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Prolific British writer Peter F. Hamilton has sold to Inter-zone, In Dreams, New Worlds, Fears, and
elsawhere. He sold hisfirst novel, Mindstar Rising, in 1993, and quickly followed it up with two
sequels, A Quantum Murder and The Nano Flower. Hamilton’ sfirst three books didn’t attract a

great deal of attention on this side of the Atlantic, at least, but that changed dramatically with the

publication of his next novel, The Redity Dysfunction, a huge modern Space Opera (it needed to be
divided into two volumes for publication in the United Sates) that was itself only the start of a
projected trilogy of staggering size and scope, the Night’s Dawn trilogy, with the first volume
followed by others of equal heft and ambition (and also raced up genre best-seller lists), The
Neutronium Alchemist and The Naked God. The Night’s Dawn trilogy put Hamilton on the map as
one of the major players in the expanding subgenre of the New Space Opera, along with writers
such as lain Banks, Dan Smmons, Paul McAuley, Gregory Benford, Alastair Reynolds, and
others; it was successful enough that a regular SFpublisher later issued Hamilton’ s reference
guide to the complex universe of the trilogy, The Confederation Handbook, the kind of thing that’s
usually done as a small-presstitle, if it's done at all. Hamilton’ s other books include the novels
Misspent Y outh, Fallen Dragon, Pandora s Star; a collection, A Second Chance at Eden; and a
novella chapbook, Watching Trees Grow. His most recent book is a new novel, Judas Unchained.
Coming up is a new collection, The Dreaming Void.

Here he takes us to the fabulous Confederation universe, to a place where you can take a
commuter train to the stars, for a tense investigation of an act of terrorism whose ultimate
implications turn out to be very far-reaching indeed.

[VERSION HISTORY]

v1.0 by the N.E.R.D's. Page numbers removed, paragraphs joined, formatted and spell checked. A full
read through is required.

v1.1 by theN.E.R.D's. A full read through has been completed.

WHAT HAPPENED

NovaZedand was the world chosen for the massacre for exactly the same reason that the party of
youthful Dynasty members had chosen it astheir funtime holiday destination. It bardly quaified as
H-congruous, capable of supporting human habitation; but that bad geophysics gave it some astonishing
scenery that smply begged to be exploited by extreme sports enthusiasts. There was a smdl population
without any real industrial base; its commerce wasthe leisureindustry. Y et in case of agenuine
emergency, the Intersolar Commonwedth with al its fabulous medica and technica resourceswasonly a

gnglefast train ride away.

Thetrains camein at Compression Space Transport’s planetary station on the north side of the capital,
Ridgeview (population 43,000). They arrived through awormhole that provided adirect link back to



EdenBurg, an industria planet, owned by the Halgarth Dynasty, and one of the mgjor junctionsin CST's
interstellar trangport monopoly. None of the trains went any farther than the station; Nova Zedland didn’t
have the kind of road and rail network common to most Commonwesdlth worlds. All medium- and
long-distance travel was by plane.

It was midmorning when the train from Hiforniapulled in at the station. The first three carriages were for
passengers, while the last two were vehicle carriers. Onceit drew to ahdt, large mameta doors on the
vehicle carriages retracted and ramps extended out from the platform. The sound of highly tuned engines
firing up was unusua enough to turn the heads of the ordinary passengers asthey disembarked. Five
customized cars growled their way out onto the ramp. The first was a glowing orange Jaguar roadster,
with faint blue flames stuttering out of its exhaust pipes as the engine revved. With afina roar of power, it
sped off the bottom of the ramp with a showy whed spin. Second was a silver Cadillac that was half
bonnet, with front scimitar finsand arear variable-camber poiler; then came an eight-wheeled stretch
limo; followed by a hundred-year-old VV-class Mercedes; and finally, abrutish Lexus AT PowerSport,
hydroskis retracted againgt its burnished gold sides.

The convoy raced off out of the station, ashow of casua affluence and arrogance that brought grimaces
of contempt from those watching. After a discrete minute, the rest of the party’ svehicles did quietly out
of the carriage; seven long luxury vansthat carried the necessary domestic staff and assstants, along with
luggage and sports equipment. The Dynasty members never traveled without their home comforts close

by.

Ridgeview’ sairport was five miles from the planetary station, adisgppointingly short journey for the
owners of the custom cars, hardly far enough for them to jostle and race dong the road. They drove over
to the waiting Siddeley-L ockheed CP-450, a subsonic cargo/passenger combi plane operated by aloca
tour company. Inside the vast cargo hold, e ectromuscle damps curved out of the floor to secure the
fancy cars. Doors opened, and the brash young things sauntered out, filling the air with overloud taunts
and calsto each other. Their girlfriends accompanied them, tall dender beauties, terribly young to be
dressed in such sensud couture. Stewardesses smiled impassively at the braying sexua harassment they
were casualy subjected to, and showed their haughty passengers to the upper deck’s Imperial Cabin.

The vans purred smoothly into the plane. Staff found their seatsin the mid-deck lounge. Within ten
minutes, the big rear doors swung shut and the plane taxied onto the runway.

Ridgeview air traffic control cleared them for takeoff to NovaZedland' sarctic continent. It wasa
nine-hour flight that would take them to the notorious Fire Plain, ahundred-kilometer circle of wet
swamps just short of the poleitsalf, whose abnormal climate was created by aring wal of active
volcanoes. Vistorsto the resort could watch glowing lavaflowing into the congtricting cliff of the polar
glacier, spurting out phenomend jets of superhesated steam al the way up to the ionosphere, while down
in theweird wetlands of giant ferns, huge dangerous creatures |eft over from an earlier geologica era
wallowed in the mud and ate anything that moved.

The Siddeley-L ockheed CP-450 roseinto the air, folding its undercarriage away nestly. It curved
toward the north through a clear azure sky, bright blue-white sunlight shining on its green fusdage. Below
it, the harsh scrub desert fell away to the seaiin long rumpled folds and sharp ravines.

Five minutes after takeoff, the plane was climbing through ten thousand feet as the pilot watched the flight
management array throttle the duct fans back to cruise power, a which point one of the Dynasty heirs
decided it wastime to renew his membership of the mile-high club. It was't in hisnatureto retire
discreetly to the washroom. The rest of the party gathered round his reclining couch to cheer ashis
obedient girlfriend stripped off. Scanddized stewardesses peeked from the gdley, trying not to giggle.



A red gar dert flared in the pilot’ svirtud vison. The plane sarray wasissuing aproximity darm. It took
the pilot a shocked couple of seconds to analyze the data that the radar was presenting him with. An
object barely ameter long was streaking toward them at mach five. Disbelief froze him for another
second as he struggled to admit that he was seeing amissile. He managed to yell: “Mayday!” into the
open channel as he dammed his hands down onto the manua control pads. For someone who hadn'’t
physicaly flown aplane for over two decades, he managed his evasion maneuver remarkably well,
ramming on the power and initiating a steep dive. It delayed impact by agood three seconds, long
enough for everyone on board to redize that something was disastrously wrong.

The missile struck the fuselage just below the port wing root. Not even modern superstrength materials
could withstand the blast. The wing was ripped off, sending the fuselage into afast spin. It began to
disntegrate immediatdly, scattering fragments and bodies asit plummeted out of the sky.

Before thefirst pieces even hit the ground, a shotgun message entered the Unisphere, attempting to
infiltrate the address stores of every person who had an access code—about ninety-live percent of the
human race. The carrier format was new enough to avoid the mgjority of commercia sentinds, though the
Unisphere’ s node management programs soon adapted to the intruder and blocked its progress. Before
that happened, it managed to reach severd hillion people who were annoyed to find the smdl file dipping
into their stores. Most were unisphere-savvy enough to have their e-butlers delete the pest. Those that
did open it were shown asmpletext.

The Free Merioneth Forces announce the eradication of more Dynasty parasites. Our team
on NovaZedand have today successfully struck against our oppressors. Until our planet is
liberated from the financid bonds that the Dynasty leaders have shackled it with, our
campaignwill continue,

We urge dl Dynasty membersto exert your influence and compel your leaders negotiate
with our government. Failure to comply with our requests for freedom and dignity will result
inthe further elimination of your worthless kind. We will no longer tolerate our taxes being
spent to uphold your decadent lifestyle.

Senior investigator PaulaMyo' s e-butler deleted the shotgun as soon asit reached her Unisphere
interface; it was the newest adaptive verson with ared-time update facility to the Serious Crimes
Directorate RI, so it knew what it was dedling with. At the time, she wastrying to be polite with the
decorator who was gazing around the lounge of her new apartment, shaking hishead asif he’ d been
confronted with restoring the Sitine Chapdl.

“Next month?” he suggested with atypica Galic shrug.

Paulawas only surprised that he wasn't wearing aberet and smoking a cigarette; he' d certainly polished
therest of the Parisan indifference routine to stereotype perfection. “ That’ sfine.” She'd beeninthe
gpartment aweek, and even she acknowledged it needed sprucing up. It wasn’t much: bathroom,
bedroom, and alounge with atiny kitchen acove. The building was atypica Parisblock, centuries-old,
with apleasant central courtyard. Sheredlly didn’t care about the aesthetics. All that counted wasits
proximity to the office.

“What color scheme?’ heinquired.
“Oh... whatever: white”

“White?’ From hisblatant dismay she must have ddiberately insulted his French ancestry dl the way
back to theroyal era.



“Yes.” A priority communication icon popped up into her virtua vison. Shetouched it with avirtua hand
she' d customized to ared skeletd outling; her physicd fingerstwitched in mimicry aspardld nerve
impulses ran aong the organic circuitry tattoos on her wrigt.

“Grade one casecoming in,” Christabdel AgathaHagarth said. “The Director wantsus on it immediately.”
“Onmy way in,” Paulareplied.
“No, don't. I'm going for acar now; I'll pick you up. Three minutes.”

“All right, transfer the case files over.” Pauladismissed the decorator. Perhaps it was because of her
carefully controlled mix of Filipino and European genes, which had given her such addightful face that he
assumed he could bluster and intimidate as he usudly did with singlefemale clients. The stare she gave
him froze the protest after just a couple of words. He nodded compliance and retreated, counting himself
lucky she hadn’t actudly said anything.

Paulapulled on agray suit jacket and picked up her smal shoulder bag, moving ingtinctively asthefiles
from the Directorate dipped into her virtua vison. She read the scant details on the plane crash as she
hurried down the worn stone stairs to the courtyard below.

One of the Directorate’' s dark sedans pulled up outside the block’ s main entrance. The gull wing door
pivoted forward, and Paulagot in. Christabel was sitting on the rear bench, a brunette with an Asan
ancestry alot stronger than Paula’ s clinic-manufactured heritage. She was Paula s deputy; they’ d known
each other Sincetheir training academy days.

“Wow, you look greet,” Christabel enthused. “ Pogitively jailbait. I’ d forgotten how pretty you are when
you' reyoung. Y ou shouldn’t wait so long between rejuvenations.”

“I can't sparethetime,” Paula said automaticaly. Her hand went up to sweep her raven hair away from
her face. With rguvenation returning her biological age to late adolescence, her hair had grown very thick
again. Every time, she was tempted to have it trimmed to ashorter style. But thisfitted her, dong with the
simple-cut business suit and plain black shoes she always wore to work, defining what shewas. It was as
much her identity as her modified genes.

“Welcome back,” Christabel said with aknowing smile. “How are your inserts settling in?’

Paulaheld up ahand, flexing the fingers. The OCtattoos were invisble againg her skin. It was till a
relatively new technology, with development houses finding new applications each year. Theonesshe'd
had before rejuvenation were alot cruder; they’ d been eradicated by her treatment, so the last week had
been spent a a Directorate facility augmenting her body with the new generation of insert gadgets.

“A couple of glitchesleft. I'm due afina formatting session on Saturday. Things have come along way
sgncel had my last ingdlation.”

Christabel held up her own hand. Threads of intense blue light appeared, pulsing dong her fingers. “You
didn’'t fancy the latest versions then? Function and fashion combined. Not bad, huh?1 paid for the
customization mysdlf. | can get you agood ded if you like. I' ve till got contactsin my Dynasty.”

Paula gave the glowing strands a curt look. “No thank you.”
Christabel laughed.

“We don’'t seem to have much on the Free Merioneth Forces,” Paulasaid as she continued to open case
files



“No. They'rerdatively new. Emerged while you werein ruvenation. Thisistheir fourth strikein five
months. Very effective. We haven't arrested anyone yet.”

* x % k %

The Directorate sedan drove across Paris to the huge CST station, where it boarded a trans-Earth loop
train, taking it through a series of wormholeslinking the old world' s mgjor cities. From Paris, the loop led
to Madrid, then London, before crossing the Atlantic to New Y ork; four more stops, and twenty minutes
later, thetrain pulled in at the massive LA galactic station, where they drove over to the Intersolar
terminal and onto adirect train to EdenBurg.

Eighty minutes after Paula got into the sedan, it was driving off avehicle carriage a the same platform that
the Dynasty party had used less than three hours earlier. The car’ sarray took them around the Ridgeview
ring road, and out across the scrub desert to the north. Paulawatched in surprise as agroup of wild
camels sauntered across the hard-packed sands. They’ d been gene-modified to digest the local
cacti-equivalent vegetation, but even so it was aharsh environment. After five miles, the track vanished,
and the suspension rose up to cope with the rocky ground.

“Hope you brought ahat,” Christabd said. She was squinting out the window at the blazing noon sun.
Ridgeview was about as far south as the planet’ s climate would alow. After another couple of hundred
miles the scrub desert gave way to true desolation. Nova Zedand' s entire equatorial zone was bare rock,
baked by the intense blue-white star; the heat even repelled clouds, leaving the land in a permanent
shadowless summer where the daily air temperature rose far above boiling point.

The crash Site perimeter was still being established by the local police. Wreckage had so far been spotted
over seven square miles. The Directorate car delivered them to a cluster of police vehicles parked
together above awide sandy gully. Helicopters droned dowly through the clear sky above.

Paulareluctantly dug awide-brimmed hat from her little bag. The door opened, and sheimmediately held
her bresth as oppressively hot air swept in.

“Hellfire,” Christabel groaned. “Literdly.”

They climbed out. Paulaput on apair of sunglassesthat opagued up to their highest level. Then she took
her jacket off, feeing swest prickle her bare arms. The arid desert air was burning its way down her
throat, drying her Snuses.

“Wouldn't do that if | wasyou,” aman told them. He was dressed in aloose Arabic-style robe with a
deep white hood. “ Detective Captain Aidan Winkal,” he said as he offered his hand.

“PaulaMyo.”

“I've heard of you, Investigator. But serioudly, if you haven't put on screening membrane, five minutes
exposure in thissunlight will burn your skin down to the bone.”

“Okay.” She put the jacket back on.
“Comeon, I’ve got our mobile situation office set up.”

It was abig old van with the Ridgeview police logo emblazoned on the sde. Fivetal heat-dump fins
sprouted out of the roof, glowing afaint rose-pink. Inside, the air was thankfully cool. A bench table
down one side was cluttered with various desktop arrays operated by Winkal’ s colleagues. Screens and
small holographic portads relayed variousimages from the helicopters and jegps covering the Site.



“What procedures are you following?’ Paula asked.

Aidan Winkal had pulled hishood back to reved aweathered face with silver-fox hair cut short. He
appeared hestant. “Look, we' re not exactly used to thiskind of thing, you know.”

“We re not hereto criticize,” Paulaassured him. “We both want the same thing, to catch the people
responsible. The Directorate will assume responsibility for tracking down the group that did this. But Site
control and recovery isdl yours. Now tell mewhat you' re doing, and we' |l be happy to provide advice.”

“Okay, thanks. We re trying to map the debrisarea. The larger sections of fuselage are easy enough to
find, and so far we' ve picked up thirty-seven persona emergency beacons. My squads are escorting
medical teams out to them. The bodies we ve located so far... they’ re not intact, you know.”

“I understand. However, their memorycells should be able to survive the impact. They’ re designed to
withstand alot worse than this”

“Qre”

“We have a Directorate forensic team en route. Some of their sensor systemswill be able to help your
search. I'll assign them as soon aswe' ve identified and recovered the missile. Have you located the
launch Steyet?’

“No. I’m concentrating on the crash, finding those poor people. We re il trying to build afull passenger
lig.”

“Fair enough. Christabel and | will work out where it wasfired from. I'll need complete accessto the
plane’smemory. Have you found it yet?’

“Yes. It never lost contact with the Unisphere. We know whereit is, but we haven't actualy collected it
yet. | encrypted the channel and restricted access.”

“Good. I'd dso like to see the CST station closed to both inbound and outbound trains. We can do
without the reporters who are undoubtedly on their way. Secondly, there' s a chance the team that fired
themissileisill on the planet. If so, I’ d like them confined here.”

“I, er, don't realy have that authority. | don’t even think our prime minister does.”

“I'll contact my chief right away. But you' Il need to post some officers at the station. It might turn ugly
once the trains sop running.”

“Okay.”

* * % % %

Paulaand Christabel claimed a couple of fold-out chairs at the rear of the van, and got Aidan to open the
restricted channd to the plane’s memory. Using the radar data to backtrack the missile strgectory was
easy enough;, it had come from a point approximately aquarter mile from the coadt, five miles outside
Kidgeview.

“Wouldn't take long to get to the city ring road from there,” Christabel exclaimed as she reviewed alocal
map in her virtud vison.

“Pull Ridgeview’ straffic management records,” Paulatold her. “Find out what vehiclesif any joined the
road from outside thismorning. I'll dso want the air traffic records scrutinizing. They might have flown



“Right avay.”
“What kind of orbital survelllance have you got here?’ Paulaasked Aidan.

“Eight low orbit satellitesfor geophysica observation,” hetold her. “Theresolution isn't good. Y ou could
see the Siddeley-L ockheed, and most houses; but a car would be hard to make out, and individual
people aretoo small.”

“Okay. W€ Il seewhat kind of images the Directorate RI can pull out of the raw data. Right now, we
need to get out to the launch site. Thissun isdegrading our evidence by the minute. Can you give mea
helicopter, please?”

* % % % %

The Directorate forensic team arrived in timeto join them on the helicopter. Aidan Winkal also eected to
come with them. Asthe coast dipped into view through the cabin window, he shook hishead in
bemusement. “1 just got word from the station,” he caled above the rotor noise. “ CST has suspended the
train service to EdenBurg. Y our Directorate has alot of clout.”

“Three of the holiday party were Sheldon Dynasty members,” Paulasaid. “That’ Il speed thingsup a
litle”

Aidan nodded in understanding.

Chrigtabel leaned in closeto Paula. “I giveit ten minutes before someone’s hereto help.”
Paulagazed down at the coastline. “Y ou think it will bethat long?’

“I've dready had two cdls from the Ha garth security office. Any ass stance we need-”

They circled the zone Paula had identified, seeing nothing but shingle and rock. A scan from the
helicopter’ sradar didn’t add anything. Paula s optica insertswere giving her an infrared picture. Every
surface was radiant with heat asit basked in the fierce sunlight. “ Anything?’ she asked Nacal, the
forens cs officer who was with them. He was Sitting next to the open side door, aming aspeciaist array
at the ground.

“A spectral of an unusua airborne carbon residual. Could be the launch booster. Don't know for sure.
But we'll need to land clear. | don’t want the downwash to screw up evidence.”

The pilot put them down three hundred yards away.

Paula, Christabel, and Aidan followed Nalcol and his assstant toward the areawhere the carbon residue
had spread. The forensic people were sweeping their arrays at everything asthey went. A little pack of
bots crawled adong beside them, like foot-long caterpillars with thin antenna strands stroking the ground
asthey went.

“No sign of any vehicletracks” Christabd said.

“Toughto see on thisterrain,” Paulasaid. Her toe nudged some of theflat shingle. “If Nalcol confirms
thisasthelaunch point, we' Il sedl it off and bring in the rest of the team.”

“Thisisgoing to be atough one,” Christabdl said, shielding her eyes as she scanned the gray-blue sea.
The land doped down toward it like agiant beach. “ They didn’t leave much for us.”



“Actualy, thisisolation helpsusagresat dedl,” Paulasaid. “When we get back to Paris, | want you to put
together ateam to track down who knew the Dynasty members had booked their holiday here. Get a
profile on everyone from the Fire Plain resort staff through the tour company they use, and, most
important, the entourage. | want to know if any of them have left recently. Then there sthe girlfriends,
one-night stands, other friends-their families, connections. It' | beabig lig, but finite. Cross-reference for
any connection to Merioneth.”

Christabel let out a soft whistle. “I'll assign Basker to lead it. HE sgood a dataanalyss.”
“Fine.” A sound made Paulalook up, pushing back her wide hat. “Oh, hello.”
A small black helicopter was approaching the launch zone, flying low and fast.

“That'snot one of ours,” Aidan said in annoyance. “How did it get flight clearance? Thisisadesignated
restricted zone.”

Paula held back on her smile. The poor police captain sounded quite indignant. “A word of advice,
Captain,” she said asthe new hdlicopter landed beside theirs. “ Thisiswhere you get to play with the big
boys. If you haven't done this before, don’t try to claim jurisdiction on any aspect of thisinvestigation.

Y ou really do haveto work with them.”

“Uh huh,” Aiden spat onto the stones. “And if | don’t?’

“Your career isover. It snot blatant, but it is effective. If you really annoy them, then you won't have
much of alife after your next few rguvenaions ether.”

“Andyou just let them walk al over your investigations, do you?’

“No,” Paulasaid. “ There are boundaries, and, with me, they know where they stand. But I’ ve spent
decades building that political coverage. Y ou haven't.”

A man climbed down out of the helicopter as the blades dowed. He was dressed in arobe similar to the
one Aiden wore, except he was like the captain’ s younger, smarter, richer brother.

“Nelson Sheldon,” Christabel muttered. “ Impressive. Third generation down from Nigel himsdlf.”

Paula nodded appreciatively. Nelson was one of the five deputy managers of the Sheldon Dynasty
security service, heading up the externd threet division. She'd met him on three Directorate cases when
their respective interests overlapped; each time, he’ d been the total professional, and very diplométic.
Rumor had it that he' d be chief within fifty years.

“Captain,” Nelson said politely, and offered his hand to Aidan. “1 apologize for the interruption, but as
you can imagine, my family is deeply distressed by this gppalling attack on our members. I'm hereto
offer whatever support you need, practical or politica.”

There was amoment of hesitation. Then Aiden shook the proffered hand. “Understood,” he said. “All of
it”

“Ah,” Nelson smiled. “The ladies have been telling tales about me. Christabel, nice to see you again.
Paula, you look amazing. You' Il haveto tell mewhich dlinic you useto rguvein.”

“Sorry about your people,” Paulasaid.

“Thank you.” Nelson’s expression hardened. “ They’ |l berelifed, of course. Everyone on the plane will



be, no matter what their insurance satus. We owe them that much.”

“WEe d gppreciate acomplete list of passengers,” Aidan said. 1 need to know the full makeup of the
entourage to help recovery.”

“You'vegotit. I'll liaise with the other Dynagtiesfor you.”

The four of them stood together, watching the methodica movements of the forensic duo and the pack of
specidist bots.

“So what’ sthe story with your three?” Paula asked. “ Anyone specid ?’

“Hell no,” Nelson said. “ They' re fifth and sixth generation. Standard-issue brats who were busy pissing
away their trust funds. Never done aday’ swork in their lives. Honestly, the new generationsare aredl
disaster area. Asfar as| know, it was the same for the Brandt boy and the Mandela. There was nothing
important about them other than that they’ re Dynasty and goddamn easy targets.”

“They were important in terms of propagandafor Free Merioneth,” Christabel said.

“Yeah. All this crap about their taxes paying for little tits like our useless descendantsis hitting anerve.
Y ou know how financidly integrated the Commonwedth planets are. It costs afrigging fortune just to
begin settlement these days, and asfor building up adecent technoindustrid infrastructure, well... Any
planet starting up today islooking to be paying off those costsfor the next two and ahalf
centuries-minimum.*

“And the Dynasties control the finance houses,” Paula observed.

“Along with Earth’ s Grand Families” Nelson said in adefensvetone. “They haven't been targeted,
please note. Not yet, anyway.”

“ So the start-up costs go back to you, aong with interest payments.”
“That' sthe way the universe works, Investigator.”

“| can see the emative force behind targeting the young Dynasty members. We ve dl seen their antics, or
accessed Unispherereportsonit. There' snot alot of sympathy out there for them.”

“Therich never have any sympathy,” Nelson said. “1 can live with that. But it doesn't mean you can go
around daughtering them—usl—to advance your politica god. In any case, there were only five Dynasty
members on that plane, out of ahundred and thirty people.”

“I wasn't agreeing with them,” Paulasaid. “I' m just trying to understand the motivation.”

“I"d have said it wasjudtification, not motivetion,” Aidan said. They al turned to look at him. He
shrugged. “ Everyone knows they’ re not going to win, right? Government does not negotiate with
terrorists. That’ s been public policy number one since before people ever left Earth. 1t snot going to
change now. So thisisjust an excuseto give your psychosisfull head. Serid killing taken to the next
levd.”

“Could be,” Paulasaid cautioudy. Something about the case was bothering her. As Aidan said, the
motivation wasn't quite right. But asto the result of Free Merioneth’s actions, there was no mistake.
Their criminality was her primary concern. Her motivation. Which was unbreakable. Her mind-set was
aigned through psychoneurd profiling, a genetic science comprehensively banned throughout the
Commonwesdlth. The resolution of justice was built into her genes, dong with afew other littletraitslike



obsessive-compulsive behavior, which people were extremely uncomfortable with. Paulawasn't. She'd
aways been perfectly content with what she was. She aso quite enjoyed the irony of being a senior
Commonwealth law enforcement officer, whiletechnicaly being illega on every planet except one—her
birthworld, Huxley’ sHaven, or astherest of the Commonwedlth caled it: the Hive.

“Found something,” Nalcol caled. He was knedling besi de a tough-looking wizened bush cactus,
touching the ground with peripherd sensorson hisarray. Three of the bots were stationary next to the
plant’s stem, probing its leathery skin. “Could be aurine patch,” he said asthey gathered around.

“ Someone from the missile team probably relieved themsdaves.” He pushed along transparent probe

deeper, collecting samplesin its spoon-shaped tip.

“Areyou certain?’ Paulacouldn’'t see any hint of moisture in the crumbly ocher soil. But then, why send
a human out here when a bot is perfectly capable of firing a missile?

“This goddamned sun,” Nacol complained. “It's evaporating the fluid rapidly, which is how we detected
it. The effervescence cloud is distinct to our sensors. But it doesn't leave much to work with.” Various
graphic displays danced acrossthe array’ slittle screen. “Y ep, herewe go. Viable DNA. | can get you a
positive fingerprint from this”

“Thanks” Chrigtabel said. “What about the missle exhaust?’
“Définite. It'san oxidized carbon trace, with auminum and severa other accelerant compounds.”
“Whét type?’

“All'l cantdl youis: very crude. No one reported seeing achemica exhaust, not at dtitude, soI’'m
guessing it incorporated abasic hyperram: an intake nozzle that compresses air, which is then heated with
electron injection or high-frequency induction before squirting that hot air out the back like arocket
exhaust. But you need a booster to get it up to operational speed to start with. Solid chemicdsarea
primitive but effective method of initial acceleration. Nobody buildsthat kind of thing anymore. At leadt,
not the commercia armament companies.”

“Y ou mean it was homemade?’ Nelson asked.

“Probably. Most of the components you' d need are widely available. It just needs abit of skill to put
them together.”

“That would take some organization.”

“Fanaticsdo that well,” Paulasaid. “ But surely abeam weapon would be more effective, and completely
untraceable? Every planet in the Commonwedl th produces them.”

Nalcol stared up into the hot sky. “Not for thisrange. That kind of power rating is more specialist. Easier
to trace.”

“What did the earlier attacks use?’ Aidan asked.

“Thefirst two were booby-trapped cars, with standard augmented explosives,” Nelson said. “Thethird
was arson in ablock of flatsin Leithpool, with the fire escapes sabotaged. That killed twenty-three—and
only three were Dynagty.”

“Two of whom were Halgarths” Christabdl said. “ The Merioneth team have moved up aleve with this.”

“Thiswasn't ateam,” Paulasaid. She was looking down-dope to the small waves washing ashore. “Y ou



only need one person to launch amissile like this. That gives minimum exposure to the rest of the
organization. It'salso easier for one person to get out. Aidan, how far are we from Ridgeview by sea?’

He gestured at adistant headland. “ About seven milesto the docks. There are some marinas closer,
though.”

“The terrain between here and thering road isbad,” Paulasaid. “Evenif you were on adirt bikeit would
take too long, and there’ stoo much that could go wrong. Fall off, puncture, whatever. Let’s pull up the
satdllite imagery and check for aboat.”

* * % % %

The helicopterstook them back to the police situation van. Paulasent Nalcol on to Ridgeview. “If we
find aboat, | want samplesfromit,” shetold him.

Christabel sat down in front of a spare desktop array as soon as they were back inside the van and
started to cal up the satellite images. Paula stood at the back, watching her.

“She'sgood at this,” shetold Nelson as she pulled her hat off and dabbed at the sweat on her brow. Her
hair was hanging limp againgt her brow and cheeks. Nelson handed her a cup of water from the cooler
tower. They both spped eagerly as Christabel began flicking through images, muttering instructionsto the
Directorat€' sRI. “ Thank you for shutting down the station,” Paula said quietly.

“The least we could do.”
“| do require the suspect to stand trial. That means no Unfortunate accidents. | will not permit that.”

Nelson was watching one of the screens showing two medics leaning over abloody chunk of gore,
insarting surgicd tools. “ The Sheldon Dynasty has every confidencein you, Paula. That’ s officia. But the
perpetrators must be removed from society. The Dynasty will not have its members picked off inthis
fashion; ideologues must be made to understand that.”

“It will happen. However, | will only be going after the team responsible for the actua attacks. Unlesswe
discover complicity or afunding link with their politica wing, the rest of the movement will remain
untouched by the Directorate. They have aright to free peech no matter how unpleasant their views.”

“| am aware of article one in the condtitution, thank you. Nigel helped draft it. Leave the paliticiansto us.”

“I «ill don't understand the point of it,” Paulasaid. “Merioneth isbarely sdf-sufficient. They need
continuing investment. They must know that.”

“Ideologues aren't rationd people.”
“A convenient labd for us. But-"

“Got aboat!” Christabel shouted out. Everyone in the van craned for alook at her screens. The satellite
image was't good. It showed the coast next to the launch site, land and sea dividing the screenin half. A
small clump of gray pixelsformed ablob in the center. “Time code checks,” Christabel said. “Thisis
fifteen minutes prior to the crash.” Theimage changed asthe satdllite did along its orbit, showing the
coastline further to the east. There was little overlap; the boat was right on the edge of the screen.

“Weregoing to loseit,” Nelson said. “ This satellite is moving too quickly. It won't be overhead after the
launch. When' sthe next pass?’



Chrigtable consulted adisplay. “ There s another satdllite coming up in forty-two minutes. So we ve got
no coverage during the launch. | guess they worked that out, too.”

“I don’'t need to seethem firethe missile,” Paulasaid. “1 just needed confirmation it was aboat. Aidan,
get me accessto every camerain every marinain Ridgeview. | want the image files from fifteen minutes
before the launch to now. Find me aboat coming in. If they took adirect routeit’ || be about twenty
minutes after the attack. Christabdl, start there.”

Aidan dipped into the seat next to Christabel and used his police authorization to etablish linksinto the
city’smarinas.

“How many trains|eft between then and now?’ Paula asked Nelson.

“Saven”

“Get the station camerarecords ready for access.”

“Way ahead of you,” he grinned. “I’m pulling up passenger carriage camerafilesaswell.”

It took Christabd another eight minutesto find aboat mooring at the Larse marina. A manin ayelow
shirt stepped off. “Herewe go,” she said with atrill of excitement as the camera observed him walk aong
the wooden quay used by Danney’ s Boat Hire. She froze an image as he was just short of the camera,
revedling the round face of aman in hislate forties, with flesh starting to build up under his cheeksand
around his chin. Dark skin, with stubble. Thinning gray-brown hair dangled out of hisblue cap. His
yellow shirt was open at the neck, revealing adark necklace cord.

“Nalcol, get over tothe Larse maring,” Paulasaid. “We ve found the boat. Captain, cal up the hire
company office; tell them it’simpounded. It must not be cleaned.”

“Yougotit,” Aidan said.

“Nelson, transfer the station filesto our RI. 1t'1l run visual recognition on that face. Christabel, get into the
hire company’ s records. Who paid for the boat?’

“Yes, boss”

The Directorate RI took ninety secondsto review every camerarecord from the station, running each
face through a recognition program to identify the man on the marina.

“Thereheis” Paulaexclamed contentedly asthe largest screen in the Situation van showed their suspect
gralling down themain platform to awaiting train, still wearing hisydlow shirt. Thetimdinewas
thirty-seven minutes after the attack. They watched the RI follow him through the cameras until he was
gtting in acarriage on an expresstrain heading for Earth. The train moved out of the station.

“Let'sgo,” Paulasad.

* * % % %

The three of them took Nelson’s helicopter back to the station. Therewas atrain already waiting to
leave, packed full of passengers angry at the delay. Paula, Christabel, and Nelson hurried into the
fird-class cabin and it left immediatdly, trundling dong the track to the big wormhole generator haf amile
beyond the marshding yard. Onceit wasthrough, it made an unscheduled stop a asmall service
platform in EdenBurg’ svast termind. They transferred over to an express heading for Earth.



Nalcol called asthey reached the platform. “ DNA match confirmed,” hetold Paula. “The man on the
boat was the one who took aleak at the launch site.”

“Send thefile back to Paris,” shetold him. “Find his profile.”

“He bought histrain ticket with a onetime account,” Nelson told them. “ Untraceable. But we ve followed
him through LA gaactic. He caught atrans-Earth loop and got off a Sydney an hour ago. Caught ataxi.”

“Leavethat to us,” Paulasaid. “The Directorate can track him.”

They sat back as the express accelerated out of EdenBurg. Five minuteslater it was pulling into LA
gdactic.

“Basker just called,” Christabd said. “We ve got apositive identification; visua corresponding to DNA.
Dimitros Fiech. Addressin Sydney. Works for Calliac Fak, a software development company. He sa
salesrep, so hetravelsaround alot. Oh, get this, Colliac’ s Leisure Divison supplies software to the
travel industry, including the resort at Fire Plain.”

They left the express and started to run through the vast termind to the platforms serving the trans-Earth
loop. “Mine his background,” Paulatold Christabel, then put acall in to the Directorate’ s Sydney office.
“I want atactical team armored up and ready when we arrive. Have a helicopter pick usup at the
dation.”

“Yes, maam,” theduty officer replied. “ The suspect’ staxi dropped him at the Wilkinson Tower off
Penfold. We have two officersthere now. Asfar aswe know, he'still ingde.”

“Good work. We |l be therein fifteen minutes.”
“I'd liketo observe, please,” Nelson said.
“Yes” Paulasad. “But that'sall.”

“I know.”

* % %k k% %

The loop train took them to Mexico City, followed by Rio, down to Buenos Aires, and then over the
ocean to Sydney. A Directorate helicopter was Sitting on the station security division pad, rotors spinning
idy.

Paulaand Christabel started putting on their armor asit lifted into the dark sky cloaking the city. Nelson
watched envioudy.

“If you do need back up-" he said.
“Then the city policewill be happy to provideit,” Paulasaid.
He sighed and gave up.

The ancient harbor bridge wasilluminated in orange and blue holographic outlines asthey flew in pardld
toit. A wall of skyscrapers punctured the cityscape behind Circular Quay, their surfaceilluminations
throwing cold monochrome light down onto the deserted nighttime sireets below. They landed on the
roof of the fifty-story Wilkinson Tower. Five of the Directorat€ stactica team were waiting for them.

“Stay here,” Paula ordered Nelson as she hopped down onto the roof.



Dimitros Fiech’ s gpartment was on the thirteenth floor, looking inland. The Directorate team was
evacuating the residents above and below.

“Fechisalegend,” Christabd said asthe elevator opened on the thirteenth floor. Threetactical team
members were waiting for them, dressed in black armor and holding big ion pistols.

“Basker vaidates an eighteen-month employment record with Colliac Fak. Fiech’'sCV and generd
background are false. It' Il withstand a standard employment agency search, but our RI burned right
through it. Records were inserted, referees are false. HE' s a genuine undercover agent for someone, al
right.”

“Thanks,” Paulasaid. Her red virtua finger touched a communication icon, opening asecurelink to the
tactical team. “Be aware, we confirm target is hostile. He has access to weapons and does not hesitate to
open fire. Civilians are not safe. Squad sergeant?”

“Yes maam.”
“Canyouimmoahbilize him?’

“WEe ve got anerve jangler drone, but we' |l have to blow the door open to get it in there. Wedon't
know if it' sreinforced.”

“Has he rigged the approach?’
“No sensors detected in the corridor.”

“All right, let’sgo. Be careful.” Paulacdled up feeds from the cameras on the suits of the entry team,
seeing jerky images of the corridor asthey hurried dong. The wooden door to Fiech’s apartment was
painted adull green. They gathered around it and quickly rolled an explosive tape along the edges. One
camera showed the drone being held ready, asmall triangle of gray pladtic.

“Gol” the squad sergeant ordered.

The explosive tape detonated, shattering the wooden door. The remnants crashed inward. Suit sensors
went active, cutting through the smoke and dust, producing a sharp black-and-white image. The drone
streaked in. 1cons blinked green and amber, showing that the nerve jangler field was active. Theoreticaly,
it would stun Fiech's nervous system, giving the team timeto get in and cover him before he could go for
any wesgpons. Unless he was ready and protected.

Theicons turned blue and the entry team charged in. Fiech was sprawled on acouch in the living room,
il wearing the yelow shirt Paulahad seen through so many cameraimages. His head was flung back,
hanging over the edge of the cushions as hislimbs shook from the aftermath of the jangle. Drool lesked
out of hisgaping mouth.

Paulawas running down the corridor, turning the corner. The wreckage of the door was in front of her.
Four more team members were charging through it into the apartment. She followed them in. Fiech was
still spread out across the couch. One of the suited figures was pressing an ion pistol to histemple. The
second was providing cover. The remainder spread out through the gpartment, guns held ready, sensors
on full power, scanning ahead.

“Clear,” the squad sergeant called.

Fiech was given afull deep scan. Hisbody had afew inserts and a couple of OCtattoos, smple
Unisphere interfaces, and astandard memorycdll, none of them combat grade. They turned him over and



secured hiswrigts. Two ion pistols remained trained on him. He was white and shaking now, on the verge
of vomiting.

Paularemoved her hemet, shaking out her hair. Fiech gave her aterrified sare.

“It'sgoing to be rough on you,” Paulasaid. “Even if you cooperate, memory reading is never pleasant.
But if you give usthe names and structure of your movement, we can keep it to aminimum. We ll just
verify your informeation. Trust me, it sworthiit.”

Fiech started sobbing, tears tricking down his cheeks. “What the fuck is happening?’ hewaliled. “What is
goingon?’

Paula gave him a contemptuous look. She’d expected more professiondism. “Take him down to the
office. Prep him for amemory read. I'll run it mysdlf.”

A whimpering Fiech was dragged past her. Christabd came into the apartment, taking her hemet off to
look round. “I’ll get forensicsin, rip this place gpart.”

“Sure.” A formality, Paulaknew. The gpartment was part of his cover, it'd be clean.

“Hdl of afirgt day back, boss. What are you going to do tomorrow?’

WHAT | KNOW HAPPENED

| was up early that morning, just like bloody aways these days. Damn company is squeezing its staff to
husks, dwaysraisng our performance targets. Y ou can’t keep doing that year after year, people can
only do so much.

Anyway ... thefirst wave of commuters was buzzing about on the streets when | 1€ft the tower |obby.
Poor bagtards. Just like me. Squeezed on all Sdes. Y ou can seeit inther null expressons. All that effort
and angst etched into their faces, and it was only five past saven.

| walked down O’ Connal Street to the underground metro station. It's steep ground just behind Sydney
harbor, and the skyscrapers are so high you don't see sunlight that time of the morning. Some of my
fellow sufferers were gulping down Bean There coffee from plastic cups. | hate that. Food on the run
givesmeredly bad indigestion.

The metro station has adirect line to the CST station on the south side of the city. It took eleven minutes.
Threelonger than usud. Every bugger is congpiring to make my lifeworse.

| missed thefirst train to Wessex. Typical. So | waited on the big platform, with its white wing roof. Me
and two hundred others. Timewas, | used to be excited just being in CST’ s Sydney station. Think of it.
Out there past the end of the platform there' s el ghteen wormhole generators, each one with tracks
leading to adifferent phase one world. One line goes to Wessex, the junction to phase two space, with
another twelve worlds beyond that. They’ re going to open five more in the next three years. All that
opportunity, the potentia out there, and what does my life amount to? Bugger al. Corporate drone,
that’sme. Worlds aren’'t new starts and fresh hope, al that crap in the brochures. I’ ve been to all of
them. They’re just more developmentsthat I’ ve got to flog Colliac Fak’ s bloody softwareto. We' re
covering every H-congruous planet in the galaxy with concrete; building little nests with awindow we can
look at the neighboring squalid skyscraper with. Y eah, we re aredly progressive species, us humans.

So | got the next train to Wessex. Standard class coach, and | just managed to grab aseat nextto a
window. Beat somewoman to it, who looked red pissed at me when | dipped in ahead of her. Gotta



learn, lady. Survival of the fittest on this route. Every route, every day.

The Wessex station made its Sydney cousin look smdll. Three big passenger terminalswith gold and
scarlet roofs curving high over twenty platforms apiece; you could probably fit my gpartment skyscraper
ingde one of them. And amarshaing yard that sprawled over fifteen square miles, agiant zoo of
cybernetic machines and warehouses.

| had to switch terminasfor the train out to Ormal-that’ s afive-minute trip on a pedwalk-then | had to
find the right platform. Theinsert that providesmy virtud vison hasinterface problems now, so the
guidanceicons| was picking up from the station management array were blurred. Nearly misread the
damn thing. Finished up on platform 11B waiting with abig crowd for the train. These people weren't so
stressed and desperate as the ones back in Sydney. More prosperous types, with suitsalot more
expendve than mine. They had nest little leather designer arrays edged in gold or platinum tucked into the
top pockets. Y ou could see their fingersflicking about minutely as they shunted icons around their
high-rez virtua vision. | even saw afew of those new OCtattoos, the onesthat light up, tracing colorful
lines across their skin. One woman had green and blue spirals on her cheeks.

The carriage wasn't so crowded, so | got a seat by awindow again. | guess most of my fellow travelers
wereup infirst class. Trip to Orma was asmple eight minutes. Werolled out from the end of the
platform and across the marshaing yard. | could see the row of wormhole generators up aheed like a
metdlic cliff, bloody huge greet rectangular buildings side by side with awormhole gateway at the end,
like the mouth of an old-fashioned train tunnd. Only these had light shining out of them: dien suns
spreading amultitude of subtle shades across the rusting jumble of the marshaing yard.

Our train headed straight for a pink-tinged hole, and | felt the tingle of the pressure curtain across my skin
aswe passed through. Then we were rolling aong acouple of miles of track surrounded by open
countryside with strange bulbous gray and white trees before we reached the CST planetary station.

Harwood' s Hill, the capital, was smdll, barely haf amillion people. But it was beautiful, one of those
places that had banned combustion engines. It was spread across abig dope that rose up out of a
freshwater sea, with green spaces outnumbering buildingsfiveto one. If | could afford it, I’ d probably
move there. Y ou knew thisworld was making an effort to get things right. But it cost to grab a chunk of
adormitory planet for the upper middle classes. For Christ’ s sake, real estate here was more expensive
than back on Earth.

My train had arrived late evening. | took ataxi out to the airport, using the company card. Even the taxi
cost more than the return train fare. | watched the yachts out on the lake, trying not to be dl sour and
envious. There must have been hundreds coming into port, their sailsdl lit up by the snking sun. Didn’t
anyoneinthiscity work?

The flight to Essendyne was another three hours. At the other end, the airport wasllittle more than aflat
patch of grasswith astrip of enzyme-bonded concrete down the middle, like it was | eft over from an
experimenta road building project.

Essendyneitsef wasalittle town of stylish houses at the end of avalley. The surrounding mountains were
impressive, too. In winter, they have over ameter of snow. It is perfect for skiers.

| took another taxi out to the resort, aforty-minute ride. The place was only haf-finished, with themain
building amass of scaffolding crawling with congtruction bots. Some of the cabins had roofs, but the
ingdes weren't fitted. | got that shitty Snking fedling as soon aswe arrived. The office had told methe
wholething wasinitsfina stage of completion, with the staff busy getting reedy for guests. All that was
left to do was ahit of landscaping. Complete crap.



Thetaxi dropped me outside the site manager’ s office. She wasn't available, some crisis out there among
the scaffolding with amalfunctioning bot. Her assistant had the grace to look embarrassed as he
explained that the handover date had been put back three months. It was difficult to get the materials out
to Essendyne from the nearest train station, atwo hours' drive away aong anarrow road. No one from
the resort company was even on Site, let done available to meet me.

Fucking pricks! Nobody back in Sydney had even bothered to check. Bastard scum! So I’d wasted an
entire day on atrip to aclient that didn’t even exist yet. | wanted to bill the dicks back homefor the
commission |’d lost and the expenses 1’ d built up.

Thetaxi took me back to the airport. And, of course, the plane back to Harwood' s Hill didn’t leave for
another five hours. | hit the bar in the concourse—a grand way to describe ahut with aglasswall. After
an hour, when the anger was redly pesaking, | called Sydney and told the dick of an office manager what

| thought of him. | didn’'t walit for him to say anything back. | cut the channdl and got my e-butler to block
al incoming cdls. There was a seafood bistro next to the bar. | went in and tried some of the local food.
Not bad. Waitresswas kind of pretty, too. Then | went back to the bar.

| remember one of the stewardesses hel ping me onto the plane. Great-looking chick with flaming red hair
and acute smile. | told her so, too. Then we took off and | was poorly. She helped clean it up. | dept the
rest of theflight.

Harwood' sHill wasagrind. Strange city, small hours of the morning, with amother monster hangover.
Took ataxi to the CST station. Managed to find alittle store that was still open and bought some cleaner
tabs. | don't take them often-they’ re worse than the hangover if you ask me-but they do only last an hour
before your body stabilizes. | was back in Sydney by then. Cold, depressed, with bonesthat ached.
Couldn't eat, and fdlt redlly hungry thanksto the cleaners. And absolutely fuck al to show for my time.

| went home. Bugger the expense, | took ataxi. | was kind of surprised my company card was il
working by then. Y ou know | thought that was my low point. Then the bloody next thing | know, the
police are blowing up my door. | don’t know what they hit me with when they stormed in, but it waslike
my whole body was on fire. | just wanted to die. | mean, how could the universe do thisto me?

WHAT THE COURT DECIDED

It was the biggest case ever to be heard in aNova Zealand court; in fact, it was the biggest anything to
happen on Nova Zedand, period. Reporters from every Unisphere news show flooded into Ridgeview,
with their companies block-booking entire hotels. Those unable to snag aroom had to park their mobile
homes on the ring road, where they were jostled by curious camels brought to the planet by Bedouins
eager to re-create their ancient culture out in the freedom of the vast deserts. While in town, the narrow
streets with their broad white canvas awnings rapidly became clogged by giant mobile studio trucks.

Paulawas given aroom in the city Attorney’s office. It was cramped, with desks shoved againgt the wall
and anoisy water tower, but better than trying to catch atrain in each day.

When the case was opened in front of Judge Jeroen, Paulawas surprised when the defense lawyer, Ms.
Toi, entered apleaof not guilty.

“Isshe going for some kind of technicality?’ Paulawhispered to Stephan Dorge, the Directorate’' s
prosecutor.

“I don't see how,” he whispered back. “They didn’t ask for aded.”
“What about the memory deposition?’



“Nah, we can proveit’sanimplant.”
When Paulalooked & Ms. Toi, she thought the lawyer seemed uncomfortable.

Prosecution opened with the forensic evidence from the launch ste. There was the DNA match between
Dimitros Fiech and the urine sample. Skin andysistaken at the Directorate' s Sydney officeimmediatey
after the arrest revedled traces of the missile’ s chemical rocket booster exhaust on hisarms and face;
there were dso plume traces on hisyellow shirt. The jury was shown camerapicturesfromthe Larse
marinaand Ridgeview's CST dtation. Additiona corroboration was skin-cell DNA taken from the boat.

“The evidence that places Dimitros Fiech at the launch Steisincontrovertible,” Stephan Dorge
concluded. “He fired the missile that killed a hundred and thirty-eight people. And for what? To push his
perverted ideological platform.”

In the docks, Dimitros Fiech shook hishead in disbelief.

Defense cdlled PaulaMyo. “I’ d like to concentrate on the deposition of Dimitros Fiech’'s memory on the
day concerned,” Ms. Toi said. “Y ou ran the memory read yourself, did you not?’

“I did,” Paulasaid. “They contained no recollection of the missle launch. We believe fase memories of
hisday on Orma wereinserted at the same time his true memory of the attack was erased.”

“Fadse memories? Y ou mean someone created them in astudio like a Full Sensory drama?’

“No. An accomplice went to Ormal in his place to provide an dibi. That experience was recorded, then
loaded into Fiech'sbrain.”

“Y ou believe someone like the defendant went to Ormal. How do you know it wasn't him?”
“Because he was on Nova Zedand firing the missle”
“But the person, the personality, stting herein this courtroom today did not firethe missile, did he?”

Paulagave the defense lawyer asmall amile. “Nicetry. The defendant’ s persondity arranged for the
current memory to be implanted; therefore he iswhat he wantsto be.”

“But what heisnow isnot the origind persondity?’

“Who knows? Thereisno test that I'm aware of for identifying persondity; in any case, as any firs-year
psychology student will tell you, persondlity isfluid. It changes asyou age. Some say it matures. Just
because you don’'t remember committing a crime doesn’t mean you' re innocent of it. That precedent was
established when the first memory erasure techniques were developed. The Justice Directorate
suspension chambersare full of criminaswho removed inconvenient incriminating memories. I d point out
that Fiech has erased hisentire life prior to joining the Calliac Fak company, which has very negtly
blocked our investigation into the Free Merioneth movement, and we al know what that'sled to in the
last sx months. To me such behavior isthe persondity trait of ared fanatic.”

“Objection,” Ms. Toi exclamed. “ Speculation. | want that struck from the record.”
“Y ou asked for my opinion on his persondity,” Paula countered.

“I'll dlow it to stand for the moment,” Judge Jeroen said. “It was alegitimate answer to your line of
questioning, defense.”

“Your Honor.” Ms. Toi bowed to the judge. “Investigator, you said that memory erasureis common



when a crime has been committed.”
“That iscorrect.”
“Have you ever known dternative memory for the time of the crime to be implanted?’

“I haven’'t come across it before, dthough the techniqueisreatively straightforward. You just need a
colleague like the one Fiech had to record hisday.”

“Soif | implanted the memory of firing the missileinto your brain, would that make you guilty?’
“No. Because | didn't do it. Therest of the physical evidence would support that.”

“So, infact, Investigator, this boils down to two sets of opposing evidence. Both equdly vaid.”
“Valid but not of equa credibility. That is correct.”

“Please describe to the court the efforts that you undertook to establish that the person on Ormal was not
DimitrosFech.”

“I retraced the route myself, and interviewed everyone he remembered encountering. Security camera
images were recovered and anayzed.”

“Wht did they show?”

“A manwith smilar facial featuresto Dimitros Fiech traveled to Orma. We assumed he underwent a
cellular reprofiling treatment”

“But you can't proveit. The man sitting herein the dock could have been the one on Ormd, and his
made-up doppelganger could have fired the missile on NovaZedand. Am | right?’

“No. Under my ingtruction, a Directorate forensic officer analyzed the seet cover on the plane that flew
from Essendyne hack to Harwood' s Hill. 1t had been cleaned, but we found large traces of vomit
containing DNA. It did not correspond to Dimitros Fiech’ sDNA, yet it was the seat he remembers using
and being sick on. It wasn't him on Ormal..*

Ms. Toi gave Paulaastartled look. “1 see. Thank you, Investigator.”

“No!” Dimitros Fiech yelled. “No, you can't believethat. | didn’'t do it! Damnyou, | didn't!” He turned
to thejury and gave them awild stare. “1t wasn’'t me. | wasn’'t there. | know | wasn't!”

Judge Jeroen banged his gavel. “Be seated, Mr. Fiech.”
“I’'mbeing framed!” Heturned to Ms. Tai. “ Do something!”
Shewinced.

Paulaquietly left the witness stand as Fiech continued histirade. Two large court officers moved forward
into the dock asthe judge banged his gavel repeatedly.

* * k% % %
After another day and ahaf of evidence, the jury retired. They took an hour to reach their verdict of

guilty. Judge Jeroen sentenced Dimitros Fiech to two thousand seven hundred and sixty years life
suspension, twenty years for each of the people who suffered bodylossin the crash.



* * % % %

Paulawas packing her bag when Aidan Winka rapped his knuckles on the office door. “Hello,” she said.
Hegrinned. “| just cameto say good-bye.”

“That' s very kind of you, Aidan. Y ou've handled yoursdf well while we were putting this case together,
and | know thishas't been easy. | expect your Chief will be promoting you.”

“Probably. | gather Christabel got her promotion.”

“Yes. Chief investigator at lagt. I'll missher. Theré |l be aparty in Paristonight when we get back.
Y ou' rewelcometo join us”

He scratched at his short hair. “ Go to Parisjust for aparty. That' sared city-dweler thing. An Earth
cty.”
“Come on, you're not such asmall-town boy. I" d dance with you.”

“I can’t believe how thorough you were. | redlly thought the defense was going to nail you with that
question about evidence from Ormadl. | guess she didn’t redize how methodica you are.”

Paula shrugged and dropped her spare jacket into the bag. “It' swhat | do. | have to be certain for
myself. And Ms. Toi should have known, I’'m notorious enough for my diligence. He was badly
represented.”

“So you're convinced hedid it?’

“The Dimitros Fiech dtting in the dock this morning was the physica person who launched the missile. |
have no doubt of that.”

“Now thereyou go, see: ared lavyer’ sanswer.”

“| concede defense did have a point about what congtitutes awhole person. Body and memory are the
two haves of being human.”

“But Fiech’smemory of the attack has been wiped. It's over. We got what we could of him.”
She smiled reassuringly. “Yes, we did. And he got the sentence he deserved.”

Christabel and Nelson appeared behind Aidan. Neither looked asjubilant asthey should have done.
Aidan gave Paulaan uncomfortable amile. “I’ll leave you guystoit.”

“Try and get there tonight,” Paulatold him. “1 meant it about that dance.”

A sheepish Aidan shuffled out past Christabel, who did her best not to laugh at his schoolboyish delight.
“Isheredly your type?’ Christabel asked.

“I don't have atype,” Paulasaid. “But heisan honest policeman. | valuethat.”

Nelson looked at Christabel, then Paula. Took abreath. “ Anyway... I’'m aso hereto ddiver my
Dynasty’ sthanks. We appreciate the effort involved in securing the verdict.”

“You'rewelcome,” Paulasaid. “It’'sashame we couldn’t use Fiech to uncover his co-conspirators, but
that memory wipewas very efficient. Thereisnothing left of hislife prior to hisarriva in Sydney for that



job. Until wefindly arrest the entire Free Merioneth Forces, we' re not going to find out who heis.*
“Was,” Christabel corrected.

Nelson’ s expression turned bitter. He made ashow of closing the door. “ That’ s unlikely to happen. Not

“What do you mean?’ Christabel asked.

“Confidentidly: my Dynasty, dong with severd others, has agreed that Merioneth will become an
| solated world.”

Paulalet out ahiss of exasperation. She' d suspected something like thiswould happen. The last few
months, while they’ d assembled the case against Dimitros Fiech, had seen the Free Merioneth campaign
expand to arming proportions. After the Nova Zedland plane, the movement had been steadily refining
their operations, devel oping into more sophisticated ns. The resultswere dramatic. Their targets
were now dispatched with cool efficiency, and the number of collateral casuatieswas sgnificantly
reduced. In the last twelve attacks, thirty-nine Dynasty members had suffered complete bodyloss. The
new generationswere now running very scared, with few of them leaving their mansions on the private
family worlds. “You gavein,” shesadin frudtration.

“We couldn't afford it,” Nelson said with equa chagrin. “ The cost of providing upgraded security for
every member of every Dynasty was completdy unredlitic. Far beyond writing off the investment costs
in Merioneth.”

“There' smore at stake here than money,” an annoyed Christabel snapped.

“I know that,” Nelson said. “Of course, it won't appear to be any kind of climb down. We wouldn’t
alow that. We negotiated the terms of |solation with the new Nationdist Party that Sorung up on
Merioneth. The terrorists stop their attacks, and in a couple of years we close the wormhole. They’ll be
on their own. Forever.”

“It'll come back to bite you,” Paulasaid. “Y ou’ ve shown your opponents aweakness. It can be used
every time someone wants a concession out of a Dynasty..”

“That was one of the reasons we agreed,” Nelson said.
“I don't understand.”

“We don't have other opponents, not in this category. The Intersolar Commonwedth isardatively
civilized place. Sure, we can al disagree with each other; politicians on haf of the planetswe ve got
aren't speeking to the other half; but there’ sonly atiny minority who want to leave, and an even smaller
number who resort to violenceto obtain their ends. Thiswhole succession notionisridiculous. An
Isolated planet will never benefit from the advances the rest of us make. Their social and economic
development will be stunted; hell, Merioneth will probably regress. When we announce that the
wormholeisto be closed, we' re expecting alot of Merioneth’ s ordinary residentswill rush back to the
Commonwesdlth before | solation begins. Our analysts have reviewed this; they’ re not sure Merioneth will
even be able to maintain basic rejuvenation technology levels, not in the short-to-medium term. | sureas
hell wouldn't want to live there. Body-loss will become degth again.”

“And the Dynasties consider that abig plus point,” Christabel reasoned. “ Anyone who doesn't like the
Dynasties and what they represent will be free to emigrate to Merioneth.”

“Then we dam the door shut behind them,” Nelson said. “It’' [l be abolt hole for malcontents the



Commonwedth over. Everyoneis better off afterward.”
“An old-fashioned pressure vave for hotheads,” Paula muttered.

“So the Dynasty leaders decided,” he admitted. “It ill galls methat the real culprits behind the attacks
won't be brought to justice. But that’ sapolitical price, and it gets set far above our heads.”

* * % % %

The club was undernesth a twenty-second-century retro-Napoleonic building on the Left Bank. It was
chic enough, though there were far more expensive placesin Paris, but aside from Christabel hersdlf, no
one from the Serious Crimes Directorate office could afford an evening partying with the truly wedthy
Grand Family members who colonized such establishments-and Christabel never pushed her heritage on
anyone. Until tonight.

It was dark indde the annular vault, agloom punctured by holographic blobs oscillating with naughty
sublimind vibrations. Paulaflinched as she walked down the sairs to the floor; the sound system was like
aderated sonic wegpon. Glass gdlleries enlivened by violet light ran around the high stone wals at two
leves, linked by curving glass sairs. People thronged dong them, Paris seternd clique of bohemians,
wearing clothes of semi-organic fabric embossed with elaborate patterns that merged seamlesdly into the
vivid OCtattoos on their skin. It was hard to tell what was fabric and what was flesh. Featherswere the
current merging trend, curving frondslonger than ogtrich quills that sprouted from the spine. Six months
ago, it had been membrane petals. Several men displayed their plumage as Paulawalked by, having it fan
out on elther sde of their shoulderslike wings. One was pure angd white, with adivine body to match.
She smiled modestly and walked on, immune to such raffish peacocks.

Christabd was closeto the bar insde the central circle of pillars, knocking back atal glass of Ritz
Pimms. Her lips were microlayered gold. Whenever ahologram floated across her, they sparkled
dazzingly.

“Youmadeit!” she shouted a Paula. Paula snagged a glass from awaitress. “Cheersl”
“Ishehere?’

Paula shrugged, pretending not to understand. But there was a specific reason she was wearing a
traditiond little black dresswith a semi-organic hem that swirled about of its own valition. In her newly
youthful body, it made her look hot, and she knew it. Severd junior investigators were staring in away
they’ d never dare back at the office. “Congratulations,” Paulasaid. “ Traitor.”

Chrigtabel laughed. “I’ ve served my time. And | made chief investigator on merit one. That' swhat |
needed. For mysdf if not the Dynasty.”

“You'll bealossto the Directorate.”

Christabdl leaned in afraction. “ The Dynasty is going to need me. Our entire concept of security isgoing
to have to be revised, thanksto our idiot founders giving in to Merioneth. | heard that everyoneis now
pouring funds into researching personal-sized force-field generators. And they’ re al beefing up the
defenses on our private worlds.”

“Typicd. Soam | dlowed to ask what department you' rejoining?’
“Deputy manager EdenBurg protection.”
“Wow. Bigfidd.”



“Y eah. Give me acouple of decadesand I'll makeit to chief of the division. After that...” Shetrailed off
and drained her glass.

“You'll belocking hornswith Nelson.”

“Nhaaa. He stoo smart. We Il get on, at that level you haveto.”

“Speaking of which-”

“Of course. We |l dataswap. Happy to. Unless dear old grandmaHeather actualy kills someone—then
I’ll be helping to cover her arse.”

“It'snot your Dynasty’ sfounder I'm interested in.”
“Oh?’ Chrigtabe plucked another glass from the bar.

Paula thought that she looked defensive. How quickly alliances shift. “If you get the chance to access
your Dynasty’ sfile on the Merioneth Isolation, I’ d appreciate asummary.”

“That kind of thing never gets put in afile, asyou well know. What are you looking for? We got Fiech,
for God' ssake. Two and ahdf millenniain oblivion! It doesn't get better than that.”

“Why did he do it?’

“What?’

“I don’t understand his motivation.”

“To liberate Merioneth from Dynasty oppression,” Christabel recited vicioudy. “ And the bastards won!”

“Yes, they did, but Fiech didn’'t. He was utterly committed to his cause, so much so that he perpetrates
one of the worgt atrocitiesin modern history. One that dmost killed his precious movement stone dead.
People were repdled by what he did. Even his old colleagues realized that was too much, which iswhy
they quickly got professional. That’s how they won. Continuing to wipe out the Dynasty kids and keep
bystander body-loss to an absol ute minimum was smart. It bought pressure to bear exactly where it was
needed. Y et Fiech will never see the end result, he' Il never live on hisfree, liberated Merioneth.
Motivated people smply don’t commit suicide, which is effectively what he’ sdone. By the time he comes
out of suspension, the Commonwealth won't be recognizable, eveniif it fill exists. Damnit, we' |l probably
al be post-physical by then. He' s sacrificed himself for something he!' Il never know. That doesn’t make

“Fanatics never make any rea senseto anyone except themselves. Don't look for logic here, you' |l only
be disappointed.”

“There was logic behind this. | just don’t understand it yet. And that bothers me. It meanswe' ve
overlooked something. Whoever st this up expended a huge amount of effort. The Directorate ran
checks on every planetary medical database in the Commonwedlth. Nobody has any record of the
doppelganger’ sDNA, which isextremely unusual for this day and age. The nearest we can do isidentify
family traits; he has ancestry within amix of Celtic, Northern Spanish, and Saudi ethnicities. We found
what we believe isapossible cousn on Piurg; it was certainly the closest genetic match. But the poor girl
didn’t recognize Dimitros. | ran her family treeasbest | could, but if he'soniit, | couldn’t tell. Wejust
don’'t know who heis. If we can’t find out, then he' s either the most important man in the Merioneth
independence movement, or an absolute nobody. | don’t believe either.”



“Maybeyou reright with thefirst one, and his palsin the Free Merioneth Forces are planning on
springing him out of suspension just before CST shuts the wormhole.”

“Not going to happen. Nothing and nobody can break into the Justice Directorate suspension facility.”
“So what are you going to do?’

Paula saw a nervous-looking Aidan appear at the top of the Main. She smiled. “What | dways do; keep
thefile open, solve the case properly.”

Christabel followed her gaze. “ Of course, you dways get your man.”

“Yes Always.”

WHAT PAULA FOUND OUT

Nelson Sheldon was right about the timing. Twenty-one months after Fiech’s court case, and three
weeks after aplanetary referendum officialy denounced as a shambalic farce by Intersolar observers, the
senator from Merioneth stood up in the Commonwealth Senate to declare that her planet was regretfully
withdrawing from the Intersolar Commonwesdlth to “ pursue our future independently.” The Speaker
wished her well, and there was a chilly silence asthe Merioneth delegation dramaticaly waked out of the
full chamber. CST immediately announced that the wormhole link to Merioneth would be withdrawn in
three months, leaving enough time for anyone on the planet who didn’t wish to be I solated to return to the
Commonwedth.

Out of apopulation of seventeen million, the number wanting to remain part of the Commonwealth was
just over nine million. It took an awful lot of trains running round the clock to bring them out. Which made
travel to Merioneth extremely easy, with an inbound train arriving every ten minutes. When Paula caught
atrain to Barandy, the capitd, three weeks before the wormhole was due to be shut, she was the only
passenger in first class. Mogt of the carriages were vehicle carriers. Emigres favored big trucks crammed
full with their possessions. Loca shipping companies were charging afortune to trangport containers of
larger items. And the emergent nationa government was getting difficult about |etting industrid machinery
leave. Thelatest batch of restrictions covered dl types of agribots; alot of farmers were heading back to
the Commonwedth.

Paula stared out of the long window asthey emerged through the wormhol€ s pressure curtain. It was
winter outside, with flecks of snow drifting through an iron-gray sky. The landscape here outside the
capita was arranged into neet fields given over entirely to row after row of some vine equivaent, with
brown leafless stems stretched along wire frames. Hundreds of small agribots rolled dowly down the
lines, their ply-plastic tentacles pruning the vines back to their regulation two-meter length.

Barandy itsalf wasasprawl of housing estates and industrial zones clustered around acommercia center
that had dready started to put up skyscrapers. The architecture was allittle bleak and functiona perhaps,
but the city’ s Size was an excellent example of successful development for aworld that had only been
open to settlement for eighty years.

By the time the train reached the marshaing yard outside the Station, there were signs of law and order
beginning to break down. Streets were clogged with abandoned cars and vans. The crates and boxes
that they’ d carried were now strewn everywhere, broken open to spill their contents onto theicy
enzyme-bonded concrete. It was asif the goods of a hundred department stores had been scattered
acrossthedigtrict by ared live cargo cult god. Gangs of kids and some adults were foraging the bounty.
Then thetrain drew into the marshaing yard itself, and Paula s view of the city vanished behind walls of



metal containers stacked taller than the surrounding buildings, al waiting shipment out. Men in thick
jackets with the Merioneth Nationalist Party logo on their deeves patrolled the aides.

Thetrain drew in a one of the ten platforms under the cover of a sweeping green crysta canopy. Every
sguare meter of the platforms and concourse was occupied by a bad-tempered crowd. Armor-clad CST
security guards patrolled dong narrow clearways, their angler guns carried prominently.

Pauladipped off the carriage to be greeted by Byron Lacrosh, chief aide to the prime minister, Svein
Moaem, who was aso |leader of the Merioneth Nationaist Party. Byron and an armed police escort
guided her down one of the clearways. A large limousine took them from the CST dation to the
Parliament building dong roads that were till being cleared of discarded vehicles. Every few minutes,
they passed crews of men and bots|lifting cars onto big tow trucks.

“Y ou won't need to worry about mining any new metal for afew years,” Paula observed.

“Material resources aren’t our prime concern,” Byron Lacrosh said. “We hope to establish a culture that
isn't as technol ogy-based as the Commonwed th.”

“Y ou' re going to go the agrarian route?’

“Wefavor divorcing oursaves from the consumerist monoculture that dominates the Dynasty-ruled
worlds, yes. We don’t shun technology, we just don’t see the necessity to incorporate it in every aspect
of life”

“ Appropriate sustainability, then?’

Byron gave her an interested look. “Y ou understand the philosophy?’

“It' shardly new. My birthworld isbased oniit.”

“Ohyes, of course. I’ d forgotten where you came from, Investigator Myo.”

The Parliament building was a concrete and glass monstrosity, intended as a vigorous statement of anew
planet’ sidentity and prosperity. The result was the kind of design-by-bureaucrat-committee that Paula
aways found depressing, representing the exact opposte of the ethosit had originaly been
commissioned to promote.

Svein Modem’ s office was on thefifth floor, with acurving glasswall that opened onto the hanging rose
garden-famouslocally for its cost overruns and leaky troughs. He sat behind adark desk made from
native kgjawood. A broad-shouldered man ten years out of rgjuvenation, with aneatly trimmed
beard-following current locdl tradition. Hislight blue eyes were strongly contrasted with dark skin and
mousy hair. Paulasaw tiny luminescent green linesflickering aong his cheeks to curve around the back of
his neck. More OCtattoos shone on his hands. When she ordered her inserts to scan the office, she
found a condderable amount of encrypted el ectromagnetic traffic emanating from him, or, to be exact,
from the necklace of flat opals hewore. It wasthe kind of emission level she usually associated with
sensory drama actors, dlowing the Unisphere audience to experience their body’ s sensations. Thetwo
people, aman and awoman Sitting in front of his desk, were aso broadcasting an unusualy large amount
of data, from similar necklace arrays. Paula suspected that every aspect of her interview wasto be
recorded and analyzed. A high-capacity cybersphere node was discreetly incorporated into the
floor-to-ceiling bookcase behind the desk, but apart from that and severa security sensors, she couldn’t
detect any other active hardware. Not that she expected any weapons to be active.

“Thank you for agreeing to see me, Prime Minigter,” she said.



Svein Moalem nodded gracioudy but didn't get up. He gestured to an empty chair directly in front of his
desk. “I asked for two representatives from the Attorney Generd’ s office to be present.”

Paulaglanced at the two lawyers flanking her as she sat down. “I’m not hereto arrest you. In fact,
nobody redly knowsif the Intersolar Commonwedlth hasjurisdiction here at the moment. Y ou've
declared independence, and we ve agreed to recognize it in three weeks' time. Anything between those
datesisavery gray legd area”

“Y es, but nonetheless, they will insure my reputation is protected from unfair allegations.”
“Allegations are for tabloid shows. I'm only hereto ask questions.”

The green lines under Moadlem’ s beard scintillated. “ Asafriend of the Commonwedth, I'm happy to
oblige; we have nothing to hide from you. And of course, who can resist your personal notoriety? So
let’s get started, shall we? | can spare you thirty minutes.”

“I am the gppointed investigator for the Dimitros Fiech case. Did you know him, Prime Minister?’

“I know of him, sadly. His misguided organization was one of the main inspirations behind setting up our
Nationdist Party. Of course, we completely repudiate the use of violence to achieve independence.”

“So you didn’'t know him personaly?’
“No. My party’ sgodswere achieved by legitimate democratic ends.”
“| accessed the report from the observer team on your referendum. They wouldn’'t agree.”

“Biased vitriol from those who have avested interest in our continuing dependence and integration with
their monoculture.”

“Whatever. Fiech and his colleagues proved exceptiondly resourceful, and they certainly learned quickly
from their mistakes. He is the only member of the Free Merioneth movement we have gpprehended so
far. What they did required alarge amount of money, at the very least. Is your government aware of
wherethat finance originated from?’

“Y our pardon, Investigator, but right now the Treasury department has more pressing concerns than
examining bank transactions from two years ago. Little matters like making sure we have avdid currency
in place for the cutoff. Y ou understand.”

“Their money must have originated here.”

“I’'msureyou’reright. If we find out in the next three weeks, we' |l be sure to inform your Directorate.”
“Could it have come from the same source as your Party’ smoney?’

“We are not dignifying that with an answer,” thefemae lawyer said sternly.

Svein Modem gave Paulaasmall mocking shrug to say Out of my hands.

“Y ou set up your party after Fiech’ s organization had aready won I solation from the Dynasties,” Paula
sad.

“Interesting dlegation, Investigator.” Modem glanced at the femae lawyer. “Do you have proof of this?’

“At the moment, I'm purely interested in motives. As someone who embodies the | solationist dream, can



you tdl mewhy Fech sacrificed himsdf?’

“I'm sure old Earth history isfull of martyrs, dl nestly documented, if you are that interested. But |
suspect he believed as| do. And those who truly believe in the cause of freedom will go to any lengthsto
seeit becomeredlity. | commend hisbravery, though, of course, I cannot condone his method.”

“Y et his methods secured your goals.”

“They helped focus the imaginations and aspirations of everyone on this planet. He woke us up to the
oppression we labored under.”

“I don’'t believe the people of this planet are ingpired by monstrous violence. Over ahundred and thirty
people suffered severe bodyloss on the Nova Zedland plane alone. Y our citizens would want justice for
them and dl the others whose blood was spilled.”

“Judtice, yes. But we equdly disapprove of the vengeance we' ve seen your Directorate unleash.”

“Who did you find guilty of the Nova Zedand crime, Investigator? Not the person who pulled the trigger,
at least not the whole person. The man you have in your suspension facility lived adifferent life on that
day. Your prisoner is not guilty of bringing down that aircraft. Y ou hold a prisoner of conscience. A patsy
whose sole purpose isto satisfy the masses to the benefit of your political masters.”

“Dimitros Fiech committed that crime,” Paula said, doing her best to hold her temper in check. She knew
that the prime minister was provoking her, trying to throw her off track. “ Thereisno question of that.”

“So dready we see the difference between your culture’ srigid nature and our more libera, progressive
qudity. Y our laws cannot adapt to new circumstances.”

“Fech’smemoriesare an dibi, nothing more. It’ s no different from using cellular reprofiling to change
your fecid features.”

“Itiscompletely different; it ishismind. The mind of the person you have suspended knowsthat he was
on Ormal during the crime. Y ou said it yourself in the deposition: He knows his office screwed up
sending him there, he knows he paid the taxi farein Harwood' s Hill, he was the person who watched the
land roll past through the plane’ swindow, he was angry and frustrated when he arrived at the resort, he
tasted the vodka at the airport bar, he fancied the redheaded stewardess who helped him on the plane,
he had the hangover. That was Dimitros Fiech. Nobody else. His persondity. Him! Y our imprudent
freedom fighter was someoneese”

“Who was erased by his colleagues. And | will find them,” Paulagrowled out. “In order to do that, |
need to comprehend the psychology behind dl of this. So tdl me, help mitigate Dimitros Fiech's
sentence: Why exactly do you want Isolation? What can you possibly achieve here that requiresthis
drastic saverance from the Commonwedth?’

“That' savery long ligt, Investigator. Starting with removing the contamination of amorally bankrupt,
decadent society.”

“At the cost of medical benefits? Y our industrid capability isgoing to be reduced dragticdly.”

“Not as much as your propagandainssts. We shdl live here peacefully and progressin our own way, a
way not dictated by the Dynagties or the Senate. Many people are attracted to such anotion. Millions,
actualy. Do you redly begrudge us such liberty?*



“No. | just don't see what ideology can't be pursued within the umbrella of the Commonwedth. It isnot
asoppressive as your party claims, as you arewell aware. A great many reduced-technology
communities flourish on Commonwedlth worlds. What you have engineered hereisradicd. I'mtrying to
undergtand itsretionae.”

Svein Modem sat back in his chair and gave Paulaathoughtful stare, very much the palitician trying to
convert another wavering voter. “Y ou of al people struggle to understand? Forgive me, but that is hard
to believe”

“Why?

“Y ou were created and birthed on Huxley’ s Haven, the most reviled planet in the Commonwealth. How
theilliberd classes hated itsfounding. A world with everyone genetically predisposed to their job, a
society in which everybody has a secure place. It isliving proof that aternatives can work. Surdly that'sa
concept to be welcomed and admired?’

“Itsfunctiondity isadmirable. However, even | don’t gpprove of its static nature. Those humans can no
longer evalve”

“Y et they live perfectly happy lives”
“Yes” Paulasad. “Within the parameters established by the Human Structure Foundation.”
“Y ou would want Huxley’ s Haven broken up and abandoned?’ He sounded very surprised.

“Certainly not. Itscitizens have aright to their existence. It is pureimperialist arrogance for outsidersto
propose dteration.”

“Y ou seg, Investigator, you make my argument for me! That isyour answer. Theright to
sdf-determination is ahuman fundamenta. Such athing is not possible while under thefinancid
hegemony of the Dynasties and Grand Families”

“Everything comes down to money intheend,” Paula offered.

“Quite”

“I dtill can't believe some abgtract ideology isenough for Fiech to sacrifice himsalf.”
“Hardly abstract.” Moaem waved at the city outside. “Hiswish has become our redlity.”
Paulapursed her lips, following hisgesture. “1 hopeit' sworthit.”

“Itis”

She stood and gave him asmdl bow. “Thank you for your time, Prime Minister.”

“Y ou' rewelcome, Investigator. In fact, I’ d like to offer you a place here with us. Our police forces will
need a substantial reorganization after the cutoff. Who better to manage that? Y ou are celebrated and
respected on every world in the Commonwealth. Y our honesty and devotion to justice have broken the
hatred and prejudice barrier. In away, you are what we aspire to be.”

“That' svery flattering, but the answer isno.”

“Why not? Indulge me, please. | am curious. Y ou left Huxley’ s Haven, the only one of millions ever to do
0. Y ou found the Commonwealth more atractive. Why not us?’



“I didn't leave,” Paulasaid, feding her shoulder musclestense up. “I was stolen from my birthing clinic.
The poaliticd activists who took me wanted to make apoint in their campaign to ‘ liberate’ Huxley’s
Haven. Consequently, | was brought up in the Commonwedlth. | choseto stay.”

“Y ou found it more desirabl e than the most secure civilization ever established?”

“I was created to be apolice officer; itiswhat | am. Thereis more crimein the Commonwealth than on
Huxley’ sHaven, and it isthe culture | was brought up in. It waslogicd for meto stay. Herel would
never lack for challenges.”

“So the activists were right then? The manufactured people of Huxley’ s Haven would be able to settlein
the Intersolar Commonwedth?’

They could physicdly settle. Intellectudly, | doubt they would be able to integrate. Myself and other
police officers are avery small minority of the population. The exceptions. | understand that after my
‘batch,’ the Foundation changed the psychoneura profiling. Huxley’ s Haven police officersare no longer
asliberd asme‘-shelicked her lipsin amusement-"anotion that discomforts the Commonwed th even
more. Can you imagine alessforgiving verson of me, Prime Minister?"

“That' satough one, | admit.” Findly he stood, afaint smileon hislips. “Good day, Investigator.”

* % % % %

Two days later, Paulawoke up to acdl request from Christabel flashing in her virtua vison. She
yawned, stretched, and told her maidbot to bring sometea. Then her virtud finger touched Christabdl’s
greenicon.

“Y ou made it back okay,” Christabel said. “1 heard it’ s getting tough in Barandy. CST asked for a
week’ s extenson before they switch off the wormhole; they’ re worried they won't be able to get
everyone out before the cutoff.”

“There salot of peoplethere,” Paulasaid, remembering the trip back to the CST station, the way her
police escort had to force their way to atrain for her. “What did the Merioneth government say?’

1] NO_”

“Figures. Modem has worked hard to reach this moment. He' s not going to dlow anything to stop it
now. Especidly now.”

“Especidly now? Did you get some useful information?”

“Very. Hewastheaibi memory. Svein Moalem went to Orma and spent the day living Fiech'slife”
“What?Y ou’ ve got to be fucking kidding me.”

“No. I’'mnot.”

“How do you know that?’

“Hefancied aredhead.”

“Come on, talk senseto me.”

“Moalem told me the stewardess on the plane Fiech flew on from Essendyne back to Harwood' s Hill
was aredhead. He sright, too.” Paulaclosed her eyes, recaling the memoriesthat didn’t belong to her,



the ones she' d read from Fiech’ s brain. Seeing wavery images of the attractive woman in her neat blue
and green uniform, Celtic-red hair al tied up with leather clips. Trying to smile as she supported his body
up thegtairs, and, amazingly, still cam when she deposited him in his seat and he made a crude drunken

pass.
Paula had interviewed the woman aweek later as she retraced the dibi, confirming the memory.

“So0?" Christabel asked.
“That detail wasn't in the memory deposition filed with the court. | just said astewardess.”
“He could have found out.”

Paula pulled the straps of her dip up properly on her shoulders as the maidbot camein with alarge
breakfast cup of green Assam tea. “Why would he?’

“Because they’re obvioudy al part of the same group of Isolationists. HE d want to know everything
connected with the case.”

“No, thiswas acasud detall. | know it was. Hewasthe oneon Ormal.”
“Oh bloody hell, so now what?’

“Obvioudy, he hasto be arrested. He was amgjor part of the crime. If he was as deeply involved in the
Free Merioneth Forces as | suspect, he could well expose the others with amemory read.”

“Not going to happen. There' sonly two and ahaf weeks | eft to Isolation. You'll never get clearance for
that. It would take asmall army to go in there and arrest their new prime minister. Actualy... how come
you didn’t try while you were there? | know you. Y ou cannot stand back.”

“I know. It s engineered into my nature. But the probability of a successful outcomeif I'd tired to arrest
him on the spot was zero. They would Smply have diminated me.”

“So natura sdlf-preservation is stronger than the rest of you after dl. That' sardief to know.”

“It was Smply adecision based on common sense. | am going to arrange a meeting with Nelson. He may
be able to secure me the return ability | need to complete the case.”

“Damn, that' salong shot.”
“Yes, but what else have | got? The Directorate won't be able to lift Moaem from Merioneth.”

“I wouldn’t count on the Sheldons doing it either. The political fallout would betoo great: Lifting someone
from an I solated world and making them stand tria here al because they nated Dynasty members.
That won't look good for the Dynasties, Paula, not politicaly. Isolation was the end of this, the dedl.”

“I know, but Nelson isthe best option I’ ve got.” She sipped some of the tea. “What were you caling me
about?’

“I’ve been digging around where | shouldn’t have, as you asked. I’ m not sure how relevant thisis now,
but the Dynagties know who' s been backing the whole M erioneth independence movement.”

“Who?’

“Now promise you won't shoot the messenger.”



Paula grinned and took another sip. “I won't.”

“The Human Structure Foundation.”

The surprise made her gart. “Damnit!” She struggled not to let the teaspill onto the bed.
“Y ou okay?’

“Yes, yes” Besde her, Aidan stirred at the commotion.

“Look, I can maybe make someinquiries at thisend, seeif my Dynasty will go aong with a covert
extraction. The Free Merioneth Forces hurt alot of Halgarths. Heather was not happy about giving them
Isolation. We could put together an operation with the Sheldons.”

“That’smore like vengeance,” Paulasaid quietly. “Not due process.”

“Y ou're running out of options.”

“I' know. | need to make afew moreinquiries about this. I’ll get back to you.”
Aidan blinked round, lifting his head off the pillow. “ Something wrong?’

“No.” Sheran her hand through his disheveled hair. “Early start, that’ s all. Something unexpected came
up. I've got to take atrip.”

“Where to now? Other side of the Commonwesdlth again?’

“The Caribbean, actudly.”

* * % % %

The nearest city on the trans-Earth loop was New Y ork. When she arrived at the Newark station, Paula
took a cab over to JFK and flew a Directorate hypersonic pardld to the East Coast, then on south to
Grenada. The Human Structure Foundation campus occupied a broad stretch of rugged land behind a
series of curving beacheswhose pale sand wasjust visble in the low moonlight. A circular white-glass
tower formed the center, silhouetted by liquid bifluron tubes embedded in the structure. The long
sodium-orange web of streets radiating out from the base revealed the surrounding village of eaborate
bunga ows. Foundation membersdidn’t resde in any of theidand’ s ordinary towns; in the last century,
few ventured out beyond the heavily guarded perimeter Strip. It was amicronation of genetic ideologues,
despised by just about everyone, yet continuing to operate under Senate-imposed research restrictions,
regtrictionsthat had grown ever stronger since the establishment of Huxley’ s Haven.

Paulawas familiar enough with the setup, though she d never actudly visited before. The notion of
walking around the place that concelved her-intellectudly and physcaly-was an experience she smply
didn’t want.

Her planelanded on acircular pad by the tower. Long ply-plastic petals unrolled from the edgesto form
aprotective shell over her little craft. An astonishingly attractive woman named Ophelia escorted her up
to Dr. Friland’ s office on the top floor of the tower. On the way through the atrium lobby, people
stopped and stared at Paula. It was three o’ clock in the morning local time; the tower should have been
deserted. She was used to attention, but this was akin to religious respect. Some looked like they wanted
to bow as she waked past. The effect was un-nerving-and she wasn't used to that feding at all.

“Y ou'rethe living proof that the concepts for which we stand have been successful,” Opheliamurmured



asthey walked into the elevator. “ There have been many sacrifices down the decades, so please excuse
their wonder.”

Paula sucked in her cheeks, unable to meet any of the ardent stares as the dlevator doors did shut.

According to hisfile, Justin Friland was born toward the end of the twentieth century. Meeting himin the
flesh, Paulacouldn’t tell, and she normally prided herself in spotting the telltale mannerisms of the truly
old. He didn't have any. His effusive good nature matched his handsome adol escent appearance
perfectly. Like the Foundation members down in the lobby, he gave Paulaan incredulous smile as she
cameinto hisoffice.

“Director, | appreciate you seeing me,” Paulasaid. “Especidly at thistime of night.”

“Not a al. Thisisan absolute honor,” he said, shaking her hand too vigoroudy and beaming awide
amile

“Thank you,” Paulasaid gently, and removed her hand from hisgrip.

“I spent twenty-five years on Huxley’ s Haven, helping to establish the birthing centers,” Justin Friland
sad. “And seeing you hereis’-he spread his arms out-“ astonishing. We never thought one of you could
adapt to life offworld.”

“Oneof me?’ Paulaarched an eyebrow.

“Sorry, sorry! It' s just—we took so much shit over the Haven. Even fifty years ago, the perimeter here
was surrounded by protesters. However, the days of the ten-thousand-strong mob have long gone. We
gtill do have ahard core camped to the Side of our main entrance. They’renot... pleasant people. My

thoughts are fill in war mode. My fault.”

“lsee”

“Please, sit down.” He hurried over to awide couch. “What can | do for you?’

“I need information.”

“Whatever | can provide.” He was nodding enthusiagtically as Paula sat beside him.
“Thereisarumor that the Foundation financed Merioneth’s Isolation.”

“Not us,” Friland said emphatically. He brushed some floppy chestnut hair from his forehead. “However,
the Foundation has undergone considerable schism during the last quarter century. | now lead what you'd
probably cal a Conservative faction.”

“What of the other factions?’

He sighed. “ The person you want to talk to is Svein Modem.”

Paula gave Friland asurprised look. “ He' s a Foundation member?’
“An ex-colleague, yes. Now the leader of the New Immortals.”
“Wedidn't know that. We don't have access to Merioneth files now.”

“Wouldn't have done you any good. The New Immortals have coveted their own planet for sometime.
They did alot more than smply finance the I solation revolution on Merioneth. They infiltrated its civil



service quite sometime ago. Any records you did access through the Unisphere merely say what they
want them to say.”

“Andyou didn’'t fed obliged to tell usthis?’
“Us?’ Judin Friland smiled faintly.
“The Intersolar Senate. The Serious Crimes Directorate.”

“Ah. Y our government? No. Pardon me, Paula. | was't about to come running to the organization that
officidly condemned my projects asthe work of the devil. Besides, up until they sarted killing Dynasty
members, our Immortal brethren didn’t actualy do anything illegal. Politica shenanigans are perfectly
permissible under our oh-so-libera Intersolar condtitution.

Manipulating public datafor ideologica endsis common practice. | assume you have better statistics than
| do on the subject.”

Paulathought about arguing but decided againgt it. Theinformation might be useful later, if the Directorate
decided to press complicity charges againgt Friland. “The New Immortals?’ she asked. “1 assumeit'sa
relevant name. What method have they adopted? And why doesit need an Isolated world?’

Julian Friland looked digtinctly uncomfortable. “1t'samodified verson of today’ sre-life memory
success on, which eiminates the requirement to rguvenate abody.”

“Thank you. Y ou' vejust told me nothing.”

“If you suffer bodyloss today, your insurance company grows a clone and downloads your secure
memory storeinto it. Many people regard that as death. It'saquestion of continuity, you see. In
rgjuvenation, your body smply floatsin atank whileits DNA isresat. Theyou that comesout istill the
you that went in ayear before, so there’ s no doubt about originality and identity. What Moadem and his
group proposed was operating continuous bodies. A mentd relay, if you like, with a persondity twinned
between an old and young version of the same person.”

“So when the old physical body dies, the young one carries on.
“With continuity intact,” Friland emphasized. 1 acknowledge the concept is an elegant one.”

“Not entirdly origind,” Paulasaid, thinking about the emissions she d detected coming from Modem. She
frowned, trying to follow the ideathrough to its conclusion. “ Surdly, the two bodieswould haveto be
closetogether. If they started to diverge, see and react to different things, then the personality would aso
dart to fraction.”

“Good point. The New Immortds claimed that was actualy a desirable outcome. Moaem decided that a
sngular persondity input-point was a primitive notion. The human mind should be able to expand to
encompass many bodyforms, al inputting their experiencesto the unifying mind.”

“That hasto be ungtable. Bipolar disorder and multiple persondities are notorioudy erratic.”

“I"ve been through these arguments so many timeswith Svein. He maintainsthat inherent mentd illnessis
completely avoidable in these circumstances, that the human mind can evolvein conjunction with its
physica environment. The host personality hasto be willing and receptive to change, to want to learn
how to be different. HE' s probably right.”

“I’'m sorry, | don’t follow. Y ou say the Foundation split because of this?1 thought you were al about



exploring new forms of human existence.”

“Weare. | st up the Foundation to advance humanity through genetic modification. But changein
isolation is not adesirable thing. Hence Huxley’ s Haven. Not only areits citizens perfectly adjusted to
their jobs, the entire society is designed to be stable, so that only the professions and abilitieswe have
alowed for are needed. There are human clerks who make eectronics, especialy computers, redundant.
Engineering is congtitutionaly fixed to equa early-twentieth-century development, so mechanicsare
capable of performing al repairs, rather than writing software for maintenance bots. It' saleve that was
specificdly chosen to give everyone adecent qudity of life without dependence on cybernetics. Whichis
what makes Huxley’ s Haven a perfectly integrated society. It doesn’'t change because thereisno
requirement for change. That iswha Commonwesdlth citizens found so disturbing; it'salso why it works.
Within the Foundation, we had a very large debate as to whether we should Isolate it onceit was
established.”

“Why didn’t you? A society like that can only be chalenged by an outside force, so why risk continued
exposure? There are plenty of idealists even today who would like it stopped.”

“I didn’t believe we had theright. Maybein afew hundred years' time, the Haven will chooseto isolate
itself from what the Intersolar Commonwedlth will become. Who knows?’

“Andif it gartsto fail, you can fix it,” Paulaguessed. He had that kind of egotism.

“That’ swhat the freethinkers are for,” Friland said. “ And to alesser degree, the police such as yourself.
All societies should include a mechanism for self-correction.”

“You'redigracting me,” Paulasaid. “Why the split with the New Immortals?’
“Very well,” Friland said. “I oweyou of al peoplethat explanation, if nothing dse.”
“How ironic for you, having to explain yourself to your cregtion!”

“I’'m not a Frankengtein, Investigator.”

“Of course not. The split?’

“Firg, the prospect of ahivemindisonel resist. Cal me old-fashioned, but | don’t regard it asahuman
god. Y et thereisthat danger. Svein knows that you need more than two bodies to guarantee
life-continuity. The more you have, the higher the persondity’ s surviva probability Thereisno theoretica
limit. He can possess hundreds, thousands, of bodies. More gill. Exponentia growth rates are afavorite
politician’sscareimage, and | don't liketo useit, but something close to exponentid expansionisavery
red threat in this case. What happensto individua, norma humansif aNew Immorta expandsits nest of
selves? An Immortd by hisor her nature becomes focused on survival. That will trigger competition for
resources, possibly as bad asit wasin the twenty-first century before Ozzie and Nigel devel oped
wormhole technology. Would the singulars survive? Would they be allowed to survive? And what about
other nest Immortals? Oneroute is merger. The universd monomind. Again, something | indtinctively shy
away from. Svein was not complimentary about what he perceives as my outdated reactionary thinking.”

“That must have been painful for you.”

“Quite. The other problem | have is the method that the New Immortas have chosen. It is not pure
genetic evolution, which isour creed.”

“Now you'veredly lost me”



“If you have children, Investigator, they will remain true to your nature. They will inherit the genetic and
psychoneura profiling that make you the perfect law enforcement officer. We set the traits that make you
what you are; they are dominant. Even if dl our fabulous society should fdll, if the wormholes are closed,
the factories break down, electricity ceaseto flow; if the human race entersinto anew age of
barbarism-what the Foundation created will remain. Our heritageiswritten in our genes. When we define
an advancement, weincorporate it in our DNA. It can never belost. An equal science can removeit, but
our advances would endure adark age. Svein’s system will not. He shares his thoughts and memories
with his other bodies via the unisphere. He needs OCtattoos and inserts to transmit and receive. He
needs clone vatsto grow new bodies. Hisisacybernetic, technological future. It isavery short step from
what he wishes to become to smply downloading your thoughtsinto a machine, like today’ s uniheads do
with the SI. After dl, amachine can be made far stronger than human flesh. Thisis not the route | wish
the Foundation to go down. At thefar end, it is not a human outcome that awaits."

“Surely, that’ sdl contrary to the stasis of Huxley’ sHaven?’

“The Haven provides uswith a proof of concept. We know we can match our genetic and societa
requirements synergistically. That setsthe stage for our next advances.”

“Which are?’ she asked sharply.

“Deveopment dong dl fronts. Extreme longevity-ultimately, self-rguvenation. Increased intelligence.
Huge disease resistance.”

“Bigger. Stronger. Better,” she murmured.

“Y es. These advances are dowly seeping into the human genome. Parents have baseline procedures
carried out on their embryosto give their offspring hedlthier physiques. Reprofiling is commonplacein
rejuvenation tanks, at least for those who can afford it. We are adow revolution, Paula. People find our
long-term aims uncomfortable, but they continue to incorporate our immediate successes into their very
selves. Given such development, society will inevitably adapt and evolve. Whichiswhy | regect the
obsessiona god of the New Immortals. | will happily continue my rguvenation treatments every thirty
years because they will ultimately be temporary. Infour or five hundred years time, | will be beginning
my senior life span, which will be measured in millennia. Can you imagine what kind of culture that will
play host to?*

“Evenif | could, | obvioudy wouldn't haveaplaceinit. I'mjust ahafway stage experiment, remember.”

“Oh no, Paula, you' ve become much more than that. Y ou’ ve humbled us by showing how adaptive
humanity is. Y ou are an inspiration that we can al exceed our perceived limits”

“How very lovely for you,” she said acerbically, and stood up.

Justin Friland looked up at her. “What will you do to Svein Moaem now that you know what heis?’
“I'mnot sure,” shereplied truthfully. “I'm sure I'll adapt my nature somehow, and bring him to justice.”
He smiled sadly. “We re not adversaries, Paula, not you and me.

“Not yet. Not quite. But keep on going the way you are, and we' Il wind up facing each other in court.
The Senate has trict laws concerning genetic manipul ation outside designated human parameters.”

“I know. And I’'m very tired of them, whichiswhy we refinaly leaving atogether.”

She narrowed her eyes. “Are you going to |solate another world?’



“No, we don’'t have to. The Commonwesdlth is desperate to make a success of Far Away; the Senate
spent so much money getting there, they have to judtify it to the taxpayer. It' sablank canvas of aworld,
thanksto the solar flare that diminated itsindigenous life. My remaining colleagues are moving there with
me. The Senate s authority and itslaws are confined to one city; out in the wild, we' Il be free of the petty
regulationsthat restrict us here, and we can design anew biosphere environment to complement
whatever enhancementswe build into our bodies. The ultimate synergy, en?’

“That sounds like aproject that will keep you occupied for afew decades.”

“Wewould be honored if you'd join us. Y ou would be an enormoudy va uable asset to any community,
Paula”

“Thank you, but no. | have work to do in thissociety.” She started toward the door.
“There could be tens of him by now,” Friland called out &fter her. “Dozens. You'll never get them all.”

“Nonetheless, hewill facejustice. Y ou know that. That's how you made me.”

WHAT HAPPENED NEXT

The countryside outsde Barandy was certainly alot more hospitable in summer. A warm G-class star
shonein adeegp ocean-blue sky. High wispy clouds laced the horizon ahead as Paulawaked down the
narrow farm track that cut through the big fields, pushing her lightweight p-bike over the scattered stone.
The air was thick and warm, heavy with the sugary scent of the fireflower vine. She knew the name now.
It wasthe digtrict’smain crop. In the summer’ swarmth and humidity, the rows of wire frameswere
transformed into long dunes of vivid crimson flowerswith thick yellow stamen. Petals were aready
gtarting to crisp and brown at the edges as midsummer gpproached; in another month, the fruit would
ripen to fist-sized globes adull purplein color. The pulp was aloca staple, equivaent to meset-potato,
though the fruit could be crushed for oil aswell.

She reached the concrete road at the end of the track and straddled the p-bike. There was no traffic.
Shetwigted the throttle and set off toward Barandy’ s outskirts, five miles ahead.

The city’ straffic management network was still functioning. It registered her p-bike as she crossed into
the officia city boundary. By now, she was on Route Two, one of the main highwaysinto the city, with
the midafternoon traffic sarting to build up around her. Shetold the network that she wanted Lidie Road
and received aroute authorization. Her vehicle license had been accepted as current.

Lidie Road wasin the middle of apleasant residentid suburb, with small dome-roofed houses grown out
of air coral. Paulaturned off the tree-shaded road itself onto the broad pavement and started peddling
the p-bike. That way, she was no longer monitored by the traffic network. She stopped outside number
62 and wheeled the p-bike up to the front door. It accepted the code she put in and swung open for her.

Nelson Sheldon had paid Terrie Ority, the previous occupant, a handsome sum for his codes, just as

he’ d paid another Merioneth refugee for a bike license. The preparations had taken over amonth. Paula
and Nelson had put the operation together on Augusta, the Sheldon Dynasty’ sindustrial world. It was
thefirgt timein nine decades that Paula had taken a holiday from the Directorate. She' d accrued eight
years leave. The personne office was ddighted-her director curious.

Insde number 62, the air was musty. Terrie Ority was afussy man-he' d turned off al the power before
he left. He had aso left behind most of the furniture. Paula switched the air-conditioning back on and ran
the tapsto cycle the plumbing system. A couple of ancient maidbots were sitting in their alcoves, fully
charged, so she ordered them to start cleaning.



She spent the rest of the day establishing her legend identity in the civil and commercid systems. Her
bank account was opened and |oaded from a card. She registered with several local stores and had food
delivered. Then she sat back and accessed the planetary cybersphere, with her e-butler extracting news
summariesto build a picture of Merioneth after the wormhole had closed five months eaxlier.

It waslikelosing ashort, brutal war. With haf the population gone, whole towns had been abandoned.
New consumer itemswere hard to find. Not that it mattered, people smply reclaimed and recycled
products from deserted homes. Food hadn’t quite been rationed in the winter, but alot of favorites were
no longer commercidly available. She was interested to see that medica services, including rejuvenation
clinics, had been nationalized on atemporary basis, so that they could be reorganized for fair and equal
distribution. Whole fleets of bots, especidly civic ones, were breaking down; there were too few service
and repair companiesto keep them functiond. Public transport was patchy, with priority given to
maintain strategic links. Cars and trucks were dso in need of maintenance, but again, there were ahuge
number of abandoned vehiclesthat could be utilized. But on the plus Side, this summer’ s crops were
going to produce big surpluses-nobody would go hungry. Thetida and hydropower stationswere dl
functioning efficiently. Loca currency was stabilizing after months of disastrousinflation. People were
gtarting to adapt to their new life.

She gtarted to research Svein Modem. Hewas sl prime minister, with hisNationdist Party holding two
thirds of the remaining seatsin Parliament. There were due to be eectionsin two years, when the new
constituency boundaries had been established. The party had spent the months since Isolation revoking a
whole hogt of “ oppressive Commonwedlth restrictions,” the mgority of which were regulations covering
genetic modifications and cloning. Helpfully, Modem'’ s office provided adiary listing events hewas due
to attend.

The next day, Paula started observing his movements within the city. They weretypica of any
high-ranking politician. Speechesto civic and community leaders, mestings with party officias.
Parliamentary debates. Voter-friendly visitsto schools, hospitals, and selected business. Tripsto
provincid towns.

He had bodyguards, of course, good ones. When he was due at an event, crowds were scanned using
feature recognition software to check for repeat observers. The traffic network was analyzed for any
vehiclethat kept cropping up in hisvicinity. If hetook atrain or plane, passenger listswere reviewed. All
well-established midleve protocols.

As a consequence, she kept her distance, content to follow his routes via some very sophisticated
software her e-butler manipulated in the planetary cybersphere.

After aweek, she' d confirmed that he would often abandon his officia residence next to the Parliament
building in favor of agrand private housein Barandey’ smost exclusive LakeHill didtrict, wherethe last
remaining multimillionairesresided. It was a perfect placefor his nest to operate from.

On the eighth night, with her monitor routines confirming his presence a alate-night Cabinet sesson,
Paulabrokein.

The perimeter darm circuits and sensors were utterly ineffectual againgt her superior software and the
active gedth covering of her light-armor suit. She started walking through the forma grounds, tracking
the sentind dogs prowling around. Thickets of local trees provided excellent cover. The house was
squetting on the summit of amound that had been scul pted with high terracing. To Paula s suspicious eye,
the mound would be perfect cover for an underground complex.

She climbed the dry-stone wall of the last terrace. Ahead of her, the house was a three-story
congtruction of dark gray stone, crowned with alantern tower. The lawn between her and the wall was



completely devoid of cover and dotted with sensors. She used her insertsto neutraize severa in her
path. Her e-butler told her that several motion trackers up on the eves were locking on as she jogged
forward. Datatraffic in and out of the house began to increase.

Paula scurried up to alarge French door and used a compact power blade to cut a circle through the
glass. Shefound hersdlf inabig hdl that followed the principals of High Renai ssance architecture, with
sguare columns and avaulting ceiling of decorated panels.

Thelights came on when she was halfway to the vast curving stairs a the far end. Five security staff with
high-rated maser rifleswere lined up behind the polished stone banister.

“Hold it right there.”

More armed security staff scurried in from ground-floor rooms and surrounded her. Their armor suits
were alot heavier than hers. She raised her hands as eleven energy weaponslined up on her, any one of
which could probably cut through her protection.

“Do not move. Deectivate dl your systems.”

Paula switched the shimmering sedth layer off, then dowly i cached up and removed her helmet. One of
the armored figures up on the stairs stood up, lowering hisrifle. Paula sinserts detected alarge emisson
of encrypted data emerging from him, and suppressed asmile.

“Investigator Myo,” he said, taking off his own helmet. There was no resemblanceto Svein Modemin
hisfeatures and his skin was the pae brown of aNorth African.

“Correct,” shesaid. “And whom am | addressng?’

“Agent Volkep. I'min charge of the prime minister’ s security.” He walked down the sairs. Paula's
e-butler told her the nodes in the house had closed their links to the cybersphere. More suppression
shielding came on, seding up the hdl from any communication.

“That's convenient for you,” Paulasaid archly as Volkep stood in front of her. His expression gave
nothing away.

“Take her over to the holding center,” he told the armed squad. “1 want afull scan for weapon inserts,
and be very thorough. Hell knows what her Directorate equipped her with. Then bring her down to
securefacility three. I'll interrogete her there.”

Two dectromuscle-enhanced gauntlets gripped Paula sarms, dmogt lifting her off the ground. Sheturned
her head to look at VVolkep as she was hauled away acrossthe hal’ s marble flooring. “Nice seeing you
again, Svein,” shecdled out loudly.

That brought aflicker of annoyanceto hisface.

The holding center was a smple concrete room with a cage door and asingle medica-style chair in the
middle. It was equipped with mametd restraints.

Four of the armored bodyguards camein with her, powered up and shielded. They ordered her to strip.
Paula obediently removed her own armor. “Keep going,” they told her. She pulled off her sweatshirt and
dipped her long shorts down her legs. The OCtattoo glowed sapphire and jade on her abdomen, acircle
encasing atight geometry of intersecting curves that undulated dowly. Four gun muzzleslined up on the

gentlelight.



“What' sthet?’

“Sensory booster,” Paulasaid. “1t’ swetwired into my nerves so | can receive a bigger sensation when
I m accessing porn from the Unisphere. Don't you have them here?’

“Just get the rest of your clothes off, lady.”

She shrugged out of her braand took her panties off. One of the suited bodyguards dropped al her
garmentsinto abig bag and carried it out. Paulawas |eft stlanding in the cold concrete cell with the
remaining three agents.

“Not bad,” one remarked.
“Y ou wouldn’t need abooster for anything with me,” his colleague said. The others laughed.

Paulagazed at hisblank shiny helmet and gave asmal snort of contempt. Perhaps she had given the
Secret service agents too much credit after al.

A femdetechnician camein, followed by atrollybot loaded with sensor equipment. She frowned when
she saw Paula' s OCtattoo. “Put her in the chair.”

The mametal manacles flowed over Paula swrists and ankles. Sensor pads were gpplied to her skin
over the twisting luminescence. More scans swept across her limbs and torso. Then her skull wasgiven a
thorough examination. The woman took samples of her blood and saliva. Nails were tested for toxins.
Even thear she exhded was sampled for any abnormality.

Findly, the technician nodded at the armored figures. “ She' s clean. Her inserts are sophisticated, but
they’redl sensors, memory chips, and processor systems; no wegpons of any kind. Y ou can take her
downto Volkep.”

“Sowhat’ sthat thing?’ one of the agents asked, pointing at Paula s abdomen.
“Receiver circuitry wired into her spind cord, just like she said.”

Paula was marched back through the grandiose hal to aroom at the back of the house. An elevator took
her deep underground. Shewasn't at al surprised when it opened on ajunction of corridors. Volkep
took over, dismissing the bodyguards. He took Paula by the arm and led her to asimply furnished office.
Svein Moalem was waiting there, his opa necklace just visible insde the open collar of hisshirt. Two
other youths were with him, one obvioudy afull clonewith identical feeturesto Svein, just five years
younger, the other having East Asan features; the one thing they had in common was anecklace. Volkep
was dill in hisarmor, so she couldn’t tell if hewaswearing any kind of array.

“I like the whole underground citadel thing,” Paula said, looking around the office with itsdrab celling and
dilapidated couch. * Quite the retro Crimina Mastermind secret headquarters.” Her abdominal OCtattoo
showed her that the four of them were exchanging dataat ahugerate, dl of which originated from the
ornamental arrays around their necks. She opened the additiona bioneura chipsin her cortex and started
recording their emissons.

“Why areyou here?’ Volkep asked.
“I talked to Dr. Friland.”

“Ah,” Svein said, an exclamation smultaneoudy uttered by hisyouthful clone.



“Y ou fired the missle on NovaZedand,” Paulasaid.

“Well, that’s open to debate.”

“Infact, | suspect your nest is the Free Merioneth Forcesin their entirety.”

“Not completely. My Foundation colleagues are fully supportive in every respect.”

“| s

“Would you liketo arrest them aswell?

“I might get around toit.”

“I’'m fascinated by how you got here. Did you come back before or after the wormhole closed?’
“After. Youkilled alot of Sheldons”

“Old concept,” the East Asan youth said dismissively. “They'redl divetoday.”
“Interegting,” Paulasaid. “ Did you know your inflections are the same?’

Svein walked around in front of her. “Did you know | don't care? Why are you here? Even with Sheldon
support, you can't possibly expect to snatch al of me back to the Commonwedlth. After al, you don't
even know how many of methere are.”

“True. Did you get hot while you waited for the plane to take off? | did while | was out there. That desert
hasaterrible climate.”

“You' d haveto send asmall army herefor that, and even if Sheldon was determined enough, there’' sno
guarantee he' d succeed. Were you sent to try to find out how much I’ ve grown?’

“I don’'t care how many there arein your nest. Wasthe missle heavy when you lifted up and amed it at
the plane?’

“What do you mean, you don’t care? Why are you here then? Why did you break into my home?lIsit to
snatch dataon me?’

“I have all the datal need. It wasthe reason for the Isolation that puzzled me. Now that | know it wasn't
afinancia or palitical ethos, it makes perfect sense. Did you build the missile here? Did it kick when you
launched it? Was the exhaust plume loud?’

“Not palitica?” Svein said it, but al four of the nest raised their eyebrowsin unison, sharing the same
dightly mocking expression. “What could be more politica than developing anew kind of life-effectively,
anew species?’

“Friland cdled you obsessiond,” Paulasaid. “I think he' sright. Did you actualy watch the planefaling
out of the sky? 1 bet you did. Who could resist that? No matter what type of human you are.”

“Pauld’-al four of him assumed amock-indignant expresson—*are you trying to provoke me?’
“Did you fed satisfaction when it exploded?”’

“Two can play thisgame. Did Friland tell you we' rerelated, you and me?” The Svein body grinned.
The Volkep body stood beside Svein. “And hewasthe origina,” Volkep said, tapping Svein on the



shoulder. “Our minds are rooted in the same ancestor, Paula”

“I didn’t know that,” she admitted. “Were you nervous when you ran back to the boat? That was aweak
point. Someone might have seen you.”

“Friland originaly funded the Foundation from the clinic he used to run in Granadaback in the
twenty-first century,” Svein said. “He sold baseline germ treatments to wedlthy Westerners whose own
countries banned such tinkering. That way, he amassed amassive germ bank. A good percentage of the
wedlthy and powerful people of the day cameto vist at sometime and have their children enhanced.
Their money and DNA was a good foundation for his Foundation.”

“Standing on Ridgeview dtation platform waiting for the train, you must have been buzzing on adrendine,”
Paulaperssted. “You' d know that | or someone like me would have the trains stopped. Y ou might have
been stranded there, with the police closing in. No way to get back to Sydney and establish your dibi.”

“I looked up the records in Granada. Our ancestor is Jeff Baker; apparently, heinvented crystal
memories. A famous man in histime. A very smart man, too. Friland needed that levd of inteligencein
his research team, which iswhy | was created from Baker’ s old sperm samples. You, | imagine, require
asmilar anayticd ability. A lot of other sequences wereincluded, which iswhere we start to diverge, but
geneticdlly, he' sequivadent to our grandfather. Which makes us cousins, Paula. We refamily. And you
aways thought you were unique, isolated, and aone. Y ou're not, Paula. We not only share flesh, we
think the sameway.”

“Were you watching when my Directorate team arrested your Fiech body? Some clever little vantage
point nearby, perhaps?’

Svein pressed hisface up closeto Paula, his mouth parting with an angry snarl. “ That obsession you
mock in meis exactly the same one that runs through you, Investigator Myo! Friland didn’t haveto
sequence it into your genome quite as much as you were led to believe. It' snot artificid, it' syou. It's
your heritage. It'smy heritage. It swhat we are. And thisis our world. Y ou’'re home, Paula. Welcome

She amiled lightly. “I know what | am, and | know where my homeis. Good luck finding yours.”

The Svein body took ahaf step back from her. All four of the nest were frowning in annoyance now.
“Why are you here?’ they demanded in unison.

“To ensure that the sentence passed on Fiech iscarried out in full,” Paulatold them.
“| thought it had been,” the VVolkep body said coldly.

“It hasn’t been yet, because you made sure that part of you didn’t remember. But memory’ safunny
thing, it' striggered by association. And your mind is shared.” Paulagestured around at the empty air.
“It'sdl around us, if you know how to look.” Her virtua hand touched Nelson’ s communication icon.

“I’ve got enough,” she said out loud.
“What-" dl four nestlings grunted.

The wormhole opened behind her, expanding out from amicron-wide point to atwo-meter circle. Bright
light shone through, silhouetting Paula s naked body. She stepped backward, crossing the threshold to be
enveloped by thelight. Shelost her footing as Augusta s dightly heavier gravity claimed her, and fell on
her arsein acompletdy undignified manner. Svein and his nestlings never saw that. The wormhole closed
the instant she was through.



Shewas gtting in the middle of the aien environment confinement chamber of the CST Augusta
Exploratory Division, a huge dome-shaped chamber with dark radiation-absorptive walls. In front of her
was the five-meter-wide blank circle of the wormhole gateway, its gray pseudosubstance emitting strange
violet sparkles. Hafway up the curving surface behind her was a broad band of reinforced windows with
the big operations center behind it. Nel son Sheldon was pressed up against the superstrength glass,
grinning down at her. Behind him, the hundred-strong staff controlling the wormhole were peering over
the tops of their tiered rows of consoles, curious and eager to see the conclusion to their oddest
operation ever. Tracking her movements on Merioneth and kegping the wormhole close by had stretched
the mechinery toitslimit.

“Y ou okay?’ Nelson’samplified voice boomed down from the celling.
“Yeah,” Paulasaid, climbing to her feet. “I’'m okay.”

WHAT | KNOW REALLY HAPPENED

The court guards were utter bastards to me. After that idiot judge passed sentence they dragged me
down to the holding cdll while | shouted that | wasinnocent. They just laughed asthey dung meinside. |
heard them later. Deliberately. They said that the Justice Directorate had developed a suspension system
that dlowsatiny part of your mind to stay awake during the sentence, o you' re aware of each long year
asit passes. It' s part of the punishment, knowing al the opportunities you' ve logt, the life you' ve missed.

Not true. Just another Unisphere myth.

After, they put me down on the bed in the preparation room. No. I'll be honest. After, they held me
down. | fought them, Damnit, I’ m innocent! | was aclassic case of someone who went down screaming
and kicking. They won't ever forget me. It took six Directorate orderliesto hold mein place while the
mameta restraints wrapped around my limbs. And after thet, | still shouted. | cursed them and their
families. | swore vengeance, that in two and a half thousand years I’ d become the killer they wrongly
thought | was, and I"d hunt down their descendants and torture them to desth.

No use. They till infused the drugs. Consciousness faded away.

| woke up. The room that dowly came into focus around me was very similar to the preparation room
I’d goneto deepin. Stupidly, | wasbloody grateful that | hadn’t known dl that time flowing around me.
Thewaste of my potentid lives. But | wasdive. Warm. And pleasantly drowsy.

There was something around my neck that seemed familiar somehow, something from thetimein my life
I’dlogt. Iconsin my virtud vison were blinking green, showing that the memorycel channdsinto my
neural structure were wide open.

Then that queen bitch PaulaMyo camein. | tried to get up to throttle her. That’swhen | found | was il
restrained, with malmetal coiled around my armsand legs.

“What the fuck isthis?’ | shouted. My voice was weak.
“I had you woken,” Myo told me. “I have something for you, something you' ve forgotten.”
“What? What isthis?”’

“You,” shesaid, and took off her suit jacket. Something was glowing underneath her white cotton blouse.
| could see shapes moving.



“Help,” | cried. * Someone. Help me.” The colored shadows on her abdomen began to writhe faster and
fagter. My virtud icons changed from green to blue, showing incoming impul ses.

“What isthat?’ | whisperedin fright.

She glanced down, asif only becoming aware of the light. Her smile made her face ugly. “ A kind of
prison, | suppose. Y ou know, in ancient times necromancers used to draw pentagrams to trap demons
in. They thought thet if they were imprisoned, they could use their powers. A very misplaced notion, |
suspect. In this case, geometry is't important. | smply had to have alarge receiving element. Y our
thoughts are big, after al. But | managed to catch them. Not al of them, just the right ones. Those that
were relevant to the crime.”

“My thoughts?’ Theicons expanded abruptly, wiping out my sight. Then faces emerged through the blue
mist. Four of them in some kind of dilapidated room. Faces | knew. Svein. | remembered him. |
remembered... being him.

| was the one standing in the desert outsde Ridgeview while the rest of melived our life. It was hot out
there. Bloody unpleasant, actudly. The sun burned my arms and face. | took alesk against some local
plant. That way if the forensic team were any good, they’ d find it and confirm the Fiech body’ sDNA.

Thentheair traffic control data playing in my virtua vision showed me that the plane wastaxiing to the
runway. | took abreath and got the missileready. A smplething, redly, three of me had built it in the
engineering center under the Lake Hill house. Most of the components were off-the-shelf, and the custom
ones were easy enough for the bots to manufacture. We built quite afew.

The finished product was asmple blue-gray launch tube over ameter long, with ashoulder saddleand a
handle. It was heavy when | rested it on my shoulder; | squatted down on the stony sand to make the
weight easier. | could see the big old Sidddey-Lockheed lift into the sky, with itsengine rumblefaint in
the hot desert air. It took what seemed like an age to climb up to its cruise dtitude, curving around the
city inawidearc. The passenger list said it was just about full, over ahundred and thirty people. It would
be quick. Deeth in such afashion dwaysis. And the passenger list confirmed the Dynasty scum were on
board. The missile's sensorslocked on. Therewasn't anything el sein the sky to confuse them.

| fired the missile. The bloody launch tube dammed into my shoulder. If | hadn't been bracing mysdf, it
would have knocked me down. The roar of the solid rocket booster was obscendly loud. For a couple
of seconds, | was overwhelmed. It was like being hit on the side of the head. Smoke was seething dl
around me. | crouched, staggered about. Then | recovered enough to stand still and ook up into the
wide open sky. The hyperram had kicked in, which made the missle just about impossible to see.

| expected the explosion to be bigger. Thiswas just awhite pinpoint flash, no fireball. But behind the
blaze, the plane started to disintegrate, tumbling out of the sky, dark fragments twirling away from the

main body.

Therewas noway | could move. Actudly, my whole nest of bodies froze up as | watched the spectacle.
There was something obscenely beautiful about the sight, and better till was the knowledgethat | had
created it. If | could do this, | could do anything! I’ d be able to force through Merioneth’ s | solation now.
| had the courage and determination.

Thefirst fragments hadn’t even reached the ground when | turned and hurried down to the shore where
the boat was anchored. This point was critical. The whole areawould be svarming with people. The
Unisphere was dready flinging out darms. Rescue crews and police would be dispatched within minutes.
And any loca citizens nearby would no doubt rush to help. My Volkep body released the warning
message into the Unisphere as | reached the shoreline.



After that, it was aquick trip acrossthe seato Ridgeview. | waited on the station platform for my train
back to Earth. It was an eerie experience. Everyone around me was accessing the Unisphere reports of
the plane crash. Nobody said anything; they were al too shocked at the disaster just outside town.

When | got back to Sydney, | took acab straight to the gpartment. The rest of me were a pleasant
sensation of reassurance as | took the memory wipe drugs. The Volkep body took the array necklace
from my neck and smiled proudly. | could fed the connection with mysalf reducing, darkness replacing
the joy and color of my true memories. One contact remained, asingle thread of experience: the dlibi trip
to Ormal. Damn, that stewardess was great-looking. | wish | hadn’t been so wrapped up on amission.

Then | wasdone. And the drugskicked in, and | knew nothing more.

Then | waswithout one of me. Just for an ingtant, | felt regret. But | am many. Thelossof asingle body is
irrdlevant. That'swhat | am, aNew Immortal. That’s why | am. | continue even after the loss of one, or
more. | live.

| was shivering when the glare of color and sensation subsided into smple knowledge. PaulaMyo was
looking down a me, pulling her suit jacket back on. Theflare of activity within her OCtattoo was
subsding.

“Bitch!” | couldn’t sense me. For thefirgt time since | nested, | was devoid of mysdlf. One body with a
snglemind, completely done.

“Good-bye.” said PaulaMyo.

“No. No!” A Justice Directorate orderly had entered the loom. He was carrying an infuser. PaulaMyo
nodded at him.

“Carry on,” she ordered.
“Why have you donethisto me?’ | cried. “ Thisisinhuman!”

Sheturned in the door, her face blank as she stared at me. “Y ou are the person who committed the
crime. The whole person, now. Thisisyour sentence. The sentence you tried to avoid. Justice has
prevaled.”

The orderly pressed the infuser againgt my neck. | screamed, my mind crying out to the rest of me, to
help me, to comfort me. There was no answer.

WHAT HAPPENED AFTER

Nelson Sheldon was waiting in the entrance hall of the Justice Directorate as Paula came out of the
elevator. “How did it go?’ he asked.

“Successfully. Thetrue Dimitros Fiech is now serving his sentence.”
“Shame about the rest of him.”

“Not redly.”

“Oh?’

“When suspension wasfirgt introduced, the Justice Directorate examined the idea of leaving convicts
aware whiletheir bodies dept. It was abandoned dmost immediatdly. The experience was too much like



sensory deprivation. The minds went insane very quickly under such circumstances.”
“So how doesthat help us?” Nigd asked curioudy.

“Dimitros Fiech isnow unaware of his predicament. He Il deep soundly for the next two and a hdf
millennia, and he'll be offered extensive therapy when he gets out-assuming the Commonwedth is il
around. Meanwhile, on Merioneth-"

“Ah. Svein Moalem'’ s nest knows part of himisin suspension. And asan Immortd-"

“He |l endure those two and ahalf thousand years aware of the Fiech body’ s state. The punishment is
shared. Or rather, it isn't, becauseit’ sdl his. Just experienced in different ways.”

Nelson smiled. “We can livewith that.”
“Good, because | have no intention of returning to Merioneth.”

“Thank you for going inthefirst place,” Nelson said. “ The Dynasty ismost grateful. We don't forget who
our friendsare.”

Paula grinned back shrewdly. “I'll remember that.”



