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To Sophie Hazel Hamilton
I never knew how much I missed you until you arrived
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PROLOGUE

Right from the start, there was something about the investigation that made Lieutenant
Renne Kampasa uneasy. The first little qualm came sliding up out of her subconscious
when she saw the victim’s loft apartment. She’d been inside loft apartments just like it a
hundred times before. It was the kind of plush metropolitan pad that a group of funky
TSI soap characters usually lived in: beautiful single people with well-paying jobs that
gave them most of the day off so they could enjoy a floor space of around five hundred
square meters as they lounged around in an extravagant décor provided by overpriced
interior designers. The kind of scenario completely divorced from real life but full of
dramatic or comic potential for the scriptwriters.

Yet here she was, a day after the Guardians’ shotgun message that denounced President
Elaine Dot as a Starflyer agent, being shown into just such an apartment on the top floor
of a refurbished factory block in Daroca, the capital city of Arevalo. The massive open-
plan living room had a wide sunny balcony that looked out over the Caspe River, which
flowed through the heart of the city. Like all the capitals of successful phase one space
planets, Daroca was a rich montage of parks, elegant buildings, and broad streets
stretching away to the horizon. Under the planet’s bronze-shaded morning sunlight it
glimmered with a sharp coronal hue, adding to the panorama’s graceful appeal.

Renne shook her head in mild disbelief at the fabulous view. Even with the decent salary
the navy paid her, she could never afford the rent on this. And it was currently being
paid by three first-life girls, all under twenty-five.

One of them was showing Renne and Tarlo in: Catriona Saleeb, a small twenty-two-
year-old, with long curly black hair, wearing a simple green dress with strong geometric
lilac stripes - except Renne knew the dress was a Fon, which put its price tag over a
thousand Earth dollars, and the girl was using it as a casual housedress. Renne’s e-butler
printed up Saleeb’s file in her virtual vision; she was a junior member of the Morishi
Grand Family, working at a bank in Daroca’s large financial district.

Her two friends were Trisha Marina Halgarth, who had a product placement job at
Veccdale, a Halgarth subsidiary that designed chic domestic systems, and Isabella
Halgarth, who’d taken a job at a contemporary art gallery in town. They fitted the whole
profile: three bachelorettes sharing a place in the city, having fun together while they
waited for their true careers to launch, or husbands of equal wealth and status to
materialize and carry them off to a merged trust fund mansion to produce their
contracted quota of children.

“This is one great place you’ve got here,” Tarlo said as they made their way into the
lounge.

Catriona turned and gave him a smile that was a lot more than simple politeness.



“Thanks, it’s a family place so we get it cheap.”
“Plenty of wild parties, huh.”
Her smile became teasing. “Maybe.”

Renne shot him an exasperated look; they were supposed to be on duty, not hitting on
potential witnesses. He just grinned back, perfect white teeth gleaming out of his
handsome tanned face. She’d seen for herself just how successful that grin could be in
the clubs and bars around Paris.

Catriona took them over to the kitchen section, which was separated from the living
room by a broad marble-topped breakfast bar. The kitchen was ultramodern, equipped
with every convenience gadget possible, all built in to swan-white egg-shaped wall
modules. Somehow, Renne couldn’t imagine it being used for much actual cooking, not
even by the complicated-looking chefbots.

The two other girls were sitting on stools at the bar.
“Trisha Marina Halgarth?”” Renne asked.

“That’s me.” One of the girls got to her feet. She had a heart-shaped face and light olive
skin with small, dark green butterfly-wing OCtattoos flowing back from each hazel eye.
She wore an oversize white toweling robe like defensive armor; she kept clutching at the
flufty fabric, pulling it tighter around her. Her bare feet had silver rings around each toe.

“We’re from navy intelligence,” Tarlo said. “Lieutenant Kampasa and I are investigating
what happened to you.”

“You mean, how gullible I was,” she snapped.

“Easy, babe,” Isabella Halgarth said. Her arm went around Trisha’s shoulders. “These
are the good guys.” She stood to face the investigators.

Renne found herself having to look up slightly; Isabella was several centimeters taller
than she, almost Tarlo’s height. She was dressed in very tight jeans that showed off her
legs. Her long blond hair had been gathered into a single tail that reached down to her
hips. It was an image of casual elegance.

Tarlo’s grin had broadened. Renne wanted to push him against a wall and shout a
warning about professional conduct, wagging her finger in his face for emphasis.
Instead, she did her best to ignore the mating dance appraisals going on all around her,
and said, “I’ve investigated several similar cases, Ms. Halgarth. In my experience, the
victim is rarely gullible. The Guardians have developed a very sophisticated operation
over the years.”

“Years!” Catriona snorted. “And you haven’t caught them yet?”



Renne kept her polite expression in place. “We believe we are close to a resolution.”
The three girls exchanged doubtful looks. Trisha sat down again, gripping at her robe.

“I know it’s unpleasant for you,” Tarlo said. “But if you could start by telling me the
man’s name.” His grin mellowed to sympathetic encouragement.

Trisha gave a reluctant nod. “Sure. Howard Liang.” She smiled feebly. “I don’t suppose
that’s his real name?”

“No,” Tarlo said. “But that identity will have created a lot of data within Daroca’s
cybersphere. Our forensic software teams will pull out a great many associated files. We
can check on the false identity information, where it was inserted, possibly who was
involved forging it. Every little bit helps.”

“How did you meet?”” Renne asked.
“Party. We get to quite a lot of them.” She glanced at her two girlfriends for support.

“This is a great city,” Isabella said. “Daroca is a wealthy planet; people here have the
money and time to play.” Her eyes gave Tarlo an amused glance.

“Trish and I are Dynasty, Catriona is a Grandee. What can [ say? We’re highly
desirable.”

“Was Howard Liang wealthy?” Renne asked.

“He didn’t have a trust fund,” Trisha said, then colored. “Well, he said he didn’t. His
family was supposed to come from Velaines. He said he was a couple of years out of his
first rejuve. I liked him.”

“Where did he work?”

“On the commodities desk at Ridgeon Financial. God, I don’t even know if that’s true.”
She pressed her free hand against her forehead, rubbing hard. “I don’t know how old he
really was. I know nothing about him at all. That’s what I hate most about this. Not that
he stole my author certificate, not that he gave me a memory wipe. Just...being taken in
like that. It’s so stupid. Our family security office sends us enough warnings. I never
thought they applied to me.”

“Please,” Tarlo said. “Don’t blame yourself. These guys are very professional. Hell, I’d
probably get taken in by them. Now, when did you last see him?”

“Three days ago. We went out for the evening. I’d been invited to the Bourne club, there
was some event, a new drama series launch. We had a meal afterward, then I came
home. I think. The apartment domestic array says I got in at five in the morning. I don’t
remember anything after dinner. Is that when they did it?”



“Possibly,” Renne said. “Did Mr. Liang share his apartment with anyone?”

“No. He lived by himself. I met a couple of his friends; I think they were from Ridgeon.
We only went out for a couple of weeks. Enough for me to drop my guard, I guess.” She
shook her head angrily. “I hate this. The whole Commonwealth thinks I believe the
President is an alien. I’ll never be able to face anyone at work again. I’ll have to go back
to Solidade and get my face changed and use another name.”

“That would probably help,” Tarlo said gently. “But before that we need to run some
tests on you. There’s a medical forensic team waiting down in the lobby. They can do
this in a clinic, or here, whichever you’re comfortable with.”

“Do it here,” Trisha said. “Just get it over with.”
“Of course. Another team will sweep his apartment.”
“What do you expect to find there?” Isabella asked.

“We’ll pin down his DNA, of course,” Renne told her. “Who knows what else we’ll
uncover, especially if they used it as their base. And we’ll pull his files from Ridgeon
Financial’s personnel records, which I’d like you to verify. It would help to have a
picture of him.”

“Won’t he have had reprofiling by now?”” Catriona asked.

“Yes. But it’s his background we’ll be focusing our investigation on, his past. That’s
where the clues to his origin are. You must understand, we have to crack the whole
Guardian organization open; it’s the only way to bring Liang to justice. We’re not
pursuing him singularly.”

They spent another twenty minutes in the loft apartment, taking statements from the
girls, then handed them over to the medical forensic team. Renne was halfway to the
door when she stopped and gave the big living room a thoughtful examination. Trisha
was going into her bedroom with two of the forensic team.

“What?” Tarlo asked.
“Nothing.” She gave Catriona and Isabella a last look before leaving.

“Come on,” he said in the elevator back down to the lobby. “I know you. Something’s
bugging you.”

“Déja vu.”
“What?”

“I’ve seen this crime scene before.”



“Me too. Every time the Guardians shotgun the unisphere the boss sends us out to have a
look around.”

“Yeah, so you should have recognized it, too. Remember Minilya?”

Tarlo frowned as the doors opened. They walked out into the lobby.

“Vaguely; it was four years ago. But that was a bunch of guys sharing an apartment.”
“Oh, so what? You’re going sexist on me? It’s different because it’s girls?”

“Hey!”

“It was exactly the same setup, Tarlo. And we’ve seen the all-girls group before as
well.”

“On Nzega, April Gallar Halgarth. She was part of a holiday group.”
“Buwangwa, too, don’t forget.”
“Okay, so what’s your point?”

“I don’t like repetition. And the Guardians know we’ll catch them a whole lot easier if
they stick to the same pattern.”

“I don’t see a pattern.”

“It’s not a pattern, exactly.”

“What then?”

“I’m not sure. They’re repeating their procedure. That’s not like them.”

Tarlo led the way out through the lobby’s revolving doors and used his e-butler to call a
city taxi over. “The Guardians don’t have a lot of choice in this. Admittedly the number
of dumb young Halgarths in the galaxy is pretty huge, but their living and social
arrangements only have a finite number of permutations. It’s not the Guardians who are
repeating, it’s the Halgarths.”

Renne frowned as the taxi pulled up in front of them; he was right, though that wasn’t
the line she’d been thinking along. “Do you think the Halgarth security is running an
entrapment operation? They could have hung Trisha out as bait?”

“No,” he said heatedly. “That’s wrong. If it was an entrapment they would have caught
Liang the first night he met Trisha. His identity history data might have stood up to a
review by Ridgeon Financial, but a specific entrapment operation run by the
Halgarths...no way.”



“They must be running entrapment operations. If I were the senior Halgarths I’d be
goddamn furious the family was constantly targeted by the Guardians.”

Tarlo settled back into the taxi’s leather seat. “They do tend to put a fair amount of
pressure on the boss.”

“I don’t think that’s right, either. If they were running an entrapment they’d tell us.”
“Would they?”

“All right, maybe not,” she said, “but as this wasn’t an entrapment, it’s irrelevant
anyway.”

“We don’t know it wasn’t an entrapment.”
“They didn’t catch Liang, and they haven’t told us, which they would do at this stage.”
“Alternatively, they’re busy tracking Liang, and don’t want to spook him by telling us.”

“That’s not it.” She was having trouble even looking at Tarlo. “Something is just wrong.
It was too neat.”

“Too neat?”

The tone of disbelief in his voice made her wince. “Yeah, I know, I know. But
something bothers me. That loft apartment, those girls, it all shouted out,

‘Here are dumb rich kids, come and rip them off.””
“I don’t get this. Who’s in the wrong here, the Guardians or the Halgarths?”

“Well...Okay, I don’t suppose it could have been the Halgarths, unless that really was
an entrapment operation.”

He grinned at her. “You’re getting as bad as the boss when it comes to conspiracies.
You’ll be blaming the Starflyer next.”

“Could do.” She gave him a weak smile. “But I’m still going to tell her I think
something’s odd about this one.”

“Career suicide.”

“Come on! What kind of a detective are you? We’re supposed to act on intuitive
hunches. Don’t you watch any cop soaps?”

“Unisphere shows are for people without lives. Me, I’m busy in the evenings.”

“Yeah,” she said snidely. “Still putting on your navy uniform when you go around the
clubs?”



“I’m a naval officer. Why shouldn’t [?”

Renne laughed. “God! Does that really work?”
“It does if you can find girls like those three.”
She sighed.

“Listen,” he said. “I’m serious. What can you tell Myo? You had a feeling? She’ll just
bawl you out big time. And don’t look to me to back you up. There was nothing wrong
with it.”

“The boss appreciates the way we consider cases. You know she’s always saying we
have to take a more holistic approach to crime.”

“Holistic, yeah, not psychic.”

They were still arguing about it forty minutes later when they arrived back at the Paris
office. Five uniformed navy officers were standing in a group outside Paula Myo’s
office.

“What’s happening?” Tarlo asked Alic Hogan.
“Columbia’s in there with her,” the Commander said. He looked very uncomfortable.

“Christ,” Renne muttered. “It’ll be the LA fiasco. I was supposed to be chasing the leads
from that operation this morning.”

“We all were,” Hogan said. He forced his gaze away from the closed door.
“Did you find anything in Daroca?”
Renne was trying to think what to say; Hogan was very by-the-book.

“It was a standard Guardians operation,” Tarlo said quickly. He was staring hard at
Renne. “We left forensics working through the scene.”

“Good. Keep me updated.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Standard operation,” Renne said scathingly as they walked back to their desks.

“I just saved your ass back there,” Tarlo said. “You can say all that kind of intuition
stuff to the boss, but not Hogan. All that little prick is interested in is checkmarks in the
box.”



“Okay, okay,” she grumbled.

Paula Myo walked out of her office, carrying her shoulder bag and the little rabbakas
plant she kept on the windowsill. A red-faced Rafael Columbia was standing behind her,
dressed in his full admiral’s uniform.

Renne had never seen Myo look so shocked. It sent a cold shiver down her own spine;
nothing ever ruffled the boss.

“Good-bye,” Myo told the office at large. “And thank you for all the hard work you did
for me.”

“Paula?” Tarlo gasped.

She gave him a small shake of her head, and he fell silent. Renne watched Paula Myo
walk out; it was like seeing a funeral procession.

“Commander Hogan,” Columbia said. “A word please.” He vanished back into Myo’s
office. Alic Hogan almost ran in after him. The door closed.

Renne sat down hard. “That didn’t happen,” she mumbled incredulously. “They can’t
get rid of her. She is the goddamn Directorate.”

“But we’re not the Directorate,” Tarlo said quietly. “Not anymore.”

ONE

The harsh sound of ion pistol shots sizzled out of the speakers to reverberate around the
LA Galactic security office. They were swiftly drowned out by the screams. Commander
Alic Hogan watched the screens in numb horror as the assassin left the scene of
Kazimir’s murder behind, running along the central concourse of the Carralvo terminal,
shooting as he went. Terrified passengers were throwing themselves flat or ducking
down behind the railings.

“Squad B are on the upper concourse,” Renne reported from her console.
“They have clear line of sight.”
“Take him out,” Hogan ordered.

He watched a grainy camera image as the ion pulse from the squad’s sharpshooter struck
the assassin. A corona of purple sparks flared briefly, outlining the running figure.

“Damnit,” Hogan hissed.

Two more ion pulses hit. Sparks were fountaining across the concourse, burning into



walls and advertising panels; people shrieked as tendrils of static writhed over their
clothing, singeing deep. Smoke alarms went off, adding their howl to the general din.

“He’s wearing a force field suit,” Renne exclaimed. “They can’t penetrate from that
range.”

Hogan opened the general communications icon in his virtual vision. “All squads close
in on the target. Pursue until he’s in open ground, then open fire. Overload that force
field.” As he watched the squads putting the new tactic into play, screens on every
console started to flicker. In his virtual vision, red warning graphics sprang up across his
interface with the station’s network.

“Kaos software has been released into the local network nodes,” his e-butler reported.
“The controlling RI is attempting to clear it.”

“Goddamnit!” Hogan’s fist thumped into his console. On the other side of the room,
Senator Burnelli was rising from her seat. She looked distraught, her beautiful young
face twisted by some unfathomable guilt. More camera images vanished from the
screens in a maelstrom of static. Only one image of the assassin remained, taken from a
roof sensor. Hogan watched him race along a ramp to platform 12A. Two navy officers
were chasing after him, a hundred meters behind. Ion shots were exchanged. The image
drizzled away into gray haze. A harsh groan crept out of Hogan’s throat. This couldn’t
be happening! It was an absolute disaster. Worse, it was happening in front of the
Senator who’d given them their first ever real lead into the Guardians, a lead Hogan had
been desperate to follow up.

Hogan’s virtual hand flew over icons, pulling out secure audio channels from the
squads. At least the navy’s dedicated systems weren’t too badly affected by the kaos.

“He’s on the platform, he’s on the platform!”

“With you, coming to twelve-A through the second ramp.”
“Shooting.”

“Wait! No, civilians!”

“Vic, where are you?”

“There’s a train coming in.”

“Vic? For Christ’s sake.”

“Fuck! He jumped down. Repeat, target is on the tracks. He’s on the tracks leading out
westward.”

“Get after him,” Hogan ordered. “Renne, who have we got outside?”



“Squad H is nearby.” She was pulling ground plans out of a handheld array that was
unaffected by the kaos. “Tarlo, are you there, can you intercept?”

“We’re on it.” Tarlo’s terse comment was accompanied by the sound of thudding
footsteps.

Hogan was vaguely aware of the Senator and her bodyguards leaving the security office.
His e-butler had brought up a translucent 3D map of the Carralvo terminal into his
virtual vision. The westbound track from platform 12A slid out into a broad area of a
hundred crisscrossing tracks, a major junction zone between the passenger terminal and
a cargo yard, which eventually curved around toward the cliff of gateways five
kilometers to the north.

“He’ll never make it there,” Hogan muttered. He turned to Tulloch, the CST security
liaison officer. “Are any of your teams outside?”

The man nodded. “Three teams. They’re converging now. This kaos doesn’t help, but
they’ve got clean communications. Don’t worry, we’ll seal him up inside that junction.
He’s not going anywhere.”

Hogan looked around the security office again, seeing his people glaring in frustration at
their useless consoles. All they could do was wait until the RI purged the station
network. Down on the ground, teams were calling out coordinates to each other. His
inserts were assigning them places on the map. It was a wide circle surrounding the
western track of platform 12A, a very loose circle. Renne was issuing a stream of orders,
trying to close the gaps.

“I’m going down there,” Hogan announced.
“Sir?” Renne broke off from the tactical situation to give him a surprised glance.

“Take over here,” he told her. “I might be able to help down there.” He saw the brief
flicker of doubt on her face before she said, “Yes, sir.” Hogan was all too aware of how
widespread that uncertainty had become among the officers under his command; the
Paris office he’d inherited from Paula Myo had never considered him anything other
than Admiral Columbia’s placeman, a political appointee who wasn’t really up to the
job. At the start of this observation operation he’d hoped he might finally gain their
respect. Now that hope, too, seemed to be vanishing along with the assassin.

The kaos that was wreaking electronic havoc on LA Galactic was starting to be felt on a
physical level. Hogan had to use the stairs at the end of the Carralvo office block to get
down to the concourse. The safety system on every elevator in the building had tripped,
halting them wherever they were in the shafts. He dashed down the four flights of stairs
from the security office, arriving on the ground floor only mildly out of breath. Out on
the concourse, a tide of panicked people was buzzing around in disarray. Frightened by



the murder and the chase, confused by the collapse of the local network, they didn’t
know which way to flee. It didn’t help that almost every alarm was now sounding, and
scarlet holographic arrows indicating the emergency exits were sliding through the air
above them in contradictory directions.

Hogan pushed through them, oblivious to the curses they hurled at him. He was listening
to the squads on the secure communications channels. It wasn’t sounding good. There
were too many queries, too many of them shouting, “Which way?”” They were all too
reliant on the officers up in the security office coordinating the operation, arranging
them into neat sweep patterns, watching the situation through the station’s primary
sensors. Have to change training procedures, he thought absently. His map showed the
ragged circle of his officers and the SCT teams closing slowly on the assassin’s
supposed position.

He pulled out his own ion pistol as he charged up the ramp to platform 12A. The few
passengers left were all curled up next to walls and pillars; they flinched as he sprinted
past and dropped down onto the track. Bold amber holograms at the edge of the platform
warned him not to proceed any farther. He ignored them and raced toward the end of the
terminal where the sunlight streamed down past the high arching roof. Renne’s voice
was still calm and level in his ears as she told people where to turn, what direction to
take. Despite that, there were still big gaps in the noose contracting around the assassin.
Hogan clenched his jaw and said nothing, but he was furious with their ragged
deployment. It was only when he emerged into the flood of California sunlight that he
saw the reason. The whole junction area represented on his virtual map, so neatly laced
with various tracks, was in reality a harsh environment of concrete and steel sprawling
for kilometers in every direction. Along one side were the bulky warehouses and loading
gantries of the cargo yard, where machines and bots were in constant motion. But ahead
of him, dozens of trains were winding their way across the junction: from ponderous
kilometer-long freighters pulled along by huge GH9 engines to trans-Earth loop trains;
twenty-wagon intrastation goods shunters as well as the sleek white express trains
chasing past at frighteningly high speed. They filled the air with metallic screeching and
a thunderous rattling, a constant racket that was overlaid by the clunks and clangs of
what must have been small ships colliding. It was a noise he had always been oblivious
to as he rode in the conditioned comfort of the first-class passenger carriages.

The kaos attack made no impact on the station’s traffic control. CST, ever anxious about
sabotage or even natural catastrophe, used independent ultra-hardened encryption to
maintain full communications with and control of the trains at all times and under any
circumstances; they’d even prevailed during the alien assault on the Lost23.

Hogan almost skidded to a halt as a fast cargo train sped past fifty meters to his left. He
could feel the wind of its slipstream on his face. Several squad members were visible
spread out in the distance ahead of him, all of them holding their weapons ready, trying



to look in every direction at once.

Hogan touched the virtual icon that put him in direct contact with Tulloch. “For Christ’s
sake, shut down the traffic out here! We’re going to get pulped into the landscape.”

“Sorry, Alic, I’ve already tried; transport control won’t do it without executive-level
authority.”

“Shit!” As Hogan watched, one of his people suddenly sprinted sideways. A two-
hundred-meter-long snake of tanker trucks hauled by a GH4 engine trundled along the
line he’d been standing on. “Renne, get Admiral Columbia to set off a nuke under CST.
I want these goddamn trains shut down. Now!”

“Working on it, sir. The kaos is being flushed. Should have full sensor coverage back in
a few minutes.”

“Christ.” He spat under his breath. Just how many disasters can you pile up in one day?
He hurriedly sidestepped off the actual track itself, and began jogging toward the erratic
line of squad members up ahead. “Okay, people, let’s get more organized. Who was the
last person to actually see our target?”

“Couple of minutes ago, he was two hundred meters ahead of me, heading northwest.”

Hogan’s virtual vision identified the speaker as John King, and tagged his position on
the map.

“Positive sighting, sir. I’ve got him on the other side of this flatbed shunter,” Gwyneth
Russell said. Her location was nearly a half of a kilometer away from John’s.

“When?” Hogan demanded.
“He jumped behind it maybe a minute ago, sir.”

“I can confirm that,” Tarlo said. “My squad is due north of Gwyneth. The flatbed
shunter has just reached us. He’s on the other side of it.”

Hogan scanned the direction his map indicated Tarlo’s squad was deployed. A fast-
moving train of cylindrical containers was zipping along a rail between him and the
squad. He thought he could see another train moving on the other side of it, through the
gaps between the containers. Might have been the flatbed shunter. It was a confusing
flicker of motion.

There was a brief ebb to the background clamor, and he heard a high-pitched humming
from the concave gully on his right-hand side, the sound of high-voltage cables. Hogan
looked down at it, frowning. He’d assumed it was a long enzyme-bonded concrete storm
drain of some kind, about three meters wide and one deep. The gray surface was rippling
slightly, and the entire gully behind him moved across the ground, linking up to another



gully running parallel to it twenty meters away.
Maglev track!

Hogan flung himself down onto the hard granite chippings, and put his hands over his
head. An express train hurtled past, its slipstream howling. His uniform jacket flapped
around like a sail in a tornado. For an instant he thought the air pressure was going to be
strong enough to lift him off the ground. He shouted wordlessly into the bone-shaker
yowl as animal fear surged through him. Then the express was gone, its rear strobe light
blinking into the distance.

It took a minute for his legs to stop shaking enough to carry his weight. He clambered
slowly to his feet, looking nervously along the innocuous gully for any sign of another
express.

“He’s not here,” Tarlo called. “Sir, we missed him.”

Hogan’s map showed him a big concentration of squad members along a section of
track, with Tarlo in the middle.

“We can’t have,” Gwyneth insisted. “For God’s sake, I saw him behind the train.”
“Well, he didn’t come this way.”

“Then where, for fuck’s sake?”

“Can anyone see him?”” Hogan asked. “Somebody?”

He received a chorus of “Not here,” “No, sir.”

As he walked unsteadily away from the maglev track, his virtual vision showed him the
station network slowly reestablishing itself. Renne had pulled a junction routing
schedule from traffic control, and was using it to warn everybody of approaching trains.

“Keep everyone in their positions,” he told her. “I want a perimeter around this junction.
He can’t have reached the edges yet. We keep it sealed until we have full electronic
coverage again.”

“Yes, sir,” she answered. “Oh, we just got some additional help.”

A couple of black helicopters swooped low over the junction, with LAPD written in
white on their underbelly. Hogan glared at them. Oh, great, just like the marina fiasco.
The cops will be laughing their asses off at us.

Clear sensor images were flipping up into a grid in his virtual vision as the kaos cleared.
He heard the first of the trains braking, a teeth-jangling screech that cut clean across the
junction. It was joined by another, then another, until every train was slowing to a halt.



Finally the junction was silent, the trains motionless. “All right, people,” Hogan
announced grimly, “let’s sweep this area sector by sector.”

Two hours later Alic had to admit defeat. They’d searched every inch of the junction,
visually and with sensors. The assassin was nowhere to be found. The perimeter of his
own squads and CST security teams remained unbreeched. Yet the target had somehow
eluded them.

From his makeshift field command post on platform 12A, Hogan watched the tired,
despondent squads trekking in from all across the junction. It was a wretched blow to
everyone’s morale. He could see it in their expressions, the way they wouldn’t meet his
eyes as they passed.

Tarlo stopped in front of him, looking more angry than disappointed. “I don’t get it. We
were right behind him. The others were all around. There’s no way he could have got
past us, I don’t care what he was wetwired with.”

“He had help,” Hogan told his lieutenant. “A lot of help. The kaos alone proves that.”

“Yeah, I guess. You coming back to Paris? Some of us are going to hit the bars; they’ll
still be open. The good ones anyway.”

At any other time Hogan would have appreciated the offer. “Thanks, but no. I’ve got to
tell the Admiral what happened.”

Tarlo winced in sympathy. “Ouch. Well...that’s why they pay you the big bucks.”

“Not enough for this,” Hogan muttered as the tall Californian headed off down the
platform to his squad mates. He took a breath, and told his e-butler to place the call to
Columbia’s office.

* %k sk sk ok ok ok

Senator Justine Burnelli stayed with the body as the official from the city morgue
directed the robotic stretcher toward one of the Carralvo’s many basement service exits.
There had been quite a delay while LA Galactic recovered from its kaos attack, time she
simply spent staring at Kazimir’s figure on the white marble floor of the concourse. The
sheet that the subdued CST staff had produced wasn’t quite big enough to cover the pool
of blood spreading around him.

Now her love was sealed in a black body bag, and a small squadron of cleaningbots was
already at work on the blood, scouring the marble surface, eradicating any sign of
staining with sharp effective chemicals. In a week’s time, nobody would ever know
what happened on that spot.



The robotic stretcher slid itself into the back of the morgue ambulance.
“I’ll ride with him,” Justine announced.

Nobody argued, not even Paula Myo. Justine clambered into the vehicle and sat on the
cramped bench beside the stretcher as the doors closed. Myo and the two Senate
Security bodyguards she had detailed to accompany Justine got into a waiting car behind
the ambulance. Alone in the gloomy light from a single polyphoto strip on the ceiling,
Justine thought she was going to start crying again.

I won’t! Kazimir wouldn’t want that, him and his old-world notions.

A lone tear leaked down her cheek as she slowly unzipped the body bag, allowing
herself to see him one last time before the inevitable forensic autopsy. His young body
would be examined and analyzed very thoroughly, which would mean the pathologists
cutting him open to complement the deep scan. He wouldn’t be Kazimir after that.

She gazed down at him, still surprised by the passive expression on his face.

“Oh, my love, I’ll carry on your cause,” she promised him. “I’1l fight your fight, and
we’ll win. We’ll beat it. We’ll destroy the Starflyer.”

Kazimir’s dead face stared up blindly. She flinched as she looked down at his ruined
chest, the tattered, burnt hole that the ion pulse had left in his jacket and shirt. Slowly,
she forced her hand into his pockets, feeling around for anything. He’d been sent to the
observatory in Peru to collect something, and she knew she couldn’t trust the navy. She
wasn’t sure about Myo, either; and the Investigator certainly didn’t trust her.

There was nothing in his pockets. She moved down his body, patting the fabric of his
clothes, trying to ignore the smears of blood building up on her fingers and palms. It
took a while, but she eventually found the memory crystal in his belt. A faint, fond smile
touched her lips at that: Kazimir on his secret mission used a belt secure pocket like
some tourist afraid of being mugged. There and then, she hated the Guardians for using
him. Their cause might be right, but that didn’t mean they could recruit children.

Justine was wiping her hands down on some tissues when the vehicle started braking to
a halt. She shoved the tissues into her bag along with the memory crystal and hurriedly

zipped the body bag up. The doors opened. Justine stepped out, worried she would look
as guilty as she felt.

They were in a small warehouse, parked on a platform beside a waiting train that had
only two carriages. She’d had to call Campbell Sheldon to summon up a private train so
quickly; fortunately, he’d been sympathetic. Even though they were friends, she knew
there would be a price to pay later. There always was, some support for a policy, a
returned favor. It was the way of the game. She didn’t care.



Paula stood beside her as the stretcher trundled into the cargo compartment on the
second carriage. “You realize that Admiral Columbia will not approve of this, Senator?”

“I know,” Justine said. She didn’t care about that, either. “But I want to be very sure of
the autopsy. Senate Security can supervise the procedure, but I want it performed at our
family clinic in New York. It’s the only place I can be sure there will be no
discrepancies or problems.”

“T understand.”

The train took twenty minutes to traverse the distance between Seattle and the Newark
station, which served New York. An unmarked ambulance from the clinic was waiting
for the body, along with two limousines. This time Justine couldn’t avoid riding with
Paula as the little convoy sped off to the exclusive facility just outside the city.

“Do you trust me?”” Paula asked.

Justine pretended to look out of the darkened window at the outlying districts. Despite

the profound shock of the murder and all its associated emotional turmoil, she was still
rational enough to consider the implications of the question. And she knew damn well

the Investigator never, ever eased off.

“I believe we now share several common goals. We both want that assassin caught. We
both believe the Starflyer exists. We both certainly know the navy is compromised.”

“That will do to begin with,” Paula said. “You still have blood under your fingernails,
Senator. I presume it got there when you searched the body.”

Justine knew her cheeks would be reddening. So much for slick maneuvering. She gave
the Investigator a long, calculating look, then reached down into her bag for another
tissue.

“Did you find anything?”” Paula asked.
“Do you still think the Starflyer got to me when I was on Far Away?”

“Nothing in this case can be certain. The Starflyer has had a very long time to establish
its connections within the Commonwealth unopposed and unseen. But I do assign that a
very low probability.”

“I’m on probation, then.” Justine worked the tissue edge at a fleck of blood on her left
index finger.

“An astute summary.”

“It must be very lonely for you up there on top of Olympus, judging the rest of us.”



“I hadn’t realized how badly you’ve been affected by McFoster’s death. I wouldn’t
normally expect a Burnelli to give away any edge in a deal.”

“Are we making a deal?”
“You know we are.”

“Kazimir and I were lovers.” She said it simply, as if it were a stock market report,
trying to keep her distance. Inside, the numbness was giving way to pain. She knew once
the body was delivered safely to the clinic she’d have to flee back to the Tulip Mansion,
a place where she could grieve properly, without anyone seeing.

“I had determined that much. Did you meet on Far Away?”

“Yes. He was only seventeen then. I’d never have guessed I could love someone like
that. But then you never get to choose when it comes to real love, do you?”

“No.” Paula turned away.
“Have you been in love like that, Investigator? Love that makes you completely crazy?”
“Not for several lives, no.”

“I could cope with a bodyloss. I have with my brother. I could even cope with him
losing several days of memory. But this, this is death, Investigator. Kazimir is gone
forever, and I am the cause of that, I am the one who betrayed him. I’'m not equipped for
that, not mentally. True death is not something that happens today. Mistakes of this
magnitude cannot be buried.”

“The Prime attack resulted in several tens of millions of humans being killed on the
Lost23. People that will never be re-lifed. Your grief is not unique. Not anymore.”

“I’m just another rich bitch who has lost a trinket. Is that it?”

“No, Senator. Your suffering is very real, and for that [ am genuinely sympathetic.
However, I do believe you will get through this. You have the determination and clarity
of thought that is only afforded to people of your age and experience.”

Justine snorted. “Emotional scar tissue, you mean.”

“Resilience would be closer to the mark. If anything, I’d say today has shown you just
how human you are. In that at least you can be content.”

Justine finished polishing her nails with the tissue. Now there was no evidence she had
ever touched him - it was a miserable thought. “You really believe that?”

“I do. I’'m assuming the body is actually being taken to your family clinic so you can
clone him?”



“No. I won’t do that to him. Replicating him physically is hardly going to purge my
guilt. A person is more than just a body. I’'m going to give Kazimir the one gift I still
can. [ can do no less.”

“I see. Then I wish you happiness in your choice, Senator.”
“Thank you.”

“But I would still like to know if you found anything.”

“A memory crystal.”

“May I see 1t?”

“Yes, I suppose you can. It’s your experience I’ll need to help bring down the Starflyer.
But there are limits to my cooperation; I won’t give the navy anything that will help
them stop the Guardians. I don’t care how committed you are to arresting Johansson.”

“I understand.”

k sk sk sk sk ok ok

Adam had personally given Kieran McSobel the support assignment for Kazimir’s run.
Kieran had been making good progress since arriving on Earth a few years earlier,
absorbing their tradecraft with ease, staying cool under pressure - qualities that marked
him down as highly suitable for the kind of operations the Guardians were performing
these days. This assignment should be a walk in the park for him.

When Kazimir’s loop train pulled in, Kieran was in place on the Carralvo’s concourse,
mingling with the perpetual flood of passengers. Indistinguishable in the crowd like any
good operative, ready for any number of contingencies.

Away on the other side of the station complex, the Guardians monitored his progress
from the offices of Lemule’s Max Transit company. Adam himself lounged against the
back wall, watching them in turn. He didn’t interfere with the procedures - after all, they
were the ones he’d taught them, but he wanted his presence to supply them with a
degree of reassurance. A comfortable father figure. It took a lot of effort not to pull a
dismayed face every time he thought that. But this was a crucial operation; he had to be
here to keep an eye on it. Bradley Johansson was desperate for the Martian data. The
alien attack on the edge of phase two space had played hell with their carefully plotted
timetable.

Marisa McFoster was running electronic scans through the Carralvo’s network,
searching for any sign of observation activity around Kazimir. “It’s clean,” she
announced. A secure link connected her to Kieran. “Proceed,” she told him.



A map on one of her console screens showed Kieran’s icon moving slowly along the
concourse toward the main exit. He ought to be thirty meters behind Kazimir,
monitoring the throng of passengers for possible tails.

“He’s stopped,” Kieran said suddenly.
“What do you mean, stopped?” Marisa asked.
Adam immediately straightened up. Please, not again.

“He’s shouting at someone,” Kieran’s puzzled voice said. “What in the dreaming
heavens...?”

“Give me a visual,” Marisa told him.

Adam hurried over to stand behind her chair, bending to look at her console portal. The
link from Kieran’s retinal inserts delivered an unsteady picture, a poor view through a
crowd of people. A cluster of dark out-of-focus heads bobbed around directly in front of
him. On the other side of them a figure was running. The image flared white as an ion
pulse discharged.

“Fuck!” Kieran yelled. Smeared strands of darkness slashed across the glare of light as
he whipped his head about. For a second there was a blurry black and white image of a
man flying backward through the air, arms and legs flung wide. Then Kieran zoomed in
on the man with the gun who was now turning to run.

“Bruce!” Marisa cried out.

“Who the hell’s Bruce?”” Adam demanded.
“Bruce McFoster. Kazimir’s friend.”
“Shit. You mean the one that was killed?”

“Yeah.”

Adam slapped a fist against his forehead. “Only he wasn’t. The Starflyer’s done this to
your prisoners before. Goddamnit!”

The screen showing the feed from Kieran flashed white. “He’s shooting again,” Kieran
said. All the portal showed now was a pair of shoes, their wearer lying flat on a white
marble floor. Kieran lifted his head and the shoes sank off the bottom of the portal;
beyond them, Bruce McFoster was racing down the concourse, people ducking for cover
on either side of him as he kept on firing. Two men and one woman were chasing after
him, holding pistols and yelling at him to stop. They were dressed in ordinary clothes.

“They aren’t CST security,” Adam said grimly.



A shot from somewhere above and behind Kieran struck Bruce McFoster. His force field
flared briefly, but he never slowed.

“Dear God, how many people knew Kazimir was on this run?”

Red icons started to flash up across Marisa’s console. “Someone’s attacked the local
network with kaos,” she said. “Bad strike; this is high-grade software. The RI can barely
contain the contamination.”

“That’ll be Bruce, or his controllers,” Adam said. “It’ll help him get clear. They must
have known the navy was watching Kazimir.” Which is more than we did, he thought
miserably.

The link to Kieran’s inserts was dissolving; all that remained was his secure audio
channel.

“What do we do?” Marisa asked.

“Kieran, can you reach Kazimir?” Adam demanded. “Can you retrieve the memor
y Yy
C1 ystal?”

“I don’t...oh, what...there’s someone...armed...standing beside...that’s no way, I can’t
get...more people...alarms triggered...”

“All right, stay put and see what happens. See where they take him.”

“I’'m on...okay.”

“Can you see where Bruce has gone?”

“...shooting still...chase...platform twelve-A...pursuit...repeat, platform twelve-A...”

Adam didn’t even need to consult a console map. After twenty-five years working in LA
Galactic, he knew the massive station’s layout better than Nigel Sheldon. He sat at the
console beside Marisa and opened the dedicated landlines he’d carefully installed over
the last few years using bots to spool out optical cable through ducts and along pipes,
spreading their invisible web across the massive station’s landscape. Each one was
connected to a tiny stealthed sensor; they’d been placed on walls high above the ground,
lamp-posts, bridges, anywhere that provided a good field of view.

Two of them covered the large junction area west of the Carralvo. The images came up
just in time for Adam to see Bruce sprinting out from under the huge arching concrete
roof that covered the platform. The Starflyer agent turned sharply and began leaping
over tracks. Adam actually drew in a sharp breath at one point as a train hurtled toward
the speeding figure. But Bruce cut clean in front of it with perfect timing. He ran past a
second train that was traveling more slowly and in the opposite direction. It completely
threw the navy personnel following him.



CST security staff were drifting into the images, jogging along dangerously close to
trains as they tried to look past the flashing wheels. Adam suddenly realized that none of
them had any contact with traffic control. Bruce jumped over a maglev track, and
changed direction yet again. His pursuers were slowing now. They’d become wary of
the trains rushing through the junction, switching tracks without warning. Despite their
caution, they were deployed in a simple circle that was slowly contracting. Adam knew
they must have access to some kind of communications.

He ordered a sensor to focus on one of the navy personnel. Sure enough, the woman was
emitting a faint electromagnetic micropulse, well outside the standard civil cybersphere
node spectrum. They were using a dedicated high-order encryption system to keep in
contact. “Damnit,” Adam whispered to himself. No wonder his team’s scrutineer
programs, so carefully infiltrated into LA Galactic’s network nodes, hadn’t spotted any
surveillance around Kazimir. Which meant navy intelligence suspected their
countersurveillance capabilities; that or Alic Hogan was being seriously paranoid.

One of the navy people was closing on Bruce along a narrow corridor formed by two
moving trains. They were only a couple of hundred meters apart. Bruce seemed
oblivious to his pursuer.

“...Paula Myo...” Kieran said.

“Repeat please,” Adam told him quickly.

“I...see Myo...concourse...charge...talking...the Senator.”
Paula Myo! Not off the case after all. Damnit!

It was a tiny distraction, but enough for Adam to lose sight of Bruce down amid the
tracks and speeding trains. “Where the hell did he go?” It looked like the pursuers didn’t
have a clue, either. A whole line of them were now walking along the track where he’d
been moments ago, shouting at each other and waving their hands about. The trains were
coming to a halt all around them.

It took three replays of the sensor recordings before Adam was really certain. He
watched the enhanced image of Bruce in slow motion: a collection of blurred gray pixels
that made a crazy jump straight at a freight train as it slid alongside. A dark square on
the side of a freight container swallowed up the smudged figure. Seconds later the
square had vanished, closing up into an ordinary sheet of metal.

“Son of a bitch,” Adam grunted. “We’re up against a real bunch of Boy Scouts here.”
“Sir?” Marisa asked.

“They came very well prepared.”
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Four centuries of experience and objectivity counted for absolutely nothing as the
Pathfinder began its terrifying plummet; Ozzie started screaming as loudly as Orion,
both of them audible even over the thunder of the falling sea. Spray whirled around the
rickety raft with brutal force, wiping out all sight of the sky in a gray haze. Ozzie clung
to the mast as if that alone could save him from certain death as he fell and fell and fel/l
without end. The spume soaked his clothes in seconds, stinging his naked skin.

He drew a breath and screamed again. When he ran out of air he sucked down more, half
of which was fizzing water. He coughed and spluttered, an automatic action that
overrode the wild impulse to keep on screaming. As soon as his throat was clear and his
lungs full again, he started to open his mouth for the scream that would surely end in an
awful explosion of pain. Right at the back of his brain, an insecure, puzzled thought
began to register.

As they went over the edge of the waterfall he’d glimpsed the impossible length of the
cascade, and there hadn’t been a bottom. No jagged rocks below upon which to smash
apart. No abrupt end. Nothing, in fact.

This whole setup is artificial, you asshole!

Ozzie took another breath, exhaled through flared nostrils, then forced himself to inhale
deeply. His body insisted he was falling, and had been doing so for several seconds now.
Animal instinct knew they must have hurtled down an incredible distance, that his
velocity was way past terminal already. The steady breathing routine helped slow his
frantic heart rate.

Think! You're not falling, you're in zero gee. Freefall! You're safe...for the moment
anyway.

The roar of the waterfall somewhere beyond the lashing froth was still overwhelming.
He could hear Orion’s cries that had become gulping whimpers. Wiping the droplets
from his eyes he peered around. The boy was clinging to the deck of the raft a couple of
meters away. The naked terror on his face was horrible to see; nobody should have to
suffer like that.

“It’s okay,” Ozzie bellowed. “We’re not falling; it just looks like it. We’re in freefall,
like astronauts.” That should reassure the boy.

Orion’s horror took on a bamboozled aspect. “Whatnauts?”
Oh, for Christ’s sake! “We’re safe. Okay? It’s not as bad as it looks.”

The boy nodded his head, totally unconvinced. He was still bracing himself for the
certain killer impact.



Ozzie took a good look around, constantly having to wipe the spray from his face. He
could just pick out the sun, a smear of brightness creating a whorl of refraction rainbows
within the spray. Call that direction up then. Half of the saturated universe surrounding
them was distinctly darker than the other half. That must be the waterfall. Which was
wrong, because if they were truly in zero gee the water wouldn’t fall anywhere. Yet he’d
seen it. He tightened his grip on the mast with an involuntary lurch.

Okay, so what can cause water to flow in zero gee? Fuck knows. So what geometry is
this screwball worldlet? It can’t be a planet...

He remembered the water specks drifting through the hazy eternal sky of the gas halo.
This colossal worldlet must be one of them. As always in this place, scale had thrown
him.

A flat ocean on one side, then. With the water falling off the edge. If it pours away
constantly, then it will have to be replaced. Or more likely it just cycles around and
around. The underside collects the overspill somehow, and sends it back to the ocean
side again. Crazy! But then if you can create gravity and apply it how you want, it isn’t
actually so weird.

With controllable gravity as a baseline, Ozzie tried to picture the geometry of the
worldlet. If it was truly like the other water specks, then it was completely covered in
water. Gravity projectors just pulled the fluid around in unexpected directions. He didn’t
like the shapes his mind was coming up with. None of them had undersides where the
raft could float along serenely.

When he looked around again, he thought they were drifting closer toward the waterfall.
The spray around them was noticeably thinner, yet the gloom was no darker. They must
be moving into the underside shadow.

There is gravity here, at right angles to the ocean on the topside. Maybe even less than
ninety degrees, because the water has to be pulled around and under. Which is really
not good. We cannot afford to get caught up in the flow.

For now they were safe, as long as the underside gravity was still tenuous. The ocean
current had shot them horizontally past the edge of the worldlet, which had given them a
hiatus, but the underside’s artificial gravity would pull them in eventually. It was already
attracting the spray droplets, drawing them back into the flow.

They had to get clear while the gravity remained weak. And he could only think of one
propulsive force left to them.

Ozzie checked that the rope around his waist was tied very securely to the base of the
mast, and let go. Orion squealed in shock; his wide eyes following Ozzie’s every move.
It had been a long time since Ozzie had been in freefall; even then he’d never been



particularly good at maneuvering around. He pushed lightly against the mast,
remembering the cardinal rule that you must never move quickly. There were objects
gliding through the spray around him, mostly the globes of fruit they’d brought with
them, which had escaped from their wicker baskets. His little shaving pack tumbled past
him, and he cursed, unreasonably annoyed at the utterly trivial loss. Thankfully, the
handheld array was still clipped to his rucksack, which was lashed firmly to the deck. He
pulled the glistening gadget free, and hauled his way across the Pathfinder until he
reached Tochee.

The wooden decking where the big alien was clinging on with its locomotion flesh
ridges was bent upward, its grip was so fierce. Some of the crudely shaped branches
were actually starting to fracture. Ozzie held on to a single branch of decking, and
pushed the array in front of Tochee’s protuberant eye.

“We have to get out of here,” Ozzie cried. The array translated his voice into dancing
violet starbursts on its screen.

“We fall to our death,” Tochee replied through the array. “I regret this. I wish for more
life.”

“I don’t have time to explain,” Ozzie replied. He was aware the waterfall’s rumble was
reducing as the cascade slowly calmed. “Trust me, please. You have to fly us out