading the image into one of his remaining three functional memory cells. His datavise bit rate was now so low it took an entire second to relay the

  file.




  Ralph Hiltch watched the pixels slowly clot together above the bubble room’s table. ‘Savion Kerwin,’ he said, unsurprised.




  ‘Without a doubt,’ Admiral Farquar acknowledged.




  ‘That plane left Pasto ninety minutes after their spaceplane landed,’ Jannike Dermot said. ‘They obviously intend to spread the virus as wide as possible.’




  ‘As I’ve been telling you,’ Roche Skark said. ‘Ralph, do you think he’s infected anyone else on the plane?’




  ‘Quite possibly, sir. The flight computer and Chapman’s neural nanonics are obviously being assaulted by a very powerful electronic-warfare field. It might be several of them acting

  in unison, or it could just be Savion Kerwin’s proximity to the electronic systems, after all the flight computer is housed below the cockpit decking. But we really can’t take the

  chance.’




  ‘Agreed,’ Admiral Farquar said.




  Chapman Adkinson waited for fifteen seconds after he’d datavised the visual file. The crippled flight computer reported the communication channel was being maintained. Nothing happened,

  there was no update from the ISA officer.




  A Royal Kulu Navy Reserve officer himself, Chapman knew of the response procedures for civil emergencies. Rule of thumb: the longer it took to come to a decision, the higher up the command

  structure the problem was being bumped. This one must be going right to the top. To the people authorized to make life-or-death decisions.




  Intuition or just a crushing sense of doom, Chapman Adkinson started laughing gleefully.




  The man turned to give him a strange look. ‘What?’




  ‘You’ll see, feller, soon enough. Tell me, are you the biohazard?’




  ‘Am I a—’




  The X-ray laser struck the plane while it was still eighty kilometres away from Atherstone. Ombey’s low-orbit SD platform weapons could hit combat wasps while they were still two and a

  half thousand kilometres distant. The plane was a mere three hundred kilometres beneath the platform which Deborah Unwin activated. Oxygen and nitrogen atoms in the lower atmosphere simply cracked

  into their subatomic constituents as the X-ray punched through the air, a searing purple lightning bolt eighty kilometres long. At its tip, the plane detonated into an ionized fog which billowed

  out like a miniature neon cyclone. Scraps of flaming, highly radioactive wreckage rained down on the pristine jungle below.




  





  2




  He was actually born in the United States of America, though few people ever liked to admit that particular fact, then or afterwards. His parents were from Naples; and southern

  Italians were universally looked down on and despised even by other poor immigrant groups, let alone the superior intellectuals of the time who openly stated their hatred of such an inferior breed

  of humans. As a consequence, few biographers and historians ever admitted the simple truth. He was, above all, a bona fide made in America monster.




  His birthplace was Brooklyn, on the chilly winter’s day of 17 January 1899, the fourth son of Gabriele and Teresina. At that time the district was home to a seething mass of such

  burgeoning immigrant families trying to build fresh lives for themselves in this new land of promise. Work was hard, labour cheap, the infamous city political machine strong, and the street gangs

  and racketeers prominent. But amongst all these difficulties his father managed to earn enough to support his family. And as a barber he did so independently and honestly, rare enough in that time

  and place.




  Gabriele’s son never followed that route; there were just too many odds stacked against him. The whole Brooklyn environment seemed designed to turn its young male population from the

  good.




  After being expelled from school at fourteen for fighting with his (female) teacher he began running errands for the local Association chief. One of the lowest of the low. But he learned; of

  men’s vices and what they would do to obtain them, of the money to be made, of loyalty to his own, and most of all what people gave the Association’s leader: respect. A commodity no one

  ever showed him or his father. Respect was the key to the world. A man who was respected had everything, a prince among men.




  It was during this criminal apprenticeship that the ultimate seeds of his destruction were sown, ironically by himself. He contracted syphilis in one of the many seedy brothels which local boys

  of his age and background visited on a regular basis. Like most people he survived the first stage, the boils on his tender genitalia healing within a couple of weeks. Nor did the second stage

  disturb him to any great extent; an equally short time spent suffering what he convinced himself was a bad case of flu.




  Had he visited a doctor he would have been told that it is the tertiary stage which proves lethal in a fifth of those infected, eating away at the frontal lobes of the brain. But once the second

  stage has passed, the malicious disease becomes dormant for a long time, sometimes measurable in decades, lulling its victim into a false sense of security. He saw no reason to share the

  humiliating knowledge.




  Paradoxically, it was this very disease which contributed to his inexorable rise over the next fifteen years. Because of the nature of its attack on the brain it amplified its victim’s

  personality traits. Traits which in his case had been forged in turn-of-the-century Brooklyn. They comprised contempt, hostility, anger in tandem with violence, greed, treachery, and guile.

  Excellent survival qualities for that particular dead-end district, but in a more civilized environment they set him apart. A barbarian in the city.




  In 1920 he moved to Chicago. Within months he was heavily involved with one of the major syndicates. Until that era the syndicates ran the rackets and the brothels and the gambling joints, and

  raked in a good deal of hard currency. And at that relatively insignificant level they might well have remained. But that was the year when Prohibition came into effect throughout the nation.




  The speakeasies opened, the back-alley breweries flourished. Money flooded into the coffers of the syndicates, millions upon millions of easy, dirty dollars. It gave them a power base they had

  never dreamed of before. They bought the police, they owned the mayor and most of City Hall, they intimidated the crusading newspapers and laughed at the law. But money brought its own special

  problem. Everybody could see how vast the market was, how profitable. They all wanted a cut.




  And that was where he finally came into his own. Whole districts of Chicago degenerated into war zones as gangs and syndicates and bosses fought like lions for territory. With the neurosyphilis

  gradually eroding his rationality he emerged from the ranks of his contemporaries as the most ruthless, the most successful, and the most feared gang boss of them all. Quirks became vainglorious

  eccentricities; he opened soup kitchens for the poor; for slain colleagues he threw funeral parades which brought the entire city to a halt; he craved publicity and held press conferences to

  promote his magnanimity in giving people what they really wanted; he sponsored broke jazz musicians. His flamboyance became as legendary as his brutality.




  At its height his tyranny was sufficient to be raised by the White House. Nothing the authorities did ever seemed to make the slightest difference. Arrests, inquiries, indictments; he bought his

  way out with his money, while his reputation (and associates) kept witnesses silent.




  So government did what government always does when confronted with an opposition which can’t be brought down by fair and legal means. It cheated.




  His trial for tax evasion was later described as a legal lynching. The Treasury made up new rules, and proved he was guilty of breaking them. A man who was both directly and indirectly

  responsible for the deaths of hundreds of people was sentenced to eleven years in jail over delinquent taxes to the total of $215,080.




  His atrocious reign was ended, but his life took another sixteen years to wither. In his latter years, with the neurosyphilis raging in his head, he lost all grip on reality, seeing visions and

  hearing voices. His mind now roamed through a purely imaginary state.




  His body ceased to function in a peaceful enough manner on 25 January 1947, in a big house in Florida, surrounded by his grieving family. But when you are already utterly insane, there is little

  noticeable difference from your very own delusory universe and the distorted torment of the beyond into which your soul slips.




  Over six hundred years passed.




  The entity which emerged from the beyond into the fractured, bleeding body of Brad Lovegrove, fourth assistant manager (urban sanitation maintenance division) of the Tarosa metamech corp of New

  California, didn’t even realize he was back in living reality. Not to start with, anyway.




  The first possessed being to reach New California did so on a cargo starship from Norfolk, one of the twenty-two insurgents Edmund Rigby had created in Boston. His name was Emmet Mordden, and as

  soon as he reached the planet’s surface he began the process of conquest; snatching people off the streets and the autoways, inflicting agonizing injuries to weaken their spirits and open

  their minds to receive the souls in the beyond.




  It was a small band of possessed filtering unobtrusively through the boulevards of San Angeles in the days which followed, slowly building up their own ranks. Like all of the possessed emerging

  across the Confederation they had no distinct strategy, simply a single driving impulse to bring more souls back from the beyond.




  But this one among them was of no use to the cause. His mind shattered, he could relate to no external stimuli. He shouted hysterical warnings to his brother Frank, he wept, he delivered huge

  monologues about his shoe factory where he promised he’d give them all work, tiny spits of energy would fly from him without warning, he giggled constantly, he shat his pants and started

  slinging it about. Whenever they brought him food his energistic ability would turn it to the image of hot spicy pasta which gave off an appalling stink.




  After two days, the growing cabal simply left him behind in the disused shop they’d been using as a base. Had they bothered to check him before they left they would have noticed that the

  behaviour was slightly more moderate, the talk more coherent.




  Psychotic thought patterns which had formed in the early 1940s and run on unchecked for six centuries had finally begun to operate within a healthy neuron structure once more. There were no

  chemical imbalances, no spirochaete bacteria, not even traces of mild alcohol toxicology, for Lovegrove didn’t drink. His sanity gradually returned as thought processes began to move in more

  natural cycles.




  He felt his mind and memories coming together as though he was emerging from the worst cocaine trip ever (his longtime vice back in the 1920s). For hours he simply lay on the floor trembling as

  events tumbled through his expanding consciousness. Events which sickened the heart, but which belonged to him nonetheless.




  He never heard the shop’s service door open, the surprised grunt of the realtor agent, the heavy footsteps marching towards him. A hand closed round his shoulder, and shook him

  strongly.




  ‘Hey, dude, how did you get in here?’




  He flinched violently, and looked up to see a man in a very strange helmet, as if glossy green beetle wings had folded over his skull. Blank, golden bubble eyes stared down at him. He screamed,

  and spun over. The equally startled realtor took a pace backwards, reaching for the illegal nervejam stick in his jacket pocket.




  Despite six hundred years of technological development he could still recognize a hand weapon when he saw one. Of course, the real give-away was the expression of superiority and nervous relief

  on the realtor’s face; the one every frightened man wears when a piece has suddenly swung the odds back in his favour.




  He drew his own gun. Except it wasn’t exactly a draw – no holster. One second he wanted a gun, the next his fingers were gripping a Thompson sub-machine-gun. He fired. And the

  once-familiar roar of the weapon nicknamed a trench broom hammered his ears again. A curiously white flame emerged from the barrel as he trained it on the cowering figure of the realtor, fighting

  the upwards kick.




  Next, all that was left was a mangled jerking body pumping gallons of blood onto the bare carbon-concrete floor. The craterous wounds were smoking, as if the bullets had been incendiaries.




  Bulge-eyed and horrified, he stared at the corpse for a moment, then barfed helplessly. His head was whirling as though the eternal nightmare was returning to clasp him once more.




  ‘Christ no,’ he groaned. ‘No more of that crap. Please.’ The Thompson sub-machine-gun had vanished as mysteriously as it had appeared. Ignoring the nausea which sent

  shivers down every limb he staggered out through the door and into the street. Crazy images mugged him. His head slowly tipped back to view the pulp-magazine fantasy into which he had emerged. Low

  wispy clouds scudding in from the ocean were sliced apart by the chromeglass sword-blade skyscrapers which made up downtown San Angeles. Prismatic light gleamed and sparkled off every surface. A

  city of a hundred towering multicoloured mirrors. Then he saw the naked crescent of a small reddish moon directly overhead. Starship exhausts swarmed casually across the cobalt sky like

  incandescent fireflies. His jaw dropped in absolute bewilderment. ‘Goddam, what the hell is this place?’ demanded Alphonse Capone.




  *




  Ombey’s rotation had carried the Xingu continent fully into the centre of the darkside as the Royal Navy flyer Ralph Hiltch was using passed over the outskirts of Pasto.

  The city was situated on the western coast, growing out from the Falling Jumbo seaport in a sustained hundred-year development spree. It was flat country, ideal for urbanization, placing minimal

  problems in the path of the ambitious civil engineers. Most of the level districts were laid out in geometric patterns, housing estates alternating with broad parks and elaborate commercial

  districts. Hills, such as they were, had been claimed by the richer residents for their chateaux and mansions.




  Accessing the flyer’s sensor suite, Ralph could see them standing proud in their own lakes of illumination at the centre of large sable-black grounds. The narrow, brightly lit roads which

  wound round the hills were the only curves amid the vast grid of brilliant orange lines spread out below him. Pasto looked so beautifully crisp and functional, a grand symbol of the Kingdom’s

  economic prowess, like a merit badge pinned on the planet.




  And somewhere down there, amid all that glittering regimented architecture and human dynamism, were people who could bring the whole edifice crashing down. Probably within a couple of days,

  certainly no more than a week.




  Cathal Fitzgerald angled the flyer towards the big cube-shaped building which was the Xingu Police Force headquarters. They landed on a roof pad, at the end of a row of small arrowhead-planform

  hypersonic planes.




  Two people were waiting for Ralph at the bottom of the airstairs. Landon McCullock, the police commissioner; a hale seventy-year-old, almost two metres tall, with thick crew-cut ginger hair,

  dressed in a midnight-blue uniform with several silver stripes on his right arm. Beside him was Diana Tiernan, the Police Department’s Technology Division chief, a fragile, elderly woman who

  was dwarfed by her superior officer, a contrast which tended to emphasize her scholarly appearance.




  ‘I appreciate you coming down,’ Landon said, as he shook hands with Ralph. ‘It can’t have been an easy choice for you to face this thing again. The data package briefing

  I’ve had from Admiral Farquar gave me a nasty jolt. My people aren’t exactly geared up to cope with this kind of incident.’




  ‘Who is?’ Ralph said, a shade too mordantly. ‘But we coped on Lalonde; and we aim to do a little better here.’




  ‘Glad to hear it,’ Landon said gruffly. He nodded crisply to the other three ESA agents coming down the airstairs and Will and Dean carrying their combat gear in a couple of bulky

  bags. His lips twitched in a memory-induced smile of admiration as he eyed the two G66 division troops. ‘Been a while since I was at that end of an operation,’ he murmured.




  ‘Any update on the plane which was shot down?’ Ralph asked as they all walked towards the waiting lift.




  ‘Nobody survived, if that’s what you mean,’ Diana Tiernan said. She gave Ralph a curious look. ‘Was that what you meant?’




  ‘They’re tough bastards,’ Will said curtly.




  She shrugged. ‘I accessed a recording of Adkinson’s datavise. This energy-manipulation ability Savion Kerwin demonstrated seemed quite extraordinary.’




  ‘He didn’t show you a tenth of what he could do,’ Ralph said.




  The lift doors closed, and they descended to the command centre. A windowless room which took up half of the floor, it had been designed to handle every conceivable civil emergency, from a plane

  crash in the heart of a city to outright civil war. Twenty-four separate coordination hubs were arranged in three rows, circles of consoles with fifteen operators apiece. Their access authority to

  the continent’s net was absolute, providing them with unparalleled sensor coverage and communication linkages.




  When Ralph walked in every seat was taken, the air seemed almost solid with the laserlight speckles thrown off by hundreds of individual AV projection pillars. He saw Leonard DeVille sitting at

  Hub One, a raised ring of consoles in the middle of the room. The Home Office Minister’s welcoming handshake lacked the sincerity of McCullock’s.




  Ralph was quickly introduced to the others at Hub One: Warren Aspinal, the Prime Minister of the Xingu continental parliament; Vicky Keogh; who was McCullock’s deputy, and Bernard Gibson,

  the police Armed Tactical Squad commander. One of the AV pillars was projecting an image of Admiral Farquar.




  ‘All air traffic was shut down twenty minutes ago,’ said Landon McCullock. ‘Even the police patrol plane flights are down to a complete minimum.’




  ‘And the crews of those that are still in the air have been required to datavise files from their neural nanonics to us here,’ Diana said. ‘That way we can be reasonably

  certain that none of them have been infected by Tremarco or Gallagher.’




  ‘There was an awful lot of traffic using the city roads when I flew over,’ Ralph said. ‘I’d like to see that shut down now. I can’t emphasize enough that we must

  restrict the population’s movement.’




  ‘It’s only ten o’clock in Pasto,’ Leonard DeVille said. ‘People are still on their way home, others are out for the evening and will want to return later. If you

  shut down the city’s ground traffic now you will cause an astounding level of confusion. One which would be beyond the police force’s ability to resolve for hours. And we must have the

  police in reserve to deal with the embassy people when we detect them. We thought it made more sense to allow everyone to go home as normal, then introduce the curfew. That way, the vast majority

  will be confined to their houses come tomorrow morning. And if Tremarco and Gallagher have started infecting them, any outbreak will be localized, which means we should be able to isolate it

  relatively easily.’




  Sit down and make an impact, why not? Ralph thought sourly. I’m supposed to listen and advise, not barge in and act like a loudmouth arsehole. Damn, but Kerwin and the plane have me hyped

  too hot.




  Trying to hide how foolish he felt, he asked: ‘What time will you introduce the curfew?’




  ‘One o’clock,’ the Prime Minister said. ‘Only diehard nightbirds will still be out and about then. Thank heavens it’s not Saturday night. We really would have been

  in trouble then.’




  ‘OK, I can live with that,’ Ralph said. There was a quick victory smile on DeVille’s face, which Ralph chose to ignore. ‘What about the other cities and towns; and more

  importantly the motorways?’




  ‘All Xingu’s urban areas are having their curfew enacted at one o’clock,’ McCullock said. ‘The continent’s got three time zones, so it’ll be phased in

  from the east. As for the motorways, we’re already shutting down their traffic, so cities and major towns are going to be segregated. That wasn’t a problem, all motorway vehicles are

  supervised by the Transport Department route- and flow-management computers. It’s the vehicles on the minor roads which are giving us a headache; they’re all switched to autonomous

  control processors. And even worse are the farm vehicles out there in the countryside, half of those bloody things have manual steering.’




  ‘We estimate it will take another three hours to completely shut down all ground traffic movement,’ Diana said. ‘At the moment we’re setting up an interface between

  Strategic Defence Command and our police Traffic Division. That way when the low-orbit SD sensor satellites locate a vehicle moving on a minor road they’ll perform an identification sweep and

  catalogue it. Traffic Division will then datavise the control processor to halt. For manually operated vehicles we’ll have to dispatch a patrol car.’ A hand waved lamely in the air.

  ‘That’s the theory, anyway. A continent-wide detection and identification operation is going to tie up an awful lot of processing power, which we really can’t spare right now. If

  we’re not very careful we’ll wind up with a capacity shortfall.’




  ‘I thought that was impossible in this day and age,’ Warren Aspinal interjected mildly.




  Diana’s humour became stem. ‘Under normal circumstances, yes. But what we’re attempting to do has no precedent.’ She offered the others sitting at Hub One a reluctant

  shrug. ‘My team have got three AIs in the basement and two at the university which are attempting to access and analyse every single processor in the city simultaneously. It’s a

  refinement of Admiral Farquar’s idea of tracking the energy virus through the electronic distortion it generates. We’ve seen it demonstrated on Adkinson’s plane, so we know the

  approximate nature of the beast. All we have to do is perform the most massive correlation exercise ever mounted; find out which processors have suffered glitches during the last eight hours, and

  cross-reference the time and geographical location. If it happened to several unrelated processors in the same area at the same time, then it’s a good chance the glitch was caused by someone

  who has the virus.’




  ‘Every processor?’ Vicky Keogh queried.




  ‘Every single one.’ Just for a moment, Diana’s dried up face wore an adolescent’s smile. ‘From public net processors to street light timers, AV adverts, automatic

  doors, vending machines, mechanoids, personal communication blocks, household supervisor arrays. The lot.’




  ‘Will it work?’ Ralph asked.




  ‘No reason why not. As I said, there’s a possible capacity problem, and the AIs might not manage to format the correlation program within the time-frame we need. But when the program

  comes on-line it should provide us with the electronic equivalent of footprints in snow.’




  ‘And then what?’ Warren Aspinal asked quietly. ‘That’s what you were really brought down here for, Ralph. What do we do with these people if we find them? There is

  something of a political dimension involved in using the SD systems every time we locate one of the afflicted. I don’t dispute the necessity of eliminating Adkinson’s plane. And people

  will certainly agree to us using force to obliterate the threat to start with. But ultimately we have to find a method of eradicating the energy virus itself, and without damaging the victim. Not

  even the Princess can go on authorizing such destruction for ever, not when it’s aimed against the Kingdom’s own subjects.’




  ‘We’re working on it,’ said Admiral Farquar. ‘Gerald Skibbow is going into personality debrief right now. If we can find out how he was infected, and how he was purged,

  then we ought to be able to come up with a solution, some kind of countermeasure.’




  ‘How long will that take?’ Leonard DeVille asked.




  ‘Insufficient information,’ the Admiral answered. ‘Skibbow isn’t very strong. They’re going to have to go easy on him.’




  ‘Yet if our preparations are to mean anything,’ Landon McCullock said, ‘we have to catch the embassy duo tonight, or tomorrow morning at the latest. And not just them, but

  anyone they’ve come into contact with. This situation could escalate beyond our ability to contain. We must have a policy ready for dealing with them. So far the only thing we know that works

  is overwhelming firepower.’




  ‘I’ve got two things to offer,’ Ralph said. He looked at Bernard Gibson, and gave him a penitent smile. ‘Your squads are going to have to take the brunt of this,

  especially to start with.’




  The police AT squad commander grinned. ‘What we get paid for.’




  ‘OK, here it is, then. First off, contact with someone who is carrying the energy virus doesn’t necessarily mean you contract it yourself. Will and Dean are excellent proof of that.

  They captured Skibbow, they manhandled him, they were in very close proximity to him for hours, and they’re both fine. Also, I was on the Ekwan with the embassy trio for a week, and

  I wasn’t infected.




  ‘Secondly, despite their power they can be intimidated into submission. But you have to be prepared to use ultraviolence against them, and they have to know that. One hint of weakness, one

  hesitation, and they’ll hit you with everything they’ve got. So when we do find the first one, it’ll be me and my team which heads the actual assault. OK?’




  ‘I’m not arguing so far,’ Bernard Gibson said.




  ‘Good. What I envisage is spreading the experience of an assault in the same fashion the virus is spread. Everyone who is with me on the first assault will be able to familiarize

  themselves with what has to be done. After that you assign them to head their own squads for the next round of captures, and so on. That way we have your whole division brought up to speed as

  swiftly as possible.’




  ‘Fine. And what do we do with them once we’ve subdued them?’




  ‘Shove them into zero-tau.’




  ‘You think that’s what got rid of Skibbow’s virus?’ Admiral Farquar asked sharply.




  ‘I believe it’s a good possibility, sir. He was extremely reluctant to enter the pod in Ekwan. Right up until then he was quite docile. When he found out we were going to

  put him in the pod, he became almost hysterical. I think he was frightened. And certainly when he came out at this end the virus was gone.’




  ‘Excellent,’ Warren Aspinal smiled at Ralph. ‘That course of action is certainly more palatable than lining them all up against a wall and shooting them.’




  ‘Even if zero-tau isn’t responsible for erasing the virus, we know it can contain them the same way it holds ordinary people,’ Ralph said. ‘We can keep them in stasis

  until we do find a permanent solution.’




  ‘How many zero-tau pods have we got available?’ Landon asked Diana.




  The Technology Division chief had a long blink while her neural nanonics chased down the relevant files. ‘Here in the building there are three. Probably another ten or fifteen in the city

  in total. They tend to be used almost exclusively by the space industry.’




  ‘There’s five thousand unused pods in the Ekwan right now,’ Ralph pointed out. ‘That ought to be enough if this AI correlation program works. Frankly, if we need

  more than that, we’ve lost.’




  ‘I’ll get some maintenance crews to start disconnecting them straight away,’ Admiral Farquar said. ‘We can send them down to you in cargo flyers on automatic

  pilot.’




  ‘That just leaves us with forcing infected people into them,’ Ralph said. He caught Bernard’s gaze. ‘Which is going to be even worse than capturing them.’




  ‘Possible trace,’ Diana announced without warning as she received a datavise from one of the AIs. Everyone sitting at Hub One turned their attention on her. ‘It’s a taxi

  which left the spaceport twenty minutes after the embassy trio’s spaceplane arrived. The vehicle’s processor array started suffering some strange glitches five minutes later. Contact

  was lost after a further two minutes. But it can’t have been a total shutdown, because traffic control has no record of a breakdown in that sector this afternoon. It simply dropped out of the

  route-and-flow control loop.’




  *




  The warehouse which housed Mahalia Engineering Supplies was sealed up tight, one of twenty identical buildings lined up along the southern perimeter of the industrial park,

  separated from its neighbour by strips of ancient concrete and ranks of spindly trees planted to break the area’s harshness. It was seventy metres long by twenty-five wide and fifteen high;

  dark-grey composite panels without a single window. From outside it looked inert, innocuous, if somewhat spurned of late. Furry tufts of Ombey’s aboriginal vegetation were rooting in the

  gutters. Denuded chassis of ancient farm vehicles were stacked three or four deep along one wall, sleeting rust onto the concrete.




  Ralph focused his shell-helmet’s sensors on the broad roll-up door in the centre of the end wall fifty metres in front of him. It had taken him and his team four minutes to get here from

  police headquarters in one of the force’s hypersonics, following the city-wide trail of route-and-flow processor drop-outs located by Diana and the AIs. Three police Armed Tactical squads had

  also been dispatched to the industrial park, under orders from Bernard Gibson. In total, eight of the little planes had landed, encircling the warehouse at a five hundred metre distance.




  There wasn’t a single crack of light leaking round the door. No sign of life. Infra-red didn’t reveal much, either. He scanned along the side of the building again.




  ‘The conditioning unit is on,’ Ralph observed. ‘I can see the motor’s heat, and the grille’s venting. Someone’s in there.’




  ‘Do you want us to infiltrate a nanonic sensor?’ Nelson Akroid asked. He was the AT squad’s captain, a stocky man in his late thirties, barely coming up to Ralph’s

  shoulder. Not quite the image one expected from someone in his profession, although Ralph was used to the more bulky G66 troops. But then he suspected Nelson Akroid would be a healthy opponent in

  any hand-to-hand fighting, he had the right kind of subdued competence.




  ‘It’s a big building, plenty of opportunities for ambush,’ Nelson Akroid said. ‘We’d benefit from positioning them exactly. And my technical operators are good. The

  hostiles would never know they’d been infiltrated.’ He sounded eager, which could be a flaw given this situation. Ralph couldn’t imagine him and his squad seeing much active duty

  on Ombey. Their lot was more likely endless drills and exercises, the curse of any specialist field.




  ‘No nanonics,’ Ralph said. ‘We could never depend on them anyway. I want the penetration team to deploy using standard search and seizure procedures. We can’t believe any

  information from a sensor, so I want them going in fully alert.’




  ‘Yes, sir.’




  ‘Diana?’ he datavised. ‘What can the AIs tell me?’




  ‘No change. There are no detectable glitches in the warehouse processors it can access. But there’s very little electronic activity in there anyway, the office and administration

  systems are all switched off, so that doesn’t mean much.’




  ‘What’s the taxi’s maximum capacity?’




  ‘Six. And the Industry Department says Mahalia employs fifteen staff. They service and distribute parts for agricultural machinery right across the continent.’




  ‘OK, we’ll assume the worst case. A minimum of twenty-one possible hostiles. Thanks, Diana.’




  ‘Ralph, the AIs have discovered another two possible glitch traces in the city’s route-and-flow network. I instructed them to concentrate on vehicle traffic around the spaceport in

  the period after the embassy trio arrived. Another taxi suffered a lot of problems, and the other’s a freight vehicle.’




  ‘Shit! Where are they now?’




  ‘The AIs are running search routines; but these two are proving harder to find than the first taxi. I’ll keep you updated.’

	The channel closed. Ralph reviewed the AT squad as

  they closed in on the warehouse, black figures who seemed more mobile shadows than solid people. They know their job, he admitted grudgingly.




  ‘Everyone’s in place, sir,’ Nelson Akroid datavised. ‘And the AIs have taken command of the security cameras. The hostiles don’t know we’re here.’




  ‘Fine.’ Ralph didn’t tell him that if Tremarco or Gallagher were in there they’d know for sure that the AT squad was outside. He wanted the squad charged up and

  professional, not shooting at phantoms.




  ‘Stand by,’ Ralph datavised to the squad. ‘Status of the assault mechanoids, please?’




  ‘On-line, sir,’ the AT squad’s technical officer reported.




  Ralph gave the roll-up door another scan. Like Pandora’s box, once it was open there would be no going back. And only he, Roche Skark, and Admiral Farquar knew that if the virus carriers

  got past the AT squad the industrial park would be targeted by SD platforms.




  He could feel the low-orbit observation satellite sensors focusing on him.




  ‘OK,’ he told the squad. ‘Go.’




  *




  The assault mechanoid which Ombey’s AT squads employed looked as if the design team had been accessing too many horror sensevises for inspiration. Three metres high at

  full stretch, it had seven plasmatic legs, resembling tentacles with hoofs, which could move it over the most jumbled terrain at a sprint that even boosted humans couldn’t match. Its body was

  a segmented barrel, giving it a serpentine flexibility. There were sockets for up to eight specialist limb attachments, varying from taloned climbing claws to mid-calibre gaussrifles. Control could

  be either autonomous, operating under a pre-loaded program, or a direct waldo datavise.




  Five of them charged across the parking yard outside the warehouse, covering the last thirty metres in two seconds. Long whiplike cords lashed out from the top of their bodies, slashing against

  the door’s centimetre-thick composite. Where they hit, they stuck, forming a horizontal crisscross grid four metres above the ground. A millisecond later the cords detonated; the shaped

  electron explosive charge was powerful enough to cut clean through a metre of concrete. The ruined door didn’t even have time to fall. All five assault mechanoids slammed against it in a

  beautiful demonstration of synchronized mayhem. What was left of the door buckled and burst apart, sending jagged sections tumbling and bouncing down the warehouse’s central aisle.




  With a clear field of fire established, the mechanoids sent a fast, brutal barrage of short-range sense-overload ordnance blazing down the length of the building. Sensors instantly pinpointed

  the designated-hostile humans flailing around in panic, and concentrated their fire.




  Behind the assault mechanoids the AT squad flashed through the smoking doorway. They scuttled for cover between the stacks of crates, scanning the deeper recesses of the warehouse for hidden

  hostiles. Then, with the mechanoids taking point duty down the central aisle, they began to fan out in their search and seizure formation.




  Mixi Penrice, proprietor of Mahalia Engineering Supplies, had been struggling to remove the linear motor from the stolen taxi’s rear axle when the assault mechanoids crashed into the

  warehouse door. The noise of the shaped electron explosive charges going off was like standing next to a lightning strike.




  Shock made him jump half a metre in the air, not an easy feat given he was about twenty kilos overweight. Terrible lines of white light flared at the far end of the warehouse, and the door

  bulged inwards briefly before it disintegrated. But he wasn’t so numbed that he didn’t recognize the distinctive silhouette of the assault mechanoids sprinting through the swirl of

  smoke and composite splinters. Mixi shrieked, and dived for the floor, arms wrapping round his head. The full output of the sense-overload ordnance struck him. Strobing light which seemed to shine

  through his skull. Sound that was trying hard to shake every joint apart. The air turned to rocket exhaust, burning his tongue, his throat, his eyes. He vomited. He voided both his bladder and his

  bowels; a combination of sheer fright and nerve short-out pulses.




  Three minutes later, when pain-filled consciousness returned, he found himself lying flat on his back, shaking spastically, with disgustingly thick liquids cooling and crusting across his

  clothes. Five large figures wearing dark armour suits were standing over him, horribly big guns trained on his abdomen.




  Mixi tried to clasp his hands together in prayer. It was the day which in his heart he’d always known would come, the day when King Alastair II dispatched all the forces of law and order

  in his Kingdom to deal with Mixi Penrice, car thief and trader in stolen parts. ‘Please,’ he blabbed weakly. He couldn’t hear his own voice; too much blood was running out of his

  ears. ‘Please, I’ll pay it all back. I promise. All the systems we flogged off, every penny we got. I’ll tell you who my fences are. I’ll give you the name of the bloke who

  wrote the program which screws up the road network processors. You can have it all. Just, please, don’t kill me.’ He started sobbing wretchedly.




  Ralph Hiltch slowly pulled back his shell-helmet’s moulded visor. ‘Oh fuck!’ he yelled.




  *




  The white-plaster and stone interior of Cricklade’s family chapel was comfy and sober without the exorbitant lavishness prevalent throughout the rest of the manor. Its

  history was cheerful, anyone walking into it for the first time was immediately aware of that; you only had to close your eyes to see the innumerable christenings, the grand marriage ceremonies of

  the heirs, Christmas masses, choral evenings. It was as much a part of the Kavanaghs as the rich land outside.




  Now though, its gentle sanctity had been methodically violated. Icon panels defaced, the dainty stained-glass windows broken, the statues of Christ and the Virgin Mary smashed. Every crucifix

  had been inverted; red and black pentagons daubed on the walls.




  The despoiling soothed Quinn as he knelt at the altar. Before him an iron brazier had been set up on top of the thick stone slab. Avaricious flames were busy consuming the Bibles and hymn books

  it contained.




  His body’s lusts satiated by Lawrence, fed on gourmet food, and over-indulged on the bottles of vintage Norfolk Tears from the cellar, he felt miraculously calm. Behind him, the ranks of

  novices stood to attention as they waited to be inducted into the sect. They would stand there, motionless, for all of eternity if necessary. They were that scared of him.




  Luca Comar stood in front of them like some masterful drill sergeant. His dragon armour glinted dully in the firelight, small plumes of orange smoke snorting from his helmet’s eye slits.

  He had worn the guise almost continually since possessing Grant Kavanagh’s body. Compensating for some deep psychological fracture, Quinn thought. But then everyone returning from beyond was

  flaky to some degree.




  Quinn allowed his contempt to rise, the raw emotion bubbling into his brain. The hem of his robe gave a small flutter. Here on Norfolk such pitiful masquerades would triumph, but on few other

  worlds. Most Confederation planets would fight back against the incursions of the possessed, and those were the planets which counted. The planets where the real war would be fought, the universal

  war for belief and devotion between the two celestial brothers. Norfolk was irrelevant to that struggle, it could contribute nothing, no weapons, no starships.




  He lifted his gaze above the flames darting out of the brazier. A vermilion sky was visible through the gaping rents in the broken window. Less than a dozen first magnitude stars twinkled above

  the wolds, the rest of the universe had been washed out in the red dwarf’s sullied glow. The tiny blue-white lights seemed so delicate and pure.




  Quinn smiled at them. His calling finally revealed. He would bring his divine gift of guidance to the lost armies which God’s Brother had seeded throughout the Confederation. It would be a

  crusade, a glorious march of the dead, folding the wings of Night around every spark of life and hope, and extinguishing it for ever.




  First he would have to raise an army, and a fleet to carry them. A frisson of his own, very personal desire kindled in his mind. The serpent beast speaking right into his heart. Banneth! Banneth

  was at the very core of the Confederation, where the greatest concentration of resources and weapons lay.




  The obedient novices never moved when Quinn rose to his feet and turned to face them. There was an amused sneer on his snow-white face. He jabbed a finger at Luca Comar. ‘Wait here, all of

  you,’ he said, and stalked down the aisle. Dark magenta and woad moiré patterns skipped across the black fabric of his robe, reflections of his new-found determination. A click of his

  fingers, and Lawrence Dillon scurried after him.




  They passed quickly through the ransacked manor and down the portico’s stone steps to the farm rangers parked on the gravel. A smudge of smoke on the horizon betrayed Colsterworth’s

  position.




  ‘Get in,’ Quinn said. He was on the verge of laughter.




  Lawrence clambered into the front passenger seat as Quinn switched the motor on. The vehicle sped down the drive, sending pebbles skidding onto the grass verge.




  ‘I wonder how long they’ll stay in there like that?’ Quinn mused.




  ‘Aren’t we coming back?’




  ‘No. This crappy little world is a dead end, Lawrence. There’s nothing left for us here, no purpose. We have to get off; and there aren’t many navy starships in orbit.

  We’ve got to reach one before they all leave. The Confederation will be waking to the threat soon. They’ll recall their fleets to protect the important worlds.’




  ‘So where are we going if we do get a frigate?’




  ‘Back to Earth. We have allies there. There are sects in every major arcology. We can gnaw at the Confederation from within, corrupt it completely.’




  ‘Do you think the sects will help us?’ Lawrence asked, curious.




  ‘Eventually. They might need a little persuading first. I’ll enjoy that.’




  *




  The AT squad had the exclusive shop completely surrounded. Moyce’s Of Pasto occupied a more hospitable section of the city than the Mahalia warehouse. The building’s

  design an indulgent neo-Napoleonic, overlooking one of the main parks. It catered to the aristocracy and the wealthy, trading mainly on snob value. The shop itself was only a fifth of the business,

  Moyce’s main income came from supplying goods and delicacies to estates and the upwardly mobile clear across the continent. There were eight separate loading-bay doors at the back of the

  building to accommodate the fleet of lorries which were dispatched every night. Their feed roads merged into a single trunk road which led down into a tunnel where it joined one of the city’s

  three major underground ring motorways.




  At ten past midnight its distribution centre was normally busy loading lorries with the day’s orders. Nothing had emerged in the four minutes it had taken the AT squad to deploy. However,

  there was one vehicle parked outside the end loading-bay, obstructing the road: the taxi which the AI cores had traced from the spaceport. All its electrical circuits had been switched off.




  Fifteen assault mechanoids dashed up the slope to the loading-bay doors, their movements coordinated by the Squad’s seven technical officers. Three of the doors were to be broken down,

  while the others were to be blocked and guarded. One had been assigned to the taxi.




  Six of the assault mechanoids lashed out with their electron-explosive whips. Squad members were already running up the feed roads behind them.




  Not all of the whips landed on target. Several detonations chopped into support pillars and door joists. Brick-sized lumps of stone came flying back down the feed roads. Two of the assault

  mechanoids were hit by the chunks, sending them cartwheeling backwards. The entire central loading-bay collapsed, bringing with it a large section of the first-storey floor. An avalanche of crates

  and cylindrical storage pods tumbled down onto the road, burying a further three assault mechanoids. They started to fire their sense-overload ordnance at random, flares and sonic shells punching

  out from the wreckage amid huge fountains of white packaging chips. Crumpled kitchen units and patio furniture skittered down the mound.




  The AT squad members dived for cover as another two mechanoids started to gyrate in a wild dance. Their ordnance sprayed out, slamming into walls and arching away over the park. Only three of

  the remaining assault mechanoids were actually firing ordnance into the two loading-bays which had been broken open.




  ‘Pull them back!’ Ralph datavised to the technical officers. ‘Get those bloody mechanoids out of there.’




  Nothing happened. Sense-overload ordnance was squirting out everywhere. The assault mechanoids continued their lunatic dance. One pirouetted, twining its seven legs together, and promptly fell

  over. Ralph watched a dozen flares shoot straight upwards, illuminating the whole area. Black figures were lying prone on the feed roads, horribly exposed. A sense-overload flare speared straight

  into one of them; then it expanded strangely, creating a web of rippling white light. The suited figure thrashed about.




  ‘Shit,’ Ralph grunted. It wasn’t a flare, it was the white fire. They were in the distribution centre! ‘Shut down those mechanoids now,’ he datavised. His neural

  nanonics reported that several of his suit systems were degrading.




  ‘No response, sir,’ a technical officer replied. ‘We’ve lost them completely, even their fall-back routine has failed. How did they do that? The mechanoids are equipped

  with military-grade electronics, a megaton EMP couldn’t glitch their processors.’




  Ralph could imagine the officer’s surprise, he’d undergone it himself back on Lalonde as the awful realization struck. He stood up from behind the parapet on top of the tunnel

  entrance, and lifted the heavy-calibre recoilless rifle. Targeting graphics flipped up over his helmet’s sensor image. He fired at an assault mechanoid.




  It exploded energetically, its power cells and ordnance detonating as soon as the armour-piercing round penetrated its flexing body. The blastwave shifted half of the precariously tangled

  wreckage in front of the collapsed loading-bay. More crates thumped down from the sagging first storey. Three assault mechanoids were sent lurching back down the feed roads, plasmatic legs

  juddering in fast undulations. Ralph shifted his aim, and took out another one just as it started to lumber upright.




  ‘Squad, shoot out the mechanoids,’ he ordered. His communication block informed him that half of the command channels had shut down. He switched on the block’s external

  speaker, and repeated the order, bellowing it out across the feed roads at a volume which could be heard above the detonating mechanoids.




  A streak of white fire lanced down from one of Moyce’s upper windows. The threat-response program in Ralph’s neural nanonics bullied his leg muscles with nerve-impulse overrides. He

  was flinging himself aside before his conscious mind had registered the attack.




  Two more mechanoids exploded as he hit the concrete behind the parapet. He thought he recognized the heavy-calibre gaussrifle which the G66 troops used. Then an insidious serpent of white fire

  was coiling round his knee. His neural nanonics instantly erected analgesic blocks across his nerves, blanking out the pain. A medical display showed him skin and bone being eaten away by the white

  fire. The whole knee joint would be ruined in a matter of seconds if he couldn’t extinguish it. Yet both Dean and Will said smothering it like natural flames made hardly any difference.




  Ralph assigned his neural nanonics full control of his musculature, and simply designated the window which the white fire had emerged from. With detached interest he observed his body

  swivelling, the rifle barrel swinging round. His retinal target graphics locked over a window. Thirty-five rounds pummelled the black rectangle, a mixed barrage of high explosive (chemical),

  shrapnel, and incendiary.




  Within two seconds the room had ceased to exist. Its carved stone frontage disintegrated behind a vast gout of flame, and showered down on the mêlée below.




  The white fire round Ralph’s knee vanished. He pulled a medical nanonic package from his belt, and slapped it on the charred wound.




  Down on the feed roads most of the AT squad had switched to their communication-block speakers. Orders, warnings, and cries for help reverberated over the sound of multiple explosions. A vast

  fusillade of heavy-calibre rifle fire was pounding into the loading-bays. Comets of white fire poured out in retaliation.




  ‘Nelson,’ Ralph datavised. ‘For Christ’s sake, make sure the troops out front don’t let anyone escape. They’re to hold position and shoot to kill now. Forget

  the capture mission; we’ll try it back here, but nobody else is to attempt anything fancy.’




  ‘Yes, sir,’ Nelson Akroid answered.




  Ralph went back to the speaker. ‘Cathal, let’s try and get in there. Isolation procedure. Separate them, and nuke them.’




  ‘Sir.’ The cry came back over the parapet.




  At least he’s still alive, Ralph thought.




  ‘Do you want stage two yet?’ Admiral Farquar datavised.




  ‘No, sir. They’re still contained. Our perimeter is holding.’




  ‘OK, Ralph. But the second there’s a status change, I need to know.’




  ‘Sir.’




  His neural nanonics reported the medical package had finished knitting to his knee. The weight load it could take was down forty per cent. It would have to do. Ralph tucked the heavy-calibre

  rifle under his arm, then bending low he ran for the end of the parapet and the steps down to the trunk road.




  Dean Folan signalled his team members forward, scurrying round the side of the big mound of crates and into the loading-bay area. Flames had taken hold amid the fragments piled outside.




  It was dark inside. Projectile impacts had etched deep pocks into the bare carbon-concrete walls. Rat-tail tangles of wire and fibre-optic cable hung down from the fissured ceiling, swaying

  gently. Through the helmet’s goggle lenses he could see very little, even with enhanced retinas on full sensitivity. He switched his shell-helmet sensors to low light and infra-red. Green and

  red images merged to form a pallid picture of the rear of the bay. Annoying glare spots flickered as small flames licked at the storage frames which lined the walls. Discrimination programs worked

  at eliminating them.




  There were three corridors leading off straight back from the rear of the bay, formed by the storage frames. Metal grids containing crates and pods ready for the lorries, they looked like solid

  walls of huge bricks. Cargo-handling mechanoids had stalled on their rails which ran along the side of the frames, plasmatic arms dangling inertly. Water was pouring out of five or six broken

  ceiling pipes, spilling down the crates to pool on the floor.




  Nothing moved in the corridors.




  Dean left his gaussrifle at the head of the middle corridor, knowing it would be useless at close range, the electronic-warfare field would simply switch it off. Instead, he drew a

  semi-automatic rifle; it had a feed loop connected to his backpack, but the rounds were all chemical. The AT squad had grumbled about that at the start, questioning the wisdom of abandoning their

  power weapons. Nobody had complained much after the mechanoids went berserk, and their suit systems suffered innumerable drop-outs.




  Three of the team followed him as he advanced down the corridor, also carrying the same semi-automatics. The rest of them spread out round the bay, and edged down the other two corridors.




  A figure zipped across the end of the corridor. Dean fired, the roar of the semi-automatic impressively loud in the confined space. Plastic splinters from the crates ricocheted through the air

  as the bullets chiselled into them.




  Dean started running forward. There was no corpse on the floor.




  ‘Radford, did you see him?’ Dean demanded. ‘He was heading towards your corridor.’




  ‘No, chief.’




  ‘Anybody?’




  All he got was a series of negatives, some shouted some datavised. No doubt the hostiles were about, his suit blocks were still badly affected by the electronic-warfare field. His injured arm

  was itchy, too.




  He reached the end of the corridor. It was a junction to another three. ‘Hell, it’s a sodding maze back here.’




  Radford arrived at the end of his corridor, semi-automatic sweeping the storage frames.




  ‘OK, we fan out here,’ Dean announced. ‘All of you: keep two other squad members in visual range at all times. If you lose sight of your partners, then stop immediately and

  re-establish contact.’




  He picked one of the corridors leading deeper into the shop, and beckoned a couple of the squad to follow him.




  A creature landed on top of Radford; half man, half black lion, features merged grotesquely. Its weight carried him effortlessly to the floor. Dagger claws scraped at Radford’s armour

  suit. But the integral valency generators had stiffened the fabric right from the moment of impact, protecting the vulnerable human skin inside. The creature howled in fury, thwarted at the very

  moment of triumph.




  Radford’s suit systems as well as his neural nanonics began to fail. Even his shocked yell was cut off as the communication-block speaker died. The suit’s fabric started to give way,

  slowly softening. One of the claw tips screwed inwards, hungry for flesh.




  Even amid his frantic twisting and bucking to throw off the creature Radford was aware of a whisper which bordered on the subliminal. One that had surely been there all his life, but only now

  with the prospect of death sharpening his perception was he fully conscious of it. It began to expand, not in volume, but in harmony. A whole chorus of whispers. Promising love. Promising sympathy.

  Promising to help, if he would just—




  Bullets smashed into the flanks of the creature, mauling the fur and long muscle bands. Dean kept his semi-automatic steady as the thing clung to Radford’s body. He could see the armour

  suit fabric hardening again. The claws slipping and skidding.




  ‘Stop!’ one of the team was shouting. ‘You’ll kill Radford.’




  ‘He’ll be worse than dead if we don’t,’ Dean snarled back. Spent casings were hurtling out of the rifle at an astounding rate. Still the beast wouldn’t let go, its

  great head shaking from side to side, emitting a continual wail of pain.




  The team was rushing en masse towards Dean down the narrow corridors between the storage frames. Two more were shouting at him to stop.




  ‘Get back!’ he ordered. ‘Keep watching for the rest of the bastards.’ His magazine was down to eighty per cent. The rifle didn’t have the power to beat the

  creature, all it had to do was hang on. Blood was running down its hind legs, the fur where the bullets struck a pulped mass of raw flesh. Not enough damage, not nearly enough.




  ‘Someone else fire at it, for Christ’s sake!’ Dean yelled frantically.




  Another rifle opened up, and the second stream of bullets caught the creature on the side of its lycanthropic head. It let go of Radford, to be flung against the storage frame. The rampant wail

  from its gaping fangs redoubled.




  Dean boosted the communication block’s volume to its highest level. ‘Surrender or die,’ he told it.




  It might have had a beast’s form, but the look of absolute hatred came from an all-too-human eye.




  ‘Grenade,’ Dean ordered.




  A small grey cylinder thumped into the bloody body.




  Dean’s armour suit froze for a second. His collar sensors picked up the detonation. Explosion followed by implosion. The outline of the beast collapsed into a middle-aged man, colour

  draining away. For a millisecond the man’s silhouette was captured perfectly, sprawled against the storage frame. Then the bullets resumed their attack. This time, he had no defence.




  Dean had seen worse carnage, though the limited space between the storage frames made it appear terrible. Several of the AT squad obviously didn’t have his experience, or phlegmatism.




  Radford was helped to his feet, and mumbled a subdued thanks. The sound of other teams from the AT squad shooting somewhere in the building echoed tinnily down the corridors.




  Dean gave them another minute to gather their composure, then resumed the sweep. Ninety seconds after they started, Alexandria Noakes was calling for him.




  She’d discovered a man hunched up in a gap between two crates. Dean rushed up to find her prodding the captive out of his hiding place with nervous thrusts of her rifle. He levelled his

  own rifle squarely on the man’s head. ‘Surrender or die,’ he said.




  The man gave a frail little laugh. ‘But I am dead, señor.’




  *




  Eight police department hypersonics had landed in the park outside Moyce’s Of Pasto. Ralph limped wearily towards the one which doubled as a mobile command centre for the

  AT squad. There wasn’t that much difference from the rest, except it had more sensors and communication gear.




  It could have been worse, he told himself. At least Admiral Farquar and Deborah Unwin had stood down the SD platforms, for now.




  Stretchers with injured AT squad members were arranged in a row below a couple of the hypersonics. Medics were moving among them, applying nanonic packages. One woman had been shoved into a

  zero-tau capsule, her wounds requiring immediate hospital treatment.




  A big crowd of curious citizens had materialized, milling about in the park and spilling out across the roads. Police officers had thrown up barricades, keeping them well away.




  Nine bulky fire department vehicles were parked outside Moyce’s Of Pasto. Mechanoids trailing hoses had clambered up the walls with spiderlike tenacity, pumping foam and chemical

  inhibitors into smashed windows. A quarter of the roof was missing. Long flames were soaring up into the night sky out of the gap. Heat from the inferno was shattering the few remaining panes,

  creating more oxygen inflows.




  It was going to be a long time before Moyce’s would be open for business again.




  Nelson Akroid was waiting for him at the foot of the command hypersonic’s airstair. His shell-helmet was off, revealing a haggard face; a man who has seen the ungodly at play.

  ‘Seventeen wounded, three fatalities, sir,’ he said in a voice close to breaking. His right hand was covered by a medical nanonic package. Scorch marks were visible on his armour

  suit.




  ‘And the hostiles?’




  ‘Twenty-three killed, six captured.’ He twisted his head round to stare at the blazing building. ‘My teams, they did all right. We train to cope with nutters. But they beat

  those things. Christ—’




  ‘They did good,’ Ralph said quickly. ‘But, Nelson, this was only round one.’




  ‘Yes, sir.’ He straightened up. ‘The final sweep through the building was negative. What we could get to. I had to pull them out when the fire took hold. I’ve still got

  three teams covering it in case there are any hostiles still in there. They’ll do another sweep when the fire’s out.’




  ‘Good man. Let’s go see the prisoners.’




  The AT squad was taking no chances; they were holding the six captives out on the park, keeping them a hundred metres apart. Each one stood in the centre of five squad members, five rifles

  trained on them.




  Ralph walked over to the one Dean Folan and Cathal Fitzgerald were guarding. He datavised his communication block to open a channel to Roche Skark. ‘You might like to see this,

  sir.’




  ‘I accessed the sensors around Moyce’s when the AT squad went in,’ the ESA director datavised. ‘They put up a lot of resistance.’




  ‘Yes, sir.’




  ‘If that happens each time we locate a nest of them, you’ll wind up razing half the city.’




  ‘The prospects for decontaminating them aren’t too good, either. They fight like mechanoids. Subduing them is tricky. These six are the exception.’




  ‘I’ll bring the rest of the committee in on the questioning. Can we have a visual, please?’




  Ralph’s neural nanonics informed him that other people were coming on-line to observe the interview; the Privy Council Security Committee over in Atherstone, and the civil authorities in

  Pasto’s police headquarters. He instructed his communication block to widen the channel’s bandwidth to a full sensevise, allowing them to access what he could see and hear.




  Cathal Fitzgerald acknowledged him with the briefest nod as he approached. The man he was guarding was sitting on the grass, pointedly ignoring the semi-automatics directed at him. There was a

  slim white tube in his mouth. Its end was alight, glowing dully. As Ralph watched, the man sucked his cheeks in, and the coal glow brightened. He removed the tube from his mouth and exhaled a thin

  jet of smoke.




  Ralph exchanged a puzzled frown with Cathal, who merely shrugged.




  ‘Don’t ask me, boss,’ Cathal said.




  Ralph ran a search program through his neural nanonics memory cells. The general encyclopedia section produced a file headed: Nicotine Inhalation.




  ‘Hey, you,’ he said.




  The man looked up, and took another drag. ‘Si, señor.’




  ‘That’s a bad habit; which is why no one has done it for five centuries. Govcentral even refused an export licence for nicotine DNA.’




  A sly, sulky smile. ‘After my time, señor.’




  ‘What’s your name?’




  ‘Santiago Vargas.’




  ‘Lying little bastard,’ Cathal Fitzgerald said. ‘We ran an ident check. He’s Hank Doyle, distribution supervisor for Moyce’s.’




  ‘Interesting,’ Ralph said. ‘Skibbow claimed to be someone else when he was caught: Kingsford Garrigan. Is that what the virus is programmed to do?’




  ‘Don’t know, señor. Don’t know any virus.’




  ‘Where does it come from? Where do you come from?’




  ‘Me, señor? I come from Barcelona. A beautiful city. I show you round some time. I lived there many years. Some happy years, and some with my wife. I died there.’




  The cigarette glow lit up watery eyes which watched Ralph shrewdly.




  ‘You died there?’




  ‘Si, señor.’




  ‘This is bullshit. We need information, and fast. What’s the maximum range of that white fire weapon?’




  ‘Don’t know, señor.’




  ‘Then I suggest you run a quick memory check,’ Ralph said coldly. ‘Because you’re no use to me otherwise. It’ll be straight into zero-tau with you.’




  Santiago Vargas stubbed his cigarette out on the grass. ‘You want me to see how far I can throw it for you?’




  ‘Sure.’




  ‘OK.’ He climbed to his feet with indolent slowness.




  Ralph gestured out over the deserted reaches of the park. Santiago Vargas closed his eyes, and extended his arm. His hand blazed with light, and a bolt of white fire sizzled away. It streaked

  over the grass flinging out a multitude of tiny sparks as it went. At a hundred metres it started to expand and dim, slowing down. At a hundred and twenty metres it was a tenuous luminescent haze.

  It never reached a hundred and thirty metres, evaporating in mid-air.




  Santiago Vargas wore a happy smile. ‘All right! Pretty good, eh, señor? I practice, I maybe get better.’




  ‘Believe me, you won’t have the opportunity,’ Ralph told him.




  ‘OK.’ He seemed unconcerned.




  ‘How do you generate it?’




  ‘Don’t know, señor. I just think about it, and it happens.’




  ‘Then let’s try another tack. Why do you fire it?’




  ‘I don’t. That was the first time.’




  ‘Your friends didn’t have any of your inhibitions.’




  ‘No.’




  ‘So why didn’t you join them? Why didn’t you fight us?’




  ‘I have no quarrel with you, señor. It is the ones with passion, they fight your soldiers. They bring back many more souls so they can be strong together.’




  ‘They’ve infected others?’




  ‘Si.’




  ‘How many?’




  Santiago Vargas offered up his hands, palms upward. ‘I don’t think anyone in the shop escaped possession. Sorry, señor.’




  ‘Shit.’ Ralph glanced back at the burning building, just in time to see another section of roof collapse. ‘Landon?’ he datavised. ‘We’ll need a full fist of

  staff on the night-time shift. How many there were. Where they live.’




  ‘Coming up,’ the commissioner replied.




  ‘How many of the infected left before we arrived?’ he asked Santiago Vargas.




  ‘Not sure, señor. There were many trucks.’




  ‘They left on the delivery lorries?’




  ‘Si. They sit in the back. You don’t have no driver’s seat these days. All mechanical. Very clever.’




  Ralph stared in dismay at the sullen man.




  ‘We’ve been concentrating on stopping passenger vehicles,’ Diana Tiernan datavised. ‘Cargo traffic was only a secondary concern.’




  ‘Oh, Christ, if they got on to the motorways they could be halfway across the continent by now,’ Ralph said.




  ‘I’ll reassign the AI vehicle search priority now.’




  ‘If you find any of Moyce’s lorries that are still moving, target them with the SD platforms. We don’t have any other choice.’




  ‘I agree,’ Admiral Farquar datavised.




  ‘Ralph, ask him which of the embassy pair was in Moyce’s, please,’ Roche Skark datavised.




  Ralph pulled a processor block from his belt, and ordered it to display pictures of Jacob Tremarco and Angeline Gallagher. He thrust it towards Vargas. ‘Did you see either of these people

  in the shop?’




  The man took his time. ‘Him. I think.’




  ‘So we’ve still got to find Angeline Gallagher,’ Ralph said. ‘Any more city traffic with glitched processors?’




  ‘Three possibles,’ Diana datavised. ‘We’ve already got two of them located. Both taxis from the spaceport.’




  ‘OK, assign an AT squad to each taxi. And make sure there are experienced personnel in both of them. What was the third trace?’




  ‘A Longhound bus which left the airport ten minutes after the embassy trio landed; it was a scheduled southern route, right down to the tip of Mortonridge. We’re working on its

  current location.’




  ‘Right, I’m coming back to the police headquarters. We’re finished here.’




  ‘What about him?’ Nelson Akroid asked, jerking a thumb at the captive.




  Ralph glanced back. Santiago Vargas had found another cigarette from somewhere, and was smoking it quietly. He smiled. ‘Can I go now, señor?’ he asked hopefully.




  Ralph returned the smile with equal honesty. ‘Have the zero-tau pods from Ekwan arrived yet?’ he datavised.




  ‘The first batch are due to arrive at Pasto spaceport in twelve minutes,’ Vicky Keogh replied.




  ‘Cathal,’ Ralph said out loud. ‘See if Mr Vargas here will cooperate with us for just a little longer. I’d like to know the limits of the electronic-warfare field, and

  that illusion effect of theirs.’




  ‘Yes, boss.’




  ‘After that, take him and the others on a sightseeing trip to the spaceport. No exceptions.’




  ‘My pleasure.’




  *




  The Loyola Hall was one of San Angeles’s more prestigious live-event venues. It seated twenty-five thousand under a domed roof which could be retracted when the weather

  was balmy, as it so frequently was in that city. There were excellent access routes to the nearby elevated autoway, the subway station was a nexus for six of the lines which ran beneath the city;

  it even had seven landing pads for VIP aircraft. There were five-star restaurants and snack bars, hundreds of restrooms. Stewards were experienced and friendly. Police and promoters handled over

  two hundred events a year.




  The whole site was an operation which functioned with silicon efficiency. Until today.




  Eager kids had been arriving since six o’clock in the morning. It was now half-past seven in the evening. Around the walls they were thronging twenty deep; scrums outside the various

  public doors needed police mechanoids to maintain a loose kind of order, and even they were in danger of being overwhelmed. The kids had a lot of fun spraying them with soft drinks and smearing ice

  creams over the sensors.




  Inside the hall every seat was taken, the tickets bought months ago. The aisles were filled with people, too, though how they had got in past the processor-regulated turnstiles was

  anyone’s guess. Touts were becoming overnight millionaires, those that weren’t being arrested or mugged by gangs of motivated fourteen-year-olds.




  It was the last night of Jezzibella’s ‘Moral Bankruptcy’ tour. The New California system had endured five weeks of relentless media saturation as she swept across the asteroid

  settlements and down to the planetary surface. Rumour, of AV projectors broadcasting illegal activent patterns during her concerts to stimulate orgasms in the audience (not true, said the official

  press release, Jezzibella has abundant sexuality of her own, she doesn’t need artificial aids to boost the Mood Fantasy she emotes). Hyperbole, about the President’s youngest daughter

  being completely infatuated after meeting her, then sneaking out of the Blue Palace to go backstage at her concert (Jezzibella was delighted and deeply honoured to meet all members of the First

  Family, and we are not aware of any unauthorized entry to a concert). Scandal, when two of the band, Bruno and Busch, were arrested for violating public decency laws in front of a senior citizens

  holiday group, their bail posted at NC$1,000,000 (Bruno and Busch were engaged in a very wonderful, sensitive, and private act of love; and that bunch of filthy old perverts used enhanced retinas

  to spy on them). Straight hype, when Jezzibella visited (as a private citizen – so no sensevises, please) a children’s ward in a poor district of town, and donated half a million

  fuseodollars to the hospital’s germ-line treatment fund. Editorial shock at the way she flaunted her thirteen-year-old male companion, Emmerson (Mr Emmerson is Jezzibella’s second

  cousin, and his passport clearly states he is sixteen). A lot of spectator fun, and official police cautions, derived from the extraordinarily violent fights between her entourage’s security

  team and rover reporters. The storm of libel writs issued by Leroy Octavius, her manager, every time anyone suggested she was older than twenty-eight.




  And in all those five weeks she never gave an interview, never made a single public utterance outside of her stage routine. She didn’t have to. In that time, the regional office of Warner

  Castle Entertainment datavised out thirty-seven million copies of her new MF album Life Kinetic across the planet’s communication net to worshipful fans; her back catalogue sold

  equally well.




  The starship crews who normally made a tidy profit from selling a copy of an MF album to a distributor in star systems where they hadn’t been officially released yet cursed their luck when

  they arrived on planets where Jezzibella had passed through in the last eighteen months. But then that was the point of being a touring artist. A new album every nine months, and visit ten star

  systems each year; it was the only way you could beat the bootleggers. If you weren’t prepared to do that, the only money you ever got was from your home star system. Few made the transition

  from local wonder to galactic megastar. It took a lot of money to travel, and entertainment companies were reluctant to invest. The artist had to demonstrate a colossal degree of professionalism

  and determination before they were worth the multimillion-fuseodollar risk. Once they’d breached the threshold, of course, the old adage of money making more money had never been truer.




  High above the costly props and powerful AV stacks on stage, an optical-band sensor was scanning the crowd. Faces merged into a monotonous procession as it swept along the tiers and balconies.

  Fans came in distinct categories; the eager exhilarated ones, mostly young; boisterous and expectant, late teens; impatient, already stimmed out, nervous, fearfully worshipful, even a few who

  obviously wanted to be somewhere else but had come along to please their partner. Every costume Jezzibella had ever worn in an MF track was out there somewhere, from the simple to the peacock

  bizarre.




  The sensor focused on a couple in matching leathers. The boy was nineteen or twenty, the girl at his side a bit younger. They had their arms around each other, very much in love. Both tall,

  healthy, vital.




  Jezzibella cancelled the datavise from the sensor. ‘Those two,’ she told Leroy Octavius. ‘I like them.’




  The unpleasantly overweight manager glanced at the short AV pillar sticking out of his processor block, checking the two blithesome faces. ‘Roger dodger. I’ll get on it.’




  There was no quibbling, not the faintest hint of disapproval. Jezzibella liked that; it was what made him such a good manager. He understood how it was for her, the things she required in order

  to function. She needed kids like those two. Needed what they’d got, the naїvety, the uncertainty, the delight at life. She had none of that left, now, not the sweet side of human nature. The

  eternal tour had drained it all away, somewhere out amongst the stars; the one energy which could leak out of a zero-tau field. Everything became secondary to the tour, feelings weren’t

  allowed to interfere. And feelings suppressed long enough simply vanished. But she couldn’t have that, because she needed an understanding of feelings in order to work. Circles. Her life was

  all circles.




  So instead of her own emotions, she familiarized herself with this alien quality which others owned, examining it as if she was performing a doctoral thesis. Absorbed what she could, the brief

  taste allowing her to perform again, to fake it through yet one more show.




  ‘I don’t like them,’ Emmerson said petulantly.




  Jezzibella tried to smile at him, but the whole charade of pandering to him bored her now. She was standing, stark naked, in the middle of the green room while Libby Robosky, her personal image

  consultant, worked on her dermal scales. The bitek covering was a lot more subtle than a chameleon layer, allowing her to modify her body’s whole external texture rather than simply changing

  colour. For some numbers she needed to have soft, sensitive skin, a young girl who quivered at her first lover’s touch; then there was the untainted look, a body which was naturally graceful

  without workouts and fad diets (like the girl she’d seen through the hall’s sensor); and of course the athlete/ballerina body, supple, hard, and muscular – a big favourite with

  the boys. It was the feel of her which everyone out there in the hall wanted to experience; Jezzibella in the flesh.




  But the tiny scales had a short lifetime, and each one had to be annealed to her skin separately. Libby Robosky was an undoubted wizard when it came to applying them, using a modified medical

  nanonic package.




  ‘You don’t have to meet them,’ Jezzibella told the boy patiently. ‘I can take care of them by myself.’




  ‘I don’t want to be left alone all night. How come I can’t pick someone out of the audience for myself?’




  As the reporters had been allowed to discover, he really was only thirteen. She’d brought him into the entourage back on Borroloola, an interesting plaything. Now after two months of daily

  tantrums and broodiness the novelty value had been exhausted. ‘Because this is the way it has to be. I need them for a reason. I’ve told you a hundred times.’




  ‘OK. So why don’t we do it now, then?’




  ‘I have a show in quarter of an hour. Remember?’




  ‘So what?’ Emmerson challenged. ‘Skip it. That’ll cause a real publicity storm. And there won’t be any backlash ’cos we’re leaving.’




  ‘Leroy,’ she datavised. ‘Take this fucking brat away before I split his skull open to find out where his brain went.’




  Leroy Octavius waddled back over to where she stood. His bulky frame was clad in a light snakeskin jacket that was an optimistic size and a half too small. The tough, thin leather squeaked at

  every motion. ‘Come on, son,’ he said in a gruff voice. ‘We’re supposed to leave the artists to it this close to a show. You know how spaced out they get about performing.

  How about you and I have a look at the food they’re laying on next door?’




  The boy allowed himself to be led away, Leroy’s huge hand draped over his shoulder, casually forceful.




  Jezzibella groaned. ‘Shit. Why did I ever think his age made him exciting?’




  Libby’s indigo eyes fluttered open, giving her a quizzical look. Out of all the sycophants, hangers-on, outright parasites, and essential crew, Jezzibella enjoyed Libby the most. A

  grandmotherly type who always dressed to emphasize her age. She had the stoicism and patience to absorb any tantrum or crisis with only the vaguest uninterested shrug.




  ‘It was your hormones which went a-frolicking at the sight of his baby dick, poppet,’ Libby said.




  Jezzibella grunted, she knew the rest of the entourage hated Emmerson. ‘Leroy,’ she datavised. ‘I paid that hospital we visited enough fucking money; have they got a secure

  wing we could leave the juvenile shit in?’




  Leroy gave a backwards wave as he left the green room. ‘We’ll talk about what we’re going to do with him later,’ he replied.




  ‘You fucking finished yet?’ Jezzibella asked Libby.




  ‘Absolutely, poppet.’




  Jezzibella composed herself, and ordered her neural nanonics to send a sequence of encoded impulses down her nerves. There was an eerie sensation of wet leather slithering on the top of her

  ribcage, all four limbs shivered. Her shoulders straightened of their own accord, belly muscles tightened, sinuous lines hardened under skin that was turning a deeper shade of bronze.




  She dug deep into her memory, finding the right sensation of pride and confidence. Combined with the physique it was synergistic. She was adorable, and knew it.




  ‘Merrill!’ she yelled. ‘Merrill, where the fuck’s my first-act costume?’




  The flunky hurried over to the big travelling trunks lined up along a wall, and began extracting the requisite items.




  ‘And why haven’t you shitheads started warming up yet?’ she shouted at the musicians.




  The green room abruptly became a whirlwind of activity as everyone found legitimate employment. Private, silent datavises flashed through the air as they all discussed the impending frailty of

  Emmerson’s future. It diverted them from how precarious their own tenures were.




  *




  Ralph Hiltch accessed various reports as he flew back over the city. The priority search which Diana Tiernan’s department had initiated was producing good results.

  According to the city’s route-and-flow road-processor network, fifty-three lorries had left Moyce’s that evening. The AIs were now chasing after them.




  Within seven minutes of Diana assigning the lorries full priority, twelve had been located. All outside the city. The coordinates were datavised into the Strategic Defence Command up in Guyana,

  and sensor satellites triangulated the targets for low-orbit weapons platforms. A dozen short-lived violet starbursts blossomed across Xingu’s southern quarter.




  By the time Ralph’s hypersonic landed another eight had been added to the total. He’d stripped off his damaged lightweight armour suit in the plane, borrowing a dark-blue police

  one-piece fatigue. It was baggy enough to fit over his medical nanonic package without restriction. But for all the package’s support he was still limping as he made his way over to Hub

  One.




  ‘Welcome back,’ Landon McCullock said. ‘You did a good job, Ralph. I’m grateful.’




  ‘We all are,’ Warren Aspinal said. ‘And that’s not just a politician speaking. I have a family in the city, three kids.’




  ‘Thank you, sir.’ Ralph sat down next to Diana Tiernan. She managed a quick grin for him. ‘We’ve been checking up on the night shift at Moyce’s,’ she said.

  ‘There were forty-five on duty this evening. As of now, the AT squads have accounted for twenty-nine during the assault, killed and captured.’




  ‘Shit. Sixteen of the bastards loose,’ Bernard Gibson said.




  ‘No,’ Diana said firmly. ‘We think we may have got lucky. I’ve hooked the AIs into the fire department’s mechanoids, their sensors are profiled for exploring

  high-temperature environments. So far they’ve located a further five bodies in the building; and there’s still thirty per cent which hasn’t been covered. Even so, that accounts

  for all but eleven of the night shift.’




  ‘Still too many,’ Landon said.




  ‘I know. But we’re certain that six of the lorries zapped so far contained a shift member. Their processors and ancillary circuits were suffering random failures. It matched the kind

  of interference which Adkinson’s plane suffered.’




  ‘And then there were five,’ Warren Aspinal said quietly.




  ‘Yes, sir,’ Diana said. ‘I’m pretty sure they’re in the remaining lorries.’




  ‘Well, I’m afraid “pretty sure” isn’t good enough when we’re facing a threat which could wipe us out in less than a week, Chief Tiernan,’ said Leonard

  DeVille.




  ‘Sir.’ Diana didn’t bother to look at him. ‘I wasn’t making wild assumptions. Firstly, the AIs have confirmed that there was no other traffic logged as using

  Moyce’s since Jacob Tremarco’s taxi arrived.’




  ‘So they left on foot.’




  ‘Again, I really don’t think that is the case, sir. That whole area around Moyce’s is fully covered by security sensors, both ours and the private systems owned by the

  companies in neighbouring buildings. We accessed all the relevant memories. Nobody came out of Moyce’s. Just the lorries.’




  ‘What we’ve seen tonight is a continuing pattern of attempted widespread dispersal,’ Landon McCullock said. ‘The embassy trio have been constant in their attempt to

  distribute the energy virus as broadly as possible. It’s a very logical move. The wider it is spread, the longer it takes for us to contain it, and the more people can be infected, in turn

  making it more difficult for us to contain. A nasty spiral.’




  ‘They only have a limited amount of time in the city,’ Ralph chipped in. ‘And the city is where we have the greatest advantage when it comes to finding and eliminating them.

  So they’ll know it’s a waste of effort trying to spread the contamination here, at least initially. Whereas the countryside tilts the balance in their favour. If they win out there,

  then Xingu’s main urban areas will eventually become cities under siege. Again a situation which we would probably lose in the long run. That’s what happened on Lalonde. I imagine that

  Durringham has fallen by now.’




  Leonard DeVille nodded curtly.




  ‘The second point,’ said Diana, ‘is that those infected don’t seem able to halt the lorries. Short of them using their white-fire weapon to physically destroy the motors

  or power systems the lorries aren’t stopping before their first scheduled delivery point. And if they do use violence against a lorry the motorway processors will spot it straight away. From

  the evidence we’ve accumulated so far it seems as though they can’t use their electronic-warfare field to alter a lorry’s destination either. It’s powerful, but not

  sophisticated, not enough to get down into the actual drive control processors and tamper with on-line programs.’




  ‘You mean they’re trapped inside the lorries?’ Warren Aspinal asked.




  ‘Yes, sir.’




  ‘And none of the lorries have reached their destination yet,’ Vicky Keogh said, with a smile for the Home Office Minister. ‘As Diana said, it looks like we got

  lucky.’




  ‘Well thank God they’re not omnipotent,’ the Prime Minister said.




  ‘They’re not far short,’ Ralph observed. Even listening to Diana outline the current situation hadn’t lifted his spirits. The crisis was too hot, too now. Emotions

  hadn’t had time to catch up with events: pursuing the embassy trio was like space warfare, everything happening too quick for anything other than simplistic responses, there was no

  opportunity to take stock and think. ‘What about Angeline Gallagher?’ he inquired. ‘Have the AIs got any further leads?’




  ‘No. Just the two taxis and the Longhound bus,’ Diana said. ‘The AT squads are on their way.’




  *




  It took another twelve minutes to clear the taxis. Ralph stayed at Hub One while the interception operations were running, receiving datavises from the two squad commanders.




  The first taxi was laid up beside one of the rivers which meandered through Pasto. It had stopped interfacing with the route-and-flow processors as it drew up next to a boathouse. Road monitor

  cameras had been trained on the grey vehicle for eleven minutes, seeing no movement from it or the boathouse.




  The AT squad members closed in on it, using standard leapfrog advancement tactics. Its lights were off, doors frozen half-open, no one inside. A technical officer opened a systems-access panel

  and plugged his processor block into it. The police AI probed the vehicle’s circuitry and memory cells.




  ‘All clear,’ Diana reported. ‘A short circuit turned the chassis live, blew most of the processors, and screwed the rest. No wonder it showed up like one of our

  hostiles.’




  The second taxi had been abandoned in an underground garage below a residential mews. The AT squad arrived just as the taxi company’s service crew turned up to take it away on their

  breakdown hauler. Everyone at Hub One witnessed the scenes of hysterics and anger as the AT squad took no chances with the three service crew.




  After running an on-the-spot diagnostic, the crew discovered the taxi’s electron matrix was faulty, sending huge power spikes through the on-board circuitry.




  ‘Gallagher has to be on the bus,’ Landon McCullock said as he cancelled his datavise to the AT squad, the service crew’s inventive obscenities fading from his borrowed

  perception.




  ‘I can confirm that,’ Diana said. ‘The damn thing won’t respond to the halt orders we’re issuing via the motorway route-and-flow processors.’




  ‘I thought you said they couldn’t alter programs with their electronic-warfare technique,’ Leonard DeVille said.




  ‘It hasn’t altered its route, it just won’t respond,’ she shot back. An almost uninterrupted three-hour stint spent interfacing with, and directing, the AIs was beginning

  to fatigue her nerves.




  Warren Aspinal gave his political colleague a warning frown.




  ‘The AT squad teams will be over the bus in ninety seconds,’ Bernard Gibson said. ‘We’ll see exactly what’s going on then.’




  Ralph datavised a tactical situation request into the hub’s processor array. His neural nanonics visualized a map of Xingu, a rough diamond with a downward curling cat’s tail.

  Forty-one of Moyce’s delivery lorries had been located and annihilated now, green and purple symbols displaying their movements, the locations when they were targeted. The bus was a virulent

  amber, proceeding down the M6 motorway which ran the length of Mortonridge, the long spit of mountainous land which poked southwards across the equator.




  He switched to accessing the sensor suite on the lead hypersonic. The plane was just decelerating into subsonic flight. There was nothing any discrimination filter program could do about the

  vibration as it aerobraked. Ralph had to wait it out, impatience heating his blood feverishly. If Angeline Gallagher wasn’t on the bus, then they’d probably lost the continent.




  The M6 was laid out below him in the clear tropical air. The hypersonic’s shaking damped out, and he could see hundreds of stationary cars, vans, buses, and lorries parked on the

  motorway’s service lanes. Headlights illuminated the lush verges, hundreds of people were milling round, some even settling down for midnight picnics by their vehicles.




  The static pageant made the bus easy to spot, the one moving light source on the motorway, heading south at about two hundred kilometres an hour. It roared on past the riveted spectators lining

  the lane barrier, immune to the priority codes being fired into its circuitry from the motorway’s route-and-flow processors.




  ‘What the hell is that thing?’ Vicky Keogh voiced the unspoken question of everyone accessing the hypersonic’s sensor suite.




  The Longhound bus company had a standardized fleet of sixty-seaters made on the Esparta continent, with a distinct green and purple livery. They were used all over Ombey, stitching together

  every continent’s cities and towns with an extensive, fast, and frequent service. The principality didn’t yet have the economy or population to justify vac-train tubes linking its urban

  areas like Earth and Kulu, so the Longhound buses were a familiar sight on the motorways, more or less everyone on the planet had ridden on one at some time in their lives.




  But the runaway vehicle speeding down the M6 looked nothing like a normal Longhound. Where the Longhound’s body was reasonably smooth and trim, this had the kind of sleek profile

  associated with the aerospace industry. A curved, wedge-shaped nose blending back into an oval cross-section body, with sharp triangular fin spoilers sprouting out of the rear quarter. It had a

  dull silver finish, with gloss-black windows. Greasy grey smoke belched out of a circular vent just behind the rear wheel set.




  ‘Is it on fire?’ a disconcerted Warren Aspinal asked.




  ‘No, sir,’ Diana sounded ridiculously happy. ‘What you’re seeing there is its diesel exhaust.’




  ‘A what exhaust?’




  ‘Diesel. This is a Ford Nissan omnirover; it burns diesel in a combustion engine.’




  The Prime Minister had been running his own neural nanonics encyclopedia search. ‘An engine which burns hydrocarbon fuel?’




  ‘Yes, sir.’




  ‘That’s ridiculous, not to mention illegal.’




  ‘Not when this was built, sir. According to my files, the last one rolled off the Turin production line in AD 2043. That’s the city of Turin on

  Earth.’




  ‘Have you a record of any being imported by a museum, or a private vehicle collector?’ Landon McCullock asked patiently.




  ‘The AIs can’t find one.’




  ‘Jenny Harris reported a phenomenon similar to this back on Lalonde,’ Ralph said. ‘She saw a fanciful riverboat when I sent her on that last mission. They’d altered its

  appearance so it seemed old-fashioned, something from Earth’s pre-technology times.’




  ‘Christ,’ Landon McCullock muttered.




  ‘Makes sense,’ Diana said. ‘We’re still getting a correct identification code from its processors. They must have thrown this illusion round the Longhound.’




  The hypersonic closed on the bus, sliding in over the motorway, barely a hundred metres up. Below it, the omnirover was weaving from side to side with complete disregard for the lane markings.

  The ceaseless and random movement made it difficult for the pilot to stay matched directly overhead.




  Ralph realized what had been bothering his subconscious, and requested a visual sensor to zoom in. ‘That’s more than just a holographic illusion,’ he said after studying the

  image. ‘Look at the bus’s shadow under those lights, it matches the outline.’




  ‘How do they do that?’ Diana asked. Her voice was full of curiosity, with a hint of excitement bleeding in.




  ‘Try asking Santiago Vargas,’ Vicky Keogh told her sharply.




  ‘I can’t even think of a theory that would allow us to manipulate solid surfaces like that,’ Diana said defensively.




  Ralph grunted churlishly, he’d had a similar conversation back on Lalonde when they were trying to figure out how the LDC’s observation satellite was being jammed. No known

  principle. The whole concept of an energy virus was a radical one.




  Possession, Santiago Vargas called it.




  Ralph shivered. His Christian belief had never been that strongly rooted, but in a good Kingdom subject it was always there. ‘Our immediate concern is what we do about the bus. You might

  manage to land AT squad teams on the thing if they were equipped with airpack flight suits, but they can hardly jump down from the hypersonic.’




  ‘Use the SD platforms to chop up the motorway ahead of it,’ Admiral Farquar suggested. ‘Force it to stop that way.’




  ‘Do we know how many people were onboard?’ Landon McCullock asked.




  ‘Full complement when it left Pasto spaceport, I’m afraid,’ Diana reported.




  ‘Damn. Sixty people. We have to make at least an effort to halt it.’




  ‘We’d have to reinforce the AT squads first,’ Ralph said. ‘Three hypersonics isn’t enough. And you’d have to stop the bus precisely in the centre of a cordon.

  With sixty possible hostiles riding on it, we’d have to be very certain no one broke through. That’s wild-looking countryside out there.’




  ‘We can have reinforcements there in another seven minutes,’ Bernard Gibson said.




  ‘Shit—’ It was a datavise from the pilot. A big javelin of white fire streaked up from the bus, punching the hypersonic’s belly. The plane quaked, then peeled away

  rapidly, almost rolling through ninety degrees. Bright sparkling droplets of molten ceramic sprayed out from the gaping hole in its fuselage to splash and burn on the motorway’s surface. Its

  aerodynamics wounded, it started juddering continuously, losing height. The pilot tried desperately to right it, but he was already too low. He came to the same conclusion as the flight computer,

  and activated the crash-protection system.




  Foam under enormous pressure fired into the cabin, swamping the AT squad members. Valency generators turned it solid within a second.




  The plane hit the ground, ploughing a huge gash through the vegetation and soft black loam. Nose, wings, and tailplane crumpled and tore, barbed fragments spinning off into the night. The bulky

  cylinder which was the cabin carried on for another seventy metres, flinging off structural spars and smashed ancillary modules. It came to a jarring halt, thudding into a steep earthen bluff.




  The valency generators cut off, and foam sluiced out of the wreckage, mingling with the mud. Figures stirred weakly inside.




  Bernard Gibson let out a painful breath. ‘I think they’re all OK.’




  One of the other two hypersonics was circling back towards the crash. The second took up position a respectful kilometre behind the bus.




  ‘Oh, Christ,’ Vicky Keogh groaned. ‘The bus is slowing. They’re going to get off.’




  ‘Now what?’ the Prime Minister demanded. He sounded frightened and angry.




  ‘One AT squad can’t possibly contain them,’ Ralph said. It was like speaking treason. I betrayed those people. My failure.




  ‘There are sixty people on that bus,’ an aghast Warren Aspinal exclaimed. ‘We might be able to cure them.’




  ‘Yes, sir, I know that.’ Ralph hardened his expression, disguising how worthless he felt, and looked at Landon McCullock. The police chief obviously wanted to argue; he glanced at

  his deputy, who shrugged helplessly.




  ‘Admiral Farquar?’ Landon McCullock datavised.




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Eliminate the bus.’




  Ralph watched through the hypersonic’s sensor suite as the laser blast from low orbit struck the phantasmic vehicle. Just for an instant he saw the silhouette of the real Longhound inside

  the illusory cloak, as if the purpose of the weapon was really to expose truths. Then the energy barrage incinerated the bus along with a thirty-metre diameter circle of road.




  When he looked round the faces of everyone sitting at Hub One, he saw his own dismay and horror bounced right back at him.




  It was Diana Tiernan who held his gaze, her kindly old face crumpled up with tragic sympathy. ‘I’m sorry, Ralph,’ she said. ‘We weren’t quick enough. The AIs have

  just told me the bus stopped at the first four towns on its scheduled route.’




  





  3




  Al Capone dressed as Al Capone had always dressed: with style. A double-breasted blue serge suit, a Paisley pattern silk tie, black patent-leather shoes, and a pearl grey

  fedora, rakishly aslant. Gold rings set with a rainbow array of deep precious stones glinted on every finger, a duck-egg diamond on his pinkie.




  It hadn’t taken him long to decide that the people in this future world didn’t have much in the way of fashion sense. The suits he could see all followed the same loose silk design,

  although their colourful slimline patterns made them appear more like flappy Japanese pyjamas. Those not in suits wore variants on vests and sports shirts. Tight fitting, too, at least for people

  under thirty-five. Al had stared at the dolls to start with, convinced they were all hookers. What kind of decent gal would dress like that, with so much showing? Skirts which almost didn’t

  cover their ass, shorts that weren’t much better. But no. They were just ordinary, smiling, happy, everyday girls. The people living in this city weren’t so strung up on morality and

  decency. What would have given a Catholic priest apoplexy back home didn’t raise an eyebrow here.




  ‘I think I’m gonna like this life,’ Al declared.




  Strange life that it was. Reincarnated as a magician; a real magician, not like the fancy tricksters he’d booked for his clubs back in Chicago. Here, whatever he wanted appeared out of

  nowhere.




  That had taken a long while to get used to. Think and . . . pow. There it was, everything from a working Thompson to a silver dollar glinting in the hot sun. Goddam useful for clothes, though.

  Brad Lovegrove had worn overalls of shiny dark red fabric like some kind of pissant garbage collector.




  Al could hear Brad Lovegrove whimpering away inside him; like having a leprechaun nesting at the centre of his brain. He was bawling like a complete bozo, and making about as much sense. But

  there was some gold among the dross, twenty-four-carat nuggets. Like – when he had first got his marbles together Al had thought this world was maybe Mars or Venus. Not so. New California

  didn’t even orbit the same sun as Earth. And it wasn’t the twentieth century no more.




  Jee-zus, but a guy needed a drink to help keep that from blowing his head apart.




  And where to get a drink? Al imagined the little leprechaun being squeezed, as if his brain was one giant muscle. Slowly contracting.




  A macromall on the intersection between Longwalk and Sunrise, Lovegrove squealed silently. There’s a specialist store there with liquor from every Confederation planet, probably even got

  Earth bourbon.




  Drinks from clear across the galaxy! How about that?




  So Al started walking. It was a lovely day.




  The sidewalk was so wide it was more like a boulevard in itself; there were no paving slabs, instead the whole strip had been made from a seamless sheet, a material which was a cross between

  marble and concrete. Luxuriant trees sprouted up through craters in the surface every forty yards or so, their two-foot sprays of floppy oval flowers an impossible shade of metallic purple.




  He spotted a few trashcan-sized trucks trundling sedately among the walkers enjoying the late-morning sunshine, machinery smoother than Henry Ford had ever dreamed of. Utility mechanoids,

  Lovegrove told him, cleaning the sidewalk, picking up litter and fallen leaves.




  The base of each skyscraper was given over to classy delis and bars and restaurants and coffee shops; tables spilled out onto the sidewalk, just like a European city. Arcades pierced deep into

  the buildings.




  From what Al could see, it was the same kind of rich man’s playground set-up on the other side of the street, maybe a hundred and fifty yards away. Not that you could walk over to be sure,

  there was no way past the eight-foot-high glass and metal barrier which lined the road.




  Al stood with his face pressed to the glass for some time, watching the silent cars zoom past. Big bullets on wheels. All of them shiny, like coloured chrome. You didn’t even have to steer

  them no more, Lovegrove told him, they did it themselves. Some kind of fancy electrical engine, no gas. And the speed, over two hundred kilometres an hour.




  Al knew all about kilometres; they were what the French called miles.




  But he wasn’t too sure about using a car that he couldn’t drive himself, not when it travelled that fast. And anyway, his presence seemed to mommick up electricity. So he stuck to

  walking.




  The skyscrapers gave him vertigo they were so tall, and all you could see when you looked up at them was reflections of more skyscrapers. They seemed to bend over the street, imprisoning the

  world below. Lovegrove told him they were so high that their tops were designed to sway in the wind, rocking twenty or thirty metres backwards and forwards in slow motion.




  ‘Shut up,’ Al growled.




  The leprechaun curled up tighter, like a knotted snake.




  People looked at Al – his clothes. Al looked at people, fascinated and jubilant. It was a jolt seeing blacks and whites mixing free, other types too, light-skinned Mediterranean like his

  own, Chinese, Indian. Some seemed to have dyed their hair completely the wrong colour. Amazing.




  And they all appeared so much at ease with themselves, owning a uniform inner smile. They had a nonchalance and surety which he’d never seen before. The Devil which drove so many people

  back in the twenties was missing, as if the city elders had abolished worry altogether.




  They also had astonishingly good health. After a block and a half Al still hadn’t seen anyone remotely overweight. No wonder they wore short clothes. A world where everyone was in

  permanent training for the big game, even the seventy-year-olds.




  ‘You still got baseball, ain’t you?’ Al muttered under his breath.




  Yes, Lovegrove confirmed.




  Yep, Paradise all right.




  After a while he took off his jacket and slung it over his shoulder. He’d been walking for quarter of an hour, and it didn’t look as if he’d got anywhere. The massive avenue of

  skyscrapers hadn’t changed at all.




  ‘Hey, buddy,’ he called.




  The black guy – who looked like a prize fighter – turned, and gave an amused grin as he took in Al’s clothes. His arm was round a girl: Indian skin, baby blonde hair. Her long

  legs were shown off by a pair of baggy culottes.




  Cutie pie, Al thought, and grinned at her. A real sweater girl. It suddenly struck him that he hadn’t hit the sack with a woman for six centuries.




  She smiled back.




  ‘How do I call a cab around here?’




  ‘Datavise the freeway processors, my man,’ the black guy said expansively. ‘City runs a million cabs. Don’t make a profit. But then that’s what us dumb taxpayers

  are for, to make up the shortfall, right?’




  ‘I can’t do the data thing, I ain’t from around here.’




  The girl giggled. ‘You just get off a starship?’




  Al tipped the rim of his fedora with two fingers. ‘Kind of, lady. Kind of.’




  ‘Neat. Where you from?’




  ‘Chicago. On Earth.’




  ‘Hey, wow. I never met anyone from Earth before. What’s it like?’




  Al’s grin lost its lustre. Jee-zus, but the women here were forward. And the black guy’s thick arm was still draped over her shoulder. He didn’t seem to mind his girl making

  conversation with a total stranger. ‘One city’s just like another,’ Al said; he gestured lamely at the silver skyscrapers, as if that was explanation enough.




  ‘City? I thought you only had arcologies on Earth?’




  ‘Look, you going to tell me how to get a fucking cab, or what?’




  He’d blown it. The moment he saw the man’s expression harden, he knew.




  ‘You want us to call one for you, buddy?’ The man was taking a longer, slower look at Al’s clothes.




  ‘Sure,’ Al bluffed.




  ‘OK. No problem. It’s done.’ A phoney smile.




  Al wondered exactly what it was the man had actually done. He didn’t have no Dick Tracy wrist radio to call for a cab, or anything. Just stood there, smiling, playing Al for a sucker.




  Lovegrove was filling Al’s head with crap about miniature telephones in the brain. He had one fitted himself, he said, but it had packed up when Al possessed him.




  ‘Going to tell me about Chicago now?’ the girl asked.




  Al could see how worried she was. Her voice, mannerisms, the way she had merged into her man’s encircling arm. They all telegraphed it, and he knew how to read the signs. Fear in other

  people was wholly familiar.




  He thrust his face forward towards the black guy, snarling at the wiseass bastard. Just for an instant three long scars pulsed hotly on his left cheek. ‘Gonna remember you, cocksucker.

  Gonna find you again. Gonna teach you respect, and buddy it’s gonna be the real hard way to learn.’ The old rage was burning in his body now, limbs trembling, voice rising to a

  thunderous roar. ‘Nobody shits on Al Capone! You got that? Nobody treats me like some dog turd you trod in. I fucking ruled Chicago. I owned that city. I am not some asswipe street punk you

  can take for a ride. I. Deserve. RESPECT.’




  ‘Bastard Retro!’ The man swung a punch.




  Even if Lovegrove’s body hadn’t been enhanced with the energistic power which possessing souls exuded in the natural universe Al would probably have beaten him. His years in Brooklyn

  had pitched him into countless brawls, and people had quickly learned to steer dear of his awesome temper.




  Al ducked instinctively, his right fist already coming up. The blow was focused, mentally and physically. He struck the man perfectly, catching him on the side of his jaw.




  There was an ugly sound of bone shattering. Dead silence. The man flew backwards five yards through the air, hitting the sidewalk in a crumpled sprawl. He slid along the carbon concrete

  composite for another couple of yards before coming to rest, completely inert. Blood began to splatter from his mouth where serrated bone had punctured his cheek and lip.




  Al stared, surprised. ‘Goddam!’ He started to laugh delightedly.




  The girl screamed. She screamed and screamed.




  Al glanced round, suddenly apprehensive. Everyone on the broad sidewalk was looking at him, at the injured black guy. ‘Shut up,’ he hissed at the loopy broad. ‘Shut up!’

  But she wouldn’t. Just: scream, and scream, and scream. Like it was her profession.




  Then there was another sound, cutting through her bawling, rising every time she took a breath. And Al Capone realized it wasn’t just handguns he could recognize after six hundred years.

  Police sirens hadn’t changed much either.




  He started to run. People scattered ahead of him the way kittens ran from a pit-bull. Cries and yells broke out all around.




  ‘Stop him!’




  ‘Move.’




  ‘Stinking Retro.’




  ‘He killed that dude. One punch.’




  ‘No! Don’t try to—’




  A man was going for him. Beefy and hard-set, crouched low for a pro football tackle. Al waved a hand, almost casually, and white fire squirted into the hero’s face. Black petals of flesh

  peeled back from the bone, sizzling. Thick chestnut hair flamed to ash. A dull agonized grunt, cutting off as pain overloaded his consciousness, and the man collapsed.




  Then all hell really did hit the fan. Anxious people became a terrified mob. Stampeding away from him. Fringe onlookers got caught, and bowled over by thudding feet.




  Al glanced back over his shoulder to see a section of the road barrier fold down. The squad car glided over it towards him. An evil-looking black and blue javelin-head, airplane-smooth fuselage.

  Dazzlingly bright lights flashed on top of it.




  ‘Hold it, Retro,’ a voice boomed from the car.




  Al’s pace slackened. There was an arcade ahead of him, but its arching entrance was wide enough to take the squad car. Goddam! Alive again for forty minutes, and already running from the

  cops.




  What else is new?




  He stopped, and turned full square to face them, silver-plated Thompson gripped in his hands. And – oh shit – another two squad cars were coming off the road, lining up directly

  towards him. Big slablike flaps were opening like wings at their rear, and things came running out. They weren’t human, they weren’t animal. Machine animals? Whatever, they

  sure didn’t look healthy. Fat dull-metal bodies with stumpy gun barrels protruding. Far too many legs, and all of those rubber, no knees or ankles.




  Assault mechanoids, Lovegrove said. And there was a tinge of excitement in the mental voice. Lovegrove expected the things to beat him.




  ‘They electric?’ Al demanded.




  Yes.




  ‘Good.’ He glared at the one taking point, and cast his first sorcerer’s spell.




  Police Patrol Sergeant Alson Loemer was already anticipating his promotion when he arrived at the scene. Loemer had been delighted as his neural nanonics received the updates from the precinct

  house. With his outlandish clothes, the man certainly looked like a Retro. The gang of history-costumed terrorists had been running the police department ragged for three days, sabbing city systems

  with some new style of plasma weapon and electronic-warfare field. Other acts too. Most officers had picked up strong rumours of snatches going down, people being lifted at random from the streets

  at night. And not one Retro had been brought to book. The news companies were datavising hiveloads of untamed speculation across the communication net: a religious group, a band of offplanet

  mercenaries, even wackier notions. The mayor was going apeshit, and leaning on the police commissioner. Smooth people from an unnamed government Intelligence agency had been walking round the

  corridors at the precinct house. But they didn’t know anything more than patrol officers.




  Now he, Sergeant Loemer, was going to nail one of those suckers.




  He guided the patrol car over the folded barrier and onto the sidewalk. The crim was dead ahead, running for the base of the Uorestone Tower. Two more precinct cars were riding with Loemer,

  closing on the crim, hemming him in. Loemer deployed both of his patrol car’s assault mechanoids, and datavised in their isolate and securement instructions.




  That was when the patrol car started to glitch, picking up speed. The sensors showed him frightened citizens in front, racing to escape; one of the assault mechanoids wobbled past, shooting

  wildly. He fired shutdown orders into the drive processor. Not that it made much difference.




  Then the Retro started shooting at the patrol cars. Whatever the gun was, it ripped straight through the armour shielding, smashing the axles and wheel hubs. Metal bearings screeched in that

  unique, and instantly recognizable, tone which heralded imminent destruction. Loemer thumped the manual safety cut out, killing power instantly.




  The patrol car slewed round, and bounced off the road barrier to smack straight into one of the regree trees planted along the sidewalk. The internal crash alarm went off, half-deafening an

  already dazed Loemer, and the emergency side hatch jettisoned. Loemer’s bubble seat slid out along its telescoping rails. The translucent bubble’s thick safety-restraint segments peeled

  back, allowing him to drop, wailing, to his knees as the air around him spewed out a terrible volley of sense-overload impulses. His neural nanonics were unable to datavise a shutdown code into the

  crazed assault mechanoids. The last thing he saw as he fell onto the ground was the ruined regree tree starting to keel over directly above him.




  Even Al was bruised by the wild strafing of the sense-overload ordnance. The manic glee as he watched the patrol cars skid and smash was swiftly curtailed by the onslaught of light, sound, and

  smell. His energistic ability could ward off the worst of it, but he turned and began a stumbling run towards the arcade entrance. Behind him the assault mechanoids continued to deluge the street

  with their errant firepower, lumbering about like drunks. Two ran into each other, and rebounded, falling over. Legs thrashed about in chaos, beetles flipped on their backs.




  The sidewalk was littered with prone bodies. Not dead, Al thought, just terribly battered. Jee-zus, but those mechanical soldier contraptions were nasty pieces of work. And unlike real police,

  you wouldn’t be able to buy them.




  Maybe New California wasn’t quite paradise after all.




  Al staggered his way along the arcade, caught up in the flow of people desperate to escape the havoc. His suit faded away, the sharp colour and cut reverting to Lovegrove’s original drab

  overall.




  He picked up a little girl whose eyes were streaming tears, and carried her. It felt good to help. Those goddam brainless pigs should have made sure she was out of the way before they came at him

  with guns blazing. It would never have happened back in Chicago.




  Two hundred yards from the arcade entrance he stopped among a group of anxious, exhausted people. They’d come far enough from the sense-overload ordnance to be free of its effects.

  Families clung together, others were calling out for friends and loved ones.




  Al put the little girl down. Still crying, which he thought was due to the Kaiser gas rather than any kind of injury. Then her mother came rushing up and hugged her frantically. Al was given

  profuse thanks. A nice dame. Cared about her children and family. That was good, proper. He was sorry he wasn’t wearing his fedora so he could tip it to her.




  Just how do people express that kind of formal courtesy on this world, anyhow?




  Lovegrove was puzzled by the question.




  He carried on down the arcade. Cops would be swarming all over the joint in a few minutes. Another hundred and fifty yards, and he was out on the street again. He started walking. Direction

  didn’t matter, just away. This time he kept Lovegrove’s overalls on. No one paid him any attention.




  Al wasn’t entirely sure what to do next. Everything was so strange. This world, his situation. Mind, strange wasn’t the word for it, more like overwhelming. Or just plain creepy. Bad

  to think that the priests had been right about the afterworld, heaven and hell. He never went to church much, much to his momma’s distress.




  I wonder if I’ve been redeemed, paid my celestial dues. Is that why I’m back? But if you got reincarnated didn’t you start off as a baby?




  They weren’t the kind of thoughts he was used to.




  A hotel, he told Lovegrove, I need to rest up and have a long think about what to do.




  Most of the skyscrapers had some sort of rentable accommodation, apparently. But it would have to be paid for.




  Al’s hand automatically went to a leg pocket. He drew out a Jovian Bank credit disk, a thick, oversize coin, sparkly silver on one side, magenta on the other. Lovegrove obediently

  explained how it worked, and Al put his thumb on the centre. A hash of green lines wobbled over the silver side.




  ‘Goddam!’ He tried again, concentrating, wishing. Doing the magic.




  The green lines began to form figures, crude at first, then sharp and regular. You could store an entire planet’s Treasury in one of these disks, Lovegrove told him. Al’s ears

  pricked up at that. Then he was aware of something being not quite right. A presence, close by.




  He hadn’t really thought about the others. Those who had been there when he came into Lovegrove’s body. The same ones who had deserted him in the disused shop. But if he closed his

  eyes, and shut out the sounds of the city, he could hear the distant Babelesque clamour. It came from the nightmare domain, the pleas and promises to be brought forth, to live and breathe

  again.




  That same perception gave him a most peculiar vision of the city. Walls of thick black shadow amid a universal greyness. People moved through it all, distorted whispers echoing all around, audible ghosts. Some different from others. Louder, clearer. Not many of them among the multitude.




  Al opened his eyes and looked down the road. A section of the barrier was folding down neatly. One of the bullet cars drew to a halt beside it. The gull-wing door slid up, and inside was a

  proper car, a genuine American convertible wearing the streamlined image of the New California vehicle like a piece of clothing. It was low-slung, with a broad hood and lots of chrome trim. Al

  didn’t recognize the model, it was more modern than anything in the twenties, and his memory of the thirties and forties wasn’t so hot.




  The man in the red leather driving seat nodded amicably. ‘You’d better get in,’ he said. ‘The cops are going to catch you if you stay out on the street. They’re a

  mite worked up about us.’




  Al glanced up and down the sidewalk, then shrugged and climbed in.




  Inside, the image of the bullet car tinted the air like a stained soap bubble.




  ‘The name’s Bernhard Allsop,’ the man behind the steering column said. He swung the car out into the road. Behind them the barrier rose up smoothly. ‘I always wanted me

  an Oldsmobile like this beauty, never could afford it back when I was living in Tennessee.’




  ‘And this is real now?’




  ‘Who knows, boy? But it sure feels real. And I’m mighty grateful for the opportunity to ride one. You might say I thought it had passed me by.’




  ‘Yeah. I know what you mean.’




  ‘Caused a bit of commotion back there, boy. Them pigs is riled good and proper. We were monitoring what passes for their radio band these days.’




  ‘I just wanted a cab, that’s all. Someone tried to get smart.’




  ‘There’s a trick to riding round this town without the police knowing. Be happy to show you how some time.’




  ‘Appreciate it. Where are we going?’




  Bernhard Allsop grinned and winked. ‘Gonna take you to meet the rest of the group. Always need volunteers, they’re kinda hard to come by.’ He laughed, a high-pitched stuttering

  yodel reminding Al of a piglet.




  ‘They left me behind, Bernhard. I don’t have anything to say to them.’




  ‘Yeah, well. You know how it was. You weren’t altogether there, boy. I said we should have taken you along with us. Kin is kin, even though it ain’t exactly family here, know

  what I mean? Glad to see you came through in the end, though.’




  ‘Thank you.’




  ‘So what’s your name, boy?’




  ‘Al Capone.’




  The Oldsmobile swerved as Bernhard flinched. His knuckles whitened as he tightened his grip on the wheel; then he risked an anxious sideways glance at his passenger. Where before there had been

  a twenty-year-old man dressed in a set of dark red overalls, there was now a debonair Latin-ethnic character in a double-breasted blue suit and pigeon-grey fedora.




  ‘You shitting me?’




  Al Capone reached into his suit, and produced a miniature baseball bat. A now highly apprehensive Bernhard Allsop watched it grow to full size. It didn’t take much imagination to figure

  out what the black stains around the end were.




  ‘No,’ Al said politely. ‘I’m not shitting you.’




  ‘Holy Christ.’ He tried to laugh. ‘Al Capone.’




  ‘Yeah.’




  ‘Holy Christ. Al Capone in my car! Ain’t that something?’




  ‘That’s certainly something, yeah.’




  ‘It’s a pleasure, Al. Christ, I mean that. A real pleasure. Hell, you were the best Al, the top man. Everybody knew that. Ran a bit of moonshine in my day. Nothing much, a few slugs,

  is all. But you, you ran it for a whole city. Christ! Al Capone.’ He slapped the steering wheel with both hands, chortling. ‘Damn, but I can’t wait to see their faces when I bring

  you in.’




  ‘Bring me in to what, Bernhard?’




  ‘The group, Al, the group. Hey, you don’t mind if I call you Al, do you? I don’t want to give no offence, or nothing. Not to you.’




  ‘That’s OK, Bernhard, all my friends call me Al.’




  ‘Your friends. Yes, sirree!’




  ‘What does this group of yours do, exactly, Bernhard?’




  ‘Why, get larger, of course. That’s all we can do for now. Unity is strength.’




  ‘You a Communist, Bernhard?’




  ‘Hey! No way, Al. I’m an American. I hate the filthy Reds.’




  ‘Sounds like you are to me.’




  ‘No, you got it all wrong. The more of us there are, the better chance we stand, the stronger we are. Like an army; a whole load of people together, they got the strength to make

  themselves felt. That’s what I meant, Al. Honest.’




  ‘So what does the group have in mind for when they get big and powerful?’




  Bernhard gave Al another sideways glance, puzzled this time. ‘To get out of here, Al. What else?’




  ‘To get out of the city?’




  ‘No. To take the planet away.’ He jabbed a thumb straight up. ‘From that. From the sky.’




  Al cast a sceptical eye upwards. The skyscrapers were flashing past on either side. Their size didn’t bother him so much now. Starship drives still speckled the azure sky, streaked

  flashbulbs taking a long time to pop. He couldn’t see the odd little moon any more. ‘Why?’ he asked reasonably.




  ‘Damn it, Al. Can’t you feel it? The emptiness. Man, it’s horrible. All that huge nothing trying to suck you up and swallow you whole.’ He gulped, his voice lowering.

  ‘The sky is like there. It’s the beyond all over again. We gotta hide. Someplace where we ain’t never going to die again, somewhere that don’t go on for ever. Where

  there’s no empty night.’




  ‘Now you’re sounding like a preacher man, Bernhard.’




  ‘Well, maybe I am a little bit. It’s a smart man who knows when he’s beat. I don’t mind saying it to you, Al. I’m frightened of the beyond. I ain’t never

  going back there. No, sirree.’




  ‘So you’re going to move the world away?’




  ‘Damn right.’




  ‘That’s one fucking big ambition you’ve got there, Bernhard. I wish you a lot of luck. Now just drop me off at this intersection coming up here. I’ll find my own way

  about town now.’




  ‘You mean you ain’t going to pitch in and help us?’ an incredulous Bernhard asked.




  ‘Nope.’




  ‘But you gotta feel it, too, Al. Even you. We all can. They never stop begging you, all those other lost souls. Ain’t you afraid of going back there?’




  ‘Can’t say as I am. It never really bothered me any while I was there first time around.’




  ‘Never bothered . . . ! Holy Christ, you are one tough sonofabitch, Al.’ He put his head back and gave a rebel yell. ‘Listen, you mothers, being dead don’t bother Al

  Capone none! God damn!’




  ‘Where is this safe place you’re taking the planet to, anyhow?’




  ‘Dunno, Al. Just follow Judy Garland over the rainbow, I guess. Anywhere where there ain’t no sky.’




  ‘You ain’t got no plans, you ain’t got no idea where you’re going. And you wanted me to be a part of that?’




  ‘But it’ll happen, Al. I swear. When there’s enough of us, we can do it. You know what you can do by yourself now, one man. Think what a million can do, two million. Ten

  million. Ain’t nothing going to be able to stop us then.’




  ‘You’re going to possess a million people?’




  ‘We surely are.’




  The Oldsmobile dipped down a long ramp which took it into a tunnel. Bernhard let out a happy sigh as they passed into its harsh orange-tinged lighting.




  ‘You won’t possess a million people,’ Al said. ‘The cops will stop you. They’ll find a way. We’re strong, but we ain’t no bullet-proof super heroes.

  That stuff the assault mechanoids shoot nearly got me back there. If I’d been any closer I’d be dead again.’




  ‘Damn it, that’s what I been trying to tell you, Al,’ Bernhard complained. ‘We gotta build up our numbers. Then they can’t never hurt us.’




  Al fell silent. Part of what Bernhard said made sense. The more possessed there were, the harder it would be for the cops to stop them spreading. But they’d fight, those cops. Like wild

  bears, once they realized how big the problem was, how dangerous the possessed were. Cops, whatever passed for the Federal agents on this world, the army; all clubbing together. Government rats

  always did gang up. They’d have the starship weapons, too; Lovegrove burbled about how powerful they were, capable of turning whole countries to deserts of hot glass within seconds.




  And what would Al Capone do on a world where such a war was being fought? Come to that, what would Al Capone do on any modern world?




  ‘How are you snatching people?’ he asked abruptly.




  Bernhard must have sensed the change in tone, in purpose. He suddenly got antsy, shifting his ass round on the seat’s shiny red leather, but keeping his eyes firmly on the road ahead.

  ‘Well gee, Al, we just take them off the street. At night, when it’s nice and quiet. Nothing heavy.’




  ‘But you’ve been seen, haven’t you? That cop called me a Retro. They even got a name for you. They know you’re doing it’




  ‘Well, yeah, sure. It’s kinda difficult with the numbers we’re working, you know. Like I say, we need a lot of people. Sometimes we get seen. Bound to happen. But they

  haven’t caught us.’




  ‘Not yet.’ Al grinned expansively. He put his arm round Bernhard’s shoulder. ‘You know, Bernhard, I think I will come and meet this group of yours after all. It sounds to

  me that you ain’t organized yourselves too good. No offence, I doubt you people have much experience in this field. But me now . . .’ A fat Havana appeared in his hand. He took a long

  blissful drag, the first for six hundred years. ‘Me, I had a lifetime’s experience of going to the bad. And I’m gonna give you all the benefit of that.’




  *




  Gerald Skibbow shuffled into the warm, white-walled room, one arm holding on tightly to the male orderly. His loose powder-blue institute gown revealed several small medical

  nanonic packages as it shifted about. He moved as would a very old man in a high-gravity environment, with careful dignity. Needing help, needing guidance.




  Unlike any normal person, he didn’t even flick his eyes from side to side to take in his newest surroundings. The thickly cushioned bed in the centre of the room, with its surrounding

  formation of bulky, vaguely medical apparatus, didn’t seem to register on his consciousness.




  ‘OK, now then, Gerald,’ the orderly said cordially. ‘Let’s get you comfortable on here, shall we?’




  He gingerly positioned Gerald’s buttocks on the side of the bed, then lifted his legs up and round until his charge was lying prone on the cushioning. Always cautious. He’d prepared

  a dozen candidates for personality debrief here in Guyana’s grade-one restricted navy facility. None of them had exactly been volunteers. Skibbow might just realize what he was being prepped

  for. It could be the spark to bring him out of his trauma-trance.




  But no. Gerald allowed the orderly to secure him with the webbing which moulded itself to his body contours. There was no sound from his throat, no blink as it tightened its grip.




  The relieved orderly gave a thumbs up to the two men sitting behind the long glass panel in the wall. Totally immobilized, Gerald stared beyond the outsized plastic helmet that lowered itself

  over his head. The inside was fuzzy, a lining of silk fur which had been stiffened somehow. Then his face was covered completely, and the light vanished.




  Chemical infusions ensured there was no pain, no discomfort as the nanonic filaments wormed their way around his dermal cells and penetrated the bone of the skull. Positioning their tips into

  the requisite synapses took nearly two hours, a delicate operation similar to the implanting of neural nanonics. However, these infiltrations went deeper than ordinary augmentation circuitry,

  seeking out the memory centres to mate with neuro-fibrillae inside their clustered cells. And the incursion was massive, millions of filaments burrowing along capillaries, active superstring

  molecules with preprogrammed functions, knowing where to go, what to do. In many respects they resembled the dendritic formation of living tissue in which they were building a parallel information

  network. The cells obeyed their DNA pattern, the filaments’ structure was formatted by AIs. One process designed by studying the other, but never complementary.




  Impulses began to flow back down the filaments as the hypersensitive tips registered synaptic discharges. A horribly jumbled montage of random thoughtsnaps, memories without order. The

  facility’s AI came on-line, running comparisons, defining characteristics, recognizing themes and weaving them into coherent sensorium environs.




  Gerald Skibbow’s thoughts were focused on his apartment in the Greater Brussels arcology. Three respectably sized rooms on the sixty-fifth floor of the Delores pyramid. From the

  triple-glazed windows you could see a landscape of austere geometries. Domes, pyramids, and towers, all squashed together and wrapped up within the intestinal tangle of the elevated bahn tubes.

  Every surface he could see was grey, even the dome glass, coated with decades of grime.




  It was a couple of years after they had moved in. Paula was about three, totter-running everywhere, and always falling over. Marie was a tiny energetic bundle of smiles who could emit a vast

  range of incredulous sounds as the world produced its daily marvels for her.




  He was cradling his infant daughter (already beautiful) in his lap that evening, while Loren was slumped in an armchair, accessing the local news show. Paula was playing with the second-hand

  Disney mechanoid minder he’d bought her a fortnight ago, a fluffy anthropomorphized hedgehog that had an immensely irritating laugh.




  It was a cosy family, in a lovely home. And they were together, and happy because of that. And the strong arcology walls protected them from the dangers of the outside world. He provided for

  them, and loved them, and protected them. They loved him back, too; he could see it in their smiles and adoring eyes. Daddy was king.




  Daddy sang lullabies to his children. It was important to sing, if he stopped then the hobgoblins and ghouls would come out from the darkness and snatch children away—




  Two men walked into the room, and quietly sat down on the settee opposite Gerald. He frowned at them, unable to place their names, wondering what they were doing invading his home.




  Invading . . .




  The pyramid trembled as if caught by a minor earthquake, making the colours blur slightly. Then the room froze, his wife and children becoming motionless, their warmth draining away.




  ‘It’s OK, Gerald,’ one of the men said. ‘Nobody is invading. Nobody is going to hurt you.’




  Gerald clutched at baby Marie. ‘Who are you?’




  ‘I’m Dr Riley Dobbs, a neural expert; and this is my colleague, Harry Earnshaw, who is a neural systems technician. We’re here to help you.’




  ‘Let me sing,’ a frantic Gerald yelled. ‘Let me sing. They’ll get us if I stop. They’ll get us all. We’ll be dragged down into the bowels of the earth. None

  of us will ever see daylight again.’




  ‘There’s always going to be daylight, Gerald,’ Dobbs said. ‘I promise you that.’ He paused, datavising an order into the AI.




  Dawn rose outside the arcology. A clean dawn, the kind which Earth hadn’t seen for centuries; the sun huge and red-gold, casting brilliant rays across the dingy landscape. It shone directly

  into the apartment, warm and vigorous.




  Gerald sighed like a small child, and held his hands out to it. ‘It’s so beautiful.’




  ‘You’re relaxing. That’s good, Gerald. We need you relaxed; and I’d prefer you to reach that state by yourself. Tranquillizers inhibit your responses, and we want you to

  be clear headed.’




  ‘What do you mean?’ Gerald asked suspiciously.




  ‘Where are you, Gerald?’




  ‘At home.’




  ‘No, Gerald, this is long ago. This is a refuge for you, a psychological retreat into the past. You’re creating it because something rather nasty happened to you.’




  ‘No. Nothing! Nothing nasty. Go away.’




  ‘I can’t go away, Gerald. It’s important for a lot of people that I stay. You might be able to save a whole planet, Gerald.’




  Gerald shook his head. ‘Can’t help. Go away.’




  ‘We’re not going, Gerald. And you can’t run from us. This isn’t a place, Gerald, this is inside your mind.’




  ‘No no no!’




  ‘I’m sorry, Gerald, truly, I am. But I cannot leave until you have shown me what I want to see.’




  ‘Go away. Sing!’ Gerald started to hum his lullabies again. Then his throat turned to stone, blocking the music inside. Hot tears trickled down his cheeks.




  ‘No more singing, Gerald,’ Harry Earnshaw said. ‘We’re going to play a different game. Dr Dobbs and I are going to ask you some questions. We want to know what happened

  to you on Lalonde—’




  The apartment exploded into a blinding iridescent swirl. Every sensory channel splice into Gerald Skibbow’s brain thrummed from overload.




  Riley Dobbs shook himself as the processor array broke the direct linkage. In the seat next to him Harry Earnshaw was also stirring.




  ‘Sod it,’ Dobbs grumbled. In the room through the glass, he could see Skibbow’s body straining against the webbing. He hurriedly datavised an order into the physiological

  control processor for a tranquillizer.




  Earnshaw studied the neural scan of Skibbow’s brain, the huge electrical surge at the mention of Lalonde. ‘That is one very deep-seated trauma. The associations are hot-wired into

  almost every neural pathway.’




  ‘Did the AI pull anything out of the cerebral convulsion?’




  ‘No. It was pure randomization.’




  Dobbs watched Skibbow’s physiological display creep down towards median. ‘OK, let’s go in again. That trank should take the edge off his neurosis.’




  This time the three of them stood on a savanna of lush emerald-green knee-high grass. Tall snow-capped mountains guarded the horizon. A bright sun thickened the air, deadening sounds. Before

  them was a burning building; a sturdy log cabin with a lean-to barn and a stone chimney.




  ‘Loren!’ Gerald shouted hoarsely. ‘Paula! Frank!’ He ran towards the building as the flames licked up the walls. The roof of solar-cell panels began to curl up,

  blistering from the heat.




  Gerald ran and ran, but never got any nearer. There were faces behind the windows; two women and a man. They did nothing as the flames closed around them, simply looked out with immense sadness.

  Gerald sank to his knees, sobbing.




  ‘Wife Loren, and daughter Paula with her husband Frank,’ Dobbs said, receiving their identities direct from the AI. ‘No sign of Marie.’




  ‘Small wonder the poor bastard’s in shock if he saw this happen to his family,’ Earnshaw remarked.




  ‘Yeah. And we’re too early. He hasn’t been taken over by the energy virus yet.’ Dobbs datavised an order into the AI, activating a targeted suppression program, and the

  fire vanished along with the people. ‘It’s all right, Gerald. It’s over. All finished with. They’re at peace now.’




  Gerald twisted round to glare at him, his face deformed by rage. ‘At peace? At peace! You stupid ignorant bastard. They’ll never be at peace. None of us ever will. Ask me! Ask me,

  you fucker. Go on. You want to know what happened? This, this happened.’




  Daylight vanished from the sky, replaced by a meagre radiance from Rennison, Lalonde’s innermost moon. It illuminated another log cabin; this one belonged to the Nicholls family,

  Gerald’s neighbour. The mother, father, and son had been tied up and put in the animal stockade along with Gerald.




  A ring of dark figures encircled the lonely homestead, distorted human shapes, some atrociously bestial.




  ‘My God,’ Dobbs murmured. Two of the figures were dragging a struggling, screaming girl into the cabin.




  Gerald gave a giddy laugh. ‘God? There is no God.’




  *




  After nearly five hours of unbroken and mercifully uneventful travel, Carmitha still hadn’t convinced herself they were doing the right thing in going to Bytham. Every

  instinct yelled at her to get to Holbeach and surround herself with her own kind, use them like a fence to keep out the nemesis which prowled the land, to be safe. That same instinct which made her

  queasy at Titreano’s presence. Yet as the younger Kavanagh girl predicted, with him accompanying them nothing had happened to the caravan. Several times he had indicated a farmhouse or hamlet

  where he said his kind were skulking.




  Indecision was a wretched curse.




  But she now had few doubts that he was almost what he claimed to be. An old Earth nobleman possessing the body of a Norfolk farmhand.




  There had been a lot of talk in the last five hours. The more she heard the more convinced she became. He knew so many details. However, there was one small untruth remaining which bothered

  her.




  After Titreano had spoken about his former life to the fascination of the sisters, he in turn became eager to hear of Norfolk. And that was when Carmitha finally began to lose patience with her

  companions. Genevieve she could tolerate; the world as seen through the eyes of a twelve-(Earth)-year-old was fairly bizarre anyway, all enthusiasms and misunderstandings. But Louise, now; that

  brat was a different matter. Louise explained about the planet’s economy being built around the export of Norfolk Tears, about how the founders had wisely chosen a pastoral life for their

  descendants, about how pretty the cities and towns were, how clean the countryside and the air were compared to industrialized worlds, how nice the people, how well organized the estates, how few

  criminals there were.




  ‘It sounds as though you have achieved much that is worthy,’ Titreano said. ‘Norfolk is an enviable world in which to be born.’




  ‘There are some people who don’t like it,’ Louise said. ‘But not very many.’ She looked down at Genevieve’s head, cradled in her lap, and smiled gently. Her

  little sister had finally fallen asleep, rocked by the gentle rhythm of the caravan.




  She smoothed locks of hair back from Genevieve’s brow. It was dirty and unkempt, with strands shrivelled and singed from the fire in the stable. Mrs Charlsworth would have a fit of the

  vapours if she saw it. Landowner girls were supposed to be paragons of deportment at all times, Kavanagh girls especially.




  Just thinking of the old woman, her sacrifice, threatened to bring the tears which had been so long delayed.




  ‘Why don’t you tell him the reason those dissidents don’t like it here?’ Carmitha said.




  ‘Who?’ Louise asked.




  ‘The Land Union people, the traders flung in jail for trying to sell medicine the rest of the Confederation takes for granted, the people who work the land, and all the other victims of

  the landowner class, me included.’




  Anger, tiredness, and despair spurted up together in Louise’s skull, threatening to quench what was left of her fragile spirit. She was so very tired; but she had to keep going, had to

  look after Gen. Gen and the precious baby. Would she ever see Joshua again now? ‘Why are you saying this?’ she asked jadedly.




  ‘Because it’s the truth. Not something a Kavanagh is used to, I’ll warrant. Not from the likes of me.’




  ‘I know this world isn’t perfect. I’m not blind, I’m not stupid.’




  ‘No, you know what to do to hang on to your privileges and your power. And look where it’s got you. The whole planet being taken over, being taken away from you. Not so smart now,

  are you? Not so high and mighty.’




  ‘That’s a wicked lie.’




  ‘Is it? A fortnight ago you rode your horse past me when I was working in one of your estate Roseyards. Did you stop for a chat then? Did you even notice I existed?’




  ‘Come now, ladies,’ Titreano said, uneasily.




  But Louise couldn’t ignore the challenge, the insult and the vile implication behind it. ‘Did you ask me to stop?’ she demanded. ‘Did you want to hear me chat about the

  things I love and care about the most? Or were you too busy sneering at me? You with your righteous poverty. Because I’m rich I’m evil, that’s what you think, isn’t

  it?’




  ‘Your family is, yes. Your ancestors made quite sure of that with their oppressive constitution. I was born on the road, and I’ll die on it. I have no quarrel with that. But you

  condemned us to a circular road. It leads us nowhere, in an era when there is a chance to travel right into the heart of the galaxy. You shackled us as surely as any house would. I’ll never

  see the wonder of sunrise and sunset on another planet.’




  ‘Your ancestors knew the constitution when they came here, and they still came. They saw the freedom it would give you to roam like you always have done, like you cannot do on Earth any

  more.’




  ‘If that’s freedom, then tell me why can’t we leave?’
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