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CHAPTER ONE

Meteorites fell through the night sky like a gentle sleet of iceflre, their sharp scintillations
sl ashi ng ebony

overl oad streaks across the i nage Greg Mandel's

photon anp was feeding into his optic nerves.

He was hangi ng bel ow a Westl and ghost wing, five hundred netres above the Purser's Hills, due west
of Kettering. Spiralling down. Wnd strumed the menbrane, produci ng near sublininal bass

har nmoni cs.

G ound zero was a small crofter's cottage; walls of badly laid raw stone swanped with sone olive-
green creeper, big scarlet flowers. It had a thatched roof, reeds rotting and congeal i ng, caked in
tidemark ripples of blue-green fungal growths. A two-netre-square solar-cell strip had been pinned

on top.

G eg landed a hundred nmetres downsl ope fromthe cottage, propeller spinning furiously to kill his~
forward speed. He stopped inside three netres. The Westl and was one of the best mlitary
mcrolights ever built - lightweight, highly manoeuvrable, silent, with a low radar-visibility

profile. Geg had flown themon fifteen mssions in Turkey, and their reliability had been one
hundred per cent. Al British Arny covert tactical squads had been equipped with them He'd hate
to use anything el se. They'd gone out of production when the People's SocialismParty caine to
power, twelve years previously. Avictimof the denmilitarization realignment programe, the Credit
Crash, the Warning, nationalization, industrial collapse. This one was fifteen years old, and
still functioned like a dream

A tine display flashed in the bottomright corner of the photon anp i mage, spectral yellow digits:
21:17:08. Geg twisted the Westland's retraction catch, and the translucent wing folded with a
graceful rustle. He anchored it with a skewer harpoon. There'd be no danger of it bl ow ng away
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shot-gun down, resting its barrel on a stone, saving it fromthe nmud. A man who knew weapons.

"OK, you can turn now. '

Hi s face was thin, bearded, hazel eyes yellowed. He | ooked at Greg, taking in the matt-bl ack
conbat leathers, slimnetallic-silver band bisecting his face, unwavering Wi ther. Edwards knew he
was going to die, but the terrified acceptance was flecked with puzzlement. 'Wy?' he asked.

" Absol uti on.

He didn't get it, they never did. H s death was a duty, ordered by guilt.

G eg had learnt all about duty fromthe Arny, relying on his squad mates, their equal dependence

on him It was a bond closer than famly, overriding everything - |aws, conventions, norals.
Cvvies |like Edwards never understood. Wen all other human val ues had gone, shattered by
viol ence, there was still duty. The inplicit trust of life. And Greg had failed Royan. M serably.

Geg fired. Edwards' nouth gaped as the nmaser beam struck his tenple, his eyes rolling up as he
fell forwards. He splashed into the thin layer of nmud. Dead before he hit.

G eg hol stered the Walther, breath hissing out between clenched teeth. He wal ked back down the
hill to the Westland wi thout giving the body another glance. Behind him the goat's bell began to
cl ang.

He refused to think about the kill while the Westland crui sed over the countryside, his mnd an
extension of the guido, iced silicon, confirmng |andmarks, telling his body when to shift

bal ance. It woul d' ve been too easy to brood in the ghost wing' s isolated segnent of the universe,
guilt and depression inevitable.

Rutland Water was in front of him a Y-shaped reservoir six and a half kilonetres long nestling in
the snug dark valleys of the county's turbulent rolling | andscape. A pale oyster flane of pejune
nmoonl i ght shone across the surface. Greg cane in over the broad grass-slope damat the western

end. He kept
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I ow, skinmming the water. Straight ahead was the floating village; thirty-odd log rafts, each
supporting a plain wooden cabin, |ike sonmething out of a Western frontier settlenment. They were

| ashed together by a spiderweb of cables, formng a |oose circle around the old Iimol ogica
tower, a thick concrete shaft built before the reservoir was filled

He angl ed towards the biggest cabin, conpensating for the |ight gusts with automatic skill. At
five metres out he flared the wing sharply. Surging air plucked at his conmbat |eathers; his feet
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touched the coarse overl appi ng pl anks which made up the roof, |egs running, carrying himup
towards the apex as the propeller blurred. He stopped with a netre to spare. The tart, scrunmpy-

i ke odour of drying water-fruit pernmeated the air, reassuring in its famliarity.

The Westland' s nenbrane fol ded.

'Geg?

He wat ched N cole's bald head rise above the gable end. 'Here.' He shrugged out of the harness.
She came up the | adder on to the roof, a black ex-Navy marine-adept dressed in a functional mauve
diving bikini. He couldn't renenber her ever wearing anything el se. Even in the noonlight her
water-resilient skin glistened fromhead to toe; she | ooked tubby, but not overwei ght, her shape
dictated by an all-over insulating | ayer of subcutaneous fat, protecting her fromthe cold of deep
wat er .

"How did it go?

"All sorted, no nessing,' he replied curtly.

Ni col e nodded.

Two nore marine-adepts swarnmed briskly up the | adder and took charge of the Westland. G eg
appreci ated that, no fuss, no chatter. Mdst of the floating village's marine-adepts were ex-Navy,
t hey under st ood.

They' d col oni zed the reservoir around the time Geg noved into his chalet on the shore, seeding
and harvesting their gene-

tailored water-fruit. Their only concession to the convul sions of the PSP years was to store
Geg's mlitary gear for him and, very occasionally, provide sanctuary for an activist on the run
fromthe Peopl e' s Constabl es.
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"I''l'l be back tonorrow,' Geg told Nicole as he clinbed into his ancient row ng boat. \Wen the
neur ohor nrone hangover had gone, when the nenory of Edwards had faded, when he felt human again

She untied the pannier and tossed it into the boat after him 'Sure, Geg. Take care.

Back on | and he headed for the pub to forget the kill, The Arny had taught himhow to handl e that
as well. How to suspend human feelings in conbat, to refuse the blane for all the deaths, the
pain, suffering, horror. Greg had never woken screaming like others in the regi nent had

He knew what he needed, the rel ease which cane fromdrink and wonen, gluttoning out, sluicing away
the menory of Edwards in a wash of basenent-level nornmality.

He had a good feeling as he wal ked into the Weatsheaf at Edith Weston; esper intuition or old-
fashioned instinct, it didn't matter which, the result was the same. Static-charged anticipation.
He opened the taproom door grinning.

The Wheat sheaf's | andl ord, Angus, had come up trunps; his new barmaid was a tall, strapping |ass,
twenty years old with a heart-shaped face, wearing her thick red hair conbed back from her
forehead. She was dressed in a | ong navy-blue skirt and purple cap-sleeve T-shirt. A deep scoop
neck showed of f the heavily freckled slope of her large breasts to perfection

El eanor Broady. Greg stored the name as she pulled hima pint of Ruddles County, topping it with a
shot of Angus's home-nade whisky. It |asted |longer that way, he couldn't afford to knock back
pints all night.

Greg sat back and adnmired her in the guttering Iight of the oil |anps. The Weat sheaf was a run of
the mill rural pub, which reverted true to the nineteen-hundreds ideal with the denise of the big
brewery congl onerates. Flash trash fittings nelting away surprisingly fast once mains electricity
ended and beer had to be hand-drawn from kegs again. Either relaxing or monunental |y dul

according to individual sensibilities. Geg liked it. There were no demands on himin the

Wheat sheaf .
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He was wedged in between a group of local farmworkers and sone of the lads fromthe tinber mll,
billeted in the village's old RAF base. The resident pair of warden dodgers were doing their

ni ghtly round, hawking a clutch of dripping rainbowtrout they'd |ifted fromthe reservoir.

El eanor was a prize draw for nale attention. Slightly timd fromfirst-night nerves, but coping
with the banter well enough.

G eg wei ghed up her personality, figuring howto nake his play. Confidence gave hima warm buzz.
He was seventeen years older, but with the edge hise espersense gave himthat shouldn't be a
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probl em What amused her, topics to steer clear of, he could see thema nile off. She'd believe
they were soul twi ns before the night was out.

Her father came in at eleven thirty. The conversation chopped off dead. He was in dungarees, a big
stained crucifix stitched crudely on the front. People stared; kibbutzniks didn't cone into pubs,
not ever.

El eanor pal ed behind the bar, but stood her ground. Her father wal ked over to her, ignoring
everybody, flickering yellow |ight catching the planes of his gaunt, angul ar face.

"You'll cone home with nme,' he said quietly, determned. 'W'll make no fuss.'

El eanor shook her head, nute.

" Now. '

Angus cane up beside her. 'The |ady doesn't want to go.' His voice was weary but calm No pub
ar ~gunment was beyond Angus; he knew themall, how to deal with each. Disposal expert.

"You belong with us,' said her father. 'You share our bread. W taught you better.'

"Listen-' Angus began, sweet reason.

"No. She cones with me. O perhaps you will reconpense us for her schooling? Gade four in ani nal
husbandry, she is. Did she not tell you? Can you afford that?

"I worked for it,' Eleanor said. 'Every day | worked for it. Never ending.

Greg sensed how near to tears she was. Part of himwas

8
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fascinated with the scene, it was surreal, or maybe Shakespearian, Victorian. Logic and |ust urged
hi m up.

Angus saw himcl osing on the bar and w nced.

Greg gave hima wan reassuring smle - no violence, promse.

Hi s imagi nation pictured his gland, a slippery black Iens of nuscle nestled at the centre of his
brain, flexing rhythmcally, squirting out mlky liquid. Actually, it was nothing |ike that, but
the psychosis was mld enough, harnmless. Some M ndstar Brigade veterans had nmuch weirder

hal | uci nati ons.

The neur ohOrnones started to percolate through his synapses, altering and enhancing their natural
functions. His perception of the taproombegan to alter, the physical abandoning him |eaving only
peopl e. They were their thoughts, tightly woven streaners of ideas, nenories, enotions,

i nteracting, fusing and buddi ng. Coldly beautiful

"CGo home,' he told Eleanor's father

The man was a furnace of anger and righteousness. Indignation bl oom ng at the non-believer's

i mpudence. 'This is not your concern,' he told G eg.

"Nor is she yours, not any nore,' Geg replied. 'No longer your little girl. She makes her own
choi ces now.'

"God's girl!
It woul d've been so easy to thunmp the arrogant bastard. A deluge of mayhem strobed through Greg's
m nd, the whol e unarmed conbat nmanual on sone crazy menonic recall, imensely tenpting. He

concentrated hard on the intransigent mnd before him domnation really wasn't his suit, too
difficult and pai nful

'Go hone.' He pushed the order, clenching his jaw at the effort.

The man's thoughts shrank from his nmeddling insistence, cohesion broken. Faith-suppressed
reactions, the animal urge to lash out, fists pounding, feet kicking, boiled dangerously close to
the surface

Greg thrust them back into the subconscious, knowing his nails would be biting into his pal ns at
t he exertion.

The father flung a last inploring glance to a daughter who
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was genuinely loved in a renote, filtered fli~~~er. Rejection triggered the final humliation, and
he fled, his soul keening, eternal hatred sworn. Greg sensed his own face reflected in the

agi tated thoughts, distorted to denonic preconceptions. Then he was gone.

The taproomslowy rematerialized. The gl and's neurohornones were puni shing his brain. He steadied
hi nsel f on the bar

There were knowi ng grins which he fended off with a sheepish smle. Forced. A |ow grunble of
conversation returned, cut with snickers. An entire generation's |egend born, this night would
live for ever.

El eanor was trenbling in reaction, Angus's arm around her shoul der, strictly paternal. She
insisted she was all right, wanted to carry on, please.
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G eg was shown her wi de sunny snmile for the first time, an endearing conbination of gratitude and
shyness. He didn't have to buy another drink all night.

" Ki bbut zes al ways seened a bit of a contradiction in ternms to nme,' Geg said. 'Christian Marxists
A religious philosophy of dignified individuality, twinned with state oppression. Not your obvious
partnership.' He and El eanor were wal king down the dirt track to his chalet in Berrybut Spinney, a
couple of kilonmetres along the shore fromEdith Weston. The old tineshare estate's nightly bonfire
gli mered through the black trees ahead, shooting firefly sparks high into the cloudl ess night. A
m dni ght zephyr was rucking the surface of Rutland Water, wayejets |apping on the nud shallows. He
could hear the snmothered-waterfall sound fromthe discharge pipes as the reservoir was filled by
the punping stations on the Wl land and Nene, siphoning off the March fl oodwater. The water | eve
had been low this Chrlstnmas, parched farm and pl acing a nmassive denand for irrigation. Thousands
of square netres of grass and weeds around the shore that'd grown up behind the water's sunmer
retreat were slowy drowning under its return. As the rotting vegetation fermented it gave off a
gas which

10
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snelt of rancid eggs and cow shit. It lasted for six weeks ~ year

"Not much of either in a kibbutz,' Eleanor said, 'just work. God, it was squalid, nedieval. W
were treated |ike peopl e-nmachi nes, everything had to be done by hand. Their idea of advanced

machi nery was the plough which the shire horsec pulled. God's will. Like hell!'

G eg nodded synpathetically, he'd seen the inside of kibbutz. She was chattering now, a little
nervous. The restric

tive doctrine that'd dom nated her chil dhood had stunted the usual pattern of social behaviour

| eaving her slightly unsure, and slightly turned on by newfound freedom

Geg felt hinmself getting high on expectation. He was growi ng inpatient to reach the chalet, and
bed with that fantastic-looking body. Edwards' face was already indistinct, nonochronme, falling
away. Even the neurohornone hangover had evapor at ed.

The tall ash and oak trees of Berrybut Spinney had died years ago, unable to survive the Warm ng
They' d been turned into gigantic gazebos for the cobaea vines Geg and the other estate residents
had planted around their broad buttress roots, dangling huge cascades of purple and white trunpet-
flowers fromstark skel etal boughs.

He' d spent |ong hours renovating the estate for the first three years after he noved in, putting
in new plants - angel trumpets, figs, ficus, palms, lilies, silk oaks, cedars, even a snmall orange
grove at the rear: a hurried harlequin quilt thrown over the brown fungal rot of decay. The first
two years after the tenperature peaked were the worst. Grass survived, of course, and sone
evergreen trees, but the sudden year-round heat wi ped out entire ecol ogical systens right across
the country. Arable |and suffered the least; farms, and the new ki bbutzes, adapted readily enough
switching to new varieties of crops and livestock. But that still left vast tracts of native
countryside and forests and city parks and village greens |ooking |ike battlefields scoured by
some apocal yptic chem cal weapon.

Repairs were Uncoordi nated, a patchwork of gross contrasts. It nmade travelling interesting,

t hough.
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Greg and El eanor energed fromthe spinney into a rectangul ar clearing which sloped down to the
water. The dying bonfire illumnated a semicircle of twenty small chalets, and a big stone

buil ding at the crest.

"You live here?" Eleanor asked, in a very neutral tone.

‘Yes,' he agreed cautiously. The chal ets had been built by an anbitious tine-share conpany in
conjunction with a golf course running along the back of the spinney, and a grandi ose

cl ubhouse/ hot el perched between the two. But the whole enterprise was suddenly bunped out of
busi ness thanks to the PSP s one-hone | aw. The chal ets were comuandeered, the golf course returned
to arable land, and the hotel transfornmed into thirty accomrodati on nodul es.

Greg al ways thought the country had been bl cody | ucky the PSP never got round to a one-room | aw.
The situation had becone pretty drastic as the oceans started to rise. The polar nelt plateaued
eventual Iy, but not before it displaced two nillion people in England al one.

"l never asked,' she said. 'Wat is it you do?

He chuckl ed. 'Greg Mandel 's Investigative Services, at your service.'

"Investigative services? You nean, |ike a private detective? Angus told nme you had a gland."'

file:/lIF|/rah/Peter%20F.%20Hamilton/Hamilton,%20Peter%20F%20-%20Mindstar%20Rising.txt (4 of 189) [1/19/03 7:03:03 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Peter%20F.%20Hamilton/Hamilton,%20Peter%20F%20-%20Mindstar%20Rising.txt

"That's right. O course it was nothing formal in the PSP decade. | didn't go legit until after
t he Second Restoration.'
"Wy not ?

"Publ i c ordinance nunber five seven five nine, oblique stroke nine two. By order of the President:
no person inplanted with a psi-enhancenent gland nay utilize their psi ability for financial gain.
Not that many people could afford a private eye anyway. Not with Leopold Arnstrong's

ni neteenth..century ideol ogy screwing up the econony. Bastard. | was al so disbarred from working
in any State enterprise, and Social security was a joke, the PSP apparatchi ks had taken it over,
head ~ toc, by the tinme I was denpbbed. Tell you, they didn't |ike servicenen, and M ndstar
veterans were an absolute flo-go zone. The Party was running scared of us. As well they might.'
'How di d you nanage?'

PIT R F. HAM LTON
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"I had ny Arny pension for a couple of years after deniob.' He shrugged. 'The PSP cancell ed that
soon enough. Fifth Austerity Act, if | recall rightly. | got by. Rutland s always had an

agricul ture-based econony. There's plenty of casual work to pick up on the farns, and the citrus
groves were a boon; that and a few cash-only cases each year, it was enough.'

Her face was solem. '| never even saw any noney until | was thirteen.'

He put his armround her shoulder, giving a little reassuring shake. "All over now.'

She sniled with haunted eyes, wanting to believe. H s armrenai ned.

"Here we are,' he said, 'nunber six,' and blipped the |ock

The chalet's design paid fleeting homage to the ideal of some ancient Al pine hunting | odge, an
overhangi ng roof all along the front creating a tiny veranda-cumporch. But its structure |acked
genui ne Al pi ne ruggedness: prefab sections which | ooked |ike stout red-bark |ogs fromthe outside
were now rotting badly, the wi ndows had warped under the relentless assault of the new climate's
heat and humidity, there was no air-conditioning, and the slates noulted at an alarming rate in
hi gh wi nds. The sol e source of electricity was a solar-cell strip which Geg had pasted to the
roof . However, the main franme was sound; four by four hardwood tinber, properly seasoned. He could
never understand why that should be, perhaps the building inspectors had chosen that day to put in
an appear ance.

The biolumstrip came on revealing a lounge area with a sturdy oak-top bar separating it froma
m nute kitchen alcove at the rear. Its built-in furniture was conpact, all |ight pine. Waring
thin, Geg acknow edged, follow ng El eanor's questng gaze. Entropy digging its claws in.

The corners of her lips tugged up. "Nice. At Egleton, there' d be five of us sharing a roomthis
size. You live here al one?

'Yeah. The British Legion found it for nme. Good people, volunteers. At |east they cared, did what
they could. And it's all paid for, even if it is falling down around ne.'
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"They were bad tines, weren't they, Geg? | never really saw nuch of it. But there were the
rumours, even in a kibbutz.'

We rode it out, though. This country always does, sonehow. That's our strength, in the genes, no
matter how far down we fall, we're never out.'

"And you don't mind?

"M nd what ?

"Me. | was in a kibbutz, that nade ne a card carrier.’

Hs arns went round her, hands resting lightly on her buttocks. Faces centinetres apart. Her nose
was petite and pointed. 'Only by default. Nobody chooses their parents, and |I'd say you un-chose
yours pretty convincingly tonight.' H s nose touched hers, rubbing gently.

She grinned, shy again. -

The bedroom was on his right, behind a sliding door. A tiny pine-panelled roomwhich was nearly
filled by a huge doubl e bed, there was a half-netre gap between the mattress and the walls.

El eanor flicked hima quick appraising | ook, and her grin becane slyer, lips twitching. Geg | eant
forward and ki ssed her.

He cheated with her, just as he'd done with all the others. His espersense was alert for exactly
the right noment. It cane a nminute into the kiss; his hands found the hem of her T-shirt and he
was pulling it off over her head, nmuffling her giggles. The long skirt and silky panties foll owed
qui ckly.

~Her figure was just as spectacular as his inmagination had painted it for him Eleanor's years at
t he ki bbutz had toughened her, nore so than nost of the girls he had. He found that erotic; her
flat, slightly nuscul ar belly, wi de hips, broad, powerful shoulders, all |oaded with athletic
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promni se.

Geg's own clothes cane off in a fast heated tussle, and they noved on to the bed.

It lasted for an age, building slow. Wth his eyes he watched the blue and bl ack shadows fl ow
across her snooth danp skin as she stretched and twi sted bel ow his hands. Wth his mnd he sensed

cold shooting stars igniting along the glistening trail left by the tip of his tongue, then fire
al ong her nerves into
14 PETIR F. HAM LTON

her brain, adding to the glow of arousal. He saw what her, the words she wanted to hear; then
exploited the

i es, whispering secret fantasies into her ear, guiding he:

the permutations she'd never dared ask froma parner b~ After the initial astonishment of naking

| ove to

who not only shared her desires but actually relisheu unem El eanor shook | oose any l|ingering
restraint. Greg laughed in delight as she let her enthusiasmrun riot, and told her how she could
repay him

When he asked, she rose up in the way he | oved, poisea above him |ight fromthe slunbering
bonfire licking at her flesh, deepening her nystique. His hands finally found her breasts. She
grinned, seeing his weakness, and played on it, drawi ng out the poi gnancy before she tw ned her

| egs around him and pulled herself down. Her mind becanme al nost dazthngly bright as she used him
to bring herself to orgasm all coherency overwhel med by animal instinct.

Geg let go of Edwards and duty and guilt, and concentrated ;olely on inflamng El eanor stil
further.

J

ulia Evans sat at the dresser in her bedroomwhile the nmaid brushed daytine knots out of her |ong
chestnut hair. It had to be done every night; she hadn't allowed her hair to be cut for years, and
now it hung al nost down to her waist. Her best feature, everyone said, striking.

She studied her face in the mrror, plunp cheeked and bl and, wearing a slightly sorrow ul
expression. It wasn't an ugly face, by any neans. But at seventeen sone allure really ought to be
evol vi ng.

Access Vanity#Twel ve, she told her bioware processor inplant silently. At |least she had had a
sense of hunour when she began this nmenory sequence.

A nmirage of her own face, six nonths younger, unfurled behind her eyes. She conpared it to the one
inthe mrror. There was sone change. A burning-off of puppy fat, her cheeks were rounder then
Fractionally.

There had been a tinme, a couple of nonths back, when she'd considered plastique, but eventually
shi ed away. Having herself altered to match some channel -starlet ideal would be the ultinate

adm ssion of defeat. As long as there was still ome devel opnent there was hope. Perhaps she was
bei ng npatient. But how wonderful it would be to nmake the boys gle lustily.
Conmit Vanity#Twenty-five. The mirror image, with all its nelancholia.

' Thank you, Adela,' she said.
The mai d nodded primy, and nade one final stroke with the brush before departing. Julia watched
her go in the mirror, sone deep instinct objecting to ordering people around like cattle. But it
was an instinct which was nearly dead, the Swi ss boardi ng school had seen to that. Besides, Adela
wasn't one of the grudgi ng ones. At twenty-two years of age she was cl ose enough in years for
Julia to feel confortable with her; and she
CHAPTER TWO
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was certainly |oyal enough - to the extent of sharing Wthoi m Manor's consi derabl e quantity of

bel ow stairs gossip.

Julia shrugged out of her robe and fl opped down on the big circular bed, stretching |uxuriously on
the apricot silk sheets, The room was huge, so nuch enpty space, and all her own. So very
different to the little stone burrow she'd lived in for the flrst ten years of her life at the
First Sal vati on Church warren. Space was undoubtedly the best part of being rich

The bedroom was a cel ebration of opul ent decadence, with its satin rose ceiling, thick pile
carpet, *allc-through wardrobes, a marbled bathroom It was a femi nine room a boudoir, foreign
and exoti c.

She' d spent a fortnight with an increasingly harried interior designer selecting exactly the style
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she wanted. A distant nenory of an old menox video-cartridge, a costune romance of handsone dukes
and wi |l owy heroines in a nore genteel age.
Her grandfather had cone in when the bedroomwas finished, his eyes rolling with benused

tolerance. 'Well, as long as you're happy with it, Juliet.’
He hadn't paid many visits after that. Not that she ninded him But it was delicious to be |eft
al one, privacy still seemed a bit of a novelty. Her security hardline bodyguards acconpani ed her

everywhere outside the mansion; not nudging her shoul der, they were too professional for that, but
al ways cl ose, always watching, And once inside Wlholin's 'ware-saturated perineter nothing went
unseen.

Sone part of Julia's nature rebelled agai nst being a cosseted princess, treated |ike sone

i mrensely precious and delicate work of art. Yes, she was val uable, but not fragile. However

there were subtle ways to defy the surveillance, to indulge herself w thout suffering the silent
censure of the hardliners' ever-vigilant eyes, keeping sone little core of personality secret to
hersel f.

Open Channel to Manor Security Core. The 'ware came on line, a colourless menu of surveillance
circuits and defence gear streaming into her mnd, all of it listed as restricted. She fed her
executive ~ode in, and every restriction was |ifted.
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Access Surveillance Canmera: West Wng, First-Floor Corridor. Route Image | nto Bedroom Three.

She rolled over and rested her chin in her hands, |legs waving idly. A picture formed on the
theatre-sized wall -mounted fl atscreen opposite the bed. It showed the corridor outside, a slightly
fuzzy resolution. Adrian was wal ki ng down the thick strip of navy-blue carpeting, dressed in a

I ong burgundy towelling robe. Barefoot, she noted, and no pyjama trousers either

Peepi ng Tom her m nd chided. Her cheeks were suddenly very warm agai nst her pal ns, but Pandora's
box was open now.

Adrian stopped outside one of the bedroom doors, and |ooked furtively both ways al ong the corridor
bef ore opening the door without knocking.

For one glorious instant Julia allowed herself to believe it was her bedroomhe'd entered, even
twisting round to | ook. But of course her door was cl osed.

Access Surveillance Canera: Wst Wng, Guest Suite Seven

Katerina's room bathed in a nmusky green light. Now here was sonething very interesting. By day it
was Adri an who took charge of their little group; Julia and Katerina listened to him |aughed at
his jokes, followed himwhen he wanted to go swi mii ng, or horse riding, or playing tennis. But
here in private the roles were reversed, Adrian did as Kats told him

Julia studied her girl friend as best as the irritatingly grainy Imge allowed. Kats had | ost sone
of her youthful daytine frivolity, becom ng inperious, a confidence verging on arrogance.

Open Menory File, Code: AnourKats.

So she could retain all the inpressions she saw on the big screen, and then retrieve themat any
time for future

consi deration. AmpurKats was going to be an objective study in seduction
Kats was kneeling on her bed as Adrian cane in, dressed in a provocative taupe-coloured silk
cam sole top and a short Waist slip, blonde hair bubbling down around her shoul ders.

18 PITIR F. HAM LTON

Areal-life sex kitten. She told Adrian to take his robe off.

It was nore |like an order, Julia thought. Her heart |eapt at the prospect of seeing Adrian naked
at last, jealous and excited. Seeing himin his swinmng trunks all afternoon had been a rea
treat.

Adri an was nineteen years old, ruggedly handsone, and possessed of a truly heavenly physi que, each
nmuscl e perfectly proportioned, nothing like the ugly excess of a body-builder, just naturally

| ean. Mesonorph, her inplant dictionary subsection told her

The towel ling robe forned a dark puddl e around Adrian's feet.

Julia slowy turned on to her side, |ooking away fromthe flatscreen; shame finally overpowering
greed.

Exit Surveill ance Canera.

Adrian had been so nice to her, treating her no differently than he did Kats during the day as the
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three of themroaned WIholms vast grounds. She'd really hoped the attraction was nmutual this
time. She never seemed to be able to attract, rmuch less hold, a boy as desirable as Adrian.

The nenory of Primate Marcus, |eader of the First Salvation Church, floated out of that little
dark core of anguish to haunt her once nore. He'd favoured her nother for several nonths when
Julia had been eight. The patronage had enabl ed her to wal k |ike a queen through the desert
commune' s airy underground tunnels, the happiest tine of her young life. Daughter of the Primate's
chosen one.

Pri mate Marcus was an obese fifty-year-old, wapped in a huge toga to hide his slovenly frane.
Wth her eyes closed she saw the big round head with its full grey beard | eani ng down towards her
Fat fingers adorned with gold rings tickled her ribs, and she shrieked her joy. The air had been
thick and sweet fromhis marijuana. 'One day soon, |'ll 1111 you with Jesuslove,' his slurred

voi ce runbl ed.

She had | aughed t hen. Shuddered now.

But then, she thought m serably, that was always the way when it came to nmen - boys. She just
never seened to have any luck. So far they had fallen into two categories; the first
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be hadn't even believed existed until afterwards. Mre handsone than Adrian, wittier than a
channel conedian, with the culture and manners of a Royal. But nost of them had no real noney -
executive assistants, flavour-of-the-nonth artists, inmpoverished aristocracY, men who could make
deals to retire on if they just had backing. They haunted the fringes of society, sharks who honed
in on her name, her noney like fresh neat, which in a way she was. She had been too young, to
stupidly blind with the whirlw nd of holiday romance. And in bed his i mmacul ate body had made her
screamout in glory. Only afterwards did she find out she was sinply part of his grand schene.

She had fled fromone extreme to the other. Back to her exclusive Swi ss school, and into Joel's
arnms, a boarder at the boys' school down the road. He was the same age as her, the sensitive type,
m | d- mannered, caring, just perfect for a true first |ove, she knew he woul d never exploit her

And in bed he was an utter disaster; she would lie in his twitchy enbrace and renenber how
sensational sex could be. Thankfully it had fizzled out soon enough, her |eaving her school, him
returning to France, neither making much effort to keep in touch

The soul - brui si ng knocks and di sappoi ntnents had set up a barrier, a psychological flinch. And the
boys seened aware of her mistrust, finding it difficult to breach. Anyone who could was too
snoot h, those that couldn't would be |ike Joel

VWhat she wanted nore than anythi ng was one good-| ooki ng boy who didn't know who she was to | ook at
her and think:

yeah!

Then Kats had come to stay at WIlholm injecting some nuch-needed | aughter to the | ong procession
of warm wet, borng days; and she'd brought Adrian with her. Adrian: who fitted the bill as though
he had been born for her, mature, athletic, no doubt very experienced in bed, fun, intelligent,

not at all arrogant. And when he had smiled and said hello there had been no barrier, no hesitancy
at all. It would've been utterly sensational, if Kats hadn't enchanted himfirst.

Julia shivered slightly at the involuntary recollection of

PITIR P. HAM LTON

Primate Marcus and the cult. She'd been ten wh~ ~ upheaval cane, the big Texan, known |ater as
Uncl e Horace had arrived to take her away. Over the sea to a near-nytjljcaj Europe and a
grandf at her she'd never even known she had. Lady Fauntleroy, the other conmune ki ds had teased
before she went, bowi ng, curtseying. She'd giggled with them play.. ing along, secretly terrified
of leaving the gently curving sand.. stone passages with their broad |light-wells and the eterna
magni fi cent desert above. Her nother had stayed with the cult, her father had acconpani ed her

The bi oware processors hel ped Julia suppress the nane,

t he whol e concept of father, pushing himbel ow conscious

ex~m n~tion, a fast, clean exorcism He brought too nmuch pain. Childhood ignorance was a blissfu
exi stence, she reflected.

Europe and Philip Evans, her grandfather; and the astonishing revelation of Event Horizon. A
conmpany to rival a kombinate in size, heroically battling the British PSP, which surely nmade
Grandpa a saint. Socialismwas the ultimte Antichrist.

Her grandfather had sent her to the school in Switzerland, where starchy tutors had cramed her

wi th company | aw, nmanagenent procedures, finance; twittery grande danes teaching her all the
soci al graces, etiquette and deportnment, refining her. She'd dropped her American accent, adopting
a crystal-cut English Sloane inflection to I end a touch of class. A proper Lady. Then on her
sixteenth birthday she'd I eft the school and spent a nonth in Event Horizon's ultra-exclusive
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Austrian clinic.

She was given five bioware inplants, nodes of ferredoxin protein neshed with her synaptic clefts:
three nenory-cell clusters, two data processors; a whole subsidiary brain to cope with the vast
dat af | ows generated by Event Horizon. The parallel nentality didn't nmake her a genius, but it did
make her anal ytical, objective. A conflation of |logic and hunan inspiration, she was capabl e of

| ooki ng at a problem from every concei vable angle until she produced a solution. An irrationa

conput er.

"It's the only way, Juliet,' Philip had told her. '"I'mlosing
M NOSTAR RI SI NG

aci c of the conpany, it's slipping anay fromne. Al | ever

to see in cubes are the summaries of summaries, a shallow get ~ That's not enough. Inertia and
wast e are building

inevitably, | suppose. Departnent heads just don't have the drive. It's a job to them not a life.
Maybe t hese nodes will enable you to control it properly.
Julia let desire war with her conscience. How did you captivate a boy |ike Adrian?
Access Surveillance Canera: Wst Wng, Guest Suite Seven
A laughing Kats was straddling Adrian, playing with him her hands caressing, tongue worKking
slowy down his chest. He was spreadeagl ed across the nattress, clutching the brass bedposts with
a strength which canme close to bending them face warped in agony and ecstasy, pleading with her.
Conmit Amour Kat s.
Julia had never done anything like this, not |eading, not making all the noves. She wasn't sure
she woul d have the nerve. Kats seenmed so totally uninhibited. Shanel ess. Was that the key? Could
boys hone in on abandon? Kats sat back on Adrian's abdonmen, then crossed her arns and gri pped the
hem of the camisole. She peeled it |anguidly over her head, shaking her hair out. Julia felt a
sharp spasm of envy at seeing her friend s well-devel oped body. That was one reason why Kats had
Adrian, she acknow edged bitterly, they | ooked |ike godlings together. At |east she had | onger
| egs than Kats. Skinny, though; nothing |like as shapely, two beanpoles really.
Exit Surveill ance Canera.
Her nental yell was contaninated with anger and di sgust.
Peeki ng on the |l overs had seened |ike a piece of harmess fun. Certainly using the security
canmeras to spy on the manor's servants had been pretty enlightening. But this wasn't the gentle
romanti c | ove-maki ng she'd been expecting. Nothing near
Pandora's box. And only a fool ever opens it.
Anger vani shed to be replaced with sadness. Al one again, tuore than ever now she knew the truth.
BOyS were j tist about the only subject she never discussed
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with her grandfather. It never seened fair sonehow. He'4 taken over every other parental duty, a
solid pillar of confo~ support, and |love. She couldn't burden himwth nore.

now. Certainly not now.

Part of the reason for her being at WI hol mwas so she could be his secretary. Philip Evans needed
a secretary like he needed another overdraft, but the idea was to give her execu. tive experience
and acquaint her with Event Horizon mnutiae, preparing her to take it over. Aterrifying, yet at
the sane tinme exhilarating prospect.

Then this norning at breakfast he'd taken her into his confidence, |ooking even nore haggard than
usual . ' Someone is running a spoiler operation against Event Horizon,' he'd said. 'Contaninating
thirty-seven per cent of our menox crystals in the furnaces.'

' Has Wai shaw found out who was behind it?" she'd asked, assum ng she was being told after the
security chief had closed down the operation. It was the way their discussions of the conpany
usual Iy went. Her grandfather would explain a recent problem and they'd go over the sol ution
detail by detail, until she understood why it'd been handled that particU ar way. Renote hands-on
training, he'd joked.

' WAl shaw doesn't know about this,' Philip Evans had answered grimy. 'Nobody knows apart from me
I noticed our cash reserves had fallen pretty drastically in the last quarterly financia
sunmmaries. Forty-eight mllion Eurofrancs down, Juliet, that's fifty-seven mllion New Sterling
for Christ's sake. Qur entire reserve is only nine hundred mllion Eurofrancs. So | started
checki ng. The nmoney is being used to cover a deficit fromthe microgee crystal furnaces up at
Zant htis. Standard accounting procedure; the |oss was passed on to the finance division to nmake
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good for our |oan-repaynent schedule. They're just doing their job. The responsibility lies with
i he m crogee division, and they' ve done bugger all about it.'

She'd frowned, bew | dered. 'But surely soneone in the mcrogee division should ve spotted it?
Thirty-seven per cent! \Wat about the security nonitors?

"Nothing. They didn't trip. According to the data squirt
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from Zanthus, that thirty-seven per cent is coming out of the furnace as just so nuch rubbi sh,
riddled with inpurities. They've witten it off as a normal operational |oss. And that js pure
bol i ocks. The furnaces weren't performing that badly at start-UP, and we're way down the | earnng
curve now. A worst-Case scenario should see a five per cent loss. | checked with the Boeing
Marietta consortium which builds the furnaces, no one else is suffering that kind of reject rate.
Most of 'em have | osses below two per cent.'

The full realization struck her then. 'W can't trust security?

'God knows, Juliet. I'mpraying that sone snmartarse hotrod has found a nethod of cracking the
nmoni tor's access codes, however unlikely that is. The alternative is bad.

"What are you going to do?

"Sit and think. They've been gnawi ng away at us for eight bloody nonths, a few nore days won't
kill us. But we're taking a quarter of a million Eurofranc |oss per day, it's got to stop, and
stop dead. | have to know the people |I put on it are reliable.

They couldn't afford mjor |osses, Julia knew. Philip Evans's post-Second Restorati on expansion
pl ans were stretching the conmpany's resources to breaking point. Mcrogee products were the nost
profitable of all Event Horizon's gear, but the space station nodules tied up vast suns of
capital; even with the Sanger spacepl anes, reaching orbit was still phenonenally expensive. They
needed the income fromthe nenmox crystals to keep up the paynents to the conpany's financial
backi ng consortium

The fact that he'd admitted the problemto her and her al one had brought a wonderful sensation of
contentnent. They'd always been cl ose, but this made the bond unbreakabl e. She was the only person
he could really trust in the whole world. And that was just a little bit scary.

She' d promised faithfully to run an analysis of the security nonitor prograns through her nodes
for him to see if the Codes could be cracked, or maybe subverted. But she'd delayed it while she
went horse riding with Adrian and Kats, then
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again as the three of them went sw mm ng, and now subverting the nanor's security circuits.

Quilt added itself to the shane she was already feeling fromspying on the |overs. She'd been
appal lingly selfish, allowing a juvenile infatuation to distract her. Betraying Grandpa's trust.
Access Hi ghSt eal

Si ght, sound, and sensation fell away, isolating her at the centre of a null void. Numbers filled
her mind, nothing like a cube display, no coloured nunerals; this was el enental maths, raw digits.
The processor nodes obediently slotted theminto a logic matrix, a three-dinensional lattice with
dat a packages on top, filtering through a dizzy topography of interactive channels that correl ated
and cross-indexed. Hopefully the answer should pop out of the bottom

She thought for a moment, defining the paraneters of the matrix channels, allowi ng ideas to form
merge. Any ideas, however wild. Some fruiting, sone withering. Irrational. Assune the nonitors are
unbr eakabl e: how woul d | go about concealing the loss? An inverted problem outside nornal
conputer logic, its factors too random Her processor nodes | oaded the results into the channe
structures.

The colums of nunbers started to flow. She began to inject tracer prograns, adding nodifications
as she went, probing for weak points.

Sone deep |l evel of her brain adnmitted that the metaphysical matrix frightened her, an eerie sense
of trepidation at its inhuman nature. She feared hersel f, what she'd becone. Was that why people
kept their distance? Could they tell she was different sonehow? An instinctive phobia.

She cursed the bioware.

Philip Evans's scowing face filled her bedside phone screen. 'Juliet? The scow faded. 'For
God's sake, girl, it's past mdnight.

He | ooked so terribly fragile, she thought, worse than ever. She kept her roguish smle firmy in
pl ace - school discipline, thank heavens. 'So what are you doing up, then?
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"You bl oody well know what |'mdoing, girl."'

"Yah, nme too. Listen, | think |I've nmanaged to clear security over the nonitor prograns.'

He | eaned in towards the screen, eyes questing. 'How?

"Vell, the top rankers anyway,' she conceded. 'We nmake eighteen different products up at Zanthus,

and each of the microgee production nodules squirts its data to the control centre in the
dormitory. Now the control-centre 'ware processes the data before it enters the company data net
so that the relevant divisions only get the data they need - nmintenance requirenents to
procurenent, consumables to logistics, and perfornance figures to finance. But the security
monitoring is actually done up at Zanthus, with the raw data. And that's where the nonitor
progranms have been circunvented, they haven't been altered at all.'

"Circunvented how?'

"By destreaming the data squirts fromthe microgee nodules, lunping themall together. The
monitors are programred to trip when production | osses rise above fourteen per cent, anything
bel ow that is considered a nai ntenance problem At the nonent the total |oss of our conbined
orbital production is thirteen point two per cent, so no alarm'

Julia watched her grandpa run a hand across his brow. 'Juliet, you're an angel.'

She said nothing, grinning stupidly into the screen, feeling just great.

"I mean it,' he said.

Enbarrassed in the best possible way, she shrugged. 'Just a question of programmng, all that
expensi ve education you gave ne. Anybody el se could ve done it. What will you do flow?

"Do you know who aut horized the destrean ng?'

"No, sorry. It began nine nonths ago, |listed as part of one of our fampus sinplification/econony
drives.'

‘Can you find out?

"Tricky. However, | checked with personnel, and none of the Zanthus managers have left in the |ast
year, so whoever the culprit is, they're still with us. Three options. | can try and worm ny way
into Zanthus's 'ware and see if they |eft
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any traces, like which termnal it was |oaded from whose access card was used, that kind of

thing. O | could go up to Zanthus and freeze their records.’
"No way, Juliet,' he said tenderly. 'Sorry."'
' Thought so. The last resort would be to use our executive code to dunp Zanthus's entire data core
into the security division's storage facility, and run through the records there. The trouble with
that is that everyone would know it's been done.
"And the culprit would do a bunk,' he concluded for her. 'Yes. So that |eaves us with breaking
into Zant hus. Bl oody wonderful, cracking ny own 'ware. So tell me why this absolves the top
rankers?’
"It doesn't renpve them from suspicion altogether, it just nmeans they aren't the prinme suspects
any nore, now we know the nonitor codes weren't conpronised. Whether security personnel are
i nvol ved or not depends on how good the original vetting systemis. Certainly soneone intimte
with our data-handling procedures is guilty."'
' That doesn't surprise me. There's always rotten apples, Juliet, remenber that. Al you can ever
do is hope to exclude them from achi eving top-rank positions.
"What will you do now?'
The hand massaged his brow again. 'Tell Walshaw, for a start. If we can't trust himthen we may as
wel | pack up today. After that I'Il bring in an independent, get himto check this ness out for ne
- security, Zanthus nanagenent, the nmenoxfurnace operators, the whole bloody |ot of them'
"What sort of independent?
He grinned. 'Wirk that out for yourself, Juliet. Managenment exercise.'
' How nany guesses?' she shot back, delighted. He was al ways challenging her like this. Testing.
"Three.'
" Cruel .’
' Good night, Juliet. Sweet dreans.'
'Love you, G andee.'
He kissed two fingers, transferring it to the screen. Her
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fingers pressed urgently against his, the touch of cold glass, hard. H s face faded to slate grey.
Julia pulled the sheet over herself, turning off the brass swan wall-lights. She hugged her chest
in the warm darkness; elated, far too alert for sleep to claimher

Access Surveillance Canera: Wst Wng, Guest Suite Seven

|

CHAPTER THREE

E

| eanor had been living with Greg for exactly two weeks to the day when the Roll s-Royce crunched
slowy down the dirt track into the Berrybut tinme-share estate.

It was two o' clock in the afternoon, and the sky was a cl oudl ess turquoi se desert. Eleanor and

G eg shifted towels, cushions, and drinks out on to the chalet's tiny patio to take advantage of
t he unseasonabl e break in the weather. March was usually a regul ar procession of hot hard
downf al I s acconpanyi ng a punishing humdity. Geg could remenber his parents rem ni sci ng about
flurries of snow and hail, but his own chil dhood nmenories were of m serabl e danp days stretching
into May. Fortunately, typhoons hadn't progressed north of Gbraltar yet. Gve it ten years, said
t he doonmsayer neteorol ogi sts.

El eanor stripped down to scarlet polka-dot bikini briefs, a present from Geg when he found she
couldn't swim pronmising to teach her. He rubbed screening oil over her bare back. Pleasantly
erotic, although the heat stopped themfromcarrying it any further. They settled down to spy on
the birds wading along the softly steanming nudflats at the foot of the sloping clearing. Mst
nont hs saw sone new exotic species arriving at the reservoir, fleeing the chaos storns raging ever
nore violently around the equatorial zones. The year had al ready seen several spoonbills and
purpl e herons, even a cattle egret had put in a couple of appearances.

Geg lay on the towel, eyes drooping, letting the sun's warmh soak his linbs, slowy banishing
the stiffness with a sensuousness that no nassage coul d possibly match. El eanor stretched out
beside himon her belly, and | oaded a nenox of Tolkien's Lord of the Rings into her cybofax. Every
now and then she'd take a sip of orange froma glass filled with crushed ice, and scan the
shoreline for any additions.

Usually the girls he went with would drift away after a
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coupl e of days, maybe a week, unable to cope with his npbod changes. But this time there hadn't
been any; he had nothing to get depressed about, her body kept the blues at bay. And her hunour,
too, he adnmitted to hinself. She rarely found fault. Probably a relic of her claustrophobic

ki bbut z upbringing, you had to |learn tol erance there.

He wasn't quite sure who was corrupting who. She was sensual and enthusiastic in bed, they screwed
like rutty teenagers on speed each night. And he hadn't bothered to see any of his old mates since
she noved in, not that he was pushing themout of his Iife. But her conpany seened to be just as
satisfying. It would be nice to think - dreamreally - that he could cut hinself |oose fromthe
pai n and obligations that cane out of the past.

The rest of the country was in an electric state of flux, one he could see stabilizing in a year
or two. He had wondered on odd occasions if he could manage the transition, too. Start to nake a
per manent home, stick to ordinary cases, earn regular noney. There was just so nuch of the past
whi ch woul d have to be laid to rest first.

Wi stles and shouts fl oated down fromthe back of the chalet row, the estate kids' twenty-four-
hour football gane in full swing. Up towards Edith Wston, bright, colourful sails of w ndsurfers
whi zzed about energetically. The county canoe teamwas out in force, enthusiastically working
thensel ves into a collective heat stroke as their podgy coach screaned abuse at themthrough a
bul l horn. Hireboats full of amateur fishernen and their expensive tackle drifted idly in the
breeze.

Greg hadn't quite nodded off when he heard the car approaching. Eleanor raised herself on to her
el bows, and pushed her sungl asses up, frowning.

"Now that is unreal,' she nurnured.
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G eg agreed. The car was old, a nineteen-fifties vintage Silver Shadow, its classic, fabulously
stylish lines inspiring instant envy. The kind of fanatical devotion invested in both its design
and assenbly were | ong-faded nenories now, a |ost heritage.

Astonishingly, it still used the original conbustion engine
PETER F. HAM LTON
30

with a reconbiner cell grafted on, allowing itto burn petrol. Two pressure spheres stored its
exhaust gas bel ow the chassis, ready for converting back into liquid hydrocarbon when the cell was
pl ugged into a power source. The system was | udicrously expensive.

He watched in benused silence as it drew up outside the chalet, sham ng his two-door electric Fiat
Austin Duo. Qut of the corner of his eye he could see his neighbours staring in silence at the

maj estic apparition. Even the football game had stopped.

G ven the car, the driver came as no surprise; he was decked out in a stiff grey-brown chauffeur's
uniform conplete with peaked cap

He didn't bother with the front door, wal king round Greg's vegetable patch to the patio
scattering scrawny chickens in his wake. The way he wal ked gave himthe authority. Easy powerful
strides, backed up by w de powerful shoulders and a deep chest. He was young, md-twenties,
confident and alert.

He | ooked round curiously as he approached. Geg synipathized, the little estate had begun to
resenble a sort of upnmarket hippie comune. Shamnbolic.

El eanor wapped a towel around her breasts, knotting it at the side. Geg clinbed to his feet,
wearily.

The chauffeur gave El eanor a courteous little half-bow, eyes lingering. He caught hinself and
turned self-consciously to G eg. 'M Mndel ?'

"Yes.'

"My enpl oyer would like to interview you for a job.'

"l have a phone."

"He would like to do it in person, and today.'

"What sort of job?

"l have no idea.' The chauffeur reached inside his jacket and pulled out an envelope. 'This is for
your time.' It was two thousand pounds New Sterling, in brand-new fifties

G eg handed it down to Eleanor, who riffled the crisp plastic notes, staring incredul ously.

"Who is your enployer? he asked the chauffeur

"He wishes to introduce hinself.’
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Greg shrugged, not that inpatient for details. People with noney had | earnt to become circunspect
in advertising the fact. Furtiveness was a national habit now, not even the Second Restoration had
changed that. The PSP's | ocal conmittees had become well versed at diverting private resources to
benefit the community. And they' d made sone pretty individualistic interpretations on what
constituted 'conmunity'.

Geg tried to get a feel fromhis intuition. Nothing, it was playing coy. And then there was the
nmoney. Two thousand just for an interview Crazy. Eleanor was waiting, htr wi de eyes slightly
troubl ed. He gl anced down at the frayed edges of his sawn-off jeans. 'Have | got tine to change
first?

The Rol | s-Royce's di nosaur mechani cs nmade even | ess noise than an electric car, subline

engi neering. There was a gl ass screen between G eg and the chauffeur, frosty roses etched around
the edges. It stayed up for the whole drive, |eaving questions stillborn. He sank into the
generous | eather cushioning of the rear seat and watched the world go by through sonbre snoked
wi ndows. Chilly air-conditioning made himglad of the Iight suit he was wearing.

They drove through Edith Weston and on to the A, heading south. The big car's wheel base bridged
the m nor roads completely. Over a decade of neglect by the PSP had all owed grass and speedwel | s
to spread out fromthe kerbs, spongy noss formed a continuous enerald strip where the white |ines
used to be. It was only thanks to farmtraffic and bicycles that the roads had been kept open at
all during the depth of the dark years.

Horses and cyclists pulled on to the verge to |l et them pass, curious faces gaping at the
outlandish relic. The inpulse to give a royal wave was virtually irresistible.

There was sone traffic on the dual -carriageway Al - horsedrawn drays, electric cars, and smal

met hane-fuel |l ed vans. The Rol | s- Royce out paced themeffortlessly, its suspension gliding evenly
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over the deep ruts of crunmbling tarnmac.

The northbound side of the Wl land bridge had col | apsed,
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| eavi ng behind a row of crunbling concrete pillars leaning at a precarious angle out of the fast-
novi ng nuddy water, pregnant fromfive weeks of heavy rains. The bridge had been swept away four
years ago in the annual flooding which had | ong since scoured the valley clean of all its villages
and farns. During the dry season the river shrank back to its usual |evel, exposing a livid gash
of grey.~blue clay speckled with bricks and shattered roofing tinbers, the seam of a serpentine
swanp stretching fromthe fringe of the Fens basin right back to Barrowden.

The chauffeur turned off the Al at Wansford, heading west, inland, away fromthe bleak salt

mar shes which festered across the floor of the Nene valley bel ow the bridge.

G eg hated the waste, President Arnstrong's legacy. It was all so unnecess~ry, |evees were anongst
the ol dest types of civil engineering.

The Rolls turned off on to a dirt track. It looked like an ordinary farmpath across the fields of
baby sugar cane, leading to a small wood of Spani sh oaks about three-quarters of a kilonetre away.
There wasn't even a gate, sinply a wide cattle grid and a weat herbeaten si gn warni ng woul d-be
trespassers of dire consequences.

The chauffeur stopped before the grid, and flicked a switch on the dash before driving on. There
was not hi ng between the netal strips, no weeds, puddles, only a drowni ng bl ackness.

They drove through an opening in the trees, under a big stone arch with wought-iron gates, kept
in excellent condition. Stone griffins | ooked dowmn at the Rolls with |ichen-pocked eyes.

There was a long gravel drive beyond the gates, leading up to a nagnificent early eighteenth-
century manor house. Silver wi ndows flashed fractured sunbeans. A tangle of pink and yell ow roses
boil ed over the stonework, tendrils | apping the second-storey w ndowsills.

Fi ve dove-grey geodesic gl obes |urked anongst the forest of tall chi meystacks. Very heavy-duty
satellite antennas.

The Rolls pulled to a snooth halt level with the grey stone portico. 'WI hol m Manor,' the
chauf f eur announced gravel voi ced as he opened the door
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A coupl e of gardeners were tending the regi mented fl ower-beds al ong the edge of the gravel
stopping to watch as G eg stepped out.

Sonet hi ng was noving in the thick shrubbery at the foot of the | awn, dark, indistinct, bigger than
a dog, slipping through the flower-Iladen plunbago clunps with serpentine grace. Spooky. G eg
reached out with his espersense, d~tecting a single thread of thought, dianond hard. He placed it
strai ght away, an identification |oaded with associated nmenories he'd prefer to forgo. He was
focused on a gene-tailored sentinel panther. It padded along its patrol pattern with robotic

preci sion, bioware archsenses alert for any transgressors.

He sucked in his breath, stomach nuscles clenched. The Jihad | egions had used simlar animals in
Turkey, a quantum | eap upwards fromnodified Rottweilers. He'd seen a sentinel take out a fully
arnoured squaddie after the animal had been blown half to bits, jaws cutting clean through the
boy's conbat suit. They were flicking lethal. The manor's el egant facade suddenly seened di nmer;

f ogbound.
He was shown through the double doors into the hall by an old man in a butler's tailcoat. The
interior was as inmmacul ate as he'd expected. Large dark oil |andscapes hung on the walls; the

antique furniture was delicate to the point of effete, chandeliers |like mniature gal axies
illumnated a vaulting ceiling: a decor which blended perfectly with the building. But it was all
new, superinposed on the ancient shell by a stage dresser with an unlimted budget. The paint was
gl ossy bright, the green and gold wal | paper fresh, the carpets unworn.

G eg hadn't known this kind of opulence existed in England any nore. Yes, his usual clients were
well off. But at npbst that nmeant a detached house with maybe three or four bedroons; or sone
overseas-financed condom ni um apartment | oaded with pieces of famly heritage saved fromthe
magpi e acqui sition fever of tax-office apparatchiks.

G ven normal circunmstances the |ocal PSP conmittee Wuld' ve turned the manor into acconmobdati on
nodul es for about forty fanmilies who' d then work the surrounding land in sone sort of communa
farm arrangenent, either a co-op or a
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fully fl edged ki bbutz. WI hohn's renovati on was recent, post-Second Restoration

The butler led Geg up a broad, curving stair to the Ianding, and he caught a glinpse of the
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formal gardens at the back. Bushes clipped into animal shapes sentried w de paths. A statue of
Venus in the nmiddle of the lily pond sent a white plune of water shooting high into the air.
Spherical rainbows shimered inside the cloud of descendi ng spray.

The inevitable swi nmming pool was a large oval affair, a good twenty netres long. A tall tower of

di ving boards stood guard over the deep end, and there was a convol uted slide zigzaggi ng al ong one
side. A couple of big inflatable balls were floating on the surface. Three teenagers cavorted
about in the clear water; two girls, one boy.

They seemed out of place, interlopers, their lively shrieks and splashes di scordant with the
funereal solemity that hung through the rest of the manor.

He was shown into WI hol ms oak-panelled study; and the day finally began top~ together into sone
sort of sense. Philip Evans was waiting for him

There had been this girl, Geg couldn't renenmber her name now, but the two of them had got
rapturously drunk watching the coronation together. The triunph of the Second Restoration renai ned
for ever buried in that alcoholic netherland, but he distinctly remenbered Philip Evans sitting in
the abbey's congregation. The caneras couldn't keep off him A snmall man in his nm d-seventies,
stiff-backed, using a stick to assist his slow wal k, but managing to smle brightly none the |ess.
Philip Evans was the PSP's béte noire; their Witehall nedia departnment set himup as a hate
figure, a canpaign of vilification which left Owell's Emanuel Goldstein standing. It'd backfired
on them badly. Evans becanme a romantic pirate to the rest of the country. A living | egend.

Event Horizon's cybernetic factories floated with blissful inmpunity in international waters,
churning out millions of counterfeit gear systens each year. Mol ecul ar-perfect Korean fl atscreens,
French menox-crystal players, Brazilian cybo
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faxes, a long, long list of the consuner goodies which R&D- starved State factories couldn't natch
and PSP economnic policy prohibited inporting.

Hs fleet of Stealth transports made nightly flights over England, distributing their wares to a
country-wi de netwoTk of spivs |ike denponic Santas. They proved unstoppable. One of the PSP s first
acts on reaching office had been to disband nost of the RAF

The bl ack-mar ket gear hurt the econony badly, underm ning indigenous industries, turning nore
people to the spivs. A nasty downward spiral, picking up speed.

Evans had changed for the worse in the intervening two years since the coronation. The flesh
sagged on his face, becom ng pasty-white, highlighting dark panda circles around his eyes. His
hair had nearly gone; the few wi sps remaining were a pale silver. And not even the baggy sl eeves
of his silk dressing-gown could di sguise how disturbingly thin his arns were.

He was sitting at the head of a long oak table. Two hol o cubes flanked him nmulti-col oured
reflections fromtheir swirling graphics rippling like S-bend rai nbows off the highly polished
wood.

Geg sniffed the cool dry air; there was a tart snell in the study, peppery. Philip Evans was
badly ill.
The ageing billionaire dismssed his butler with an inpatient flick of his hand. 'Come in, Mndel

Can't see you properly fromhere, boy, ny bastard eyes are going along with the rest of ne.

There was another man in the study, standing staring out of the wi ndow, hands clasped behind his
back. He didn't | ook round.

Wal ki ng down the length of the table Geg saw that Evans was only whol e above the waist. H s |egs
and hi ps had been swal |l owed by the seam ess cylindrical base of a pearl-white powerchair, torso
fusing into an elastic chrone collar. It was a nobile |ife-support unit, anal ogue bi oware organs
sustaining the faltering body. But the nmind was still fully active, burning hot and bright.
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G eg shook his hand. It was |like holding a glove filled with hot water.

"What do they call you, boy? Greg, isn't it?" The accent was pure Lincolnshire, blunt, as nuch an
attitude as a speech pattern.

"Yes, sir.'

"Wll, I"'mPhilip, Geg. Nowsit down, it ricks nmy neck craning up at you.

Greg sat, one chair down from Evans.

"This is nmy security chief, Mrgan Wal shaw.'

The man turned, looking at Geg. He was in his late fifties, with close-cropped grey hair; wearing
a blue office suit, plain fuchsia tie. Shoul ders squared. Definitely ex-mlitary. The recognition
was i nstantaneous. A mrror

Eyei ng each other up like prize fighters, Geg thought. Stupid.

"M Wl shaw doesn't approve of ny asking you here,' Evans expl ai ned.
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"l don't disapprove,' Wiishaw said quickly. 'l just consider this an internal affair; sorry,
not hi ng personal .’

Greg | ooked to Evans, politeness software | oaded and runni ng. Showi ng respect. 'May | ask why you
chose me in particular for a job? Random selection is, frankly, unbelievable.'

'Haven't deci ded whether you are going to do a job for me, yet, boy. You'll have to prove you're
what |'m |l ooking for first. | believe you cleared up a problemfor Sinmon Wite |ast year?
Delicate, a real ball-crusher. That right?

"I know M White, yes.'

"All right, don't go all starchy on nme. | do business with Sinon, he reconmended you. Said you
only work for the top nman, keep your nouth shut afterwards. Right?'

"That's correct,' Geg said. 'Naturally | offer confidentiality. But in taking on corporate cases
| do so only for the board or chairman. O fice politics are a conplication | can do wthout.'
"You nean | couldn't hire you?' Wl shaw asked.

"Only if the chairman approved.’

"You're ex-Arny?' the security chief persisted. 'Mndstar?

"Yes.'
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"So it was the Army which gave you your gland,' Evans said. 'How cone you didn't sign on with a
konbi nate security division after you were denobbed, or even turn tekmerc?

"l bad other things to do, sir.'

"You coul d've earned a fortune.'

"Not really,' Greg said. 'The idea that gland psychics are sone kind of superbreed is pure
tabloid. If you want soneone who can see through brick walls then I'mnot your nman. d ands are not
an exact science. | tested out psi-positive with top marks on esp, so the Arny vol unteered nme for
an inplant thinking I would develop a sixth sense that could pinpoint eneny |ocations, index their
weapons and ammunition stocks. But the workings of the mind don't follow a straight |ogica
course. | was one of the disappointnents, along with several hundred others. People like ne were
one of the major factors in the decision to abandon the M ndstar programe, and that was | ong
before the PSP obliterated the defence budget.'

'So what can you do?' Evans asked.

"Basically, | can tell if you're lying. It's a kind of super enpathy, or intuition, a little mx
of the two. Not much call for that on the battlefield. Bullets rarely lie.

"Don't run yourself down, boy. Sounds |like you' ve got the kind of thing I'mlooking for. So tel
me, did | enjoy ny breakfast orange?

Greg saw the gl and, glistening ebony, punping. Physically, it was a horrendously conpl ex pat chwork
of neurosecretory cells; the original matrix had taken the American DARPA office over a decade to
devel op. An endocrine node inplanted in the cortex, raiding the bloodstream for chenicals and

di sgorging a witches' brew of neurohornones in return

The answer was intuitive: 'You didn't have orange for breakfast.'

Mor gan Wl shaw bl i nked, interest awakened.

Evans grunted gruff approval. 'The last quarter profits fromny orbital menox-crystal furnaces
have been bad. True or false?

' They' ve been awful .’

"You ain't bloody kidding, boy.' The chair backed out from
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the table, and trundled over to a wi ndow. Gazing nournfully across the splendid | amns, the
billionaire said, 'This job isn't for ny benefit. | suppose you know |'m dyi ng?

"l guessed it was pretty serious.'

"Lynmph di sorder, boy, aggravated by using the old devil deal hornone to keep ny skin thick and ny
hair growing. So nuch for vanity, serves ne right. This thing |I've got, very rare, so they tel

me. After all, it would never do for nme to die of sonething comobn.' He snorted contenptuously at
his own bitterness. 'Everything will go to ny granddaughter, Julia. She's the one out there in the
pool ; the brunette. The |lovely one.'

"What about her parents? Don't they stand to inherit?

"Ha! Call 'em parents? Because like buggery | do. If | hadn't paid off her nother she'd still be
in that Mdwest cult commune, snoking pot and screwing its | eaders for Jesus. And that son of mne
i s incapable of taking on Event Horizon. Couldn't anyway, even if he wanted. Legally inconpetent.
"Best detox clinics in the world have tried to straighten his kinks. Too late. He's been on syntho
so long - and |'mtal king decades - the dependence is unbreakable. You cold-turkey his body and
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the lights go out. They shoved hi mthrough the whole routine - counselling, group analysis,

deprivation notivation, work therapy - it anmpbunted to one great big zero. The only tinme he even
knows there's an outside world is when he's tripping.' The anger rose again. 'It's fucking
humliating. | was prepared for sone rebellion, a bit of antagoni sm between us. That's the way it

al ways is between father and son. But hinml W had nothing, no |ove, not even hate. It was |ike
everything | was achieving didn't even register with him He wal ked out the door on his twentieth
birthday, and that was it, not another word for twenty-five years. The only reason | found out |
had a granddaughter was because that freako cult he wound up with tried to | each me for donations.

"That's why |'ve got to safeguard the conpany. For her. I'mnot going to |ast for much | onger, and
she doesn't have the experience to take it on right away.'

"But surely you'll be |eaving Event Horizon in the hands
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of trustees?" Geg asked. 'People you know can manage it properly.’

"Damm right.' There was a fierce spark of elation in Philip Evans's m nd. 'Event Horizon has the
potential to becone a global |eader in gear manufacture. Wile other, |andbound, English conpanies
rotted under the PSP's intervention | bought in new cyber-production equi pnent for nmy factory

shi ps, kept ny overseas research people well funded. Now |'mnmoving it all back hone,

consol idating. The conpany's growth potential is phenonenal; it'll create jobs, foreign exchange,
build and sustain a national supply industry, stop the sink back into an agrarian econony. W can
mat ch those bl oody German kombi nates, and the best the Pacific R m Market can offer - new economic

superpower, ny arse. I'll show 'em England isn't dead yet.'
' Sounds good. So why do you need ne?'
Evans scow ed. 'Sorry, | run on. AOd nman's disease. By the tinme you accunul ate the resources to

acconpl i sh something worthwhile, tinme's up.

' The problem boy, is nmy orbital operation up at Zanthus. Soneone is running a spoiler against the
conmpany. They've turned the operators of my microgee furnaces up at Zanthus, thirty-seven per cent
of my menmox crystals are being deliberately ruined. That adds up to seven million Eurofrancs a
nont h. '

Geg let out an involuntary whistle. He hadn't known Event Horizon was that big

"Yeah, right," Philip Evans said. '|I can't sustain that kind of loss for nuch |onger. Lucky I
caught it when |I did-' and there was a hint of pride at the acconplishnent. Still on the ball,
still the man. 'The organizer circunmvented sone pretty el aborate security safeguards too. Means

whoever they are they're smart and organi zed.'

"They're clever all right,' Wishaw conceded. He pulled out a black wood chair opposite Greg and
sat down.

"And even the security division is under suspicion,' Evans said. 'lIncluding Mrgan here, which is
why he's so pissed off with ne.'
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Greg sneaked a glance at Wl shaw, neeting inpenetrable urbanity. The man had not - nor ever would -
sell out. Greg knew hum the type, his notivation; he'd no grand visions of his own, the perfect
lieutenant. And in Event Horizon and Philip Evans he'd found an ideal liege. The old billionaire
nmust' ve understood that too.

Wal shaw nodded aneextrenely rel uctant acknow edgenent. 'The nature of the circunvention does inply
a degree of internal conplicity, certainly know edge of the security nonitor procedures was
conpr om sed.

'He means the buggers are on the take, that's what,' Evans grunbled. 'And | want you to root 'em
out for nme, boy. You're about the nearest thing to independent in this brain-wecked world.
Trustworthy, as far as we can satisfy ourselves. So then

four hundred New Sterling a day, and all the expenses you can spend. How does that sound?

"Do | have to sign the contract in bl ood?

"Just don't screw ne about, boy. |'ve spent close on twenty years fighting that shit President
Arnstrong and his leftie storntroops, now he's gone |'mnot going to | ose by default. Event
Horizon is going to be ny nenorial. The trailblazer of England s industrial Renaissance.'

Geg felt a twinge of admiration for the old man, he was dying yet he was still making plans,
dreami ng. Not many could do that. 'Were do you want me to start?' he asked.

"You and | will go down to Stanstead,' Mrgan WAl shaw said. 'Assunming |'mtrustworthy.

"Don't be so bl oody sarcastic,' Evans barked.

"Stanstead is Event Horizon's nmain air-freight terninal in England,' Wl shaw expl ai ned, quietly
amused. "All our flights out to Listoel originate there.'
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‘Listoel ?' Geg asked.

"That's the anchorage for ny cyber-factory ships out in the Atlantic,' Philip Evans said. 'A | ot
of Event Horizon's donestic gear is still built out there, and it's where ny spaceli ne,
Dragonflight, is based. Anyone going up to Zanthus starts at Listoel."'

"Calling in the nanagenent personnel and nenox-furnace

M NDSTAR RI SI NG

operators who are currently on |l eave won't be regarded as particularly unusual,' Wl shaw sai d.
"Once they arrive, you can use your gland ability to determn ne which of them have been turned.
After that, you and a small security teamw |l go up to Zanthus and pull whoever circunvented the
security nonitors, along with the guilty furnace operators working up there. W'll fly up

repl acenents fromthe batch you've vetted.'

"You want ne to go up to Zanthus?' Geg asked. There was a sensation in his gut, as if he'd just
knocked back a few brandies in rapid-fire succession

"That's right, boy. Wy, that a probl en?

"No.' Greg grinned. '"No problemat all.’

"I't's not a bloody holiday,' Evans snapped. 'You get your arse up there, and you stop them G eg.
Hard and fast. |'ve got to have sonet hing concrete to show nmy backing consortium They're due for
the figures in another six weeks. |'ve got to have sonething positive for them they'll understand
a spoiler, God knows enough of the konbinates are trying to throttle each other rather than do an
honest day's work. Wat they won't stand for is me dallying about whingeing instead of stonping on
it." Philip Evans subsided, resting on the powerchair's tall back. 'That just |leaves this

eveni ng.'

"What's happening this evening? G eg asked

"I"'mthrowing a small dinner party - sonme close friends and associ ates, one or two glans, plus
Julia's house guests. There's a couple of people | want you to screen for me. |I've invited Dr
Ranasfari. He's |eading one of Event Horizon's research teans, a genuine genius. |'ve got him

wor ki ng on a project | consider absolutely crucial to my plans for the conpany's future. So you
handle with care.' Evans stopped, |ooking as Unconfortable as Greg had yet seen him For a nonent

he thought it was the illness. But the old man's mind was flush with an enotion verging on guilt.
Wal shaw had turned away, Uninterested. Diplonatic.
'The second. . .' Philip Evans nodded vaguely at the wi ndow. 'That |lad out there. . Adrian,
think his nanme is. Julia seens quite taken with him Leastways, she doesn't talk
42 PETER F. HAM LTON

of hardly anything else. Don't get ne wong, | don't object to him not if he makes her happy.
Nothing | want nore than to see her snmiling, she's nmy world. It's just that | don't want her hurt.
Now, | know you can't expect eternal commitment, not at that age, and he seens pleasant enough
But nmake sure she's not just another tick in his stud diary. Life's going to be tough enough for
her, being my heir, she surely doesn't deserve bad-news boyfriends as well.

CHAPTER FOUR

T

here was a dinner jacket waiting for Geg in the guest suite after he'd finished bathing. It
fitted perfectly. He put it on, feeling foolish, then went out to find his host. At |east he had
renenbered how to do up his bow tie.

The lights throughout the majority of WIholms roons were ol d-fashioned el ectric bulbs, draw ng
their power from sol ar panels clipped over the splendid Collyweston slates. He had to admit that
bi ol uns' pink-white gl ow woul dn't have done the classical decor justice. Evans had obvi ously gone
to alot of trouble recreating the old building' s original glory.

The ageing billionaire chortled at the sight of Geg as he waited for his powerchair on the east
wing's | anding, flushed and fingering his starched collar. 'Al nost respectabl e | ooking, boy.' The
powerchair stopped in front of him Evans cocked his head, taking stock. 'I hope you know whi ch
knives to use. | can hardly pass you off as nmy aide if you start savagi ng your avocado with a soup

spoon, now can |?

Greg wasn't sure if the old man was nocki ng himor the marvel ously doltish niceties of table
etiquette, so religiously adhered to by England' s upper-m ddle classes - what was | eft of them

Pr obabl y bot h.

"I was an officer,' Greg countered. Not that he'd graduated from Sandhurst, nothing so formal. It
was what the Anny had called a necessity pronmotion, all the M ndatar candi dates were captains -
some obscure intelligence division conm ssion. A week of |earning howto accept salutes, and three
mont hs' solid slog of data interpretation and correl ati on exerci ses.
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' Course you were, mboy; and a gentlenman too, no doubt.'
"Well, | always took ny socks off before, if that's what you mean,' Greg said.
Evans | aughed approvingly. '"Wsh | had you on ny pernmanent staff. So many bl oody woofter yes-nen--

The chair took off towards the nmain stairs at a fast wal ki ng
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pace. The old man | ooked much inproved since the afternoon. Greg wondered how he'd pay for that

| ater.

The three teenagers were heading for the stairs fromthe nmanor's west wing. Evans waited at the
top for them The taller girl bent over and gave his cheek a soft kiss, studying his face
careful ly. There was genui ne concern witten on her features.

"Now, you're not going to stay up late,' she said primy. It wasn't a question

"No.' Evans was trying hard to make it cone out grunmpy, but fell mserably short. Her presence
resenbled a fission reaction, kindling a fierce glow of pride in his mind. 'Geg, this is Julia
that wayward grandchild |I've been telling you about.'

Julia Evans nodded politely, but didn't offer her hand. Apparently her grandfather's enployees
didn't rate anything nore than fleeting acknow edgenent. In silent retaliation Greg tagged her as
a standard-issue spoilt brat.

Actual |y, he acknow edged she was quite a nice-looking girl. Tall and slender, with a npdest bust,
and her fine, unfashionably long hair arranged in an attractive wavy style that conmplenented a

pl easant oval face. She wore a slimplain silver tiara on her brow, and a small gold St

Chri stopher dangling froma chain round her neck. He thought her choice of a strapless roya
purple silk dress was sagacious; she had the kind of confident poise necessary to carry it well,
and not many her age could claimthe sane.

The boys woul d | ook tw ce, sure enough. Because she was sparky in that way that all teenage girls
were sparky. It was just that she hadn't devel oped any striking characteristics to lift her out of
the ordinary. And right now that was her mgjor problem She was a satellite deep into an eclipse
Her primary, the girl she stood beside, was an absolutely dazzling seraph

Her name was Katerina Cawt horp, introduced as Julia's friend fromtheir Swi ss boarding school. A
true golden girl, with richly tanned satin-snmooth skin, and a thick mane of honey-bl onde hair

whi ch cascaded over wi de, strong shoulders. Her figure was an ensenbl e of superbly noul ded curves,
accen
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mated by a dress of some glittering bronze fabric which hugged tight. A deliciously |owcut front
di spl ayed a great deal of firmshapely cleavage, while a high tight hemdid the sane for |ong

el egant | egs. Her face was foxy; bee-stung lips, pert nose, and clear Nordic-blue eyes which
regarded Greg with faint condescension. He'd been staring.

Kat eri na nmust have been used to it. That sly alnost-smile |et the whole world know that butter
woul d nost definitely nelt in her nouth.

Julia wheel ed her grandfather's chair on to a small platformwhich ran dowmn a set of rails at the
side of the stairs.

'That father of yours, is he conming down?' Evans asked her sourly.

"Now don't you two start quarrelling tonight.'

"Probably skulking in his roomgetting stoned.’

She sl apped his wist, quite sharply. 'Behave. This is a party.'

Evans grunted irritably, and the platform began to slide down. Julia kept up with it, skipping
lightly.

Natural ly, Katerina's descent was far nore dignified. She glided effortlessly, an old-style film
star maki ng her grand entrance at a bl ockbuster preniere.

It left Geg free to talk to the boy, Adrian Marler; he didn't have to ask anything, Adrian turned
out to be one of nature's gushers. He launched into conversation by telling Geg how he'd just
begun to study nedicine at Canbridge, hoped to nmake the rugby teamas a w nger, conplai ned about
the New Conservative governnment's pitifully inadequate student grant, confided that his famly was
confortably off but nowhere near as rich as the Evans dynasty.

Adrian was six foot tall with surf-king muscles, short curly blond hair, chiselled cheekbones, and
a roguish grin that would send young - and not so young - fermale hearts racing; be was al so
intelligent, hunorous, and respectful. Geg felt a flash of envious dislike for a kind of

adol escence he'd never had, dismissing it quickly.

"So how did you neet Julia? he enquired.
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"Katey introduced us,' Adrian said. 'Hey listen, no way was
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| going to turn down the chance to crash out at this palace for a few days, neet the great Philip
Evans. Then there's gournet food, as nuch booze as you want, clean sheets every day, valet
service.' He | eaned over and gave Greg a significant betweenus-nen | ook, before murnuring, 'And
our roons are fortuitously close together.'

'She seens a nice girl,' Geg ventured.

Adrian's eyes tracked the sl ow noving, foil-wapped backside in front of themw th radar
precision. 'You have no idea how truly you speak.' His mnd was awhirl with hot el ation.

"Are we tal king about Julia or Katerina?

Adrian broke off his admring stare with obvious reluctance. 'Katey, of course. | nmean, Julia's
decent enough, despite her old man being a conplete arsehole. But she couldn't possibly match up
to Katey, nobody could.' He dropped his voice, taking Greg into his confidence. 'If | had the
money, |'d marry Katey straight off. | know it sounds stupid, considering her age. But her parents
just don't care about her. It's a scandal; if they were poor the social services would ve taken
her into care. But they're rich, they sit in their Austrian tax haven and treat her as a style
accessory. To their set it's fashionable to have a child, the nore precocious the better. That's
probably why she and Julia are such cl oseheads. Near-identical backgrounds; both of themignored
froman early age.'

G eg suddenly experienced a pang of synpathy, pronpted by his intuition. Adrian was a regular |ad
one of the boys, |ikeable. He deserved better than Katerina. Al though he didn't knowit, his

i nfatuation was dooned to a terminal crash |anding. H s rugged good | ooks and | ack of hard cash
mar ked hi m down as a passing fancy. Naivety preventing himfromrealizing that the teeny-vanp sex
goddess whose footsteps he worshi pped was going to chew himup then spit himout the second a
tastier nmorsel caught her wandering, |ascivious eye.

Still, at least it nmeant Greg could start the evening by giving Evans one piece of news which he
wanted to hear. Though whether it was good news was debatable. To Geg's mnd, Julia would be hard
pushed to find a better prospect for prince consort.
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Philip Evans received his guests in the manor's drawing room Its arching w ndows | ooked out on to
the i muacul ately nown | awns where peacocks strutted round the horticultural menagerie along the
paths. Maids in black and white French-style uniforns circulated with silver trays of tal
chanpagne gl asses and fatteni ng cheesy snacks. A string quartet played a soft nelody in the
background. Greg felt as if he'd tine-warped into sone Mayfair club, circa nineteen-thirty.

The men were all dressed in immcul ately tailored dinner jackets, while the wonen wore | ong gowns
of subdued col ours and nodest cut. It nmade Katerina stand out fromthe crowd; not that she needed
sartorial assistance for that. A stunning case of overkill

Greg saw that despite his blunt Lincoinshire-boy attitude Philip Evans nade a good host. He
slipped into the role easily. Alifetime imersed in PR had taught hi m how

Julia stuck by his side; officially the hostess, being the senior |lady of the famly. The guests
treated her with a formal respect not usually directed at teenagers. They nust know she was the
prot égée, Greg realized. She accepted her due without a hint of pretension

G eg hovered behind the pair of them maintaining a |ifeless professional snile as he was
introduced as Philip Evans's new personal secretary. The old billionaire had assenbl ed an

i mpressive collection of top rankers for his party - a couple of New Conservative cabi net

m nisters, and the deputy prine mnister; five anbassadors; financiers; a sprinkling of the

ari stocracy; and sone flash showbi z types, presunably for Julia's benefit.

Lady Adel ai de and Lord Jiistin Wndsor, Princess Beatrice's children, were also mingling with the
guests, two tight knots of people swirling gently round themthe whole tine. G eg had managed to
exchange a few words with Lady Adel aide; she was in her early twenties, and as politely inforna
as only Royalty could be given the circunstances. He gave way to the press of social nountaineers
wel | pleased; Eleanor would | ove hearing the details.

PETER F. HAM LTON

As he left, he saw Katerina noving with the tenacity of an icebreaker through the people around
Lord Justin. She wiggled round an elderly matron with gymastic agility to deliver herself in
front of him blue eyes hot with sultry prom se. For one nmoment, watching Lord Justin's quickly
hidden guilty smle, Geg allowed his cynicismto get the better of him Could the young royal be
the reason Philip Evans was unhappy about Adrian? Lord Justin was only five years ol der than
Julia; a union between themwas the kind of note an ultra-English traditionalist Iike Philip Evans
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woul d adore going out on. He eventually decided the thought was unworthy. Philip Evans night be
devi ous, but he wasn't grubby.

The new arrivals seened endless. Greg wanted to undo his iron collar, he wasn't used to it. But

all he could do was snile at the blur of faces, sticking to form The guests weren't a

ni ghtstal ker crowd, he realized grimy, not the ones who cruised the shebeens searching for

pi ckups and | eft-handed action. This was dass, the real and the posed. Their conversation revol ved
around currency fluctuations, investnment potential, and the | atest Fernando production at the

Nati onal Theatre. Nobody here would be | ooking for a quiet nmonment to slip upstairs with someone

el se's escort. Geg steeled himself for hours of excruciating boredom

There was one guest for whom Julia abandoned all her decorum rushing up and flinging her arns
round an over-1loud Anerican. 'Uncle Horace, you cane!' She sniled happily as he patted her back
collecting an over-generous kiss. The man was in his late fifties, red-faced and fl eshy, his smle
seem ngly permanent.

The nane enabled G eg to place him Horace Jepson, the channel magnate. He was the president of

d obecast, a satellite broadcasting conmpany which had multiple channel franchises in nearly every
country in the world; screening everything fromtrash soaps and rock videos to wildlife
docunentaries and twenty-four-hour news coverage. The PSP had refused d obecast a |icence while
they were in power, although the conpany's Pan-Europe channels coul d al ways be picked up by Event
Hori zon's bl ack-market flatscreens, conplete with a
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dedi cated English-1anguage soundband. The PSP raged about inperialist electronic piracy; G obecast
calmy referred to it as footprint overspill, and kept on beaming it down. Geg had never watched

anything else in the PSP decade.

Horace Jepson gave Philip Evans a hearty greeting, while Julia clung to his side. Then she steered
himadroitly away froma cluster of the celebrities who'd begun to eye himgreedily, introducing
himto one of the New Conservative mnisters instead.

It was an interesting nmanoeuvre: if those nanic self-advancLug celebrities had sunk their
var ni shed claws into Jepson he would've had little chance of escaping all evening. So Julia Evans
wasn't quite the airhead he'd so swiftly witten her off as, after all. In fact, her thoughts
seemed extraordinarily well focused, fast-flowi ng. He couldn't ever renenber encountertng a m nd
quite like hers before.

She returned and took her grandfather's hand. They shared a sly private snile

It was a rapport which was qui ckly broken when Philip Evans spotted a couple making their way
towards himand nmuttered, 'Ch crap,' under his breath. Julia glanced up anxiously, and gave her
grandfat her's hand a quick, reassuring squeeze.

He studi ed the advancing couple with interest to see what had aroused the sudden concern and
antipathy in both Julia and Philip. They were a handsone pair. She was in her midtwenties, draped
in at least half a mllion pounds’ worth of diamond jewellery, and wearing a | oose | avender gown
whi ch showed al nost as much cl eavage and thigh as Katerina. The man, Greg guessed, was forty; he
had a dark Mediterranean conpl exi on, and obvi ously worked hard to keep hinself fit. Each strand of
his thick raven-black hair was | ocked into place.

G eg's espersense sent a cold, distinctly prickly sensation dancing along his spine as they
approached. Beneath those perfect shells something disquietingly unpleasant [|urked.

Philip. Wonderful party,' the man said, his accent faintly continental. 'Thanks so nuch for the
invite.'

Philip returned the smle, although G eg knew himwell
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enough by now to see how | aboured it was without resorting to his espersense.

"Kendric, glad you could cone," he said. 'I'd |like you to nmeet ny new secretary. Geg, this is
Kendric di Grolanmo, nmy good friend and busi ness col | eague.’

Kendric smled with reptilian snobbery. 'Ah, the English. A ways so eager to do down the foreign

devil. Actually, Geg, | amPhilip's financial partner. Wthout nme Event Horizon would be a fifth-
rate cl ot hing sweat-shop on sone squalid North Sea traw er.'

"Don't flatter yourself,' Evans said in a tight flat voice. 'l can find twenty noney nen bobbi ng
about any tine | look into a sewer.'

"You see,' Kendric appealed to Geg, 'a socialist at heart. He has the true Red's |oathing of
bankers."

The knuckl es on Julia's hand were bl anched as she gripped her grandfather's shoul der, hol di ng back
the tiger.
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The sight of sonmeone as ill as Evans being deliberately provoked was infuriating. Greg allowed the
neur ohornones to flood out fromthe gland and focused his mnd on ice - hard, sharp, heliumcold
A slimblade of this, needle-sharp tip resting lightly on Kendric's brow, directly above his nose.
"Don't let's spoil the party atnosphere,' he said gently.

Kendri c appeared nonentarily annoyed by a nere pawn interrupting his grand gane.

Geg thrust his eidolon knife forwards. Penetration, root pattern of frost blossom ng, congealing
the brain to a blue-black rock of iron

It felt so right, so easy. The power was there, fuelled by that kilowatt pul se of anger.

Kendric blinked in alarmed confusion, swaying as if caught by a sudden squall. The haut eur which
had been swirling triunphantly across his thoughts flash-evaporated. H's knees nearly buckl ed, he
took an unsteady step backwards before he regai ned his bal ance.

G eg's own unexpected flame wthered, sucked back to whatever secret recess it originated from
Its departure left a copper taste filnming his suddenly arid throat. He turned to the worman. "I
don't believe we've been introduced.
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"My wife, Hermione,' Kendric said warily; and she held her gloved hand out, the jewels of her
rings sparkling brightly.

Her eyes swept Greg up and down with adulterous interest. She seenmed nildly disappointed when all
he did was shake her [ong-fingered hand.

He found hinself conparing her to Eleanor, Only a few years separated them and put in a dress

i ke that El eanor woul d be equally awesonme. Except Eleanor would | augh herself silly at the notion
of haute couture, and she'd never be able to mx at this kind of party - Ashanmed, he jammed that
progression of thoughts to a rapid halt.

"Married, M Mandel ?' Herm one enquired. Her voice was the audio equivaletit of Katerina's dress,
husky and full of forbidden prom se. Now why did he keep associating those wo?

"No.

"Pity. Married nmen are so nmuch nore fun.'

Tenpt ati on had never beckoned so strongly before. She ~vas one hell of a woman, but there was
sonet hi ng bl oody ~reepy scratching away behind that beautiful facade.

"W will talk later,' Kendric said to Philip in a toneless voice. 'Scotland needs to be finslized.
Yes?'

"Yes,' Philip conceded.

Satisfied with this mnor victory he noved on to give Julia a light kiss. Hermione followed suit,
then wafted anay with a ftnal airy, 'C ao.' But not before she wi nked at G eg.

Julia stood rigidly still for the enbrace. Geg's espersense Lnformed hi mshe was squirning

i nsi de. She had good reason, there was a burst of unclean excitenent in Hermione's nmind as their
cheeks touched.

"Who the hell are they?' Geg asked as soon as they were DUt of earshot.

Julia was kneeling anxiously by her grandfather's powerchair. The old nman had sagged physically.
H s mnd was grey.

She | ooked up at Greg with shrewdly questioning eyes. 'Thank you for making Kendric back off,' she
sai d.

He detected her thoughts flying at |ightspeed, never |osing coherence. Odd. Unique, in fact.

"You have a gland,' she said after a few seconds.

52

PETER F. HAM LTON

Philip's | ow chuckle was nalicious. 'Too late, Juliet, you' ve had your three.'

"Ch, you,' she poked himwith a finger in nock-exasperation. But there was an underlying current
of annoyance.

"Di Grolano is noneyed European aristocracy,' he explained. 'And he's right about us having
financial ties; although being ny partner is a conplete lIoad of balls. Did you ever buy any of mny
gear when the PSP was in power?

"Yeah. A flatscreen, and a mcrowave too, | think. Wo didn't?

"And how did you pay for 'enf?

"Fish mainly, sone vegetables.'

"OK. The point is this: at the local level it Was all done by barter. There was no bard cash

involved. | would fly the gear in, and nmy spivs would distribute it, sonetinmes through the black
mar ket, sometinmes through the Party Allocation Bureau. So far a nornal conpany production/delivery
set up, right? But none of your fruit and veg is any use to nme, | can't pay the bankers with ten

tonnes of oranges. So that's where Kendric and his team of spivs cones in; he nakes sure | get
paid in hard currency. H's spivs take the barter goods and exchange them for gold or silver or
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di amonds, sone sort of precious commodity acceptable internationally - New Sterling was no good
it was a restricted currency under the PSP. They lift themout of the country, and Kendric
converts theminto Eurofrancs for nme. It was a huge operation at the end, nearly two hundred

t housand people; which is partly why the PSP never shut us down, you'd need a hundred new prisons
to cope. Since the Second Restoration |'ve been busy turning ny spivs into a legitinmte commercia
retail network - they're entitled to it, the loyalty they showed ne. But now New Sterling has been
opened, there's no need for Kendric's people any nore,. not in this country.'

"Kendric al so used to make hinself a tidy profit while he was arrangi ng the exchange,' Julia put
in coldly.

"I woul d've thought you could have arranged the exchange by yourself w thout any trouble,' Geg
sai d.

"Nothing is ever sinple, Geg," Philip replied. 'Kendric's
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managenment of the exchange was part of ny original arrangement with my backing consortium |
needed a hell of a lot of cash to fund Listoel, and | didn't have the necessary contacts with the
broker cartels back in those days, not for sonmething that dodgy. Kendric did. His famly finance
house is old and respectable, well established in the noney nmarket. And he offered me the | owest
rates, a point below the usual interest charges in fact. W got on quite well back then, despite
his faults he is an excellent noney man. The trouble is, he's been getting a nmite uppity of late,
t hi nks he should have a say in running Event Horizon. Involve the consortiumw th the nanageria

deci si on process. Bollocks. |I'mnot having a hundred vice-presidents sticking their bloody oars
in.'

"So why are you still tied in with hin? You're legitinmte now'

"Scotland,' Julia said bitterly.

"Fraid so," Philip confirmed. 'The PSP is still in power north of the border so nmy arrangenent
with Kendric is still operating up there. Qur respective spivs are virtually one group now,

they' ve worked together for so long. It'd be very difficult to disentangle the two, not worth the
effort and expense, especially as the Scottish card carriers aren't going to |last another twenty
nont hs.

"And of course the di Grolanp house has an eight per cent stake in Event Horizon's backing
consortium And guess who their representative on the board is.

"I still don't get it," Geg conplained. 'Wiy should a legitimte banker offer an ill ega
operation like yours a lowrate in the first place? At the very |least he should ve asked for the
standard commercial rate. And there are enough solid ventures in the Pacific R m Market w thout
having to go out on a linb here.'

"It's the way he is, boy,' Philip said quietly. 'He doesn't actually need to get involved in
anything at all. The family trust provides himw th nore noney than he could ever possibly spend
But he's sharp. He sees what happens to others of his kind - they party; they ski, power glide,
race cars and boats, take nine-nonth yachting holidays; they get |oaded or stoned
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every night; and at age thirty-five the police are pulling themout of the marina. Half of the
time it's suicide, the rest it's burnout. So instead of pursuing cheap thrills, Kendric gets his
buzz by going right out on the edge. He plays the master-class gane, backing smugglers |ike ne,

| everaged buyouts, corrupting politicians, software piracy, design piracy - | bought the Sony
flatscreen tenpl ates Event Horizon uses fromhim It's noney versus noney. His ingenuity and
determi nation are taxed to the extreme, but he can't actually get hurt. | mght not |ike him
personal ly, but | admit he's been mighty useful. And he's exploited that position to grab his
famly house a big interest in Event Horizon. Clever. | like to think |I'd have done the sane.'
"I'1l get rid of him' Julia whispered fiercely. Her tawny eyes were burning holes in Kendric's
back as he chatted up a brace of gl ossy starlets.

Philip patted her hand tenderly. 'You be very careful around him Juliet. He eats little girls
i ke you for breakfast, both ways.'

G eg could sense her raw hostility, barely held in check by her grandfather's cautionary tones.
He sat next to Dr Ranasfari for the neal, an exercise in tediun the man seenmed to be a sense of
hunour-free zone. Ranasfari's doctorate was in solid-state physics, and his conversation was
nmostly of a professional nature; it all flew way over Greg's head. Although, curiously enough
Ranasfari | oosened up nost when he was talking to the ever-jovial Horace Jepson

In the event, dogged perseverance finally enabled Geg to check himout as clean. He couldn't
bel i eve Ranasfari even knew what duplicitous nmeant. The Doctor had a very rarefied personality,
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perfectly content within the confines of his own synthetic universe. A genuine specinmen of a head-
i n-the-cl ouds professor. Whatever project Philip Evans had himworking on it was completely safe.
Wthoims

library was a long, airy roomon the ground floor, its arched ceiling painted with quasi-

religious
murals in rich, dark reds, greens, blues, and browns. Below this unchristian pantheon, gl ass-
fronted shelves ran the length of the walls, illunminated fromw thin by tiny biolumstrips; there

were mat ching marble fireplaces at each end of the room an oriel w ndow giving a view out across
the rear |lawns. Three tables spaced down the centre had genui ne ni neteenth-century readi ng-1anps
at each seat. The air-conditioning was set to keep it degrees cooler than the rest of the manor.
It was the roomJulia preferred to work in: bringing Event Horizon data into her bedroom al ways
seened intrusive sonehow. There had to be some distinction between private and working life,
especially as she had so little of the former.

She sat in a plain admral's chair behind a polished rose-wood table, wearing a hyacinth cardigan
over a peach chanbray button-through dress, watching interviews on a big wall-nounted fl atscreen
The i mage was com ng over the conpany datanet from Stanstead.

Mor gan Wl shaw bad commandeered a whole floor in the conpany's airport admnistration bl ock, using
it to keep the furnace operators in isolation while they were processed.

He and Greg were doing the interviews in a nodern office with a wi ndow wall overl ooking the giant
new frei ght hangar which Event Horizon used. Both of themsitting behind a chrone and gl ass desk,
Morgan Wl shaw in his usual suit; Geg in ared and white striped shirt with braiding down the

pl acket, a black and white nosaic tie.

It was a tedious way to spend the day, but she persevered. A penance for her earlier m sdemeanour
that and a refuge, occupying her mind so that nmenories of Adrian couldn't encroach in that
sneakily persistent way they did whenever she had a spare noment. He'd left this norning, together
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with Kats, the pair of themdriving off on his Vickers bi ke, hol ographic flane transfers sparkling
al ong the chrone gearnounting. Julia had watched them go, kicking up a cloud of dust and gravel as
they zoonmed off down the drive, hard rock blaring fromthe speakers. It |looked like a lot of fun
Now nonotony and responsibility had closed in on her again. Alone in a roomw th a thousand

| eat her - bound books, not one of which she would ever read. Neither would G andpa, cone to that.
They were just part of the ritual of being rich. Put into warehouse storage abroad while the PSP
rul ed, and brought back here for glass-shelf storage. The tangibility of noney. Stupid.

Greg and Morgan Wal shaw were stretching in their swivel chairs as they waited for the next furnace
operator to conme in. Julia poured herself another cup of tea fromthe silver service on the table,
and nmunched a Cadbury's orange creamfromthe plate of biscuits. She'd never really paid much
attention to Event Horizon's security division before, it was an alien sub-culture with its own

| anguage and etiquette and viol ence. Too nuch |ike an el aborate |ethal game, freelance teknercs
and conpany operatives playing agai nst each other at the expense of their enployers. One of her
bodyguards, Steven, had told her that once you were in security you never cane out.

She' d secretly hoped to see a bit of action, a few sparks fly, in addition to | earning nore about
the investigation procedures Mrgan Wal shaw used. But the interviews Greg had been running seemed
to be fairly straightforward: - Nanme - Sorry to interrupt your furlough, but it is urgent - W're
reviewi ng the contanination | osses of nenox crystals - Do you have any idea why it should be so

hi gh? - Have you ever been approached by anyone who wanted you to act agai nst the conpany? Seven
or eight questions then he'd say OK and Morgan Wal shaw woul d di smiss them So far they hadn't
uncovered anyone involved with the spoiler operation

The inmpression Julia got fromthe screen was renoteness. Greg never smled, never frowned, his
tone was scrupulously inpartial, he hardly appeared to be aware of the intervi ewees.
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She wondered what she'd feel if she was sitting there in the office with him Atingling in her
head as his espersense teased apart her enotions for exami nation? Her grandfather bad said he
couldn't read individual thoughts. Julia wasn't sure, he seemed so judgenental.

Julia sipped her tea as the next furnace operator came in. The woman was the fifteenth to be
interviewed, a forty-three-year-old called Angie Kirkpatrick, wearing a khaki sports shirt and
Canbri dge-bl ue tracksuit trousers; nedium height, fitlooking, self-assured - but then all of them
wer e.

Angi e Kirkpatrick sat on the other side of the desk from Greg and Morgan Wi shaw, her expression
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of polite expectation carefully composed. Julia knew sonething was wong strai ght away.
Kirkpatrick probably wasn't aware of it, she had nothing to conpare her interviewto. But Julia
could see Geg was sitting straighter, nore attentive. Mrgan Wal shaw had picked up on Geg's
state, too. Julia studied Kirkpatrick closely, still unable to see any evidence of cul pability.
"W're investigating the high contam nation | evel of nmenox crystals coming out of Zanthus,' Geg
said. 'But then you guessed that, didn't you?

' The contam nation has been quite high,' Angie said.

"Wong answer,' said Geg. 'How | ong have you been working the spoiler?

" What ?'

' The whol e ei ght nont hs?'

"I don't know'

' Seven nont hs?'

"Listen!’

"Six?'

'Hey, you can't just-'

"Five?

"Start accusing ne-'

Greg | eaned back in his chair and smled. Julia was very glad she wasn't receiving that snile, it
was predatory.

"Five nonths,' said Greg, a sinple statenent of fact.

"This. . . What is this?" Angi e demanded. She was | ooking straight at Mrgan Wl shaw.
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"It's word association,' Geg said. 'l say a word, and I watch ~o0o see how your mnd reacts. Is

there stress and guilt, or is there nerely innocent confusion? It doesn't matter what your verbal
answer is, your thoughts don't lie.'

Julia alnmost felt a pang of synpathy for the woman. Betrayed by her own soul. Geg's ability was
eerie, silent, ,uifelt, and devastatingly accurate. A whole heritage of fear was built around
peopl e who coul d divine thoughts. Quite ightly, surely everyone was entitled to sone core of
privacy. She pulled her cardigan tighter over her shoul ders.

"Stress and guilt, that's what peaked at five nonths,' Geg said.

"You' ve got a gland,' Angie said. Her defiance had gone.

"That's right.'

She flushed hard. 'I. . . | hadn't got any choice. They knew. Things. About ne. Christ, | don't
know how t hey found out.

"Just give us the details,' said Wal shaw, sounding bored, or perhaps weary.

"What'!'! happen?' Angie asked.
'To you? We probably won't prosecute, if you're being truthful about them blacknmailing you. But
you won't ever work in orbit again, not for anyone, we'll nake quite sure of that."’

"I didn't have any choi ce!

"You could've cone to us, we could ve set a counter trap.'

"I don't know. There's no difference between you, any of you. People like ne, well, it's not
fair.'

"Never is,' Walshaw muttered.

Wat chi ng Angi e hunching in on herself, Julia realized the woman had al ready subnmitted, the fight
had gone out of her. She was going to do exactly what WAl shaw told her to. Wat an awesone
reputation psychics had, that even their presence could sap the will like that. No wonder the PSP
had been so troubl ed about the aninosity of the Mndstar Brigade veterans.

"How did they turn you?' Geg asked.

Angi e flinched when he spoke. 'Are you still looking into ny mind?
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"Yes.'

She nodded reluctantly. 'OK | was doing sone uppers. Zanthus, it gets to you, you know? Four

months in a dormitory can, everyone cranmed together at night, recycled piss to wash with, can't
taste your food. It just gets to you. It's no High Frontier dream only sounds that way from down
here. Anyway, it gets to the stage where you've really got to force yourself to turn up at
Stanstead at the end of your furlough. I've got two daughters, see, they're beautiful kids, really
-smart, happy. | take care of themwhen |I'mon furlough, nmy cx has themwhen |'mup there. | hate
the idea of himhaving themat all, but sone choice, right? So seven years of this shit is too
much; my el dest, she's fifteen, she's got a boyfriend, she's got exans this year. | should be
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there. Saying goodbye, it hurts like hell. So six nonths ago |'ve got to take sonething to ease
the pain.'

"What about your pre-flight nmedical ?” Wi shaw asked. 'You must've known the drugs woul d show up.'
"Maybe | wanted it to,' Angie said. 'Deep down. You know how strict Event Horizon is about
narcotics abuse. Gve Philip Evans that, he wants us healthy. O hers have been caught, they got
transferred, they were given therapy, kept their pay grade. W get a good nedical cover deal, you
know? But they found ne before the furlough ended.

' Names?' G eg asked.

"Kurt Schinel. But he didn't talk with a German accent.'

"That's all?

"No, there were a couple nore with him a nman and a Wnan. No nanes.' She began to describe them
Access Conpany Personnel File: Kirkpatrick, Angie. Zanthus M crogee Furnace Operator.

Julia stopped listening: Angie's file was unfolding in her mmd. A data profile of nanes, dates,
figures, pronotions, training grades, personal biography, nedical reports, biannual Security

revi ews, her ex-husband. Her daughters were called Jennifer and D ana, there were even pictures.
Ordinary, she was so ordinary. That was what struck Julia nost. It was a big di sappoi ntnent, she'd
want ed to understand the wonan,
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her notivations. Know ng the eneny. But now she didn't know whether to hate the she-denon who'd
tried to weck everything her grandfather had built, or pity the pathetic woman who'd screwed her
own |ife beyond redenption

"They offered to flush ny blood systemclean,' she was saying. 'There'd be no trace of the drugs
left when | went for the nmedical. They al so snoot hed out ny bank account so the bal ance woul dn't
show al | those cash purchases when security ran its six-nonth review And |I'd only have to fox the
crystal furnace 'ware for a year; their noney woul d' ve been enough to let nme get out afterwards.
Just me and the girls, go and live quietly sonmewhere. God, you don't know what ki nd of dea

that was to ne.' /

"l do,' Greg said.

Angi e shuddered, huggi ng her arns across her chest.

Greg was staring into space above her head. 'You said fox the furnace 'ware. | get sone
interesting inplications fromthat. Wuld you el aborate on that for ne, please.'
Julia returned her attention to the interview She would never have picked up on that detail. What

kind of an inpression had Greg seen? She wanted to ask him Wat do minds | ook |ike? Didn't think
she'd ever have the courage.

"Nothing much to it,'" Angie said. 'Schinel gave ne a programto load into the furnace's 'ware, it
adjusts the quality inspection sensor records.'

' The nenox crystals weren't actually contanmi nated, then,' Geg said thoughtfully.

"No. That woul dn't have worked. The security nonitors would trip if nore than thirty-seven per
cent cane out bad, see? No way could we ever be allowed to go over the nmagic figure, that'd bl ow
the whol e gaff, right. Reconfiguring the injector nechanismeach tine you wanted to ruin a batch
wasn't on, you'd never get a fine enough control over the output. It's not like flicking on a
switch, you know. It takes tine to nake the blend perfect again, and the tinme varies. Sonme of
those furnaces are a bitch to run. Then you've got the genuine duff batches to consider. \Wat
Schimel's programdid was start with the genui ne percentage of failures then forge the rest.’
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Julia sat bolt upright, her tea forgotten. Frustration manifested as a surge of hot blood. She
wanted to take Angie by the throat and shake the stupid tart till she rattled. Forty-eight mllion

Eurofrancs' worth of perfectly good nenmox crystals deliberately dunped into the atnosphere to burn
up. It was an appalling thought. Event Horizon's cash reserve reduced to incendiary nolecules in
the ionosphere.

Wai shaw was giving her an entonol ogist's stare, deciding

exactly how worthless she was. And it took a lot to get the coldly civil security chief riled.

G eg was shaking his head in bermusenent. 'You nean you

just chuck away good crystal s?'

"Yes,' she whispered dully.

Wal shaw opened his cybofax. 'I want the nanes of all the
ot her furnace operators you know that are involved.'
"Do | have to?' she asked. '|I nmean you'll find them anyway,

won't you?'
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"Don't piss ne off any further,' Waishaw said in a tired

voi ce. ' Nanes.

Julia heard a netallic scrape behind her, and turned in the chair. The manor staff were supposed
to | eave her al one when she was in here. But it was her father, Dillan, who was opening the
I'ibrary door.

She wat ched the wrecked nan nove dazedly into the room hating herself for the pain she felt at
the sight of him He was wearing jeans and a bright yellow sweatshirt, with elasticated plinsolls
on his feet. At least he'd renenbered to shave, or someone had rem nded him There were a couple
of male nurses on pernmanent call at the manor, for when he got difficult, and when he had

ni ght mrares. He wasn't much trouble, not physically, spending nost of his days in a snal
brickWal | ed garden that backed on to the kitchen wing. There was a bench by the fishpond for him
when the weat her was fine, and a Victorian sunmerhouse for when it rained. He would read poetry
for hours, or tend to the densely packed flower borders, throw crunbs to the gol dfish

And that was it, she thought, holding her face into that

Wel | -practi sed expressionless nask. All he was capabl e of, read-
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i ng and weeding. The nurses gave himthree shots of syntho~ a day.

If we were poor, she thought, they'd lock us all away a crazy, the whole Evans famly, all three
of us, three generations. A dying man with grandi ose aspirations for the future,J a syntho addict,
and a girl with an extra brain who can't make friends w th anybody. W probably deserve it.

Dillan Evans sniled as he caught sight of his daughter. 'Julie, there you are.'

She rose snoothly fromthe admiral's chair, switching off the flatscreen and its inages of
treachery. Her father wal ked towards her, taking his tinme over each step. He was trying to hide a
bunch of flowers behind his back.

She couldn't despise him all she ever felt was a kind of bew |l dernent mngling with heartbreaking
shanme. For all his total syntho dependency, she was his one focal point on the outside world, his
last grip on reality. He'd cone with her to Europe, not caring about the |ocation, not even caring
about having to live in the sane house as his father again, just so long as he was with her. Even
the First Salvation Church had been glad to get himoff their hands, and they recruited new bodies
with the fervour of nedieval navies.

"For you,' Dillan Evans said, and produced the flowers. They were fist-sized carnations - nauve,
scarlet, and sal non pink

Julia smelt themcarefully, enjoying the fresh scent. Then she kissed himgently on the cheek

' Thank you, Daddy. 1'll put themin a vase on the table, here look, so | can see themwhile I'm
wor ki ng. '

"Ch, Julie, you shouldn't be working, not you, not when it's a bright sunny day. Don't get
yourself tangled up in the old bastard' s schenes. They'll leach the Iife out of you. Dry dusty

creatures, they are. 'fhere's no life in what he pursues, Julie. Only suffering.’

"Hush,' she said, and took his hand. 'Have you had | unch yet?

Dillan Evans blinked, concentrating hard. 'l don't renenber. Ch, God, Julie, |I don't renenber.'
H s eyes began to water
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"It's all right,' she said quickly. '"It's all right, Daddy, really it is. I'mgoing to have ny
lunch in alittle while. You can sit with ne.’

"l can?' Hi s snile returned.

"Yah, 1'd like you to.' She held the flowers up. 'Did you grow these?

"Yes. Yes | did, up fromtiny seeds. Like you, Julie, |I grew you, too. My very own snowf |l ower. The
one stem of beauty in the frozen wilderness of ny life.'

She put her armin his, and steered himtowards the library door.

"I was looking for your friend,' Dillan Evans said. 'The pretty one. | had sone flowers for her as
well.' He began to | ook around, his face tragic.

' Kat eri na?

"Was that her nane? She had hair that shone so bright in the sun. | showed her round ny garden

And we tal ked and tal ked. There's so few do that. Did you know she can charmbutterflies on to her
finger?

Julia winced at the thought of Kats talking to her father. Had Adrian been there as well?

She closed the library door behind her, blocking out the worries of the present. But only so she
could suffer in a different way, she thought blealdy. Typical

"Li ke an angel,' her father said in a wistful tone. 'Radiant
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and gol den.

CHAPTER SI X

G

reg had never been in an airship before. In fact the last tine he'd been airborne in anything
other than the ghost wing was in the Northern European Alliance's retreat from Turkey. The
experience had left himw th unsavoury nmenories of air travel

As with all retreats it was chaos bordering on utter shanbles. Only the RAF energed with any
credit, commrandeering anything with wings that didn't flap in one last ballbusting effort to get
the squaddi es out before the fall of eternal night. G eg wound up jamred between two bl oodsoaked
medevac cases in a severely overl oaded Antonov-74M watching pinpoint nova flares floating
serenely through the air in a desperate bid to lure the Jihad legion's Kukri missiles fromthe jet
exhaust s.

There was a universe of difference. The Al abama Spirit was a Lakehurst-class ship on the Atlantic
run; a leviathan, first-class passengers had individual cabins, three | ounges, their own dining
room a casino, and twenty-four-hour steward service.

He'd taken a Dornier tilt-fan shuttle up from Stanstead the previous evening, after he' d finished
interviewing the furnace operators and the Zanthus nmanagers. It had been dark when they enbarked
above the English channel, all he'd seen through the Dornier's cabin wi ndow was an oval of
darkness blotting our the wi sps of pale noonlit cloud. The airship's outer skin was one giant
solar collector, providing electricity for the internal systems. Hydrogen-burning MHD generators
powered a pair of large fans at the rear. He was | ooking forward to reaching Listoel in daylight
and seeing the Alabama Spirit unmasked.

Mor gan Wl shaw had sent six security personnel along with him Five hardliners, Bruce Parwez, Evan
Hanms, Jerry Masefield, Isabel Curtis, and Aen I)itchett to handle the arrests
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they'd all had duty tours up at Zanthus before, knew how to handl e thenselves in free-fall. He'd
checked them out, satisfied with what he'd found, tough, well-trained professionals. The staff

i eutenant was Victor Tyo, a twenty-five-year-old Eurasian, who | ooked so fresh-faced he coul d' ve
passed hinself off as a teenager w thout nuch trouble. It was his third field assignnment, first in
an executive capacity, and he was determined to nake it a success.

Greg watched the approach to Listoel fromthe gondola's Pullnman observation | ounge, right up at
the prow. Two kil o-metres bel ow the | ounge's curving transparent walls the deep blue Atlantic
rollers stretched away to nerge with the sky at sone indefinable distance. The ride was
unbel i evabl y snoot h.

'Have you ever been up to Zanthus before?' he asked Victor

Tyo.

"Yes, | went up last year. The conpany | aunched a new nicrogee nodul e, a vaccine |ab. | hel ped
interface our security nonitor programs with its supervisor gear. It's ny famliarity with the
nmoni t or progranms which got ne assigned to the case. Part of ny brief is to upgrade them'

"That and the fact you've been cleared yourself. |'m supposed to vet the security staff out at

Li stoel and Zanthus, too. Until then, they're on the suspect list along with the furnace operators
and nanagers.

Victor Tyo shifted unconfortably. 'That's sone pretty

power ful voodoo you've got there. Did you actually read ny mind to clear me?

"Relax, | can't read mnds direct. | sense noods readily enough, but that's not quite good enough
For instance | can see guilt, but npbst people have sonething to be guilty about. Petty criminals
are the worst for that - the bloke fiddling his lunch expenses, accepting payola. Sinply because
they are so petty it gnaws at them becom ng a doni nant obsession.'

Victor's mind began to unwi nd, relieved he wasn't an open

book for Greg to flick through at leisure. 'Do | have much guilt?

"More like anxiety,' Greg reassured him 'That's perfectly

normal , pre-m ssion nerves. You nust |ead a comendably
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sinless life.'" He turned back to the wi ndow, the ocean bel ow was turning green

Most of the Alabama Spirit's first-class passenger conplement had been drifting into the Pull man
|l ounge for the last few mnutes. A flock of stewards descended, offering conplinentary drinks to
the adults, and explaining the docking procedure to the excitable children.

The sickly green tint of the water was darkening, rem nding Geg of over-cooked pea soup. Even the
foam of the white horses was a putrid enerald col our
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Li stoel was straight ahead, a stationary flotilla of sone forty-odd cyber-factory ships safely
outside territorial waters, where hard-core ideological rhetoric wasn't worth hard-copyi ng, and
there were no politicians demandi ng ki ckbacks. They were big, nostly converted oil tankers by the
| ook of them formng a cluster twenty kilonetres across, with the spacepl ane runway at their
centre, a concrete strip three and a half kilonmetres |ong. Approach strobes bobbed in the water
firing a convergent series of red and white pulses at the end of the concrete. Four |arge barges,
supporting cathedral -si zed hangars, were docked to the other end. Another thirteen floated near

by. Greg spotted five with the Event Horizon |logo, a blue concave triangle sliced with a jet-black
flying V, painted on their superstructure.

Each of the cyber-factory ships was venting a torrent of coffee-coloured water from pipes at their
stern. They were the outflows of the thernal-exchange generators. Every ship dangl ed an intake
pi pe right down to the ocean bed, where the water was ice cold and thick with sedinent nutrients.
The generators' working fluid was heated to a vapour by the ocean's warm surface water, passed

t hrough turbines, then chilled and condensed by the water fromthe bottom The system woul d
function with a tenperature difference over fifteen degrees, although the efficiency increased
proportionally as the difference rose.

The nutrient-rich water between the cyber-factory ships churned with activity; nearly a hundred
breeder and harvester ships followed each other in endless circul ar progression. Fish
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wer e hatched, they gorged thenselves on the rich bloom of algae, they were killed; the conplete
cycle of lIife enbedded between two rusting hulls. Pirate mners were docked with sone of the cyber-
factories, distinguishable fromordinary cargo ships by the spiderwork crane gantries which

| owered their renpte grabs on to the ocean bed to collect the abundant ore nodules |ying there.

Ri di ng hi gh above the anchorage was a squadron of tethered blinps, rem nding Geg of pictures of
London during Wrld War |1. He stood up at the front of the gondola in the nmdst of a silently
fascinated crowd of children and their equally intrigued parents, watching a | ong probe

tel escoping out of the Al abama Spirit's tapering nose. The increasingly frantic whine of the snal
directional thrust fans was penetrating the gondola as they manoeuvred the bul bous probe tip into
t he docking collar nounted on the rear of the stationary blinp.

They were cl ose enough now for Greg to nake out the blinp's slender nonolattice tether cables. A
clear flexible pipe ran up one of them refracting rainbow shinmers along its entire |ength.
Hydrogen el ectrol ysed from seawater by the thermal - exchange generators would be punped up it,
refilling the Al abama Spirit's MHD gas cel | s.

The probe shuddered into the collar, which closed about it with a |oud clang, reverberating
through the Al abama Spirit's fusel age struts. Geg had seen those struts when he enbarked,
arranged in a geodesic grid, no wider than his little finger. The fibres were one of the
superstrength nonol attice conposites extruded in mcrogee nodul es up at Zanthus or one of the
other orbital industry parks. It was only after those kind of materials had been introduced that

ai rshi ps becane a vi abl e proposition once again.

Geg and Victor Tyo took a lift up to the Alabama Spirit's flight deck, a recessed circle in the
m ddl e of the upper fusel age. The other five nenbers of the security teamwere waiting for them
along with a cluster of Event Horizon personnel who were beginning their three-nonth duty tour at
Li st oel .

A handling crew were | oading a matt-black environmentstasis capsule into the cargo hold of the
tilt-fan standing in the
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centre of the flight deck. Greg could see radiation-warning enblens all over the cylinder. He knew
it contained a Merlin, a small multi-sensor space probe riding a nuclear ion-drive unit, designed
to prospect the asteroids. Philip Evans had been |l aunching themat a rate of one a nonth for the

|l ast three years. Greg had listened to himexplaining the programme at his dinner party, clearly
in his elenent, with an audi ence which hung on every word.

"Investing in the future,' the old billionaire had said over after-dinner brandy. 'I'll never see
a penny back fromthem but young Juliet here will. | envy her generation, you know. W' re poised
on the brink of great times. Qur technology base is finally sophisticated enough to begin the rea
expl oi tation of space. My generation m ssed out on that; we were hopelessly stalled by the crises
at the turn of the century - the Energy Crunch, the Credit Crash, the Warnming, the disaster of the
PSP. They all put paid to anything but the i mmedi ate. But now things are stabilizing again, we can
pl an further ahead than next week, set |long-range goals, the ones with real payoffs. Unlinmited raw
materials and energy, they're both out there waiting for her. Just think what can be achieved with
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such treasure. The wealth it'l|l create, spreading down to benefit even the hunblest. Fantastic
times.'

Philip Evans's corporate strategy had Event Horizon flourishing into one of the | eaders in deep-
space industry. And the Merlins were an inportant part of his prelimnary preparations;
prospecting the Apollo Anor asteroids for him a class of rocks well inside the main belt and the
nmost easily accessible fromEarth. The Merlins sent back a steady stream of securely coded
information on their mneral and ore content.

When the consortium of German, American, and Japanese aerospace conpanies finally rolled their
scramnj et - power ed spacepl ane out, |aunch costs would take a quantum | eap downwards. The singl e-
stage | auncher woul d open up a whol e panoply of previously unecononical operations. One of which
was asteroid mssions.

And with its carefully accunul ated know edge of extraterrestrial resources Event Horizon would be
in the vanguard
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of the mning projects, so Philip Evans said. In a prine position to feed refined chenicals back
to the constellations of microgee naterial -processing nodul es projected to spring up in Earth
orbit.

G eg had been aware of an undercurrent of dry humour in the old man's mind as he expanded his
dream as though he was having sonme giant joke on his guests. But the Merlin was real enough. It
was just that the whole enterprise seenmed whi nsical, or at best premature. There had been runours
about the spacepl ane, now el even years behind schedul e; sonme said scramjet technol ogy just
couldn't be nmade to work, and even if it could the cost savings would be m ni nal

Geg's status earned hima seat at the front of the tilt-fan's cranped cabin, |ooking over the
pilot's shoulder. She lifted themstraight up for fifty metres then rotated the fans to horizontal
and banked sharply to starboard.

He'd been right. In the light of day the Al abama Spirit was spectacul ar. A huge jet-black ellipse
framed by the dreaming sky, like a hole sliced direct into intergalactic night. It was four
hundred netres |long, eighty deep, sixty broad. Two contra-rotating fans were spinning slowy on
the tail, keeping its nose pressed firmy into the refuelling blinp.

Their descent in the tilt-fan was a long spiralling glide. Even here, where energy shortage was a
totally redundant phrase, the pilot was reluctant to burn fuel. She nust've been a European, G eg
t hought, obsessive conservation was drilled into EC citizens frombirth.

They flattened out at the bottomof the glide and |ined up on one of the big cyber-factory ships,
sSwi ngi ng over the bow and pitching nose-up as the fans returned to the vertical. Geg read the
name Oscot painted on the rusting bowin big white lettering.

The Dornier settled anidships with mininmumfuss, its landing struts absorbing any jolts.

G eg tapped the pilot's shoulder. 'Snmooth ride. Thanks.'

She gave him a bl ank | ook

He shrugged and clinmbed out.

Sean Francis, Oscot's manager, nomnally captain, was wait-
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ing at the foot of the airstairs. He was tall and |ean, dressed in a khaki shirt and shorts, with
canvas-top sneakers, broad sungl asses covering his eyes.

Greg dredged his nane up from Morgan Wal shaw s briefing file. Thirty-two years old, joined Event
Hori zon strai ght out of university, sone sort of engineering adm nistration degree, fully cleared
for conpany confidential material up to grade eleven, risen fast, unbl em shed reputation for
conpet ence

He reminded Greg of Victor Tyo; the resenblance wasn't physical, but both of them had that same
hard knot of urgency, polite and deternined.

The security teamspilled out of the tilt-fan to stand behind Geg, waiting inpassively. Sean
Francis | ooked at themw th a grow ng frown.

"My office was told you're here to check on our spaceflight operations, yes? Sean Francis said.
"I"'mafraid | don't understand, the Sangers are a mature system | rather doubt their flight
procedures can be inproved after all this tine.'

G eg produced the card WAl shaw had provi ded, which Francis pronptly waved away. 'It's not your
identity I'mquestioning,' he said, 'nerely your purpose. K?

"This is not the place,' Geg said quietly. 'Now would you pl ease verify ny card.'

Francis held out his cybofax, and Greg showed his card to the key. There was an al nost subl i nmi nal
flash of ruby light as the two swapped pol ari zed phot ons.
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He took his tine checking the authorization before nodding sadly. 'l see. Perhaps ny office would
be a nore suitable venue. Yes?
The seven of them started down the I ength of the deck towards the superstructure, draw ng curious
gl ances from Gscoz's crew.
Instinct made Greg | ook up towards the south-west. There was a black dot expanding rapidly out of
the featurel ess sky, losing height fast. It was a returning Sanger orbiter, curving in a long
shal l ow arc, pitched up to profile its sable-blacke heatshicld belly. Geg tracked its descent,
working out that it would reach zero altitude right at the end of the floating runway. He held his
br eat h.
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The orbiter straightened out three hundred netres fromthe runway, wings levelling. It smacked
down on the concrete, blue-white plunmes of snoke spurting up fromthe undercarriage. Small rockets
fired in the nose, slowing its speed.

"What if it missed?” G eg asked. The orbiters didn't have a jet engine, they couldn't go around
"They don't,' Sean Francis said.

CHAPTER SEVEN

" t's inpressive,' Mrgan Wi shaw adnmtted. 'One of the biggest teknerc deals for quite sone
time. W& estimate

thirty to thirty-five of themwere assenbled to turn our rnenox-crystal furnace operatofi. As far
as we can tell, they

started |last June, and they were still recruiting until November. That kind of invol venent woul d
take kombi nate-1evel resources.' There was a grudging note in his voice that inplied respect, or
even adm ration

Julia didn't like that, the security chief was supposed to be guarding her and Grandpa, not paying
conplinents to their enemes. It was that bl oody dividing |ine between the legal and illega
again, too thin, far too thin.

"So it's inpressive,' Philip Evans grunted. 'So is your division's budget, Mrgan. Question is:
what are you doing about it?" He was sitting at the head of the table in the study with Julia and
Morgan Wl shaw on either side, facing each other

Julia would've liked to voice her own criticism but didn't quite have the nerve. Mrgan Wl shaw
was a forbidding figure, he'd always been stern around her, as if she didn't match up to his
expect ati ons.

"My priority at the nonment is to halt the spoiler,' Waishaw said. 'Thanks to Greg Mandel we've
rounded up all the guilty furnace operators who were on their furlough. Unfortunately none of the
Zant hus nmanagenent personnel he interviewed were responsible for circunventing the security

nmoni tors, we have to conclude the culprit is up there now. Mandel should be able to find him

wi t hout any trouble.'

"Tol d you that boy was just what we needed,' Philip Evans said.

Wal shaw remai ned unperturbed by the inplied criticism his conposure mechanical. 'Yes. W shal
have to give serious consideration to enploying gland psychics in security after this. The
teknmercs seemto be naking good use of them'
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Julia pulled a face. Her grandfather caught it and squeezed her hand softly.
"Certainly, | believe the teknerc teamwho ran the spoiler used themquite extensively on this

occasi on,' Wl shaw went on. 'W've been running sonme deep anal ysis on our furnace operators, and
there is overwhel mi ng evidence that the tekmerc team assenbl ed a conprehensive profile on every
one of them Bank accounts, nedical records, past enployers' personnel files, they were al

sanpled by the teanis hotrods. | think we'd be correct in assuning that the Iikely candi dates were
al so scanned by a psychic to see if they woul d be susceptible in the final instance. It's very
significant that not one of the furnace operators they approached ever cane to us.'

"How many did they turn? Philip Evans asked.

"So far, we've nabbed fourteen, out of a total of eighty-three on furlough. G eg Mandel and Victor
Tyo are due up at Zanthus tonight. Probability suggests there are between four and six- furnace
operators currently in orbit who've been turned. W' ve done our best to nake sure no news of the
round-up has | eaked. Not that they can run, but there is the prospect of sabotage to consider. Qut
of the fourteen we've already got, two had consented to kami kaze if they were cornered up at

Zant hus. '

"Bl oody hell!" Philip shouted. 'Wat kind of people do we enploy? That's damm near twenty per cent
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of themwilling to sell us out at the drop of a hat!’

"It's over now, Grandee,' Julia said in a small voice. 'Please.' She bowed her head so he woul dn't
see how upset she was. It'd been a good norning for him he' d eaten well, and he wasn't sweating
Iike he usually did, even his colour was al nbst normal. But now she could see the pink spots
burni ng on his cheeks, show ng just how badly worked up he was, which wouldn't do his heart any
good.

There were sonme days when she wanted it all to be over, this pain-drenched clinging to life. And
that wish only brought nore guilt. Psychics would be able to see that clearly. Perhaps Wi shaw
woul d hold off using themuntil afterwards. She, ought to have a word with himabout that.
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When she | ooked up the security chief was staring candidly out of the w ndow
"All right, Juliet,' her grandfather said in a calmer voice. 'I'll be good.

She gave hima tentative snile

"I don't believe the crystal-furnace operatives are representative of Event Horizon personnel as a
whol e, nor any of the other Zanthus workers for that matter,' Wishaw said. 'Theirs is an
extraordinarily high-stress situation. There is an average of three fatalities a year, a
significant chance of radiation poisoning, and the psychol ogi cal pressures fromliving in such a
cl osed environment are way above nornmal. Those factors came out time and again fromall the

i ntervi enees.

"Yeah, OK,' Philip BEvans said grunpily. 'I'"ma no-good nmill owner, exploiting his downtrodden
wor kers. What else is new? You got any good news for ne?
'Greg Mandel should've pulled the last of the furnace operators by this time tonorrow. W'IlI|l be

sendi ng up the replacenents on an afternoon flight, so fromtonorrow evening the spoiler will be
over. Plus, the menox crystals tagged as contami nated | ast week haven't been dunped yet. That's
nearly two mllion Eurofrancs we'll recover.'

"Jesus, chucking away perfectly good crystals |like a- crap dunp. That's a bugger, that is.' He
gave Julia a forlorn smle.

Wal shaw shrugged. 'Only way to do it.

"What about the people who organized this? Julia asked. Wai shaw hadn't sai d anything about them
as if they didn't matter. He lived for the ganme, not the players, she felt sure of it.
"Difficult,’ he said.

"Why?' She made it cone out flat and cold, and never mind if he disapproved.

"This is what we call a finale deal. It's all cut-offs, understand? The tekmercs who nade the
nmoves, turned our people, they'd be assenbled by an old pro, soneone with a reputation. This

| eader, he's the only point of contact between the team and the backers, the ones who want Event
Hori zon spoiled. Now first we'd have to find one of the tekmercs. OK, maybe
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we could do that; they' ve all gone to ground right now, but a deal this size is going to |eave
traces, and we've got sone pretty accurate descriptions. Once we get a teknmerc we extract the team
| eader's nane.'

" How?' she blurted, cursing herself instantly. This was why she'd never probed security before.
The secret horror, and fascination. R ght down at the bottomof all the smart noves were people
who deliberately inflicted pain on each other, who chose to do that.

‘"Not as bad as you m ght inmagine,' Mrgan Wal shaw said placidly. 'Not these days. There are drugs,
sense overload techni ques, gland psychics. Geg Mandel would just read out a list of nanmes to the

tekznerc, and see which chined a mental bell. But even if we obtain the nane, it still doesn't do
us any good. That team | eader, he'll already have vani shed off the face of the Earth. Finale,
remenber? He won't put this deal together for anything |less than a - plati num handshake. New
identity, a plastique reworking fromhead to toe - hell, even a conplete sex change, it's been

known. You see, it's not only us he's hiding fromnow H s ex-enployers, they know he's the only
link back to them and that I1'mgoing to be hunting him They want hi m zapped.'

"So why would he do the job in the first place? Julia asked.

Morgan Wi shaw smiled gently. 'Kudos. A finale is the top of the tree, Julia. If you've conme far
enough to be asked, you're good enough to survive. No teknerc ever turns down a finale. Take this
one; for the rest of tine, he's going to be the one who burnt Event Horizon for forty-eight
mllion Eurofrancs. He beat nme, he beat your grandfather. And even if | catch him or they catch
him nobody's ever going to know. His reputation has made it clean.'

'Bugger of a world, isn't it, Juliet?

She turned to her grandfather, surprised by his |evel questing stare.
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' You approve,' she accused.

"No, Juliet, |I don't approve. | regard tekmercs as pure vermn, dangerous and perennial. Doesn't
matter how many you stonp on, there's always nore. All | hope is that you' ve
76 PETER F. HAM LTON

| earned sonething fromthis sorry little episode. Don't ever |ower your guard, Juliet, not for an

i nstant.'

She dropped her eyes to the table. 'You will try, won't you?' she asked Wi shaw.

"Yes, Julia, I'"IIl try.'

"Me too.' She pressed her lips together in a thin determ ned |ine.

"You'l | do nothing, .girl," Philip said.

"They nearly ruined us, Gandpa | Everything you've built. W' ve got to know who. |I've got to know
who. If I'mgoing to stand any chance, | need the nane.'

"Doesn't mean you go gallivanting about chasing will-o0'the-w sps.'

"“I''l1'l do whatever | can,' Julia said with stubborn dignity. She subsided into a sulk, certain that
Wal shaw woul d be silently censuring her outburst. Well, let him she thought. Anger was an

i nprovenent on boredom If only she didn't feel- so apprehensive with it.

CHAPTER ElI GHT

T
he | aser grid scanned slowy down Geg's body, a net of fine blue Iight that flowed round curves
and filled hollows. He was quietly thankful he kept in trim this kind of clinical catechisiii was

hunbl i ng enough, suppose he'd got a beer gut?

He'd spent an hour in the Dragonflight crew centre, out on one of the spacepl ane barges. An annexe
of tl.e payload facility room conposite-walled cells filled with gear-nodul e stacks, nost of them
medi cal . The nedical staff had been anxious to test himfor exceptional susceptibility to notion
si ckness; space-adaptation syndronme, they called it.

"I'f you do suffer, we have drugs that can suppress it for a couple of days,' the doctor in charge
had said. 'But no nore than a week.

"I"l'l be up there a day at the nost,’ Greg told him He was confident enough about that. The
interviews at Stanstead had gone well. After Angie Kirkpatrick had cracked it'd been a sinple
matter of cross-referenci ng nanes.

The laser grid sank to his feet, then shut off. Geg stepped out of the tailor booth, and a
smiling Bruce Parwez handed himhis clothes. A long-faced nman with bright black eyes. Dark hair
cut close, just beginning to recede fromthe tenples. Hi s broad-shoul dered build was a gi ve-away,
mar ki ng hi mdown as a hardliner.

"Your flightsuit will be ready this afternoon,' the technician behind the booth's console said
not even | ooking up

Geg thanked himand left, glad to be free of the ordeal.

Sean Francis was waiting for them outside. 'The nedics have given you a green light,' he said.
"But | don't think we've ever sent up anyone with so little free fall training before.' Francis
had been markedly relieved when Greg had cleared his ship's nodest security team taking it upon
hinself to see himthrough his pre-flight procedures. He had been gratefu
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for the assistance, but found the man irritating after a while. He supposed it was culture clash
In age they were contenporaries. But after that, there was nothing. Francis was a dedi cated
straight arrow, high-achiever. It nade Greg pause for what m ght've been

"I'"ve got several hundred hours' mcrolight ifiglu tine,' Geg said

"That' Il have to do then, yes?

"We'll take care of you,' Bruce Parwez said. 'Just nove slowy and you'll be all right.

"You had many tours up at Zanthus?' G eg asked.

I've | ogged sixteen nmonths now. '

Is there ever nuch trouble up there?

"Tenpers get a bit frayed. Bound to happen in those conditions. Mstly we just separate people and
keep them apart until they cool off. There's no real violence, which is just as well. W're only
al | owed stunsticks, no projectile or beam weapons, they'd punch clean through the can's skin.'
They wal ked al ong a corridor nmade of the same off-white conposite as the crew centre, bright

bi ol uns gl aring, rectangul ar cable channels along both walls. Then they were out into a seal ed

gl ass-fronted gallery running the length of the hangar's high bay, half-way up the wall.

Greg | ooked down at the Sanger booster stage being ifightprepped below. It was a sleek twin-fin
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delta-wing craft, eighty-four nmetres long with a forty-one-netre w ngspan. The fusel age skin was a
met al | ocerami ¢ conposite, an all-over blue-grey except for the big scarlet dragon escutcheons on
the wings. Power came froma pair of- hydrogen-fuelled turbo-expander-ranjets which accelerated it
up to Mach six for staging. Greg had only seen the spacepl ane on the channels before; up close it
was a nonster, an amml ganmation of streanmined beauty and naked energy. Fantastic.

' How nany Sangers does Dragonflight operate?' Geg enquired as the three of them noved down the
gallery to see the orbiter stage being prepped in its big clean room behind the high bay.

" Four booster stages, and seven orbiters,' Francis said. 'And
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they're working at full stretch right now The old man has ordered anot her booster and two nore
orbiters fromMB, they ought to arrive before the end of the year. Wiich will be a big help.
Strictly speaking, we can't afford to take an orbiter out of the commercial schedules for a Merlin
I aunch, although | appreciate his reasoni ng behind the exploration programe. | just regard it as
somewhat qui xotic, that's all. Still, it's his noney, yes?

The orbiter, which rode the booster piggyback until staging, was a snmaller, blunter version of its
big brother; thirty-five nmetres |ong, rocket-powered, and capable of lifting four and a hal f
tonnes into orbit, along with ten passengers.

Cl ean-room techni ci ans dressed in baggy white snocks were riding nobile platforms round the open
upper -fusel age doors. The Merlin had been remobved fromits environment-stasis capsul e overnight,
now it was being lowered millinetre by millinmetre into the orbiter's payl oad bay.

The probe was surprisingly conmpact; cylindrical, a nmetre and a half wide, four long. Its front
quarter housed the sensor clusters, their extendable boons retracted for |aunch; two conmnuni cation
di shes were fol ded back al ongsi de, |ike nenbranous gol den wi ngs. The propul sion section was made
up of three subdivisions; a |large cadm umtank, the isotope power source, shielded by a thick
carbon sheli, and six ion thrusters at the rear. It was all wapped in a crinldy silver-white

t her mal

protection bl anket.
Geg let his gland start its secretion again, beginning to get

a feedback fromthe technicians' enmotional clanour. It was the first tine he'd ever encountered
the space industry. These People were devoted. It went far beyond job satisfaction. They shared an
enor mous sense of pride, it was bloody close to being a religious Kkick

The Merlin had finally settled on its cradle inside the orbiter's payl oad bay. As the overhead
hoi st withdrew, the nobile platfornms converged, allow ng the huddl es of whiteSuited technicians to
begin the interface procedure. The pallet which would deploy thc spacecraft in orbit was prinmed,
attachment struts clanped to | oad points, power and datalink
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uni biicals plugged in. Mnitor consoles were hive-cores of intense activity.

Greg nodded down at the little robot probe and its posse of devotees. 'Wiat happens next?

"W mate the orbiter to the top of the booster. After that the barge will dock with the airstrip
Your | aunch wi ndow opens at hal f-past eight, lasting six mnutes.'

The payl oad bay doors hinged shut, bringing Geg one step closer to Zanthus. And it still didn't
seem r eal

From Gscot's deck the western horizon was a pastel -pi nk wash flecked with gold; the east a gash
into infinity, not black, but dark, insubstantial, defying resolution, a chasmyou could fall down
for ever. Greg watched the crescent of darkness expanding as the Atlantic rolled deeper into the
penunbra; occlusion slipping over the sky, giving birth to the stars. There was no air novenent at
all, dusk bringing its own brand of Stasis. The world holding its breath as it slid across the gap
between its two states.

G eg was wearing a baggy coverall over his new flightsuit. The coppery coloured garnment fitted him
perfectly, a one-piece of some glossy silk-smoth fabric, knees and el bows heavily padded. It had
a multitude of pockets, all with velcro tags; small gear nodul es adhered to velcro strips on his
chest -atnosphere pressure/conposition sensor, nedical nonitor, Geiger counter, comruni cator set.
He'd even been given a new conpany cybofax, capable of interfacing with Zanthus's 'ware, which was
in the big pocket at the side of his leg. There was also a |ightwei ght hel met, which he felt too
sel f-conscious to put on before getting into the Sanger
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The first real stirrings of excitenment rose as he led the security teamtowards the waiting tilt-
fan at the prow, the realization that he was actually going into space finally gripping. Gscot's
deck- was a bustle of tautly controlled activity. The ever-present grunble of the thernmal
generators' cool ant water was being conplenented by the lighter braying of nobile service units.
Fi ve Lockheed YC-55 Prowl ers were already on the deck. They were ex-Canadian Air Force stealth
M NDSTAR RI SI NG
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troop/ cargo transports. Their shape was a cousin of the original B2 bonber, a stunpy, swept bat-
wing, with an effipsoid lifting-body fuselage; the entire surface had a radar-nuffifying matt-

bl ack coating. There were no roundels, not even serial nunbers. True smugglers' craft. Geg

wat ched as the sixth rose silently up out of its day-time sanctuary, an old oil tank converted
into a split-level hangar. The big elevator platformhalted at deck level with dull netallic

cl angs which runbled away into the gloam ng. The stealth transporters seened to draw a thick vei
of cloying shadow around thensel ves, eerily other-worldly.

Sean Francis caught Greg staring. 'Neat nmachi nes. Yes?'

"I didn't know you still used them' Geg said

"Sure. Their avionics are a bit outdated now, but they're nore than adequate to infiltrate
Scottish airspace. That's our nmain target, their PSP is pretty shaky right now It'Il only take a
smal | push and they' Il fall.'

G eg watched | arge pallets of donestic gear systens being | oaded through the Prow ers' rear cargo
doors. 'You build all that stuff here?

"Yes. It's a pretty broad range - crystal players, hone term nals, mcrowaves, fridges, bootleg
menox al buns - that kind of thing. Qur sister ship, Parnell, churns out nore of the sane, al ong
with a whol e host of specialist chenmicals for our microgee nodul es up at Zanthus.'

'So Event Horizon only has the two cyber-factory ships left out here now?' G eg asked.

"That's right. There used to be nine of us out here a couple of years back, but the rest have left
now. They're docked in the Wash outsi de Peterborough. Their cyber-systens are being stripped out
and reinstalled in factories on land. Al part of the Event Horizon legitimzation policy. They
were all gear factories, except for Kenton and Cosellow, those two used to specialize in producing
the actual cyber-systens thenselves. Real top of the range stuff; all our own designs, too. The
old man kept research teans going ashore in Austria, they provided us with the tenplates; good
enough to match any of the Pacific R mgear. Bloody clever that.'

" Oh?"
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"Don't you see? Philip Evans has built up a capability to expand the conpany at an exponenti al
rate. The cyber-systens are that sophisticated. Al he needs is raw material, and financi al

backi ng. The factories will multiply |ike anpbebas, yes?

"You sound like you're happy with Event Hori zon.

"Christ, | nean totally. Philip Evans is a genius. Event Horizon has so much potential, you know?
A real crest-rider. And |I've done ny penance out here, ten years' bloody hard graft. Wen GCscot
docks I'mgoing to be in line for a divisional nmanager's sl ot.

The integrated Sanger was sitting at the end of the runway, white vapour steam ng gently out of
vent points on both orbiter and booster, glowing pink in the fast-fading light. Geg's intuition
made itself felt as he wal ked down the gantry armtowards the orbiter's hatch. It wasn't nuch, a
ghost's beckoning finger, distracting rather than alarm ng

For a nonent he was worried that it might be the orbiter. That'd happened before, a M-24 Hnd G
in Turkey which was going to take himand his squad on a snatch nission behind the |egion |ines,
he'd bal ked as he was clinbing in. It was a m ndscent, the chopper snelt wong. The Russian pil ot
had bitched like hell until a nmaintenance sergeant had noticed the gearbox tenperature sensor was
out. Wien they broke the unit open, it turned out the main transm ssion bearings were running so
hot they'd melted the sensor.

But this touch of uncertainty was different, there was no intination of physical danger. He knew
that feeling, clear and strong, experiencing it tine and again in Turkey.

He hesitated, getting an enquiring glance from Sean Franci s.

"W've only had eight fatalities in twelve years of operations,' the Oscot's captain said

hel pful ly.

"It's not the spaceplane,’ Geg answered. Precisely how rmuch his intuition was gl and-derived was
debat abl e, but when he did get a hunch this strong it usually squared out in the end. Even before
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he'd received the gland, Greg had believed
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inintuition. Every squaddie did to sone degree, right back to Caesar's footsoldiers. And now he
had the stubborn rational e of neurohornones to back the belief, giving it near total credibility.
The rest of the security teamwere watching him He gave thema weak grin and began wal ki ng agai n.
The orbiter's circular hatch was a netre wide, with a conplicated-1ooking | ocking system around
the rim Bright orange rescue instructions were painted on to the fuselage all around it. Geg
shrugged out of his coverall and put his helmet on before he was hel ped through by the | aunch
crew.

It was cranped inside, but he was expecting that, low ceiling, slightly curving walls, two biolum
strips turned down to a glinmer. Another circular hatch in the centre of the rear bul khead opened
into the docking airlock

"You the first-tiner?" asked the pilot. He was twisted round in his seat, a retinal interface disk
stuck over one eye, like a silver nonocle. The name patch on his ffightsuit said Jeff G aham
"Yes,' Greg said as he sat in the seat directly behind the pilot. Puffy cushioning slithered under
his buttocks like thick jelly.

"CK, only one thing to remenber. That's your vomt lolly.' Jeff Grahampointed to a flexible

ri bbed tube clipped to the forward bul khead in front of Geg. Its nozzle was a coupl e of
centinmetres wide, a detachable plastic cylinder with REPLACE AFTER USE enbossed in black. 'You
even feel a wet burp com ng on, then you suck on that. Got it? The punp comes on automatically.'

" Thank you.

The rest of the security teamwere strapping thenselves in; they were the only ones in the cabin.
Greg fastened his own straps

Jeff Grahamreturned his attention to the horseshoe-shaped flight console. The hatch swung shut,
maki ng i nsect-clicking noises as the seal engaged.

‘I's there a countdown?' Geg asked |Isabel Curtis who was sitting across the aisle.
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She gave hima brief acknowl edging smle. Awry, attractive thirty-year-old wonan with bobbed

bl onde hair. He could make out the nottled pink flesh of an old scar, beginning bel ow her right
ear and di sappearing under the collar of her blue flightsuit. 'No. You want to hear flight
control, it's channel four. G ve you sone idea.’

G eg peered down at his comunicator set, fathomng its unfam liar controls, and switched itto
channel four. The voices nurrmuring in the headset were professionally bland, reassuringly so.

He foll owed the procedure: gantry-armretracting, the switch to internal power, uinbilicals

di sconnecting, fuel-pressure building, APU ignition. Half-remenbered phrases fromcurrent-affairs
pr ogr amres.

The take-of f run was a steady clinb of acceleration, turbo-expander ranjets felt rather than
heard, an unconfortable juddering in his sternum The build through the Mach nunbers, night sky
devoid of reference points, floor tilted up at an easy angl e.

"G for staging,' flight control said.

The orbiter rockets Iit with a lowroar, vibration blurred Geg's vision. There was a hint of
white |ight around the edges of the wi ndscreen. Acceleration junped up, pushing himfurther down
into the cushioning. The stars grew brighter, sharper

The Merlin was depl oyed a hundred and thirty minutes after take off, on the second orbit. The
Sanger was five-hundred-and-fifty kil onetres above Mexi co. Greg had spent the whole tinme staring
out of the wi ndscreen, nesnerized by the gl obe below, the dazzle of daylit oceans, sprinkle of
light from Eui ~ope's night-tine cities, green and brown |and that seened to be in pristine
condition, the nuddy stain in the sea which marred every coastline. There were none of the

physi cal synptonms he'd been told to | ook out for, just the strangeness of arms that waved about

i ke seaweed; a whirling sensation, like a fairground ride, if he turned his head too fast.
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A smal|l screen on Jeff Grahanis consol e showed the Sang-er's payl oad doors hingi ng open. The
little probe nosed out of its cradle, unbilical |lines wi nding back on to their spools, |oose ends

flappi ng about. It seemed to hover above the Sanger as its comunication di shes unfol ded.
"W stick with it until Canbridge finishes the systens

check,' Jeff Grahamtold his passengers. 'Never know, we nmight wind up taking it back.
But the babbling background voices confirmed the Merlin's integrity sonewhere over the
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Medi terranean, and Jeff Graham fired the orbital manoeuvring rockets, raising the Sanger's orbit.
The last Greg saw of the Merlin was a dwi ndling grey outline over pale noonwashed wat er

They caught up with Zanthus over Fiji, an orbit ten kilonetres |lower, closing fast. The term nator
was a brilliant blue and white crescent six-hundred kil onetres bel ow, expanding rapidly as they
raced towards the dawn.
Zant hus rose out of the penunbra into direct sunlight. Greg saw a gl obul ar cluster of dianonds
materi alize out of nowhere. Qccasional silent lightning flares stabbed out fromit as the sun
bounced off flat silvered ~urfaces.
"That's sonething, isn't it? Jeff G aham asked
"No nmessing,’ Greg said hoarsely. It was the biggest of the
ei ght space-industry parks in Earth orbit.
The sun lifted above the Pacific, shining straight into the
Sanger's cabin. Electrochromic filters cut in, turning down the glare.
Geg watched in silent respect as the Sanger slowy slid underneath Zanthus. Jeff Graham began to
fire the Sanger's orbital manoeuvring rockets, raising altitude, their trajectory a slowarc up to
the space industry park which would end in Synchro~zed orbits.
Zant hus began to resolve, individual |ight-points growi ng, assunming definite silhouettes. The
| argest was the dormitory, right at the heart. Ten cans, habitation cylinders fifty metres |ong,
ei ght wi de, |ocked together at one end of a five-hundred-
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metre boom at the other end a vast array of solar panel tracked the sun. The whol e arrangenent
was gravity-gradiente stabilized, the cans pointing permanently Earthwards.

Fl oating around the dormtory were the mcrogee nodul es, one hundred and fifty-six material s-
processing factories srranged in five concentric spheres. The formation was a | oose one, a shoa

of strange geonetric insects guarding their netallic ~ueen. There was no standardi zation to the
nmodul es; they ranged from snall boxy vapour-deposition nesh-noul ds brought up by the Sangers up to
the fifty-metre-1long, twohundred-tonne cylinders |aunched by Energia-5. Al of them flaunted a
coll ection of solar panels, thermal-dunp radiators,. and conmuni cation di shes, and sone had | arge
collector mt-.. rors, silver flowers faithfully follow ng the sun. Red and green navi gati on
lights twinkled fromevery surface. Abstruse conpany | ogos bl ooned across thernmal blankets, as if
a fastidious graffiti artist had been let |oose; Geg hadn't known so nany different conpanies
used Zant hus.

Three assenbly platforms hung on the outer edge of the cluster, rectangles of cross truss-beans,
with geostationary antenna farnms taking shape bel ow | ong spidery robot-arnms., Geg saw the

d obecast 1 o0ogo on the side of one gossaner dish

Per sonnel conmuters, mani pul ator pods, and cargo tugs wove around the nodul es, slowgliding three-
di nensi onal streams that curled and tw sted round each other, white and orange strobes pul sing,
mar ki ng out their progress. There were spaceplanes nmoving in the traffic flows, rendezvousing wth
the five servicing docks, big triple-keel structures that acted as fuel depots, maintenance
stations, and cargo-storage centres. The spacepl anes unl oaded their pods of raw materials, receiv-
~ ing the finished products fromthe mcrogee nodules in | exchange. Greg counted ni ne Sangers
attached to one dock, staggered by how rmuch their cargos would be worth. Philip Evans had

menti oned how nmuch Zanthus's daily output came to, but the figures hadn't registered at the tineg,
silly noney.

G eg wat ched Zant hus expand around them as Jeff G aham eased the Sanger into one of the traffic
lines. An errant image of his gland discharging mlKky fluids. Neurohornmones chased.
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around his brain, and he deliberately focused inwards, on hinself, letting his nmind wander where
it would. It was a different state fromthe one he used to tease apart the strands of other

peopl e's enotions. Introspective. He was isolated fromthe security team s thoughts, alone and
strangely serene.

If that peak of intuition he'd experienced hadn't concerned the Sanger, then, he. reasoned,
Zanthus itself nust be the cause. He reached right down to the bottomof his mnd, and found the
sense of wongness again. It was too snmall, too flinsy to represent any danger, but it renained.
bstinate, and ultimtely unyiel ding.

Frustrated, he let it go. Something wong, but not life-threatening. The situation irked him He
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knew he nmust be overl ooki ng sonething, sone part of the spoiler that wasn't what it seened. Yet
the operati on was so clear-cut.
As if shamed by its failure, his gland dried up
The Sanger was creeping up to the dormtory, its big cans donminating the view through the
wi ndscreen. Event Horizon used three of themfor its hundred-and-twenty-strong work-force, a third
of Zanthus's total popul ation.
Greg saw a Swearingen conmuter back away from one of the Event Horizon cans, a wi ndow ess cylinder
wi th spherical tanks strapped around both ends. Tiny stabs of white fire flickered fromits
thruster clusters.
Jeff Grahamrolled the Sanger with a dru.nflre burst fromthe RCS thrusters. A huge Event Horizon
|l ogo slid past the wi ndscreen; the peak of the flying V was nissing, patched over with a rough
square of hoary thermal foam The RCS was firing al nost continually. A screen on the flight
consol e showed an i mage of the payload bay, with the airlock tube extended. A matching tube jutted
out of the dormitory can, the two barely half a netre apart.
Contact was a snall trenble, the whirring of el ectrohydrostatic actuators clanping the two airlock
t ubes together.
Jerry Masefield released his belt, and drifted up out of his seat, using the ceiling handholds to
crawl down to the rear bul khead. G eg pressed his belt's rel ease, and cautiously pushed down with
his palnms. Victor Tyo and |sabel Curtis
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wat ched cl osely. He grinned at them and grasped one of

ceiling handholds. Hi s | egs devel oped a nmonmentumall of their own, pulling his torso along unti

he was lying flat against the ceiling.

St omach nuscles were the key, Greg decided, keep the,. body straight and rely on his arnms to pul

hi m about. He

haul ed hi nmsel f towards the rear bul khead, remenbering to ~ take inertia into account as he

st opped.

There was a ripple of applause. The rest of the teamwere swiming out of their seats. Jerry
Masefi el d had opened the airlock hatch and di sappeared inside. Geg swng slowy round the rim and
followed himinto the can

Geg couldn't quite figure out the section of the dormitory can he'd energed into, a tunnel with a
hexagonal cross-section, three and a half nmetres wide, bright bioluni strips every five netres,
hoops protrudi ng everywhere. Logically, it ought to have been a connecting corridor, except it was
full of people. They lingered near the walls, aligned with their feet towards him a foot or hand
hooked casually round the hoops, all of themwearing flightsuits and helmets. A |arge proportion
were eating; their food resenbl ed pizza sandw ches, the sane pal e spongy dough, tacky fillings. No
crunbs, Greg realized, and no need for plates and cutlery. Twenty netres away, four exercise bikes
were fixed to the walls, riders pedalling away furiously. There was a sign opposite the airlock

an ol d London Underground station strip: Piccadilly Crcus.

It was the noise that got to himfirst. Conversations were shouted, air-conditioning was a steady
buzz, cybofax al arm bl eepers were going off continuously, the PA kept up a steady stream of
directions. Then there was the air - warm danp and stale. He began to appreciate Angie
Kirkpatrick's point of view

The dormitory comrander, Lewis Pel ham and Event Horizon's Zanthus security captain, Don Howarth,
were waiting for him Lewis Peihamdidn't attenmpt to shake hands, holding . on firmy to one of
the hoops as the rest of the security learn

I
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boiled out of the airlock. 'My orders are to afford you full cooperation,' he said.

He had that same flat professionalismas Victor Tyo and Sean Francis, Geg noted, Did Philip Evans
have a clone vat churning themout? ' Somewhere private,' he suggested, raising his voice above the
di n.

Pei ham smled, big |ips peeling back, a round face. 'Sure.'

"It's shift change,' Howarth said. 'Not like this all the tine, don't worry.' His face was fluid-
filled, too, a ruddy conpl exion

They sl apped the hoops, noving off up the tunnel, skinming along effortlessly. Geg clinbed after
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t hem doggedl y, one hoop at a tine. A few cheers and jeers pursuing his progress.
"Five days,' Howarth said, 'and you'll be outflying a humm ngbird.' He was waiting by an open
hatch. ' Through here."’
It was a toroidal conpartnent, w apped round the central tunnel. A space station as Geg
understood it, consoles with flatscreens and cubes flashing graphics and data col ums, bul ky
machi nery bolted on to the walls, |lockers with transparent doors. Five beds were staggered round
what Greg thought of as the floor, assumi ng the entrance hatch was in the ceiling. Lewi s Pel ban
had orientated hinself the sane way as Greg, holding the edge of a bed to maintain his position
The security teamfoll owed suit as they cane in.
"This is the sick bay,' Pelhain said. 'Nobody in today. WIIl it do?
"Do you have a brig? G eg asked.
Pei ham and Howarth exchanged a gl ance. 'W can clear the suit-storage cabin if it's really
urgent,' said the security captain
' Good enough.' His gland began its secretions. 'C ose the hatch, Bruce,' he said.
Bruce Parwez el evated hinsel f, and spun the | ock handl e.
Lewi s Pet ham regarded Greg wi t hout hunour
Greg closed his eyes as the conpartnent becane insubstantial. Mnds crept out of the shadow veils
bordering his perception, a swarm of pale translucent pearls, conpositiona
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enotions woven tautly into penunbra nuclei. He focused on the two strangers before him 'Now, to
start with, do either of you know anythi ng about the excessive menox-crystal conl tami nation?'
CHAPTER NI NE

J

ulia flung herself at the problem as she took her horse Tobias on their norning ride. There was a
strong sense of urgency pushing her to find a solution now, alnbst one of despair. Geg Mandel had
| ocated the person who'd circunvented the security nmonitors, and the five guilty menox-furnace
operators up at Zanthus. The replacenent operators were flying up today, their Sanger bringing the
security teamand the prisoners down. It would be over soon, congratulations all round, and a
smal | security office left intact to track down one of the teknercs. A vague hope, even |ess of
finding the team | eader and through himthe backers.

Julia didn't even bother to open her eyes in the saddle. Tobias knew their route, down the edge of
the manor's rear garden, past the spinney at the end of the trout l[ake, and into the nmeadows
beyond. The horse's lunbering rhythmwas soot hing, rocking her gently back and forth on his back.
Norrmal |y she enjoyed Wl holms grounds. The | andscape crew hadn't been given nmuch tine after the
communal farnmers nmoved out, but they'd managed to recreate quite a reasonabl e approxi mati on of a
tradi tional English country-house garden. The flat |awns were clipped | ow, showi ng broad cricket-
pitch stripes, young staked trees poked up at regular intervals, nmoated with col ourful begonia
borders. There was a citrus grove in the old walled orchard where apples and pears used to grow.
Long wi ndi ng rose-covered wal ks. Anci ent-seem ng st at ues.

Even her grandfather had been inpressed. 'The plants aren't the sane, of course,' he'd told her on
their first inspection. He'd been in fine formthat day, she renenbered, genial and outgoing. It
was a day or two after they'd nmoved in, a small treasured hiatus before the illness really took
hol d. He never spoke to anyone else as he did to hers never opened hinself. 'You wouldn't find any
of these in Victorian gardens,
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not outside the conservatories. That was the zenith of the art, Juliet. But it's a dam good copy
for all that, |I can alnost believe |'mback in ny youth. | w sh you' d seen England as it was,

girl. W all said we hated it, the wet and the cold. Pure bollocks. You could no nore hate the
country than you could your own nother. Wather nade Englishmen.'’

The way he painted the | and before the Warmi ng had nmade her envious of his nenories. Try as she

m ght she just couldn't visualize WIhol munder a nmetre of snow.

But he seened reasonably content with the facsimle. And he always had the roses and honeysuckl e,

i nmortal .

Now she ignored both varieties of the fragrant flowering plants while whirlpools of data rotated
lazily in the open-ended logic matrix her augmented nind had assenbl ed.

It was a sinulacrumof Event Horizon's Zanthus operations, a vast web of data channels

i ncorporating every activity, programred to review the entire previous twelve nonths, the first
three giving her a baseline for conparison. Byte packages slid snoothly along the matri x channel s,
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interacting at the nodes, dividing, reconbining.

The convol uted phantasm reni nded her of a brass clock she'd seen in London once, sitting on a
pedestal in the wi ndow of a Fui ham Road anti que shop. A real clock in a glass dome, every worKking
part visible. She'd stood for ten mnutes watching the little cogs clicking round, superbly

bal anced ratchet arns rocking fluidly, fascinated by the delicate intricacy. Then the ninute hand
had reached the hour, and it began to nake twangi ng sounds, |ike a broken spring uncoiling; cogs
on the outside of the nmechani smshot out on tel escoping axles gyrating wildly. The whol e thing had
| ooked like it was exploding. Julia had clapped her hands and | aughed delightedly as it folded
itself back together, ready for the quarter-hour strike. There was that same el egance and
effortless precision in the matrix function

She needed the know edge it woul d produce. The fact that soneone could wound Event Horizon so
badly had frightened her nore than she liked to acknow edge. It went deeper than nere corporate
damage; what little control she had over her
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Iife was being mani pul ated, cut away. Her future was bei ng decided right now by how wel |l other
peopl e coul d defend her and Grandpa from unseen enem es. Fighting shadows.

It was the claustrophobic sense of not being able to do anything which was the worst. If she just
knew.

The sinulacrumwas intended to give her sone part in the struggle, to make the reliance |ess than
absol ute. She was going to start at the beginning, the furnaces, then work right back through the
conpany, cross-reference every connection, exam ne every |ink, however tenuous. Somewhere, in all
that hellishly convol uted naze of data, there would be anonalies, a mistake, a clue to the origin
of the spoiler. Nobody was perfect enough to cover their tracks entirely. She'd find it. Data was
her medium a universe where she reigned. Processing power cost nothing, there was only tine
chal | engi ng her now.

New channel s began to branch fromthe bottomof the matrix; how the m crogee products were used,
sal es, nmi ntenance, personnel, finance arrangenents, tie-ins with other conpani es. The Zant hus
matri x became the tip of a rapidly growi ng pyram d.

Queries began to surface.

A menox-furnace operator who'd | eft suddenly around the dine the spoiler started. Julia plugged
into Event Horizon's iatanet, squirting a tracer programinto the conpany's data ~ores. The woman
had been four nonths pregnant, skipped tier contraceptive in orbit. Doctors were worried about the
baby's bone structure, it'd spent two nonths developing in free fall.

Faulty ionizer grids in the nenox furnaces three nonths ago had sl owed production. But the batch
had affected other conpanies as well, Boeing Marietta had paid conpensation

There was a small but regular fluctuation in nonolatuce filanment output, starting nine nonths ago.
A three per cent shortfall every nonth, and always in one batch. According to production records
the filament extrusion ratio was incorrect, each tine.

Julia cross-referenced it with the menox data. It fitted like a jigsaw. Wenever the nonol anice
filament output dipped,
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the menox crystal output rose to conpensate, naintaining total production |osses at a |eve
thirteen point two per cent.

She'd found it. Though what the hell it was, she hadn't got a cl ue.

End Hi ghSteal #Two. Her processor nodes sucked the data mrage back into nothingness. There was a

brief inpression of free fall, dropping back into the world of primary sensations. The clamy |ate
March heat, blouse sticking to her back, tight sweaty Levis, snell of horse breath, birds
trilling, red pressure on her eyelids.

Julia blinked, focusing slowy. A cloud of midges were orbiting the brimof her tatty boater

She was in what she called the crater field. Two acres of small steep-sided humocks and hol | ows,
like the earth had been bonbed or sonmething. Buttercups snothered the rich eneral d-col oured grass
all across the sl opes.

A twitch on Tobias's reins, and he plodded towards the derelict tea plantation

The conmunal farmers had tried to growit on a PSP grant. Tea was fetching a good price after the
Sri Lankan fam ne reduced the global harvest by a third, and England' s new climate provided near
ideal conditions for cultivation. But these were gene-tailored trees, and sone nanel ess State | ab
had screwed up the DNA nodification. The shoots were fast-growing all right, but the | eaves
ruptured into bul bous cherry blisters before they were ripe enough for picking. The plantation had
gone the way of npbst PSP initiatives, abandoned and left to rot.
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Julia dismounted, letting Tobias nuzzle round in the clover. The shire horse was beconi ng
unfortunately flatulent in his old age. Poor dear.
He was anot her | egacy of the comunal farm too old for plough work any nore. The | abourers had

|l eft himbehind for Philip Evans to knacker, a trifling expense for a multibillionaire.

Julia had found himalone in the stables as she explored Wl holmthe day they noved in. She'd
fallen for the great shaggy aninal at first sight. lie was woefully thin, his coat
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caked in nmud, covered in sores fromthe plough harness. And he'd | ooked at her so nmournfully, as
if he knew what the future held. That had been the last time anyone at WI holm including G andpa,
had dared to nention the knackers. She refused to ride anything else, and ignored the snickers and
wi nks of the staff when they saw her on the back of the huge pl oddi ng beast.

"You'll have to |lose that sentiment of yours, girl,' Philip Evans had scolded. 'Can't run Event
Hori zon on sentinent.’

Except she knew damm well he woul d have done the sane thing.

The tea trees had been laid out in unerringly straight rows. Nearly a third of themhad died, but
the renmai nder, left untended, had spread wildly, swanping the gaps, rising up to nerge overhead.
Julia left Tobias behind, walking a little way down one of the long tunnels of black branches. Her
trainers crushed the crisp dead | eaves littering the ground, naking sharp popping sounds. For one
monent she al nost believed they heral ded the long | ost autum, an end to England's eternal |ndian
sumrer, when frost would fall and pull down white-fringed | eaves. She m ssed the snow. It had been
such a long tinme since a flake had fallen on her outstretched palm In Switzerland even the Al ps
had occasionally been denuded of their sparkling white caps.

She sat with her back to the snoboth bole of one of the Living trees. The tenperature had dropped
appreci ably in the orange-hued shade. She fanned her face with the boater and pulled out her

cybof ax.

When Geg's face forned on the little screen it didn't match her menory of him Free fall had
swol l en his cheeks, his eyes seened enl arged, but even through the slightly distorted features he
| ooked dispirited. Sonething she woul d never have inmagi ned. She'd been a little bit afraid of him
the other night. Physically he wasn't exceptionally big, the sane hei ght as Adrian, but there'd
been an inpression of strength; the way he noved, clean and unhurried, knowi ng nothing would be in
his way. And he'd never sniled, not nmeaning it anyway. Like
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he was only play-acting civilized. He'd seened a very cold fish, hard. Wich, on reflection, was
an interesting kind of challenge. Wat would nake hi mtake notice of soneone, respond with

ki ndness? And if he did, how safe that person would feel with such a guardian angel

"M ss Evans,' he said, expectant.

Julia wedged the cybofax into a fork on the gnarled branch in front of her, and put her boater
back on. 'Julia, please.

"Julia. What can | do for you?

"l called about the spoiler operation.

"You can tell your grandfather |'ve got all the guilty furnace operators under custody, and the
person who destreaned the mcrogee nodul e squirts.

Tell Grandpa, indeed. Like she was some sort of second-rate office nessenger. 'Ch, yah. |Is Nornan
Know es under sedation yet? M Tyo's report said he put up quite a struggle.'

"How t he bl oody hell did you know t hat?'

"My executive code gives ne access to all the security division communications.' She regretted
saying it instantly, flinching inwardly at how ponpous she nust've sounded.

"Ch. Well anyway, Knowl es isn't going to be any nore trouble. It's finished now, we're due down in
anot her six hours.'

"It isn't finished, Geg.

He frowned, inviting explanation

She began to reel off her research findings, praying he wouldn't think she was tal king down to
him The girls at school always said she tal ked as though she was delivering a |l ecture. But he
listened intently, not interrupting |like nost people.

"You di scovered this yourself? he asked when she'd finished, and there was definitely a tone of
respect in his voice.

"Yah. The data was all there, it's just a question of running the right search program' Julia
knew her cheeks woul d be red, but didn't care.

"How much is the nonolattice filament worth?' he asked.
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"That's what doesn't nake sense,' she admitted. 'The total oss is only nine hundred thousand

Eur of rancs. "'

"And that bothers you?'
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"Yah! It's ridiculous. Wy go to all that troubl e? The nmenox spoiler works perfectly, there's no
need to add the nonol attice filament to it.'

Geg didn't exactly smle, but she could sense his tension easing. 'Tell you,' he said, 'l knew
sonet hi ng about this spoiler operation was funny. You believe in intuition? The question was
sharp, as though the answer really mattered to him

Julia forgot the tea plantation, the bark pressing into her back, muggy air. She felt real good
talking to himlike this, treated as an equal, not the patronized boss's granddaughter, not a
scatty teenage rich girl. Ri ght now she was a real person, for the first time in a long tine.
Maybe t he nmoment woul d stretch and stretch

Commit GregTine. To sip and savour whenever she felt

down.

"l had to keep working on the Zanthus data,' she said

carefully. 'Like it wouldn't let ne go.'

He nodded, satisfied with her response. 'It's up here. | can

feel it, no nessing.'

Whi ch sounded pretty strange. Was that what he' d nmeant

by intuition? 'Wat's up there?

"The twist. We're overlooking sonething, Julia.' He paused, eyes closed, an inpression of effort.
"What was the nonolattice filanment intended for, anything inportant? Are you going to get

cl obbered with penalty clauses for non-delivery?

Julia used the nodes to plug into the conmpany datanet, renonstrating with herself, it was an
obvi ous question. She traced the nonol attice-filainent contracts, running a quick analysis. 'Not

that I can find,' she said. '"But 1'll have the | awer's office double check to be on the safe
si de, '
"Right. In the nean time, |'ll start interviewing the nonolattice-filanment nodul e people.' He |et

out a long breath, rubbing his nose. 'Lord, how many of themare there?
'Seven. W don't nake much nonol attice fil anent.
"That's sonething. You'd better call Mbrgan Wl shaw,

bring himup to date, and have himround up those on their furlough. I'll have to vet them once
get down.'

"Right.’
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"That was a terrific piece of work, Julia. Exactly the sort of proof | needed.'

Julia watched his image intently. H s canoufl age of enotional detachnent had slipped fractionally,
he was keen now, animated. He | ooked nuch nicer this way, she decided. 'Wat proof?

"That the spoiler doesn't conform'

"But how does knowing it's odd hel p? That just makes it nore confusing to ne.'

He wi nked. 'Have faith. Now | know, |'Il keep |looking. And | can look in the weirdest places.'
"VWhere?' she demanded eagerly.
"Right in my owm heart. Now you'll have to excuse nme, |'ve got to get Victor Tyo organized."'

"Right, sure.' Granting hima favour

End Gregline.

Hi s i nage wi nked out, what night have been a snile tantalizing her. She reached out and pl ucked
the cybofax fromthe tree. Ginning stupidly, feeling wonderful
One of Wl holms sentinel panthers was |ooking at her five netres away, violet saucer eyes
unbl i nki ng. She clicked her fingers and it padded over. Warm danp breath fell on her cheek
"Good girl.' She stroked it behind pointed flattened ears. It yawned lazily at the affection, pink
tongue licking its double row of shark-heritage teeth. Tobias snorted di sapproval, shaking his
thi ck neck, then went back to foraging the grass.

Right in his own heart?

CHAPTER TEN
A

| exi us McNamara dropped through the sick bay's hatch, dressed in the sky-blue flightsuit which
all the mcrogee nmodul e workers wore. His jows overflowed his helnmet strap, fingers resenbled
sausages. It was the last week of his shift.
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"Gab him' Geg said sinply. He'd soon learnt to speak in

a half shout, sound didn't carry far in free fall.

Victor Tyo and |Isabel Curtis were already anchored to the chanber's walls on either side of the
hat ch. They cl anped hi m between themwith the efficiency of a tag-westling team his |legs and
arns i mobilized. Don Howarth jabbed a shockrod into his neck.

Greg had recogni zed the nental genotype as soon as he appeared: fissures of |assitude, |eprous
sel f-1oathing. One of the kaniltazes. He wasn't taking chances with themany nore. H's interview
with Norman Know es, one of the five managers, had finished badly. G eg had sensed Know es was the
one who'd circunvented the security nonitors at the same tinme as Knowl es worked out he had a

gl and. Unfortunately, Greg hadn't sensed Know es was one of the kami kazes in tine. Jerry Masefleld
had taken the brunt of the attack before he had been subdued. There was sonething uni quely

di squi eti ng about small gl obul es of blood spraying about in free fall.

"Fuck you!' MNanmara shout ed.

The shockrod dug deeper. Don Howarth was a man worried

for his position and pension. MNamara snarl ed.

G eg pushed off the wall, and stopped hinself ten centinmetres fromhim They were inverted, and
Greg sensed how that irritated the man. The Zanthus crew put a lot of stock in orientating

t hemsel ves to a universal visual horizon.

"Spit at me, and I'll shove that shockrod up your arse, no

messing,' Geg said calmy.

McNamara gave a start, thought about it, and swall owed.
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"That's right. They sent me up here because | have a gland.'

Fri ghtened eyes peered at Geg fromwithin wells of flaccid flesh.

"You' ve been screwing around with the nonolattice-ftlanent extruder 'ware, McNamara. Witing off
perfectly good fibres. How | ong have you been doing it?

'Hey, psycho freak, your gland gives you cancer, know that? You'll die rotting.'

"Don't,' said Greg. 'The whol e nine nonths? Eight? Seven?' He sighed. 'Seven it is.'

Bastard."'

‘"How did they get a |l ever on you?'

'Eat shit and die, boy-lover.'

"W have this sweep going between us, you see. A flyer each, so you can understand we're anxi ous
to know. Wth a lot it's sex. Drugs are quite popular. Then there's the geegees. Some are just
cracking apart, can't take the stress. But | think you're a straight nmoney man, McNanara. G eed,
that's your bang, isn't it? Pure greed.' Greg could snell breath heavy with herb seasoning. 'Dd
they tell you why?

"What ?' McNarmara was cl enching his nuscles rigid, trenbling, his face hot.

"Way they only wanted that three per cent taken out? Wiy not go for the jackpot |ike the menox
fur naces?'

There was nothing in his mnd, no indication that he knew an answer, even the reference to the
menox furnaces had surprised him The teknerc team had been good, G eg acknow edged, textbook. The
furnace operators didn't know who'd circunvented the security nonitors, MNamara hadn't known
about the furnace operators. Tight thinking all the way down the |ine.

He stopped his gland secretion, and turned wearily to Bruce Parwez. 'OK, |'mthrough with him
Stash himin the suit cabin.'

"Right." He began to truss McNamara with nylon restrai ner bands, arns, ankles, knees. The seething
man was eventual |y haul ed out of the sick bay by Isabel Curtis and Lewis Pel ham

"I't must be getting crowded in that cabin, five furnace
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operators, nowtwo fromthe filament nodules,’ Geg said to Victor Tyo.

" Tough.'

' Yeah. How many nore?'

"McNamara was the last. Unless you want to work through the other mcrogee products.’

"Christ, don't. Morgan WAl shaw or Julia Evans woul d've been in contact if any other products were
i nvol ved with the spoil.'

"Yes, the last word | got from Wal shaw was that he'd got up a teamto anal yse the output of every
nmodul e.' Victor fought against a smle. 'l don't think he was too happy that Julia Evans had found
anot her security breach.'

Greg wedged his foot under one of the beds. His first inpulse was to sit down, but the position
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made his stomach nuscl es ache. Everything about free fall was unnatural. There was a fish bow on
the wall beside the bed, a sealed netre-wi de globe with a conplicated-Iooking water filter grafted
on to one side. Ten guppies were swimrng slowy round. Even they were all keeping their bellies
towards the wall, though the angle nade it |look as if they were standing on their broad rai nbow
tails.

"What was bot hering hin?' Geg asked. 'That it was another breach, or that Julia Evans found it?
"Both, | think.

"What's wrong with Julia?

"Nothing. | met her once, nice kid.' Victor popped a nmint out of a tube with his thunmb, snagging
the spinning white disk in mdair with his tongue. 'Except we're all a bit worried about her
grandfat her. She's sort of young to be taking over a conpany like this. There are eighty thousand
of us, you know. Most have dependants. That's a |lot of responsibility for a teenage girl.'

"Yet she's quicker off the mark than the whole of the security division.'

Victor smiled boyishly. H s face seened al nost unaffected by free fall. 'There is that.
The sick bay suddenly rang as if it'd been hit by a hamrer.
102
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Greg wi nced, he knew that was sonething he'd never get used to. The thermal stabilization went on
for fifteen nmnutes every tine the dornmitory crossed the ternminator, the can's netal skin
expandi ng or contracting, protesting the adjustments with | oud groans and shri eks.

"Shall | tell the pilot we're still OK for our original departure tine? Victor asked.

"Yes. W'll get the first flight off anyway, and nake sure McNanara is included. He's not the type
| want up here a nonent |onger than necessary. You and | will go down in the second flight.'
"McNamara's that bad?

' Total nutcase, no nmessing.'

"Right, 1'll assign all our hardliners to go down on that flight, five of them five of us;
Knowl es can go down with themas well. W can borrow a couple of hardliners fromHowarth to cone
with us.'

"How | ong can we delay the second flight?

"You're the boss; as long as you want. Physically the Sanger can stay up here for thirty-six
hours, but it'd be cheaper to send it down and wait for another.'

"Plan for that, then. If anyone objects, tell themto contact Wal shaw. And if he wants to know
what the deal is, tell himto call ne.

"Do you think there are sonme nore teknerc plants up here?

"Unlikely."'

"Wiy are we staying, then?

"To find out why the nonol attice-filament output was being tanmpered with.' Greg wasn't too keen on
having to explain his instinct to Victor. The security |ieutenant was a progranmer, confined to

t he physical universe where everything was precisely arrayed and answers were | ogical, black and
white. Perhaps he was being unfair. But enpathy was the tangible half of his gland-enhanced ps
ability. Intuition, on the other hand, was a track | eadi ng down the bl ack-ice slope to the
hinterlands of magic, wtchery. The province of prophets and denons.

Julia Evans was young enough to be inpressionable. Victor, he suspected, would be a nmite

scepti cal
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"I thought the teknercs were holding the filament extruders in reserve,' Victor said. 'Then after
we pull ed the furnace operators, they just bring theminto line.'

"No. The teknercs would know we' d check the other micro-gee nodul es eventually. And you've
toughened up the security nonitors yourself; there won't be a recurrence. There's no way they
could ever hope to pull the same stunt twice in a row. They're too professional for that.'
"Right." Victor thunbed his comuni cati on set, and began talking to the Sanger pilot docked to the
can.

The guppi es were chasing tiny grains of food which the filter unit was punping into their globe.
Greg rubbed his eyes, yawning, a faint throbbing of a neurohornone hangover making itself felt at
the back of his head. The Il ast decent sleep he'd had was on the Al abama Spirit. Two - no, three

ni ghts ago. But the idea of sleep was foreign, he knew his body well enough to tell when he needed
to bunk down. Ever since they'd arrived at Zanthus he'd been on the verge, tinme stretched up here,
knocki ng biorhythns along with the rest of normality. It was his mnd that needed to wi nd down, a
whol e stack of accumul ated Zanthus-tinme nmenories pressing in on him

Voi ces percol ated through the sick-bay hatch, interspaced by a salvo of plangent creaks fromthe
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can shell. Piccadilly Crcus was filling up, the shifts changing over again.

Geg realized his gland was active again, though he couldn't renmenber a conscious decision to use
it. The secretions brought on an unaccustoned dreany sensation; it felt good, warnth and
confidence washing through him lifting the depression Al exius McNamara had | eft behind. The
answer was cl ose now, a surety.

He heard a protracted clangi ng as one of the Swearingen comuters docked with the can, huns and
whi nes took over. Another wave of voices broke, the high, restless kind people used when they'd
just cone off work.

The answer clicked.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

J
ulia raced out of the bathroomjust as Adela was about to pick up her cybofax. '"I'll get it,' she
call ed over the shrill bleeping. She tightened the belt on her robe and threw away the big yell ow

towel she'd been drying her hair with. Adela shrugged, and began to close the curtains. Torrentia
rain was beating agai nst the thick w ndows.

Julia dropped on to the bed and picked up the cybofax. Greg's face appeared on the screen. She
flushed scarlet. 'Gve ne a nonent, Adela, please.

Adel a picked the towel off the carpet, giving her a nmeaningful |ook before closing the bathroom
door behind her.

"Are we secure?" Greg asked.

Julia pushed back sone of her hair, it was all rat tails. Wy did he have to call when she | ooked
like this? 'Yah.'

"Great. | know what the twi st is.'

Julia stared at himnunbly. 'And you called ne first?

"Yeah. You see, | need it confirm ng before | go to Wal shaw or your grandfather. So | thought you
could do sone research for ne.'

VB2

"You uncovered the nonol attice filanent discrepancy. It's as nuch your discovery as mne. |

t hought you'd want to see it through.

"l do,"' she said quickly.

Commit G eglinme#Two.

"Right then,' Geg said. '"It's a Luxenburg-regi stered conpany that has to be checked out. Can you
do that for ne?

"OfF course. But, Greg, what's the tw st?

He smiled, and she noticed how drawn he | ooked.

"I think the menox crystals are being shipped down to Earth.'

"Oh," was all she said, because the jolt sent her thoughts
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racing. 'Greg, the Sanger flights are well docunented. Their cargo nmanifests are finalized weeks
in advance. It'd be awfully difficult to sneak anything on board, certainly on a regular basis.'
She didn't like puncturing his idea |like that, he seemed so keen about it.

But Geg's smile just broadened. 'Forty-eight nmillion Euro-francs, Julia. Wen | took the case, we
t hought the crystals were being contani nated, dunped. But they're not contam nated, are they?
They're perfect. For forty-eight -nmillion, it's worth trying to bring them down, even if you
couldn't get away with it. Tell you, I'd try. If it's possible, those teknmercs will've done it;
maybe they' ve found a psychic who can teleport the stuff back to Earth for them'

'Tel eport?' she squawked in al arm

"dd Mndstar joke, sorry.

"Ah.' The goosebuinps on Julia's forearnms began to settle.

"The thing is, to find the flights the crystals went down on, Event Horizon would have to run a
conmput er search through past spaceplane flights up to Zanthus. Say, over the period of a couple of
nont hs. '

'CGod, Greg, do you know how nmany spacepl ane flights rendezvous with Zanthus in one day, |et alone
a nont h?'

'Today there were twenty-three. That's where ny problemlies. |I'mconvinced it's happening, but
getting Morgan WAl shaw to nobunt an investigation on that scale, with just my intangi ble hearsay to
go on, would be difficult. That's even if the spacelines would co-operate and open their data
cores to you, which is doubtful, and assum ng the teknercs haven't w ped the records anyway.'

'"So what's this conpany you want nme to check out?

'The weak |ink. There's always one.'
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"I know,' she whispered fervently.

"Yes? Well, anyway, nmemox crystals, good or bad, are taken fromthe furnace nodules to the
servicing docks. Fromthere, they're either loaded into a Dragonflight Sanger, or included in a
wast e- dunmp st ack, dependi ng on how the batch was coded. Anple scope there for hanky-panky.'
Access Hi ghSt eal #Two.
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She fired off a tracer programas soon as the simulacrummaterialized. '"It's a contractor!' she

shout ed excitedly.

"Right. Event Horizon doesn't own any inter-orbit craft. There are three specialist transport
conpani es based up at Zanthus to serve the nanufacturers. You pay H gh Shunt to nobve your cargo
around, and to perform your waste dunps.'

"It's got to be them'

"No messing. Now if you'd just care to prove it for nme.' He was grinning at her

She beaned right back, it was |like they had some sort of affinity bond or something. And she'd
been the one he'd cone straight to. Not Mrgan Wai shaw, not Grandpa. Her. 'Com ng up,' she said
It wasn't even difficult. Event Horizon's comercial intelligence division conpiled a survey of
every conpany they did business with. Large or snmall, each of themwas scrutinized before the
contract was finalized.

Julia's executive code plugged her right in. H gh Shunt's daedal aspects expanded in her nind, a
conprehensive listing of its history, management structure, performance, assets, personnel. It was
a respectabl e conpany, fornmed eight years ago, good safety record, devel oping as Zant hus grew.
Li st Omnership.

A stream of banks, pension schenes, trust funds, and individuals flooded through her, giving
percentages and acquisition dates. One of them | eaped out at her as if it was haloed in flashing
red neon. Thirty-two per cent of H gh Shunt was owned by the di Grolano fanmly house

'CGotcha, Kendric,' she whispered.

CHAPTER TVELVE

S

tanstead airport was subtly depressing. New devel opnents were erupting |ike shiny vol canic
cancers in the mddl e of abandoned jet-age structures, vibrant young chall engers. But the chances
for inspiration which new materials and energy technol ogi es provided, the opportunities to learn
fromthe past and build a conmercial enterprise which conplenmented the |ocal environment, had all
been lost; the steel and conposite structures worshi pped scale, not Gaia. They had neither grace
nor art, sinply history repeating itself. Stanstead had originally been built on the prom se of
the postwar dream only to find itself betrayed like the rest of the country.

G eg | ooked down on the architectural shanbles froman )ffice on the top floor of Event Horizon's
gl ass-cube adniinis~ration bl ock, and wondered how many times that cycle would turn down the
centuries. Hopes and aspirations of each new ige | ost under the weight of human frailties and

pl ai n bl oodym ndedness.

The airport's ancient hangars were dil api dated nonstrosities, corrugated panels flapping
dangerously as they awaited the reclanmation crews. Next to themwere six nbdern cargo terminals
made from pearl-white conposite; a constant flow of Dornier tilt-fans came and went fromthe pads
outsi de. Bl ack oval airships drifted high overhead.

He could see an old An-225 Miya at the end of the barely serviceable runway. The Sanger orbiter
he'd returned in yesterday had been hoisted on top by a couple of big cranes. The configuration
was undergoing a final inspection before flying back to Listoel

He heard Philip Evans's querul ous voi ce behind him and closed the grey-silver |ouvre blinds which
ran al ong the wi ndow wall, shutting out the sight of the tilt-fans hovering outside. The gl ass was
sound- deadened, bl ocking the incessant high-frequency whine of their turbines.

PETER P. HAM LTON

Only Morgan Wai shaw and Victor Tyo were in the oflfce, sitting in hotel |obby silicon-conposite
chairs at a big oval conference table. There was a large flatscreen on the wall at the head of the
table, showing Julia and Philip Evans in the study at Wlholm Julia's hair was tied back
severely, and she was wearing a doubl e-breasted purple suit-jacket over a cream bl ouse. Going for
an executive image. It didn't quite come off; her face, despite its current solemity, was far too
young. Peopl e woul d underesti mate her because of that, he knew. He had.

But it was Philip who worried him The old man | ooked just awful; a heavy wool |l en shaw wapped
round his thin frail shoul ders, eyes that were yellow and gl azed. Hs deterioration even over the
five short days since the dinner party was quite obvious. He seened to be having a great deal of
trouble followi ng the proceedings, his attention internmttent.
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Julia shared Greg's opinion, judging by her expression. Her pretty oval face was pal e and drawn,
crestfallen. It |ooked as though she hadn't slept for days, her big tawny eyes were red-rinmed,
never |eaving her grandfather. He wondered if he'd asked too nuch fromher, especially at this
tinme.

"It was Kendric di Grolanp who organi zed the spoiler operation,' Geg said. 'The evidence which
Julia has unearthed for us puts it beyond doubt.

The corners of her lips lifted in acknow edgenent.

"My girl," Philip runbled.

"W had two problens arise out of what we discovered,' said Greg, 'which when taken together
cancel each other out. W already knew that with his control of Hi gh Shunt, Kendric could divert
the menox crystals fromthe waste dunp. But that left us with the question of how he could get
hold of a Sanger to bring them back down to Earth. At five hundred nmillion Eurofrancs each, it's
too expensive for himto buy one, besides we'd know if the di Grolanm fanily house owned a
spacepl ane. And to hire one froma legitimte spaceline he would' ve had to list the cargo

mani fest, both for the operator and the spaceport authority, It would ve been inpossible br himto
expl ain where the nenox crystals originated from Onh,
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he might've been able to do it once, or even twi ce. But not on

a regul ar basis. The space industry is close knit, it knows

itself. If he was bringing down three flights of nenox crystals

a nonth, the pilots and payl oad handl ers woul d' ve started to

ask questions.

" Then we have the second problem why did he bother with the nonolattice filanent when he'd

al ready corrupted the nmenox-furnace operators? Julia found the answer to that.'

"After |I found Hi gh Shunt was owned by the di G rolanb house, | took a closer |look at all the
ot her compani es working up at Zanthus,' she said, reading fromher cube. Her voice was like a
construct, level and droning. 'The clincher was a conpany called Siebruk Obital. It's the

smal | est one up at Zanthus, consisting of a single standard nicrogee nodul e staffed by two
technicians. They're listed as a research teaminvestigati ng new vacuum fabrication techniques.'
'So?" Philip asked.

"Fabrication techniques,' Geg said. 'I think they're turning the nonolattice filanent into small
re-entry capsul es inside that nodule. Then they fill themw th nenox crystals and hand t hem back
to Hi gh Shunt for a waste dunp, retroburning themso they fall into the atnosphere.’

"Siebruk Orbital belongs to Kendric?

"Siebruk Obital is registered in Zurich, which gives total anonynmity for the owner,' said Julia.
"But the Sanger which | aunched the nodul e was a Lufthansa charter. It was put up ten nonths ago,
whi ch, incidentally, fits the timng perfectly. Payment for the flight came from Siebruk Obital's
conmpany account at the Credit Corato bank in Italy. Al perfectly |egal and above board. However,
the di Grolanmo famly finance house has a thirty-five per cent stake in Credit Corato. It's
supposition, of course.'

"Has to be,' Philip said softly. He was | ooking at sonmething off screen, wi stful

Victor Tyo activated the ternminal on the table in front of him the cubes lit. 'After Greg cane to

me with this, | ordered a review of data fromour Earth Resources platforms, specilically the
oceans under Zanthus's orbital track. There are three
110
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desi gnated areas for waste dunps, all over water in case burn-up isn't conplete. Two over the
Pacific, one over the Atlantic.' An inmage formed in one of the cubes, a white dot on a bl ue
background. The dot began to nove, trailing a white Iine behind it. After a mnute the centre of
the image was a near-solid blob of white. 'Wat you're seeing is a novenent record built up over
the last two nonths of a ship in the Atlantic, tw hundred kil onetres east of the waste dunp area.
As you can see, it stays within a patch of ocean about fifty kilometres in dianeter. W did a
conputer sinmulation of a non-lifting-body profiled descent trajectory, two hundred kil onetres is
well within the established criteria. | believe the shipis M di Grolanp's recovery vessel.' The
cube di spl ay changed, showi ng an overhead view of a ship at sea. 'This was taken at first Iight
this morning with a platform s high-definition photon anp.' The angle of the cube inage shifted in
increnents until the ship appeared to be | eaning over at forty-five degrees. The nane Wslin was
visible on the side.

"According to Lloyd's data core, Weslin is owned by MDL Maritine,' Julia said. 'MDL Maritine is
anot her Zurich-registered conpany. Credit Corato handles its account.'
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' Bi ngo,' Morgan Wal shaw said quietly.

Philip's eyes found the canera, |ooking down at Greg. Confusion distorted his enervated features.
"Why?' he asked. 'Kendric di Grol.axno has a |l ~rge legitimate financial interest in Event Horizon
through his famly finance house. He was hurting hinself with the spoiler.

"The spoiler nade himforty-eight mllion Eurofrancs; and as to Event Horizon's suffering, he

woul dn't lose a thing, not in the long run,' Greg said. 'You see, he wasn't | ooking to nake a
killing fromthe crystals directly, they were a means. Wth Event Horizon's declining profits on
top of your health situation he would have gai ned enough | everage with the other nenbers of the
backi ng consortiumto have hinself appointed to the board of trustees you' ve arranged to run Event
Hori zon until Julia cones of age.'

"It's a reasonabl e enough request,' Julia put in reluctantly. 'The consortiumare entitled to a

representative. | doubt we could keep their nomi nee off. Not legally.'
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Philip nodded slowy. 'The consortiumhas nentioned it . . . Soneone . . . to oversee their

interests.' His voice sounded terribly weak. Julia was |ooking at him alnost in pain wth what
she saw. His head turned fromthe canera again. Geg thought he was | ooking out of the study

wi ndow. ' Then what ?' he whi spered.

"This is just theory, you understand, based on what you told me about Kendric trying to nuscle in
on the managenent side of Event Horizon. But after Kendric | anded his boardroom seat |1'd say that
he sinply planned to cl ose down the spoiler, bringing Event Horizon's accounts back to their usua
profit level. He'd disguise the link of course, nmake it an issue; shuffle personnel, target
resources at the furnace nmi ntenance division, but that kind of high-profile result would

guar antee himthe chai rmanshi p. Now, because Event Horizon is a famly conmpany, he can never own
it. But as chairnman he could oversee a nmassive asset-stripping raid, presumably by his own front
conmpani es. That sort of nmoney he is nost definitely interested in. Julia and the consorti um woul d
be left with nothing.'

Julia had listened raptly the night before, after she'd pulled the information about Siebruk
Obital for him 'So sinple,' she'd said, when he'd finished explaining. 'l had all the pieces
before you and | didn't put themtogether. If you hadn't had your suspicions that the nmenox
crystals were being brought down, we would never have uncovered Kendric's invol venent.'

It was his intuition, of course. A foresight equal to everyone else's hindsight. He hadn't told
her that. Let her go on thinking he was a magi ci an. Event Horizon mght have a few nore jobs

com ng up, and they paid bl oody well.

"l see,' said Philip. '"Either way, Kendric wins. How typical.

‘"What are we going to do about di Grolam? Victor asked.

'The options are regrettably limted,' said Waishaw 'Qur respective Scottish operations are
alnost fully integrated. W can hardly untangle themnow, certainly not with the Scottish PSP so
cLose to falling. A replacenment for Kendric would be hard to find.'

112
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Julia cleared her throat. 'The ship in the Atlantic.'

"Yes,' Walshaw said. '|I can arrange a hardliner assault. We might even retrieve sone nore of our
menox crystals.'’

"See to it,' said Philip. 'You ve done sone good work for me here, Geg, | won't forget. You too,
boy.'

Vi ctor ducked his head.

Julia took her grandfather's hand, steadying the shaking fingers. 'That's enough, Grandee.

"I'l'l get back to you later,' WAishaw said.

Julia gave hima vaguely renorseful nod before the i mage bl anked out.

Greg spent another ten minutes filling in details for Wal shaw before sayi ng goodbye. He'd been
away from El eanor for too |ong.

"There's a pernmanent job for you at Event Horizon if you want it,' the Security Chief said as Geg
reached the door.

' Thanks, but no thanks,' Geg said. He didn't even have to think about it. 01llcc hours, suit,
tie, the same people day after day. He had wanted sonething regular, but not reginmented. 'I'm not
ready for that yet.'

The nineteen-fifties Rolls-Royce was waiting for himon Stanstead's buckling grey concrete as he
canme out of the adm nistration block, chauffeur already opening the door
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Philip Evans died two days later. His funeral was the biggest civic event to be held in

Pet er borough for two generations. The Prine Mnister and two senior royals were in respectful

at t endance.

H's will naned Julia Hazel Snowflower Evans as his sol e beneficiary.

CHAPTER THI RTEEN

J

ulia watched the crackling life of the night-tine city through the Rolls-Royce's tinted w ndows,

impatient for the ride to be over, the drama she'd conceived to unfold. She could al nost believe
they were driving through sone Gernman netropolis. Peterborough's New Eastfleld district possessed
the sane frantic pace and power, the strut that cane from bei ng nunber one.

Its buildings were post-Warnming, laid out in a precise geonetrical array, |ike Manhattan before
t he Anarchy March. They were foreign funded, a thorn in the side of the PSP, physical evidence the
Party couldn't fulfil its promises. Al of themfollowed the sanme pal aeo- Spani sh thenme, six-

storey, marble or cut stone, with |long bal conies that sported a profusion of greenery and fl owers.
Smart - uni formed doormen stood outside the gingery snoked-gl ass | obbi es.
Weal th was everywhere, in clothes, jewellery, salon beauty; in the absence of bicycles and

graffiti.
The road was clogged with traffic: gas-electric hybrid BMA and Mercs crui sed up and down, their
headl i ghts and tail-lights two contrasting severed ribbons of light. The fol ksy tabl es of pavenent

caf és were spread out under brightly striped awnings, alternating with arched entrances into snal
arcades of exclusive shops. Brightly lit windows full of designer-Ilabel clothes and esoteric gear
sil houetted the fast-noving pedestrians, painting their faces in cool neon tones. Soft warmrain
had fallen earlier in the evening, its residual sheen reflecting gaudy biolumads in | ong wavering
flanmes fromwalls and pavi ng sl abs.

But the prosperity was only a few bl ocks across. A ghetto of the rich. She renmenbered G andpa
saying that New Eastfield was a seed, that in a proper economy this kind of life style would
spread out like a microbe culture, consunmi ng and changing its surroundi ng nei ghbourhoods, right
out to the city
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boundaries. He'd wanted the New Conservatives to build cores like it in every English city,
showcases for a top-led society, the acceptable face of capitalism

Good old Grandpa. An eternal optimst. But there were a | ot of people enjoying the bal ny evening
street life.

"Are you sure Bil will be there?" Katerina asked.

Julia turned away fromthe wi ndow, back to the subdued oyster shade inside the car. Her friend was
wearing a skintight black tube dress; a slash down the front was | oosely | aced up, show ng the
deep deft between her breasts. Brazen, but Julia was forced to adnit she | ooked wonderful. Her
hair was a fluffy gold cloud.

"He was invited,' Julia said tonelessly. Bil Yi Somanzer: the hottest, neanest rock and roller in
the history of the world, ever. Even Kats would | ook ordinary around his groupies. She snmiled in
the shadows; Kats had only agreed to cone after she'd pronmised her Bil would be there.

"Well, Julie, dear, anyone can invite him Having himturn up is different.

"He'll be there. Stars and the nmedia, they need each other. Feed off each other. And nedia doesn't
come any bigger than Uncle Horace.'

Kats wasn't convinced, fuchsia |lips screwing up petulantly, but Adrian nudged her quiet. He was
wearing a white jacket, black bowtie, a red rose tucked into his buttonhole. Stunningly handsone.
And he'd silenced Kats from spouting off inanely because he knew she was still supposed to be
shaken over G andpa's death. Her feelings mattered to him

The Rolls di pped down into the giant Castl ewood condom niwn's underground garage. Horace Jepson
bad his own private park on the second |l evel. Thick netal doors swung open as the chauffeur showed
his card to the | ock

Steven Wl bourn and Rachel Griffith, Julia's two bodyguards, hurried out of the trail car as the
little convoy cane to a halt. Both of themwere wearing formal evening dress, Steven in a dinner

j acket, Rachel in a |long navy-blue gown. Their alert faces scanned the stark, brightly lit
concrete cave. They needn't have bothered, two of Horace's own security staff were waiting for

t hem
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There was a distinct air of farce about the entire scene. But Julia was careful not to show

di sapproval. Steven and Rachel were just doing their job, and she got on quite weli with them
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Steven had been with her for years, alnobst since she cane to Europe, a twenty-seven-year-old with
sandy hair that she teased hi mwas already thinning. He was synpat hetic about her circunstances,
and his discretion had been denonstrated tine and again, considering the schoolgirl truancies

whi ch he could have told her grandfather about. Rachel had been with her for about a year; a
twenty-two-year-old with neat close-cut nousy hair; she cane across as a nix of big sister and
mai den iunt. Courteous, but an absolute stickler for security protocol, |iways checking the toil et
cubicle first, which could get enbar-~assing. O course, one day she nmight be very glad of them
besi des, any conplaints would find their way back to Mrgan 1/4Val shaw. And then there'd be

anot her bl oody | ecture.

The five of them squeezed into the penthouse Iift. Kats and adrian didn't notice the press, |ost
in a private world of furtive ;mirks and hungry | ooks. Julia gritted her teeth.

The Iift opened straight into the vestibule of Horace Jepion's suite. Misic and conversation hit
them as the doors slid apart.

On her previous visits, the centre of the penthouse had been divided up into various function
areas by hand-pai nted Japanese sil k screens depicting scenes from nythol ogical battles, samura
and i nprobabl e creatures. Now the screens bad all been folded back against the walls |eaving one
bi g open space. Col oured jelly-blobs of hologramlight swamthrough the air, wobbling in tine to a
| oud aci d-thrash version of 'Brown Sugar'. Bodies packed the black-tiled dance floor, a rai nbow
riot of frantic novenent; ol der sweating nen with younger energetic girls. Mre people lined the
vestibule walls tinder the unbrella of fern fronds; drinking, chattering excitedly. She recognized
a lot of faces fromthe channels.

Trust Uncle Horace. There was nothing refined about this party, it was deliberate D onysian
overload without a refuge, forcing you to enjoy. She wondered if he'd have a topl ess nodel
bursting out of a cake at some point. Mre than |ikely.

horace Jepson broke free of the crowd, shooing away a gir
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who had the gl ossy vibrancy and dazzling pout of a Playmate. He was smiling warmy at Julia. A
genuine smle, she thought. Then it flickered slightly as he took her in, as though she'd cone in
the wong sort of dress, or sonething. But she'd chosen a five-thousand-pound Dermani gown, pale
pink silk with a nernmaid-tail skirt; nothing like as tarty as the rest of the girls she could see,
so that couldn't be it.

Hs smle had nellowed by the time he reached her. He took both her hands and gave her a denure
peck on the cheek.

It was al nbst saddening. He used to give her big bear hugs and a huge sl obbery kiss. Funny, she'd
al ways hated themat the time. Now they were a part of an old famliar world, |ost and gone for
good.

"I was afraid you weren't going to come,' he said.

"Try keeping ne froma party.'

"That's my gal. Say, look, I"'mreal sorry about Phil. One of the best, you know?'

Behavi oural Response: Sorr ow.

She' d | oaded the programin the processor node to renind her, keyed by any nention of G andpa. For
her to giggle at his nane, at people's earnest synpathy, would never do.

' Thank you. Do sonething for me, Uncle Horace?

' Sure, honey.

"Don't treat ne like glass. | won't break. And it only nmakes it worse.'

"Right." He grinned at Katerina and Adrian. 'Cone on in, you guys. W're just getting warmed up
Pl enty of action here tonight.'

Julia thought his glance hovered around Kats' cleavage. Then he was | ooki ng over her shoul der at
Steven and Rachel, a faintly puzzled expression on his face as Kats dragged Adrian past himinto
the throng.

"No escort, Julia?

"Fraid not.'

"Hell gal, why didn't you let ne know? C ndy could' ve fixed sonmething up for you. That girl's got
a list of boys bigger than a census bureau.'

' Maybe next tinme.'
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"Damm, difford won't be over before the weekend. He woul d've done, just fine. You met diff
before? My boy? Fromny first nmarriage.'

"You've nentioned him' she said drily. Had the two of them wal king down the aisle in his mnd
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"Ch well, let me introduce you to a few people. Hey, maybe

I can have one dance. Make an ol d man happy.'

"I think your friend would scratch ny eyes out first,' she

nodded at the Playmate girl

"Quch, Julia. There's a lot of Philip in you,' he said

admiringly.

She quashed the laugh while it was still in her gullet.

Sor r ow.

'Good. Because I'd like to do sonme business with you.'

Horace Jepson suddenly becane wary. 'Most of G obecast's contracts with Event Horizon are pretty
much cut and dried.’

"Well, not formal business. Mre a favour.'

"CGo on.'

"There's a programe | mght want broadcasting. It's inportant to ne, Uncle Horace.'
"What sort of programme?’ he asked cautiously.

"A planet-wi de exposé. Every current-affairs channel d obe-

cast owns.'

Now his face really fell. '"Julia, honey, do you know the

kind of legal angles on this? | nmean, if you're really hot on rubbishing someone, then hearsay
ain't no use.

"I've got the proof. Al we need.’

"Damm, but | wish you didn't grow up so fast."

Kendric di Grolaino was at the party, and Hermione. Julia didn't know when they'd arrived.
Kendric was his usual oily suave self, dancing with a girl who made the Playmate | ook |ike a hag.
Their eyes met and held. She gave hima cool, |evel gaze.
Quietly satisfied at the startled light in his eyes. Quickly hidden.
He knew full well she couldn't stand the sight of him
expected a girlish glare, a tossed head, flouncing off in a huff.
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Instead he got a di spassionate assessment froma multi-billionairess. Small wonder he was
surprised. Hopefully concerned.

Squirm she wished himsilently. Her eyes noved on sedately, showing himhow little he mattered.
Fighting the inpulse to whoop for joy. It'd begun

Horace Jepson had hired a five-piece rock band for the evening, the Fifth Horseman, their axemnen
tooled up with reasonabl e copi es of Fenders. They were dressed in torn T-shirts, studded Leathers,
and thigh-length boots. C ean, though, Julia noticed. But they were a tight outfit for all their
synthetic attitude, the rhythm punping out of their Gorilla stacks hot and fast. The singer had a
Ziggy Stardust stripe across his face, 3D paint )penrng into niddle-distance.

She danced with Bil Yi Somanzer to a nunmber that coul d' ve been 'Five Years'. Uncle Horace had

i ntroduced them interest in her nane and wealth finally penetrating the nega-star's syntho
stupor. Basking in the jeal ousy which | ashed out in tangi ble waves fromthe other girls. H s skin
was smooth and shiny from plastique, his voice slurred. He groped her backside and asked if she
fancied a quick trip to one of the bedrooms. The band finished their stuff, and they parted. His
reputati on uphel d.

Seeing Kats standing on a table trying to Bunter down a |ong glass of chanpagne to the boi sterous
cheers of an admring. audience of young bl ades. The hol ogram bl obs congregated around her legs in
a silent red and green swarm floating up inside her skirt. Adrian hovering on the sidelines,
tolerant, fixed snile.

Tal king to a young French finance manager who was hel ping Uncl e Horace to expand d obecast into

Europe. lie was ner
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VOUS about her, stammering, telling her about the investnent ratios of various gilt stocks, and
t he new junk-bond markets opening in South America. She turned down his invitation to dance.
Bori ng.

Kendric offering a gentlemanly hand to Kats as she clinmbed down off the table, face flushed. He
handed her a drink. Herm one joined them pal pably excited, Laser fans swept across the trio,
sparkling off jewels, teeth, lips, fluorescing Kats' cloud of hair into an el ectric-pink halo.

A dance with Adrian. Doing his duty. A snmpoochy nunber, so he'd have to hold her close. Swaying
rhythmically with the feel of his hard body pressed agai nst hers, his hands on her back
"You dance well,' she told him 'Onh, yeah, thanks.' Distracted. She shivered beneath his hands.

Kendric and Kats danci ng. She was hanging on to every word he uttered, both laughing ebulliently,
plainly delighted with each other's conpany. Her body flowed with the nmusic, lost to the beat,
wi I d and sensual .

Hal f a dance with Uncle Horace. His face red and puffing as he gave up, |eading her over to the
seaf ood buffet. Picking out their food together, Horace with sonmething to say about every dish,
urging her to sanple. His own plate piled high. Divine crabs.

A cocktail that took the bartender an el aborate three nminutes to prepare. Only it tasted |ike
orange juice that soneone had spilled vinegar into. She flashed hima smle saying how won-
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derful it was, and poured it into the punch bow when no one was | ooking, green ice-swan scul pture
and al | .

Kendric and Kats nearly alone on the dance floor. Doing the | anbada. Adoration in her eyes.

She chatted to the Playmate girl, whose nane was Ci ndy, and was actually a data-conpression
expert. So rmuch for first inpressions. Cindy was raucous and worldly wi se, and had |lots of funny
stories about men in general. Alife lived in the fast lane, with no regrets. She hung on to every
word, Ci ndy gave her a wi ndow on the kind of world she so rarely glinpsed.

Cindy was well into a conpletely unbelievable recital of her recent Spanish holiday when both of
t hem becane aware of the shouting. The Fifth Horseman ground to a halt in a dissonant netallic
ski n.

Adrian, Kendric, and Kats stood in the m ddl e of the dance floor, two agai nst one. Kats stood
besi de Kendric, breathing heavily, sweat-darkened tassel ends of her hair sticking to her

shoul ders. Hol ogram bl obs orbited the trio slowy.

" Enough!' Adrian yell ed.

Kendric raised a warning finger. 'Go hone, little boy, you' re naking a fool of yourself.'

“I''l'l go all right, you people make me want to puke. And you're coming with nme.' He tried to grab
Kat erina, but she dodged ninbly behind Kendric.

"No way,' she shrilled. 'I'mhaving sone real fun. First time in bl oody ages, too.'

Julia knew Kats well enough to see how she was |loving the scene, mlking it. The centre of
attention. Al the glitzy people she worshi pped were focusing on her, asking who she was, a girl
so desirable she was worth fighting over in public.

Kendric grinned. 'That seens pretty plain, little boy. Go play sonmewhere el se.'

M NOSTAR RI SI NG

121

‘Come on,' Adrian entreated. His fists were clenched, face beanming hatred at his rival

Kendric's arm snaked protectively round Katerina, his hand squeezing her breast. '|I do so detest

these revolting peasants. Wiy don't you and | go sonmewhere quieter? My yacht is anchored in the
marina.'
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Katerina's face was flushed with triunph. She tossed her head. 'Sounds good. Better than anything
M Ten Centimetres here ever offered ne.

Kendric roared with [aughter. There were snickers fromthe guests. Adrian paled, staring at
Katerina in conplete and abj ect inconprehension.

There was a voice inside Julia's skull pleading at her to rush over and throw her arns round
Adrian. He was too honest, too decent for this to be happening to him

Sonmehow she nanaged to keep her feet in place, clinging magnetically to the black tiles.
Kendric and Katerina turned as one. Wal king away. Adrian stared at their departing backs, his
hands had fallen linply to his side.

"Katey,' he called after her

She let out a playful squeal as Kendric pinched her nnnp, giggling. Never |ooking round.
'Katey!'

Julia cl osed danp eyes.

The musi c booned agai n.

Julia waited for five days after the party before she sat in the chair at the head of the study
tabl e and call ed Kendric. The arrangenents with G obecast had taken a while to finalize, but Uncle
Horace had cone through in the end, God bless him And then there was her nerve to screw up

When the phone's flatscreen activated, Kendnic was sitting on the aft deck of his yacht, the
marina fornming a bright enticing backdrop, slightly out of focus. The sight of himstiffened her
own resolution. He was wearing a | enon-yellow silk shirt, open at the neck, |ooking suprenely

rel axed, |npenetrably black gl asses covering his eyes, just the right
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anount of stubble shading his chin, enphasizing masculinity. It was a cal cul ated pose, she

t hought, intended to denonstrate the ease with which he noved through life, his authority and

i nfluence. The epitone of an international wheel er-dealer

It was working, too, the effect seeping out through the screen to abrade her own confidence. She
gripped the arnmrests on her chair against the inpulse to snmooth down her hair. Wshing she'd taken
sone tine to straighten out her own appearance. Her bl ouse was not hing special, a hundred-and-
fifty-pound Mal kham she'd already worn it a couple of times before. She should' ve worn a Chane
suit.

' Her mi one was only saying the other day we don't see enough of you, Julia,' Kendric said. '"It's
such a pity. We're having a party here on the Mrnamtonorrow ni ght, nothing formal. Wy don't you
come along? A lovely young girl like you ought to involve herself socially. Katerina tells ne you

don't have many friends. That nmkes nme so sad.'

Julia didn't trust herself to speak for a nonment. That little cow Kats had told himthat! How he
and that dyke Herm one nust've | aughed. God, what else had she told thenf

"I"'mafraid I'"'ma very busy person nowadays, M di Grolam. |I'min industry, you see, not
finance. It means | have to work for a living.'

"Julia, please. Wiat is all this M di Grolanp? | am Kendtic, your friend, your grandfather's
friend.'

"Bull shit. Grandpa tolerated you. | won't. Don't think I don't know what you're after.

"After, Julia?

"Ranasfani's project. That's what it was all about, right?'

He snmiled a wounded smile. 'So much of your |ate grandfather you have inherited. You are a
straight talker. | respect that, Julia. It is a rare cormodity. Pleasing in this world of deceit.
Soinreturn | too will be a straight talker. You have to tolerate ne, or at least ny famly
house. It's in our contract. Unbreakable.' The smile hardened. 'A profitable arrangenent al
round.'

"I've had ny financial division draw up a buyout agreenent, your house will be well compensated.'
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"And you expected our house to agree to this? Julia, you are nore naive than | thought. Milti-
billion Eurofranc contracts are not torn up because of schoolgirl tenper tantruns.'

"You are the house's representative in the consortium Your fanmily will accept your judgenment in
this matter.

"And ny judgenient is no.

"You won't like the alternative.'

"Threats, Julia? Has it conme to this? And with what will you threaten me?
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"A scandal .' She was di sappoi nted by how hollow it sounded. A whole conpl ex of doubts was ri sing.
She' d banked so nuch on forcing Kendric to accept the buyout. Never even considered he woul d
refuse. There was no way now she could mtigate failure.

Kendric chortled delightedly. "A scandal. In this world? In this day and age? Scandal is dependent
on perspective, Julia. You smuggle three and a half mllion Eurofrancs' worth of gear into

Scotl and every night. Isn't that a scandal ? Everyone knows | am a | ovabl e rogue. Certainly your

dear grandfather did. After all, Event Horizon bought all those tenplates fromne.'
' The nenox-crystal spoiler.'
"Ah yes, | heard your orbiting furnaces were produci ng a depressing anount of contam nated

crystals. How unfortunate for you.'

"The rest of the consortiumwould be very upset to hear that you planned to steal Event Horizon's
assets, don't you think? It might be difficult for the di Grolanm house to find partners after
that.'

'Fantasy,' he said. But there was no snile any nore.

She let go of the arnrests and placed her hands on the table, pleased by how steady they were.
"The onus is on proof, of course. Even if | could prove your involvenent, the famly Wuld sinply
di sown you, claimthey weren't involved, which they possibly weren't. The house could survive your
fall. Wat the house would not tolerate is for you to drag them down Wth you.'

"An adnmirable sunmary,' he nocked. 'So where is this alleged proof?
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Then Adri an appeared on the screen, and all the wonder blew away in a blast of trepidation
chilling her heart. He'd lost his verve, the chirpy smle and devilish glint were gone. Broken-

hearted. Just how hung up on Kats had he been?
"Hello, Julia, nice to see you.' The words said it, but not the voice, that was funereal. Had she
call ed too soon?

"Sorry to bother you, Adrian. | can call back if it's not convenient.'

"No, please, I"'mdeep into cell composition right now. God, it's dull.’

"Ch, well, that's sonething. At least I'mnore interesting than an anpeba.

He | ooked bl ank for a second, then sniled sheepishly. 'That did cone out wong, didn't it?

‘"Not to worry. Look, | wouldn't have called, but | need this truly enornous favour, and | don't

know who el se to turn to.

"What ?' There was a ificker of interest.

"Well, there's this publishing conpany which is throwing a
bi g book-1aunch party next weekend. And |'ve got to go, it's
a social obligation. Event Horizon won the contract to supply
them with nmenoxes, you see. Only the enbarrassing thing is,

I haven't got anyone to go with. The business keeps ne so

busy right now, | don't get to neet people ny age.' He scratched the back of his neck, staring at
the fl oor,

| ooki ng very unhappy. 'l dunno, Julia-

"I've got to find soneone, Adrian. People will think I"'mfunny if | just keep turning up to these
events by nyself all the time. It'lIl only be for the weekend. | could have the car pick you up
you woul dn't miss any |ectures.'

"Ch, | see." Agrin plucked at his nouth. '"Well, we can't have people thinking that, now can we?

I'd be honoured.’
They sorted out details, and she signed off glowing. Yes. He'd said yes! Honoured.
CHAPTER FOURTEEN

G

reg had settled confortably into his nmorning regi ren when the phone shrilled. He was straddling
t he wooden bench in the | ounge, back flat against the chalet wall, [ifting the bar smoothly,
letting it fall, push again. The exercise was mndless, easing himinto a near dreamstate. Push

Rel ax. Nothing to it. He'd rigged the pulley up to a punp which filled the chalet's rafter tank
Twenty m nutes each norning was enough to top it up. It supplied the toilet and shower in the

bat hroom The jacu.zzi didn't work any nore, there weren't enough solar cells on the roof to heat
that much water. He didn't nmind, showers with El eanor were nore than enough conpensation

She' d bl ossonmed beautifully over the last six weeks, independence giving her a seasoned self-
assurance. There was very little left of the timd, uncertain girl he' d seduced that night in the
Wheat sheaf . Easy yout hful enthusiasns had gi ven way to nmeasured assessnents. El eanor voiced her
own opi ni ons now i nstead of qui escently accepting other people's, and she no | onger watched over
her shoul der, fearful of past shadows. |f her father ever showed up again, he would be in for the
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shock of his life. Greg al nost wi shed he would cone.

The real foundation of their relationship was the |evel of trust, which was total. That was unique
to Geg. He'd never escaped the habit of letting his espersense sniff out the faults nd
insecurities of anyone in his presence. It was a behavioural reflex, one of the psychol ogists
assigned to the Mndstar Brig-ide had told him establishing your superiority over everyone to
your own satisfaction. Don't worry about it, we'd all do it if we could.

Wth Eleanor it wasn't necessary. He knew her too well.

The phone jarred his mind away fromintrospection. He ignored it. Push. Relax. Perhaps the caller
woul d give up. Push, slop of water overhead. Relax. H's belly was |ike stee
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now, flat and hard; legs solid, arnms powerful. He'd never been fitter, not even as a squaddie. It
made him feel good, confident, capable of tackling anything.

The phone kept on shrilling. There was a dunp facility in the termnal for nessages, but the
caller wasn't using it. Push. Relax. Someone nust want himurgently.

He et the bar fall and wal ked over to the new Event Horizon ternminal. The chalet was all kitted
out with Event Horizon gear now. And he'd left a whole lot nore in the delivery van, there sinply
hadn't been roomfor all the stuff that Julia had sent. Eleanor had had a ball picking out what
they coul d use.

The fee noney had been good as well. He'd paid off the outstanding instalnments on the Duo, then
went to town refurbishing the chalet - new carpets, curtains, restoring the furniture; stripped
the roof down and replaced the tiles; tacked on a second solar panel to power the new air-
conditioner. There hadn't quite been enough cash to replace the shaky walls, but the noney

ordi nary cases brought in should see to that before the end of the year. He'd al ready worked on a
coupl e since the menox skim both corporate, sniffing out dodgy personnel

The phonescreen swirled and Philip Evans's face appeared. 'Hello, Geg. | need your help again,
boy. Soneone is trying to kill nme.’

Greg suppressed a smile. Ten years in the business, and nobody had ever phoned in a cliché before
' Bodyguard services aren't really my field, sir, wouldn't your own security . . .' He trailed off

and stared at the screen, stared and stared. Small nuscles at the back of his knees began to
twitch, threatening to topple him

Wien he | ooked back on it, he blamed his exercise-induced lethargy for putting his mind on a ten-
second delay to reality, that and intuition. It wasn't just the voice and i mage whi ch convi nced
him any animation synthesizer could mimc Philip to perfection. But this was Philip Evans,
grinning away at the other end of the connection. Both the natural and neurohornone-boost ed
faculties squatting in his brain forced himto accept it at a fundanental |evel

The bl ack-cl ad funeral procession wending its way through Peterborough's rain~slicked streets
occl uded his vision
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"You're dead,' he told the inmage. ' Gone but not forgotten.'

That malicious chuckle. Perfect. H m

"Sorry to give you a shock, mboy, but 1'd never have called unless it was absolutely vital. Can
you cone out to WlholnP | really can't discuss too nmuch over the phone. |I'm sure you appreciate
that.'

The tone nocked.

Geg's skittish nerves began to flutter down towards sone kind of equilibrium Shock nunbness,
probably. "I. . . | think |I can manage that. \Wen?

' Soon as possible, Geg, please.'

The i mage wasn't perfect, he realized. This was a Philip Evans he hadn't seen before, flesh
firmer, skin-colour salubrious. Stronger. Younger by about a decade.

"CK. Are you in any danger right now?" At sone al oof |level, he narvelled at his own reaction
Treating it as just another prosaic problem Spoke. volunes for Arny training.

"Not from anything physical. The nanor is well protected."’

Physi cal. So what was a ghost afraid of anyway, being exorcized? Should he stop off to buy a clove
of garlic, a crucifix, agrimire? 'I'mon ny way.'

He pulled on his one decent suit, barking a shin on that idiotically oversized bed in the scranble
to shove his feet into a pair of black |eather shoes. Thought about taking the Walther, and

deci ded agai nst.

The Duo bounced along the estate's gravel track and lurched on to the road. He set off towards

W thoi m Manor coaxing a full fifty-five kilonetres per hour fromthe engine, rocking slowy in the
seat. The Duo had thick ball oon-type tyres, nade out of a hard-wearing silicon rubber. They were
designed to cope with the country's shanbolic road surfaces wi thout being torn to ribbons. A

file:/lIF|/rah/Peter%20F.%20Hamilton/Hamilton,%20Peter%20F%20-%20Mindstar%20Rising.txt (55 of 189) [1/19/03 7:03:04 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Peter%20F.%20Hamilton/Hamilton,%20Peter%20F%20-%20Mindstar%20Rising.txt

typi cal PSP fix, he thought, adapting the cars to cope with their failure to maintain the roads.
There was a white watchman pillar standing outside Wlhoims odd cattle grid. He wound the side
wi ndow down, and showed his card to it.

"Your visit has been authorized, M Mandel,' a construct
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billionaires. He wasn't sure whether he was fascinated or utterly disgusted. The concept didn't

sink in readily.

"I can create the imge of nyself in a cube again, if that would be easier for you to talk to,
boy."'

Greg shuddered. 'No, thank you.'

Morgan Wl shaw sat next to him resting his hands on the table, face bl ank

"Wy am | here?" Greg asked stoically.

' Because we have a problem' said Julia. 'Someone is trying to weck Event Horizon's future.'

- He received the distinct inpression she was enjoying his disconfiture.

"You see, Geg,' she said, 'Dr Ranasfari has succeeded in devel oping a viable roomtenperature

gi ga-conductor for us.'

Greg | ooked at her sharply. 'You' re kidding!'

He renenbered some Royal Engineering Corps officers he'd been stationed with once had tal ked about
the stuff. A panacea, they'd called it. The answer to the energy shortage, to carbon dioxide
pollution. Every university and konbinate in the world had its own research team working on giga-
conductors before the Credit Crash. Then there were innunerabl e nega-budget mlitary progranmes; a
gi ga- conduct or woul d have produced a whol e new generation of weapons.

"Tol d you he was a genius, boy. Edison of the age. Dedicated, too; it took himover a decade of
solid grind to crack.'

"Quiet, please, Grandpa. It's a trenendous breakthrough, Geg, its energy storage density is
phenonenal . It will replace every other form of power-storage systemin existence; gear, cars,

shi ps, planes, airships, spaceplanes, they'Il all use it. And it's cheap, clean, and relatively
easy to produce. Qur whole way of life will be altered, it's a revolution equal to the

i ntroduction of the steam engine.'

" And Event Horizon holds the patent,' Philip chuckl ed savagely. 'W're going to w pe the floor
with the opposition. A Custer and the Indians massacre. |'ll make damm sure of that when |

i ntroduce the stuff on thc nmarket.’

Greg took another | ook at the mass of fibre-optic cables |eading out of the plinth, trying to work
out the NN core's
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bit rate. "You're still running Event Horizon,' he said. Al Philip Evans's tal k about arrangi ng
for trustees he had confidence in, and the flash of cunning at the tinme, cane flooding back to
hi m

"Damm right | am boy. There are no trustees, never were, the noninees are all Zurich fronts.
Event Horizon is ny life. No individual in the world can run a conpany better than ne. |I'mtalKking
fifty years' worth of accumul ated experience. There's no substitute for that. It's the efficiency
of dictatorship. A group of trustees would be worse than usel ess, |lawers and airhead accountants;
they'd never push the giga-conductor with the kind of vigour necessary to effect a conplete

dom nation of the market. Di scussion groups, reports, delays for consultation. Wiat a | oad of
crap. Event Horizon run by a commttee would shrivel up and die an ignom nious death. This is the
perfect solution.

"Before now, when a fam |y conpany grew too big for one person to pay attention to every detail it
used to stall. It was inevitable. Responsibilities had to be delegated, the initial individual-Ied
drive was diluted. But the NN core solves even that. | can devote myself one hundred per cent to

each problem no nmatter the size; co-ordinate every policy; supervise every division. No konbinate
will be able to match a conpany run along these lines.'

"You were doing pretty well before,' Julia said acidly. 'One ordinary person, and an ill one at
that. Wth the right people in key posts Event Horizon will prosper. Al that's needed is
direction, a firmmess of purpose, the big decisions made quickly and inplenmented wi thout delay.'
"And you can do that, Juliet, can you?

' Yah.'

" Rubbi sh. You don't have anything like the experience.'

She was angry now, straight-backed rigid, gripping the arns of her seat. 'I do.'
‘'Node inplants don't give you experience, girl, just theory.
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Al'l that noney you spent getting rid of Kendric, pure bloody folly."'

Geg flicked a glance at Julia, intrigued. Her cheeks were
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burni ng red, enbarrassed rather than angered. |nplanted nodes had been banned in England by the
PSP, for the usual heinous crine of elitism The New Conservatives had yet to repeal the Act. But
at least he could finally explain away her remarkably snmooth thought currents, and that marvell ous
ability to fish obscure data out of nenory cores.

"It's like chess,' Philip Evans expl ained gently. 'You know how each pi ece should nove, but you

don't know the rules, the strategy. You'll learn, Juliet, really you will. It just takes tinme. And
I'"mhere to bridge the gap for you.'
"But the NN core is untried,' she said, fighting to keep her voice level. 'How do we know all your

menories transl ocated? Suppose these mracul ous thought processes of yours are incorrect? And
you' re basi ng judgerments about the conpany's entire future on them'
Finally G eg understood her terror. She was afraid of |osing everything; that wonderful edifice
whi ch was Event Horizon collapsing to rubble because it was bal anced on a single assunption. And
she had no way of checking the NN core's integrity. No control
"I'f I could bring us back to our current problem' said Mrgan Wal sbaw. ' Unl ess sonething is done
to solve it we may | ose the core anyway.'
"You told nme soneone tried to kill you,' Geg said.
"Damm right, boy. Yesterday evening the NN core's inputs were blitzed, saturated with overri de-
priority data squirts. Every channel sinmultaneously; ground links and satellite circuits. It was
clever, the attacker was attenpting to force me out of the NN core with the sheer quantity of
input. Wth all the data being given a priority code the core-functi on nanagenent program woul d
have to assign it storage space, eventually displacing ny nmenories. | woul d' ve been erased, for
God's sake! That's attenpted nurder in ny book.'
'So what went w ong?
"I"'mnot a rational, neatly mathematical program | fought back, began wiping their data as it
came in, changed the priority codes, shut down the Event Horizon datanet - and you woul dn't
bel i eve how much that's going to cost us. They
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bl oody nearly succeeded, though. If 1'd been a Turing personality-responses programit would' ve
been all over.

G eg was fast getting out of his depth. He remenmbered questioning a |l egion cleric his squad had
captured in Turkey, a fanatical fundanentalist, so devout he didn't even acknow edge the infidel's
exi stence: his associative-word trick had been usel ess. The sense of displacenent was faniliar. He
tried to sort out sone sort of priority list in his mnd.

' Have you saf eguarded yourself fromthat attack method bei ng enpl oyed agai n?

"Yes. It's a question of code encryption, i've altered ny acceptance filters so that only half of
my input circuits will accept priority squirts. O course, there's nothing to stop them from

t hi nki ng up new net hods.

"So the problemis now centred around tracking down the source of the attack, right?

"And elimnating it,' said Wl shaw.

Greg opened his eyes. 'Your departnent.’

Wai shaw gave hima brief nod.

"So where did the data squirt originate fron?' G eg asked.

Wal shaw ran his hand through what was left of his hair. 'W've no |leads on that, I'mafraid. There
were at | east eight separate hotrods who hacked into the Event Horizon datanet, probably nore, but
with the shutdown we | ost a lot of data. The blitz was well organized. Al eight violators used
multiple cut-outs to prevent us fromtracing them'

"I"'msurprised they got in so easily.

"Entry is no problem' said Philip Evans. 'it's when you try to get our main account to transfer a
mllion Eurofrancs to your Zurich bank or peek into research-team nmenory files that you run into
troubl e. Nobody has ever had a requirenent to fend off this type of infiltration before. Its own
crudity was what made it so successful .’

~Crude?'

"Vell, relatively.'

"I'mtrying to elimnate possibilities," Geg said. "It wasn't a bl anket attack, was it? What |
mean is, it was purposefully directed at you. They knew you were here?
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"Yes. | would say it's got to be one of those bastard kombi nues. They've di scovered Ranasfari
cracked the giga-conductor, and they' re badly worried. Anyone with a gram of sense can see the
upheaval it's going to cause. Trouble is, they can't destroy it, there's no turning the clock
back. Instead they've settled for the next best thing, which is yours truly. Wthout nme Event
Hori zon won't be nearly as successful in marketing the stuff. They'd only have Julia and the non-
existent trustees to deal with.'

"So that rules out joyburners,' Geg said. 'They don't work in packs, anyway. How well guarded is
the know edge of your continued existence?

"Only twelve people in the world knew,' said Moirgan Wai shaw. ' Thirteen counting yourself. That's
mysel f~, Julia, Ranasfari, and the team which grew the NN core.'

"Just nine of then?' G eg asked incredul ously.

"There's nothing conplicated about the process,' said Philip. 'W' ve had neuro-coupling for eight
years now, and the RNA splice is a standard procedure. It's only the cost of this rmuch bioware
whi ch prevents it from beconm ng w despread.'

'K, next question. Would the hotrod team which | aunched the blitz have to be told you were here,
or could they find out by analysing the data fl ow through Event Horizon's network?

"They'd know the NN core was an inportant part of the network from observing the data flow, but

that's all. Unless they were specifically told what the NN core was, the best they could guess is
that it was an ordi nary bi oware nunber-cruncher | oaded with a Turing personality-responses
program'

"In other words, they know about you.

'Looks that way, boy.'

"Wth only twel ve peopl e knowi ng about the core, | can pin down that nmole for you, no nessing,'
Geg said. 'So where is the other leak liable to have cone fronf'

"Mnistry of Defence, | hope,' said Wi shaw.

"Most likely," Philip Evans adnmitted. 'Morgan here kept a tight security cordon around the giga-
conductor project, but
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~ve had to co-operate with the MOD. It was on a confidential -~asis, of course, but |eaks are
inevitable on a project this big. ~ou just have to bal ance the risk against the payoff.

"Two separate | eaks,' Mrgan said. 'It's an appalling |apse. Dne |I could accept, but conpronising
the NN core and the ~iga-conductor as well, that hurts.’

Greg paused, worried about what \Wai shaw had said, his ntuition producing that annoying tingle
again. Two separate, ;imultaneous, high-level |eaks was stretching coincidence a long way. 'Did

you ever find out how Kendric's teknmerc team ~cquired their data on Zanthus's security nonitor
paraneters Ln the first place? They nust have had copies to work out that iestreamnm ng nanoeuvre.'
Wai shaw frowned, glancing at the black colum. 'W are still tracking down the actual teknercs.
They' ve taken a lot of trouble to cover their tracks.'

'So nobody | found passed the data over?

" No. '

"Could it have been a hotrod burn which pulled the data?

Julia cleared her throat, giving Wal shaw an enquiring | ook. The security chief nodded reluctantly.
"To get at the nonitor prograns you would have to either burn straight into the security
division's data core or copy the prograns direct from Zanthus's 'ware,' she said. 'Zanthus would
probably be the easiest option, but you would need to be up there to do it.

"If it was a hotrod burn,' G eg nused.

‘"Bl oody hell, boy; you're not telling ne we've still got a Judas in the conpany?

"There is no such thing as coincidence," Geg said soberly. 'Two | eaks on the two greatest ultra-
hush projects Event Horizon is running, plus a | oose end over the security nonitor Prograns. Mke
up your own mind.'

'l said that it had to be soneone famliar with our security data procedures,’' Julia said.

"So you did, Juliet, so you did."

Wal shaw shook his head in dismay, lips drawn taut. 'This nmeans we're going to have to open the
field of enquiry to
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i nclude the whole security division headquarters staff, tw hundred and ei ghty personnel.' He

cocked an eyebrow at Greg. 'Exactly how nany interviews can you handl e?
"Tell you, not that many, not in the tinescale we'd need. Renenber, if this nole exists, he'l
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know we're gunning for himnow, he'll be watching for us. At the first sign of any security
operation geared to pinpointing himhe'll vanish - if he hasn't already. My advice is work from
the other end, that way we can keep the operation at a manageable | evel; track down the blitz
hotrods and the people who paid them and then we'll find out if there is a nole in your senior
staff.'

"You just said there was!' Philip sounded irritated.

' Covering my options.'

' Bl oody hel I.

"If it is just one person, then it's going to be a very senior staff nenber,' Wl shaw said. 'The
security around the NN core was rock solid, dam it.'

"A staff nmenber or an executive assistant,' G eg said. 'Someone who had access to financial
records, and saw how nuch noney was bei ng spent on an ultra-hush bi oware project.’

Wai shaw took a stiff breath. 'Possible,' he said.

G eg' s espersense registered exactly how nuch the adnission cost him 'OK back to the hotrods,"
he said. 'Is the Mnistry of Defence the only outside institution you' ve informed about the giga-
conduct or ?'

"Yah,' said Julia. '"Bringing themin was an integral part of Grandpa's canpaign.'

'O dest dodge in the book,' Philip said. 'O fer the nilitary a worthwhile new technol ogy, and they
fund its devel opment from shaky prototype right the way through to fully functional operationa
status; then you tack civil applications on the back at m ni mum cost. The production-facility punp
has al ready been prinmed by good ol d taxpayers' cash.'

"They leapt at it," Julia confirmed. 'The country's entire defence forces have to be rebuilt after
the PSP virtually dismantl ed them And we can provide rheni with a new generation of high-energy

gl obal -range weapons. Concepts even the CGermans and Americans haven't got yet.'
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' The whole world is going to be hamering on our door,' Philip Evans said gleefully. 'The fees
fromlicence production will rake in a couple of billion Eurofrancs each year alone, mninum then
there's our own profits. Think of how Event Horizon will grow with that kind of annual investnment
inits infrastructure.'

"The M nistry of Defence will conduct their own inquiry, of course,' said Morgan Wai shaw. 'See if
any of their personnel were the source of the leak. And if they were, who the data was channell ed
to. We've told themthat the blitz was aimed at the |lightware crunchers we use in the giga-
conductor project. There's no need for themto know about the NN core.'

"Bl oody right, boy. Something like this would bring the fruitcakes pouring out of the woodworKk.
Everyone and his grandnot her would want to be | oaded into an NN core.'

' Sonebody outside Event Horizon al ready knows, though, G andpa.

"Don't remind me, girl. At least they've not made it public, for whatever reason. Probably afraid
of | osing whatever advantage they've got over the other konbinares. That'll be sonmething for you
to watch for, Juliet, if they do get me. Whichever bastard is the first to put the pressure on you
for a low licensing-fee, they're the ones.'

"Don't talk like that,' she said, quietly insistent. 'Nobody's going to get you.'

"Are your security programmers trying to backtrack the hotrods behind the blitz?' G eg asked

Wal shaw.

"Yes, although |I don't hold out nmuch hope of success. The hacker community is a hard one to crack
our best chance is if a runour escapes. Sonmeone braggi ng, stoned or drunk.

"Il see what | can do, | have a contact in that area.’
"Who?' asked Philip.
"Tell you, you pay ne for results, and that's what you'll get. But your noney doesn't entitle you

to know nmy sources. Wthout confidentiality I'd never be able to hang on to them

"Oh, pardon ne.' Philip shovelled on the sarcasm thick and dripping.

"Sounds like a reporter,' Julia nuttered tartly.

"I"mreassenbling the teamwhich built the NN core for
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you to interview,' Wiishaw told Greg. 'W disbanded them after M Evans was successfully
transl ocated. Shoul dn't take nmore than a day or two. They're all still enployed by us.

"Right then, in the mean tine I'll get started on Ranasfari research team' Geg said briskly.
"Ch, by the way, Julia?

She | ooked up, half smling, expectant.

"Who' ve you told that your Grandpa's still intact?

"No onel' It emerged as an indignant squawk. Her nind flamed |ike a solar flare from high-energy
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outrage. No auilt. no subterfuge.

' How dare youl!

"Sorry, just checking that...'

"He's ny grandpa!'’

"Juliet, shush. Greg's doing exactly what | asked himhere for.'

She shut up, but spiked Geg with an evil glare.

He swivelled round to | ook enquiringly at Wi shaw.

"l have never told anybody that Philip Evans's menories are intact, nor that Event Horizon has
perfected a giga-conductor,' the security chief said formally. True.

"Aren't you going to ask nme, boy?

Julia was suddenly very alert, giving Geg an intent stare, her nind coloured by a strange m x of
curiosity and trepidation.

The hairs along the back of Geg's neck pricked up. He concentrated. R ght at the edge of
perception was a faint nebulous glow Details were non-existent. Half-1ife? Half-death? Not a mnd
as he knew m nds. And yet, and yet.

"No,"' he said eventually.

"Au well, worth a try.' The di senbodi ed voice was utterly devoid of enpbtional content.

The study w ndow showed green grass and blue sky. Reality. Greg focused on that. A flock of dark
birds flew by. Infinitely reassuring in their normality. 'W've got four lines of investigation,'
he sunmarized. 'The hotrod pack which | aunched the blitz, the teamwhich built the NN core,
Ranasfan's gi ga-conductor research team and a possible executivelevel nole; that's a | ot of
ground for nme to cover. |'m going
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to need noney, not to nention help. There's a colleague 1'd like to bring in, spread the load a
liule.'

Wal shaw produced a card from his pocket, enbossed with the conpany's triangle and flying V enbl em
"This will give you unlimted access to any Event Horizon facility, it also provides you a credit
line direct to the conpany's central account. Please try not to spend nore than half a nmllion.'
The little oblong of active plastic sat in Geg's palm innocuous. Half a mllion. Eurofrancs or
New Sterling? He didn't ask. These people were serious.

"Who's your coll eague?' Julia asked, her face lifted with interest.

" Anot her psychic; a Mndstar veteran |like nyself.

"What's his speciality?

"Her. Her speciality. She can see into the future.

She didn't call hima liar to his face, but his espersense told himit was a close-run thing.
CHAPTER FI FTEEN

J

ulia closed the study door behind her, |ooking round i n sudden desperation. She couldn't let Geg
go without at least trying to explain. Darmm G andpa for blabbing Iike that. Wen he was alive in
the flesh he would never have said anything to hurt her.

He was wal ki ng down the stairs, head just visible bobbing above the railing.

"Greg! Wait.

He turned round, paused. She ran along the |anding, ankle-length skirt flapping round her |egs.
Standing in front of him her resolution wavered. Wat did he actually think of her? There'd never
been any thank-you card for the van of gear she'd sent to his hone. But would soneone |ike G eg

even think about thank-you cards? Damm that bl oody Swi ss snob school. It'd distorted her
perspective on real life. As if anyone el se ever bothered about Debreti's Etiquette in this day
and age, let alone treated it as a bible.

He was watching her with quizzical respect. But was it bought respect? Ch hell. She searched his
face for a hint of synmpathy, any sign of that brilliant noment when they seenmed to think as one.
"They didn't alter me, you know.' There, she'd gone and said it, betrayed her insecurities. Wuld
he 1 augh?

"What didn't?" Geg asked.

She blinked, that wasn't the response she'd been expecting.

" The bi oware nodes. People think they turn you into sonme kind of nental freak. But it's just |like
havi ng an encycl opedi a on pernanent call, that's all. I'ma total whiz at general know edge
guestions.' She flashed a bright entreating smle.
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'O all the people in the world, I"'mthe least likely to be prejudiced agai nst you.'

"Ch. . . yah,' she knew her cheeks woul d be reddeni ng. God, how stupid. She was making a conplete
fool of herself. Wiy couldn't conversation flow fromher |ips? Kats never had
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the slightest trouble talking to men, no matter what she said they'd snile and agree. '"Wat's it
like? | wanted a gland. But G andpa said no.'

"I'mglad he did," Geg said gently. 'The price is far too high. Take ny case. | have to stee
nmysel f agai nst people, build a high wall to shut themout. Every mind is awash with fears and
intolerance and fright, all the human failings. W school ourselves to hide themfromshowing in
our voices and expressions, but to me it's an open book. 1'd drown in it if I let my guard down.
And there's the pain, too. Actual physical pain fromthe neurohornones, it can cripple me if |
don't keep a firmcontrol over the secretion |levels.'

Conmit G egTi ne#Three. Nobody el se was ever this honest with her about thenselves. It nust nean he
felt something, even if it was only a variant of parental concern. 'Wy don't you have it taken
out, if it's that bad?

"I"'ma psi-junkie, Julia. | couldn't give up the gland any nore than you could give up eyes. Once
it's in, you're hooked. But if | was living nmy life again |l'd run a million nmiles rather than have
a gland.'

She nodded with earnest synpathy. 'I didn't realize. | thought one mght help nme run Event

Hori zon, show ne who was disloyal. | took the assessnent tests and cane out esp positive. G andpa
was furious.

"You'd be spreading yourself too thin. Run with what you've got, Julia. Event Horizon is going to
demand every scrap of your attention. You can always hire specialists |like me to conbat specific
probl ens. '

"But how do | know who to trast?" she whispered insistently.

H s fingers found her chin, tilting her head up. 'That's everybody's problem Julia, not just
yours. It's an unendi ng question. People change, sonmeone who you could entrust with the crown
jewels one day will sell out for a pound the next. You want ny advice? Put your faith in Mrgan
Wal shaw. Strange as it nmay sound, people like that need soneone to Wirk for. So |ong as you don't
evolve into sonme kind of Irresponsible playgirl he'll remain |oyal.'

She pulled a face. 'Mrgan? Cod!'
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"Just remenber, loyalty doesn't mean sl avish obedience. If he disagrees with you on sone i ssue he
won't be doing it sinply to spite you. Ask himto explain his reasons, and listen to the answer.'
"You're worse than Grandpa,' she npaned.

"Life's a bitch, then you die. No nessing.' He grinned, and started down the stairs again.

She wal ked in silence with himuntil they reached the hail. The air was cooler in the big vaulting
chanmber, its black and white narble tiles drawing away April's dry heat.
"Geg.. . there's something el se.’

'Hey, what am |, your confessor?

"No, this is about the blitz.' She knew he'd changed, hardening somehow. It was |ike she'd spoken
a codeword, switching his nind fromlevity to total attention.

She started to tell him about Kendric, the buyout, her threat; speaking rationally, w thout
rancour. And doing it that way made her nortified by how petty she sounded. What was it Kendnic
bad sai d? School girl tenper-tantrum

"I couldn't let himgo unpunished,' she said. 'He set out to destroy everything G andpa spent
fifty years of his life building, not to nention ny future.'

G eg | ooked troubled, staring at one of the Turner |andscapes w thout seeing it.

"Do you think I was right? she asked nervously.

'Yeah, probably. 1'd have done the same, | think.

"So the blitz mght have been Kendric's vendetta agai nst Grandpa and ne? Nothing to do with the
gi ga- conductor.'

"Could be. But | think it's reasonable to assune Kendric is involved up to his neck; he's
certainly nmy first choice. This possible nole inplicates himdirectly."'

"You keep calling him"possible"."

"Yeah. It's alnpst too easy to wite everything off on to one nmasterspy. But the evidence is
pretty strong. Who knows? And now | think about it, this whole giga-conductor thing adds a new
di mension to the nmenox-spoil er operation. Kendric was nore than likely after the patent the whole
while, that was the asset he really wanted to strip.'
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"That's what | thought. But | couldn't tell you at the tine. Sorry.

"No problem | didn't need to know. Tell ne, exactly when did Dr Ranasfari crack the giga-
conduct or ?'

"Tenth of Novenber.' She didn't have to query the nodes, the date was ingrained. The last tine
she'd seen G andpa really happy.

He sat slowy on an old nonk's bench, thinking hard. She hovered, agitated. Wanting to know what
he was mulling over, unwilling to interrupt. The hail's silence anplified every sound as she
fidgeted.

"Hal f-way through the nmenox spoiler,' Geg nused. 'So it had already been working for a few
months. The thing is, if the nole, or whoever, had al ready breached the security cordon around
Ranasfari, then it's odds on that it was Kendric, or Kendric got word of it. Pirate data traffic
is his speciality, after all. Tell me, would he have known in advance that Ranasfan was going to
crack the giga-conductor? VWat | nmean is, was the breakthrough sudden?

"Not really. Ranasfari has been working on the project for a decade, he was confident of a
positive result for alnpbst a year beforehand. Then he produced a cryogeni ¢ gi ga-conductor | ast
May. A roomtenperature version was only a matter of tine after that; a |ightware cruncher

probl em solving the chemical nake-up, rather than any revelation in fundamental physics.'

"Yeah, | figured sonmething along those Iines. You see, ten years is a hell of a long tine to keep
sonet hi ng hushed up. If the nole informed Kendric about the cryogenic prototype, then he would
have had time to organi ze the nenox crystal Spoiler. The dates certainly fit.'

"But you don't think so?

"Not sure.'

"Ny 2"

"If Kendric knew about the giga-conductor, why did he authorize your buyout of the di G rol anp
house?'

"l told you, | blackmailed him'

"A couple of billion Eurofrancs each year, that's what your
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grandfat her said the giga-conductor royalty licence bring in, is that right?

"Yah, in fact it's a conservative estimate.'

"So answer me this: with an eight per cent stake in E~ Horizon, which you could never |egally make
hi m gi ve up, why should Kendric worry about his famly house bei ng dragged through the nud? In
fact, you would've | ooked pretty blood~ silly if he hadn't knuckl ed under; exposing one of your
own financial backers as a shark, then still having to cut themin on a share of your giga-
conductor profits.'

The nodes turned the probleminto neat packages of equa~~ tions for her. Geg and the hail slipped
away as she pushed themthrough a logic matrix They began to develop a life of their own, the
channel s unable to confine them twi sting out of alignment. The instability began to absorb nore
and nore of the nodes' processing power. She scranbled to nmmintain cohesion, |oosening the
paranet ers, adding additional channels. But her mind originated nothing ingenious enough to halt
the i mm nent coll apse. She observed hel pl essly as the channels wound in on thensel ves,
constricting in ever-tighter curves, sealing the data packages in closed | oops.

The bi owar e-generated edifice crunpl ed beyond sal vation. Her imagination invested the scene with
sound. From a vast distance she could hear a cathedral of glass slowy toppling over.

"Kendric couldn't have known about the giga-conductor,' she said finally.

"You reckon?

"Yah. No. Not really. It's a paradox, you see, he nust've known, yet he couldn't have.

"That's the way | see it.' He seened ridiculously cheerful. 'Know what we're going to do about it,
Jul i a?

" What ?"

"Put Kendric at the top of the suspect list, then forget about him Concentrate on tracki ng down
the source of the | eaks. Wien |'ve done that |1'll see where they | ead. Then we might begin to

understand the gane he's playing."'

She wasn't certain any nore. Problens should be |ogical
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solutions readily available. The pride she'd possessed in her own ability was dented: the nodes
had al ways been a bulwark in her defence agai nst other people, elevating her soul. No natter
appear ances and soci al awkwardness, she knew she was superior. Now this. Unable to provide her
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with an answer for the first tine. And it was an answer which was utterly critical
But Greg didn't seemunduly bothered, which gave her a certain degree of confidence. The guilt
that this m ght have been all her fault was dissipating. Wat nore had she been expecting from
hi n?
He rose fromthe bl ack-polished bench. 'Couple of days, week at the nost, and it'll all be over,
no nessing. You can | ook back and | augh.'
' Thank you, Geg.'
"You haven't seen the bill yet. Walk me to the car? | might get |ost otherwise; normally when |I'm
in buildings this size there are hordes of other people queuing to catch their trains.
She | aughed. A joke. He was joking with her. Then her father caine into the hail, and the sudden
bud of joy was crushed as though it'd never been
Dl lan Evans was wearing jeans and a baggy brown sweater which was fraying at the end of the
sl eeves~ He was wal king with a drunkard's hesitancy, taking care that his feet only trod on the
bl ack tiles.
"Hell o, Daddy,' Julia said quietly.
He nodded absently at her, and | ooked Geg up and down with bleary eyes.
Julia felt like weeping. It was bad enough w tnessing her father's state in private, having it
exposed like this only exacerbated the pain.
She watched in dismay as he strai ghtened up ponderously. 'Bit old for her, aren't you?' he said to
G eg.
' Daddy, don't, please,' her voice had beconme high, Strained. She caught Geg's eye, a tiny notion
of her head telling himto say nothing. Please. He inclined his head discreetly, thank God.
Diflan grunted roughly. 'Qut of the way, don't enbarrass Us, keep out of sight, keep your nouth
shut, never know what
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m ght conme out. Want ne to shut up, Julie? Is that it? Want your father to keep his dirty nouth
cl osed. Afraid of what the old fool will say? I'monly |ooking after your welfare. |I've go~ a
right to neet ny little girl's nen friends."'

"Greg is not a boyfriend, Daddy. He's soneone who works for us.'

"Work, eh?" A crafty expression twi sted" his vacant face. 'Been up to see the old bastard, have
you?'

"What ?' Julia blurted, alarned.

"The old bastard. Up there in the study.'

"Grandpa's dead, Daddy. You watched the funeral on the channel,' she enunciated with sl ow

del i beration, as though she was explaining a particularly difficult fact to a small child.

"Ch, Julie, Julie. How you hate ne, a disgrace, a failure as a father. Beneath contenpt. Witten
off. Well I'man Evans, too, don't forget. A mighty Evans. | see things, | listen to what's going
on. | know,' He started up the stairs, clinging tightly to the banister rail. H's foot slipped,
nearly sending himtunbling. He | ooked round at her nute face staring up at him 'I could have
done it. If he'd given ne the chance, | could' ve run the conpany. Bastard never gave ne the
chance. He did this to ne, his own son! Not you, though, Julie; everybody |oves you. He does, |
do. Everybody does.' The words spluttered into i ncoherence. He glanced round nervously, suddenly
confused as to where he was, what he'd been saying. H's hand pulled hard at the banister, starting
hinsel f off on the clinb again. He began nuttering fractured words as he went.

Julia buried her face in her hands. After a while she felt Geg's armround her shoulder. Msery
conmpounded as she found she was quivering silently.

"Sorry,' she nunbled, |owering her hands to wi pe at her eyes. Absolutely refusing to cry. Then the
i mplications of what her father had said penetrated. 'Ch, God, do you think he was the one?

"Not deliberately, if that's what you nean,' said Greg. 'Maybe he let something slip. But it

woul dn't do any good asking him | doubt he'd remenber. And | couldn't tell whether or not he was
telling the truth.'
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She considered that, if Geg couldn't nake sense of her father with his ability - 'H's mnd has
gone, hasn't it? | nean, really gone, destroyed.

"Julia.' He held her firmy, a hand on each shoulder. '"Isn't it about time you booked himinto a
clinic?

"He's nmy father,' she insisted plaintively. 'He needs ne.'
"He's hurting you, Julia. Far too much. You can't hide that fromne, renenber? Aclinic will care
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for himproperly. You can visit. Hell, you can afford to build a clinic. Put it in a house |like
this one, he won't even realize the difference.'

She studi ed sonething away to the side of his head, swall owi ng hard. ' Maybe,' she whi spered.

"You should get out,' he expanded blithely, changing tone, breaking the nood. 'A girl like you
ought to be beating off the boys with a stick. Stay up till the wee hours at disreputable parties.
That sort of thing. Do you the world of good. Wlholmis grand to look at, but it isn't exactly
junping and jiving, nowis it?

"No,' she smiled neekly. 'I'm going away next weekend, actually. A book |aunch.'

"A what ?'

"A book launch. It's a big PR event, lasts for two days, truly swish. Naturally the Evans heir was
invited.'

"Good. It's a start. Now, what about a boy?

"l know soneone,' she said defensively. And the thought lit that idyllic warm ng core of delight.
They wal ked out into the furnace heat of a cloudless day. The sun's glare yellowed half of the
sky.

' Goodbye, Greg, and thanks again.' She stood very close as he blipped the Duo's | ock. Wuld he

ki ss her?

He tugged the Duo's door open and smiled affectionately, like a doting uncle. 'Any tine.'

Oh wel | .

She waved at the car until the curve of the drive took it fromview

End G egTi ne#Three.

She'd have to edit her father out, though

CHAPTER SI XTEEN

S

corching April sunlight netanorphosed the Al into a bubbling ribbon of tar, for once reversing the
ranpant greenery's encroachnent. Nettles and grass were sucked bel ow the surface by sluggish

eddi es, consuned and fossilized within the bl ack brinstone.

The Duo noved al ong the northbound carriageway with one continuous ripping sound. Greg drove
automatically, trying to nake sense of the case. He hadn't adnmitted it to Julia, but Kendric d

G rolanmo had himbadly worried. A paradox, she'd said. And she was right. Intuition convinced him
Kendric was involved with the blitz attack somewhere along the line, no faint tickle either. But
why had the nman all owed her to buy himout? Maybe Gabriel would know.

He drove straight through Edith Wston, on to Manton, and turned right, freewheeling down the hil
towards GCakham saving the batteries. A dense strip of rhododendron bushes planted al ong the side
of the railway line running parallel to the road was in full bloom tissue-thin scarlet flowers
throwing off a pink haze as they basked in the rich sunlight. Geg barely regi stered them he was
worried by the idea of a high-placed nmole hidden sonmewhere anong Event Horizon's staff. The | ast
thi ng he needed was an opposition that was being fed his own progress reports. Maybe it would be
best not to keep Wal shaw a hundred per cent up to date. Mdire subterfuge, nore complexity.

Dillan Evans disturbed him as well. Not so much his state, but the fact that he coul d piece
together his father's particular bid for inmortality fromthe snippets of conversation he'd picked
up around the manor. If Dillan Evans coul d, anyone could. That definitely meant interview ng al

of Wlholnms staff. Another neurohornone hangover to anticipate. O had Dilan Evans realized
because he knew exactly how avaricious and egotistic his father was? That, given that the

bi oware' s
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9pability existed, be would inevitably spend a fortune bringiig it to~tion and constructing an NN
core. Either way, it eft Dillan as a real nonster of a |oose end. No messing.

G eg had been surprised how bravely Julia handl ed her lather. Her nind s peppy sparkle had di med
severely in his presence, but her outward conposure had been beautifully tnaintained. He adnired
that kind of dignity.

He even felt a degree of pity for Dillan. It would ve been so easy to conderm him but he coul dn't
find the scorn. He deserved conpassion nore than anything; a l|ost ruined man, cowering in the
doubl e shadow of his parent and child.

H's sorry state made Julia all the nore remarkable - or perhaps not, the best roses grew out of
manure heaps. And despite being the end product of a decidedly screwed-up famly, she shone like
the sun. Enmbarrassingly so in his presence.

Si ghing resignedly at the nmenory, he drove into OGakham reducing speed as the cycle traffic built
up around hint. When Greg was a teenager it'd been a sieepy rural market town, home to nine

t housand people. Then the Warm ng nelted the Antarctic ice, awl Oakham recei ved a spate of
refugees fromthe drowned Fens. Its population rose to well over the fifteen thousand nmark, and
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all w thout a single new house being authorized by the PSP county conmittee. The town becane a

m crocosm of English life, conpressed, confined, and frantically scrabbling to adapt to the
environnental and social revolutions of the new century.

Geg slowed to a crawm by the library at the end of the High Street. People were disnmounting from
their bicycles, wheeling themforward into the dense crowd ahead. The Hi gh Street was packed with
mar ket stalls, but there was just enough space left for the Duo between them and the wai st-high
pil es of slowy degenerating kel ppoard boxes whi ch swanped the pavenent. Geg grated into the gap
with a broadside of horn blasts, and foll owed a shepherd driving his small flock of rotund beasts,
gene-tailored for meat heaviness. The Duo's wheels squel ched softly on the carpet of grey-brown
turds they laid on the pitted tarnac.
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The buildings on this side of the street were nostly old estate agents and buil di ng societi es.
They'd all closed down in the Credit Crash, and the PSP had requisitioned the enpty prenises under
the one-hone | aw, converting theminto accommobdati on nodul es. Even now there was little

i mprovenent in the housing pressure; council and governnent were |ocked in a squabbl e over funds
for a new estate on the southern edge of the town. Entire fanmlies had cramed into the nakeshift
facilities behind the shops' broad plate-glass wi ndows, the ol dest relatives sitting anongst the
bl eached displays |ike flesh-scul pture buddhas wat ching the world go by.

Not all of the old retail businesses had gone under: there was still a hotel, a couple of
butchers, a recently dc-nationalized bank, and a century-old fam |y gear business that had
survived; but nost of the town's trade had been usurped by the thriving Hi gh Street market. The
stalls were crude wooden trestle affairs, keeping the sun at bay w th awnings of heavy cloth,
patterned in brightly coloured stripes or |oud checks. Animals bleated nournfully in their pens,
bi rds squawked inside cranmped w cker cages. Pyramid nounds of fruit were stacked high, every

col our of the rai nbow Ranks of skinned rabbits hung from poles, stall owners languidly flicking
|l eafy switches at themto keep the ifies off. There were clothing stalls, cobblers, tinkers, gear
repairers, distillers with an astonishing array of |iqueurs, carpenters, potters, the whole
repertoire of manual crafts clanouring for attention

Three hundred netres and ten mnutes later Greg cleared the market and turned right into Church
Street, parking outside a little bakery shop.

On the other side of the road was a head-high stone wall, rapidly disappearing under an aval anche
of dark waxy-leafed ivy. There was a raised garden behind it, enclosed by buildings on two sides
and a chapel on the third. He went through the open wooden gate and took the steps two at a tine.
The garden and buil dings used to be part of the Gakham School canpus, but private education hadn't
| asted six nonths after the PSP cane to power, swept away in the card carriers' Equalization
crusade. And after that the refugees had hit town
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dermandi ng sonmewhere to live. The canpus was requisitioned as fast as the shops, playing fields
given over to allotnents.

The school's Round House was a plain circular building sitting on the south side of the raised
garden, three storeys high, and built frompale Stanford brick, Its door was closed and | ocked.
Geg stood in front of it, notionless, waiting. It was a gane he and Gabriel played. After half a
m nute he adnmitted defeat once again and turned to the small touchpanel set into the brick. He
started pecking out the six-digit code for room sevent een

"Cone on up,' Gabriel's voice chimed out of the intercombefore he'd finished. The | ock buzzed

i ke an enraged hornet.

Gabri el Thonpson had been a mgjor in the M ndstar Brigade, possessed of the nost reliable
precognition faculty ever recorded. She was thirty-nine; only two years ol der than Geg, but
judgi ng from physi cal appearance al one he would've said it was closer to twenty. Her fair hair had
already faded to a nmidenly pearl-white, flab was accurul ating all over her body. She wore a fawn-
col oured wool | en cardigan and tweed skirt, naking her broad and shapel ess, a half-hearted attenpt
to disgui se her pbysical deterioration

It pained himto see her this way, a prematurely m ddl e-aged spinster. Especially as his nind

i nsisted on remenbering her as that neat, efficient young officer in Turkey. A finelooking worman
in her day, idolized like an el der sister

He was given a noody stare as he entered her roomon the second floor; it was one of thirty in the
Round House, originally intended to sleep two girl boarders. As a permanent bedsit it was terribly
cranped.

"Typical,' she said. 'Only ever visit when you want sonething.' Badly applied dabs of make-up nade
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her face shine in the golden afternoon sunlight filtering through the net curtain.

"Not true. Oh, Eleanor says hello.’

"I doubt it.' Gabriel began pouring tea froma silver pot into two bone china cups, all neatly

| aid out ready.

Rock nusic fromone of the other roons thunped out a soft bass rhythmin the background, echoing
down the stairwell

'So what have you cone for this time? she asked.

PITIR F. HAMLTON

"Philip Evans.

'He's dead,' She paused for a nonent, then her eyes wi dened in surprise. 'Christ!’

Al'l she needed was a word, a phrase; extrapolating the future fromthere. Events closest to her
cane across strongest. There would be no point in himasking her what was going to happen to
soneone on the other side of the world, she wouldn't be able to see them

She' d described the probabilities to himonce, explaining her lints after he'd asked her for sone
i npossi bl e piece of intelligence informati on when they were fighting the Jihad | egion

I'"'mstanding at the nmouth of a vety large river, she'd said, at the nmonent when the future becones
the present; and |I'm | ooking across the | and where the water oiiginated, seeing the first fork
and beyond that the tributaries branching away, and then the tributaries' tributaries, splitting,
mul tiplying, ad infinitum The far horizon gives birth to a trillion rills, all converging to the
nmout h, each one the source of a possible destiny. They are the Tau lines, future histoty. On their
way towards ne they clash and nmerge, building in strength, in probability, eradicating the wilder
fringes of feasibility as they approach confluence, until they reach the nouth: the point of
irrevocabl e certainty.

She coul d send her nmind floating back al ong those streans, questing, probing for what would cone.
The prospect terrified her, he knew. She'd hidden that fromthe Arny, but of course he'd seen it
at once. The know edge cost him as the one person whose enpathy allowed himto see the true
extent of that dread he felt protective towards her. He was her involuntary confessor, obligated
Way ahead of her, at the furthest extremty of each of those streans, where the flow was little
nmore than a trickle in the dust, her death waited for her. She refused to let her mnd roamfar
into any of the possible futures; but even that self-inposed proscription neant she lived with the
mortal fear of the streans drying up, one by one, the drought inching towards her; a reality so

bl atant she'd never be able to shield her eldritch sight against it.

G eg thought of hinself sitting in a plane as it began its
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long fall out of the sky; standing paral ysed by fear in the

m ddl e of the road as sone huge lorry bore down, brakes squealing, unable to stop in tinme. She had
to live with the prospect of seeing that eventuality raising its head every mnute

of every day. Knowing that it was inevitably going to happen

So he forgave her for going to seed. Hi s espersense was a heavy cross. He woul d never have the
strength to carry hers.

"Exactly,' he said. 'Philip Evans made it back fromthe grave. Can you see who's behind the blitz
on his NN core?

"Hm ' Her mind betrayed how intrigued she was. 'I'll have a |look.' She cut a slice of alnond cake
and began nmunching, staring up at the ceiling, eyes unfocused.

He sipped his tea, trying to identify the herbs. Rosemary, possibly. The market stalls weren't
particularly choosy what they ground up

"Not a thing,' Gabriel said.

He didn't show any di sappointnment. (Was there sone alternative-universe Geg Mandel currently
raging at her failure?) The answer did exist. Down one of those Tau lines was a future where he
and Gabriel teaned up and successfully tracked down whoever had attacked Philip Evans. But for the
monent the distance was too great. She wouldn't stretch herself that far, not even for

i ri endshi p's sake.

"WIl you hel p?' he asked.

She | ooked dreadfully unhappy.

"No big visions,' he reassured her. 'Just cross out probabilities for me, elimninate suspects and
dead ends. That kind of thing. |'ve got to interview Event Horizon's gi ga-conductor team tonorrow,
that's over two hundred people. Then I'Il probably wind up having to go through the security
division's headquarters staff for the nole. My espersense can't last out that long. Twenty's ny
limt. And that hurts bad enough.'

"All right,' she whispered.
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He held up the card Mdorgan WAl shaw had given him Gabriel stared at it, mesnerized. He could sense
the trepidation nmounting in her mnd. She wanted to soar into the future and find out what it
meant. The | arger, ever-present dread hel d her back

"Afterwards,' he said, 'succeed or fail, I'mgoing to pay for
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your operation. That's your fee, Gabriel, that gland is com ng out.'

She | ooked at hi mincredul ously, her mind spilling out hope. Her eyes watered. 'I can't,' she
noaned.
"Bulishit,' he said softly. "I"'mthe one who can't, | can keep ny denbns at bay. You can't. You

think I"'mblind to what the gl and has done to you? You're getting out, Gabriel, no nore living
under the pendul um'
Tears began to roll down her cheeks, snearing the nakeup. She twisted round to avoid his eyes,
| ooki ng out of the w ndow.

He put his bands on the nape of her neck, feeling the solid knots of nmusde, nmassaging gently. "I
hate seeing you like this. You don't live; you crawm fromday to day. It's a m serable existence
Too timd to wal k under the open sky in case a lightning bolt hits you. It's got to stop, Gabriel
No messing.'
"You bastard, Mandel. |'d be nothing wthout the gland, nothing."'
Qut si de, the sun shone down on the school's old chapel on the other side of the garden, its pale
stone gl eaning |ike burnished yell ow topaz.
"You'd be human.'

"Bastard. Prize bastard.

"Trut hful bastard.'

He turned her to face him She was suddenly busy with a | ace handkerchief, w ping away tears,
maki ng an even worse hash of the make-up

"Tomorrow,' he said. '"W'll start with the Event Horizon Astronautics Institute, OK?

She | ooked confused for a nonment, then gathered her thoughts, entering into that fanmliar trance
for a few seconds. 'Yes, that's a good start.'

"Right, then. 1'll pick you up at nine o'clock."'

"Fine.' She sniffed hard, then blew into the handkerchief.

G eg leant forward and ki ssed her brow.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
A

pai r of dol phins spiralled around El eanor, silver bubbles streaning out fromtheir flashing
tails, wapping her at the centre of an ephemeral DNA helix. Playful scanps. She'd cone to |ove
the freedom of the water over the last few weeks. Down here, surrounded by quiet pastel |ight,
tranquillity reigned; life's ordinary worries sinply didn't exist below the surface. Sonetinmes she
spent hours swi nming along the bottomof Rutland Water; one small part of her mnd checking the
long rows of water-fruit rooted in the silt, while her nenories and i magi nati on roaned free.
Daydream ng really, but this gentle universe understood and forgave.
The mari ne-adepts had warned her about the state. 'Blue lost', they called it. But she couldn't
believe it was that dangerous. Besides, the reservoir was finite, not |like the oceans they tal ked
of , where some of their Kkind never returned. Swinming away to the edge of the world.

She hel ped tend their crops three or four days each week; with inflation the way it was, the water-
fruit noney cane in useful. And she could spend the tine thinking about life, the world, and G eg,
weavi ng the strands in fanciful convolutions; so that when she left the water behind her nind was
spring fresh and eager for the sights, sounds, and sensations of |and again. Mental batteries
recharged. The world outside that ever-dammed ki bbutz was too big to endure in one unbroken
passage.

She felt a dol phin snout poking her |egs, upsetting her

bal ance. It was Rusty, the big old male. She knew himpretty well by now, though sone of the
others were hard to distinguish. Rusty had a regular ridge of scar tissue running fromjust behind
his eyes down to his dorsal fin. The mari ne-adepts never tal ked about it, so she never asked. But
sonet hi ng had been grafted on to himat one tinme. She didn't like to think what,
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They' d brought eight dol phins with themto the reservoir .~ to help harvest their water-fruit. The
dol phins' long, powerful ~ snouts could snip clean through a water-fruit's ropy root. Al
of them were ex-Navy fish, their biochem stry subtly adjusted, ~ enabling themto live confortably
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in fresh water as well as

salt. Greg said that was so they could be sent on missions up rivers. But whatever Rusty had been
made to do back then hadn't affected his personality; he could be a m schievous devil when he
wanted to be.

Li ke now.

She suddenly found herself flipped upside-down, whirl currents fromhis thrashing tail tunbling
her further. The remains of M ddl e Hanbl eton spun past her eyes. Shady rectangul ar outlines of
razed buildings rising fromthe dark grey-green alluvial nuck. One day she was determ ned she'd
expl ore those sad ruins properly.

She stretched her arns out, slow ng herself, then bent her legs, altering her centre of gravity,
righting herself. A shadow passed over her, Rusty streaking away, beyond retribution. She |et
hersel f fl oat upwards.

At the back of her mind she was marvelling at her own enjoynent. She, a girl who couldn't even
swi m si x weeks ago, even though the kibbutz at Egleton was right beside the reservoir. The marine-
adepts had thought that hilarious,

For the first few weeks after she'd noved into Greg's chalet she'd had a sense of being divorced
fromsel ected sections of his life. Apart fromthe Edith Weston villagers everyone he knew was ex-
mitary; the nmarine-adepts, Gabriel, that nmysterious bunch of people in Peterborough he'd referred
to obliquely a couple of tinmes, even the dol phins. They were a hard-shelled clique, one that'd
fornmed out of shared conbat experiences. She could never possibly be adnmitted to that. And the
mari ne-adepi s were naturally reticent around other people; it wasn't quite a racial thing, but
they did | ook unusual until you were used to them The only tine they left the reservoir was to
drive their water-fruit crop to Gakhamls railway station

Breaki ng through their mistrust had been hard going. The
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turni ng point had cone when Nicole had finally taken over her swi nmm ng | essons, nore out of
exasperation than kindness, she'd thought at the tinme. But a bond had forned once she realized how
keen El eanor was, and the rest of the floating village's residents had gradually conme to accept
her. A triunph she considered equal to wal king out on the kibbutz in the first place

She coul d never hope to match the marine-adepts in the water. They had webbed feet which enabl ed
themto nmove through the water with a grace rivalling the dol phins, and their boosted haenogl obin
all owed themto stay submerged for up to a quarter of an hour at a time. But with ffippers and a
bi oware mrror-lung recycling her breath she was quite capable of helping themin the | aborious
nurturing of the water-fruit. Planting the kernels deep in the silt, watching out for fungal decay
in the young shoots, clearing away tendrils of the reservoir's ubiquitous fibrous weed which could
choke the nmushy punpkin-Iike gl obes. The mari ne-adepts had staked out eight separate fields in the
reservoir, and earned quite a decent living fromthem

Her only real failure anmong Geg's friends had been Gabrie

Thonpson. The wonan was so stuck-up and short-tenpered

El eanor had wound up sinply ignoring her. She suspected

Gabriel had a jeal ousy problem Al ways nothering G eg.

She broke surface five hundred netres off shore, about a kilonmetre away fromthe Berrybut time-
share estate. The sun was low in the sky, and she could see flanes rising fromthe estate's
bonfire.

Rusty's chitter tore the air ten netres behind her. She slapped the water three tinmes and he

vani shed agai n. Sonme Navy dol phins had been fitted with bi oware processor nodes to nake them
totally obedient to human orders. But N cole said the Navy had | eft Rusty's brain alone. The

mar i ne- adepts used a hand-signal |anguage to talk with the reservoir dol phins. El eanor had
mastered nost of it, and Rusty nearly always did as she asked. That little edge of irrepressible
uncertainty in his behaviour was what nade hi msuch fun

She felt the change in water pressure as he rose underneath

160

PETER F. HAM LTON

her, then she was straddling him clutching desperately at his dorsal fin as he began to surge
forwards. Homewar d- bound fishermen in their white hireboats stared wi th open-nout hed astoni shnent
as she sped past, slicing out an arc of creamy foamin her wake.

Rusty let her off fifteen netres fromthe shore, where the bottomstarted to shelve. A flock of
pani cky flam ngos took flight, punping wi ngs creaking the air above her. She gave her steed an

af fectionate slap and waded ashore, arns aching from hangi ng on agai nst the buffeting water.

The fam |l ar clained her as she wal ked up the slope to chalet six. Meat roasting on the bonfire,
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pork by the snell of it. Dusty whirlwind of the football game, ranpagi ng along the side of the
spi nney. Swappi ng easy greetings with the few adults mlling about. Dogs underfoot, Labradors, who
made the best rabbiters. A couple of wolf-whistles follow ng her progress. She smiled at that.
Sonet hi ng el se she woul dn't have been able to cope with before.

She wore a one-piece costume whenever she went into the water now. The pol ka-dot bikini which Geg
had bought her was far too skinpy for any serious diving - typical |echerous male. Not that she
wanted to change him N ght time with Greg was one conti nuous orgy, hot, strenuous, sweaty, and
trenendously exciting; another fruit forbidden to her at the Kkibbutz.

The Duo was parked in its usual spot. She was |ooking forward to heari ng what he'd been call ed
away to, the nessage he'd left on the term nal had been oddly brief.

She shrugged out of the mirror-lung, and plugged its nutrient coupling into the support gear on

t he ver anda.

G eg was inside, dressed in an old purple sweatshirt and shorts, fooling around with the kitchen
gear. Whatever he was cooking smelt good.

"My saviour.' She gave hima radiant smile. 'After your nmessage | wasn't sure if you' d be back
and | haven't got the energy left to cook.'

He slurped a spoonful of the sauce he was sinmering.

"Béarnaise, it's nice, try sone.' He held up the spoon

M NOSTAR RI SI NG

161

She took a sip as his other armslipped around her waist, hand coming to rest on her buttock
"You're right, not bad.' For a nonent she thought he was going to dunmp the neal and urge her into
the bedroom He always got turned on by the sight of her in a wet swi mmng costune. And there was
plenty of tine before she was due behind the bar at the Weat-sheaf. But then she | ooked closely
at his face, and winkled her nose up. 'CGod, you | ook awful.'

" Thank you.'

"Sorry. . . but, what have you been up to?'

"Do nme one favour,' he inplored.

' What ?

"Just don't tell me | look like I've seen a ghost.

"I don't like it," El eanor rnurnured.

It was |long past midnight, the tinme for honest talk. They were lying on top of the big bed, the
duvet crunpled up somewhere on the floor. The heat from making | ove beneath it woul d have been
intolerable. As it was, they'd left the window full open, curtains wide to let the balmnmy night air
flow around their bodies.

A quarter-nmoon was riding high in the sky, bathing the roomw th a spectral phosphorescence. She
stretched out on her side beside him her hands pillow ng her head.

"Why not?' There was a certain tenseness in his voice.

"Just don't,' she said.

"Femal e intuition?

"Sonething like that.'

He wet the tip of his forefinger and began to trace a line fromher shoulder to the flare of her

hi ps, innocently curious. 'lI'msupposed to be the one with the hyper-senses.'
"You want logic? OK It's too big. You' re a one-man band, they're warring armes. They're out to
kill each other, Greg. That security man, Wi shaw, said as much. This giga-conductor stuff, it

pushes the stakes too high. You don't know who the other side is, you don't know who to watch out
for. There are an awful |ot of ko, nbjnazes who will suffer because of the
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gi ga-conductor. Any one of them coul d decide they don't want you interfering.'

"Firstly, | share Julia's conviction that Kendric di Grolanmo is involved somewhere, the nole is
his plant. So at l|east | know one direction of attack which |I should be guarding nyself from And
secondly, |I'mnot convinced that it is the giga-conductor which is the root cause of the blitz.

Erasing Philip Evans's nenories wouldn't halt its introduction, not with the Mnistry of Defence
pushing it. He's inportant, but not that inmportant, no matter what he likes to think. | suppose
it's partially conceit. By naintaining that Event Horizon can't do without him he's justifying

t he expense of the NN core. I'mnot so sure. Julia has inherited his drive, nore if anything; and
she's bright, she learns fast. She's just very young, that's all. No crime. The conpany won't fai
with her in charge.’

"A personal vendetta extended to wiping a Turing personality progran? Conme on, nobody's that
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obsessi ve."'

"Don't you believe it. Philip Evans trod hard on a lot of toes to build up Event Horizon. In any
case. ..'

"What ?' She | ooked at himintently, seeing the confusion on his noonlit face.

"Philip Evans's nenories aren't just a sinple Turing program there's nore to it. He's not alive,
I"I'l grant you that. But neither is he wholly dead. | saw sonething with ny espersense.

El eanor stroked his abdomi nal nuscles lightly, fingers dancing as she consi dered what he'd said.
She never quite knew how to interpret his psi ability, it all sounded so vague and mystical, |ike
tarot cards and reading tea | eaves. Yet he did have the talent, no denying that. Her father's
horror and fright still returned to her occasionally.

"All right," she said, 'if it is di Grolanpo, or soneone else, |ooking for vengeance, they are
even less likely to appreciate you com ng between them and the Evans famly.'

"All | shall be doing is interview ng Event Horizon personnel to find their nole, and seeing if ny
own contacts know anyt hing about the blitz. There's no danger in that.' He took her hand and
brought it up to his lips, kissing her knuckles. 'Look, this is what |'ve been wanting to break
into for years. It's a
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regul ar case, just interviews and data correlation, and it pays regular noney. |I'mnot going to
touch the hardline side.

"What do you nean, break into? | thought this is what you did.

"part time,' he said. '"But this is the second tinme in a few nonths that Event Horizon has called
me in to sort out their problens. No anpbunt of advertising and PR work can generate that kind of

reputation. This could be what | need to nake the switch. | could naybe put nyself on a business
footing, get an office, a secretary, sone assistants - hell, pay taxes too. | think I'd like
that .’

She moved cl oser, resting against him feeling hot sweaty skin pressing into her belly. It was a
funny nood he was in; indecisive, which wasn't like himat all. 'I don't want to change you
Geg.'

He grinned and patted her backside lightly. 'Too late, you already have. Don't you want ne to have
a regul ar job?

"I'd Iike that, yes. But | don't want you getting hurt trying to build sonme kind of inpossible
reputation.'

"Tell you, there's no worry on that score, I'll be perfectly safe, Gabriel's comng with ne.’

‘"I see.' It would have to be Gabriel he took along. Eleanor reckoned her psi ability was
completely tabloid. But if she started protesting now he'd think she was just being childishly
petul ant. And she could hardly see the two of themrunning off together, Gabriel had to be at

| east ten years older than Geg. Whatever bond they had between them was | ocked safely in the

past .

"I"'monly being practical,' he said. 'Gbriel can spot trouble long before it starts. And whil st
we're on the subject of practical, you mght care to ook at the chalet walls sone tine. W're
providing a home for nore insects than you'll find at a natural history nmuseum'

‘Money,' she said in disgust. "It always boils down to noney.'

"The way the world's built. Nothing to do with ne.'

She rested her head on his chest, listening to his heartbeat. | know. | wasn't angry at you.'
"There's sonething el se wong, too,' he said. 'l sinply
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cannot believe a nmole, no matter how highly placed, breach a security cordon which Mrgan Wal shaw
set up tainly not a security cordon around sonething as ultra-n as the giga-conductor. The stuff
is Event Horizon's cii future. You haven't net him but take it fromne, he's as good as they
come. Reliable, snmart, experienced, he just doesn't make el enmentary mstakes. |If it had been
breached at any tinme in the last ten years, he'd know.'

El eanor thought he was saying it nechanically, as nougn he was trying to convince hinself with
repetition. 'So the nole isn't an executive, he's on the inside of the cordon.'

He shifted his shoul ders, restless. 'Doubtful, Wi shaw would arrange to have every one of
Ranasfari's research teamvetted and constantly reviewed. And if the nole was on the inside, how
come he knew of Philip Evans's NN core?

'Ch, yes. Hey, what about a psychic? Surely soneone with a gland could peer in on both the giga-
conductor | aboratory and the clinic where they spliced the NN core together?

"Unlikely, although |I admit it's possible. There aren't nmany of us, not even worldw de. And the
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prenier-grades, the ones whose esp is powerful enough to reach into Event Horizon's research
facilities froma distance, you can count them on one hand. Not that they're used for anything so
mundane as trawing in any case. It's like this; to bring in a prem er-grade psychic you have to
know t here's sonething worthwhile for themto peek. Alnpbst a catch twenty-two scenario. Normally,
prem er-grades are brought in to acquire specific itens, like a formula or tenplate. And as Event
Hori zon has al ready patented the gi ga-conductor that would seemto preclude their involvenent. I|f
a konbi nate had acquired the gi ga-conductor's nol ecul ar structure they woul d' ve sl apped down the
pat ent before Event Horizon. The blitz woul d never have happened.’

"A prescient like Gabriel, then. One of them|ooked into the future and saw Event Hori zon churning
out the gigaconductor, and sold the information to a konbinate.'

"Gabriel is the best prescient there is, and she didn't know, not even with her own future

i nterwoven with the gigaconductor.'
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El eanor nearly said that it could ve been a prescient who wasn't so totally neurotic as Gabri el
but held her peace. Greg could get quite unreasonably defensive when it cane to the silly woman.
It was the nmilitary clique thing again. She knew she woul d never be able to appreciate the kind of
conbat traumas which they had been through together in Turkey.

'"So what are you trying to say?' she asked.

"Just that it doesn't ring straight. Blitzing the core out of spite isn't konbi nate behaviour.'
"It was a vendetta, then.

He let out a long wistful sigh, frowing. 'Wsh I knew.'

' Poor Greg.’

She snuggl ed cl oser, brushing her breasts provocatively against his torso as she slid on top of
him Geg had a thing about big breasts, which she exploited ruthlessly when they were having sex.
He gl anced down ow ishly, frown fading.

"I was thinking,' he said. 'Wiy don't you come with me when | visit ny contacts? There's one in
Pet erborough I'1l probably visit.'

She tried not to show any surprise. Nicole had dropped the occasional hint that he'd taken an
active part in the events leading up to the Second Restoration, and she'd guessed that was tied up
somewhere with his old Arny mates in Peter-borough. But he'd never offered to introduce them

bef ore.

"I'd Iike that.' Short pause. 'WII| Gabriel be coning?

"Er, no. The contact |I'mthinking of doesn't like too many visitors. W can go the day after
tonorrow, | fixed up to take Gabriel to Duxford in the norning, interview Ranasfari's people.
Shoul dn't take |ong."'

"Right.' She thought it was about time to lighten the atnosphere, take himaway fromintrigue and
human failings. She tapped a hard fingernail on his sternum 'Now what about this Julia? She
sounds a bit of a handful to ne.'

"She is. You'll never guess what she wanted nme to do.’
"What ?' She couldn't help the note of bright curiosity which bubbled into her voice.
"I''l1'l show you.'

LESS CHO CE LESS PRI CE

T
he crude placards lined the Mu for kilometres cit side of Canbridge. Large kel pboard squares,
spra~ with fluoro-pink lettering that dribbled |like a windo condensati on. They fl apped beneath
sturdy sun-blistered ~ signs, thenselves so old the few | egible names had distan in mles.

CAKE AND EAT |I'T Now

"What's the matter with then?' Gabriel exclainmed irrita as the Duo passed Little Shelford. 'Do
they want those blo card carriers back in power?

KRILL DON T HAVE BCOLLOCKS
THEY JUST TASTE LI KE THEM

"You are deep into student country,' Geg told her, anw by her reaction. 'Wat did you expect?
They just don't 1

governnents, full stop. Any sort of government. Never ha never will. They think denonstrating
political awareness exciting. You should encourage questing young ninds.'
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DI GNI TY NOT' ECONOM C t HECRY

The Duo's cooler was going full blast, grinding

unconfortable gusts of frigid air. Gabriel's grunt was | ost the noise of the fans.

"They can't have it both ways,' she said. 'Two years

there wasn't any food at all. Inflation is the price you pay a free-nmarket economy. Wages rise to
cope, it's cyclic.'

"But do student grants rise as well?

CHAPTER El GHTEEN
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"Christ, whose side are you on? If they're so bl oody aware they should know freedomisn't perfect.
If they'd tried protesting when Arnmstrong was running the country they woul d' ve becone non- peopl e
bef ore you could say comunity respon;ibility.
'"So put up your own banners, tell them not nme.
The nmotorway was in surprisingly good condition. Dead sycanores with peeling bark and bl eached
wood rose out of the scrub tangle at the edge of the hard shoulder. Greg toed the brake as they
approached a | arge densely packed patch of carlet flowers shining with livid intensity under the
Sahar a-bright sun. He thought they were poppies at first, except they were too big. A single palm
sized petal, waxy; thousands of themwaving in the breeze.

' Someone agrees with you,' he said drily, inclining his head. Two young men in sonbreros and dirty
j eans were ripping

| owmn one of the kel pboard placards. Their bicycles lay on the [tinge of the flam ngo fl ower
carpet. He spotted badges with the deep-blue crown of the New Conservative party enbl em pi nned on
thei¢c T-shirts

Gabriel nodded with tight approval at this vandalismof ~rafflti. Geg returned to the tarnac
ahead. Crazy world.

He turned off the nearly deserted road at junction ten, on to the A505. There was a new brightly
pai nted green and gold sign at the side of the sliproad.

DUXFORD
Event Horizon Astronautics Institute

Freshly torn scraps of kel pboard littered the grass belowit, flappng |ike broken butterflies in
the hot dry breeze.
The Astronautica Institute was an all-new construction that'd sprung up out of the ruins of the
I mperial War Museum ALrmstrong's extrenmist followers had gleefully set about eradi ~atng the
museum s exhi bitions and aircraft collection after
they d cone to power, calling it a war pornography nonument. The cabi net decl ared that Duxford was
to become the Nationa
Resource Rec~jnatjon Centre, intended as the prestigious
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mai nstay of the PSP's self-sufficiency policy. They said it would dismantl e the war nmachi nes
scrapped under their de.. mlitarization progranme and turn theminto useful raw naterial for

i ndustry.

G eg renenbered the hundreds of APVs and Chal l enger |V tanks parked in the Chunnel marshalling
yards after he got back from Turkey. All earmarked for Duxford and ignoniny.

But all Duxford had ever achieved was to smash up the beautifully restored aircraft displays, and
the first few train-loads of redundant Army vehicles. The pronmi sed snmelters had never

mat eri ali zed, and the dol e-1 abour conscripts had rioted. For eight years the abandoned hamrer-
mangl ed wrecks on the runway had snowed rust flakes on to the concrete, oil and hydraulic fluid
seepi ng through the cracks, poisoning the soil. Then after the PSP fell, Philip Evans chose the
site to be the foundation of his dream

The Astronautics Institute had been visible as a gleanming blister on the horizon ever since the
Duo passed junction el even outside Canbridge. After that Greg found hinself constantly readjusting
hi s perspective to accommpdate the size of the thing. It was huge.

He'd spent a few minutes the previous evening review ng~ the data which he'd been given at
Wlholm But it'd conpletely failed to prepare himfor what he was seei ng now.

The main building was a five-storey ring of offices, research | abs, and engi neering shops, eight
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hundred netres in dianeter, presenting a blank wall of green-silvered glass to the outside world
The area it encl osed had been capped by a solar-collector roof, giving the staff a vol unm nous
hangar-1i ke assenbly hail for space hardware

Construction crews were still finishing it off; two notionless cranes stood on opposite sides,
piles of scaffolding littered the raw packed |inmestone surround, ranks of silent contractor
vehicles were drawn up across the parking yards. Standard transit containers full of Event

Hori zon's own cybernetics were stacked outside the assenbly hall's sliding doors, waiting to be
installed. A saucer-shaped McDonnell Douglas helistat hovered overhead, its five rotors generating
an aggressive
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down-draught as it struggled to maintain its position against the light north-easterly wind. A
cont ai ner was bei ng wi nched down out of its belly hold, sWaying like a pendulumin the gusts. Two
nmore hei stats waited high overhead.

Greg could see machinery and gear being noved fromtheir tenporary accommdati on in patched-up
Museum bui l dings into the Institute. Wth the bulk of the structure conplete, Event Horizon's
research, design, and nmanagenent teans were starting to take up permanent residence.

A rag-tag arny of scrap merchants had been let |oose on the old airport piling vans and horse-
drawn carts high with the twi sted shards of nmetal which were still strewn across the runway and
taxi lanes. One of the nerchants had nodified an )Id street-cleaning lorry to sweep up the thick
stratum of rust, nmd a dense cloud of orange dust foamed up fromits bald tyres as it thundered up
and down the concrete strip.

Philip Evans had built his mindchild with an eye to the future. Its proxinmty to the University
col l eges had proved subversively addictive, offering finance and top-range research facilities to
bu~i get-starved faculties. A nove which put the creamof the country's intellect at his disposal
Physically, the Institute was a totally self-contained conpl ex, taking the concept of
centralization right to its extrenme. It could design and fabricate m ssion hardware rangi ng from
torque-neutralizing screwdrivers for orbital riggers right up to the refineries which would | atch
on to asteroids and | each out the ores, ninerals, and netals. Independent and efficient. And with
the noney the giga-conductor royalties would bring in, Geg realized, quite capable of achieving
the space-activist dream exploiting the solar system s wealth.

It al so housed the team whi ch had cracked the giga-conductor. Philip Evans had brought Dr
Ranasfari back to England after the Second Restoration, wanting to keep a tight rein on his
Conpany' s resident genius. Setting himup at the Astronautics Institute had been Myrgan WAl shaw s
i dea.

Wth so many recently assenbl ed research and desi gn Kroups scattered throughout the old nmuseum
bui | dings while they waited for their new facilities to be conpleted, the place

170

PITIR P. HAMLTON

was in a constant state of flux. Ranasfari's team could est~ thenselves in an office and

| aboratory unit at the centre remain unnoticed anongst the flustered crowmd. The |~ plain view
concept had worked for two years.

‘No wonder Evans was so upset when the nmenox began to affect Event Horizon's profit margin,' Geg
sditl they drew close to the Institute's gates. 'How rmuch d~ lunatic conceit cost him for
Christ's sake?' The data sc fromPhilip Evans's NN core into his cybofax concernin Institute had
only given himgeneralities, PR gloss. No financial facts.

Gabriel answered with a shrug. He sensed a cold trick intimdation danping her thought currents.
The Institute was circled by a nushroomring of ten

geodesi ¢ spheres housing the satellite uplinks. On the eastern side was a peculiar horn-shaped
antenna, unprotected fromthe elenents. It had a tenporary look to it. People were walkining anong
the dove-grey Portacabins at its base, ant size

dam thing nust've been thirty netres high. Scal e here sonething el se again.

G eg had a shrewd idea that that was the source of Gabriel's dismay. She'd grasped the Institute
at once. Wth him the ego-ablating effect was taking tine, a slow dawning of his own utter

i nsignificance.

A four-metre chain fence topped by razor-wire marked out the perimeter. There was a smaller fence
inside, fine granite chippings between the two. A guard-dog run, or at |east sone form of hunt

ani mal

The entrance road was split into five channels, each with a pole barrier. Geg chose nunber one
The Duo had to pass over ratchet spikes before they got to the red-and-white striped barrier
"What does he keep in here? Gabriel nuttered. 'Crown jewels?
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"Oh no, sonething far more val uabl e than that. Know edge.'

A conmpany bus drew up in lane two, full of sanitized young technical types, all of them wearing
pal e shirts and neat ties.
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G eg showed his new Card to the white watchman pillar, and the barrier raised itself obediently.
"But can we get out so easily? Gabriel asked

" Your departnent.’

There were three parking yards. He found a space in the first, in the shadow of a big JCB. Gabrie
clinmbed out, twisting her pearls self-consciously. The air was stifling, so Geg slung his |eather
j acket over his shoul der

"W don't belong here,' Gabriel declared. She'd turned a conplete circle, taking in the strange
conflation of creaky old buildings, chaotically junbled weckage, and new nmega-structure with a

childlike expression of awme. 'You and |I. It's not our world.' Her mind state verged on depression
"Don't be such a Luddite,' he said.
She gave hima soft, pitying smle. 'You don't understand. This place, it has destiny. | can fee

it, portent after portent, the weight of them pressing down, suffocating. Future history, eager to
be enacted, glories waiting to be born.'

Her words triggered his own instinct, a feedback reinforcing nisgivings. Another reason Gabrie
lived al one, even he bad to take her in small doses. Wat she saw, ranbled about, there was no
escape fromknowing it was all true. Suppose she was to hint the approach of his own death?
There was a work crew |l aying the |ast stretch of paving slabs between the yard and the main
building. A clunmp of

bedraggl ed and confused daffodils were sprouting in one of

the concrete troughs beside the entrance.

' Ready?' he asked just before they went in. 'Shouldn't take |ong.'

"You're telling nme this?

He grinned at the old reliably cranky Gabriel and waved the nagic card at the door pillar.

ten minutes later Geg was standing beside the front rank of seats in a deserted ten-tier press
gallery, looking out into the institute's Merlin mission control. It was the final hunbling, he
Was a small bewi ldered child permitted a privileged glinpse
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of adults playing sone nmarvellously intricate gane, understandi ng nnmhing.

On the other side of the tinted glass, concentric semicircles~ of consoles faced big wall-nounted
flatscreens showing picturesi of alien worlds. Young shirtsleeved controllers sat behind them
studyi ng cubes full of undulating graphics, nmuttering instructions into throat ni kes. The central
di splay was a map of the inner solar system a snarl of coloured vector |ines show ng the

di sposition of the Merlin fleet.

The scene shoul d' ve been generating a flood of urgency and excitement. Greg hadn't forgotten the
enotion of the Sanger crew out at Listoel. Instead he received an inpression of tension, his
espersense confirmng the nass anxiety.

Nervous knots of the controllers were form ng at random am d the gear consoles, talking in | ow,
concerned tones, breaking up to reformw th different nmenbers, human Browni an noti on

"Bit of a flap on at the nonent, I'mafraid,’ said Martin Wallace. He was an Institute security
of ficer who'd been sunmoned in a hurry by the authority vested in Greg's card. A stocky Mo-
Caribbean in his late thirties, unconfortable with Greg and Gabriel's appearance and what it
inplied. 'Trouble in orbit. One of the Merlins has packed up for no apparent reason. The flight
managenment teamnms are shitting bricks,' he stopped and flinched. 'Sorry, ma'am

Gabriel bit back a smle.

Greg peered through the glass, recognizing one of the figures in conference around the flight
chief's desk. 'How long 1 before we can see Dr Ranasfari? he asked as he rapped his knuckles on
the thick gl ass.

"Shoul dn't be long.' Wallace stood at attention, upset by Greg's breach of etiquette.

G eg rapped agai n, harder

Irked faces turned to | ook. Greg beckoned to Sean Francis. The young executive started, then
nodded and headed for the door to the press gallery, brushing off protests fromthe cluster of
senior controllers he was in deep conversation wth.
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"This is as good a place as any,' Geg said. '"W'Il|l do our interviews here. You see that we're not
di sturbed.'
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"Right,' Wallace backed out, not exactly bow ng, but com ng cl ose.

' Macho,' Gabriel draw ed. 'Any orders for ne, Captain?

' Yeah, now you nmention it, Mjor, start skipping through the giga-conductor team All the possible
interviews | could have with them see which of them if any, |eaked the information.

Her good hurnour darkened. 'Don't want nuch, do you?

"I"'mnot asking you to stretch. Just find what you can. |I'Il. be satisfied with anything, even a
string of negatives.'

"All right.’

Sean Francis bustled in. Conpletely unchanged, still pleasant, firm capable, eager. Annoying.

"What brings you here?'" he asked after Greg introduced himto Gabriel.

"I"'minvestigating the hackers' assault on Event Horizon's data network.'

'"Real l y? You believe soneone here is involved, yes?

"Coul d be. What are you doing here? | thought you were bound for greater things. Julia told ne
you' d nade the nmanagenent board.'

Geg's first-name terns with his boss didn't escape Sean Francis's notice; a sharp spi ke of
interest rose in his mnd at the nention of her name. Qutwardly, his positive cheeriness expanded.
"Ah, but this is greater things. Mss Evans appointed ne as an independent managenent examn ner
after Oscrn anchored in the Wash for deconm ssioning. | travel round conpany installations and
report back directly to the trustees. This way | build up a worki ng knowl edge of Event Horizon
second to none. Means |'mgoing to be on line for a top-rank managenent position in a couple of

years, yes? Opportunities like that only happen once in a lifetine. | grasped it. And, well, here
I am'

' Doi ng?"'

" Tr oubl eshooting. M ss Evans has given the Merlin project a high priority rating. I'mhere to

hustl e them al ong."'

"So what's the problen?' Geg asked. His gland began the neurohornone infusion. Sean's mnd swam
into a sharper focus.
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"Merlin mal function. Nunber eighteen, it's the first series-four nodel. Lot of high hopes riding
onit. But the bitch is stalled in Earth orbit, three and a half thousand kilonetres up
Absolutely dead in the water. Disaster tinme. We're talking reputations on the line here.'
"Ranasfari's? Gabriel asked sharply.

Francis cocked his head to one side to |ook at her. 'Wy do you ask?

" Humour us, Sean,' Geg said, and showed himhis new Event Horizon card.

The sight didn't fluinmox himquite like it had Wallace, but his mnd tightened appreciatively.
"So? I"'minpressed. This attack on the datanet is being taken seriously, yes?

'The Trustees attach a certain inportance to it,' Geg said. 'Now, what about Ranasfari?

"Do you know what he's been working on?' Sean Francis asked cautiously.

' Room t enper at ure gi ga- conductor.'

"Fine, OK, had to be sure. You understand? Can't Just shout ny nouth off, yes?

"W understand,' said Gabriel

Franci s caught the undertone of irony. 'The series-four Merlin is fitted with giga-conductor power
cells. Thing is, Event Horizon has put in a bid to fit the RAF s Matador AGW 404 exospheric
interceptors with the sane narque of cells. If it is the giga-conductor which has screwed up then
we're really up the old creek, yes?

"And is it?" Greg asked.

"Too soon to say. They're still running the fault analysis.' Sean Francis's mnd betrayed a | ot of
apprehension. Geg wote it off as the pressure. Failure this soon after his pronotion wuld send
himtunbling right back down to the obscurity he'd clawed his way up from

"Way do you need gi ga-conductor power cells on a nucl ear-powered spaceprobe? Geg asked.

"The isotopes only power the thrusters during the flight phase, lifting the Merlin out of Earth
orbit and boosting it along its interception trajectory. Once it's matched velocities
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with its target asteroid they're jettisoned along with the shielding, which reduces the total nass
to just over a tonne. Manoeuvring becones a lot sinpler and faster without all that surplus
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mass to shift around. The giga-coiiductor cells charge off the

sol ar panels and provide power to the thrusters for the fina

approach phase, as well as noving the Merlin around the surface after rendezvous. Sone of these
Apol | o Amor rocks

are quite large, we need forty or fifty sanple points to build up an accurate picture of the ore
conposi tion.

Geg could see the little group of flight controllers round the chief's desk craning their necks
in his direction, inpatience registering in their surface thoughts.

"You'd better be getting back,' he told Sean Francis. "G ad to see you're getting ahead. One | ast
thing: did you know Philip Evans is still alive?

From an academic vi ewpoint Francis's reaction was a fascinating enotional evolution. His initia
stare was pure disgust; fromthere Geg's espersense read him progressing through disbelief and
into contenpt, then back into worry, and finishing up plain confused.

"l saw the body,' he said eventually.

"Right, well, thanks for your tinme.

"l hope you're not going to be so tasteless with Mss Evans. She was very close to her

gr andf at her .’

"Of course not. I'Il tell you why | had to ask you that, one day,' he said, projecting as nuch
bonhoni e as he could nuster, which sinply served to deepen Francis's confusion

He flicked an uncertain glance at Gabriel, and departed, a nmuch puzzl ed man

"Congratul ations,' Gabriel said archly. 'You' ve just ruined his entire day. He can't concentrate
on anything, he's so mxed up by that last crack of yours.'

"Tough. Life at the top isn't all roses. The sooner he learns, the better off he'll be.

"Do you have to be so bloody rude to everyone?

"W don't have the tine to piss about. Whether that arriviste likes ne or not isn't sonething Il

| ose any sleep Over. I'mdoing nmy job the only way | know how.' He caught
176 PETER F. HAM LTON
the antagonismrising in her. 'Besides,' he said resignedly, '"it's Philip Evans who's tweaked ne.

"Philip Evans?'
"Yeah. That NN core of his is fucking weird, unsettling.
For a start | can't stop wondering if I'd translocate nmy thoughts if | was given the opportunity;
I mean, it's a sort of imortality, isn't it?
" And suppose sonme smart hacker breaks in, every dark secret you ever had will be w de open to
them Bl ockbuster stuff, if they publish it.’
'Yeah, you're right. Forget it. Wat did you see in M Dynam sm Francis's future?
"Not hing much, a lot of frenetic activity here for the next few days, several consultations with
young Julia Evans about the Merlin. In fact he seens to have taken rather a shine to our M ss
Evans.'
'Sean Francis?' Greg couldn't keep the reproach fromshowing in his voice. Cursed hinself
silently. '"But he's years older than her.'
Gabriel's grin was w cked. 'He's three years younger than you. And she doesn't regard you as out
of reach, now does she?
Years of experience prevented himfromshowi ng the slightest ire. 'The girl's got a silly crush,
that's all. | can handle that. But Sean Francis, marrying the boss's granddaughter, well, that's.
' Shocking? But Julia isn't the heir any nore, she is the boss now.' Gabriel put her hand over her
heart, sighing ful somely.
"I think its romantic, nyself.'
'Does he? No, don't answer that, | don't want to know '
‘Julia's really got you in a tizz, hasn't she?
'Can we get back to the case, please?
She chuckled. 'Certainly, Gegory. You can forget about Sean Francis, he really is a clean-cut
square, his only failing is his anbition. He | ooks at every problemto see how he can
benefit fromit.' p

"That's no crinme.'
There was a knock on the door, Martin Wallace poked his
head round. 'Dr Ranasfari's here.'
M NDSTAR RI SI NG
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"Show himin,' Geg said, and nouthed Kid gloves to Gabriel, suddenly w shing he'd thought to warn
her in advance.

Dr Ranasfari was in a foul nood. He | ooked like he hadn't slept for days. H s eyes were red-
rinmed, his hair was hanging linply, snall flakes of dandruff dusted his collar. Creases
crisscrossed his white shirt. There was no tie. Even the Institute's regulation security tag was
ni ssi ng.

His mind reflected his physical appearance; dull, shot through with frissons of agitation. The
prospect that his creation had failed, coupled with the blitz against his patron, had cone as a
severe shock, Greg guessed. Jolting the secure academ ¢ world through which he noved. And now he
had to answer inpertinent questions. .He wore hostility like a hedgehog coat.

"I'"lIl be as quick as | can,' Geg said. 'I"msure you have to get back to the Merlin.

No response.

'Have you ever told anyone about Philip Evans's NN core?

"Certainly not.'

"What about the gi ga-conductor?

"No."' Ranasfari sounded uninterested.

"Unintentionally perhaps, a slip of the tongue? One nmistake would be all it'd take. People place a
| ot of weight on your words.'

'Pl ease, M Mandel. Ask your questions, reassure yourself. But don't attenpt to ingratiate
yourself. | fully appreciate the enphasis Philip Evans places on your investigation, | have

al ready discussed it with him That is why | agreed to see you

Your conclusions froma mninmum data source during your earlier instance of enploynent indicate

your professional conPetence. Although, | personally suspect a degree of intuition
was invol ved on your part.
"It was.'

‘"Interesting. Is that part of your psi-enhancenent?

"It seens to be, although it's very much a secondary facet. Now, a |oose word?

"No. | don't make that sort of mstake.'

"You of all people nust appreciate the logic that there has
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been a serious |leak within Event Horizon. Know ng about both the giga-conductor and the core

| ogi cal |y nmakes you a suspect. However, now |'m satisfied you are not the origin of~ any |eak' -

Ranasfari smiled thinly - "that |eaves the team which grew the core, and your own gi ga-conduct or
resear chers.

The physicist's thin |ips conpressed dolefully. 'I realize this. It. . . is difficult to accept
that one of ny people is responsible. | hope you are not asking ne to point an accusatory finger?

"No. But |'d appreciate any other |eads fromyour departnment. For instance, the |ightware cruncher
you used to design the original cryogenic giga-conductor with, could that have been hacked?

"No, it is isolated fromthe Event Horizon datanet.'

Greg paused for a moment, waiting for any ideas to surface fromhis subconsci ous. He was aware of
a background ache behind his tenple. Options were converging at an alarmng rate, he had a grow ng
sense of conviction that the assistants 4 weren't going to be the | eak origin. Perhaps he'd picked
the assunption off Gabriel. She was sitting on the bottomtier of seats, eyes closed, |ost anbng
the Tau nultiplicities.

"Exactly how serious is this Merlin failure?" Geg asked, intuition pronpting.

"Unl ess the cause can be determned precisely then it will be a major set-back to both
programmes,' Ranasfari answered.

' Bot h?"

"Yes, the Merlin prospecting mssions, and the conmercial production of the gi ga-conductor.'

"When did the Merlin actually fail?'

Ranasfari picked up on the flash of excitenent in his voice. 'l think | see what you are driving
at. Yes. The Merlin failed yesterday norning, eight twenty-four, to be precise.'
"After the blitz.' p

"Correct; approxinmately ten hours. 1)o you believe the two events are connected?

G eg was certain of the connection. But there was a fragnent of bedl amjarring what would

ot herwi se have been an
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i mmacul ate fusion of disjointed thoughts. The inplication that it wasn't an obvi ous union. Yet it
seened straightforward. He alnbst |let out a groan; this was as bad as the nenox spoiler

' The attack against Philip Evans coul d've been a blind," Geg ventured. 'Renenber the blitz was
perpetrated agai nst the whol e Event Horizon network; one of the hackers could easily have tanpered
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with the Merlin control prograns while it was going on.'

"But why the delay?

"An attenpt at disassociating the events? No, wait a m nute, how nuch altitude could the Merlin
add in ten hours? Wuld it nmake recovery nore difficult?

"Altitude increase over ten hours would be approximately one thousand five hundred kil onetres; you
have to renenber that at the start of the flight the Merlin nasses four tines as nmuch as it wll
when it rendezvouses with its target asteroid. That nmeans a low initial acceleration. But
certainly that additional fifteen hundred kil ometres would add considerably to the cost of
recovery. Its current three-and-a-half-thousand-kilonetre orbit is way above the Sanger ceiling.
An inter-orbit tug would have to be chartered specially, which is a totally uneconomi c prospect.
Physi cal recovery was well down our option list. In fact, given normal circunstances, it wouldn't
be considered unless a second Merlin suffered a similar failure. There are a great many

concei vabl e reasons for the shut down; the giga-conductor cell is not the only new conponent in
series-four nodels. Few conponents are common to every Merlin, its developnent is a continua
process of evolution. And, of course, the giga-conductor cells perforned perfectly in the space
environnent sinulation tests, they were npst extensive.'

"But in the nmean tine a question mark hangs over introducing the giga-conductor cell.

"Yes, unfortunately. A Mnistry of Defence team from Bosconbe Down has already arrived to review
our fault-analysis data.

"What has happened to the Merlin? Is it a total breakdown?' G eg asked.
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"It looks like it. The propul sion system has shut down, and the communication |ink has been
severed. It won't even respond to signhals directed at its omi-directional antenna.'

"Could its state have occurred by transmitting a rogue set of instructions, ordering it to shut
down?'

"Indeed,’ Ranasfari agreed. 'Providing you had the correct codes.'

Whi ch, presunably, are stored here in the Institute's nenory cores.'

"Yes.'

"And are they isolated fromthe Event Horizon datanet?

"No. '

"So the attack could be an attenpt to discredit Event Horizon's giga-conductor, which at the very
|l east would delay military funding of your production lines, giving your rivals an opportunity to
make up | ost ground.'

"That is certainly a theoretical possibility.' The shadowy overtones of worry were lifting from Dr

Ranasfari's mind. 'l congratulate you, M Mandel.

Geg felt a weight of relief lifting. '1'd like to be kept inforned of your progress on anal ysing
the Merlin failure.'

"Certainly.’

"And if you can't find anything concrete nay | suggest chartering an inter-orbit tug to recover
it.'
"l doubt the expense woul d be authorized."'

"M ssion planning will cost nothing. And if | don't come up with any positive leads |I'Il press
Philip Evans to cough up the noney.'
"I"m sure sonmeone as persuasive as yourself will have no trouble. Good day, M Mandel.' Dr

Ranasfari exited with what nmi ght have been the ghost of a smile on his nouth.

Gabriel gave hima slow | aconic clap, the sound echoing hollowy in the enpty gallery, Her eyes
were still closed. 'I aminpressed. That was one ~f the slickest pieces of seduction |'ve seen for
many a year. Poor El eanor couldn't have stood a chance.'

G eg ignored the crack. 'Sinple logic. You want whol ehearted co-operation, get them on your side
And enpat hy does have its uses. Like charm sone of us have it.
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He sl ouched on the journalist's seats next to her, letting the foam below the black imtation

|l eather mould itself to his buttocks, and stretched his |l egs out. Beyond the glass, dismy seened
to be tightening its grip.

"How goes it with Ranasfari's tean?

"Total washout.' Her eyes fluttered open. 'If you interviewed every one of themall you'd find is
a coupl e who've got a nice racket flogging off Event Horizon equi pnent and five synthoheads. You
were right, Mrgan Wal shaw knows how to handl e security.'
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"Has to be either the Mnistry of Defence, or a nole, then.'

' Shaping up that way,' she agreed. 'So what now?'

"Elimnation. My intuition says the Merlin failure and the blitz are related in some way. At the
nmonent the only way | can reconcile the two is if the attack on Philip Evans was intended to
divert his attention while the Merlin was hashed up to discredit the giga-conductor.'

"That's pretty tenuous, Geg. A few giga-conductor cells which nay or may not have failed aren't
going to bring the whole enterprise to a grinding halt. The breakdown coul d' ve been some kind of
freak overspill fromthe attack on the NN core, That would be a connection of sorts.'

"No, the Merlin breakdown wasn't an accident.’

Gabriel didn't respond. At |east she never questioned his ntuition.

"Can you see the result of the failure analysis? he asked, 'Sorry. Too far in the future from
where we are.

‘"Wll, not to worry, we'll find out in due course. It mght all turn out to be enpty hypot hesi s,
Lord knows psi intuition isn't stone-scripted. But |1'd put a great deal of noney on that
connection. I'lIl decide for sure after we've interviewed the NN core team Wi shaw should have

reeled themin by the day after tonmorrow. By the way, what can you see of Ranasfari?

"Ch, God.' She let out a |long contenptuous breath. 'Defiflitely a contender for the world s nost
bori ng human bei ng. He just doesn't have any interests outside his professional work, |'msure it
can't be healthy.'

'Leaves himopen to bl ackmail ?'

"I shouldn't think so. What could you possibly corrupt him
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with? In any case, he doesn't do anything renpotely incrimnating for the next few days, nake that
a week. And you've already cleared him'

"True.' He pushed all the suspicions emanating fromintuition out of his mind, cancelling the

gl and secretions, trying to sketch in a wholly |ogical course on the resultant virgin whiteness.
"I want to take you to WI holmand neet Philip Evans sonetine.

"What for this time?

"Two things. Gve the staff the once-over to see if they knew about the NN core. And see if
there's going to be another attack on him If there is, it would mean |I'm wong about the
Dpposition aimng at the giga-conductor. W'd be back to vengeance, Kendric di G rolano, and the
nmol e. '

' Makes sense. Wen?'

"Tonorrow afternoon. |I'mbusy in the norning.'

'So you are.

He couldn't tell whether her carefully neutral tone was disguising anger or anusenment. Her mnd
gave the inpression of total indifference. A balance of the two, perhaps?

"WIl Julia be at Wlholmin the afternoon?" he asked.

A broad smle spread across Gabriel's chubby face. 'You know, | do believe she will."’

p

N

inety per cent of England' s road network had been abandoned in the PSP decade; the energy crunch
put paid to nost private travel, and the incendiary sun steadily deliquesced the tarmac to a
wort hl ess residue. A preWarming style mai ntenance progranme was out of the question, economically
unfeasi bl e, environnentally unsound. Mdtorways and critical |ink roads were kept open, but the
rest was left to waste away. People who could afford cars bought them configured to cope with the
rough terrain. The A47 was one of the roads the PSP was forced to refurbish; it was an essentia
transport artery between Peterborough and the A, and the PSP desperately needed the goods which
the city manufactured. It nmeant that the A4d7's traffic |l evels were high, and nost of the vehicles
comrercial. Driving down it was a new experience for Eleanor; she began to realize how different
England's city life had becone fromthe pastoral existence of the countryside and smaller narket
towns. It was al nost as though the country was devel oping a split personality. O course, the gulf
was nore pronounced here than anywhere el se.

Pet er borough struck her as a tripartite Babylon, the old, the new, and the waterbound condemed by
adverse circunstances to live with each other, rival siblings cooped up in the same house. It sat
on the shore of the gigantic salt quagmre which used to be the nost fertile soil basin in all of
Europe. The Lincoinshire Fens were originally nmarshes, drained over centuries to provide a rich
bl ack | oam which could grow any crop inagi nable. They were perfectly flat, like Holland; on clear
days you could see for forty or fifty kionetres over them so sone of Gakham s refugees had told
her. The troubl e was, the Fens' average hei ght above sea | evel was two netres; in sone places,

file:/lIF|/rah/Peter%20F.%20Hamilton/Hamilton,%20Peter%20F%20-%20Mindstar%20Rising.txt (79 of 189) [1/19/03 7:03:04 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Peter%20F.%20Hamilton/Hamilton,%20Peter%20F%20-%20Mindstar%20Rising.txt

like the Isle of Ely, they were actually below sea | evel. Wen the Antarctic ice nelted they never
stood a chance.
CHAPTER NI NETEEN
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Pet er bor ough absorbed nearly two-thirds of the population displaced by the rising water; the city
had no choice, it was hemmed in between the new sludge to the east and a shabby band of tent towns
on the high ground to the west. None of the refugees was going to nove; they had | ost their hones,
they had found a functioning urban administration, and they were through with running, so they sat
and waited for governnent to get off its arse and do sonething. The three attenpts the PSP nounted
to disperse themended in riots. So the Party was |left with no choice. They poured noney into
per manent acconmodation projects, as well as allowing in foreign investnent to ease the | oad on
the Treasury, and as a result it became one of the nost prosperous cities in England. Huge housing
estates mushrooned to serve vast industrial precincts, a crazy mismatch of devel opments spraw i ng
venonously over the green belt. A deep-water port was built above the drowned cathedral; dredgers
reopened the Nene, gouging out a new | aser-strai ght channel directly into the Wash.
Trade |inks, determ nation, and noney, |ots of noney; that was the gi ddy synergy brew.
Pet er bor ough becane Engl and's Hong Kong, a unique city state of refugees deternined to carve
thenselves a new life. High on that special energy which crackles around Fresh Start frontiers.
Everybody was on the up and up, on the make, on the take. If you couldn't find it in Peterborough,
it didn't exist. A philosophy conpletely out of phase with the rest of the country's |ethargy. The
PSP city hail apparatchi ks just couldn't nove fast enough to keep track of the construction chaos
that boiled out fromthe suburbs. Half of the econony was underground, Eurofrancs only; snuggling
was rife; spivs bought thensel ves penthouses in New Eastfield. A resurgent Gonorrah, her father
had called it
El eanor followed a big methane-powered articulated lorry down the gentle slope towards the bl oated
Ferry Meadows estuary, née Park, the Duo's suspension thrumm ng snoothly on the tough therno-cured
cel lul ose surface. The A47 turned left at ihe bottomof the slope, running along the top of a
~inall err~hanknent above the filthy, swirling water. After the lorry runbled round the bend, she
could see a string of ten
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barges noored across the mle-w de estuary between the base of the enbanknent and Orton W nstow.
Artificial islands of rock and concrete were rising beside each of them
She watched a crane swinging its |load of rock froma barge across to the centre of an island,
dropping it with a |ow runbling sound. A cloud of dust billowed up. Wen it cleared, she could see
a gang of nen swarning over the pile, rolling rocks down on to flat-topped carts so they could be
packed behind the encircling wall of concrete.
The idea for an eddy-turbine barrage had been started back when the PSP was in power. They were
generators that |ooked |ike propeller blades, mounted in narrow naceiles and tethered between the
i sl ands where the current spun themas it ebbed and fl owed.
Pet er bor ough' s post-Warni ng i ndustrial base had been founded on |ight engineering and gear
production, easily served by the city's electricity allocation fromthe National Commerce Gid,
and suppl emented by sol ar panels. But the explosion of manufacturing had begun to attract heavier
i ndustries, pushing the power demand close to breaking point. Then after the Second Restoration
the newy legitimzed Event Horizon arrived. Wth its wholly nodern industries, Peterborough was
t he obvi ous choice to supply the cyber-factories with conponents once Philip Evans brought them
ashore. The already vigorous city went into overdrive. But its expanded fortunes brought it up
agai nst infrastructure capacity limts. The eddy-turbine barrage was intended to relieve the now
chroni c energy shortage, one of a dozen projects rushed into construction to cope with the
excessi ve demands Event Horizon was pl acing.
The traffic was snarled up in front of the Duo. Eleanor slowed, and saw a bus in front of the
lorry had stopped to let Qut its passengers. They were all men in rough working clothes, carrying
or wearing hard hats. They joined a group of about seventy waiting on the enmbanknent bel ow t he
road, level with the line of barges. There was a snmall jetty at the bottom of the enmbanknent. A
boat had just cast off, ferrying sone of the men out to the islands. She could see a clunp of

186 PETER F. HAM LTON

men who' d been left behind on the jetty arguing hotly with a pair of forenen.
"They' Il be lucky,' Greg nurnmured as the Duo drove past '~ the crowd mlling aimessly on the
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enbankment .

"Wy 2"

"Tell you, the eddy-turbine barrage is a council project, right. Unless you' re on the city counci
| abour register, there's no way you'li get to work onit.'

"Well, why don't they sign on with the council, then?' she asked.

"Alot of people on the dole right now are ex-apparatchiks. And the New Conservative Inquisitors
have got their hands full purging the adm nistration staff of any that got left behind after the
PSP fell. The government is nervy about them what with inflation and the housing shortage, a few
wel | -pl aced PSP | eftovers could cause serious grief. So the last thing the council wants is to
take them back, especially not on a project as inportant as this one.'

"Way don't you apply to join the Inquisitors? she teased. 'That'd be a regular job.'

Geg grinned. 'They couldn't afford me.' He pointed ahead. This is the turn. W'll park in Bretton
and wal k the rest of the way.'

She took a left through the old MIton Park golf club entrance. The Duo powered al ong the rough
cinder tracks Lined by henispherical apartment blocks that'd sprung up to replace the greens,
tees, and bunkers. The three-storey buil dings were self-contained Finnish prefabs, a burnished
pewter for easy thermal control. Fast-grow ng naeosopsis trees dom nated the estate, their |ong
branches curved over the tracks, affording a decent anount of shade. There were snall allotnents
ringing each of the silvery hem spheres, laid out with uniform precision.

"Tidy,' she ~emarked, approvingly. 'They' ve got a different attitude here.

"You're not being fair. Think what this'll be like in twenty years' time. Just the sane as
Berrybut .’

"It mght, then again it mght not. These people are nore in tune with the future, they believe in
it.'
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They drove by a clunmp of mango trees in full fruit. She saw children playing around the trunks,
seenmingly inmune to the ripe tenptation dangling above their heads. 'Watever happened tO

scrunpi ng?'

‘Do you want to nove?' G eg asked.

‘"No.' She grinned. 'You couldn't live here.'

They left the rustic el oqguence of the MIton estate behind and slowed, slotting into the chain of
vans and rickcarts trundling through the grid maze of the Park Farmindustrial precinct. It was
made up of bl ealdy functional sugar-cube factory units with coal -black sol ar-col |l ector roofs.
Nearly half of them sported the Event Horizon triangle and flying V enblem she saw, nost of the
rest were overseas conpani es, sone konbi nate Logos. The foreign factories were anathena to the
PSP, econDmic inperialism but they had to let themin to pay off the massive investnent |oans
whi ch the Tokyo and Zurich finance artels had made in Peterborough's new housing.

"Do you nean you would nove if it wasn't for me?" Greg isked.

"Don't be silly.' She was still grinning. He | ooked like he had bitten sonething sickly.
"You don't have to cone with ne to see Royan, you know,' he said. "It isn't exactly a picnic at
the best of tines. It'll only take nme an hour or so.'

"Ch, no,"' she said loudly. 'You don't get out of it that easily, Geg Mandel. Do you realize

know practically nothing about the tinme between you | eaving the Arnmy and neeting ne? This is the
first glinpse you' ve ever allowed ne into this section of your life.'

"You only had to ask.'

She shot hima quick glance. 'If you'd wanted ne to know, You would've told nme. And now you're
starting to. I'mnot Sure what it means, but |'m bl oody pleased."'

'He takes sone getting used to,' Geg offered. She recogni zed the tone, regret for the inpulse
decision to invite her. Just how bad could his friend be?

"You said he was hurt?'

"Very badly. Conpletely disabled, and burnt. It's not Pretty.

PETER F. HAM LTON

housi ng. They represented the | east successful aspect of city's expansion programre. A throw back
to the worst of nineteen-sixties style of instant sluns.

They were twenty storeys high, identical in every right down to the cheap |ow efficiency slate-
grey solar-e' clinging to every square centinmetre of surface. Heat shun tw sted the bl ocks' harsh
geonetry, blurring edges; it wa~ though nature was trying to distort the inhunan ugliness w ~
their desolate |ines delineated. The ground between them wastel and. Less than half of the estate's
i nt ended enpl o) workshops had been built, and those that the council had conpl etea were abandoned,
either burnt out or gutted. The Trinities gang synbol was scrawl ed everywhere, brash and sharp, a
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closed fist gripping a thorn cross, blood dripping; She'd heard of the Trinities, even in the
ki bbutz. Anti-PSP ~ti a big way.

Muckl ands Wbod coul d' ve been deserted. Nothing novec worse, there was no sound: there shoul d' ve
been sonething conm ng fromthose hundreds of grimed w ndows, nusic or shouting. Their footsteps
crunched |l oudly on the badly nicked |inmestone path.

She stuck close to Greg's side, eyes darting about nervously. 'Is this part of your past?' she
asked.

"Briefly. I taught sone of the people who live here.'

"I never knew you were a teacher.'

"Tell you, not your sort of teaching, school and such. | trained themin streetcraft.

"Streetcraft?

"Techni ques to break police ranks, anmbush their snatch squads, how to counter the assault dogs.
That kind of thing. It's a reversal of the counter-insurgency courses the Arnmy gave ne.'

You wanted to know, she told herself. Her eyes dropped to the crushed yell ow stone fragnents of
the path.

"Stay calm' Geg said quietly.

She glanced at him puzzled. H s eyes had that distant | ook. He was using his gland.

Then the 'rrinities boy stepped out fromhis hiding place
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behi nd a crunbling enpl oyment workshop wall, he did it fast and snooth, sinply there. And it was
all she could do not to yelp in surprise. He fitted her inage of an urban predator perfectly,

al nost a stereotype. Asian, sonewhere in his md-twenties, with hair cropped close, wearing a
filthy denimjacket with the arns torn off, slashed T-shirt, and tight |eather trousers. Two bow e
kni ves and a conpact stun puncher were clipped on to his belt. There was sonme sort of gear plug in
his left ear. Ataut strap running round his neck held his throat nike. The Trinities enbl em was
pai nted on his jacket.

He |l eered at her, and she knew he could read her fright. 'Wat the fuck are you arsehol es? Hazard
j unki es?'

There were nore Trinities spreading out of the ruins behind her and G eg, dressed in a grab bag of
camouf | age jackets, jeans, and T-shirts. Faces hard, carrying weapons ranging fromknives up to

t hi ngs whose function she coul dn't guess. They fanned out, fornming a tight bl ockade.

"Cool it, mate,' Greg said levelly and put a bag down, holding out his right hand, very slowy..
The youth's sneer faded when he saw the Trinities card Greg was hol ding. 'Were you get that?'

' Sane pl ace as you.'

"No shit?'" He pulled out his own card and showed it to the one in Greg's open pal m Confusion
twisted his features as his card acknow edged Greg's authenticity. 'l don't know your face.'

"l don't know yours,' Geg said

"Don't smartarse nme!' he shouted.

"Greg's one of us, Des,' a throaty fenmale voice said frombehnd El eanor. Qut of the corner of her
eye she saw a Snall figure with spiky mauve hair, wearing tourniquet-tight |eopard~skin jeans and
a sleeveless black singlet. The girl's age was indefinable; thin-faced, she coul d' ve been anywhere
between fifteen and thirty. She was cradling a big gauss-pul se carbine casually across one arm
Bandol i er straps crossed her flat chest, |oaded with red-tipped slugs. Additional power nagazi nes
were clipped to her belt. Her face was one big snirk
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good.

her .

good if you don't

I

" Shut the fuck up, Suzi,' shouted the boy confronting them 'Hear nme? You could drive a fucking
tank through that -of yours. This is ny turf, I'mthe Man here. These could be Party.

El eanor held on to Geg's forearmw th her free pinching. Suppose the card wasn't good enough?
Geg grinned faintly. 'H, Suzi.

The mauve-haired girl gave himan inpish thunbs up.

Des's face darkened. 'You know these?' his jabbed at G eg.

"Sure,' said Suzi. 'Geg's been Trinity fromway back.. Taught ne all kindsa things.' Her eyes net
El eanor. 'Good, too, isn't he?

El eanor kept her face perfectly blank, enotions frozen, just as they'd been for all those years in
the ki bbutz. 'Depends on the material he's got to work with, dear.' Not the greatest :~ coneback
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in the world, but pretty bloody good, considering. Even Greg seened vaguely surprised; approving,
too, she suspected. Suzi started | aughing.

"So why the big reunion? Des asked. 'I'mhere to see Son,' said Geg. 'Christ, Des, let the nan
through.' 'Last fucking warning, Suzi, I'll rip you
shove it.'

"Just ask Father,' Geg said. "He'll tell you ny credit is

' Yeah? So what about her?' Des pointed at Eleanor. 'I don't ~( see no card.

"She's with ne.'

p 'No shit?

'Des, the man has our card, that makes himone of us.'

The new voi ce was deep, it didn't seemloud, but it carried to everyone. Authoritative, Eleanor
decided. The Trinities were suddenly still and attentive. There was a hint of irritati in the
voi ce, which she was very grateful wasn't directed at

When she | ooked round she saw a tall black man picking his way over the cracked concrete footings
of a stillborn
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enpl oyment wor kshop. She thought he | ooked about the sane age as Greg, noved the sanme way too,
dangerous grace. Mst of his two-netre frane was nmuscle. He was wearing conbat fatigues, clean
with knife-edge creases, a blue beret sporting a single silver star; she recognized it as an ol d-
style British Army reginental insignia. Geg's nmenory cores at the chalet were full of nmilitary
trivia like that.
"Shit, yeah, Father. But-' Des began
"But nothing! Man with a card is one of us, always. W don't all dress like crap. You got that?
Des's head lolled about |ike a moody nodding doll. 'Sure, OK Father. | just didn't want to take
no chances, y'know?
The tension had evaporated fromthe other Trinities. Some of themgrinned publicly at Des's
squirmng, |ed by Suzi
"I know, boy. Now, is it going to happen again?
"No, sir.'
"l don't hear you so good.' The big man's eyes flashed round the circle of Trinities.
"No, sir!' they yelled gleefully.
"Di smissed,’ he barked. Suzy flipped Geg a jaunty wave as the troop filtered away over the barren
artificial npbonscape.
Greg and the bl ack man were bearhuggi ng each ot her
«Miscl es sl ackened all over Eleanor's body in one convul sive shiver, she hadn't been aware how
tightly wired she'd becone. So nany weapons, and not even Geg could've protected themif that
ani mal Des had got it into his mind to shoot. Micklands Wod was |ike nothing she'd heard of
before, undiluted anarchy. The cold flush pricking her skin wouldn't abate now until she was back
in the safe sanity of the Duo, heading out.
Greg and his friend rel eased each other, both smling broadly.
‘Man, you've been AWOL a long tine.'
"That's the way it goes.' Geg shrugged. 'l can't afford to be seen with the Iikes of you
nowadays, |'m a respectabl e professional now, legitinmte.'
"Legitjm~e, shit. Soft, that's what.
' Yeah. Teddy, neet El eanor. Mate of mine.’
Teddy's smle got wider as he swept her with an apprai sing
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gaze, then he pulled his beret off in a gesture of hopeles gallantry. 'Christ, officers always did
steal the best of every thing.' He offered his hand, and drew her knuckles to his |Iips The
ultimate stanp of approval. It cleared the air nmarvellously

"Bit junpy, aren't they?" Geg said as the three of wal ked towards the nearest tower.

'Yeah, sorry about that,' Teddy growl ed. 'We had us chunk of extra-parlianentary action agai nst
sone Party hac two days back. Couple of ny troops got hit. They're

keeping alert. Can't blane 'emfor that.'

"You expecting sone retaliation? G eg asked.

Teddy shrugged. 'Dunno. The war isn't nearly over, C There are tens of thousands of card carriers
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out there. Smwell organized, and tough with it. They'Il do it to us all
again if we let 'em
"Are the Bl ackshirts maki ng any serious noves?

"No bulishitting, Geg, they are screwing this city. Alnosi as bad as we did. Trouble npbst nights
police are stretched to the limt. Inquisitors can't seemto get on top of 'em Black-shirts have
got Walton sewn up tight and hard, nobody in, nobody out unless they say so. W sit and eyebal
each other over the Al5; and | keep pissing nyself over what they're cooking up in there. Son

wat ches what he can, of course, but even he's got linmits. Wiat 1'd like is some Spiral-arned M -
24s, go in and beach-head the place, flush the bastards out. Just |ike the good old days.'

"This isn't the good old days, Teddy. W got rid of them and they aren't com ng back. The

Bl ackshirts are just a bunch of zonbies, don't know they're dead yet.'

p "I know howto tell 'em'

'How nany of themare in there now?

" Maybe two hundred regul ar Blackshirts, five if they calle in the hardliners they' ve got scattered
about the county

it's the rest who give ne sleepless nights. Half of "emstill work in city chanbers. If they get
their act together they could cause a lotta pain. This inflation is stirring people up, man, |otsa
grumbl i ng about the New Conservatives. And you bet they've got it all planned out, fucking Party

al ways loved plans. | can't fight that, Greg. That ain't physical, nman. Physical
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can handle. | gotta leave "emto the New Conservative inquisitors. Mre fucking bureaucrats. |

tell you, it plain drives ne nuts.'

"People won't fall for the PSP tw ce,' Eleanor said. 'They're not that daft.’

Teddy sniled softly down at her. "Gal, | sure as shit hope you're right. Cos it ain't just here,
every town in the country is the sanme. Party ain't got the power no nore, but that don't nean they
don't want it again. Bad. But whichever way it tilts we're ready for 'em AKs |oaded and Bibles to
hand. You bet.’

"So how is Gol dfinch, anyway?' G eg asked.

Teddy rolled his eyes, sighing in despair. 'Crazy as ever. Man, you should hear his sernpbns now.
He's overl oadi ng on the vengeance routine, hot for it he is, and slick with it. Keeps the kids in
Iine but good, they know they're fighting for what's right. Tine just floats on by when he's in
that pul pit. Even been getting civvies from Mickl ands conming, too. You want to see hinf

"I"ll pass. It's Royan I'm here for.

' Thought so. See you're |oaded up with his rubbish.'’

Two Trinities stood guard at the doors into the tower. They saluted smartly as Teddy wal ked by,
never even giving El eanor the eye. The hail belied the appearance of the building' s externa
decay, clean and tidy, if somewhat spartan

She t hought she saw Greg wink at a tiny canera | ens peekng out of the top of the doorfrane.

"I won't cone up,' said Teddy. 'Your rap's probably big hush anyway.'

"Not fromyou,' Greg said.

' Thanks, man. Anything you need the Trinities for?

"It isn't shaping up that way. But if it does.'

"W're here, Greg, always here. Ain't got no place else to go. You conme in and say goodbye before
you go.'

"Right.'
Teddy gave El eanor another fast smile and di sappeared into the old warden's flat. She got a blink
of maps and screens on the wall, heavy-duty conmuni cation gear on boxy desks, and an enornous

colour print of Marilyn Mnroe.

The lift doors opened, and El eanor |eant heavily on the rear
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wall. She let out a hefty relieved breath, and gave Greg a hard nare. 'Perhaps you were right
about nme not coning,' she said.

'Hey, | apol ogi ze about Des, | didn't know that was going to happen.' He punched for the top
floor, and the Iift began to hum upwards.

' Maybe you didn't, but | should ve. This estate, it saps hope, breeds people |like that.
"You're wong there. Mickl ands Wod is one of the safest places to live in Peterborough.'

She snorted disbelief.

"Straight up. Providing you're a resident. The Trinities don't tolerate theft and viol ence agai nst
their own.'

"Vigil antes.
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"Call themwhat you like. Just don't forget those troops are the ones who stood agai nst the PSP's
Const abl es when the violence was at its worst.'

"I"'msorry, Geg. | didn't nean to knock them | see how deep your involvenent goes. And | am
glad I cane. Wen ny nerves calmdown |I'lIl be able to express it better.'

"Tell you, you did all right out there. Lot of people would' ve

"Me too, if I'd thought it woul d' ve done any good. Was Teddy bei ng serious about the PSP stil
being active in Walton?

"Sure.’

"Well, why doesn't the governnment do sonet hi ng?'

"Like what? We're living under a judicial systemnow The rule of |law is paranount. Being a nmenber
of a political party isn't an offence in this new, fair England. Being in the Trinities, doing
what they do, nowthat is a crinme.'

She shook her head in wonder. '"It's all so wong. Stupid.'

"Yeah. | know.'

CHAPTER TVENTY

T

he lift halted with knee-bendi ng suddenness, and chined nmetallically as the door slid open. The
corridor outside was narrow, its walls unpainted breeze bl ocks; a greening biolumstrip ran down
the length of the ceiling. Greg and El eanor wal ked down to the end, and he knocked on the famliar
panel board door of 206. There was a brief flicker of guilt; he hadn't visited for weeks. Now he'd
come ~6ecause he wanted sonet hi ng.

Qoi opened the door. A thirteen-year-old Chinese girl dressed in a blue silk Mao suit with red and
gold fantasy serpents enbroi dered on her sleeves. She bowed deeply. 'He is expecting you,' she
said in a voice pitched as high as birdsong

206 was a dole fam|ly's accommodati on nodul e, three roons and a cupboard-sized hail. It was on the
corner of the tower, which gave it two wi ndows. Being a bachelor, Royan wasn't entitled to it; but
as he wasn't listed on the council's occupancy register they were unlikely to insist he vacate it.
The door to Royan's roomslid open and a gush of hot humid air, rich with the snell of hunus,
spilled out. The interior was a bastard of fspring of a botanical garden and an experinenni CAD- CAM
shop.

Thirty blue-white solaris spots shone down on four rows of red clay troughs which grew clunps of
orchids, fuchsias, cyclanmen, African violets, gloxinias, and jasm ne; tall standard hyacinths
towered over them giving off a thick cloying perfune.

Alittle wheeled robot scuttled along the alleys between the troughs. It was a patchwork of

ni scel | aneous conponents, Something a surrealist sculptor might've built in a fit of

hal I uci nogeni ¢ denmentia. A droopy flexible hose which ended in a Copper watering-can spout hung
out of one side, sprinkling mlky water over the sphagnum noss that frothed across the Surface of
the troughs' | oam
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One wall was covered fromfloor to ceiling in TV screens, not nodern flatscreens but the antique
gl ass vacuumtubes of the last century. They'd been taken out of their casings and stacked edge to
edge, like bricks, in a netal franme. Sone were showi ng channel programes, sone rel ayed inmages
fromcaneras dotted around the tower, others had reans of green script unfurling in a constant
cascade fromtop to bottom

An alum niumtripod stood in the mddle of the floor, its canera silently tracking Geg as he
ducked round the hangi ng baskets full of busy Lizzies and fleshy trailing nasturtiuins. Twin fibre-
optic cables fell fromthe back of the camera, snaking across the abraded brown linm to Royan's

ni net een-si xties vintage dentist's chair; they termnated in the black nodem ~ balls filling his
eye- socket s.

Greg sensed the gag-reflex of Eleanor's mind as she fought to control her revul sion and shock
barely managing to contain a phobic groan

He forced hinmself to grin and nod at Royan's bloated, Tshirted torso. Royan didn't have any | egs;
and his arns ended just below the el boWs, their stunps capped with grey plastic cups which
sprouted fibre-optic cables, plugging himinto various 'ware cabi nets about the room

Al'l the screens went blank. Then words began to form netre-high letters, phosphor green
strangely fragnmented by the reticulation of black runs.

HELLO GREG WHO S THE LADY?

Royan was fifteen that night six years ago, Geg's last street light. Set up as a march on

Pet er borough' s council hall protesting about the latest protein rationing. The Trinities were
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infiltrating the crowd, thirsting for aggro. It was a big crowd, ugly. The Party called out the
Peopl e' s Const abl es.
Peopl e's Constables: a replacenent for Special Constables. Geg could just renmenber themfromhis
yout h; weekend policenen, who used to dress up in their smart dark uniforns
" and nmake an enthusiastic cock-up of directing traffic at the Rutland county fair.
Peopl e's Constables were in a different |eague. A different fucking universe, as far as Geg was
concerned. Recruited
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fromthe ranks of extrenme-left shock-troops and bl ack-flag warriors who' d kicked police and beat
up press photographers at rallies and narches, it was the biggest case of role-reversal since
Dracul a turned vegan. The Peopl e's Constabl es cane under the direct authority of |ocal PSP
committees, enployed to smash heads whenever peopl e conpl ai ned about the latest drop in living
standards. Basic Party mlitia.
Their favourite weapon was a bullwhip, with a | ash of nonolattice carbon. They were taught to go
for the legs first.
Royan, flush with the élan of youth, was in the crowd's front rank. He was caught in the first
charge. The crowd retreated | eaving their downed behi nd. People's Constables clustered |Iike angry
wasps about each of the inert bodies, slashing with hot fury.
It was the Trinities who retaliated, prepared by Teddy and him driving the Constables back with a
ber ser ker bonbardment of molotovs, lighting the night sky with a lethal fallout of fireballs.
Greg had dragged Royan out of the flanes, far, far too late. He often wondered if he'd have done
the boy a bigger favour by going for a beer instead.
"This is Eleanor,' Geg said.
H ELEANCR YQOU ARE VERY PRETTY.
'"CGo ahead,' Greg told her. 'Just speak normally, he can hear.
Royan's ears were the only sensory input he had, lying in hospital, his sole neans of clinging to
sanity. It was a nonth before he was given an optical nobdem and another fortnight before he got
his forearm axon splice. The axon splice gave hun the ability to comuni cate, the nerve inpul ses
i ntended for his anputated hand feeding a computer input. Wenever he visited, G eg thought of
ghostly transparent hands typing a keyboard in some incorporeal alien dinmension
El eanor cleared her throat self-consciously. 'Hello, Royan. dad to neet you.'
| LIKE YOU. YOU DIDN' T YELL, OR ANYTHI NG
"Hands off,' Greg warned. 'She's m ne.
LUCKY. LUCKY. LUCKY. GREG | S VERY LUCKY
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"l know. Brought sone junk for you.'

EVERY LI TTLE HELPS.

He directed El eanor to tip out her bag of redundant gear on to a big flat-top workbench. Royan had
fixed up two obsol ete General Electric car-factory Wal do arns besi de the bench, their spot-wel ding
tips replaced with multi-segnent talon-like grippers. Geg could never understand how the fl oor
took the weight of the brutes.

They tel escoped out with juddering clunmsy notions and began sorting through the pile. He put the
Sanyo VCR down next to the scuffed gl ass bubble which held Royan's micro-assenbly rig.

JACKPOT. LOTS OF GOOD BITS I N THAT THANKS TO BOTH OF YQU.

It never mattered what he brought, Royan would eventually find a way to use it. Patiently
tinkering with nomnally inconpatible nodules until they could be fused together and incorporated
into his cybernetic grotto.

Anot her of the pot-pourri robots rolled up to G eg and El eanor, a Pyrex jug full of steaning

cof fee bal anced on its roof.

HELP YOURSELVES.

G eg sipped gingerly as the wal dos whirred away industriously behind him The coffee was

excel lent, as always. Royan fiddled it out of the inventory conputer of a plush New East-field
delicatessen, directing its delivery van to a Trinities safe house in Bretton. Eleanor's eyes

wi dened in appreciation as she tasted the brew

"Job for you,' Greg said.

PARTY | NVOLVED?

"Don't think so. But the person who's hired ne hates them nore than you do.

| MPCSSt ~LE. WHO IS I T?
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"Tell you in a minute. First part of your help is answering questions for me. | need to know the
kind of information floating round the circuit at the noment. WIIl you do that?

SHOOT

'Have you heard about the blitz against the Event Horizon datanet?

M NDSTAR RI SI NG

CHUCKLE CHUCKLE. THE CI RCU T HAS BEEN BUZZI NG W TH NOTHI NG ELSE FOR THE LAST THREE DAYS.

Bl GGEST DEAL SINCE M NI STRY OF PUBLI C ORDER

MAI NFRAME WAS CRASHED

"Who set it up?

NO i DEA. BI G PUZZLE RECRUI TI NG NOT DONE THROUGH THE Cl RCUI T. ODD ODD ODD.

"Coul d the hotrod pack have been foreigners?

NO. CIRCU T KNEW ABOUT i T TOO SOON. HI NTS

DROPPED. NO NAMES THOUGH. UNUSUAL. i FlI ~D TAKEN

PART |' D WANT PECPLE TO KNOW My HANDLE. THAT

KIND OF BURN PUSHES THE GO NG RATE UP, MAYBE

EVEN DOUBLES | T SI LENCE WOULD HAVE TO BE

BOUGHT LOTS OF MONEY | NVOLVED

"So how would | go about recruiting without using the circuit?

GOOD QUEST/ ON.  TEKMERC VWHO HAS WORKED W TH SOLO HOTRODS BEFORE. SHRUG. THEYD HAVE TO HAVE GOOD
CONTACTS.

The little robot that'd been watering the troughs ran across the floor to a tap on a wall and
eased itself underneath. Water poured into its tank. Geg watched the operation over the rim of
his cup. 'Tell nme about Philip Evans.

HE WAS THE OMNER OF EVENT HORI ZON. Di ED A MONTH BACK. RICH. RICH. RICH.

"That's it?

NO. THERE' S WHOLE MEMORY CORES LOADED W TH Bl OGRAPHI CAL DATA. YOU WANT A PRI NT OQUT?

"No thanks. What | neant was, is there anything current?

OPPGCsI TI ON MPS PROTESTED ABOUT COST OF HI'S FUNERAL. THA T'S THE LAST ENTRY.

"CK, I've got a big hush for you. Philip Evans's nenori es have been stored.

AH HA.

"Tell me how you'd go about doing that.'

BEST WAY WOULD BE I N A Bl O WARE NEURAL NETWORK. FERREDOXI N HAS THE POTENT/ AL. YOU D HAVE

TO SPLI CE EVANS' S SEQUENCI NG RNA | NTO THE

NODES, DUPLI CATE HI S BRAI N STRUCTURE, THEN

202

PETER F. HAM LTON

SQU RT HHS MEMORI ES | NTO THE CORE W TH A NEUROCOUPLI NG THE COST WOULD BE UTTERLY LOONY. BUT |
SUPPCSE PHI LI P EVANS COULD AFFORD | T AFTER ALL, THA T'S ONE WAY OF TAKING i T WTH YOU. RI GHT?
"Right." Greg thought for a nmonent. 'So all you'd have to know to deduce the nature of Evans's
core was that his nmenories had been transl ocated, nothing el se?

YES. | T'S BEEN RAPPED ABOUT FOR YEARS. HAMBURG UNI VERSI TY LOADED A TURI NG PERSONALI TY

I NTO THEI R Bl O WA RE CRUNCHER A FEW YEARS BACK;

| TS RESPONSES REALLY VERE | NDi STI NGUI SHABLE

FROVA HUVAN S. ALL | TLACKED WERE BACKGROUND

MEMORI ES. | RAPPED WTH | T ONCE. CREEPY CREEPY

CREEPY.

"I'f you knew of a bioware core which housed sone kind of sophisticated personality responses
program how woul d you set about disabling it?

MACRO DATA SQUI RT FORCE THE PERSONALI TY PROGRAM OQUT OF THE CORE.

"Did you think of that yourself, or was it sonmething you picked off the circuit?

ALL M NE, CRCSS HEART IT'S OBVI QUS SOLUTI ON

"Does that nean it wasn't a personal attack against Evans?' El eanor asked. Intense interest had
resulted in her coffee going cold. She'd either forgotten, or had accommpbdat ed, Royan's state,
acting perfectly naturally. There weren't many who could do that.

Royan woul d' ve noticed, too; he was an acute observer within his small kingdom For sone obscure
reason Greg was delighted. He ~vanted themto be friends, to approve of each other. It meant a | ot
to him although he couldn't say exactly why. The bl oody quacks woul d have | ots of psychobabbl e
about resolving the past, no doubt.

He poured hinself another coffee. 'It's a possibility,' he admtted. 'Any hacker observing the
Event Hori zon datanet would know a | ot of nmnagenent decisions were originating fromthat one
core. Wether or not they knew it was Philip Evans hinmself, |'mnot sure.
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IF 1T WASN' T FOR VENGEANCE, THEN | T WAS PROB
M NDSTAR RI SI NG
203
ABLY CONNECTED W TH EVENT HORI ZON' S G GA- CONOUCTOR. AM / Ri GHT. OR WHAT?
"You're right.' Greg wasn't surprised; Royan kept hinself well plugged in to the circuit, trading
data whenever it was to his advantage. 'Philip Evans believes the blitz was an attenpt at a
spoi l er; reducing Event Horizon's ability to market the giga-conductor by renoving his nmanageri al
experience. So how did you find out about the gi ga-conductor?
EVENT HORI ZON HAVE A G GA- CONDUCTOR DEVELOPMENT CONTRACT W TH THE M NI STRY OF DEFENCE.
"My God,' said Eleanor, 'Does everyone know about the country's nmilitary secrets?'
NOT NECESSARI LY. BUT THE G GA- CONDUCTOR | S
SUCH A BIG DEAL IT'S | MPGSSI BLE TO KEEP | T UNDER
VWRAPS. WEAPONS APPLI CATI ON PRQJECT DETAI LS
HAVE BEEN LOADED | NTO THE M NI STRY OF DEFENCE
MAI NFRAME. THAT MAKES THEM AVAI LABLE TO PECPLE
LI KE ME, AND THERE ARE A LOT OF PECPLE LIKE ME
CHUCKLE CHUCKLE. WELL NOT QUI TE
Greg considered that; Event Horizon's giga-conductor wasn't half as secret as Mrgan Wal shaw had
bel i eved, yet the Mnistry of Defence had only been brought in after the patent was filed. He
still couldn't believe a kombinate woul d bother with a spoiler like the blitz, not after the
chance of filing their own patent had been | ost.
"When did you find out about the giga-conductor?
THi RD VEEK | N DECEMBER. M NI STRY OF DEFENCE
BEGAN A NEW ULTRA- SECURE FI LE AT THE START OF
THE MONTH, | WAS | NTERESTED. TOOK A COUPLE COF
DAYS TO BURN.
He used the teaspoon to lift the skin off his coffee, running the dates through his mnd. If he
assunmed anot her hotrod had burnt open the Mnistry file around the sane tinme as Royan, then the
blitz could well be a konbi naze operation. But how had they discovered the NN core existed? He was
back to the question of the nole's existence again. 'Could you pull data from Event Horizon's
security division nmenory cores w thout tripping any alarnms?
I F YOU ASKED ME TO, | M GHT CHANCE IT BUT |I'D
204 PETER F. HAM LTON

HATE TO HAVE TO TRY. WHAT DI D YOU WANT PULLED? ~

' The Zant hus m crogee-furnace production-nonitor prograns.'

WOW WEI RD VEEI RD WEI RD. ANY MEMORY CORE

CAN BE BURNT OPEN, BUT SOVE ARE MORE DI FFI CULT

THAN OTHERS. EVENT HORi ZON i S MOST EQUAL OF

ALL.

"Do you know anyone el se who could do it?

THERE ARE ABOUT FOUR OR FI VE OF US WHO

COULD WRi TE MELT PROGRAMS GOCD ENOUGH. BUT

IF YOU VENT TO THE CIRCU T WTH THAT REQUEST i T

WOULD COST YOU TWENTY THOUSAND NEW STERLI NG,

M NI MUM

G eg grunted, the answer was about what he expected. Kendric could afford that, no messing, but
woul d he have bothered to asset-strip Event Horizon if he hadn't known about the gi ga-conductor?
There were still too many unknowns. 'Does anyone on the circuit know how the blitz ties in with
the Merlin failure?

WHAT MERLi N FAI LURE?

'That answers that,' he nuttered in an undertone. He gave Royan a quick outline of the
spaceprobe's breakdown. 'Intuition tells me they're connected. But | can't see how |'mjust not
convi nced about the validity of the blitz. Wat could it hope to achieve?

DUNNO. THE AMOUNT OF EFFORT EXPANDED

MOUNTI NG THE BLITZ IS COVWLETELY OQUT OF PROPORTI ON TO THE DAMAGE | T WOULD CAUSE. EVENT

HORi ZON LOST A LOT OF DATA IN THE RESULTANT

DATANET SHUTDOWN, BUT NOTHI NG CRI TI CAL. THAT

| MPLI ES VENGEANCE.

The green letters with their sublimnal flicker jolted him He shook his head at his own sl owness.
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The blitz had exactly the kind of protective |ayers as the nenox-crystal spoiler, each one a cover
for the one underneath, and progressively nore conplex, nore subtle, Kendric di G rolanp's nethod
of operation. A bright sensation of satisfaction rose up; identical patterns, and intuition now
both focused on Julia's nemesis. That

M NDSTAR RI SI NG
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coi nci dence was far too nuch to ignore. Except. . . Kendric was smart, he wouldn't use the sane
pattern tw ce. Unless that was what he wanted people to think.

Greg sipped the last of his coffee reflectively; there were limts to paranoia. Go with your
intuition, he told hinself, at |east you know you trust that.

SO WHAT DO YOU RECKQON, HOLMES?

"Insufficient data. You want to do ne a huge favour?

FIND OQUT WHO WAS | N ON THE BLi TZ?

"Cot it in one.'

GRIN. SILENCE | S GOLDEN AT THE MOMENT, SO I T LL

MEAN HACKI NG HOTRODS, ACCESSI NG THEI R MEMORY

CORES TO SEE | F THERE' S ANY REFERENCE TO THE

BURN. AND I T'LL HAVE TO BE THE SOLO HOTRODS,

THAT COTERI E WEREN T VI RG NS. OOPS, PARDON MY

FRENCH, ELEANOR.

She | ooked straight at the canera, brushing | oose strands of titian hair fromher face, and gave
hima warmsmle.

"If that's too big a deal for you, | can bring sone help in from Event Horizon's security
division,' Geg said solemly.

HOW SOON DO YOU WANT THE ANSVER, SMARTARSE?

G eg saluted the canera with his enpty coffee nug. 'Soon as possible, if not before.’

Royan's nouth parted a slit, revealing bucked teeth yell owed by the pul ped vegetable nmush Qoi fed
him H's version of a smle. THE HUNT IS ON.

A whol e | oad of apprehension lifted from Greg, Nobody hunted better than Royan, nor had nore
practice. And he took it seriously, deadly serious. Royan had nonitor prograns stashed in every
maj or public data core in the country, sleepers watching for key words and nanmes, Qut of the four
hundred and seventy People's Constables on duty the night of the riot there were less than two
hundred |l eft alive. The boy had been hunting them out ever since he plugged his axon splice into a
gear termnal; seeking out their hone addresses, tracking themthrough pronotions, transfers,
redundancies. Greg and the rest of the Trinities were told where to find them what they

PETER F. HAM LTON
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| ooked |ike now, at what point in their daily routine they were nost vul nerable.

G eg had personally taken out sixteen for him

' Thanks,' Greg said.

SNEAKYPRESENTFOR YOU, GREG. YOU M GHTHAVE A USE FOR I T G VE ME YOUR CARD.

One of the wal dos stretched out across the work top, claw. opening, He funbled in his Levis pocket
and fished out the Event Horizon card. The tarnished silver nmetal closed about it, and the arm
retracted, rotating on its vertical axis, then slid out again, pushing the card into a slot on one
of the gear consol es banked up behind the flat-top bench.

HEY, GREG DO YOU KNOMHOWUCH CREDI T THI S BUGGER CAN TRANSFER, QUESTI ON MARK, TRI PLE EXCLANATI ON
MARK.

'Yeah, so go careful .’

TRUST TRUST TRUST WHERE' S I T ALL GONE? PUT YOUR RI GHT HAND ON THE BLUE SQUARE.

He | eant across the bench as a square lit up on a gear nodule, and did as he'd been told, pressing
with his fingertips. Nothing visible happened.

i'VE BEEN WR TING THIS FOR THE TRI NI TI ES. THOUGHT THEY M GHT BE ABLE TO USE I T TO GAI N UNLA WFUL
ENTRY.

The card popped out of the slot Ilike a slice of toast. Greg shagged it neatly.

THUVBPRI NT W LL ACT1VATE CREDI T AND I D CON-FI RVA TI ONAS USUAL, LITTLE-FI NGER PRINT WLL ACT! VA TE
DATA- CRASH CANCER. | TS SQUI RT SHOULD BOLLOCKS UP GEAR LOCKS, AND TAKE OUT ENTI RE MEMORY CORES.

G eg | ooked at the card. Qut of the two of themit was rapidly ~ecomng the nore useful.

YOU LL BOTH COVE BACK TOVISIT ME, WON' T YOU?

The screens bl anked out, then, PLEASE, appeared in bright scarlet letters, fuzzy round the edges.
"Yes,' Eleanor said quickly, and | ooked at Greg for confirnmation.

M NDSTAR RI SI NG
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'Yes,' he echoed.

I'"D LIKE THAT, said the letters, reverting to green

One of the waldos slid out in front of Eleanor and opened its claw with the panache of a conjuror
produci ng the coin that'd just been swallowed. There was a Trinities card resting in the

mechani cal palm FOR YOU, MY NEW PRETTY LADY FRIEND. THE TROOPS QUTSI DE WON' T G VE YOU ANY HASSLE
I F YOU SHOW THEM THI S. SO YOU DON T HAVE TO WAIT FOR HI M TO BRI NG YQU.

"You do know himwell, don't you?' El eanor said coyly, her eyes danced with anusenent.

The canera whined as the lens tw sted round, zooming in for a close up on Eleanor's face. She held
her poise without flinching.

WE CAN HAVE A GOSSIP. I T'S BEEN YEARS S| NCE |

HAD A REALLY GOOD GOSSI P ABOUT SOVEONE

BEH ND THEi R BACK. | T'LL BE FUN. THE STORI ES 1 CAN

TELL YOU ABOUT H'M

"You've got a date.'’

'Hey,' Greg protested.

YEAH. SNEER. YOU GOT A COWPLAI NT?

He held his hands up. 'I'Il be back, too.'

GOOD. M SS YOQU, GREG BAD.

Proni se,' he nouthed to the canera.

Qi materialized silently at their side and showed t hem out.

CHAPTER TVEENTY- Or ~

J

ulia took the broad stairs of Wl holm Manor t~ tine, her burst of speed nearly skidding her fee'
under her when she reached the hail's polished tiles. She pushed up the heavy iron latch on the
front Rachel canme out of the old butler's pantry, looking mftei should have been Steven on duty,
but he'd called in sick disapproving expression fell fromher face to be replaced her usua
natural diligence

Julia enjoyed the nmonentary | apse. So Rachel after all. Wnder who was in there with her?

She pushed the big oak door open and went outsiae. raining lightly, drops falling vertically from
a high

nebul ous cl oud sheet. The air seened solid with | She stood under the portico, heart punping
strongl ~

You in a huriy, girl?

Julia clanped down on her racing thoughts as nt voice whispered into her brain, resenting the way
her father was interpreting her actions. He'd | oaded a p

package, coded O herEyes, into one of her processor digesting her body's senses in real-tineg,
feeding the f sensations back to his NN core.

I'd go crazy otherw se, he'd pleaded. Canera images are no substitute, flat and insipid; |I'm
human, damm it, | need human touch and snell, heat and cold. Not all the tine, just the occasiona
rem nder. Keep in touch with the real world.

So she'd acqui esced; and still wasn't sure if it was such a good idea. She'd carefully revi ewed

the processor node's basic managenent program naking sure its neural-interface floWwas strictly
one way. Acceptance only. None of her thoughts could seep in for himto exanmi ne. Not bl oody
likely. 13ut despite the precautions, it neant having G andpa chuntering away inside her nmind the
whol e tinme O herEyes was | oaded.

as!

M NDI TAR RI SI NO
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were advantages - his insights could be illunminating -~e did npan so.

From her position she could see a pair of forlorn-1ooking ~ws that'd been abandoned down at the
far end of

ugrden, piled high with weeds. She didn't blanme the garfor taking a break fromthe heat and danp.
She was

al ready. perspiring under her white cotton sumrer dress. Her skin itched.

Too bloody hot it is, Juliet.

Show ne your April, she asked, on sonme fey inpulse.

For an instant the trees lost their |eaves, their branches becom ng thick black crockery cracks
superi mposed on a band of sonbre grey | andscape. There were no flowers in the garden, though the
shrubs were covered in a crop of glossy scarlet berries. Steamshifted to clammy mst, cold water
droplets clinging to branches and grass. lcy air cut through her thin dress. Small bedraggl ed
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birds pecked for wornms in the slushy gravel. A renote style of beauty, |onely.

The strange apparition w thered. She was rubbing her bare arns against the lingering inpression of
chill.

Now t hose were the days, her grandfather said happily.

| Suppose.

But she wouldn't want it to happen very often, say every five years.

The Duo rolled out of the warmdrizzle, and pulled up Close to the portico. There was sonmeone
sitting in the passenger seat. Julia sniled a wel cone.

Isn't he a bit old, Juliet?

Her snj ~e | ocked.

Geg is a nice man, Gandpa. He doesn't patronize ne |ke everyone else. You' ve no idea what a
relief that is.

She was going to have to go back over the processor node's
her private self, that aspect of personality which should remain secret. Her own
was playing traitor

of '.Jreg got out of the Duo, scurrying quickly round the rear the car for the shelter of the
portico. He shook out the

co ar of his leather jacket, nodded at Rachel. He wasn't

210
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bothering with suits any nmore, Julia noted. Levis and T-shirts were nore agreeable on him anyway,;
he'd never |ooked quite right in a suit, caged. It was great to think he felt famliar enough
around her to relax, let her see his real self. Mst people were so guarded with her.

"Hello, Greg. Was it sonething inportant?' O did you conme just to see ne? Unlikely, but

Lovesi ck. Your knees have gone all watery, Juliet. Menta

| aught er .

Grandpa, if you don't stop that right now l'Ill cancel the link. First and final warning, OK?

No bl oody sense of hunour, that's your trouble, m'girl.

Greg was | ooking at her strangely, head slightly cocked as though he was concentrating on a faint
voice. 'Could be,' he said pleasantly. 'Brought soneone to see you and your grandfather.'

The wonan getting out of the Duo's passenger seat, with sone difficulty, was about fifty, Julia

t hought as she sized her up. Dressed in a pleated naroon skirt and a flower-print blouse under a
wool | en jacket, a double string of pearls around her neck. Her fading fair hair had been given a
light perm Julia didn't quite know what to make of her. She certainly couldn't be Geg's
girlfriend. Surely? Perhaps his aunt.

Now there's a candidate for a healthy diet if ever | saw one.

It took a great deal of wllpower not to clench her fists. And what nust Greg be seeing in her

m nd?

4 Shut! Up! Julia shouted into the node.

"This is Gabriel Thompson,' Greg was saying. 'My M ndstar coll eague.’

Julia forgot all about the exasperating intrusion in her mnd, suddenly excited and fearful in a
way she couldn't explain. She opened her nouth.

"Yes, | can,' said Gabriel

Julia gaped, elated, then suspicious. Recovering her conposure. 'You nust know that is the first
thing everyone is going to ask you by now,' she countered.

"True.' And there was a burst of hunour in the wonman's

M NDSTAR RI SI NG
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deep-set | eathery eyes. CGone al nobst before it registered. She |ooks so sad, Julia thought.

Haunt ed.

If her ability is real, then she will be able to see her own death approachi ng. How woul d you fee
about that, Juliet?

' There nust be an easy way of proving you can see the future,' Julia persisted as the three of
them wal ked up the stairs toward the study. Rachel had gone back to the butler's pantry, satisfied
Greg and Gabriel posed no threat.

"l can give you a short-termlocalized prediction, but you rmust renenber that you possess the
ability to alter that future. Nothing is a certainty. For instance, | could tell you what | see
you eating for dinner tonight; but it would be singularly pointless as you could order the cook to
prepare sonething else just to prove the prediction wong.'

"So make it sonmething I won't alter.' She glanced at Greg to see if he approved of her badgering.
He nust've understood how i ntrigued people woul d be.

~~uts~ he was learning far too nuch of
"~~uY | anguage
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Ei ghth tine you' ve | ooked at him

W pe O her Eyes.

The abrupt silence was like an enpty hole, torn out. She felt a fragnent of guilt, this was
Grandpa she was puni shing. But he shouldn't abuse the privilege, he had to learn that.

Gabriel's eyes had that distant focus, just Iike Geg. As though the gland lifted themout of this
uni verse for a while.

"This afternoon, four o'clock, you'll get a call fromyour precision cybernetics division in
London. The manager will subnmit the last quarter returns; and he'll keep enphasizing the
efficiency figures, they' re up by five per cent.

"All right," Julia said enthusiastically. Four o'clock, an hour and a half, she could wait that

| ong. Typical of regional nanagers to fish for conplinments.

"Unl ess you call himfirst and ask for the report,' Gabriel pointed out.

‘I won't. | think I believe anyway. You'd never be so bold if you weren't certain.'

G eg and Gabriel both seemed content with her answer. She showed theminto the study, walking
straight to her seat at the head of the table.

212
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'Look, Grandpa, Greg's cone to visit us, and he's brought a friend.'

Julia noticed Gabriel's reticence as she sat down. The woman's gaze never |left the black colum on
the tabl e as she perched on the front edge of the wooden seat. |If she really could see the future
how coul d anyt hi ng shock her?

Julia listened to her grandfather saying hello in a civil tone, giving away nothing. Then G eg
started to report on his progress to date. Her eyes wandered while he was speaki ng and she saw
Gabriel was using the gland again.

" Bugger,' Philip Evans excl ai ned when G eg had finished. 'That fucking Mnistry of Defence, nore
bl oody trouble than it's worth. | never knew it |eaked that badly. The whol e hacker circuit, you
say?'

"Fraid so, they all know you' ve cracked the giga-conductor, and been awarded devel opnent
contracts.'

"So it could be any of the konbinates,' Julia said. 'You ve no |eads.'

"Alot of negatives, which is cutting down the field considerably. At the noment mny persona
suspicion is Kendric di Grolam and a highly placed nole. Place as much enphasis on that as you
wi sh.’

"Vengeance.' Philip Evans sounded sceptical. '"If he's that twisted why not try to assassinate
Juliet here? Got to be cheaper than buying eight hotrod hackers, and their silence. She's well
protected, but no security is proof against a professiona

V hardiiner tekmerc, not when he's striking out of the blue.'

She shrank a little inside, conpressed by steely arctic fingers. It's only theory, she told
herself, don't let it bother you. But there was no need for himto say it quite so bluntly.

"I don't know,' said Geg. 'I still don't understand why Kendric allowed Julia to buy himout.
Even if he didn't know about the gi ga-conductor when he started the nmenox-spoil er operation, he
certainly did by the tine she confronted him'

. "l see what you nean,' Julia said. 'We filed the patent on Novenber the fifteenth, and
informed the Mnistry of Defence on the seventeenth. Even assumi ng Kendric doesn't have a nole
feedi ng himdata, he ought to have known it existed by
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the end of the year at the latest, |ike your contact did; which would ve given himnonths to work
out the inplications before | hit himwth the buyout. He should ve held on for all he was worth,
risked famly displeasure over Siebruk Orbital. For those stakes they woul d' ve forgiven him
anything. In fact, now he has withdrawn the di G rolanp house, they're going to be furious with
himwhen | go public with the giga-conductor and they realize what they' ve |ost out on.' The idea
of Kendric giving up bothered her deeply. Kendric was smart and crafty. That bastard woul d have
sonething in reserve. She knew he woul d.

Gabriel stirred, blinking rapidly. "Wlholms staff are clear,' she announced.

"Fromwhat ?' Julia asked.

"From knowi ng your grandfather is stored in this NN core. They hadn't put it together |ike your
father.'

Julia knew her cheeks were reddening at the rem nder, and didn't care, not any nore. 'How do you
know?'

"l scanned the possible futures where Greg interviews each of themthis afternoon, he woul dn't
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find any cul pability. Ch, except that your gardeners are flogging ten per cent of Wlholnis
veget abl es on the village market.'

"Little buggers,’' Philip squawked.

' Ch shush, Grandpa, | know all about that.'

' How cone?'

"I"'mmnistress of the manor, renenber? It's ny job to know.' She turned back to Gabriel. 'l thought
you said nothing about the future was certain?

"Not in the future, no,' said Gabriel. '"But if the staff had known about the NN core and passed on

the data, that would nmean they' d pieced the know edge together in the past, it's already happened,
an i nmmutable fact.'

"Yah. . . right.' It sounded kind of screwy, but the nodes confirnmed the logic. Providing you
believed in precognition in the first place.

"That just leaves Dillan, then," Philip said, and Julia knew that tone of voice well enough. They
wer e heading for another blazing row once Greg and Gabriel left. She wondered if
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Gabriel had seen it already? The wonan's alleged ability was disturbing. It mght be a good idea
to be out on Tobias at four o'clock.

"Not quite," Greg pointed out. 'We still have the whole NN core teamto interview tonorrow, as
well as the security division headquarters staff.

"l know all the NN core team they' re good people, boy. No worries on that score. It'll be Dillan,
or soneone in security, or even this nole of yours, you'll see.

"The NN core teamstill have to be checked off,' Greg said, polite but unyielding. 'Process of

elimnation; old procedure, but it can't be inproved on.'

"Don't interfere with the experts, Gandpa. Isn't that what you al ways say?

"Juliet, you're inmpossible!" Even with his construct voice he managed to convey affection

A truce. She pulled a face at the NN core.

"What about you, Gabriel? Philip asked. '"Can't you see the results of these interviews Geg is
goi ng to hol d?

"Sorry. That's tonorrow norning, and several kilonetres away. Can't stretch that far.

"Vell, what about if Geg was to interview Dillan? Today, here?

Gabriel stiffened. 'Your son has no i dea whether or not he told anybody. He is only aware of your
transl ocati on on odd occasions,' she said reproachfully. The inplication for respona sibility
hovered al nost tangibly in the air

Julia realized that Gabriel was nore redoubtabl e than her appearance suggested. Like Geg, the

gl and gave her total access to a soul's weakness. Did Grandpa have a soul ? That ol d-styl e-Apri
chill closed around her

Primate Marcus was preaching to her again, hand on Bible, scorning hubris and human greed.
Tenptations that would result in your ultimte downfall. Sweet Jesus had shown people the way by
rejecting both.

And Grandpa certainly hadn't abandoned anyt hi ng.

"What about the NN core?" G eg asked.

"Yes,' said Gabriel. 'Though it could go either way.'
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"What's that supposed to nean, nmidear? Philip Evans asked.

"As | explained to Julia, the future is never definite," Gabriel said. 'There are a nmultitude of
alternate possibilities. The best indicator of certainty is when a |ot of those futures hold a
common t hene. You understand? It's like gambling. If two-thirds of the possible futures which |
see have it raining tonorrow, then it will nmost likely rain. But it isn't an absolute. The further
into the future, the nore hazy ny predictions.'

"So what's going to go both ways?' Julia asked raptly.

"A second attack on your grandfather's NN core. |'d say there was a sixty per cent probability it
wi Il happen.

"Does this attack succeed?' Philip asked.

"Not if you take sinple preventive measures,' Gabriel said. 'Forewarned is forearned. Do you

beli eve ne?

"Dam right | do, mdear. Wiat sort of attack, a data-squirt blitz like last tinme?

Gabri el paused, frowning. |ce-naiden formdable. Julia had the inpression a lot of it was theatre,
like a gypsy's crystal ball. Overaw ng the superstitious peasants.

"A Trojan program It's indexed as an ordinary factory-quota update, but once inside your filters
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it nultiplies like a hot rabbit, expanding to take up all the available nmenory capacity.'
When?'
"If it happens, it'll be sone time on Tuesday norning. Of course, the nearer we get to the event
the nore specific | can get; and | can al so give you nore accurate odds.'
"I want to know every change, nidear. No natter what tine of the day or night, you get in contact
with ne whenever those odds shift.'
"Can't you tell us who sends the Trojan?' Julia asked plaintively.
"I"'msorry. \Wherever the origin of the attack is, it's not close to Wthoim
Julia sat back and sighed wanly.
"\Whoever they are, they seemdetermned,' Geg said thoughtfully.
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"It has to be a personal vendetta,' Julia said. 'That neans Kendric's behind it, and the nole
exists, doesn't it?

"Possibly,' Greg said. He seened strangely reluctant to commit hinself. But she knew. |t was
Kendric. She'd al ways known. There was al nost a feeling of contentnent acconpanying the

convi ction.

"I'd Iike you to get sone of your security progranmers hooked into the Event Horizon datanet,"
Geg said. 'See if they can backtrack the hotrods if this second attack does happen.'’

'Good idea, boy. I'lIl get Waishawon it.'

Geg and Gabriel rose. He gave Julia an encouraging snmile. '"Don't worry, it's just a question of
waiting to see which |l ead takes us to the organizer. Mer tonorrow s interviews our Dptions should
be clear enough to start naki ng some headway.'

She couldn't draw as nmuch confort fromhis words as she would've |iked. The promi ses were too
vague. But at |east he was trying to help her, sone part of himcared.

The two of them departed, |eaving her alone in the study ~vith the feverishly active nmenories of a
dead man, and the ~ot rain swatting the w ndow.

CHAPTER TVIEENTY- TWD

H

ALF-PAST two in the norning found Geg |ying on his back, hands behind his head, staring up at the
bl ackness which hid the bedroomceiling. He could hear the reservoir's wavel ets swi shing on the
shore out side

The deer had conme to drink under cover of the night, venturing out of the new persimon plantation
at the back of Berrybut spinney. H s fading espersense perceived their nminds as small cool gl obes
of violet light, timd and alert. Eleanor had been entranced with themfor the first couple of
weeks after she'd noved in, waiting up each night to see themslip furtively out of the trees.

The afternoon rain had | owered the tenperature appreciably, but sleep was inpossible. Intuition
was running riot inside his cranium even though he'd ended the gland' s secretions. Swirling
random t hought s cl unped together, producing an image. It didn't natter how many tinmes he told
hinself to forget it, the inage just kept reform ng. The same one, over and over

El eanor let out a soft hum and wiggled slightly. He hoped he featured in that dream

No good. He wasn't going to sleep

G eg went through the usual nmincing notions as he slid gingerly out of bed, naking far nore noise
than if he'd just done it properly. Eleanor sighed again. He pulled the duvet up round her bare
shoul ders, then put on his towelling robe and went into the | ounge.

Through the chalet's front wi ndows he could see the nmoonlight painting the checkerboard pattern of
Hanbl et on peni nsul a' s neadows and orange groves in nmezzotint contrasts. Silent and serene. Strange
how renmpte it seened fromthe kind of global-class corporate battles fought only a few kil onetres
away i n Peterborough. He sonmetinmes wondered if a day woul d conme when he wouldn't be able to | eave,
giving up on the
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external world and all its conflicts. And who would really be hurt if he did let go? Certainly not
El eanor.

G eg closed his eyes, but instead of Rutland Water's | andscape there was only the taunting i mge
Not this time, then

He di sconnected the Event Horizon terminal's voice input, opting for the silence of the touchpad
keyboard so El eanor woul dn't be woken. That done, he began to set up a link to G acious Services.
Even Royan wasn't clear on where the circuit's name originated, but under its auspices England s
hackers would pull data fromany 'ware nenory core on the planet - for a price
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Geg logged into Leicester University's mainframe and entered a cut-off programthat'd di sengage
the instant anyone tried to backtrack his call. Royan had witten it for himyears ago. He
couldn't afford to be anything but ultra-circunmspect dealing with Gracious Services. He didn't
want any of its menbers uncovering his own identity and selling the information in turn - the
ultimate irony. The average hacker had a noral code which nmade an alley tontat a paragon of virtue
by conparison. After confirnming the cut off's validity he routed the Iink through another cut off
in the Mnistry of Agriculture on to the Dessotbank in Switzerland, crediting it with a straight
ten thousand pounds New Sterling direct from Event Horizon's central account.

After that it was just a question of establishing two nore cut offs, one in Bristol city council's
finance mainfrane, then

on through the CAA flight control in Farnborough, and dialling the magi c nunber.

G aci ous Services had a nonsense nunber, there was no phone on the end of it. But every English
Tel ecom exchange conmputer in the country had been infiltrated with a catchment programthat woul d
"slot the caller directly into the circuit.

Never, not once, in all the years they were in power, did the PSP nanage to tap the G acious
Services circuit, nor expunge the catchnment program from Tel econi s exchange conputers. They tapped
i ndi vi dual phones, and caught people using Gacious Services that way, but that was all. Runour
had it the card carriers used the circuit thensel ves on occasion.
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The terminal's flatscreen snowstorned for a second then printed:

VWELCOVE TO CGRACI QUS SERVi CES.

WE Al M TO PLEASE.

DATA FOUND, OR MONEY RETURNED. NO ACCESS TOO Bl G OR TOO SMALL.
JUST REMEMBER OUR CARDI NAL RULE: DO NOT ASK

FOR CREDI T!I'!

PLEASE ENTER YOUR HANDLE.

Greg typed THUNDERCHI LD, his old Arny cail sign.
GOOD MORNI NG THUNDERCHI LD.  YOUR UMPI RE i S W LDACE. WHAT SERVI CE DO YOU REQUI RE?
PHYSI CAL LOCATI ON OF | NDI VI DUAL.

OK THUNDERCHI LD, i'VE GOT SEVEN HOTRODS RARI NG TO BURN FOR YOU. IS TH'S GO NG TO BE A GLOBAL
SEARCH?

| BELi EVE THE | NDI VI DUAL TO BE I N EUROPE, QUI TE PCSSI BLY | N ENGLAND.

THIS IS THE WAY I T IS, THUNDERCHI LD. A
EURCPE- W DE SEARCH WLL COST YOQU FOUR
THOUSAND FI VE HUNDRED NEW STERLI NG | F

WE GET A NEGATI VE RESULT, THAT MEANS YOUR
TARGET /SNT I N EURCPE, I T LL ONLY COST YQU
TWO THOUSAND. | F YOU WANT US TO RUN A
GLOBAL SEARCH I T WLL COST YOU SEVEN
THOUSAND, OK?

RUN A EUROPEAN SEARCH FOR ME, W LDACE.
YOU GOT I T. | HOLD THE MONEY. | DECIDE HOWIT S

SPLIT.
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SOUNDS GOCD.

DEPCSI T FOUR THOUSAND FI VE HUNDRED NEW STERLI NG | NTO TI ZZAMUND BANK, ACCOUNT NUMBER WRU2384ASE.
G eg entered Wl dace's nunber, authorizing the transfer from his Dessot bank account.
OK THUNDERCHI LD, YOUR CREDIT |I'S GOLDEN. WHO | S THE TARGET?

The inmage coal esced in his brain, rock solid, grinning arrogantly; and he typed: KENDRI C Dl
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G ROLAMO.

Geg's imagination painted the picture for him seven people scattered across Engl and, dark
anonynous figures hunched over their custom zed termnals, munbling into throat m kes,

touchtypi ng, watching data flash through cubes. It was a race, the first one who satisfied WIdace
they had the correct answer would get the noney, |ess W/l dace's comm ssion. Reputations were nade
on the circuit. It took twenty or thirty runs, successful runs, before anyone could even think
about goi ng sol o.

Royan had trained hinmself on the G acious Services circuit. He could ve gone solo, running data
snat ches agai nst koni bin-ales for the tekmercs. But, of course, he had a different set of
priorities.

Greg sat back, wondering if he had tinme for a drink. He didn't have a clue how |l ong the run was
going to take. He didn't use the circuit often; the last tine had been al nost a year previously,
tracing a noney sink set up by Sinon Wite's accountant.

What ever he asked for, G acious Services invariably produced an answer. Their only failure to date
had been confirm ng whether or not Leopold Arnstrong had died the day the PSP was overthrown. They
weren't al one. New Conservative inquisitors had drawn a bl ank. Even the conbi ned ranks of the

M ndstar Brigade vets had been stunped. Most people
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t hought he was dead, including the surviving top-rank apparatchi ks. Possibly trying to create a
martyr, Greg thought, two years was an inpossibly long tine to remain hidden if he was alive.
There had been very little of Downing Street left after the el ectron-conpressi on warhead had

det onated. The explosion created a deep glass-walled crater one hundred nmetres across, flattening
every building for five hundred netres beyond its rim Hundreds of silver rivulets scarred its

sl opes, nmolten netal which had solidified as it trickled downwards. The 'only human remants were
i ndi vidual carbon nolecules, mngling with the oily black pall clotting the air overhead.

Some said the warhead was Anerican, others Chinese. Both had denied involvenment. But it had to be
one of the two superpowers, they were the only nations who had mastered the technol ogy.

Nei t her had seened a likely candidate to Geg. There had been talk in Turkey of the Northern
European Al liance buying sone el ectron-conpression warheads fromthe Americans. The weapon that
would turn the tide, was the squaddi es' canp rumour. It coul d ve been deployed to take out entire
airfields r tank battalions, negatonnage blasts without the radiation nd fallout of fission
weapons. Rich nman's nuke.

Not hi ng had ever come of it. So Geg reckoned that if the ~mericans wouldn't hand them over to the
Al'liance, they were even nore unlikely to give one to the urban predator gang which clained to
have smuggled it into Downing Street. Cerainly the New Conservative inquisitors never bothered to
find

)Ut.

Geg had made his snall contribution to the search for & nstrong, but for once not even his
intuition could say whether the President had survivcd, he had no belief one way or the other. He
just wi shed Arnmstrong dead dead dead; burning in Dante's hell for ever nore.

He gazed out of the chalet |ounge's wi ndow while the unbidden reflections drifted past, bringing
the associated enotions back with them the elation and the suffering. Flanes and | aughter
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Seventeen mnutes after Gracious Services began the search, his terminal's flatscreen canme alive
agai n.

GOl HHM FOR YOU, THUNDERCHI LD. KENDR1C D
G ROLAMO CURRENTLY ON BCARD HI'S YACHT M R~I | AM DOCKED AT PETERBOROUGH S NEW EASTFI ELD MARI NA,
BERTH TVENTY- SEVEN

THANK YOU, W LDACE, Greg typed.

NO PROBLEM HO TROD HANDLED BLUEPRI NCE BURNED H M FOR YOU. SAYS | F YOU WANT ANOTHER RUN HE' LL BE
HAPPY TO OBLi GE, FEE NEGOTI ABLE
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| LL REMEMBER
PLEASURE TO DO BUSI NESS W TH YOU, THUNDERCHI LD. W LDACE SI GNI NG OFF.

So Kendric was in Peterborough, was he? Cose to the action. How convenient.
Greg made one final call, then headed back to the bedroom
CHAPTER TVEENTY- THREE

THE sheer nunber of Event Horizon facilities springing up in Peterborough after the Second
Restoration,coupled with Wlholms proxinmty, neant that the conpany had to establish a | arge
finance division in the city. Julia used it as her de facto head office, so it was only natura

t hat Morgan Wal shaw should use it for his security division's command centre as well. It was a
tenporary arrangenent while both divisions waited for the irrespective custombuilt headquarters
to be conpleted, The building they had noved into for the interregnumwas the old Thomas Cook

of fice block, situated at the top of a snmall bluff overlooking the Ferry Meadows estuary, on the
western side of the town. In doing so they' d ousted the PSP M norities Enhancenent Council staff
who had occupied it ever since currency restrictions put an end to the glories of package
hol i days.

After Event Horizon had taken over, the conpany engineers i medi ately set about building a
concrete enmbanknent along the bluff to halt the erosion which was eating towards the foundations.
At the base of it they planted three small |agoons of gene-tailored coral to house a set of tida
turbi nes which powered the finance division's gear. Seeing a building which wasn't plastered with
the gl ossy black squares of solar-cells caine as sonething of a novelty.

The security office inside, which Geg and Gabriel had been | oaned for interviewing the NN core
team was a cranped cell of a roomwith a netal table and three plastic chairs. It | ooked out
towards Longthorpe, where gulls strutted about on the partially exposed nudfl ats.

Emily Chapman left the office wi thout |ooking round, her rigid back conveying stark di sapproval.
She had every right to be upset, G eg acknow edged. He was actually doing the interviews with the
NN core team He'd thought it politic; Gabriel had dropped into one of her best prickly sul ks at
having to exanmi ne his possible interviews with over two
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hundred and fifty of the security staff in the building, and told himto take a share of the | oad
himsel f for a change. But she could ve tined it better, though

The trouble was, Philip Evans had been right; the~ NN core teamwere all grade-A people - keen,

| oyal , honest, hard working, churned out by Event Horizon's blandification progranune. They hadn't
taken kindly to his accusations.

"Shit creek, and no nmessing.' He could feel a neurohornone headache conming on. Thank CGod there had
only been nine of themto question.

"Don't swear,' Gabriel snapped primy

"I've got a right. None of them|eaked the information about the NN core. How are you doing with
the security personnel ?'

"You woul dn't find anything.'

"What ? None of them have any shaneful secrets?

"They might well have, but if so they can certainly hide it fromyou.'

H s unwi ndi ng espersense caught her geid mnd tone. Eggshell walking time. 'Bugger, you know what
t hat neans.

"Dillan Evans.'

' Yeah, unless we can produce this nole pronto. And |I'm now havi ng serious doubts he ever existed
Christ, howam| going to tell Philip? Maybe I'Il tell Julia first, she's pretty protective when
it cones to her father. Can't say | blame Dilan, though, the man is totally fucked. Not rational.
' Saved by the bell.’

"What ?' Hi s cybofax bl eeped. 'Oh.’

The call was a data squirt, a scranble code he knew by heart. Royan. His spirits lifted as the
decrypted nessage rolled down the cybofax's little screen. Royan had found one of the hotrods
involved in the blitz: Ade O Donal, operating from Lei cester under the handl e Tentinmes. Geg
snapped the cybofax shut with a flourish; at |last he could take sonme positive action, get out of
dead conpany architecture and pull in hard information. When he glanced up Gabriel was already
standi ng by the door, expectant. 'Com ng?" she asked.
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Greg drove past the ranks of conmpany buses in the car park and out on to the A47.

Getting under way didn't noticeably alter Gabriel's disposition. 'Fascinating,' she said. 'The

|l ovely Eleanor, a fully-fledged Trinity urban predator. The m nd boggl es.

"I wish you'd nmake an effort. That girl's never said a single bad word about you. And God knows
she's entitled."'

'Greg, you can't just abandon all your old mates in her favour, however besotted you are with her
gymast | egs and top-heavy chest.'

He pulled his anger down to a tight incendiary bafl. Anger never did any good, not agai nst
Gabriel. But it was fucking tenpting to let fly once in a while. Not this tinme, though. He needed
her. And she knew it. 'Eleanor gets on perfectly well with the narine-adepts, and Royan has taken
a shine to her.'

"That was the first time you'd been to see Royan for two nonths. You know how nmuch that boy

wor shi ps you.

Fell into that one, he told hinself. Just as she'd intended, guiding his conversation down the Tau
Iine she'd sel ected.

G eg gunned the Duo along the A47 above the flooded remains of Ailsworth. Her words had kindl ed
not so nuch guilt as a sense of nelancholy.

Arguing with her when she was being this waspi sh was inpossible. Watever he said in his defence
she'd have a parry honed and ready, the best of all possible answers. Besides, truthfully, he had
negl ected Royan. El eanor made it easy to forget. Life and the future, rather than Royan, a shackle
to an emetic past. He just wi shed Gabriel didn't use a sledgehammer to ram hone the point.

He was aware of her studying his face intently. She gave a tart nod and | eant back into the seat
cushi oni ng.

The | ast section of road |leading into Leicester cut through a banana pl antation. Mthane-fuelled
tractors chugged between the rows of big glossy-leafed plants, hauling vast quantities of Still-
green fruit in their cage trailers. Cutter teans noved ahead of the tractors, machetes flashing in
t he sun.
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Incorporated in the city boundary sign was the proninent declaration: PSP Free Zone.

'Ch yeah?' said Gabriel

Geg let the snipe ride, though he conceded she had a point. Leicester council had earned a
reputation for sycophancy during Arnstrong's presidency; it was one of the last to acknow edge the
Party's perdition.

That obedi ence was the root of its downfall; a nunbing historical repetition, those show ng the
nost loyalty receiving the least. Wth such devotion assured, the PSP had no need to punp in bribe
nmoney. Leicester had declined as Peterborough had risen. Now the city's New Conservative doni nated
council was striving hard to obliterate the inage of the past in an attenpt to attract hard-

i ndustry investnment.

"Gve thema chance,' Geg said. "It's only been two years.'

"Once a Trot, always a Trot.'

'Exactly where woul d you be happy living? he asked in exasperation

"Mars, | expect. Turn left here.'

"I know.'

He turned of f the Uppi ngham Road and nudged into the near solid file of bicycle traffic al ong
Spencefield Lane. The big old trees whose branches had once turned the road into a | eafy tunne
were | ong dead. New sequoi as had been planted to replace them They were grand trees, but G eg
couldn't help wondering whether they were a wise choice if the residents were ainmng for

per manency; give thema couple of centuries and the sequoias woul d be skyscraper high

The original trees had been trinmed into near-identical pillars six metres high, supporting giant
cross-beans over the road. Each arch was swathed in a different coloured clinbing rose. The sun
shone through the petals, creating a blazing sequence of coronal crescents. It was |ike driving
under a solid rainbow.

Geg slowed the Duo to a wal ki ng pace as they passed the entrance to an old school. Cars were
clustered along the verge ahead, sporty Renaults, several Mercs, one old Toyota GX4.

| mage cars.
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"Shoul dn't there be sail boards strapped on top of then?' Gabriel said under her breath.
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G eg concentrated on house nunbers, praying she'd snap out of it before long. O course, he could
al ways ask her when her mpbod was duct o- end~--He-cl anped down on a grin. 'That's the address.'

The house was hi dden behind a head-high brick wall that had a hurricane fence on top, a thick row
of evergreen firs hid nost of the building fromthe road. The gate was a sturdy netal -rei nforced
chainlink, painted white. Caneras were perched on each side, their casings weather-dulled.

"He's having a party,' Gabriel said, with faceti ous hunour disguising the tingle of nerves Geg
knew woul d be there.

'How nice. A big one?

"For him 1It's enough to provide us with cover, anyway.'

G eg parked the Duo beyond the last of the guests' cars. 'Front or back?

"Front, of course. Your card is good for it.'

He felt a burn of anticipation warm ng his skin, heightening senses. Black liver-flesh of the

gl and t hrobbi ng ent husi astically.

They strolled back to the gate, unhurried, unconcerned. Greg showed his Event Horizon card to the
post, using his little finger for activation. The gate's electric bolt thudded, and the servos
swung it back.

It remai ned open behind them its control circuitry bleached clean. He sent a nental note of

t hanks to Royan.

The nossy gravel drive crunched under their feet. O Donal:s house was a | arge one, three storeys
of dull russet brick with inset stone wi ndows, the slates on the nansard roof a Peculiar olive-
green. Nobody had bothered with the front garden for years, the grass was tangl ed and overgrown,
and dead cherry trees were still standing. Sone sort of stone ornaflient, a birdbath or a sundial
poked up through a tunble of Cornflower5 A brand-new scarlet BMWN convertible was Parked in front
of the triple garage.

The man that answers the door is a minder, he'll nake trouble if you let him' Gabriel said. 'Take
hi m out straight ~Way.'
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"Right." He rang the bell. Misic and | aughter wafted over the roof.

Greg saw~hi m com ng through the snoked gl ass pane set into the griny hardwod door, an obscure

bl otch of brown notion, swelling to cloud the whol e rectangle.

The door was pulled open

"Hello, sorry we're late.

The man behind the door was street muscle in a suit; early twenties, tall, stringy, dark hair,
broad forehead crinlding into a frown.

G eg stepped forward neatly, one foot on the mat the other conming up, further and further. Fast.
It was victory through surprise. A sniling man and a portly spinster eager to party just didn't
register as a threat. Not until the carbon-nesh-reinforced toe of Geg' s desert boot snmashed into
hi s kneecap.

Hi s nouth opened to suck in air, eyes wide with shock. He was toppling forwards, |eg giving way,
and bending to clutch desperately at his shattered knee.

Greg brought his fist straight up, catching the minder's chin as he was on his way down. The force
of the bl ow snapped his head back, lifting himoff his feet, back arching, arns and | egs flung

wi de.

He crashed back on to the shiny blue ceramic tiling, skull making a nasty cracking sound, a thin
stream of pea-green vomt sloshing fromhis slack nouth.

Geg took in the dark hail behind himwith a quick glance, espersense wide for alarmed minds. Big
tastel ess urns holding willow arrangenents of dried panpas grass making the nost inpression. But
the hail was enpty. Nobody had wi tnessed their arrival

"Jesus, Geg.' CGabriel was kneeling beside the prone minder, feeling for a pul se.

G eg opened the cl oakroomdoor. 'In here.' There was a w cker dog-basket on the floor, jackets
were piled high on a washbasin; it snelt of urine and detergent. ' Cone on!

Gabriel shot hima filthy |look, but took hold of the nminder's left armas Geg grabbed the right.
They, pulled himacross the tiles.
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"I'f he was going to die you'd have told me not to hit so hard.

"You know bl oody well it doesn't work like that,' Gabriel said. 'There are a mllion ways you
could' ve dealt with him'

"Wll, is he going to be all right or not?

"l don't bloody know, sone futures have hi m dying.
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G eg shoved the dog basket out of the way and left the minder with his head~ propped up agai nst
the toilet '"bow. Gabriel rolled up one of the jackets and slipped it behind the mnder's head. He
was still breathing.

"How nany futures?' G eg asked.

' Some.
Greg recogni zed the defensive tone, and rel axed. The mi nder would survive.

"There's a rear belt-holster,' Gabriel said reluctantly.

G eg knelt down and felt underneath the mnder. Sure enough, he was carrying a Mil ekick, a
flattened ellipsoid in grey plastic, snmall enough to fit snugly into Geg's palm wth a single
sensitive circle positioned for the thunb and a netal tip that di scharged an electric shock strong
enough to stun a victimsensel ess.

"We'll need it later,' Gabriel said cryptically.

Geg dropped it into his jacket pocket and foll owed her back out into the hail

The house woul d've given any hal f-way conpetent interior designer nightmares. To Geg it | ooked as
though it'd been decorated by soneone watchi ng a home-shoppi ng cat al ogue channel and picki ng out
all the furniture and fittings which had the brightest colours. There was no attenpt to bl end

styl es.

The | ounge had two three-piece suites, one upholstered in Overstuffed white | eather, the other
done in a bold | enmon and Purple zigzag print. A harlequin array of biolum spheres hung fromthe
ceiling on long brass chains, imtating a planetarium s solar systemdisplay. Dark African shields

hung on the wall, along with spears, tomahawks, broadswords, and | ongbows. The weapons were

i nterspaced with anti que rock-concert posters, nostly from Leicester's De Monfort hail - Bow e, Be
Bop

-a
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Del uxe, Blue Oyster Cult, David Hunter, The Stranglers, one for The W at G anby Hall in 1974. |If
they were real, and they | ooked it, they must've cost a fortune.

The party was in full swing on the other side of the |ounge's sliding patio doors. Thirty or so
peopl e were clustered around the back garden's baby sw nmi ng-pool. Led Zeppelin was blasting out
of tonbstone-sized Sanmsung speakers.

A petite blonde girl in a line-green one-piece swinsuit shoved the patio door open.. Robert
Plant's fearsone vocals slamed into Greg's eardruns. She cane in dripping water all over the deep
white pile carpet. He caught a whiff of bittersweet air., Quite a few of the partygoers round the
pool were puffing away on fat Purple Rain reefers.

"Hi,' the bl onde said when she saw Greg and Gabriel. 'W're out of chanpagne again.'

"Can | hel p?' Geg asked.

"Sall right, I know where it is.' She |ooked at Gabriel. 'You want a suit for the pool?

"No thank you.

"W'll get sonething to drink first," Greg said. 'Have a rap with Ade. Is he out there?

"Sure,' said the blonde. 'Over there by the grill, in the |ubes stupid hat. Hey, can you cook?
"Sure.’

"Try and get himto let you do the steaks, OK? He's half pissed already, we're gonna be eating
coal if it's left to him'

a "You got it. How do you want yours?

She pulled long wet strands of hair fromher face, uncovering a dense constellation of freckles.
Hazel eyes sparkled at him 'Juicy,' she purred.

"Al ready done.'

She peeked surreptitiously at the people outside. 'Catch you later,' she pronmi sed. There was a
corrupting wiggle in her wal k as she headed for the kitchen

"Wuld you like ne to wait?" Gabriel enquired, oozing sal aci ousness.

"W have to stay in character.'

"Nice for sone. Let's get this over with.'
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"How do you want to play it?

Gabriel stared thoughtfully out at the party. 'Sucker himin here, first. Then armtwi st himinto
taking us to his gear cache. W'll apply the real pressure there.'

"I's that here in the house?

"Yes. In the basenent. Quite a set-up. Qur Tentines is an anbitious |ad.'

They went out through the patio door into heat, noise, and a snell of charring theat. None of the
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guests paid themany attention, they were all concentrating on the pool
Sonebody had rigged a pole across the water. Two naked girls were sitting astride it, facing each
ot her; one was white with sunburnt shoul ders, the second was |ndian. They were whacki ng each ot her
with big orange pillows. The crowd roared its approval as the white girl began to slip. She fel
in slow notion, abandoning the pillow and gripping frantically at the pole, sliding inexorably
towards the horizontal. A flurry of blows fromthe Indian girl speeding her progress, aided and
abetted by wild shouts of encouragenment fromthe side of the pool. At the last minute she let go
of the pole and grabbed the Indian girl. They both shrieked as they hit the water. The white
f1 ower bl oom of spray closed over them sending up a plune which soaked sone of the spectators.
Groans and cheers went up. The girls surfaced giggling and spluttering. Furious little knots of
partygoers fornmed, passing noney back and forth.
"Jenna next,' soneone call ed.
"And Carrie.
"Two to one on Carrie.'
' Bol | ocks, evens.'

"I'l'l take that.' -
The two new girls began to edge towards each other along the pole.
Ade O Donal stood on the cracked ochre flagstones at the shallow end of the pool, white chef's hat
droopi ng m serably, a wooden spatula in his hand. According to Royan's data squirt he was twenty-
four, but his sandy hair was already in retreat, both cheeks were sinking, becom ng gaunt, his
skin was pasty
PITIR F. HAMLTON
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white, reddening fromtoo nmuch sun. He wore an oversized azure cotton shirt speckled by sooty oil
spots fromthe barbecue, and his loud fruit-pattern Bernmuda shorts told Greg who had chosen the
house's furniture.
O Donal grinned gormessly round the faces of his friends as the girls poised ready. Then his eyes
met Greg's and froze.

The wooden spatul a sl ashed downwards. .'Go,' O Donal shouted. The girls began pumelling at each
other, the blows fromtheir saturated pillow sending out clouds of sparkling droplets. Partygoers
began cheering again. The blonde in the |l enon swinmring suit was wal ki ng round the pool filling

gl asses, a magnum cl asped in each hand.

The Indian girl clanmbered out of the pool, cinnamon skin glistening, and shook her |ong bl ack
dreadl ocks. She pressed up against O Donal, her high conical breasts |eaving danp inprints on his
shirt as she kissed him He handed her his glass, which she tossed down in one snooth gul p.

O Donal pushed her away and wal ked round the pool towards Greg and Gabri el

They retreated into the |l ounge. O Donal foll owed.

"Are you with soneone?' he asked; his voice was firm ready to deal sternly with gatecrashers.
"W're here to see you, Ade,' Greg said.

"This is a private party, pal. Guests only.'

"Private party. Big house. Lots of expensive friends. You're coning up in the world, Tentines,'
Gabriel said.

O Donal 's jaw ruscl es hardened. He slid the patio door shut, muting the nusic and catcalls. Geg
sensed the cold apprehension rising in his mind. O Donal's eyes kept straying to the door I|eading
to the hall.

"Sorry, Tentines,' Geg said. 'Your hard case couldn't make it. It's just you and us.

"WIl you quit with that handle,' O Donal hissed edgily. 'These people don't know who 1 am'

"What do they think you are?

"Programer on a conmission to Hansworth Logic.' | Ic brightened. 'Hey, | never expected you to
show i n person
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y' know. | nean, | don't mind you coming, no way. | just didn't think it was the way you worked. So
what is it, you want nme to run anot her burn?

"You're sweating, Tentines,' said Gabriel. "This is all newto you, isn't it? The high life,

noney, girls?

"W' d never have guessed,' Greg said, |ooking pointedly round the I ounge.

"Hey, |l ook, what the fuck is this?" O Donal demanded. 'And what have you done to Brune?

"Don't know, didn't stop to check,' said Geg. 'Wiat does it matter? Ace hotrod |ike you can
afford plenty nore like him'

O Donal ' s apprehensi on now bl ossoned into outright worry. Alittle nuscle spasmrippled across his
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bony shoul ders.
The pillow fight outside had degenerated into a westling match. One girl ripped the bikini top
off the other. The spectators whooped approval.

O Donal licked his lips. 'Hey, cone on, who are you peopl e?
"W're from Event Horizon,' said G eg.
O Donal 's already pale face blanched still further. 'Ch, shit.' He took a half step backwards,

ready to turn and bolt, then stopped at the sight of the Walther eightshot in Geg s hand.

"You're not used to this, are you, Tentimes? Gabriel asked with silky insistence. 'A solo hotrod,
your conmbat is all mental. Well, this tine the feedback is physical. You want ny advi ce? Pl ay
ball. Don't annoy us. There are another seven who took part in the blitz. W'll just work down the
list until we get sonme co-operation.

"l didn't have any choi ce!

"Tell us about it,' Geg suggested. 'Downstairs.

' Down? \Were?

"Your terminals,' Gabriel said.

"Shit, how. . .' O Donal clanped his mouth shut as Geg flicked the Waither's nozzle towards the
door.

Qut in the hall O Donal stopped and sniffed the air, then his eyes found the smear of viscous
liquid on the tiles. A smal
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burn in the offing I get run around town for an hour until WIf's happy |'mnot pulling a
backtrack."'

Gabriel was sitting in the black |eather high-back chair behind the table, tenting her fingers and
staring up at the pewer-coloured duct, lost in thought. ' The nmethod of recruiting interests ne,’
she said. 'This WIf definitely knew you were an active hacker?

O Donal nodded sullenly. 'The bastard read out a whole list of ny burns.'

'How conplete a list?

"Dunno.' He caught the look Greg gave him 'Yeah, all right. | didn't spot any m ssing.

' Goi ng back for how | ong?' she asked.

Coupl e of years, ever since | plugged into the circuit."’

Have you ever had a crimnal record?

"What ? No.'

"Don't lie," Geg said. The guilt had glinted in his nind

"I"'mnot," O Donal insisted hotly. '"No record.' He flushed hard, not |ooking at Gabriel. 'Cot
pul l ed once, mind. Pigs said she was underage. Shit, | nean no way, not that size, melon city.'
"When was this? Gabriel asked keenly.

'Si x, seven years back.'

"The police, did they search your honme?'

"For sure, tore it apart, bastards. They had to drop the charges after that.' He sniggered at the
menory. 'My mates went and visited her for ne. Straightened her out but good. She didn't want to
talk to no one after that, least of all the pigs.

"Were you into gear then?

"Yeah, a bit. Nothing serious though, not then.'

" And where were you living?

'Steve Biko tower.'

Gabriel smiled acute satisfaction. 'Your turn,' she said to Geg, as if it was sone kind of
channel quiz show.

"I"'d like a list of all the burns you' ve done for WIf,' he said.

O Donal scow ed sourly, but began typing on the Mzzi term nal

I
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"Carefully,' Gabriel warned. 'Make sure the code is the right one. W don't want any nistakes |ike
a call for help, or anything equally tiresone. And believe ne, I'Il knowif it isn't the right
one.'

The truth finally dawned. 'Shit. You two, you're psychic, right?

"Cot it in one,' Greg said. 'How else did you think we found you?

O Donal ' s subconsci ous di scharged a heavy rancorous stream of revul sion and dread, contaninating
hi s consci ous thoughts.
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G eg showed his cybofax to the Mzzi, and O Donal squirted the Iist of his burns over

"How nuch do you get paid for a burn?' Geg asked.

' Depends, normally around five grand.

"And for the Event Horizon burn?

"That was a real big deal, | got fifteen for that.

No messing. So which half were you in on?

"I don't follow you, nman. \What hal ves?

'The attack was twofold, renenber? The priority data-squirt blitz against the core, and the
shut down instructions beaned up to the Merlin. Wich were you in on?

"l don't know nothing about no Merlin shutdown. Al WIf told ne to do was hack into the Event
Hori zon datanet and fire off a squirt at sonme bioware cruncher core. Man, you've never seen
anything like that blitz menox, customjob.' He lifted a glittering black sphere the size of a
tennis ball fromthe table, nulti-faceted |ike an insect eye. 'The nultiplex conpression in this
|l over is absolute genius. Hell, I can't even retro the bytes. Sure wish | could. I'd I ove to be
able to wite ny own |ike this soneday."

"Did this WIf tell you what the core was?' G eg asked

"Sure, it's sonme kind of fancy Turing personality responses programthey've whizzed up to nanage
t he conpany.

'Have you ever thought of backtracking the noney transfers fromWIf? Find out who he is? Hit
back, perhaps.

'Yeah. Big zero.'

' How conme?’

"Il ain't up to that, man,' O Donal nuttered quietly.

238

PI TER F. HAM LTON

"Not up to much, are you, Tentinmes? Geg plucked one of the menox crystals fromthe shel ves,

reading the handwitten |abel. 'This a core-code nelt virus?

" Yeah.'

"Wl f supplied it, right? How nany of them cone from Wl f?

"Sone, 'bout half. | wite my own, too, man!' O Donal was stuffed with righteous indignation. 'I
see what you're getting at, |'mno cyborg, nman. |'ve got my own scene outside that arsehole. 1'd
have nade sol o without Wlf. | would!

"G ve me your bank account nunmber, the one your Event Horizon burn noney was paid into.

O Donal clutched at his hair with both hands, pulling hard. 'Shit, no way man, |'ve got everything
stashed in there. | only burnt your fucking conpany once.'

Geg jamed the Ml eki ck down on O Donal's Akai terminal. Blue-white static tapeworns withed
across the heat-dunp fins, snapping and popping like arid matchwood.

"All right!' O Donal shouted. 'Jesus.' He |ooked down hopelessly at the tiny wi sp of snoke rising
fromthe back of the Akai

The restraint of fear was wearing thin, anger was predom nating again. Greg knew he'd have to do
sonet hi ng about that. Soon

O Donal's fingers trenbled softly as he squirted the information fromthe Mzzi to Greg's cybof ax.
"Hey, listen, you ain't going to like do anything to nme, are you? | co-operated nman, really | did.
You know it all now. God's honest truth, every last byte.'

"That's right,' Greg said, and straightarned O Donal with the Ml ekick, punching the el ectrode
deep into his small flaccid beer gut.

O Donal 's cheeks inflated, eyes bulging. Al cohol-toxic breath rushed out of him and he curled up
col | apsi ng backwards on to the termnals. Menox crystals went glissading over the cold brick
floor.

"Did you enjoy that?' Gabriel asked.

‘"No. Cone on, tine for us to nake our exit.'

NI NDSTAR RI SI NG

239

Greg sneaked a peek through the | ounge door on the way tut. The pool was filling up; people fully
cl ot hed, peopl e hal fclothed, naked people; enpty magnuns and sodden burger baps were bobbi ng about
anong them A cloud of thick blue-black snmoke was rmushrooning up fromthe barbecue grill, the

st eaks and sausages were burning fiercely. Led Zep was ~rashing out 'Wole Lotta Love'. Hell of a
party.

Geg tugged the Duo away fromthe kerb in a tight U-turn, ignoring the shrill clanmour of incensed
bi cycle bells, and headed back towards Oakham

Gabri el hunched down in the passenger seat and devoured
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~ the information O Donal had squirted into his cybofax.

. ' Make any sense to you?' Geg asked

. " Not hi ng obvi ous | eaps out. The targets are conpani es and finance houses. Mst of the tine
Wl f wanted | ogi c bonbs crashed into their data cores; though there are sone data snatches too,

mai nly hi gh-tech research.

"Doesn't tell us much. I'Il squirt it over to Morgan Wal shaw, get his econonic intelligence team
to run an analysis on it, see who benefits npst.
"But you've got a pretty good guess. | know you. You're al most happy about finding this list.'

'Yeah. What odds will you give ne that our friend Kendric di Grolanp conmes up top of the
beneficiaries?

"You really have got it in for him haven't you?

"Yep, logic and instinct both. Al | need is proof, and darling Julia's avenging angel wll take
it fromthere.'

"I"'mnot so sure,' Gabriel said. 'That entrapnment gig this Wl f character snared O Donal with,
it's very long-term Find a gear-crazy kid who's growing up in exactly the right sort of
environnent that'll turn himto hotrodding, then tap his phone for seven years just to get the
evidence to nail himwth. Wiy? | nean what's he doing for Wl f that he wouldn't have done
ordinarily on the Gracious Services circuit?

"Let's see. How nany burns are on that list?

"Thirty-two, including the one agai nst Event Horizon.'

G eg slowed the Duo and turned on to the B6047 heading for Tilton. It was a terrible road, so
overgrown in places that
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the tarmac had vani shed under grass and thistles. He steered into the ruts left by the farm wagons
to get sone decent traction, hoping nothing was com ng the other way.

"Thirty-two is one hell of a lot of burns for a ten-nonth period,' he said. 'And WIf has a team
of at |east eight hackers running these burns for him Gacious Services is nornmally pretty

i ndependent, but even their unpires mght begin to wonder what was goi ng down. They're snmart, if
there is a pattern to the burns they'd spot it. WIf isn't the type to |leave his flank exposed

i ke that.'

‘'Hence the need for privacy. Yes, | can buy that. Well, we'll just have to see what WAl shaw s
peopl e come up with. By the way, what did you want O Donal's account nunber for?

"Wl f chose O Donal because he isn't a true hotrod, not yet. He's a greenhouse product, force-
grown; given viruses on a plate instead of developing his own talent to wite them That way he
can't stray fromWwlf's carefully ordai ned path. O Donal doesn't have the ability to backtrack the
credit transfers, but Royan sure as hell does.'

"That still doesn't explain away the police conplicity in O Donal's entrapnent.’

"Kendric has nore than enough noney to bribe a squad or two of underpaid bobbies.'

Gabriel groaned in dismay. 'Christ, and El eanor thinks I'mneurotic.'

CHAPTER TVEENTY- FOUR

J

ulia closed the heavy panel |l ed door behind her, stepping into the understated el egance of the
Princess of Wales suite. The room made her unconfortably aware of just how uncouth her own bedroom
was. Here, she was surrounded by tenperate shades and snooth curves, the brocade-covered furniture
seened to flowinto the walls. Several antique pieces were dotted around, and instead of clashing
with the nbdern setting they conplenented it to perfection. Part of their appeal was in their

pl aci ng, she'd deci ded. She was continually afraid she'd bunmp into one of the little Pope chairs
and ruin the whole effect. She'd never be able to put it back in the exact spot..

Several huge bouquets of fresh flowers filled the air with their perfume. Sl ~e breathed down the
scent and headed for the bathroom The evening had been an utter delight so far, she was

determ ned not to | ose the theme now

"See you in a couple of nonths,'" was her grandfather's parting shot as she'd left Wlholm He was
pari ng down the sarcasm now, but couldn't resist one |last dig.

She' d brought eight suitcases with her to the Marlston Hotel for the book |aunch. Actually, it was
the gal a rel aunch of the Al aka publishing conmpany. They'd decided to pronote their new catal ogue
in grand style, no expense spared. A three-day junket for celebrities, financiers, aristocrats,
and the nmedia, even sonme of their authors were there. Three days, and nore inportantly, three

ni ghts.

Julia hadn't been quite sure what |evel the event was going to be pitched at, so she'd nade sone
nmeticul ous preparations. The first night dinner-dance had turned out to be a formal occasion; so,
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after nuch deliberation, and consulting Adela, she'd chosen a twelve-thousand-pound Salito gown.
It was midnight black, because it was hard to | ook bad in black; scarlet and gold noire patterns
ski pped across the fabric at
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Ten m nutes.

There was a light rap on the door

. "Come in,' she said, furious at the sudden quaver afflicting her voice. She alnost |let out
a whi mper of relief when she saw it was Adrian. He was wapped in his burgundy towelling robe.
Bare feet, no pyjanas.

She blipped the | ock. Sealing himin.

"Julial' There was a note of surprised adniration in his voice; and desire lighting his eyes as he
drank down the sight of her.

She couldn't stand it anynore, and ran at him Swept up in strong warm arns. Spinning round and
round. Both of them | aughing jubilantly.

CHAPTER TVEENTY- FI VE

O

n Saturday norning Geg parked the Duo in a side street just outside New Eastheld, and handed over
a flyer to the |ocal teeny-bopper extortionists before wal king out into the plush precinct's
tranquil boul evards. He'd used the Event Horizon card to splash out on new |light-grey slacks, blue
canvas sneakers, and a jade-green pure wool Stewart sweater. Hi s usual jeans and T-shirt woul d' ve
aggrieved the private police squad which New Eastfleld s residents enpl oyed

One major contributory factor to Peterborough's post-Warm ng prosperity had been its burgeoning
maritinme links. The Nene allowed cargo ships to sail right into the heart of the city. They docked
at a new port and warehouse conpl ex which had sprung up in the place of the old shopping precinct
and Queensgate nall.

In addition to the comercial shipping, an armada of nearly seven thousand small boats had set out
fromthe Norfol k Broads as the Antarctic ice nelted, converging on the city. They'd anchored
around the island suburb of Stanground; their noorings evolving into a hugely conplicated maze of
jetties built out of tinmber scavenged fromthe roofs and fl oors of deluged buildings out in the
Fens. The boats at the centre were trapped there now, ten years' worth of rubbish clogging the
wat er around them enbedding themin an artificial bog. He'd heard that around ten thousand people
lived in the sprawling boat-town. The actual figure was uncertain, Stanground' s inherent chaos
made council hall governance nigh on inpossible. An aspect which the residents took full advantage
of . The narrow twi sting channels were Peterborough's nmain haven for smuggl ers, punping hard
currency Eurofrancs into the city's econony.

Finally, there was an inpressive squadron of pleasure craft. The potential of the city's

i ndustrial vigour, coupled with the
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| oose around here. One of us nade barnman at a pub the crews use, nothing they like better than

sl aggi ng off their owners.

' Sounds good so far. Wat have you got for ne?

Suzi wiggled a hand free and pointed at the screens. 'This Kendric, he's a fucking Martian. Not
of this earth, y'know? The lives these yacht people |lead. Un-be-lievable! Tell you sonething,
though, no way is he a card carrier. | nean, the PSP's local chairpricks, they had it all, right?
Et ernal junket tinme. But they haven't got nothing conpared to this geezer. The noney he's got. He
woul dn't last five mnutes if they ever got back in power.'

"Ah.' He'd wondered about the peak of vexation in her mind. 'No, Kendric's not .Party. But ny
guess is that he's involved in a spoiler against Event Horizon. And with the econony all shaky
with inflation right now, Event Horizon taking a tunmble would be serious bad news. The only people
who' Il benefit are the PSP relics in legitimte opposition. That good enough for you?

"What's the spoiler?

"Mnistry of Defence. Utra-hush.'

"Figures,' she agreed w thout nmuch enthusiasm 'Son told us Kendric was plugged into big-1eague
corporate operations.'

G eg studied the various inmages on the five screens. Mrriamwas the biggest yacht in the narina
Sixty-five metres long, gleanming silver-white, with jet-black ports. Crewren stripped to the waist
were visible, washing dowmn the wi de afterdeck. 'Is Kendric on board right now?

'Yeah, as always. Believe nme, nothing at all happens in this nmarina before noon. They're all too
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busy sleeping off last night's orgies. Right now, it's business tinme for Kendric. He holds a
coupl e of conference sessions in the m d-deck | ounge each day. There's a whol e bunch of squarearse
| awyer types who turn up each norning to see him Don't know what they rap about in the cabin,
Mrriams ports are screened, but anything they say out on the deck we've got on a nenpox cartridge
for you.' Her eyebrows puckered up. 'Isn't that Julia Evans girl in charge of Event Horizon now?'
'Yeah. She owns it.'

M NOSTAR RI SI NG

249

"No shit? Heard Kendric on about her. . .' Suzi began typing on a keyboard. 'Renenber the file
code,' she nuttered, and consulted a cybofax. 'Here we go.'

One of the small screens changed to a scene on the Mrriams broad afterdeck. G eg squinted down
at it. Kendric was sitting on one of the plastic redliners, dressed in an open-neck shirt and
tailored shorts, drinking froma tall cut-crystal glass. The man with himwas in a suit, his
col l ar undone, tie hanging | oose. He |ooked to be in his late forties, a flat bulldog face with
red skin.

"Here,' said Suzi. She handed Greg an earpi ece

m ssing out badly,' the man in the suit was saying, in a faint Scottish brogue. 'Qur Party is dam
near down, Kendtic, it cannot last long. Terrible thing, food's short, there's no gear, no nethane
for the farms. People are going to the spivs |ike never before. There's a hell of a turnover in
silver right now If you could just have a wee word with young Julia Evans, cone to an arrangenent
wi' her till the Party goes down. | can ship it out by the tonne.'

"Inmpossible,’” Kendric said flatly. H's face was dangerously hard. 'That frigid bitch and I have
severed all our business contacts. There will be no resunption.'

"Tis a lot o' noney, Kendric.'

"Ride it out. I'mclosing some deals that will make the black currency nmarket utterly trivial. And
| certainly shall not forget your forbearance.’

The man in the suit shook his head sadly, and took a drink from his gl ass.

The image froze. 'Didn't nmean nuch at the tine,' said Suzi. She pecked at the keyboard again.

This time it was evening. A gauzy |ayer of cunulus cloud gl owed copper above the Mrriam There
was a crowd of about fifteen people drinking on the afterdeck, the wonen in | ow cut cocktai
dresses; nen in suits or blazers. Laughter, clanorous conversation, and the chink of glasses
filled the earpiece.

Kendric was standing at the stern with two other nen. One tall and slimw th thinning blond hair
the second a handsome African in brightly coloured northern tribal robes.
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detected a glint of amusenent in her mnd. She scrabbl ed anongst the gear nodul es and cai ne back
with a menox crystal. 'This has got all the visitors' faces and tinmes they turned up. W nanaged
to get nanes for a few of them'

One of the flatscreens switched to the Mrriams blueprints. 'There are always at |east four
people |l eft on board,' Suzi said, pointing at it. 'W think we've got their cabins assigned, but
you can never be sure.’

Nanmes had been superinposed over the various cabins.

"Geat. Wiere did you get the specs fron?' G eg asked.

'Son snatched them Mrriams hull was built in Finland, but she was fitted out up in Tyneside.
Apparently the English

" are still unbeatable when it cones to quality handicrafts.'

Greg squirted the nenox crystal data into his cybofax, and began skipping through the faces. The

i mages were good, high definition, npst seened to be staring straight into the | ens. Mrgan

Wai shaw shoul d be able to assenble profiles on them

'Ch yeah,' Suzy nuttered. 'They've got thenselves a pernmanent doxy on board, too. She don't do
much; too flicking stoned the whole tine by the | ook of her. That Kendric, nénage a quatre every
ni ght, sonme stud, huh?'

Geg flipped through the index until he cane to the girl; she'd been given a nunber, but no nane.
Her face appeared on the cybofax's little screen

"That's sone | ooker,' Suzi said, craning over his shoulder. 'Wuldn't mind her for nyself.'

'Has she been on board the whole tine?

'Yeah, since we've been watching, anyway. Wiy, you know her?

"Yes. Her nane is Katerina Cawt horp.
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SO WHY | ~**FYRNST. ¢« ~/ IS JUL IR SSSS FRI END

SHCKED UUUUP W TH KENDRI C DE 3 ROLAMO?' ??

"I don't know the specifics,' Greg said, his voice raised, strained.

Royan was jittering about in his dentist's chair, shoulders jerking in an erratic punping rhythm
Royan was havi ng one
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of his bad days, and when G eg considered just how shitty even Royan's good days must be.
CONNNNECTED?

"There is no such thing as coincidence.'

WAS | HE%RBRAPI NG YOU WTH 10Tl I /1 MES>>?

The cat heter bag which dangl ed bel ow the chair on a chrome coathook was filling with an oily
bilious Iiquid.

"Big help. He was a blackmail victim not a proper hotrod. Someone has been feeding him

sophi sticated viruses to use on burns.'

THI NK HE WAS ODDDDDD. T0O000 QUICK TO

G0000 SOLO. NOT EN***)~i SH TTTT END END END.

NOT ENOUGH Cl RCI T SKORES TO HI SSS HANDEL.

HURTSSS GREEG REALLLY HURTS MEEEEE.

And how coul d he answer that? He sniled broadly, feeling a prize turd. 'Hey, you made a friend in
El eanor. She's pl anning on com ng back.'

BEAU7Y AN>>>>## BEMST. HORRRI BLENASTY

FIL TH!!L~ MEMEMEMEME. YOU SCREW BABI ESBABI ES

MAKKK" MAKE BABi ES TOOOGETHER. . .111111111

WANNT WANTSHI TF1LLTH.

£%:)) (G0000000 AVWNNAY GGRE&

G eg couldn't nmove. Revolted and horrified. He wanted to get out, out and never cone back. Break
free. The Trinities, the Constables, Blackshirts, this tower, this room Royan; they were all
facets of his ingrained guilt, soul-devouring.

DON !iiiii CRY.

He rubbed knuckles into his eyes, vision blurring.

QUUI K<<<< WHYCOVE???

Qoi appeared in the kitchen door, concern marring her fragile, sensitive features. She flashed
Greg a look he couldn't begin to interpret.

VHY

"l needed you to run a finance backtrack for m-. | think it's the mssing link, the one that'l]|
tie Kendric to the hotrods."

"l1'hc screens exploded into an incoherent image-mash; chanrid shows, hinseldf seen through Royan's
eye canera, sticky tears snearing his cheeks, mad conputer graphi~s. starchy-
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"Tell you, | have to get near Kendric,' he said.

"Wy, for Christ's sake?

" Ask hi m questions, see how he reacts."

"Crazy.' She crossed herself, eyes rolling. But she hel ped organi ze the back-up, positioning the
Trinities around the marina. Greg couldn't find any fault in her nmethod, Suzi had been one who
I'istened.

Knowi ng the squad was providing covering fire gave hima degree of confidence wal king into the
lion's den. The orders Suzi had were sinple enough: on no account was he to be taken into the
yacht itself.

'K, you can cone up,' the first bodyguard had returned. The set of his jaw radi ated severe

di sapproval .

Mrriamwas sixty-five netres of sheer beauty. Whatever his other faults, Kendric certainly knew
the difference between refined style and pretentious glitz. Mrriamwas conceived as a shrine to
the former. Her polished wooden decks gl eaned with a rosy sheen under the desert-bright sun. Every
i mmacul ate brass fixture was mirror bright. The lowfriction white paint was painful on the eyes.
Geg was led round to the afterdeck. It had integral couches with puffy |eather uphol stery form ng
an island in the centre, several recliners dotted about. There was a clutch of chrone gym

equi pnent on the starboard side, just outside the | ounge-cabin doors.

Katerina was |ying prone on the bench press, using its leg lift, a big LCD counter notching up
each pull. She was dressed in tight black neoprene sprinter shorts, green stretch-Ieggi ngs, and
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the top of a | oose nmauve T-shirt that'd been slashed in half, its ragged hem barely covering her

| arge breasts. Her mane of blonde hair was held back with a broad~ white elastic towelling band.
She was perspiring heavily, drawi ng breath through her nostrils, an expression of grim
concentration on her perfect chiselled features.

"I do know you,' she said through clenched teeth. The wei ght she was lifting was al nbost as nuch as
he used in his own reginmen. 'You were at Julie's house.'

"I'hat's me," Greg said. 'Nice party, wasn't it?
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"You can go now, Mark. Kendric will be out in a mnute.'

The bodyguard | ooked |ike he wanted to protest, but didn't quite know how G eg flashed hima
sunny smle, receiving a dark scowl for his trouble.

Despite the Ferranti glasses, Geg could tell the nan's eyes were on Katerina as he shuffled off
forward. It was understandable, given the circunstances. H s own gaze kept swi tching between her
fantastic | egs and her abdonen, hypnotized by the hard cords of nuscle flexing bel ow her snooth
tanned skin. Ever hopeful her little scrap of T-shirt would ride up just that fraction higher

"Ni nety-seven, ninety-eight, ninety-nine, finish,' she gasped.

"I's it worth it?

Her head dropped back to rest on the bench's thin padding. 'Kendric likes ne to be fit,' she said,
her voice was high, childlike and rempte. 'He says that anyone blessed with a body as good as mi ne
has a duty to keep it in tip-top shape. He wouldn't enjoy me so nuch ot herw se."'

"And what Kendric says and enjoys is inportant, is it?

Her eyes dosed. 'Yes. Very. They do things to ne, you see, such wonderful things. If | can't

pl ease themin turn, they mght stop. | couldn't stand that.'

The passive sing-song lilt she used to recite her doctrine gave hima chill. He folded his
espersense around her

Katerina's mnd was strange; unruffled, as though she'd been popping tranquillizers. There was

little nental activity, she was taking only the mninmum notice of her surroundings; it was al npst
a hibernatory state. But there was no sign of any post-traunma w thdrawal, nor any of the jagged
rents of chemical -i nduced danage he had been expecting. G eg went deeper

Beneat h the sluggish currents of her surface thoughts there was a treasured core of menory, a

gl owi ng centre of delicious anticipation and joy. But for all its bright glory, it was a

contam nant, tainting every thought.

"What wonderful things? he asked softly.

Katerina's face became dreany. 'They |l ove ne,' she said.
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' How do they | ove you?'

"Sometinmes gently. Sonetimes so fiercely they make me cry. It doesn't matter which. It always ends
wonder ful | y.

Geg felt his skin going slick with cold sweat. 'How |l ong has this been going on, Katerina?'

"Ever since | caine here. Tinme doesn't really bother nme now, |I'mtoo happy. Adrian tried, of
course, tried so hard, but it never came with him not properly. I'mso |lucky they took ne away
fromhim | might never have known ot herwi se."'

"When did they take you away?

She | ooked out vacantly across the nmarina, her mnd nearly losing the thread of thought. 'At the
party, Uncle Horace's party, Bil Yi was there, that's what Julie promsed. So | went. Only they
were there too. He was funny and kind, it was exciting.' She turned back to | ook at Greg. An
angel's face vandalized by tears. 'He's so strong. And |'mafraid.’'

Kendric di Grolano slid open the cabin-1ounge door and stepped on to the aft-deck. Hernione

foll owed a pace behind.

"M Mandel ,' he took Greg's hand in a linp grip. 'So nice of you to call. | trust Katerina has
been entertaining you satisfactorily.' He was wearing a navy-blue blazer with bright brass buttons
and a spotted sil k handkerchi ef peeping out of his breast pocket, a dark green cravat filling the
top of his open white shirt. Wite flannel trousers and dark bl ue sneakers conpleted the nautica
i mage.

Heri ni one bestowed a gracious snmile. A nmusky breath of orchid perfume stole around G eg,
caressing, starting off that certain tingle. The weeks hadn't dimed the nenory of her beauty.
Skin deep, he warned hinsel f, canoufl age. She was dressed in a cerise off-the-shoul der gypsy top
and bl ue knee-length skirt. He was rem nded of a bird of prey waiting to pounce, nesnerically
deadl y.
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Katerina rose fromthe padded bench, bare feet slapping on the wooden deck as she canme to stand
cl ose beside Kendric. 'I've done ny routine,'" she said, |ooking up adoringly at his face. 'Al of
it, everything you said.

Geg turned away from her desperate search for Kendric's approval. Studying the New Eastfleld

skyl i ne.
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Kendric gently w ped her tears with his forefinger, an act which resulted in an al nost electric
jolt firing through Karen-na's mnd. H's touch was awakeni ng her. An incredibly~ warped version of
Sl eepi ng Beauty and Prince Charm ng

"Wl |l done, ny dear. | shall attend you in a little while. | have to have a few words with this
gentleman first.'

The desol ati on on her face was heartw enching.

"Come along, darling,' Hermione said. 'It's justsilly man's talk. W'Il go and get you ready.
You're all snelly after that exercise. A nice shower is just what you need.' She took Katerina's
hand and | ed her back into the cabin.

Kat eri na | ooked back at Kendric, eyes round, inploring. '"Hurry.'

Kendric bl ew her a ki ss.

The door cl osed. Through the bl ackened gl ass Greg could just nake out Katerina pulling off her
mauve T-shirt. Herm one's arm slipped possessively round the girl's narrow wai st, |eading her
deeper into the Mrnam

"Such an exquisite young girl," Kendric said, watching Geg's face with narrowed eyes. '|I have

al ways admi red your English roses. Mer one has broken through that cool reserve, their

advent urousness knows no bounds.' There was a fragnent of disappointnent registering in his mnd
at Geg's refusal to show the slightest execration

"I"'mafraid | can't stop long, M di Grolanp,' Geg said. 'My friends would worry about what'd
happened to ne.'

"No," Kendric said, his thoughts were steely.

"I"msorry?

"No. You're not staying at all, Mandel. Katerina |let you on board. My m stake; you should not have
been allowed within a mllion kilonetres of the Mrnam'

"But | was wondering if you could help ne.'

"l enquired about you after our first encounter. | know what you are. A gland psychic. A M ndstar
veteran. You were not going to ask me anything, you were going to uncover. Event Horizon's
truthfl nder general, sent to pry by your whore daughter nistress,'

Geg held his dismay in check. 'Any answers you give
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woul d be entirely voluntary. | can't read people's thoughts.'

"So you claim and other people fervently hope. Itis a particular human weakness you pry on
Mandel ; we want, need, to believe we are secure agai nst you. But | have a vast repository of
confidential comercial information in my brain. | choose not to believe the word of a repul sive
grotesquery, a failed | aboratory experinent.'

G eg |l et the neurohornones discharge into his brain, desperately searching round with his
intuition. There was guilt here, a strong scent; Kendric and Julia were tied together, hating each
other, feeding off each other. Wth a shock he knew she was as guilty as Kendric. Both of them
wilfully stinulating the other's black obsession, a perverted synbiosis.

He was jerked out of his nmeditative analysis by hands |like a pair of vices clanping round his
upper arns. The bodyguards were standing on either side of him

"Mark, Toby, throw himoff,' Kendric said

"I'"'mgoing," Geg told them He sensed rather than saw Mark's snirk.

"Too right,' the bodyguard said.

Greg contracted his espersense, neglecting the other nminds arrayed around the Mrriam focusing on
Kendric alone. 'WIf,' he shouted.

There was no reaction. No guilt, fright, consternation, panic. The name hadn't registered.

Instead, a band of mld puzzlenent tapered through Kendric's mnd. It was followed by a rising
tide of wy satisfaction when he realized how shaken G eg was by the negative.

Toby and Mark frogmarched himoff the aft-deck and down the side of the superstructure, Kendric's
| aughter chasing himall the way.

He was dropped abruptly at the top of the gangpl ank, stunmbling. Sonething with the force of a
runaway train slanmed into his backside. He tried to curl up into the trusty old paratroop | anding
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crouch, but it didn't seemto work very well. He saw a fast, confusing snapshot sequence of yachts
and water and sky at inpossible angles, each black interstice punctuated by a new burst of pain
that mercifully shut off alnobst as soon as it registered, |eaving a patch of nunbness.
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The bioware node spliced into his cortex which regulated his gland was al so progranmmed to bl ank
out nervous inpul ses above a predetermned pain |level. Mndstar had included the liniter as an
experiment to try and alleviate shock in conbat injury cases, but the Arny had never brought it
into wi despread use, there was too nuch danger of squaddi es ignoring the danmage they'd received
and nmaking it worse.

The unyi el ding concrete of the quay arrested his helter-skelter nonentumw th a sickeningly | oud
slap. His brain seened to be floating at the centre of a closed insensate universe. There was
harsh laughter from afar followed by running feet. Hands grasped him hauling himupright.

"Shit. You OK? Can you wal k?

Tactile sensation eased back, the cortical node reopeni ng enough nerve channels for himto regain
control over his linbs. Bruises throbbed sharply across his legs, arns, and back. His left |eg was
shaki ng. Both hands smarted from w de slashes of grazed skin, filmng over with blood. Tunne
vi si on showed his suede desert boots at some vast distance. He coul dn't

breat he through his nose, it was full of warmsticky |iquid.

"Cone on, lean on us.' That was Suzi

Geg did so, gratefully.

"You want those pillocks taken out? There was a note of hope col ouring her voice.

"No.'" He shook his head. Big m stake. The world reeled alarm ngly, acid bile rose, scouring his
t hroat .

"Green south, green south, stand down. We're bringing Thunderchild in. Gold west, cover please.'’
There was a snal | Canbri dge-bl ue three-wheel sweeper-float ahead of himnow, its front roller
brushes retracted, inclined at forty-five degrees, looking like rusty felt mandi bl es. The name
QUS'S SANITI ZI NG was witten down the side in bold yellow letters.

Greg was urged on to the narrow seat in the Perspex-bubble cab, and Des clinbed in behind the
wheel while Suzy rode shot-gun on the foorplate. The two Trinities were both wearing jaunty red
shirts and matching trousers, conplenented with Gus's conpany caps, burger-bar uniforns.

Des swooped the float into a hard turn, and set off hack
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down the quay at a good five kilonetres per hour, squirting a thick spray of bubbly detergent in
their wake. He funbled with the dash switches and cut the rain of cleanliness, cursing hotly.
"I've got to go back,' Geg said, pinching his nose between thunb and forefinger

"Fuck that,' Des said. 'W've blown cover hauling you out. |'ve gotta get ny squad saf eguarded.
St andard procedure; you should know that, M MIlitary Hotshot. This operation is now over.'

"What the hell do you want to go back for?' Suzi asked.

"I have to see sonething.

They shot out on to the pronenade, and Des tilted the joystick sharp | eft. Pedestrians hopped out
of the way, hurling abuse.

"Listen,' Des said. 'You wanna go back, that's fucking fine

by me. I'lIl stop right now and you can wal k. But you're on

your own. We've been burning our arses off for you, and

don't see anything to show for it.’ -'OK, drop me here.'

"Shit.' Suzi and Des exchanged anxi ous befuddl ed gl ances. 'You can't,' said Suzi. 'Cone on, Geg,

you can't hardly wal k. We'll bring you back in a couple of days, when it's cooler.'

"It has to be now.'

' The photon anps are still in place, how about we take you back to Angelica's? You can watch from
there.'

G eg probed his nose tenderly, it didn't feel broken, and it'd stopped bl eeding. 'Not that sort of
wat chi ng, not visual. | want to use ny espersense on them

"Jesus,' Des spat. 'You M ndstar?

' Yeah.'

"Bl oody hell,' Suzi muttered. '|I knew there was sonethi ng about you. Father never said now.

G eg said nothing, he had al ways held back frommentioning it to the Trinities. People devel oped
funny attitudes to psychics, kids especially. Let themjust think he was |ucky, outfits |ike that
put a lot in superstition
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"Jesus,' Des said. 'Fucking Mndstar active in Peterborough. Think on it. Party always pissed
itself over you people. Look, just what is going down on that yacht?
"I'f I knew for sure | wouldn't have to go back.'
"Shit, just how cl ose do you have to get?
They conpromi sed. Des drove into the naze of service alleys behind the pronenade shops, and
swapped clothes with Geg. Then he went off to organize the squad's wi thdrawal, |eaving Suzi to
drive Greg. There'd be no nore retrieval posses if Toby and M ke cane after them but the snipers
would remain in place until Geg had finished
Suzi drove back out on to the promenade and depl oyed the brushes before noving up the quay next to
the Mrriam s nooring. Seagull crap dissolved into creany puddles, frizzy bristles whisking it
away into the float's tanks.
"Stop here,' Greg told her once they were opposite
Kendric's yacht.
She clinbed out of the little cab. 'Don't be too long,' she
inmplored, and lifted the engine cowing.
Greg rel axed, sinking back into the thin cushioning of the
bench, and instructed the cortical node to shut out the sharp throbs of pain his nerves were
reporting |oyally.
The gl and: stressed, taut |ike a marathon runner's calf on
the hone straight. A sluice of neurohornones bubbl ed out anbngst his axons.
He wanted a sensory extension that went way beyond his usual short-range enotion perception. To
find it he retreated inward, ignoring his blood heat, heartbeats, breathing. The state waited for
himright down at the bottomof the mental well, a fragile central pool. Gaseous shapes neandered
below its surface. He slipped softly bel ow the interface.
G eg perceived shadows, treacherous grey cobwebs congealing into m sleading forns, aching enpty
gaps of grainy mst The vision was silent, neither hot nor cold. Through it all, m nds shone I|ike
di amond-point mirages, a flat cyclonic swirl of fireflies with hinself at the tranquil stormeye.
He concentrated, seeking the opeque distortion of Mrriam the famliar signature of one nind
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The water resolved as a sheet of black ice, a dead zone; he drifted across it, stretching out
close to his absolute limt. Mrriams hull rose above him a cliff of insubstantial gauze
Passi ng t hrough.
The three figures were cloudy alien protrusions into his lonely universe; their shape fuzzy, a
pseudo-1 ocus rippling around a solid kernel. Kendric and Herm one slid fluidly over and round
Katerina, the three together a tightly knit serpentine coil
Katerina was a soul in torment, hating herself for what she was doing, unable to refuse. She
cl osed out the degradations Herm one perfornmed, warmw th the conviction her reward woul d cone.
Greg observed her arousal growing as Kendric pleasured hinself with her, his mnd | eaking
distorted pictures of Julia. Fissures of intense rapture nmultiplied through her mnd, interlacing,
spreadi ng to conquer, reducing her to animal abandon. O gasm brought a bl azi ng concussi on of
frenzied ecstasy, a neural nova.
Instinct and dusty nenory fused within Geg's tarnished cranium and at |ast he knew what Kendric
had done to her.
The intangible universe twi sted, spectral inmmges elongating and spiralling down to a tightly wound
vani shing point. The marina's sights and sounds boiled up around him solid and | oud.
‘"Let's go hone,' he said weal dy. Sustaining such a vast psi-effusion was severely debilitating.
G avity seened to have quadrupl ed.
"Bout time,' Suzi grunbled, slamm ng down the cowl ing and | ocking the catches with a vicious
twist. '"You |look like shit, you know?'
' Thank you.' The sky overhead was jaundiced, its turbidity fluctuating in tine to his heartbeat.
"That gland nmust really take it out of you.' Her foot pressed down on the accel erator pad.
"It does.'
" Thought so, you were thrashing about |ike you were having a nightmare. Get what you want?
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"Yes.'
"Hey, your nose has started bleeding again.' '"It'll stop in a mnute."'
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Kendric nust've found out about Philip Evans's NN core. He would be bound to question Katerina
about every aspect of her relationship with Julia, and that includes her time at Wl holin. She
told himabout the NN core. There is no noble, never has been.

'So how did Kendric get hold of the Zanthus security nonitor prograns?

"A topnotch solo hotrod burnt into Wal shaw s cores. Kendnc could afford it.

She finished spraying on the dermal seal, and inspected his hand. 'But what about the buyout?
"Yeah,' he admitted. 'I still don't understand that, But the blitz was definitely a vengeance act.
Kat eni na proves that; she's the link, the comobn factor. God, Eleanor, you wouldn't believe what
he's done to that poor kid. Tell you, she's a virtual cyborg, no nessing.' He flexed his fingers
gingerly, watching the dermal-seal stretch over his knuckl es.

‘Has he drugged her?' she asked.

"Sort of. That's sonething else we'll have to sort out when this is finished. Christ, as if we
didn't have enough to do identifying Wilf and the remai ning hotrods."'

"You know, if you wanted to flush some conprom sing evidence out of Kendric's brain you should' ve
asked hint how nuch the blitz had cost him Then you'd have seen the guilt, clear-cut and

irrefutable. 1'lIl have to bind that forefinger.'

"Bugger. Next tine |'Il take you along. Soneone who can titink straight.'

Her heart fell. 'Oh, Greg, you' re not thinking of going back there are you? Wasn't this enough?
"No, I"'mnot marching up to confront Kendric again; |'ve |earned ny | esson. From now on the macho
routine is all down to Morgan Wai shaw and his hardliners. Hopefully, all | have to do is wait for
Royan to backtrack Wl f's paynents to O Donal, find out who the hell he is. Then we can start
establishing how WIf is plugged in with Kendric. The proof's there, sonmewhere, |ike you said,
anot her intermedi ary between Wl f and Kendric, maybe two. But |I'mconvinced it's himat the end of
the trail. Does that sound paranoid to you?'
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"No, | believe your intuition works; and |ike you say, having Katerina on his yacht explains how

he knew about the NN core.' She consulted the Event Horizon terminal. The first-aid kit's

di agnostic was plugged into it, the cube showi ng a white-shadow schematic of Greg's body. Hs pain
points glowed a nild anber; she'd treated all of them He was relaxed now, grow ng drowsy fromthe
general tranquilizer she'd given hun earlier. She held open his right eyelid, shining the penci
light directly on the pupil, then away, watching the dilation. The termnal said it was within
acceptable limts. 'Have you been overdoing the gl and?

"Used it a bit, nothing nuch.'

She t hought he sounded defensive. Not that she could even begin to give a qualified opinion on
neur ohor none abuse. Just a feeling, though; he appeared enervated, nore than the cuts and sprains

could account for. Wiy did nmen always try and di sguise their weaknesses? '| think you m ght be
slightly con-cussed. A hospital check-up wouldn't hurt.’

"No need to bother them 1'Il spend tonorrow resting.

"Proni se?'

"All that's scheduled is a trip to Wl holm Manor to check out Gabriel's prediction of a second
attack against the NN core.'

She peel ed the diagnostic pick-up fromthe nape of his neck where it was interfacing with his
cortical node and coiled up the fibre-optic |lead. The conpact unit slotted neatly into the noul ded
foamof the first-aid kit; a well-worn alunm niumcase, Arnmy green with a big red cross painted on
Surplus to requirenents, Greg had told her. There was a conprehensive range of dressings and

nmedi cine inside, all top quality. She'd thought he was a hypochondri ac when she first sawit.

"That's all right then,' she said, 'providing your new billionaire girlfriend doesn't excite you
too nuch.'

'Pl ease! G ve nme a break.

"Ch, | alnost forgot. Dr Ranasfari called this norning, charming man, left a nessage for you.' She
licked her lips at the nmenory. 'He nade a pass at ne.

"Shit.'
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'"Geg!’

"Sorry. You're kidding. Ranasfari? He nade a pass at you? Never.'
"He did. Men have been known to.'
"I npossi ble, ny dear. Ranasfari doesn't |ike people, any people. We're not rationally precise data

file:/lIF|/rah/Peter%20F.%20Hamilton/Hamilton,%20Peter%20F%20-%20Mindstar%20Rising.txt (112 of 189) [1/19/03 7:03:05 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Peter%20F.%20Hamilton/Hamilton,%20Peter%20F%20-%20Mindstar%20Rising.txt

packages.'

"Don't be so bitchy, or are you just jeal ous?

"Neither, sinply observant. So what did the good doctor want to tell ne?

"There was definitely an outlaw instruction beamed up to the Merlin, shutting it down. Seven
seconds are missing fromthe uplink's | og, an hour before the shutdown. He said it was a very
sophisticated interruption. They probably woul dn't have spotted it if you hadn't told themto
search for it. They're reviewing the Institute's "ware menory cores to see if someone snatched the
Merlin codes. But so far they haven't found any trace of a breach. He says whoever did it nust be
the best hotrod in existence, covering their tracks |like that. The Institute 'ware has prenier-
grade data-guardi an prograns, the security programmers thought they were unbreakable.' G eg was
staring at her, confusion and dishbelief tugging at his face. Lost. 'Sonething wong?

"Ranasfari can't have said that. It doesn't fit.

Seeing himlike this, exhausted, wounded, and cripplingly despondent she felt an overwhel m ng
surge of affection for him The case had been taxing him punished by the gland, driven by his own
rut hl ess brand of determ nation, beaten up by Kendric's bastards. Maxed out. Al she wanted to do
was hel p, ease the burden. If only he didn't have this stupid code of his, always giving a hundred
per cent. It was too nmuch of him

"Wl l, Ranasfari did say it. And it's time you were in bed, G eg Mandel.'

"No, no, you don't understand. The blitz was a vengeance attack."'

"Yes, you said. You proved Kendric ordered it.'

'Yeah, well, sort of.’

"The Merlin,' she said, beginning to understand.

"I'f the Merlin was deliberately sabotaged,' he said, 'then the blitz was part of a konbinate
spoi |l er operation.'
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"You are concussed. There's nothing to say the Merlin shutdown couldn't be vengeance, too. Kendric
wanting to wipe Philip Evans, and danage Event Horizon at the sane time by underm ning confidence
in the giga-conductor cells. Ht Julia fromboth sides at once. After all, we know he's already
used a top-grade hotrod agai nst Event Horizon to pull the security nonitors. He probably used the
sane hotrod to shut down the Merlin,'

'Ch, yeah, right.'

It was obvious he wasn't convinced. She began to speak with slow deliberation, voicing her
thoughts al nost as they fornmed. ' The notive for |aunching the blitz depends on whether Kendric
knew of Philip Evans's NN core. If he did, it was himout for vengeance; if not, it was a

kombi nate spoiler. R ght?

'That's about the size of it.'

'Good. So, how bright is Katerina?

" What ?

"Don't you see? It all hangs on her, whether or not she knew about the NN core. And from what

you' ve told ne about her before she net Kendric, she sounds like the all-tine chanpion binbo.
Coul d she have wor ked out what was goi ng down at W/ hol n?'

H s eyes cl osed, face pained. 'Dunno. She had a good educati on.

" Means not hi ng. Who woul d know i f she's got enough brains?

"Julia, | suppose. Certainly poor old Adrian. | knew it woul d happen, that she'd dunp him
Shoul d' ve warned him given himthe benefit. He wouldn't have listened."’

El eanor ignored his ranblings. Knowi ng the sense of excitenent derived from sol ving human
intricacies. Finally appreciating how G eg could become so wapped up in his cases. There was a
certain addictive quality to unravelling the carefully crafted deceits of other people, it was a

form of conquest, outsmarting them 'Then you'll just have to ask Julia. But not today, | think.'
CHAPTER TVEENTY- ElI GHT
w

ilholms lawn sprinklers were working at full strength, their long white plunes adding a faint
coppery tang to the dry pollen-clogged air. Julia ran down the garden path, giggling wldly,
trying to dodge the spray shooting out of the rotating nozzles. The cotton of her eneral d-green
dress was already danp. She gl anced over her shoul der and saw Adrian had al nost caught up. A
shriek, a last triunmphant burst of speed fromher |egs, and she reached the gravel drive ahead of
hi m
O her Eyes Access Request.
Adrian yell ed behind her, cursing, and she turned, cracking up at the sight of himcaught ful
square in one of the foamy jets. He slopped on to the gravel trailing dark footprints.
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"I'm bl oody drenched,' he wailed, |aughing with her

He was too; T-shirt and tennis shorts clinging to his skin. She draped her arns round his neck
ki ssing himexuberantly. 'My very own M Wet T-shirt.' The giggles set in again, unstoppable.

O herEyes Priority Access Request.

H s hands found her runp, squeezing with interest. 'Do we have enough tine before he gets here?
H s breath was hot in her ear. He'd begun to nuzzle her neck, aimng for that place he'd found
whi ch was exceptionally ticklish.

She let out a heartfelt sigh, squirming in his arns as his tongue |icked bel ow her ear. 'Not this
nor ni ng. Busy.

" Afternoon?

She nodded eagerly. Adrian was insatiable. Whnderfully, fabulously insatiable.

Al aka had been di sappoi nted by the non-appearance of their star guest at nost of the functions
after Friday night. But she didn't give a flying fig about that. This was | ove.

And Adrian felt the same ahout her, so enraptured he'd come back to Wlholin with her on Sunday

ni ght .
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"I"'mafraid to let you out of ny sight," he'd said. 'l can hardly believe a girl l|ike you would

even | ook at soneone |like ne.'

So she did her best to convince him realizing his every wi cked fantasy on her big apricot silk
bed, and in the jacuzzi, the shower, dresser chair, deep-pile rug. And Adrian could be very w cked
i ndeed.

Her grandfather hadn't said anything about Adrian coming to stay, not a peep. She hoped that neant
he'd finally accepted her as an equal. Part of his kindness before, she knew now, had been the
type a teacher shows a gifted pupil. That she could be grooned to manage Event Horizon was his
driving concern. She forgave himthat. R ght now she could forgive anybody anyt hi ng.

O her Eyes Access Request: Please Juliet.

"All afternoon,' Adrian growl ed insistently.

" Absolutely.' He was going back to the college in the evening, which would give thema solid six
hours to practice yet nore of that rapturous sex. Then there was next weekend to | ook forward to.
Thank the Lord Canbridge wasn't far away. Although she would' ve travelled to Tasmania for him
Julia heard the sound of tyres on the drive, and began to disentangle herself. Suddenly wondering
what the hell she must ook like; hair tangled, front of her dress danmp from where she'd pressed
agai nst Adrian, cheeks flushed, and grinning |ike a madwoman. G eg woul d hardly need his enpathy
to see what she'd been getting up to.

Adrian kept hold of her hand as the little Duo pulled up in front of the portico. The car's
arrival frightened Wlholms flock of snowwhite doves into flight above her.

Open Channel to NN Core. Load OtherEyes, Limiter# Three. Sight and hearing only, so her
grandf at her wouldn't be able to sense her racing heart, nor experience Adrian's adventurous hands.
Thank you so very nuch, Philip Evans said. So sorry to trouble you. In case it's of the renotest
interest, we think the Trojan program which Gabriel predicted has been | oaded into the Event

Hori zon datanef. There was a hi ghly sophist!
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cated code nelt in our Doncaster silicon-fibre plant 'ware two minutes ago; they are scheduled to
squirt their production data to nme in another five mnutes.

Julia suddenly hated the real world for intruding on her private happiness, it seenmed to delight
in conspiring to reduce her tinme with Adrian - Greg's visit, unseen hackers. Wiy couldn't they

| eave her alone? Petty grubbing manipulators, all of them pissing in the wind. They weren't going
to alter society, nor bankrupt Event Horizon, nor nake the Sun revolve around the Earth, turn
water into wine. The sumtotal of their activities was so near to zero as to be derisory. People
were so bl oody stupid, and insensitive; animals that'd | earnt how to wear clothes.

Her armtightened instinctively around Adrian. He didn't know how nmuch of a confort he was.

Don't be so sarcastic, Grandpa, it's very unbecom ng. Have Wi shaw s security progranmers nmanaged
to backtrack?

Not vyet.

Total surprise

G ve themsone credit, Juliet, that nmelt was hard to spot.

If they'd witten a decent guardian programin the first place there wouldn't have been a nelt

t hr ough.

Her grandfather answered with a reproachful silence. Surprising what could be read from enpti ness.
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Geg clinbed out of the Duo. Julia let out an involuntary gasp. Hs left eye was swllen and
bl ack, heavily bruised; a moul ded white surgical dressing covered his nose; his hands seened to be
all blue dermal nenbrane; he was |inping.

Chri st!
"What happened?!' she denanded anxi ously.
He smiled heavily. 'l had a little chat with your friend, Kendric di Grolazno.'

"My God! He did this to you?

"Hi s bodyguards."

"Ch, Greg. You shouldn't even be out of bed. Cone along with you, out of this hot sun.

G eg shrugged. 'Not as bad as it |ooks.' His eyes were fixed
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on Adrian. Accusing, Julia thought, certainly not indifferent. My God, could he be jeal ous?
Adrian stirred unconfortably under the stare, gripping her hand that little bit tighter

"Adrian, isn't it?" Geg asked

"Yes, sir.'

They rem nded her of two stags, scraping hoofs before they | ocked antlers. Disturbing to think she
nm ght be the cause, but then again it didn't exactly hurt her ego.

Geg's cut lips quirked slightly, breaking the spell. 'The name's Geg. Nice to see you again.'
Adrian relaxed a little at her side.

She gave him a huge sunny snile. 'This conference won't take long, darling. Wuld you see to

Tobi as, |'ve been negl ecting hi mshockingly.'

"Sure thing.' He pecked her cheek and gave Greg a quick curious glance before heading off towards
t he stabl es.

Anot her thing about him he understood the way Event Horizon busi ness dominated her life, and nmade
al | owance, never maki ng unreasonabl e demands. There weren't many who'd do that. He was going to
make a smashing doctor with that kind of synpathy.

"Nice lad," Geg offered as they reached the shade of the portico. There was sweat on his

f or ehead.

She slipped her arminto his, steadying his walk; glad to have soneone trustworthy to confide in.
"Nice? Geg, he's gorgeous. And you should see himwith his shirt off. Totally hunky!

"Lucky Adri an.

Doncaster is squirting, now

Julia nearly groaned al oud. How coul d she have forgotten about G andpa? He woul d' ve heard every
word. That bl oody O herEyes was going to have to be rewitten again.

Greg was | ooking at her speculatively. A blush was rising up her cheeks.
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Mor gan WAl shaw was waiting for themin the study. He did a double take at Greg's injuries
frowning, then signalled themto sit.

Julia pulled out her chair at the head of the table. The dark polished surface in front of her was
cluttered with gear nodul es and cubes. Mbrgan Wi shaw was devouring information fromthree cubes
fed by an el aborate-I|ooking custom zed terminal. Next to her grandfather's NN core was a Comodore
bi owar e nunber cruncher, a nmaroon hexagonal block fifty centimetres across and twelve high. A
thick bundle of fibre-optic cables linked it to the study's conmunication consol es. Her
grandfather called it junior; he' d unplugged his NN core from Event Horizon's datanet, plugging in
the Conmodore as a replacenment. It'd been | oaded with a Turing personality responses program and
he'd spent the last three days reformatting it to shuffle Event Horizon's data squirts in a
routine fashion.

"WIl you look at that.' Her grandfather's gruff voice runbled around the study.

The bi ggest cube on the table was displaying a schemati c of the Commpdore's databuses, a ni ghtmare
MXi us topol ogy of fine turquoise |ines binding together a mniature gl obular cluster of sparkling
j ade stars.

A cadaverous pink stain had begun to wash through the image, spreading down the Iines and
branching at every star, tainting everything in its path.

"Christ, the bugger's expansion rate is phenonenal. About fifth power,' the directionless voice
excl ai med.

The cube showed an unheal t hy honbgenous pink bl ob

"Six seconds fromreception to total domination. Incredible. Wioever they are, they're serious. |
woul d never have been able to stop it if it'd got into the NN core. That's all down to Gabri el
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Where is she, Geg?
"Her psi.function takes a lot out of her. She's at honme recuperating.'

"Well, try and get her back here. | want to thaok her personally.’

If Geg was aware of the irony he didn't showit. "I'Il tell her.'
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'So. Kendric had you roughed up, did he, boy?

"My fault. | confronted him'

"Why?' Julia asked

"Taking a short cut. | wanted to establish that Kendric was the one who paid Wl f.'
"Well, of course he is,' she exclained.

Greg shook his head gingerly. "No. That's the problem Kendric isn't directly behind the blitz.
Not that | could prove, anyway. My intuition says he's involved in sone way, though.'

"Wll, there you are then,' she said.
"I wanted sonmething a little nore concrete.'
"What for?

She saw Greg and Wi shaw exchange an edgy gl ance. It was so bl oody annoyi ng. Wiy coul dn't they
speak in front of her?

"Concrete proof for concrete action,' Waishaw said quietly.

"Ch.' She put her hands flat on the table, studying the nails intently.

"It wasn't a conplete waste of time," Geg said. 'I think I can prove Kendric does know about the
NN core.'

"Ah!' Philip said triunphantly.

Julia suddenly realized G eg was staring right at her

"Katerina Cawthorp is living with Kendric on his yacht,' Geg said.

"Still? Julia blurted.

"You knew about it?

"I knew she'd gone off with him | was there when it happened. | thought Kendric was another of
her one-night stands. Kats is |ike that, you see. Bit of a bed-hopper.'

"What |'d like to know is whether or not she's bright enough to work out that your grandfather was
pl anning to translocate his menories into the NN core,' Geg said. 'She was here for a few days.
The opportunity exists.'

"A week;"' Julia stared pensively at the | eather-bound books on the wall shelving, not bothering to
cut in the processor node. Renenbering all those years she and Kats had spent together at school
Only tine's perspective gave thema totally different slant, like an old play whose plot she'd
forgotten.
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They' d seemed |i ke great days while they were happening, insufferably tedi ous now °'Kats never
paid any attention to classes, too busy with boys,' she said slowy, reluctant to condemm. ' But
no, she's not stupid. It's just that | find it hard to believe Kats would bother listening to idle
busi ness chatter, let alone interpret it.'

"She wouldn't have to interpret it, Kendric would do that for hinself,' Geg said.

"I"'msure | never mentioned the NN core project in front of her. | wouldn't have, there'd be no
point, science and finance sinply don't fit into her world view And G andpa and | certainly never
di scussed it at neals.’

' She nay have overheard it being mentioned. There's a certain thrill in eavesdropping on the
conversations of soneone as powerful as your grandfather. Even if she couldn't nake sense of it at
the tine she nmight remenber what was said.'

"True enough,' said Wal shaw. ' Though the Kendric connection is still circunmstantial.’

"Don't be obtuse, Mrgan,' Julia said. After all G eg had gone through he didn't deserve

di sparagi ng observations. 'Of course Kendric's guilty, he reeks of it.’'

"I wasn't disagreeing,' the security chief said mildly. "It is the degree of Kendric's involvenent
whi ch seenms to be unresol ved.'

‘Not the exact degree, no,' Greg said. 'But he's in deep, no nmessing. And | think we can rule out
a nol e now we know about Katerina.' He glanced at Wal shaw for confirmation.

"Yes.'

'"OK, that just |eaves the question of why Kendric allowed Julia to buy himout. | still don't
understand that, and it bothers ne. W know he's in trouble with the famly over the noney he

wi t hdrew from Event Horizon's backi ng consortium and he's working on sone deals to try and fil
the gap, provide the house with an equal return. That's got to be the key, these deals of his, And
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they're tied up with you sonevhere.' He shot Julia a fast glance.

She knew he nmeant his intuition again. It gave her a creepy 'celing, the way his suspicions about
the spoiler had turned
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out to be true. Now Kendric was naki ng unknown deal s
"Raw material s?' Wi shaw suggested. 'Is he buying up the options on the conpounds that go into the

gi ga- conduct or ?

"No," said Philip. 'There aren't any really rare mnerals involved in any case. And |'ve nade
quite sure we have a safeguarded stockpile of the chemicals we use. That's an el enentary
precaution, | did that even before we filed the patent.'

G eg rubbed the dressing on his nose with a forefinger. 'Tell you, nmy own inpression is that
Kendric has made some sort of alliance.'

"Wth who?' Julia asked.

He gave her a wan smile. 'Don't know. Soneone, some organization, who would benefit from having
your grandfather wiped. Kendric is an influence peddler, you see. Once he established that Philip
Evans's nenories were stored in the NN core, he could barter the information in exchange for an

i nvest ment opportunity that'd give the fanily house noney a return equal to the Event Horizon
backi ng consortium Get sonmeone else to do his dirty work for him and nake a profit at the same
time. That's his style.'

" A konbi nat e?

"No, | never believed it was a konbinate behind the blitz, a nonth-long delay in introducing the
gi ga- conduct or woul d be a nonsense when you consider their cyber-factories would have to be
totally rebuilt to produce the stuff.

"What, then?

"Sorry, | can't tell you. That's just the feeling | get out of all this.' He shrugged. 'Kendric
definitely has some sort of schenme in mind, the buyout is proof of that, as well as his hatred for
you.'

"Mutual ," Julia said automatically.

"I know. '

And the way he said it nade her glance at him he'd sounded di sapproving.

"What about this WIf bloke,' Philip said. 'He's had two goes at ne now. Seens to ne, you ought to
be concentrating on him boy."'

"I was comng to that. My contact has backtracked
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O Donal 's paynents; he squirted Wl f's identity to ne this norning.'

‘May we know the nane?' Wal shaw asked. 'Charles Ellis. Currently residing at the Castl ewood
condomi ni um New Eastfield, Peterborough.'

She couldn't help the little start of interest. 'I know that place. Uncle Horace lives there, it's
not far fromthe marina. That proves Ellis is connected to Kendric, doesn't it?

"Not necessarily. It's a perfectly |logical place for soneone that rich to gravitate to. Although I
admit it's pushing coincidence a | ong way."'

"Rich?'" Wl shaw enquired. 'Wat is he, a tekmerc?

"Apparently not,' said Greg. 'According to ny contact Ellis is a data fence. He normally goes
under the handl e Medeor. WIf is a totally new venture for him'

"What do you propose as your next step?’ Wi shaw asked. H s grey eyes had narrowed, contenplating
Geg with reserved, vagtiely threateni ng preoccupation

"Pay Charles Ellis a visit. He's the last |link, the connection between the team of hotrods who ran
the blitz and whoever paid for it.'

"Seeing as how you're so close I'd like to send one of ny operatives along with you,' Wl shaw
said. 'l know you prefer to work independently, and | respect that. But the stakes are nounting.'
"I wasn't going to object,’ Geg said. 'Just nmake sure he's briefed not to interrupt.’

"He won't.'

"One nore thing, have you had any luck with the analysis of Tentines' burns? Geg asked.

"I'f you nean is there a single beneficiary, then the answer is no.' Wil shaw paused, | ooking
concerned. 'But seven manufacturing conmpani es have gone under because of O Donal; and sone of the
financials are on a. sticky w cket, although they' Il never adnmit a thing. And now we know what to
| ook for, the researchers have spotted several simlar victins outside ODonal's list. It | ooks
like all eight of WIlf's hotrods are very active; they've caused a | ot of damage in the | ast year
It pronpts the question why?
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"Yes,' said Philip. '"If that kind of disturbance is being repeated by others Iike himl'd hate to
think of the | ong-term consequences.

"Perhaps that's Wl f's goal,' Geg said. 'Trying to sabotage Event Horizon's |ong-term prospects.
‘I don't nmean just us, boy. |I've run nmy own analysis on the burns and their fallout. They're
totally indiscrimnate. If that sort of thing isn't halted soon it'll add at |east another couple

of points to inflation, and that's already running too high as it is. A further rise would bl ow
the Chancell or's budget to pieces.'

"You nean even Kendric would suffer?

"Everybody suffers,’ Wal shaw said bluntly.

"Could it be another governnent? If England's industrial output goes down, who'd step in to make
up the shortfall?

"Just about everybody,' Philip concluded niserably. 'Bloody Pacific Rimwould be the biggest
beneficiaries, of course.

Julia saw the connection w thout having to kick in her processor nodes. 'A finance house,' she
said firmy. Both nen | ooked at her. 'A finance house would benefit froma change of interest
rates, if they knew for sure it would happen.'’

"That's right, they would. Good girl, Juliet.’

"The di G rolanmp house? Wl shaw nused.

"Way worry?' she said brightly. 'Geg can do his wordassociation thing with Ellis to find out the
details. You'll have it all solved for us by tonight, Geg, won't you?

Greg sat back in his chair, atired smle playing over his battered face. 'How nuch do you want to
bet on that?

CHAPTER TWVENTY- NI NE

G

reg kept a cautionary eye on Julia as she wal ked out to the car with him There was a confidence
about her which had been absent before; she'd always had poise, but it'd been stilted and fornal
This was a natural grace. No doubt Adrian had a lot to do with it. The kind of stability he

of fered putting her at ease with other people.

Adrian hadn't changed all her habits, though. He thought her emerald broderie anglaise dress was
sonet hi ng Maid Marion woul d've been perfectly at hone in; it had puffball cap sleeves, a |lace-up
bodi ce and a skirt hemriding several centinetres above her knees. Nice legs. The girl's clothes
sense was the weirdest, nobody el se her age wore anything renmotely simlar. But, of course, she
wasn't |ike anybody el se her own age. Just wanted to be.

She lifted the front door's iron latch for him eager to pl ease. Sparrows, goldfinches, and a
coupl e of hoopoes squabbl ed underneath the sprinklers' cascade, pecking at the grass for worns
that'd risen in the artificial rain. The direct sunlight set off an unconfortable itch on Geg's
face and hands.

"Hop in," he said, as he blipped the Duo doors, 'I've got sonething to say to you.'

Her face lit up with mschief. "Geg, really! And Adrian so close by.'

He sensed that ghostly extraneous thought current |eave her mind with |ighm ng swi ftness. Her own
t houghts were a fast-paced m xture of excitenent and contentrent. Julia was one happy girl. He
flicked the jammer on, screening the Duo's interior fromthe manor's security surveillance
sensors. 'Julia.’

Her expression dropped at his tone. 'Wat?

"Katerina.'

"Oh, her. Wat about her?

"I'"'mgoing to be very nice to you, and I'mnot going to put you over mnmy knee and give you a damn
good wal | op. Al t hough
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God knows you deserve it, or worse, after what you' ve done.'

"What ?' She was spluttering, hauteur and outrage gathering within her mnd

"Your grandfather was quite right about you. You're a sciolistic; you know the noves, but not the
governing | aws.'

"l don't know what you nean.'

"Ch, you worked it out very nicely on a surface level, 1'll grant you that. What you failed to
appreci ate were the undercurrents.’

"Stop talking in euphem sns, it's bloody annoying.

"I've seen inside Kendric's nmind," Geg said. 'He dreans of you, Julia.'

'He does?' She was suddenly very uncertain.
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'He hates you, and fears you. He wants to destroy you. No. He's obsessed with destroying you. Not
merely Event Horizon, but you personally, physically. He wants you beneath him Julia, spread-

eagl ed and screaming. He's sick in a way you' Il never know. '
"I do know,' she insisted quietly.
"No, not really; you still haven't tw gged, have you? Loathing is an abstract to you, a word whose

meani ng you' ve |l ooked up in a dictionary. Kendric is its physical enbodinment, lethal, and
scatol ogi cal to boot. You will never understand the sheer intensity of his revenge psychosis. It's
a nmonstrous personality dysfunction.

"Tell you, Kendric sets up targets to knock down, fixates on them devoting hinself singlem ndedly
to their downfall. For the kind of |eft-hand business he's involved with it's a commendable trait.
He'd been pretty successful, too; built up a good reputation for reliability, top man in the
field. He'd never really known failure. Then | cone along, hired by your grandfather, and we
thwart himin what was probably his nost anbitious scheme ever: asset-stripping Event Horizon. His
first true débécle. Then you followed it up by humiliating himw th blackmail. Anyone flying that
high is going to be hurt bad by the fall. Small wonder you dom nate his thoughts; any norma

person would be bitter, but with a wacko Iike that it was probably the push over the edge. You

m sj udged him

PI TUR F. HAM LTON

She canme as near to enbarrassnent as he'd ever seen her. '| renmenber someone nentioning the nane
once. Some sort of drug? she said distantly.

"It's not quite a drug. Phyltre is a synbiotic bacteriumwhich Iives in the blood stream simlar
bi ot echnol ogy principle as the gland. Strictly speaking it's a physiologically benign parasite.
The npst expensive narcotic ever created, a logical extrapolation fromthe old Ecstasy drug. It
boosts orgasmi c pleasure tenfold, a genuine designer high.'

"Ch.' Julia was studying her nails with minute attention.

" Pavl ov woul d under st and what Kendric has done to her. It's the nastiest formof conditioning |'ve
ever cone across. If, and only if, she does exactly what he tells her to then he takes her to bed
and gives her that super-orgasmfor a reward. She doesn't know it can happen w th anybody.

"I imagine one of the first things he nade her do was recount every conversation she'd had with
you for the last few nonths, |ooking for sonmething to use against you. He really | ucked out

di scovering your grandfather's NN core plans.'

Julia was silent for a mnute, then said, 'Thanks for not saying any of this in front of G andpa.
He glared at her, feeling his hands ache as his bl ood rose.

" Now what ?' she cri ed.

"There's just nothing that gets through to you, is there? | tell you that there's a mani ac out
there who wants your bl ood; that you're responsible for your best friend being raped twi ce a day
for over a fortnight, that her nind s being systematically destroyed, and all you say is thanks
for not telling a swarmof electrons floating round in a nmutated vegetable. You fucking ice-
bitch!'

"Well, for Christ's sake what do you want from ne!' she screaned back. 'I know all about bl oody
Kendric. | know nore than anybody. | knew he was behind this right fromthe beginning. But all you
cleverdick hardliners did was charge off after noles and hotrods. Nobody ever listens to a word |
say, |'mjust a nothing. I'ma signature on the bottom of papers. A perform ng seal. Wll |'m not.
I"1l bloody well show all of you. Nobody's going to treat me like a joke after this.
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I"mgoing to kill that bastard di Grolano for what he's done to ne and Grandpa. And you, gl and
freak, you're going to get the proof for ne, like you' ve been paid for. That's all you are, a paid
freako let out of the zoo. And if you want to stay out of your cage, freako, you'll do what |

bl oody well tell you!'

G eg slapped her. Not hard, his hand was still sore. But Julia stared at himfor one frozen

horrified second, then burst into tears.

Greg rai sed his eyes heavenwards, cursing his own blundering stupidity. He saw t he gardeners
wal ki ng past the Duo, their wellingtons squel ching through the puddles on the | awn. They gl anced
over at the car, its hot nuffled voices, grey m sted wi ndows, seeing a figure hunched up in the
front seat, face in hands, rocking back and forth. One turned to the other and barked a remark
there was a burst of lusty laughter, and they wal ked on. The shallow inprints left by their
footprints slowly filled with nuddy water behind them

"Geg? | didn't nean it.

"I know. I'msorry | slapped you.'

"Didn't hurt.'
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Her cheeks were sneared with silver snail's trails of tears, nature's aphrodisiac. She | ooked
terribly fragile and appealing. The ivory tower princess fallen to earth with a bunmp, |ost and
frightened in the world she'd only ever glinpsed fromafar. Geg wanted to put his arnms round her
and give her a big conforting hug. Resistance cane hard.

A big teardrop formed on the bottom of her chin. 'Geg, he doesn't want ne,' she said in a tiny
Voi ce.

"Julia-'

"No really.' Red-rinmed eyes blinked in anguish. 'He's already had ne.’

She was suddenly in his arns, pressed against him shivering uncontrollably. He hugged her
stroki ng her spine to give what reassurance he could. Praying he'd m sheard, know ng he hadn't.
"I was fifteen,' she said.

" Shush. 1t's over.'

"No, | want to say it.'
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He studi ed her face, seeing the need; his espersense slid behind the hot skin and danp eyes. She
really was terrified of Kendric. Funny, he'd never noticed that before, but she'd al ways toughed
out any nention of his nane. 'Then tell ne.'

"I't was ny fifteenth birthday party. |'d never been happier, the PSP had just fallen, G andpa's
illness hadn't devel oped, and ne and all ny friends were dressed up in such wonderful dresses.
Kendric came with a present for me, perfune, all gift wapped. Uncle Kendric. He and G andpa
hadn't fallen out then, you see. He gave ne the perfune, and said that was only half of the
present. He told ne his nieces and nephews were all going to go cruising on the Mrriamfor a

fortnight, a di Grolano famly outing, and would |I like to conme. | pleaded with Gandpa to let ne
go. Grandpa never can say no to ne. And then when | went on board there was only Kendric, no
relatives, no fanmly cruise. He was waiting for me. My present. | was too young, too stupidly

blind with romance to realize. He was so handsome, the older man, rich, and cultured, and
charm ng. God was he charmng. You can't know what a man like that is capable of doing to the mnd
of a silly fifteen-year-old. The whole thing was |i ke a channel drama nade by the best director in

the worl d, alone together on a yacht, surrounded by sea, shorelines, and gol den sunsets. | |oved
every second of it. Believed every word he said. He hadn't nmarried Herm one then. | thought | was
the one. | was going to marry him | was going to have his babies for him | didn't believe God

could create a nonster |like Kendric. Not on this world, the Good Earth.'

She finished with a linp twitch of her lips. Geg carefully brushed some tangled wi sps of hair
from her face

"God,"' she choked. 'You must think I'm bl oody worthless."'

"I think you're quite beautiful, actually.'

Puni shed eyes wi dened in surprise.

"Yes,' he said. '|I never got in touch after you sent all that gear to the chalet, |I didn't trust
mysel f.'
"Wth me?

He gave a slight nod.
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"Ch.' She wiped the back of her hand across her face, spreading her tears around. Geg sniled, and
pul | ed a paper hanky fromthe gl ove conpartnent.

They drew apart a little. But the spark of intimacy remmined. It would always be there, he knew,
carried to the grave.

He cleared his throat, resentful that sonme analytical part of his brain never switched off, not
even through this. 'Julia, did you tell Kendric about the giga-conductor?

She wi ped the | ast tear away and crunpled the hanky. 'No. All this happened a year before G andpa
told me about Ranasfari and the gi ga-conductor research project; Ranasfari wasn't even close to a
cryogeni ¢ gi gs-conductor then. Kendric didn't have any ulterior notive for seducing ne. | was just
fun, a notch on his bedpost. He enjoys it, the gane he plays in his nmnd, nme and all the other
dunmb little girls are no different to his business deals. The lies and cl ever words corrupt us,
then we belong to him worship him He gets as nuch satisfaction from our beguilenment as he does
fromthe sex. He's a power junkie.'

He | ooked away, trying to lose the terrible imge of Julia, a younger, snaller, nore delicate
Julia, lying bel ow Kendric

"You will get the proof, won't you, Geg? she asked urgently. 'I'mso scared of him |'ve not
told anybody that before, but he frightens ne.'
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"I'll provide the proof Mrgan Wal shaw i nsists on, no nmessing.' He kneaded his tenple with thunb
and forefinger. 'There's a couple of things | want you to do for ne.'

She regarded himwi th com c seriousness. 'Anything.

"Firstly, go back into the house and have a word with Wai shaw. | want your personal protection
stepped up. You're not the only one Kendric frightens; before yesterday | hadn't realized exactly
how warped that nan is. He is quite capable of having you killed. Especially now he realizes that

his ganmes are over. It's gloves-off tine, I"'mafraid, Julia.'
'"Right.’

"Secondly: Katerina. I"'mgoing to put a stop to that.'

"l don't understand."'
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"Snatch her fromthe Mrriam and then shove her through detoxification treatnent. But that's
going to cost.'

' Mbney doesn't bother me.

"Right. | suppose it'll have to be in Anerica or the Caribbean. | haven't looked into it, hell, |
don't even know if you can detoxify a phyltre user. If not, then it'll be a good research project
for Event Horizon to undertake.'

Julia nodded in relief. 'I promse, Geg. Wuatever it takes. Event Horizon has a clinic in

Austria, they can do anything there.
G eg didn't share her glibness about that, but at |east she was genuinely intent on maki ng amends
"Fine. I'll snatch her back tonight.

" Toni ght ?'

"Yes. | don't want to | eave her on the Mrriama ninute |onger than necessary, |'d devel op
nightmares. 1'Il bring her to Event Horizon's finance division offices. Your people can take her
fromthere.'

"1'1l cone.’

"No, Julia.'

"Yes. The finance division is just as secure as Wlholm And | want to see her. After all, I'mthe

one who put her there, and |'ve had a taste of what she's been through.'

He nearly started to say no again, but there wasn't a |ogical argunent against her going. Besides,
he could see Julia wasn't going to be noved. Philip Evans wasn't the only one she could wrap
around her little finger. "All right, but you get Wiishaw to nmake the travel arrangenents, and
turn up around m dni ght prepared for a long wait.

"Do you want the conpany security hardliners to help you?

"No. I"'mnot familiar with their capabilities. I do know all about the people |'mgoing to be
usi ng.'

"What peopl e? Teknercs?' she asked with frank curiosity. 'Tell you sonetine.’

She gave hima timd snmle. 'That's a date.'

Geg turned the jamer off, and Julia opened her door. 'Julia.

She froze with her |egs out of the car
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"Don't try so hard, girl. You're not exactly a frunp, you

know. '

Her smle wi dened, becom ng coquettish. 'And Adrian isn't

just a lunmp of nuscle, either. He's very bright, and kind. And [like hima lot."'

"Then 1'm happy for you. See you later.’

He didn't rate a wave this tine; she sinply stood watching himdrive off, |ooking snall and sad.
He folded the rear-view mirror's image up and tucked it away in a corner of his mnd. The |ast
thi ng he needed now was any nore guilt rattling round inside his skull

CHAPTER THI RTY

G

reg drove into Peterborough. under a sky which the sun had transforned into a bitter saffron
hem sphere raked with the occasional static pillar of cloud. He turned up the w ndscreen's
opacity, nuting its eye-smarting intensity. There was a taut thread of pain running through his
cortex, the neurohornones' |egacy.

It wasn't hel ped by wonderi ng how he was going to square what he was doing with his promise to
El eanor. And then there was tonight's snatch | oom ng | arge. Another unforeseen. Events were
ganging up on him dictating his actions.
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The conspiracy was unnerving, tenaciously eroding any sensation of control over his l[ife. He was a
squaddi e back in Turkey, utterly dependent on the w sdom of hidden enigmatic generals and the
throw of God's dice. Never again, he' d sworn. Easy to say.

He bl ended the Duo into the arterial flux of traffic flow ng through Peterborough's outlying
suburbs; a dawn to dusk convoy hauling the city's |ifeblood of goods fromthe industrial sectors
to the port and the railway marshfl hling yard.

Hendaly Street was the same as all the rest in New Eastfleld, a |long straight gorge of white

buil dings with grand arched entrances, w de bal coni es, dark wi ndows, and ranks of flags fluttering
on high. Pagoda trees thrust up out of the pavenents in the centre of brick tubs; people sat on

t he benches round them pensioners soaking up the sun, youngsters with VR bands plugged i nto ganer
decks. El eanor would enjoy living here.

He had to stanp hard on the brake as the red |ight cane On ahead of the Duo. Its neani ng had

al nrost been | ost down the years. Working traffic lights, by God!

The frontage of the Castl ewood condom niumwas eighty nmetres | ong, standing back fromthe other
bui | di ngs along the street, and screened with a discreet row of tall caucasian el ns.
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The entrance was bel ow ground | evel, served by a private |oop of road with card-activated barriers
at each end.

G eg parked a hundred netres further down the street and showed his card to the neter, punching in
for six hours.

"Six hours? a voice queried. 'l wish I had an expense account |ike that.

Geg turned, and smled. 'Victor. You're |ooking good."'

Victor Tyo's babyfaced good | ooks sniled back. 'Riding high, thanks to you. | was pronoted up to
captain after our Zanthus excursion, got assigned to the conmand divi sion down by the estuary. |
guess Wl shaw rmust approve of ne.’

"You're ny contact today?

"Yes. Again. | was at the office when the call cane in.' He tipped a nod at the Castl ewood. 'W' ve
had it under observation for twenty-five nminutes now.' -

1 \M?I

"The rest of ny squad. They're covering all possible exits. W wouldn't want our nman to filter out
wi t hout us knowi ng. |'ve already checked with the concierge, Ellis is at hone right now. A human
concierge, by the way, this place is definitely for prem er-rankers. | couldn't afford to rent the

broom cupboard in there.

Wai shaw hadn't actually nentioned anything about a squad, but Greg could appreciate his reasoning
Ellis wasn't the end of the Iine, but he was near. His confidence rose a fraction. Backup woul dn't
cone amiss, not if they were as on the ball as young Victor

WIIl this be a long operation? he was asking. 'Sonme of the observation positions are inprovised,
tenporary.'

"It shouldn't take nore than an hour, two at the outside.’

"Fine, Did you fall down sone stairs?

Geg's hand went to the stiff white nould over his nose. 'Not exactly. Arun-in with a friend of
M Ellis.'

'l see. Do you want a weapon before we go in?

"Are you carrying?

"Yes. A Lucas |aser pistol.’

' That ought to be enough. You keep it.' (ireg began to wal k towards the Castl ewood' s nearest
barrier.
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"Fine.' Victor showed a card to the gate beside the barrier. 'Concierge's pass,' he explained.
Geg lifted an appreciative eyebrow. And only a twenty-m nute head start. Morgan Wai shaw ought to
start worrying for his job. "WII it open the apartnent doors as well ?

Victor did his best not to appear snmug. 'O course.'

The Castl ewood was built in a U shape. The two wings had a conservatory-style glass roof slung
between them curving down to forma transparent wall at the open end. The gl ass was tinted amber,
cooling the sunlight which shone down on a bowling green, tennis courts, an O ynpic-sized sw nm ng
pool, and a separate diving pool. Four tiers of bal conies made a gi ant anphitheatre of the

encl osure. Their long strips of silvered sliding doors staring down on the athletically inclined
with bl ank inpersonality.

Charles Ellis owned a penthouse apartnment on the fourth storey, at the tip of the east wing. One

file:/lIF|/rah/Peter%20F.%20Hamilton/Hamilton,%20Peter%20F%20-%20Mindstar%20Rising.txt (122 of 189) [1/19/03 7:03:05 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Peter%20F.%20Hamilton/Hamilton,%20Peter%20F%20-%20Mindstar%20Rising.txt

of the nost expensive in the condomi nium Victor stood outside the door, glancing at Geg for

per m ssi on.

He held his hand up for the young security captain to wait, and probed with his espersense. There
was only one nmind inside, a nuddl ed knot of everyday worries and conflicts. Not expecting trouble.
'"He's alone,' Greg said. 'To the right as we go in.' He pointed through the wall.

"Fine," Victor acknow edged respectfully. He showed the concierge card to the |ock. There was a
soft cli ck.

The apartnent was five large roons laid out in parallel, with a hail running along the back of
them Surprisingly, the décor was ol d-fashi oned throughout. Uninspiring, sober prints and di ngy
Victorian furnishings, all black wood and thick | egs draped in creanmcoloured | ace. The internal
doors were heavy varni shed hardwood, with brass hinges and handl es, opening into roons with dark
dressers and tables. Chairs were gilt-edged, upholstered in plain shiny powder-blue fabric, marble-
top tables with bronze | egs.

The | ounge where they found Charles Ellis had six glassfronted teak wall cabinets exhibiting
hundreds of beautifully
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detailed porcelain figurines. There was a profusion of styles, with aninals predon nating; whoever
owned t hem was obviously a dedicated collector. Rich, too, though Greg was no real judge, but
money had its own special tell-tale radiance. And it haunted those shelves. He could feel the |ove
and craftsmanshi p which had been expended in the fashioning of each exquisite piece.

Ellis was a small nman in his early fifties, barely over one and a quarter netres tall. H s body
and linmbs didn't quite seemto match, his torso was barrel -shaped, going to fat, but his |l egs and
arns were long and thin, spindly. He had a narrow head, with tight-stretched skin, thin bloodless
lips, and a promi nent brow overhangi ng nicotine-yellow eyes. Lank oily hair brushed his collar

| eaving a sprinkling of dandruff. He hadn't shaved for a few days, his stubble patchy and grey.

H s inbal anced frame was wrapped in a paisley snoking jacket with a quilted green collar. He was
sitting in a high-backed Bucki ngham chair watching a news channel on a big Philips flatscreen
thick velvet drapes hung on either side of it, like theatre curtains. The flatscreen was show ng a
rooftop view of sone desert city, indefinably Mican; its streets were awash with refugee trains,
twi sters of black smoke rising fromshattered tenple donmes. A chrone-silver fighter flashed

over head, discharging a barrage of area-denial subrmunitions; tiny parachutes mushrooned in mnid-
air, lowering the shoal of AP shrapnel mines gently on to the bel eaguered city.

Charles Ellis turned his head towards Greg and Victor, disturbed by the draught as they opened the
| ounge door. His facial nuscles twitched, pulling the skin even tighter over his jaw bone.

The flatscreen darkened as he rose fromthe chair, curtains swishing across it; he had to push
hard with his bandy arnms to |lift hinself. 'How did you get in? he asked.

' Door was open,' G eg said.

"You're lying. What do you want ?

'Data.’

H s expression was thunderstruck. Ilow did you know? Nobody knows | deal in data.'
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Greg gave him a | opsided apol ogetic smile. 'Sonebody does. Cover him'

Ellis swayed backwards as Victor produced his Lucas pistol. 'No violence, no violence.' It was

al nrost a mantra.

G eg wal ked across the room and | ooked down on the Castl ewood's dark blue diving pool. The | ounge
was on the corner of the building, two sides of it were glass. The balcony ran all the way round,
one-third of it under the condoni nium s weather-resistant covering.

"VWhoever you are, you're an idiot,' Ellis said, 'You have absolutely no conception of what you've
gone and wal ked into. The. kind of people | associate with can tread you back into the nire that
gave you biith.'

Geg smled right back at him baring his teeth. 'l know. That's why we cane, for your top-rank
friends.'

What ever Ellis was going to say died on his tongue.

"Wl f," Geg said. Naked alarmrocked Charles Ellis's already fraught mnd. 'Medeor.' It produced
the sane response. 'Tentines.'

' Never heard of them'

"Wong. |I'mpsychic, you see.’

Ellis's face hardened, forestalling the onrush of fear and ;uspicion kindling behind his eyes.
"In fact, you are Wl f, aren't you?
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True, the mnd before himblurted hel pl essly.

' Thank you,' said Geg.

Ellis | ooked at himw th revul sion and hatred.

"Do you know what these are?' Greg asked Victor casually. He rested a hand on one of the three
grey football-sized globes that were sitting on a | eather-topped Edwardi an witing desk. A Hitachi
term nal was plugged into each of themwth flat rainbow ribbons of optical cable. 'They're Cray
hol ogram menori es. You can store half of the British library in oiie of these.'

G eg tapped the Hitachi's power stud. LCDs flipped to black across its pal e-brown surface, formng

a standard al phanureric keyboard. The cube Iii with the Crays' data storage managenment nenu.
"You'll note that they're kept in isolation
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not plugged into the English Tel ecomgrid. So nobody can hack in. After all, bytes are noney,

especi al ly when you know how to nmarket themas well as Medeor here.'’

"What are you going to do?' Effis's voice was a grizzled rasp conming fromthe back of his throat.
"Whatever | have to.' Greg read the menu codes and accessed the first Cray. 'Sixty-two per cent
capacity used up,' he observed. 'That's one fuck of a ot of data. Now | could go through a whole
list of nanes |'minterested in and see which your mind flinches at, but that would be very tine
consuming. So |'mjust going to ask you to tell ne instead. Who paid you to organize the blitz on
the Event Horizon datanet?

Ellis shook his skeletal head, jaw clenched shut. 'No.'

Greg showed his card to the Hitachi's photon key, using his little finger to activate it. The
percentage figure began to unwind at an i npressive speed as Royan's data-crash cancer expl oded
inside the Cray. He hadn't been totally sure it would work on lightware. Admitting now he
shoul d' ve had nore faith. The percentage nunerals vani shed fromthe cube, sucked away down sone
el ectroni c bl ack hole. The cube placidly reverted to showi ng the nenu.

"No!" Ellis how ed, an unpl easant high-pitched wheezing sound. He ignored Victor's unwaveri ng
Lucas pistol to stunble frantically across the lounge to the antique witing desk, |ooking down in
consternation at the cube display. 'Oh ny God! Do you know what you have done?' Hi s hands cane up
to claw at Greg, stopping inpotently in mdair. Hs face was contorted with fury. 'There were
seven mllion personnel files in there, everybody of the renptest interest in the country. Seven
mllion of them Irreplaceable. God curse you, gland ~eak.'

"Kendric di Grolam,' Geg said calnly.

Stark horror leapt into his mnd at the nane.

It was very strange; a circle of bright orange flame suddenly burst fromEIlis's head to crown him
with a blazing halo. For ne fleeting nonent his mnd inveighed utter inconprehen;ion, wild eyes
beseeching Greg for an answer. Then the flick-
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ering mnd was gone, extinguished in an overwhelm ng gale of pain. The corpse was frozen upright,
steam ng bl ood spewing fitfully out of its nose and ears. Its corona evaporated, there was no nore
hair to burn; the skull blackened, crisping. He

- heard the iron snap of bone cracking open fromthernal stress. Realization penetrated

G eg's nunbed thoughts as the reedy

| egs began to buckle, pitching the body towards him

"Down!’' he screanmed. And he was dancing with the corpse, slewing its nonentumto keep it between
hinsel f and the silvered bal cony door as he flung hinself on to the fringed Wlton rug. They
crashed on to the worn navy-blue weave together. There was a drawn-out sound of gl ass snashing as
Victor tunbled to the floor behind him

Geg was flat on his back, the throat-grating stench of singed hair and charred flesh filling his
nostrils. Awry hand twitched on his thigh, not his. Ellis's dense curved weight pressed into his
abdonen.

"Jesus,' Victor baw ed. 'Jesus, Jesus.

" Shut up. Keep still.'

The air heaved, alive with raucous energy; creaking and groaning as it battled to stabilize
itself. A pile of paper forms took flight fromthe Edwardi an desk, rustling eerily as they
fluttered about the invisible streamers of boiling ions. The end of the discharge cane with an
audi bl e crack which junped the carpet fibres to rigid attention, dousing themin a phosphorescent
wash of St Elmo's fire.

Greg sent his espersense whirling, perceiving the star sparks of minds swilling through the
concrete beehive maze of the Castlewood. Seeing the gal vani zed enber of victory fleeing.
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'K, they've gone,' he croaked through the backl ash of neurohornone pain. Even that sliver of
sound seened distant.

Victor was kneeling beside him a rictus grimace on his face, rolling ElIlis's body off. The back
of the skull had cleaved open, a fried jelly offal spilling out.

Vi ctor wenched aside and vonmited; coughing, dry retching, and sobbing for an age. Wen his

convul sions finished he was on all fours, his hair hanging in tassels down his forehead, skin
sallow and filmed with cold sweat. 'Jesus, what did that to hin®
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G eg | ooked at the wall opposite the bal cony door; it was

criss-crossed by narrow bl ack scorch marks. d ass fragnents fromthe cabi nets were heaped on the
carpet, figurines glowed a faint cherry pink on snoul dering shelves. 'Mser,' he said.

"Probably a Raytheon or a Mnolta, sonething packing enough power to penetrate the silvering on
the gl ass.'

"Bl oody hell. Wat now?'

Geg wiggled his legs fromunder the small of Ellis's back, and propped hinself up on his el bows,
gul ping down air. Looking anywhere but at the ruined flesh at his feet. The world was a mrage,
wavering nauseously. 'Cover up. Call your squad, this apartment has got to be scrubbed cl ean
there nust be nothing left to prove we ever visited. You'll have to take the body out tonight -

cl eani ng truck, sonething like that.

And get these Crays to Wai shaw. Lord knows how long it'l|

take to go through their contents, though.'

"No police?

"No police. W need the Crays' data. Besides, |I'd hate to try and explain what we were doi ng here.
Let Ellis becone another unperson, nobody's going to ask questions.'

"Ch. Yes.' Victor was dazed, noving and thinking with a Saturday night drunk's shell shocked

apat hy.

"Call your squad now. '

"Right.' He tugged his cybofax out of an inner pocket. 'Your nose is bleeding.'

G eg dabbed at the flowwith some of Ellis's tissues while Victor yammered out increasingly urgent
instructions. Flies were beginning to feed on the open skull. Geg pulled a white | ace tablecloth
over Ellis, and collapsed into one of the |ow chairs, exhausted.

"On their way,' said Victor. 'You want to flit, find a doctor or sonething?

"No. | think I"lIl just sit here for a minute. Oh, and be sure to have this place swept for bugs.'
H s nose had stopped bl eedi ng.

Vi ctor hovered anxiously, head swivelling round the apartnent, mssing the body each tine. 'Bl oody
hel |, what a cockup.'

"Not your lault. But it proves one thing.
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"What's that?

Geg gave hima battle-weary snile. 'I'mclose.’
'Yeah, but Greg. . . VWat have you got left now?

"A nane. Confirmation.'

"That di G rolanmp character you nentioned?'

"Yep. It was beautiful the way Effis's m nd funked out. You should've seen it.’'

"If you say so. This is all way above ny head. Surveillance and back up, \Waishaw says. You sit
there and take it easy for a while. 1'll see to the clean up.

"Sure.' Greg drew his cybofax out of his leather jacket's inside pocket, taking care not to make
any sudden notions. Hi s brain sloshed fromear to ear each tinme his head noved.

He ifipped the cybofax open, and keyed the phone function with difficulty. H's fingers were stiff,
devoid of feeling.

The cybofax bl eeped for an incoming call. Unsurprised, he let it through. Know ng.

Gabriel's face appeared on the little screen. 'No,' she said, with om nous resol ution
"I"'msorry, but you have to. There's no one el se.

"No, Gegory.'
"Look at me, a proper look. Right now!l couldn't even sense a tiger's brainif it was biting ne.
Tell you, |I've got to have psi coverage to get that girl out. You'll be saving lives, Gabriel. The

Trinities will bloodbath the Mriamw thout perfect intelligence information - where Katerina is,
where the crew are, and what they're tooled up with.'
"You're a bastard, Mandel .
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"No messing. See you at the briefing.

After that, it was the difficult call. El eanor

CHAPTER THI RTY- ONE

T

rue to prediction, one of the yachts docked at the sane quay as the Mriamwas hosting a party. A
brassy, high-wattage rave; hysterical guests spilling out on to the quay itself, dancing, draw ng
syntho, swilling down chai npagne. Perfect cover. By two o'clock in the nmorning it still hadn't
peaked.

At five mnutes past two Greg wal ked down the quay with Suzi, the pair of them hol di ng hands and
| aughing without a care in the world. He wore a dinner jacket that felt as though it was nade of
canvas, and reeked of starch. Suzi had slipped into a 1920s gold | ané dress, |ow cut with near

i nvisible straps, a blonde bob wig covering her gelled-down spikes. Wth her size and figure she
| ooked i npossibly young - fourteen, fifteen, sonething like that. He reckoned that as a couple
they fitted the scene perfectly. Anyone would think it was fathers and daughters night. Thank
heavens for café society, inmutable in a fluid world.

They infiltrated the party fringes, anthropoid chanel eons.

Bi g Anstrad projectors were nounted on the yacht, firing hol ographic fireworks into the night.

Upt urned faces were painted in spicy shades of scarlet and green by carnation bursts of ephenera
nmet eorites.

Suzi lingered to watch a girl dressed in a sequin bikini and dyed ostrich feathers |inbo her way
under a boat-hook held by two sem -paral yti c Hoorays.

Greg checked his watch and tugged Suzi's armwi th gentle insistence, steering her into the wap of
darkness at the end of the quay. Three minutes before they had to be in position. The snatch had
to be perforned with exact timng; one m stake, one delay, a hesitation, and they'd be headi ng
down the wong Tau line and all Gabriel's planning would cone to naught. He'd tried to enphasize
that to the Trinities, drilling it in.
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The linbo girl failed to nake it, overbal ancing and winding up flat on her back. The flesh of her
overripe body quivered with hel pless | aughter. One of the Hoorays poured chanpagne into her nouth
strai ght fromthe magnum She |apped at the foany spray spilling down her cheeks, her nind |ight-
years away.

G eg and Suzi tottered away fromthe revellers. Nobody was paying thema second gl ance

"Lady Cee was right,' Suzi said fromthe corner of her nouth. He could sense how tight her snal
body was wired, rigid with restless tension

The Trinities had been, to say the | east, sceptical when Gabriel began outlining the evening's
events. Their agnosticismhad been whipped in staggered increnments as the prophecies unfurled with
uncanny precision - the party, which crewnmen would | eave the Mriamfor the evening, the exact
time Kendric and Hermione left for the Blue Ball, the fact that Katerina had been | eft behind.

O her couples had drifted into the seclusion of the quay beyond the party, exploiting the penunbra
of privacy provided by covered gangpl anks. Greg kept his eyes firmy on the Mrriam ahead; Suz
peeped unashanedly, chortling occasionally.

Mriam | ooked deserted, lit only by the intermttent spectral backwash fromthe Anstrads. Yet
Gabriel had said there were seven people on board, two of Kendric's bodyguards, four sailors, and
Katerina. She'd even reeled off their |ocations.

Greg wi shed he could use his espersense to confirm but that was a definite no-no. The anaem a
whi ch the neurohornones had inflicted on the rest of his body had |lifted during the afternoon and
physically he was shapi ng up, but another secretion would cripple his brain.

They reached the Mriam s gangpl ank and fol ded into the midnight shadows it exuded. He checked his
wat ch agai n.

' How about we go for total realisn? Suzi whispered with a giggle in her voice as she tw ned her
hands round his neck

"I ~wel ve seconds,' he answered. The gangpl ank was one | ong pressure pad according to Gabri el

'Ch, Daddy, give it to ne good,' she yodell ed.
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He could feel her shaking with |aughter and a crazy burn of exhilaration.

Right on tinme a voice said, 'Hey, sorry folks, but you' re gonna have to nove al ong.'

G eg was facing the quay so he couldn't see the speaker, but he recogni zed Toby's baritone runble
Besi des, Gabriel said it would be him He carried on snooching with Suzi

There was a faint vibration as Toby wal ked down the gangpl ank
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"l said~-'

Suzi's Arnmscor stunshot spat a dart of electric-blue flame. G eg heard a startled grunt and turned
just in time to catch Toby before he hit the gangpl ank. Asking hinself why the hell he bothered.
Suzi was racing up the gangplank. Greg followed draggi ng Toby. The bodyguard's breathi ng was
ragged, slitted whites of his eyes showing in the fallout fromthe silent twinkling light-storm
over head.

As always G eg experienced the conviction of operating under divine protection. Wth Gabriel's
gui dance he' d becone ommi potent.

Suzi ducked into the darker oval of an open hatch, funbling her photon anp into place as she went.
Geg pulled his own photon anp out of the dinner jacket's pocket. That reassuringly famliar

pi nching as the band annealed to his skin. Mriamresolved into cold hard reality around him
nebul ous | eaden shadows stabilizing into sharply defined blue and grey outlines.

02:12:29, flashed the yellow digits.

"At two hours, twelve mnutes and thirty-five seconds GMI the crewran will exit the cabin-I|ounge
door on to the afterdeck,' Gabriel had said, her voice raised above the Trinities' scoffing.

Greg dunped Toby on the gl ossy polished decking and ran for the afterdeck, black |eather shoes
squeaki ng.

02: 12: 35.

"At twelve minutes and forty-one seconds GMI he'll nove into your line of sight.'
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02: 12: 38.

Greg stopped and assuned a narksnman stance with his Arnscor, Lining it up one nmetre wi de of the
corner of the superstructure.

02: 12: 41.

The crewran obvi ously knew sonet hi ng was am ss; he caine round the corner of the superstructure
fast, crouched | ow.

The photon anp showed a nonster crab scuttling right at him netre length of pipe instead of claw
He fired.

'The crewman's nane is N cky.'

Metal lic clangour as the crab's erratic nonentum skated himinto the railing, pipe skittering away
anarchically. 'Bye, N cky,' Geg whispered.

" Radar cancelled,' Suzi's voice squawked in his earpiece. 'CGod, this place is exactly like Lady
Gee described it. WIld!"

Geg finished up at the stern, scanning the glumwater of the marina and its fl otsam carpet of
decayi ng seaweed. G ly ripples slapped lazily at Mrriams hull

"On the taifrail you'll find a control box with six weather-proofed buttons. Press the second from
the left.'

The box was there. Rigid forefinger pressing. A stifled drone of a notor |owering the diving

pl atform | adder

The infl atabl e di nghy surged out of the gloamng, four figures hunched down, nuffled engine
cutting a hazy wake through the seaweed. It turned a finely judged arc and rode its bow wave to a
halt at the foot of the |adder. The first three figures swarned up the | adder, dressed in conbat

| eathers and hel nets. Des and two of his troop, Lynne and Roddy.

They ignored Greg and crossed the deck to the hal f-open cabin-1ounge door. Des slid it right back
and the three of themrushed in.

Geg leant over the taffrail to see Gabriel puffing her way up the | adder. She was wearing a

bal acl ava and a heavy ni ght canoufl age flak jacket, restricting her novenents; it was the |argest
the Trinities had in stock. He put his hand down and dipl omatically hel ped her over the railing.
She tugged the bal acl ava of f, wi ping the back of her hand
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across her perspiring forehead. "We're too old for this Geg, you and I, believe ne. If you
weren't such a bl oody ignorant stubborn bugger.' A resigned snmle lifted her |ips. Shaking her
head. ' Crazy.

Geg snmiled fondly. 'Tell you, | have a horrible feeling you may be right.

"That's ny boy.' A sudden frown winided her plunmp features. 'Damm.’' She thunbed the comnm set in
her breast pocket. 'Lynne, it's not that hatch, go to the next one. that's right. The crewran is
standi ng behind the cowing.'

"Conme on,' Greg said. '"Tinme for you and | to rescue the dansel.'

"You know, Teddy's done a good job with those kids,"
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Gabriel admtted grudgingly as they noved into the | ounge. Greg negotiated the unfamli ar
obstacl es and found the central conpani onway. A tube of inpenetrably black air, which even the
photon amp had difficulty discerning.

"Are we all right for sone |ight?" he asked.

"Yes. One nonent.'

G eg heard her shut the |ounge door, then the biolumstrip came on. He peel ed the photon anp of f.
Suzi slithered down a narrow set of stairs fromthe bridge.

'Mega,' she breathed, pulling off her wig and ruffing up her mauve spikes. 'You got it spot on,
Lady CGee. Al of it.

Where you said, when you said. It's fucking incredible.’

' Thank you, ny dear.'

The three of them headed for the | ower deck. Thick vernilion carpet absorbed their footfalls down
the stairs. One of the crewnen was |ying on the bottomstep, his |linbs shivering spastically from
the stunshot charge. Des was waiting for them outside the master bedroom s door, helmet off,
grinning broadly, his hair a dark sweaty nat.

"All right!' he whooped blithely. 'W breezed it, no problem You ever need a job, Gan, you
come'n see nme, OK?

"You're too kind,' Gabriel said.

Des missed the nmounting testiness, but Suzi winiced at Greg, rolling her eyes for his denseness.
Lynne and Roddy clattered up the stairs fromthe crew quarters bel ow
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"Shall we get on with it?" Gabriel said, hurriedly forestalling the conplinent Lynne had opened
her mouth to begin. She took an infuser tube out of her flak jacket and handed it to Suzi. 'You'l
need this.'

Suzi turned it over, mldly curious. 'VWat for?

"She's a big girl.’

Des and Roddy exchanged a gl ance.

"I's she arned?' Lynne enquired.

" No. '

G eg knew that nmood well enough, Gabriel at her nobst obdurate. There'd be no budgi ng her now.

He opened the bedroom door. There was a subdued pink Iight inside.

'Hoo boy.' Suzi groaned in pawky di smay. Des and Roddy piled in behind her for a | ook

Kat eri na was sprawl ed across a huge circular water-bed, wearing an Arabian harem sl ave costune;
strips of diaphanous |enon chiffon held together with thin gold chains. It was a size too snall
strained by the curves of her breasts and hips. The chiffon was so flinsy they could see her |arge
areol as through it, dark purple-brown circles with aroused nipples.

Katerina batted drowsy eyelids at the five faces staring down

at her. '"I"'mready,' was all she said.

Roddy let out a low adnmiring whistle. 'Makes it all kind ve worthwhile, doesn't it?

Des sni gger ed.

'"For God's sake find something to wap her in,' Geg said. Annoyed at their abrupt |apse of

di scipline. Hardly surprised, though. The porno-starlet stage setting sapped any sense of urgency.
He let out a hiss of breath, silently cursing Gabriel for not warning him 'Suzi, help ne get her

up.'

Katerina | ooked up with innocent bew | dernment as they each took an arm and tugged her into a
sitting position. 'l renenber you,' she said to Geg. 'WIIl you make it happen, too?

' Not tonight.

"But this is the paradi se place. The hurt and the wonder always happens here.'
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' Bol | ocks, what's she on?' asked Suzi

"Phyltre. Stuff's blowi ng her brain apart.'

Katerina turned her head to focus on Suzi. 'Can you nake it happen?

"No way, girl. Conme on, let's get you out of here.

Something in Suzi's inflexible tone nust've finally penetrated Katerina's befuddl ed brain. 'l
don't want to | eave, not here, not the wonder. Not ever.'

Suzi brought up the infuser in a no-nonsense nmanner

Katerina's bare foot |ashed out, catching Suzi full in the stomach. She went down with a silent
oof, curling around herself and fighting for breath. Geg was suddenly | eft holding a scream ng
scratching, biting, kicking she-demon. Gabriel was right, Katerina was big, and strong, and
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utterly deranged. Tapering |avender nails slashed at his eyes, a knee thudded into his pelvic
bone, a tornado of golden hair filled the air. He felt soft flesh, hard flesh. Hanpered by not
wanting to hurt her. An inhibition rapidly dissolving.

Des nade a grab for Katerina's shoul ders, succeeding only in ripping her nock slave-costune. Al
three of themtunbled to the floor in a frenziedly bucking heap. Then Lynne waded in, trying to
pin Katerina's arnms down. Roddy nanaged to grab hold of one leg. Finally a wheezing Suzi slamed
the infuser on Katerina's neck with unnecessary force. For one horrendous noment Greg thought it
wasn't going to have any tffect, but a | ook of outright surprise shot across Katerina's !nraged
face and she subsided into a |linp bundl e shrouded in w spy scraps of |enon fog.

'Goddamm. . . ungrateful. . . bitch,' Suzi spat between thudders. Her face was chal k-white. Geg
t hought she was ~oing to kick the unconsci ous body. Probably woul dn't have ;topped her

' She doesn't know what she's doing,' he offered in apology. Hey, you all right?

Her hands were stili clasped tight around her abdonen. Yeah. Bitch.'

Roddy wrapped a towelling robe around Katerina, and Des :arried her out in a fireman's lift.

310

PETIR F. HAM LTON

Julia stared at her old school friend, hunmour and toughness | eaching fromher face. -Watever
zonbi e incarnation she'd been girding herself for, it wasn't a match for the mental -husk reality
provi ded.

Katerina was |lowered on to the settee, utterly uninterested in her environnent.

Julia sent Geg a silent desperate plea that this was sone awful nightmare, not real

Wal shaw frowned di sapprovingly at the grubby rope wapped round Katerina's wists. Greg pointed to
the fresh scratches on his face.

"See if you can find sonme padded cuffs,' Walsaw told Victor. 'And tell Dr Taylor to stand by.
She' Il probably need sedating.'

Vi ctor nodded crisply and departed, happy to be out of the office.

Julia sank down on to the settee, peering timdly at the beautiful enpty shell slunped quiescently
besi de her. 'Kats?

Kats, it's ne, Julia. Julie. Can you hear ne, Kats? Please, Kats. Pl ease.

Katerina's | ost eyes swamround. 'Julie,' she sighed inanely.

"Julie. Never thought it would be you. They bring so many others for nme, but never you. It's |ate,

isn't it? | can feel it. It's always |ate when they cone for nme. W'l|l be good, won't we, Julie?
You and |, when he watches? If we're good then | can go to him afterwards.

"Yah,' Julia stammered. Her eyes had begun to brimwith tears. 'Yah, Kats, we'll be good. The
best. Promise.' She pulled her shaw off and tucked it clunsily around her friend' s trenbling
shoulders. '1'd Iike you to | eave us alone now,' she said without |ooking round.

G eg had known sone officers who could speak |ike that.

Commandi ng i nstant obedi ence. Rank had nothing to do with

it, their voice plugged directly into the nervous system

As he left the office he saw Julia tenderly snoothing back Katerina' s dishevelled tresses.

The corridor was narrow with a high ceiling, built from conposite panels which cut up the origina
open-plan floor into a conpartmented naze. A pink-tinged biolumstrip ran
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overhead, its unremtting |um nescence showi ng up the threadbare rut running down the centre of
the chestnut carpet squares.

Wai shaw cl osed the door behind him Rachel noved down

towards the lift, giving thema degree of privacy.

"l1've been doi ng some checking this afternoon,' Wi shaw

said. 'There's a clinic on Granada which clainms it can cure phyltre addiction.'

" Successful ly?' Greg asked.

"Forty per cent of the patients recover. | was wonderi ng.
M ss Thonpson, isn't it?
Gabriel was resting with her back flat on the wall, head tilted back, eyes closed, her breathing

shal l ow. Greg recognized the state, he'd seen it in the mrror often enough. That relentless
enervation which siphoned the vitality out of every cell
' Morgan, to someone of your age and ex-rank |I'm Gabri el

OK? But no, | can't tell if it works with Katerina. That's too far into the future.’

"I don't think Julia will give up,' Geg said. 'Not now.'

"No, | don't suppose she will,' Waishaw agreed, 'You know Kendric di Grolanio is going to have to
be
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elimnated, don't you? G eg said.

Wai shaw reached up | anguidly and began nmassaging his

neck. 'Eventually, yes.'

"No. Not eventually. You' ve seen what he's done to that girl; and that was just for fin. The guy's
an absolute loon. Tell you, |'ve seen inside his mnd. Hom cidal psychopath isn't the half of it.
Julia needs head of state |evel protection while he's on the |oose, no nessing.'

"Julia has been badgering nme to do the sanme thing. She is

even nore intent than you, if anything.'

"Hardly surprising, after what she went through with Kendtic. Paedophile shit.'

Wal shaw turned his head very slowy until he was staring

directly at Geg. 'Wat?

"Kendric and Julia; he seduced her. You didn't know?

' She hates Kendric.'

"Not always,' Greg said. He couldn't ever renenber seeing
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Wai shaw so thrown before, not even the blitz and the possibility of a I eak in the giga-conductor
proj ect had upset himthis nuch. Another of Julia's secret admirers.

"So that's what is behind this sudden urge for blood,'

Wai shaw said tightly.

"It's not just a wonged girl's lex :alwrs. Kendric is dangerous, believe ne.'

"I do." For a second the security chief |ooked heartbroken. Greg was suddenly gl ad he didn't have
the use of his gland at that nonent, there were sone secrets people were entitled to keep. He
guessed Julia had becone a surrogate daughter to Wal shaw over the years. That strange character
flaw of his, the need to have someone to provide himw th a purpose in life.

"Kendric can't be elimnated right now, dangerous though he undoubtedly is,' Wl shaw said. ' Your
epi sode with Charles Ellis at the Castl ewood condom niumconfirnms there is sonmeone el se invol ved,
the organi zer of the blitz. Kendric couldn't have arranged for the sniper at Ellis's penthouse,
because he didn't know Wl f. Which nakes Kendric our last link with the organizer. And we have to
find out who that is.'

"But Wl f knew Kendric,' Greg said. 'Wird.'

"Not really,' said Gabriel. 'The organizer is their link, a one-way databus who passes on al
Kendric's intelligence to Wlf. But there's no return flow, WIf has nothing Kendric needs to
know. And Kendric woul d' ve told the organi zer that you'd confronted him that you knew about Wbl f.
So the organizer fixed for the sniper. Muirgan here is right, Geg. W can't get rid of Kendric
he's your only H-rd lead left. In fact he ought to watch out, the organizer nust realize that,
too.'

"Shit,' Geg nuttered in frustration. 'Kendric won't take us to the organizer, not now He's too
smart. They' |l never contact each other again.'

Gabri el opened her eyes. 'Snatch him' she said flatly. 'That's your only option. Snatch Kendri c.
Interrogate him

Snuff him'

"Risky,' said Walshaw. 'A quick clean kill is one thing, snatches have a tendency to get nmessy no
matter how good the hardliners you use. Lots of questions asked.'
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"My precognition would nmake sure there's no ness.

“I'1l authorize it," Julia said firmy.

Greg hadn't seen her emerge from Wai shaw s office. But now she stood in the corridor, head held
high, in conplete control of herself, as if the bonb-blast of Katerina had never happened. No

| onger the ivory-tower habitue, but very nuch the Princess Regent. Some small part of hi m nourned
the passing of the timd, sweet girl he'd first net on a sunny March day. |Innocence was the nost
appeal i ng of hunman traits.

Mor gan Wl shaw shifted uneasily as Julia's chillingly bright gaze turned on him denmanding. 'If

that's what it takes to sort this out, then that's what'l|l happen,' she said. 'It's bad enough
havi ng Kendric conming at nme like this, but unknown enemes as well, that's totally out. |I'm not
having it. And the snatch is the way to unmask them That bastard Kendric has been banking that we
won't fight himon his own level. WIlI, his credit has just run out.'

"Julia-' Waishaw said
"No argunents, just do it!
G eg could see how nuch effort it took Waishaw to retain control, no espersense needed for that.
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"It isn't up to ne, Mss Evans.'

Julia realized she mght've overstepped the limt. '"I'msorry, Mrgan. It's Kats, you see, she
keeps asking for him Doesn't say anything el se. Bastard. | think she'll have to be sedated.’
"CK.' He raised a cybofax and nuttered into it. 'Doctor's on her way.'

"Who then?' Julia asked. "Who is it up to?

Wal shaw | ooked at Greg. 'That's you, Geg. If it's to be done, it's to be done properly. Wuld you
i nterrogate hin®

G eg had seen it coning, ever since Gabriel blurted the idea of a snatch. It'd given hima few
seconds to chew the proposition. He spread his palnms w de. 'Preparations wouldn't hurt.

M nd you, |'d be physically incapable of interrogating anyone for a couple of days anyway. That
m ght give us enough tine to analyse the Crays' data. See if we can't find sone |leads in them
Ellis should ve |left one.

He noticed Julia's face had gone bl ank, focusing inwards, Mist be using her nodes, running their
argunent s through
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anal ysis, battling the pros and cons agai nst each other, trying to reach the concl usi ons ahead of
them In a way it was a power sinmlar to Gabriel's.

"W're going through the Crays now,' said Wal shaw. 'Although | don't know what the hell you did to
one of them it crashed one of our lightware crunchers when we plugged it in, bloody thing is so
much rubbi sh now. The other two Crays are clean, although it'll take tine to make sure there
aren't any concealed wipe instructions buried in them'

"What have you got so far?' Greg asked

"Ellis had quite an extraordi nary accunul ati on of data,

everything frommninutely detail ed personal dossiers through to industrial tenplates. Trivia and
ultra-hush all junbled together. It's going to take sone sifting, even with the |ight~ware
crunchers hooked in.'

"What did you nmean, Ellis should ve left a l|ead? Julia asked.

"Standard practice,' Geg explained. 'If you're plugging into those kind of deals you cover your
back. Benign blackmail, to nake sure your partners don't get any funny ideas afterwards.

There'll be a record of all the burns he arranged as Wl f; noney, clients, the nanmes of his hotrod
team data he bought and sold as Medeor, names, conpanies. Every damming byte. And it'll be
somewhere where it can be found after he's dead. In the Crays, the Htachi termnal's nenory core
his cybofax, public data core on a tine delay, hell, even an envelope left with a | awer.’
"Not hi ng el se?" Julia asked.

' Par don?'

"You don't think there's anything else inportant in the Crays?

For sone reason her slightly querul ous attitude made hi maware of how i mensely tired he was. He
was travelling on buzz energy, had been for hours, and it was running out fast now they'd got

Kat eri na back.

"I woul dnt know. | expect they're a goidmine of illegal circuit activity.

"Fhat's all?" Julia was |eaning forward, studying his face
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intently. He had the unconfortable inpression he was being judged. Crinme unknown. And, frankly, he
didn't give a shit.

"All 1 can think of, yeah.

Dr Tayl or stepped out of the lift, acconpanied by Victor who was carrying her case. She was a
young worman wearing a plain cerise trouser suit, her dark hair French pleated. She had a quick
word with Morgan Wai shaw and went into his office. Julia started to follow, but the security chief
laid a light restraining hand on her arm For a nmonment she | ooked |ike she'd rebel, then nodded
meekly. Victor closed the door softly after he' d gone through

' Thank you for bringing Kats back to nme, Geg,' Julia said, abruptly all hunble contrition

Geg gave up trying to find notives for her oscillating noods. She was on an enotiona

roll ercoaster; depressed by Katerina, frightened by Kendric, trusting in him Gabriel, and Wl shaw
to deliver her fromevil. Poor Kkid.

"It hurts so nuch just seeing her,' Julia said. 'Serves nme right, | suppose.' She reached round
her neck with both hands and unhooked a slimgold chain. 'For you. Fromme. And you don't even
have to give ne a kiss for it.' She favoured himwith a sly weary smle

It was a St Christopher pendant, solid gold.

"Wll, put it on then,' Julia said.
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He mimcked a grin, feeling itchy under Gabriel's heartily benused eye, and fastened it round his
own neck. The little disk was warmon his skin as it slithered down beneath the open neck of his
crisp dress shirt.

"To keep the denpns at bay,' Julia said. 'Even though you're not a believer.'

Greg pulled out of the finance division's nearly deserted car park, turning the Duo west on to the
artificial lava surface of the A47. There was a single car in front of them It wasn't quite dawn.
The gross Event Horizon sign splashed the surrounding land with a guttering nmedl ey of col oured
I'ight.

"1 feel sorry for that girl, you know,' Gabriel said. She was
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| ooki ng out of the wi ndow at the clunps of hernes oak scrub along the side of the road. Beyond the
bushes was a near

vertical drop to the ruffled waters of the estuary. In the distance

were the dark shapes of the hydro-turbine islands, nmoonglazed foam runbling round them

"Katerinal Who wouldn't?" Geg said.

"No, Katerina is pure survivor breed. | neant Julia; she has no real famly, few friends her own
age. And you're on the borderline yourself, now, despite her token of esteem'

'How do you figure that?

"If Ellis hasn't left anything in the Crays, or whatever, about Kendric or the organizer, how do

you think she'll feel about you? You' ve managed to be right all the way so far. She trusts you
because of that. Inplicitly. Screw up now and it'll all end in tears."'

"Not a chance. | know Ellis's type down to his |ast chronosone. A hyper-worrier. He's a little-man
internediary who's lucked into a real super-rank underdass operation; elated and terrified all at
once. He'll have taken precautions. That nmeans a way of pointing his finger from beyond the
grave.'

' Ch, yeah?

"Yep. Ellis's major problemwas that he never got round to telling his paynmasters he was insured.
Geg slowed as the car in front turned off on to the sliproad for the bridge ahead, then

accel erated again as the cutting walls rose on either side.

Gabriel said: 'l still don't think Ellis would take such-'

The front nearside tyre blew out.

The Duo veered violently to the left, straight towards the near vertical slope of the cutting.
Greg saw sturdy grey-white saplings, inpaled in the headlight beans, |urching towards him The
steering-wh~¢cl tw sted, wenching at his hands, nearly breaking his grip. He jerked it back as
hard as he could, with little or no effect. The Duo's three remaining tyres fought for traction on
the coarse cellul ose surface, It was slew ng sideways, screeching hard. A flanboyant fan of orange
spar ks unfol ded across the of fside wi ndow That al pine-steep incline was sliding across the

wi ndscreen, rushing up on the side of the Duo. Horribly close. They'd spun nearly full circle and
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Geg could feel the tilt beginning as the car began to turn turtle. Then there was a boneshaker

i mpact, a danp thud, and they were disorientatingly, notionless. Silence crashed down.

Soon br oken.

"Shitfire,' Gabriel yelped. She was staring w |l d-eyed out of the wi ndscreen, drawing breath in
juddering gulps. "I didn't know' She whipped round to |l ook at him frantic, frightened,
entreating. Which was sonething he'd never ever seen in her before. And that alarmed himnore than
t he bl ow out.

"I didn't know, Geg! There was nothing. Nothing, flick it! Do you understand?

" Cal m down. '

' Not hi ng!"’

"So what! You're tired, and |I'm knackered. It's only a

bl oody tyre gone pop, small wonder you didn't see it. Non-event.' Even as he spoke he could fee
sonme subnerged nenory struggling for recognition. Sonething about the tyreperformance guarantee.
Puncture proof? That bonded silicon rubber was tough stuff.

Thankful |y, Gabriel subsided into a feverish silence; eyelids tightly shuttered, mnd roaning
ahead. Did she suffer visions of her gland punping furiously? He'd never asked.

G eg concentrated on his hands, still clenching the wheel, white-knuckled. They wouldn't let go
VWhat appeared to be a eucal yptus branch was |ying across the w ndscreen. Its purple and grey
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| eaves shone dully in the waning rouge enissions fromthe office block's sign
Looki ng out of his side window he could see the bridge nearly directly overhead. They'd only just
m ssed crashing into the concrete support wall
"Greg-' Gabriel said in a low frightened npan
Upri ght shapes were noving purposefully through the dusky shadows outside the sharp cone of |ight
thrown by the Duo's one renaining headlight.
G eg stared disbelievingly at themfor one terrible drawnout second. 'Qut!' he shouted, H s door
opened easily enough and he was diving out, racing for the back of the Duo. A mni-
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aval anche of | oose earth and gravel had digested the rear of the car. Hi s hands fl apped across his
di nner jacket, hitting every pocket. Panicking. Trying to remenber where the fuck he'd left the
Armscor stunshot.
There were three of them approaching; two nen, one
woman. WAl ki ng down the mddle of the road with a glacial panache, cool and unhurried. A
confidence that'd tilted over into subline arrogance.
The Arnscor had gone, swept away by the tide of pitiful sloppiness he was screwing his life wth.
Gven it to Victor? Suzi? Left it in Wiishaw s office?
He stuck his head above the Duo's roof, ducking down quickly. The anmbush team was closing in
renorsel essly, enpty silhouettes against that idiotic phallic sign and its happy floating D shey
projections. They were still carefully avoiding the headlight beam
Gabriel's door was jamred up against the earth of the cutting; her frantic shoving couldn't budge
it nore than hal fway open. The gap wasn't nearly | arge enough for her bul k.
One of the nen levelled a slender long-barrelled rifle at her.
Geg squirrelled away his profile: |eather trousers tucked into calf-high | ace-up boots, |ast-
century canoufl age jacket, blind plastic band of a photon anp clinging to his face, designer
stubbl e, small pony tail.
"Mne,' the man said.
A narrow streak of liquid green flane spewing fromthe end of the rifle, and Gabriel was jerking
about epileptically.
Geg turned and ran for the slope of crunbling earth, clawi ng at the dense treacherous scrub
| assoing his | egs, keeping |ow The eucal yptus saplings were neatly pruned, a bul bous flare of
foliage on top and bare slimboles, providing a neagre cover. He grabbed hold of themin a steady
swi ngi ng rhythm hauling hinself upwards, feet scrabbling for purchase. The enbanknment seened to
stretch out for ever,
It was an animal flight. Blind instinct, equating the sliproad at the top of ~the embanknent with
the grail of sanctuary. Pathetic, sone minute core of sanity nocked.
"There,' canme the triunphant shout from bel ow
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The shot caught himthree netres short of the summit, where the saplings and scrub had gi ven way
to a bald mat of grass which bordered the sliproad. The pain seared down his nerves like a | ava
flow He saw his arms windm | hing insanely, fingers extended |ike al bino starfish.

As he fell there was just one question |ooping through his brain. Wiy hadn't Gabriel known?
CHAPTER THI RTY- TWO

G

reg woke to find he couldn't nove. H s toes and fingers

were tingling, not so nuch pins and needl es as pokers

and knives; the afternath of a stunshot charge. Arns

and | egs ached dully. Guts knotted tight, runbling oninously.

A livid collection of aggravated brui ses and scrapes.

Hi s cortical node prevented the worst peaks of neural fire fromstabbing into his brain, but the
cumul ative effect was atrocious.

He opened his eyes, seeing greyness distorted by octagonal splash patterns. Hi s whol e body was
qui vering now, drunm ng agai nst whatever hard surface he was lying on. The tingling bloonmed into a
sandpaper rasp which the cortical node hurriedly nuted.

Consci ousness seened |ike nothing but constant suffering. He instructed the node to disengage his
nerves altogether. Sensation fell away, |eaving himalone in grey nothingness. He closed his eyes
and sl ept.

At the second awakening his thoughts were dearer. He'd stopped bucking, still on his back and
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unable to nove. Cenuine tactile sensation had replaced the tingling. The surface he was |ying on
was vibrating faintly. Heavy machi nery, sonewhere not too far away. A stifled nobnotonous hum
backed the supposition

He opened his eyes again, focusing slowy.

Gabriel was |lying beside him shuddering, in the throes of stunshot backl ash. Her nouth gaped,
drool i ng beads of saliva.

Geg tried to reach out to her, found his hands were inmobilized under his back. There was a rigid
bracel et about each wist, bolted ~p the floor; it was the same for his ankles.

Bl oody unconfortabl e.

They were in a small enpty conpartnent, nmetal walls,

metal floor, netal ceiling. Painted grey. The only light was coning through a grille in the door.
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G eg blinked at that door, haunted by its fanmiliarity. It was rectangular with curved corners,
fastened by bul ky latches. The last tine he'd seen that particul ar arrangenent was on board the
Mrruzm 'Ch, shit.' And under way too, by the sound of it.

Thinking logically, they'd have to be heading down the Nene. O up? No, the river wasn't deep
enough to take the Mrriam west of Peterborough. The Wash and t he open sea, then

Next question: Wy?

Not just to dunp them overboard. There were far sinpler ways to di spose of bodi es. Besides Kendric
had gone to a great deal of trouble snatching themalive

Not hi ng pl easant, hundred per cent cert.

"Greg? Gabriel's voice was tiny, fearful. 'Geg, it's gone.'

"What has?' Hi s own voice wasn't much better. 'No, wait, think before you speak. Renenber they'|
probably be listening.'

' Bugger that. My precognition won't work. | don't know what's going to happen to us.'

"You really gave your gland a workout snatching Katerina, renenber? We all have to throttle back
occasionally, nature never intended our brains to take the psi strain.’

"Shut up and listen, arsehole. There is absolutely nothing. | can't see a second into the future
I don't even know what you're going to say!' He could hear the fright bubbling through her voice
She was hol ding back a long, terrified scream

Hear it, but not sense it.

The corrosive throb of overdriven synapses had faded, he nust've been out for several hours. He'd
recuperated enough to use the gland again. It began to discharge a nmurky cl oud of neurohornones,
But that secret gate into the psi universe remmined firmy shut. He couldn't even perceive the
glow of Gabriel's mind, not fifty centinmetres fromhis own. |npossible. H's skin crawl ed, goose
bunps rising at the black sense of deprivation. Mrtal again. After fifteen years it was hard.
‘"Me too,' Greg said. 'Not a peep.'

The breath canme out of her in a woosh. She let her head
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rest on the decking, staring into a private purgatory. 'Wat have they done to us, Geg?

' They haven't done anything to us. You were using precognition right up until the Duo crashed. W
didn't eat anything dodg~ we certainly weren't infused with anything.'

"What then?

"Must be sonething which affects psi directly.’

"What ?' she shout ed.

"I don't fucking know. Ask Kendric, he's the one into pilfering new discoveries before they even
make it out of the |aboratory."'

Gabriel closed rheuny eyes in anguish. 'Funny, | always thought | didn't want to see the end
coming. Now |I'msure it is coming I'd like to see it. Not knowing is too nuch like cold turkey."'
"Silly girl. You just want to see which of our escape plans works the best.

'Escape plans,' she snorted in a resigned anusenent whi ch nudged di sapprobation. 'Sure, G eg.
Sure.' After a while she asked, 'Wat do you think they want us for?

"Informati on. They want to know what we've di scovered of their operation, how nuch of that we've
tol d Wai shaw. Once they know that they' ||l see what they can sal vage. Hopefully that isn't going to
be much, we've done a pretty good job up to now'

"Great. That nakes ne feel one hell of a lot better.' She lapsed into sullen silence

Greg guessed they'd been lying in the blank nmetal cell for a couple of hours b fore the hatch
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swung open.
It was Mark who drew the | atches, acconpanied by two

nmore of Kendric's bodyguards. A bioluni canme on above them

After hours of dusk, the glare sent Geg's tear ducts into frantic action

"Still on your backs?' Mark gloatcd. 'I thought |I'd he pulling~ou off each other by now. O aren't
you up to that? Maybe fancy sonmething different, animals and the like? | heard you gl and freaks
are ki nd' ve warped."'
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Gabriel glared at himsilently, realizing just how nasty things could turn if she started

ant agoni zing him

Mark bent down and released Greg's legs with a conpl ex-1ooki ng mechani cal key.

G eg was jerked roughly to his feet. Every ache and pain suddenly doubled in intensity. H s |egs
nearly coll apsed as a wave of nausea hit him He saw the front of his dress shirt was stained by a
Il ong ribbon of dried blood; his nose had been bl eeding again while he'd been unconsci ous.

One of the bodyguards supported himas he stunbled out into the corridor. It didn't possess
anything like the ostentation of the upper decks. Pipes ran along the walls, red letters were
stencill ed across snall hatches. The engi ne noi se was nore pronounced.

Anot her three bodyguards were waiting for himoutside. Including Toby, who gl owered with
unconceal ed nmenace.

"Christ," Geg croaked. 'l nust scare you lot shitless.'

' Gonna have you, white boy,' Toby whi spered dangerously.

' Gonna take you a-fucking-part.'

'Not yet, Toby,' Mark said, pushing a shaky Gabriel ahead of him 'Wen the Man has finished with
him'

G eg was marched up and out on to the afterdeck. The sun was nearly full overhead. Well over six
hours since they'd been snatched fromthe Duo. Wul d Wi shaw have noticed? He'd told the security
chief he would help to analyse the data in the Crays, but he hadn't given a specific time. O
course, Eleanor would be frantic, but would she ring Wal shaw? And even if she did there was
not hi ng to make hi m| ook here.

At least he'd been right about 'here'. The Mrriamwas sailing sedately down the Nene.

The course the Nene took for the first thirty kilonetres east of Peterborough was a new one, The
PSP's delay in authorizing construction of the city's port meant that the old river course had
been lost at the start of the Warm ng, di sappearing beneath the water and silt which laid siege to
the city boundaries. A couple of years |later, when the wharves' foundations were being laid, the
dredgers cut a straight Iine fromthe port right out to the old estuary at Tydd Cote.

Mrriamwas follow ng a huge contai ner freighter out

PETER F. HAM LTON

324

towards the Wash. There was another freighter trailing a

coupl e of kilonetres behind. They were the only things noving in a very confined universe. A

Greg could see was river, sky, and high gene-tailored coral |evees, covered in tall stringy reeds.
The tide was full, just beginning to turn, showing a thin Iine of chocol ate nud bel ow the bottom
of the reeds.

Mrriam seened to be losing ground on the freighter in front. Geg glanced over the taffrail to
see four crewnen inflating two odd-looking craft on the edge of the diving platform They were

bl unt - nosed dinghies with a couple of sinple benches strung between the triplex tubing that forned
the sides. A loose surplus of leathery fabric ran round the outside. It was only after a big fan,
caged in a protective nmesh, hinged up to the vertical at the rear of one of the dinghies that Geg
realized they were actually hovercraft.

Gabri el nudged him and he turned to see Kendric approaching. Mrriam s owner was wearing olive-
green track-suit trousers and a light waterproof jacket. Herm one was at his side, as always;
dressed in natty designer equival ents of her husband's attire, But it was the woman keeping a
short distance behind who held Greg's attention.

She was in her late twenties with a second chin just beginning to devel op; her dunpy face was
franmed by straight jet-black hair, cut in a fringe along her eyebrows, falling to her shoul ders at
the sides. Her skin was dark and | eathery, heavily winkled from excessive sun exposure.

He was convinced that she was the wonan he'd seen at the anmbush, He could still see her slightly
bul ky frame in that trio walking calmy down the road

Kendric's gaze swept across Greg and Gabriel, utterly unperturbed. A cattlenan checking his stock
"Put themin with Rod and Laurrie,' Kendric said to Mark, 'You and Toby come with us.
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"Yes, sir,' Mark replied.

' PosWned,' Toby nmuttered in Geg's ear. 'That's all.'
"Right, get themdown there,' Mark was sayi ng.

Kendric and Herni one began to descend the | adder to the
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diving platform The crewren were holding the fully rigged hovercraft steady in Mrriams wake.
"You'll have to take our cuffs off,' Geg pointed out.

"Maybe we'll just throw you down,' said Toby.

'Take "emoff,' Mark said. 'And you two, don't think about junping.'

Greg just nmanaged the clinb down the | adder, frightened his weak, trenbling hands were going to

| ose their grip. He flopped down in the bottomof a hovercraft, exhausted and horribly woozy.
Gabriel sat on a bench next to him breathing heavily. One of the crewren cuffed them both again.
"Are you all right?" Gabriel asked, her face anxious.

' Yeah.'

He heard the fan start up, an incessant droning whine.

There was a surge of notion, then the deck tilted up as they

clinbed the I evee wall. The dizziness returned.

When they were down the other side, he struggled into a sitting position against the tough plastic
of the gunwale, trying to take an interest in the journey. The sour-faced wonan was perched on the
rear bench, her waterproof zippered up against the occasional scythe of spray. Her hair was

bl owi ng about in the slipstream

One of the Mrriams crewren was up front, steering frombehind a little Perspex wi ndshield. A
bodyguard was sitting behind him giving G eg and Gabriel the occasional inpersonal glance. At

| east Toby wasn't on board, He managed to get his eyes above the gunwal e.

It'd taken centuries to drain the original fenland marches and turn theminto farm and,
generations had | aboured to liberate the rich black loamfromthe water, rewarded with the nost
fertile soil in Europe. The polar nelt drowned themin ei ghteen nonths. The Fens basin wasn't a
sea, it was nud, tens of netres thick with a tackiness gradient that varied froma few centinetres
of weed-cl ogged salt water on the surface down to near solid treacle.

An ex-Fennman living in Gakhain had once told Geg that it was possible to tell the age of a Fens
house by looking at its
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doorstep. The older it was the nore the | oam woul d' ve dried out and contracted beneath it, |eaving
the doorstep high and dry. Really ancient cottages had a gap bel ow the bottom of the stone and the
ground.

Geg couldn't see any doorsteps; on the few | onely farnhouses still visible he was hard pushed
even to see the doors.

Twel ve years of sluggish tidal suction had chewed out their foundations, pulling themdown into
the absorptive alluvial quagmre, Sone of the sturdier buildings had nanaged to retain their
shape, upper floors rising out of the brown-glass surface over which the hovercraft were racing.
But the majority had subsided into tiny flattened islands, with juncus rushes grow ng out of the
shattered bricks and skeletal tinbers

Ragged felt hens of blue-green algae encircled all of them

The hovercraft took a gently nmeandering course, avoiding the solid protrusions and swollen sem -
subner ged branches of dead copses in wide curves. Greg and Gabriel were follow ng Kendric's craft,
slicing through the fine spray its passage whi pped up. Behind them the horizon was marked by a
fine green line. The Nene | evee. Which neant they were headi ng approximately south. It didn't nake
any sense to Greg. There was not hing ahead of them

Nobody lived in the basin. Crabs and gastropods thrived in the nutrient-rich sludge. But no one
could earn a living fromcatching them An ordinary fishing boat would stick fast in the nud.
Concei vably a very light sail-powered catamaran or trimaran night be able to nove about. And the

i dea of depl oying nets or pots was |aughable. In fact, hovercraft were just about the only
vehi cl es which coul d be used successfully on the Fens basin

From being the nost fertile tract of land in Europe the Fens had reverted into a zone of barren
desolation rivalling the Sicilian desert for inhospitableness. The sheer saneness of

the quagm re was nunbi ng Greg, bl eeding away any | ast reserves of hope and defiance into the
stifling atnosphere. Endless kilonetres fl owed past, conpounding the sense of isolation. Gabrie
had hunched up in her seat, defeated,

H s attention drifted. Analysing his predicanent was sud
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denly futile, tiresome in the heat and noisture. H s thoughts began to freefall, wondering what
El eanor was doing right now. And please don't |let Kendric think she was inportant.

"Geg.’

The urgency in Gabriel's voice nade himl ook round

quickly. A town was rising out of the horizon's unconpromnising interface between brown and bl ue.
It was like a nirage, its base lost in the black and silver ripples of shimering inflanmed air.
Kendric's hovercraft was powering straight for it, leading themin.

' Hey. '

The bodyguard sitting behind the pilot turned, boredom

reigning. 'Wat?

"VWere are we?' Greg asked, 'Wsbech. Wy, does it make a difference?

He shoul d've known. W sbech was the harbinger. The self-

declared Capital of the Fens was the first instance of whol esal e

evacuation in England. At the start of the Warm ng, excessive rains and record tides had sent the
Nene cascadi ng over its banks. And in those days the river ran straight through the centre of the
t own.

G eg had remained glued to the flatscreen for a week while

pont oons of news channel caneras chugged through the

flooded streets. He renenbered the pictures of drowned orchards ringing the town, the sodden
refugees slunped apathetically in Royal Marine assault boats, clutching pathetically small bundl es
of possessions. It was something out of the

Third Wrld, not England. The novelty of such scenes had paled rapidly in the nonths, and then
years, which followed, as town after town succunbed to the water.

W sbech only | ooked whole froma distance, close-up it was in a sorry state. The outskirts had
col | apsed conpletely, |leaving a broad inverted noat of rubble, protecting the town's heart from
the larger vagaries of the swelling nud tides.

Bot h hovercraft slowed, manoeuvring cautiously around humocks coated in vigorous grow hs of
reeds. The narrow channel s between them were choked with algae, so thick in

sonme places it resenbled a green clay. It was stirred up by
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the hovercraft's downdraught, freeing pockets of rancid gas.

Gabriel and the crewren coughed and swore, clanping their

hands over their faces, Geg couldn't smell a thing; his throat

began to dry, though

Five netal streedanps nmarked one channel for them nmiracul ously renmaining upright after all these
years, The conical algal encrustations around themwere actually solidifying, turning theminto
cartoon desert islands. Fromthe height of the poles |eft above the surface Geg guessed that the
street nust've been about one and a half netres below the hover-craft.

l~urther in, the nounds becanme nore regular, the channels echoing the street pattern they covered.
Sections of walls had survived here, triangular, cracked, and | eaning at crooked angles. The

bri ckwork was obscured by a viscid pebbl e-dash of gull droppings. An eerie desynchronized harnonic
fromthe electric fans was bounci ng back off them anplifying their natural soft purr to a

voci ferous clattering reverberation

Over head, hundreds of gulls twisted in devious helices, calling shrilly, the high-decibel feedback
fromthe entire flock a brazen fortissino rolling across the ruins. Greg realized it was

i mpossible to creep up on W sbech.

They swept out of the nmounds and into a suburb that was still standing; two-storey houses
bordering a light industrial estate. The nud came hal f-way up the ground-floor w ndows.

There was no glass left in them Second-storey wi ndows were shattered, crystalline shark teeth
sticking out of nouldering franmes. Walls bul ged, roofs sagged alarm ngly, shedding tiles like
autumm | eaves. GQutters were wadded with grass and bi ndweed.

Movi ng on.

The Nene's old course was a serpentine sem liquid desert,

three hundred and fifty nmetres wide, flat and featureless. A

t he enmbanknent buil di ngs had been pul verized by the febrile

floodwater, their debris sucked away by the inexorable vortices generated by the clash between
currents of salt water and fresh water. Since then the eternal nud had oozed back, a great

| evel l er.
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W sbech used to have a bustling port, the river |ined by

ugly warehouses and towering cranes. Greg had no way of

telling where the iron titans had once stood.

Bot h hovercraft picked up speed on the flat. The heat pressed down, magnified by still, heavy air.
Even the gulls abandoned the chase.

G eg received a pernicious inmpression of waiting depth. He was eager to reach the other side.
Their destination was becom ng apparent strai ght ahead, on the other side of the old river course.
The nost proninent building there was. An old brick mll tower, slightly tapering, stained al nost
conpletely black with age.

Geg didn't understand how it coul d' ve possibly survived until they arrived at its base, riding
noi sily across the buckled corrugated roof of a petrol station which was elevated half a netre
above the nud. The tower had been built on the summit of a raised stony nound. \Wile chaos and
ruin had boiled all around, it had remai ned al oof and untouched,

Tufts of tough bernmuda grass grew around its base; there was a good two netres of hard-packed
earth between the bricks and the nud. The blades in front of the door were tranpled down.
Kendric's hovercraft beached itself on the |left of the door, Geg's drew up on the right. The
pilot kept going until the bow was bunmping the filthy brick, then killed the lift.

The tower door opened and a nan cane out. He was fortyish, dressed in a fawn sweatshirt and olive-
green Wanglers; his shoes were black | eather, polished to a sergeant major's shine. A brown belt
hol ster held a Browni ng 9nm aut omati c.

Kendric and Hernione alighted fromtheir hovercraft. Greg was hauled to his feet beside Gabri el
The man fromthe tower took in the fresh crinson splash down his shirt, the way he kept swaying
fromside to side

"You were told: intact,' he said to Kendric. There was no deference shown. Kendric seenmed to be
anong equal s at |ast.

"He can wal k, he can talk,' Kendric retorted indifferently, and marched off into the tower.
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"Un-cuff them' said the nman, 'and get themupstairs. He's waiting.'

The crewren began deflating the hovercraft. Mark unl ocked the cuffs and waved theminto the tower,
Resi gnation had settled in |long ago. Greg stepped across the door, shuffling |like one of the
undead, shaned and i nmpotent.

The basenment was bare, brick walls and concrete floor, a smack of danpness in the air, but not as
much as there shoul d' ve been. He spotted a bright conditioning duct disappearing into the rude
wooden plank ceiling. A deflated hovercraft of the sane kind they'd arrived in sat in the mddle
of the floor. There was a cast-iron staircase opposite the door

"Up,' said Mark.

Shi ny bl ack shoes were al ready vani shing through the hole in the ceiling.

The first floor was al so one big room appreciably drier, used for storing crates of food. There
were quite a few Harrods hanpers stacked beside a small grey netal desk.

The second floor was a living room carpeted in a thick steel-blue soft pile. Its furniture was
nmodern, matching tinber-franed | eather chairs and settee, a | ow ceranmi c coffee-table, and rose-
teak executive desk with a recessed divetti terninal

Cupboards and a gl ass-fronted dri nks cabinet were fixed to the wall, purpose built, they fitted
the shallow incline perfectly. Light shone through a single frosted gl ass w ndow hal f-way up the
wal | . The brickwork had been | eft uncovered, scrubbed cl ean

The dunpy wonan who' d acconpani ed Greg on the hover-craft was waiting at the top of the stairs.
Whi ch was i npossible, because she was following himup. Had to be tw ns.

But that revelation was blown straight out of his mnd by

the x~xt person he saw. Kendric was talking earnestly to Leopold Arnstrong. And Greg knew he'd
finally met the person who'd organized the blitz on Philip Evans's core.

Engl and' s ex-president was fifty-seven, but still trimand

fit; his neaty face had a few nore lines than Greg renenbered, his nop of neatly cut silver hair
was conbed back tidily. He wore a sinple Shetland cardi gan over an open-neck cotton shirt. So
ordi nary. Al nost honely.
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G eg had thought he was beyond any further surprises, but he just stood and gawked until Gabrie
bunped into his back, and her curse was sliced off in md-flow as she caught sight of Arnstrong.
He | ooked both of themover, taking his tinme. The tip of his tongue noistened his lips. Geg
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resisted the ridiculous urge to straighten his runpled dinner jacket.

Mark clattered up the stairs behind them and hustled themforward. The little living roomwas
begi nning to get crowded. Herm one had stretched out in one of the two | eather chairs, feigning

| ethargy. In addition to the man who'd net them outside there was another obvious hardliner
hovering around Arnstrong, just waiting for Geg to try sonething.

"Sit himdown, Neville,' he said. 'Before he falls.'

The man who' d net them outside the tower stabbed his

forefinger at the settee, and Greg collapsed into it gratefully. Gabriel joined himafter a second
t hrust.

Hi s nanme had given Greg the key, placing the face; astonishing the trivia a nmnd can hold. Neville
Turner: junior Hone Ofice minister in the PSP governnent, second-in-comuand of the People's
Const abl es, one of the many shadow figures orbiting Arnmstrong's periphery.

Armstrong now held up Greg's Trinities card, a prosecuting counsel with a bl oodstai ned,
fingerprinted knife.

"You're a Mndstar veteran,' he said. 'Wat on Earth are you doing consorting with scumlike

t hi s?'

He was setting the tone, speaking nornally, no threats, no gloating dom nance charades. The ex-
presi dent was concerned only with facts, reality; he didn't possess tine to waste on life's

i nessenti ais.

"Only a total paranoid would be frightened of ghosts,' Geg said.

The Trinities card was pocketed. 'You nean Philip Evans?' Arnstrong asked. 'l admit the potential
of that fancy NN core of his alarns nme. He was renarkabl e when he only had a human brain. A giga-
conductor with a transcendent Evans nmasterminding its narketing strategy would be a definite
setback for ne. He's so depressingly efficient at that sort of thing. A clever nan

Pity we have opposing political viewpoints. But that's life.
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" However, the conflict between Evans and ne goes nuch deeper than that, as |I'm sure you' re aware.
Greg stared at himdunbly.

' God Lord, he never told you, did he? Think on it, M Mandel. You've seen Event Horizon's

Prow ers at work, | believe?

"Yes,' No ultra-hush there, he wasn't giving anything away.

"Mlitary hardware, M Mandel. Good quality American military hardware, as provi ded by that
vicious profiteering little arns merchant, Horace Jepson.’

Geg started. And Leopold Arnstrong caught it. 'Didn't you know? Ch yes, M Mandel, Jepson is a US
governnent convenience. He sells to their allies, discreetly, mark you, and in return their IRS

overl ooks d obecast's somewhat irregular tax returns,' He shook his head. '|I don't know what al
the fuss about you is. You're not half as good as everyone says. But then M ndstar never did
fulfil its prom se, did

it?

"You were worried enough, | renenber,' Greg said. 'You and your People's Constables. Never had

much joy catching us, though, did you?

Armstrong pursed his lips. 'Qite. Wll, now you have the

facts, make the connection.'

G eg read the anger in his face, sharp-focused deternination, riding himhard. Armstrong was
vengeance seeking, said his native intuition, a strong clear nessage. 'My God,' he said
wonderingly. 'Philip Evans bl ew up Downing Street.

Gabriel threw Greg a quick startled glance, then twi sted sharply to | ook up at Arnstrong.

"Very good, M Mandel,' said Leopold Arnmstrong. 'The el ectron-conpression warhead was brought into
the country

by one of his Prow ers, smuggled into Downing Street by his

security division's hardliners. Kendric here tells ne Evans | aughed when t he warhead expl oded,
thinks of hinself as a nore successful version of Quy Fawkes, no doubt, trés romanti que. He
obliterated ne once, M Mandel; just believing | was dead was enough for the country to nmarch in
rebel i on against the PSP. But now, now that bastard has exploited his noney
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to do it to ne again, to do it to all of us. Inmortality, M Mndel. He has bought hinself
imortality, with his inperialist power, his obscene personal wealth. Another twenty years |'m
good for, and a lot can be done in that tine. But what is a pitiful twenty years to Evans now? He
has eternity. He will see nme dead again, for real this tine. And do you know what the real ball-
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ki cker of it is? He won't even care; ny actual death will be of suprene indifference to him
Because to him secure in his present incarnation, we are all less than nothing. That, M Mandel
cannot be allowed to pass unchal |l enged.

That is why | risked blowing nmy cover, all ny preparations.

Because | amnot going to allow himto escape death. Death is universal, nmaking us all equal in
the end.'

' How about you, di Grolaino? Geg asked. 'You believe

all this crap? You' ve got enough obscene personal wealth to translocate your nmenories like Philip
Evans. You going to die when you don't have to?

Arnstrong put on a pai ned expression. 'Please, M Mndel

Kendric and | are not going to be driven apart by your desperation. Qur nutual interests are too
strong.'

"I can't figure you,' Geg said to Kendric. 'You knew about the giga-conductor, yet you let Julia
buy your famly house out of the Event Horizon backing consortium Wy? You' ve ki ssed goodbye to a
fortune.’

"A deal,' Kendric said thinly. "In return for informng the

President of Philip Evans's NN core | will be given Event

Hori zon on a plate; not sone derisory percentage, all of it.'

"After it's been nationalized,' Arnmstrong interjected snoothly. 'Then naturally an internationa
financier of Kendric's stature would be a perfect choice as chairman. Regretfully, his appointnent
woul d have been difficult to justify if Evans junior had exposed his earlier inpropriety, which is
why he agreed to sever their financial link. But she won't be in a position to issue such
paranoi ac ultimatuns for nuch longer, after all, we can hardly allow a teenage girl to run a
Conpany so inportant to the country's econom c prosperity, flow can we?

"Julia Evans will be stripped of her wealth and power,'
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Kendric said. He | ooked straight at Geg, smling nechanically, a slimline of flaw ess white
teeth showi ng. 'You understand, don't you, M Mandel ? You know how it is between Julia and ne.
There was a tine when it was a fun game, she was an excellent player. But unfortunately she is too
young, she does not fully conprehend the rules of this world. If | do not take Event Horizon from

her, she will use it to harmne, nmy fanily house. What woul d you do in ny place?

' She understands the rules perfectly,' Geg retorted. 'You just don't like |osing. Seventeen years
old, and she can outsmart you fromdawn till dusk. You shouldn't be worried, Kendric, you should
be terrified. But then you are, aren't you,'

Kendric's lips closed. "It is not | who will feel terror.'

"No?' Greg asked scornfully. 'You even nisjudged your new partner here. Arnstrong isn't interested
in vengeance, he's like you, he's after the giga-conductor. You're just his front nman, a cheap
puppet .’

"You do have tenacity, don't you, M Mandel ? Arnstrong said. 'Perhaps that's why Event Horizon
hired you. But you're wong. The nobney accrued from gi ga-conductor |icence production will be
split between us. A valuable source of income to further nmy aspirations.'

"Aspirations,' said Gabriel. 'Wat aspirations?

"Ah yes, Mss Thonpson, isn't it? He affected to notice her for the first tine. "My return to
mai nstream politics.'

"You can't be serious. You'll never resurrect the PSP.'

"Not the old Party, no. It's a fool who doesn't learn fromhis nistakes. My new organi zation will
be structured along different Iines.

"Tentinmes,' Greg said. 'You ve been paying for Tentinmes and the rest of Charles Ellis's hotrod
teamto screw up all those conpanies.

"I ndeed, and ny people have been quick to point out the inevitable failings of the free-market
system There is a | arge groundswell of resentnment buil ding agai nst the New Conservatives and
their m snanagenent of the econonmy. One | intend

to encour age.
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'Boliocks,' Gabriel snorted. 'No matter how bad things get,

nobody's going to vote for hard-left policies again. You don't understand just how nmuch peopl e
hat ed everything you stand for.'

‘"M ss Thonpson, if you could still see into the future you'd

know that |'mnot ainung for the grand slamthis tine. You can only ever do that once. | was very
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unl ucky in that events
beyond ny control conspired to put an end to PSP rule. The energy crisis, the Warming, the Credit
Crash. No government could withstand that comnbi nati on. Take a | ook around at other countries. How
many of the |eaders of ten years ago renmmin in power today? W were the ones who were bl aned.
People don't like to blanme their own greed and exorbitant |ife styles. They want soneone to hold
responsi bl e. And governnment gets it in the neck every tine, from outbreaks of food poisoning to
hurri canes. Bl anme the governnent.'
"From protesters being whipped to death in the street to seed potatoes being dished up on the
tabl es of Party nenbers,' Geg said.
' Those kind of incidents were inevitable to start with. But the abuses were solvable, given tine.'
"You had ten years,' Geg said. '"Al they ever did was get worse.'
' The people who nade up the PSP's |ocal committees were unused to power. |f they had been all owed
to establish thensel ves, then we woul d' ve seen stability. But of course, Mnd-star and that plague
of urban predator gangs incited trouble in the cities, goading the Constables.' He flexed his
hands in agitation. "W were. . . misrepresented.
Gabriel |aughed unsteadily. 'What's the matter, Arnstrong?
Did you think the hard-1eft had a nonopoly on political agitators?
For a monent G eg thought he would hit her, but the cxPresident eventually sighed resentfully.
"This tine | have
Settled for a nmore slowburning formof reformation. There
are thousands of ny appointees still in place throughout the
Cvil service, primed and waiting. 'Fhe New Conservatives wl |
Soon have to order an intervention as the private and
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denati onal i zed conpanies begin to falter, bringing them back
into the government fold. My people will assume the managenment duties, with a great deal of
success. And |
shal|l direct them president in all but name and public visibility.'
"We'll fight you,' Greg said levelly. "W'll fight you with
everything we've got. Bows and arrows if that's all that's left,
we' ve done it before. And we beat you before.'
"Yet here | am This seens to be the nonth of miracul ous
conebacks.' He | aughed, and grinned round at the faces in
the living room 'l do believe I"'mtalking to a reactionary.
However, | don't intend to spend hours justifying ny actions to you, M Mandel, nor debating the
pros and cons of centrally controlled econonm es. You were brought here to answer ques- -tions. And
that is what you will now do.'
G eg thought he nust've flinched, certainly he stiffened.
"No, no, we don't go around beating confessions out of people here. There are much sinpler
met hods. But under st and
one thing, Mandel, you are going to die. Just as soon as you have provided nme with every byte
require. How you die will
be deci ded by your behaviour. The old easy way or hard way; you can have a bullet through the
head, quick and clean. Alternatively, you can be dunped into the old river bed, alive and
ki cki ng.'
"It doesn't nake one fuck of a lot of difference in the end,
ioes it?
Arnstrong picked up a cybofax fromthe coffee table and iat in the last renaining | eather chair
"Think about it,' he aaid knowingly. 'Dwell on it. You might find your attitude adjusting.
Neville, we'll begin now.'
Turner opened a draw in the rose-teak desk and extracted a spaghetti tangle of nylon straps and
optical fibres. 'Take off your shirt,' he told Geg with a doctor's exam ning-roominpartiality.
Greg thought about it. Refusing would be a rather trivial token, the shirt would only be cut or
ri pped of f. Besides, he was thinking of being slung into that bottom ess nmud. God curse Arnstrong.
He shrugged out of the jacket and began on
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the shirt buttons, Flakes of dried bl ood wedged under his fingernails.
"Good,' Armstrong said. 'Quite an ironic twist for you, M Mandel, | imagine. On the receiving end
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of alie detector for once.'

Turner velcroed a strap around each of Geg's wists. They prickled, mnute needl e-tipped sensors
probing into his skin, tasting salinity, heat, conductivity, heart-rate. The St Chri stopher was
flicked to one side and another strap went round his neck, tightening noose-style.

Leopol d Arnmstrong's fingers drumred on his cybofax. 'I have a nunber of queries. And you'll answer
each one honestly. For every lie you nake we'll break a bone in Mss Thonpson's body. The bi gger
the lie, the bigger the bone.

Under st and?' Again, there was no nalice, Leopold Arnstrong was just telling it the way it was.
"Yeah,' Greg replied, as a tiara band was placed on his head

Turner pressed an infuser against his arm There was a bee-sting of pain, turning to an ice-spot.
'Rel axant,' Turner said, and began pluggi ng the optica

cables into a gear nodul e which was already interfaced with the Aivetti deck. The cube lit with
scraw i ng sine waves. He sat in the swivel chair behind the desk and began typing. Data rolled
down an LCD display. 'Name?' he asked.

The correlation went on for what seened an age to G eg.

The relaxant acted like a gentle influx of rosé wine, pleasantly inebriating, anplifying sounds

| i ke squeaking |l eather and rustling clothes, turning the air warm drying his throat, O course,
he could still concentrate. If he wanted to.

They seermed to have an encycl opedi c knowl edge of his life stored in the Aivetti. Stuff he could
barely remenber:

Secondary school examresults, Arnmy postings, nicknanes of barrack mates, neighbours at the time-
share estate. Nothing recent, though. Nothing fromthe | ast couple of years.

'"He's ready,' Turner shouted out eventually.

Arnmstrong consul ted his cybofax. 'One. Does anyone on the nainland suspect | amalive?

G eg had worked out that this was a crux, To answer or

CHAPTER THI RTY- THREE

Ade O Donal had discovered that hard cash had its own

speci al weight. Yeah, like no weight at all. He'd filled

two Alitalia flight bags with New Sterling and Euro-

francs; thick, hard wads of notes. Kilograns of them stretching his arns as he wal ked down the
stairs, but he could ve carried themfor ever. The bags were new, clean, and bright; when people
saw them their exotic foreign |logo, they'd know he was for real. One shit-hot guy.

The crappy top stair creaked when he put his foot on it.

That was all he needed - Sashy to hear himleaving. He'd waited until |ate afternoon before
scooting, fewer eyes seeing what he was about, and she was still sleeping off an afternoon of

maj estic sex. It'd been one serious way of splitting. He'd been tenpted to take her with him Her
conmpact brown body was the absol ute best screw ever, |ike her brain was |oaded with Kama Sutra
software. But he was travelling light, 'Bat Qut of Hell"' tine, breezing down the open road. A
worman woul d hol d hi m back; worse, Sashy was into fanmily in a big way. Brothers, parents, cousins,
hundreds of them Daft girl spent half the day on the phone. She woul dn't understand, he had to
get lost, out of here, like he'd never existed. Kick |loose fromthe shit glitching his life right
now - Wl f, the two Event Horizon bastards.

He' d spent a couple of days collecting the nmoney from

Cashpoints after that hard guy and the fat slag had turned Up, initially terrified they'd pull the
money from his Cayman account because of the blitz. Psychics, fucking psychics! Unhumans. Ade

O Donal still got cold burn in his balls thinking about it. His mind being torn open |ike a paper
bag, thoughts held up to the |light and exanmi ned. That was heavy-duty shit. WIf nust've gone acid
crazy thinking they could get away Wth a burn agai nst Event Horizon. That conpany was the biggest
scene in Engl and, even konbi nates pissed thensel ves about Event Horizon
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Ade O Donal had plugged hinself but good into the circuit after the psychics had |eft; making
serious connections, a cruise for any hard-core hotrod. G ga-conductor. New word. The circuit was
ringing with it. The biggest deal in the known universe was goi ng down, and WIf had tried to run
a spoiler. Shit. He could ve been hurt. Hurt bad. Wasted!

The little patch of red blistered skin on his belly where the Event Horizon hardliner had zapped
himwi th the Mil ekick was still sore. A good nmenmory. |If he ever thought this was one giant curved
syntho trip, that patch would set himstraight. Mght even be a scar. Grls like scars. Scars were
macho.

There was a noi se down below in the darkened hail. Footsteps clicking on the tiles.

'Brune? Hey, Brune, that you?
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He' d sent Brune out after lunch to top up the BMN gas and watts. This was going to be one | ong
flight. Cornwall, maybe. Ade O Donal hadn't made plans. He'd figured just go with the fl ow was
safest. That way no one could load a tracer on him

Brune was staying here, Brune with his leg in a tube of quik-set polyner. The guy was out of
hardlining for a nonth anyway. Even the BMN woul d get axed eventually. Then there'd be just him

t he noney, sonme of the nenoxes, and the Burrows terminal. That Burrows termnal was going to turn
himinto the circuit's sexiest hotrod.

After the psychics had left Ade O Donal had plugged the gate circuits into the Burrows to try and
see how the flick they' d opened it without tripping the alarnms. Fifty Richter disaster tine. The
Burrows had crashed, totally, the only thing ~ | eft working was the power LED, not even the nenu
showed. '~ Whatever had been in the gate circuit was hot enough to nelt through the hardware core
guardi an prograns Wl f had given., him

That convinced hi mhe had plugged into the biggest underclass operation running. Cancer software
that was better than 4 Wl f's! Wen he settled down he was going to retro that ~ Burrows, no
matter what it took. Those bytes were going to earn hi mmega noney, |ike what Wl f paid was just
smal | change.
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He'd go for a total reincarnation, plastique, sign on the circuit as a virgin, build a reputation
fromscratch. A genuine hotrod, not dependent on anyone. Pity about Tentimes, nmind, it was a slick
kind of handle, told the girls all they needed to know out front.

' Brune?'

There was a figure in the hail, bending over a large crunpled bundle on the tiles. It straightened
up as he reached the bottomof the stairs. And sonething about it was nega-shit wong. The
hospital had shaved Brune's head, coating the back of his skull in dermal nenbrane. It |ooked |ike

he was wearing a Jew s skull cap froma distance. Good for a pisstake.

But the guy facing himwas al bino-white; death-mask face with jet-black Iips, a close-cropped
Mohi can strip of titian hair running fromthe bridge of his nose over his crown and di sappeari ng
bel ow the collar of his biker jacket. Ade O Donal knew the |ook. Tribal. The guy was from

St oneygat e

St oneygat e wasn't sonmewhere Ade O Donal went even in daytine, |oaded with freaked-out psychos.
Five tribes protecting Leicester's syntho vats, fromthe police and fromeach other, that district
was wound up but tight.

Ade O Donal dropped the Alitalia bags, nmaking a dull slap on the hail tiles. 'Brune? it came out
all wavery, like a whinper. And the broken thing on the floor was Brune, a puddl e of bl ood
spreading froma jagged rip in the dernmal menbrane. An ocean of blood, glistening sickly.
"Tentimes?' asked the Stoney.

"Shit, like no way. | ain't never heard of him'
"Lyi ng, O Donal, dey squirt me yo' file.'
"Shit, man, | never told those two nothing, not a byte.'

"No crap, Tentinmes. No interested.’

Ade O Donal closed his eyes, didn't want to see the gun, or knife or whatever. Praying it would be
qui ck.

"Job for yo'.

He risked a peek, ready to slamhis eyes shut again. The

St oney was | ooki ng at hi m cont enpt uousl y.

' Say what ?'

"Job. Burn.'
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"That's it?'

' Yay.'

"All you want is like a fucking burn, and you waste Brune for that! You syntho-crashed shit.' Ade
O Donal wanted to snmash the Stoney with his fists, pound himinto a pulp. His life was expl odi ng
into the all-time downer. People out of his nightnmares kept coming for him like every shitty dea
in the world was his fault.

There was a tiny click, and a matt-grey ten-centinetre bl ade appeared a centinetre from Ade

O Donal's eye, dianmond tip reflecting tiny slivers of cold blue light. '"Don' gi' ne lip, | slice
yo'.'

"Sure, OK, no problem just cool it, man, right?

"Where yo' terminal?
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The tenptation to |l et the Stoney open the door was near overwhel mi ng. But he was wearing | eather
gl oves, the charge mi ght not be enough to penetrate. Too dangerous. 'Down here,' Ade O Dona

si ghed.

The Stoney took in the wine cellar's hardware with a stoic gaze. 'Alien,' he nurnured.

Ade O Donal crunpled into his chair behind the table that held his ternmnals. 'Wat's the burn?
"Wl f say finish Event Horizon, d' core. Suit yo'?

' How?"
A shrug.

"Shit.'

'Be good. | break cover fo' yo'.'

Cover? What the hell did that nean? No way could this arsehole be WIf in person. This was getting
extreme deep, the kind of deep he wasn't likely to clinb out from 'Hey, listen, how are you gonna

know if | take out the core? I mean, you' re gonna |leave ne alone if | pull this off, right?
"Friends, dey watching.'
"And if it works?

"Yo' still jiving tonorrow.'

Ade O Donal nodded slowy, as |low as he'd ever been. But the Stoney needed him If he did the burn
there was a chance. Small, though, fucking small. Brune drowning in bl ood.
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There were only two terminals on line, that psychic hardline bastard had screwed the Hitachi and
the Akai, the super cancer fromthe gate had crashed the Burrows; that just left the Event Horizon
and the Honeywel|l. And no way was he going to use the Event Horizon termnal, that name was too
nmuch bad kanna right now.

Ade O Donal tapped the Honeywel|l's power stud, slipping its throat nike round his neck; muttering,
typing, eyes locked into the cube. A nelt virus got himinto Event Horizon's datanet, disguised as
a civil engineering contractor's bid for a new fl atscreen factory at Stafford. He | oaded a nmenpx
Wl f had given himfor the blitz, studying conmpany procedure. Bids would be processed by the
finance division, the lowest three forwarded to the freaky Turing core for a final decision

He pulled a nmenox fromthe shel ves, one he'd planned on taking with him 'This is |like the best
I've ever witten, you know,' he said, a sudden urge to explain, to let the Stoney know he was
dealing with a real pro hotrod. 'It scranbl es databus nanagenent prograns. That's the beauty of

it, man; once it's in, you can't access the systemto flush it out. Total internal conmunication
shutdown. The core will be sliced right out of the datanet, along with anything it's interfaced
with.'

"Dat sound sweet.'

"OK.' Ade O Donal pushed the nenmox into the Honeywell's slot, hands quivering.

The cube showed the bid' s data package wrappi ng around the virus, geonetric tentacles choking a
crystalline egg. Ade O Donal probed the finished Trojan with tracer progranms. There was no chink
in the covering, nothing that hinted at the black treasure beneath the surface. Snoboth. And he had
made the quotes for the factory ridiculously low, the bid package woul d be shunted to the core, no
sweat .

Idiotically, pride overrode his depression. This was it, his

construct, all his own, a solo hotrod burn. Tentinmes had made sol o.

O Donal fed the Trojan an activation code keyed to the

core's dunp order. It would pass clean through the finance

CHAPTER THI RTY- FOUR

J

ulia had insisted on relieving the nurse at Katerina's bedside in the afternoon, keeping a
solitary vigil over her brain-wasted friend. She hated every second of it, know ng she deserved
it. Pushing Kats towards Kendric had seenmed so clever at the tine, an el egant solution. Everybody
woul d wind up with what they wanted, no tears, no heartache.

Geg was right, she'd only thought of the deed, never the

consequences. Too shall ow and sel f-obsessed. Still a child. Idiot savant.

Katerina stirred, turning, her sleep troubled. Dr Taylor had given her a trauma suppressor. Short-
term ammesi ac, the worman had explained, it'll kill the craving for now, but she'd nmade sure
Katerina was infused with tranquillizers throughout the day, only |leaving a few periods of brief

sem -lucidity for eating and going to the toilet.

Julia had been the one spooning soup into her. Katerina

had swal | owed automatically, incapable of coherent speech. Conpoundi ng the angui sh.

Julia had got three of Event Horizon's prenier-grade executives working flat out on securing
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Katerina that Caribbean treatment, trying to buy a place in the detox clinic. They'd been told
there was an eight-nmonth waiting list. Julia refused to |let that bother her, pulling in the
conpany's favours, bully. ing the clinic with financial and political pressure. Dr Tayl or had
warned her that Katerina's cranial blood vessels were saturated with the synbiont; if its grip was
ever going to be broken then it would have to be done sw ftly.

She' d buy that bloody Caribbean island if necessary. Anything. Anything at all. She just wanted
Kats back to her old self. Frivolous, vaguely annoying, and utterly carefree.

The sun had nearly dropped bel ow the horizon, fluorescing

a cloud-slashed western sky to a royal gold, fading to black at its zenith. Julia watched it from
t he bedroom wi ndow, seeing
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t he shadows pool in hollows and nooks across W1l holms grounds, spilling out over the grass. The
fountain in the lily pond died down spluttering, its light sensors sw tching off the punp.

Julia activated a single wall-nounted biolum then crossed the room and drew the heavy Tudor
curtains across both w ndows. Wen she'd first left Anmerica and the desert she'd been entranced by
dawn and dusk in Europe, cool blues and greens gleanming dully under fiery skies, always different.
It'd been magi cal, the expected sadness that she'd niss the desert's beauty never materializing.
Toni ght the sight left her totally unnoved. Her enotions s~enmed to have shut down. The cli max
woul d come tonight, she was sure of it. The ganme had ceased to be a gane. And she was responsibl e,
she and Grandpa. Kendric's manoeuvrings and power ploys had been thwarted at every stage. She'd
stalemated himall across the board. There was nothing left to himnow but the physical. Kendric
woul d have no qual ns about that.

Strangely, even Greg had warned her about the danger. Geg the liar. Greg the betrayer. H s nane
was the only one capable of piercing the wap of nunbness around her feelings. She'd believed in
him1like nobody before. Worshipped fromafar, flirted. Opened her soul to him Confessed the

dar kest, nost shaneful secret.

And he'd lied to her.

Just like all the rest. Men nust | ook on her as sone kind of victimwaiting to be abused. Except
for Adrian, a bleak inner voice said, Adrian adored her fenmale side. He was i Mmune to her noney.
So far. But know ng her |uck...

She still couldn't believe she'd been so nistaken about G eg. He'd said she was beautiful. And she
couldn't be fooled by snooth talk any nore, not after Kendric.

Then why? Wiy the |ie?

Access BlitzCul mination. So called because it brought all aspects of the case together. The
honogeni zed data packages unfolded within her glacial mnd, rotating the bedroomarid Katerina one
hundred and ei ghty degrees from her cogni zance. Her processor nodes narshalled it into precise
channel s once
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nore, a construct that incorporated hard facts, assunptions, suspicions.

She ran the logic matrix once nore, the fifth time today. It produced a single dianond-hard
conviction. No matter how many tines she ran it, how nuch sl ackness and wi shful thinking she
incorporated into the matrix channels, the answer was al ways the sane.

Liar. Traitor. Thief. Hearthbreaker

Cancel BlitzCulm nation. One thing it never told her was why G eg would do such a thing. She
didn't understand human nature well enough to guess. And now she'd probably never know.

Katerina had sunk into an innocent dream ess sleep. Julia pulled the frilly snowdrop-pattern duvet
up around her shoul ders.

Open Channel to NN Core. Load OtherEyes Limter #Five.

She felt her grandfather snuggle into her mind, welconming his touch. The | ast person on the whole
pl anet she still trusted. And what a sad comrent on her |life that was.

How are we doi ng? she asked

Greg hasn't noved for three hours now. | think Wshbech nust be their nesting ground. C ever that.
So close, yet so far away. |'mnot sure how they got across the Fens basin; too slow for a tilt-
fan, possibly a hovercraft.

I trusted him Gandpa. Really trusted him Everything he did and said was always right. He made
me believe in him | thought I was safe.

I know you did, Juliet. It nust hurt. |'m so sony.

it doesn't hurt. | don't feel anything. |'mnot human any nore.

Course you are, girl. Don't talk nonsense. You're seeing Adrian again this weekend, aren't you?

file:/lIF|/rah/Peter%20F.%20Hamilton/Hamilton,%20Peter%20F%20-%20Mindstar%20Rising.txt (145 of 189) [1/19/03 7:03:05 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Peter%20F.%20Hamilton/Hamilton,%20Peter%20F%20-%20Mindstar%20Rising.txt

What you do with himis pretty bloody human. And | approve. He's a nice boy.

If I"mstill around by the weekend.

Hey, that's no Evans talking. Wlholmis well protected, and |I'm hooked into all the security
sensors. Ain't nobody going to sneak up on you, girl

Suppose it's one of the staff, Wi shaw even?
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No, Juliet, not Mdrgan. He's been with me for fifteen years, alnpst since you were born

Stake your life onit, huh? She let the irony filter back to him

That's nmy girl. Keep shining through. But don't you worry, |I'meven watching Morgan. No strain on
my capacity.

Julia found herself |ooking down at the wood-panelled study, initially confused by the unusua
perspective, a fly on the ceiling. Wal shaw was sitting at the long table databasing with his
custom zed ternminal; the bald patch on his crown was |arger than she'd realized before. Then the
incomng squirt from Event Horizon's datanet bl ooned in her mnd. WAi shaw was reviewi ng the Cray
menories as they were being extracted by the security division progranmng team All the nenories
had been run through search and classification prograns as they cane out, analysed and i ndexed. He
was running through the categories, accessing every mention of Wl f and Event Horizon, double
checki ng.

He's been doing that for hours, her grandfather said. Hunting down that clue G eg was talking
about. Hardly the act of a turncoat, nowis it?

| suppose. It would be nice to believe in himat least, Julia thought. But this was her life she
was ganbling with now And the list of her mistakes when it came to dealing with people was a | ong
one.

Suddenly she was inundated with a rapid-notion tour of WIholmthrough the security sensors,
visual, infrared, magnetic, electromagnetic, UV laser-radar. MIlisecond slices of security
division hardliners patrolling the corridors; sentinels prowing the grounds; Tobias in his
stables; ows snapped in ~ md-flight, wings notionless; fleidmce twitching their tiny danp noses
in the night air; deserted tracts of |andscape, fields and woodl and. A kal ei doscope of bright-hued
| umi nous col ours, and conflicting geonetries.

See, Juliet? Al quiet on the western front.

Her heart began to beat faster. Wy is Wi shaw bothering with the Crays? W know Kendric has
plugged in with the PSP, that the card carriers organized the blitz.

You and | know, yes, Juliet. But | don't think Mrgan has

put it together yet.
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But it's obvious! she excl ai ned.

To you.

Ch, Grandpa! What if Greg hasn't worked it out, either? What if | was wong about hinP? He was so
tired, I nean totally run down. He's been through hell; and it was Kendric who had hi mbeaten up
Relax, girl. First thing |I thought of.

What t hen?

If he's innocent, why are the two of themin Wsbech? And why didn't Gabriel warn us about hin®
She's init with him

.

Sony, Juliet.

The depression envel oped her again, its return total. She could see the world sinmply now, black
and white, no right, no wong, there was just survival which mattered. Instinctive self-
preservation, prinmaeval, the only conplexity lay in nmethod. The acceptance decided her

When can you hit then? she asked.

Every hundred and eight nminutes, starting in seventy-two mnutes - mark

Do it. Her lips synchronized with her thoughts, but no

sound ener ged.

OK, Juliet. Wy don't you take a break? Katerina isn't going anywhere.

No, I'Il stay here; It wouldn't be right |eaving her, not now

I"lIl give you a status check nearer the tine.

'Love you, Grandee.'

Wpe OherEyes Limter#Five. Exit NN Core.

Julia sat down on the barrel-1ike Copenhagen chair beside the bed, hand automatically sliding down
the side of the cushion. Her fingers touched the hard plastic casing, reassuring her. She drew out
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t he weapon. An ash-grey cylinder thirty centinetres long and three wide, a thin grooved handl e at
one end, It resenbled a fat, long-barrelled pistol, weighing about one and a half kilos. The

di scharge end was solid, with a snmall circular indentation, gritted with m nute carbonized
granul es. ARMBCOR was printed along the side in black lettering.

She'd stolen it fromGeg after he'd brought Kats back to
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the finance division offices, slipping it off Wil shaw s desk and into her bag as soon as the
desol ating revelation of his betrayal had sunk in. She'd been horribly afraid of him what he

m ght do.

When she'd got back to W1 hol mshe'd accessed the manor library's menory core, |ooking up what
she'd got. A stunshot, capable of inmmobilizing an adult at forty-five nmetres. Four shots woul d
kill.

The power unit was charged to ninety-five per cent capacity, giving her alnmost two hundred shots.
She'd spent the norning famliarizing herself with it - safety catch, grip, aimng. Kept at it
until she was satisfied she could do it by touch alone. It tended to wobbl e unl ess she used both
hands. The library said there was no recoil.

And nobody knew she'd got it, not even Mdrgan Wl shaw. Her last line of defence. Its solidity and
wei ght injecting a primtive kind of confidence into a badly denoralized psyche. She wished it
woul d be Kendric himself who cane. There'd be no inhibition holding her back then. Sending al

ni nety-five per cent into his jerking, burning body.

But it would be sone teknerc hardliner, anonynous, a fast-noving shadow in the dark. Her one
advantage was that he'd have to cone to her; a slight advantage, but it might nake the difference
between |ife and death. The odds were inpossible for the nodes to conpute, too many vari abl es,
thank the Lord. That sort of foreknow edge was sonet hing she could do without.

Julia sat back in the Copenhagen chair, putting the Armscor on her lap, resting her chin on her
hands. Looking at Kats she realized she'd even been enptied of envy, her friend s beautiful face
meant nothing. In fact when Kats grew ol der she would' ve lost far nore. You can't | ose what you
haven't got.

CHAPTER THI RTY- FI VE

T

he water-fruit field stretched on for ever, a perfect exanple of perspective, parallel rows of
creany-white gl obes nmerging at some grey di stance. El eanor felt around underneath the next gl obe
and cut the thick rope root with her knife. Inky sap puffed out, lost in the reservoir's slow
current. She lifted the globe and steered it slowy into the neck of her net bag. There were

anot her twenty water-fruit inside. Alnost full. Turning back to the row.

A dol phin snout pushed her hand. The knife missed the root. She |ooked at her hand, puzzled. Tried
again. Two hard bunps on the back of her wist, alnost painful

Annoyance began to register in her sluggish thoughts. She held up her hand, pal m outwards, pushing
twi ce: back off.

It was Rusty. He didn't budge, guarding the water-fruit. Dark shapes slithered effortlessly

t hrough the water behind her, churning up a snall cloud of silt. Wen she turned she saw anot her
pai r of dol phins had got hold of the net bag, pulling it away.

Angry now, her steady rhythm had been broken. Hanging a netre off the reservoir bed, notionless,
trying to outstare a dol phin. How odd.

Now t he nonot ony of harvesting was broken she began to realize just howtired she was, nuscles
whi spering their protest into her cortex - arns, |egs, shoulders, back, all laced with fatigue

t oxi ns.

E~tactly how | ong had she been doing this? The soft green |light was fading fast overhead, |owering
visibility to less than fifty nmetres. A cold flash of realization pinched her nmind. She hadn't
quite fallen into the trap of blue lost, but her soul had migrated, fleeing the menories of guilt
and pain. Now they rushed back in to her enpty brain, unmtigated.

Greg calling, apologetic but firm ruled by duty. lIdiot, she'd answered; trying to disguise a
junbl e of secret worries and

-A
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heart-w enching concern with stiff resolution. He respected toughness. Both refusing to yield.
He'd prom sed, she'd told him prom sed solemly. But he'd shaken his head, saying it wasn't like
that. She'd cried herself to sleep, imagining terrible things happening on the di G rolanp yacht.
How silly it all seemed now. Wrds spoken, never meant.
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El eanor gave Rusty a subnissive thunbs up and headed for the surface, too weary to rush, a few
wiggles with her flippers every couple of metres keeping her ascent steady. Rusty orbited her

| aggardl y.

The hireboats had all returned to the fishing |l odge at Wiit-well, away down the other prong of the
reservoir. Even the w ndsurfers had packed up. The Berrybut estate's bonfire was sending fl anmes
shooting into the neutral sky, a spectre-light swarm of sparks |lingering above the rectangul ar
clearing in the still air.

Rusty insinuated hinself between her |egs, and she hugged his dorsal fin gratefully. The ride back
to the shore was nothing like the usual turbulent dash. A slow snooth glide. Now why coul dn't
peopl e be |ike dol phins - synpathetic, gentle, perennially happy. Magnificent creatures.

The sun had fallen behind a pearl crescent horizon piled high with lacy clouds when Rusty | et her
of f. She stroked his head and bent to kiss him Rusty woul d understand. He chittered wildly and
sank bel ow the surface, suddenly |leaping up again five nmetres away, twisting in midair and | anding
with an al mi ghty splash. She | aughed, first time all day.

The pebbles on the drying nud cut into her feet as she wal ked out of the water, her skin |like soft
crinkled putty after such a long immersion. It'd been nidday when she'd begun harvesting. Geg had
sworn he'd be back by early norning. Eleanor had waited until lunchtime for himto return, then
her tol erance had snapped, and she'd dived into the water, sulky and furious.

Duncan was fire warden this evening. He lived two chal ets down from nunber six. Eleanor stopped to
say hello, letting the bonfire's ruddy furnace heat dry her puckered skin, welcom
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ing the warnth perneating through her |inbs. Duncan gave her a couple of baked potatoes out of the
raw cl ay oven-tunnel which ran through the heart of the bonfire, eyeing her chest as the flanes
threw i quid orange ripples across the dull-sparkle nylon of her one-piece costune. She thanked
him straight-faced, and juggled the hot potatoes back to the chalet. Duncan was sweet. And his
covert school boy gl ances started her thinking about how she and Greg coul d spend the evening
meki ng up.

The Duo hadn't returned. El eanor al nost dropped the potatoes. G eg had been gone for thirty hours
now. No matter how big their row he woul dn't have done that wi thout telling her

She dunped the mirror lung and the potatoes on the porch, blipping the lock. Inside, and the snug
famliarity of the little lounge offered no confort at all. She activated the Event Horizon

term nal, |oading Geg s cybofax number

The del ay warned her, Connections never took nore than a second. After fifteen seconds the
flatscreen printed: THE

UNI T YOU HAVE CALLED IS CURRENTLY QUTSI DE EUROCCOM S | NTERFACE ZONE

Now t he dark worry she'd held back really began to mount.

She didn't even hesitate before | oading Gabriel's nunber.

THE UNIT YOU HAVE CALLED | S CURRENTLY QUTSI DE EUROCOM S | NTERFACE ZONE

The heartfiutter of panic didn't come fromfear, it was not knowi ng what to do next. Instinct
cried out to call the police. But snatching that Katerina girl was incredibly illegal. Eleanor
wondered if they'd got caught, flung into prison. She could hardly ask. Then she renmenbered
Gabriel had been with himall the time. Nothing could go wong with Gabriel there to provide
advance warning. A doddle, he'd said, a late, |ane attenpt to reassure her

Then why wasn't he back here, her cold mnd screaned silently. The | udicrous notion of himrunning
off with Gabriel intruded. D smssed instantly. She thought for a second, then raced for the

bedr oom and her cupboard. The Trinities would know - nmaybe where he was, certainly what to do
next .

The card Royan had given her was still in her bag. She
showed it to the term nal, praying. The flaiscreen renained
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bl ank, but she heard scuffling sounds fromthe speaker

'Yeah?' The voice was male, flat and uninterested.

"I want to speak to Teddy - Father.'

"No shit?'

" Now!

El eanor thought she'd blown it, there was only aching silence. Cursing her brittle nerves.

The screen cleared to show Teddy's face. 'Eleanor, right? Wiat's up, gal?

She let out a sob of relief.

Teddy's frown grew as she expl ai ned. She wondered if she was coming over like a hysterical jilted
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girl. He had to realize how inportant this was.

"Geg didn't | eave any nessage for you at all? Teddy asked when she finished. And he was taking
it seriously. Her con.fidence rose a fraction; she wasn't al one any nore.

" None. '

"That ain't right,' Teddy said. 'Geg would always cover hinself, standard procedure. And
Gabriel's cybofax is dead too?

'Yes; at least, English Tel ecom says both of themare outside the satellite footprint.

Teddy paused for a moment. 'OK, my people left "emgoing into the Event Horizon finance division
office. I can't believe the conmpany would waste 'em They knew they could trust Greg, and it ain't
that sort've deal anyway. 'Sides, they let nmy people get clear. Thing that bothers ne is Gabriel
She's like invincible, you know?' He started typing on his term nal keyboard, | ooking at sonething

off camera. Unintelligible voices stuttered in the background. 'COK, | want you to call that Mrgan
Wai shaw guy for me. You'll get shoved around by secretaries and the like, don't take no shit.

I nsist on speaking to him H monly. Ask himif he knows where Geg is. Then call me right back
you'll get straight through this time. |1'mgonna see what | can find out about Gabriel, if she
ever got back.

" How?"

Teddy's face nelted into a fast keen grin. 'I got friends everywhere.'
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"Ch.' She felt foolish asking.

" El eanor, you did good calling ne, gal. W'll get him back

for you.'

And he was gone before she could thank hint.

El eanor tugged on a silk bl ouse before she called Event Horizon, respectable fromthe waist up
twisting danp hair into a pony tail. Mrgan Wal shaw s nunber was in the termnal's nenory core.
The screen lit with a polite-looking young man in a neat

powder - bl ue busi ness suit.

El eanor swal |l owed. 'This is Mandel I|nvestigative Services,"

she said. 'I"'mreturning M Waishaw s call on a case we're covering for him'

He shrugged; friendly, she thought.

‘I"'msorry,' he said. 'W can't reach M Wi shaw at the

nmonent . '

"If you check you'll see our conpany is cleared for direct
access.'

"Hey, |'mnot giving you the run-around, not soneone as

pretty as you. M Waishaw really is out of touch.

"Isn't that unusual ?

"Very. There's some big glitch in our comunications net

right now, really shot it up. It's headl ess-chi cken chaos around here at the nonent.’

~l see.' But she wasn't sure she believed.

"Listen, if it's really urgent why don't | call you back as soon as the glitch has been debugged?

W' ve got Mandel Investigative Services nunber on file. Wwo shall | ask for?

' El eanor, El eanor Broady.

'Pl eased to neet you El eanor, |'m Bernard Mirton.

"That's very kind of you to offer, Bernard. Have you any idea howlong it'Il take to debug this
glitch?

‘"Nope, sorry.' He smiled ingratiatingly. She wondered if he'd have enough courage to ask her out
for a drink. Struck by how bizarre this all was, being chatted up by a randy assistant while God
knows what was happening to Greg. Sliding her mind back on nu the probl em

356

PETER F. HAM LTON

"This data package |'ve got for Walshaw is very inportant,' she said. '|I don't suppose you coul d
tell nme where he is, | could hand deliver it.'

"Er, sure, no ultra-hush about that. He's with Mss Evans at her home. But you won't be able to
get in. It's sealed up tight, sonething to do with the comunication glitch. They don't tell ne

anyt hi ng."'
' Thanks, Bernard.' She broke the connection before he could say anything el se.
There was a nunber for Wlholmin the termnal nenory, listed as private.

Shoul d' ve done this to start with, El eanor thought as the connection was placed. Geg always said
go straight to the top for real results.
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The terminal's flatscreen dissolved into a tricolour snowstorm red, green, and yell ow specks
ski ppi ng about. The speaker hissed with static.

El eanor stared at it unconprehendingly, then cleared the order, ready to try again

ERROR, flashed the flatscreen as she punched up the nenu.

An icy dread settled on her skin, like a fast autum-norning frost. Piercing clean into her heart.
This was something to do with Greg, she knew it was. Geg, Event Horizon, Julia, Gabriel, \Wishaw,
Katerina, all bound together in some devil's tangle. Thoroughly spooked, she punched up the nmenu
agai n.

ERRCR

ERRCR

ERRCR

The fl atscreen went dead, not even that absurd will-o0'-thew sp nebul a.

El eanor snatched up the Trinities card and ran out into the twilight. 'Duncan!' People turned to
| ook at her, pale ovals of surprise and concern. 'Duncan!’

He was abruptly standing in front of her, face rapt with a m xture of eagerness and trepidation
"Your terminal, | have to use your termnal!' she cried.

Duncan seened startled, her frantic urgency taking a nonent to sink in. 'R ght-oh, sure.'

El eanor wanted to grab himand shake himas he fidgeted
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through his cards, eventually finding the right one for his door with a shy apol ogetic grimace.
"Is it Geg? Is he all right?

"Yes. No. I'mnot sure, that's why | need the terninal.'

The door swung open. 'Here we go.' Duncan had an old

Emerson term nal, the keyboard worn, sone of the touch tabs conpletely blank. He tapped the power
st ud.

El eanor punched out the phone function with a pul se of anarchic energy, then showed her Trinities
card to the key. Duncan's face went white when he saw the bold fist and thorn cross enbl em eyes
widening. "I'Il er. . . be outside.’

Teddy's face appeared, |eaning forwards, squinting. 'Hell,

what's happened with you, gal ?

She told him barely coherent, words falling over each other

in her rush to expel them Made an effort to cal m down.

"Not good,' he scow ed. 'Gabriel never made it hone either

We wanna find out where they was headed, we gotta talk to Wal shaw or that Julia Evans gal.'
"Can't. The security nman said WI hol zn was seal ed up, that

| wouldn't be able to get in.'

"And they ain't taking no calls, neither,' Teddy said. 'Hostile to 'em even. Strange. Somnething
in there they don't want no one to see. Ask ne and it's sonething plugged into whatever the Christ
is going down. Gotta be. Lay you down good noney on that, gal. You know what?

" What ?

" Reckon we oughta take a | ook see.' There was a dense

gl eam of excitenent in his eyes, some of his tension draining away.

"Yes, but - how?

"Ain't nowhere God can't reach, not if he really wants to.

Can you get to WI hol mtonight?

"Yes.'

"OK, I'll round ne up a few troops, neet you outside the

mai n entrance in an hour. How s that grab you?

"Great.' And she was lunbered with the problem of

transport.

"Everything all right?" Duncan called as she ran down the

sl ope to the water.

"Fine.' Lying. Curious eyes tracking her flight.
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There were three rowing boats tied up at the Berrybut estate's little wharf, one of them was

G eg's. She unwound the painter fromits hoop and hopped in. The floating village was three

kil ometres away, an inpossible distance. Wiy oh why didn't the narine-adepts even have a cybof ax
bet ween then? |solation was fine, but not to that extrene.

El eanor began to row, lifting one of the oars out every ten or so strokes to slap the water three
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times.

The marine-adepts had a van, an ol d Bedford pick-up they used to take the water-fruit down to
Cakhant station. They'd help, and keep silent.

She hadn't gone a hundred netres when the dol phins surfaced around the boat, three of them
agitated, tuning in on her distress. Just in tinme. The surge of adrenalin that'd got her this far
was fading rapidly, arns already | eaden

El eanor chucked the bl ouse and dived right into the chilly black water, shockingly aware she'd
never been swi mm ng at night before.

The dol phins clustered round, snouts butting her gently. She brought her hands together, meking a
triangle then pressing her pal nms together: hone fast, Again

Loud chittering, then one of the sleek grey bodies rose under her. She hung on grimy and they
began to slice through the water, curving round Hanbl eton peni nsul a towards the

floating village.

CHAPTER THI RTY- SI X

old turkey was a bitch. It was convul sive shivering, with hot flushes, cold flushes, dryness
burning like vitriol in his gullet. Nothing nmade sense, |ight and

darkness alternating, noise and silence cartwheeling around each other. N ghtnmares and nirvana
trips entw ning, indistinguishable.

It was dark when his fever broke. Greg was sitting unconfortably on a hard floor, propped up
agai nst the wought iron railings of the tower's stair. H s hands had been pushed through the
railings, and cuffed on the other side. He could slide thema netre and a half up or down, his
entire range of possible novenent. H s bl adder ached, his nouth tasted as if it'd been rinsed in
copper soap. Sonewhere along the line his shirt had got |lost, that scratchy dinner jacket was
tickling his skin.

When he gl anced round he saw he was in the tower's first-floor storage room Biolumlight shone up
fromthe basement and down fromthe | ounge. Miurnured conversation drifted out of both holes. The
snel | of cooking was making his stomach grow .

Gabriel was sitting next to him her arns enbracing the

railings. She was asl eep, her nouth open

Greg nudged her with his toe. She shook hersel f awake,

blinking at him

"Christ, Geg. | was worried about you.'
' Yeah, Lord knows what was in that infusion Neville
Turner gave ne, bl oody sight nore than a rel axant, though. How conme we're still alive?

She grimaced and shifted closer. He | eant forwards as nuch

as his tethered arns et him They got their heads within a foot and tal ked in whi spers.

"They' re checking out what you told them' she said. 'From

what | can g~her, Armstrong has sone kind of [andline
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stretching over to Downham Market. He told his apparatchiks to |launch another hotrod attack
against Philip Evans's NN core. He reckoned that without nme there to warn Evans they'd have a good
chance of success this tinme.'

"Figures. What did | tell thenf

Her |ips depressed. 'Sorry, Greg. Just about everything. Armstrong was fascinated by how you found
Tent hnes. Made you give himRoyan's |life story. That really shook them the way the Trinities have

been killing off ex-People's Constables. They thought the Trinities were an ordi nary bunch of
street punks. Irritants beneath contenpt.'
"Shit. That'll start a bloody war, no nessing. The Black-shirts will be screaning for revenge.'

"If Arnmstrong tells them He probably doesn't want to draw public attention to PSP remants right
now. Besides, don't wite Teddy off so quickly. The Blackshirts would take a hell of a pounding if
they ever went into Mici dands Wod.

Depression welled up. Geg felt useless, and worse, he'd i~ betrayed his friends. A real twenty-
four-carat Judas. 'Did |

nmention El eanor?'

"Once or twice. But not in connection with anything inmportant. They never showed any interest in
her. She'll be all right, Geg.'

One confort. Bloody snmall, though

"Kendric was right pissed off with Julia,' Gabriel said. 'The way she manoeuvred himto clear
Katerina fromthe field so she could nab Adrian for herself. Arnstrong had a | augh at that,
Kendric out-thought by a randy teenager with a crush. That girl isn't stupid.'
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"l told themthat?' Geg was disgusted with hinself.

"Yes. They questioned you for over two hours. Don't blane yourself, Geg. Interrogations these
days are |ike punching out a data request in a nenory core, the answers pop out quick and cl ean
There's no way anyone can hold out. You should know that.'

"Sure. Thanks.' The only hope | eft now was Mrgan Wal shaw, and anything Ellis might've |eft
behind. 'Did | tell themthat Wal shaw and the Event Horizon security programers were sifting
through the files in Ellis's Crays?
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Gabriel screwed her face up. 'l think so, yes.'

"Did it kick anything | cose? | nean were they worried about

anyt hing he might find?

' Not especially.'

' Bugger.' He'd banked everything on Ellis weaking a silent posthunmous vengeance. A folly whose
magni t ude was now pai nfully obvious. Even if Ellis had been told exactly who he was working for
he woul dn't have known about this tower hideaway in Wsbech. Need-to-know was an el enentary
precaution, and Arnstrong certainly wouldn't have overl ooked anything to do with his persona
security. Hindsight nust surely be the nost useless function of the human brain, torturing
yoursel f over the unalterable past.

Gabriel shifted her knees. 'One itemwhich really got them

stirred up was the Merlin,' she said.

"What about it?

"Arnstrong and Kendric weren't the ones who neddl ed

withit.'

"Who di d?'

A smile ghosted her lips. 'That's what they wanted to know.

They asked you three tines if you were sure there had been a rogue shutdown instruction squirted
up to it.'

"I bet | was convincing.

"You were. Arnmstrong ordered his people to confirmit'd happened; apparently Event Horizon haven't
announced t he breakdown publicly yet. He said they nust nake an effort to find out who it was. The
enenry of ny eneny is ny friend, all that crap. Kendric seenmed to think it could be one of the
rival konbinates.'

"Kendric's probably right,' Geg said. 'So when does Arnstrong expect the answers to his
enquiries?'

"l guess tonorrow norning, there's nothing going on right

now. |If there are any queries they'll have another session with you. If not it'll be straight into
the nud."’

"No doubt with Toby hel ping me on ny way after his own

fashi on. Were is he now?

Gabriel inclined her head. 'Kendric's npob are canped out

in the basenment. Lord and Lady Muck thenselves are still Upstairs. Maybe Arnstrong's got a guest
suite.'
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"Yeah. That Kendric, I'd never have figured on himbeing plugged into Arnmstrong and the PSP.'’
"You think soneone like himis going to let a little question of ideology stand in his way when
he's been offered the kind of profits which giga-conductor licensing is going to rake in?

"No,' Greg said. '"But I'mwondering if Arnstrong m ght just have let hinself in for nore than he's
realized.'

"I n what way?'

"Tell you, this is all down to Kendric trying to snatch the gi ga-conductor patent from Juli a,
right? That's apart fromhis private psychosexual fixation on her, of course. First the nenpx
spoi l er, now feeding Arnstrong information in return for a partnership when Event Horizon is
national i zed. Lucifer's alliance, but which one is Add Nck? M/ noney's on Kendric.'

' Meani ng?' Gabriel asked.

"Once Kendric's got the patent in his hands as Event Horizon's chairman | wouldn't like to sel
Arnmstrong any life insurance. Even if his apparatchi ks do begin running things again - and | think
he's underrating the New Conservative inquisitors there - he can never return to public life. As
he's already dead in everyone's mnd there will be absolutely no coneback if Kendric has him
killed for real. Hell, the bugger of it is, Kendric would even be a hero for doing it.
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"You have a devious nasty nmind, Gregory. And | love you for it.
"I'f I'"'mso smart, then why are we here?
"I didn't say you were perfect.'

"That's the truth, and no nessing.'

Gabriel was silent for a minute, contenplative, then, 'I think I've worked out why our gl ands
aren't functioning.'

"The twi ns.'

" Ch, you know.'

"Process of elimnation. I"'mquite good at that when it's sonmething paltry. | inmagine their glands
produce sone kind of psi null-zone; | renenber sonething |ike that being nentioned a couple of

tinmes back at the Brigade - never really paid attention. Notice that one stayed with Arnstrong
whi | e
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we were snatched. No wonder the other M ndstar vets could never find himafter the Second
Restoration.'

"So they won't find us now?

‘"No. Morgan WAi shaw might put it together eventually.

But not by tonmorrow norning. And even then, there's nothing to lead himto W sbech.'

Gabriel rested her head on the nmetal railings, smling forlornly. "Pity. | was getting quite used
to having a human brain again. | could ve lived without the gland. Surprising really. | suppose |
associate it with childhood."

"Arncthair psychiatrist,' he teased.

"Geg.'’

It was going to be bad news, no espersense required. 'Yeah.'

She took a breath. 'Kendric asked you if we had identified his contact in Event Horizon.'

For a nmonent he thought the cold-turkey fever had cone

back to rattle his bruised brain, 'Ch Jesus,' he groaned. 'There was a nole.'

"Yes,' she said feebly. "W didn't do very good, did we

G eg?
"No. Shit! Who? W& checked everybody. Everybody, God
dam it!"’

"Wsh | knew. He nust've been the one who fingered us for

Kendric's snatch squad. Who knew we were going to the finance office?

He felt |ike banging his head against the railing, it certainly wouldn't do any danmage, there was
not hi ng i nsi de which bl oody worked. No nessing. 'Julia, Waishaw, that doctor who sorted Katerina
out, Victor Tyo.'

"Victor Tyo? He's a security programer, isn't he? Convenient. And he knew you were going to visit
Ellis. Somebody was bl oody quick off the mark there.'’

"It can't be Victor.' He dived down through a clutter of nenories, trying to bring back the day he
boarded the Al aba,na Spirit, interview ng a baby-faced man: eager at the opportunity, anxious at
the responsibility. 'Can't be,' he nuttered.

"Who then? Even you and | aren't infallible, not the whole

time. Take a | ook around if you don't believe ne.'
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"I interviewed Victor one on one. Tell you, |I mght niss peripheral tension, like he's forgotten
his girl's birthday card, but that kind of treachery | can spot straight away.'

'VWhat ever you say.'

He shifted his legs, trying to ease the stiff aching nuscles. 'Could we have m ssed soneone?

"“Unlikely.'
'"The security headquarters staff,' he said, ticking themoff in his mnd. 'Both research teans,
the manor staff; Christ, | even asked Julia and Wal shaw.’ He felt an icy spike of fright penetrate

his heart. 'Ch Jesus,' he whispered. 'Wal shaw.'

"Vl shaw?' She was openly scornful

"No,' he snapped. 'Course not. But Wi shaw didn't know Kendric had seduced Julia. Wy not?

"What do you nean? Why shoul d be know?'

' Because Julia has a bodyguard with her twenty-four hours a day, no matter where she goes outside
W Il holm Remenber, there was even one in the corridor outside Waishaw s office at the finance
centre? That hardline woman. God, what was her name? Rachel. She was at Wl holmtoo. A bodyguard
who reports directly to Wal shaw, who shoul d have tol d Wal shaw what happened on the Mrriam'
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Gabri el bowed her head. 'A bodyguard: top-rank security, close to every executive decision ever
made, knew Julia was going to the finance centre. But a bodyguard isn't part of the security
headquarters staff, nor on the nmanor's staff. Oh Greg, we are a pair of fuck ups, aren't we? She
was standing next to Julia the whole tine, and we never even bl cody saw her.'

'Yeah,' he said. Then gave a start. 'Yeah, the whole tine. That's strange.

"What is?'

"lI've only ever seen the one bodyguard: Rachel. Every tine |'ve visited Julia, it's been Rachel on
duty. Doesn't that strike you as odd? There's got to be nore than one.'

"Did you always | et them know you were coning in advance?

He nodded silently. The death-chill hadn't left his heart. 'Wwoever he is, he is still with Julia.
Toni ght. Now. A hard-
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liner taking orders from Kendric. And Arnstrong has already ordered an attack on Philip Evans's NN
core.'

Gabriel stared at himw th destitute eyes. 'Ch, Cod.'

He pulled at his cuffs, slowy increasing the strength until his wists were circles of hot pain.
Forearm nuscl es trenbled with the strain. Nothing gave, not the cuff l[ocks, not the iron stair
rail. Nothing. 'Shit.' He let go, graze marks livid on his skin. The futility hurt as nuch as the
failure.

"That's it, isn't it? Cabriel said quietly. 'End of the road.

Philip Evans wi ped, Julia snuffed by her own bodyguard, and you and | into the nud.’

He couldn't answer. H's own death he could handle, even Gabriel's. But Julia. Her whole life had
been devoid of any normality, ruined by noney, by grudges and power struggles that had been going
on before she was born. Wen he closed his eyes he could see a young oval face with the nost
trusting expression he'd ever known. Soft eyes regarded himwith a belief that bordered on

devoti on.

He shoul d have fought the drug, should have sacrificed

Gabriel's bones. Anything to give Julia a chance at I|ife.

‘W had sone good tines, didn't we, Geg? Gabriel said
vacantly. 'Even in this screwed-up world.'

'Yeah. Good tinmes.' They hadn't outweighed the bad,

t hough. Not even cl ose.

Gabriel's eyes drooped.

Geg leant his shoulder on the railings, as near to confortable as he'd ever get. Miscles were
cranmpi ng at the back of his neck. He knew he really ought to have been | ooking for a way out.

Gaol er's keys dangling on a nail, within reach of an inprovised hook on the end of his belt. The
iron stair railing which was | oose. That carel essly discarded | oop of nonolattice filanent in
anongst the food crates which he could use to saw through the iron with. Keep dream ng, he told
hi nsel f.

He did. Waking dreans. Mostly of El eanor. Now those

were good tines. They nust've been, they hurt.

CHAPTER THI RTY- SEVEN

K

ATS was dreaning. Julia watched her eyelids fluttering, shoulders restless below the duvet, the
occasi onal sighs, half-formed words.

It would probably be Kendric who filled her thoughts. She doubted the amesia infusion could reach
down into the subconscious to root himout. And that was exactly the kind of arcane universe where
Kendric would lurk, his home ground.

To this day his phantomstill stole into Julia's sleep-loosened nmnd, a dark oneiromancer calling
her back to the velvet shadows of Mrriams cabin, soft silk sheets, hot hard flesh. That handsone
face poised inches above her, smling as she nopaned in erotic delirium Not even the freshness of
Adrian coul d bani sh the quandam ecstasy. First |oves never die. They just. . . haunt.

She gave Kats a dry smle. Maybe she should go through the detoxification with her, get rid of
Kendric that way. Concerned professional doctors prising himout of her mnd. Nothing el se seened
to work.

O her Eyes Energency Access Request.

Open Channel to NN Core. Load Ot herEyes Limter#

Five. It was a reflexive acknow edgenent, her nerves were ~ stretched taut, ready to junp at
fignents. She sat bolt upright

in the chair, grabbing the Arnscor.
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Juliet. Christ, virus virus, they've Tro/aned a virus into ne!

W 1 hol M s banshee kl axon went off outside.

"Grandpa!' she yell ed.

Losing my capacity. Sone kind of interface scranbler. Bugger, security sensor access went down.
The NN core's internal channels are crashing, Juliet. Childhood gone. It's accelerating. 1've
failed you, girl. My nenory patterns are being di sconnected. Managenent routines gone.

'No, Grandpa,' she sobbed. 'You couldn't fail ne. Not

you.
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You're all that's left, girl. Datanet's cut. Unlock ne in a century. Trust Waishaw, Juliet. Trust
him M girl. Love you. Take care, Kendric will come for you. Integrity stasis, beat it at its own
ganme. Shutting down. Linbo.

And he was gone. But there was something else intruding in her mind, a snooth, grotesque presence
oozing in to corrupt her thoughts. Julia janmed her knuckles in her wide, silently scream ng
nmout h. The horror pulled at her nenories, prising themout of their neat processor-assigned

stacks. She could see themtunbling away from her; stained-glass rosettes, each one a billion-
picture nosaic, Her life encapsulated, ruptured, pouring away into sonme infinite insatiable sink
poi nt .

Data Error.

She felt herself falling to the floor, howing in psychosomati c agony, Arnmscor dropping from
deadened fingers. Vision lost in the blinding sparkle of vivid nenories flashing by, people,
bui | di ngs, school ganes, countryside, mathenmatical fornulae, |ists of words.

Menmory Node One | ndex Error

Her mind was contracting, conscious thoughts slow ng as they passed through the processor nodes.
The presence was everywhere, tainting the entire contents of her cerebrum and nenory nodes,

evi scerating her own personality and replacing it with its own inplacable insentient |ogic.

She began to claw wildly at herhead.

Menory Node Two Interface Error

The virus, it was in her nodes, Trojaned into her through O herEyes. She should've realized
instantly. Her intellect was crunbling, the su~, porting experience-based reasoning nmentality
denuded of references, blocking her ability to think. Only a vestigial essence of bl oody-m nded
stubbor nness renmi ned, that fundamental aspect of human ego which the virus was unable to subsune.
Menory Node Three Interface Error

Fi ght back, Julia pleaded with herself. Stop it spreading.

Processor Node Two Fornmat Loss.

Di sengage Menory Node One, she ordered. The conmmand was terribly slow to fornmnul ate.

Her subconsci ous rose onminously to fill the vacuous gulf
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left in the virus's wake. Wunded pictures of a world peopled by caricatures of those who wal ked
t hrough her natural universe. It was the alternate she lived in fear of, nightmares fully
expressed. Black idolatry, so hard and bright her remaining rationality nearly disintegrated under
its inpact.

D sengage Menory Node Two.

Fl oating wi thout weight, seeing herself and Kendric coupling |like frenzied ranpant beasts. Loving
it, hating it. Grandpa watching them frail, poised ready to die, tears strean ng down his cheeks
Di sengage Menory Node Three.

Pri mate Marcus of fering her benediction inside a suffocating bubble of rock. Herself supplicant,
putting Event Horizon on the burnished silver collection platter for him Dropping it, seeing it
shatter into splinters of pure data, profit and loss. Al inportant. G andpa shook his head in

di smay and di ed.

Shut Down Processor Nodes One and Two.

The exorcism Julia felt the virus withdraw, retreating into the nodes. Then the synaptic
interfaces sealed, cutting her free, trapping it in isolation

There was no physical pain, only loss, all that wondrous know edge she'd taken for granted had
been snat ched beyond reach. Her own thoughts and nenories, once so ordered, now a tangl ed seething
wr eckage.

A sound in her gullet. Struggling to place it. Ah yes. Weping,

Julia rolled on to her back, drawing breath in shall ow gasps. Her dress was cold and danp from
sweat .
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Vacant watery eyes set in the centre of'a golden cloud of hair blinked at her. 'Julie?

Julia rummaged round for the nane. So difficult, surely human brains weren't this inefficient.
"H, Kats,' she said weakly.

‘I want to go for a pee.

Laughter and tears got dreadfully muddl ed in her throat.

"It's not funny,' Katerina said in a wounded tone. 'I'm bursting."'

"Sure thing, Kats. Sorry.' Julia was rather surprised to find
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her |inbs doing what she told them She managed to clanber to her feet, using the bed for support.
The Arnscor was lying on the carpet. The sight of it jolted her slowy coal escing thoughts. The
kl axon was silent now. She was sure she'd heard it going off. Tried to consult her event tiner
wi t hout thinking, a null request. But it could only have been seconds ago.

Sonebody had penetrated W1 hol m s defensive cordon. A

two- pronged attack, then. Her and Grandpa, and they'd nearly got very | ucky.

The door handle rattled. '"Julia? Julia, you in there?

Kendric. Kendric will cone for you.

' Morgan?' she called

"It's Steven; open up, Julia.' There was a thunmp followed by a nuffled curse.

'CGet Morgan,' she told him Trust Wi shaw, Juliet. Trust

"Julia, open up.' A louder thunp, a shoulder hitting the

door. She could see it quiver in the frane.

' Morgan, get Morgan here.'

A third blow. She heard the sound of wood splitting.

"Morgan!' Julia grabbed hold of Kats and yanked her off the bed in one almghty burst of strength.
Kats squeal ed and fl oundered about in the duvet.

'Stay down,' Julia commanded,

She crouched next to Kats, bringing the Arnscor up in a

smooth arc, thunb ificking off the safety catch. Inmensely glad she'd taken the time to learn the
weapon.

The door crashed open, frane splintering.

' Morgan!' she screaned.

Pi nk-white light fromthe corridor shone into the dimMy Iit bedroom A lone figure was sil houetted
in the open doorway, Uzi hand | aser held ready, stunbling forwards. Definitely nale.

Kendri c.

The maw of the Uzi swung down towards them a malignant

smle behind it.

Julia jerked her forefinger back on the trigger, holding it

down. Bullet-sized pulses of intense blue |ightning streaned
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out of the Armacor, so close together they were alnost a continuous flare. They hit the wall
around t he door, splashing open with a | oud crack. Wl lpaper ignited in tight balls of garish
orange flame. The bedroomwas alive with strobing light, huge distorted shadows | eapt up across
the walls and ceiling.

"Shit!' yelled the silhouette. He was diving to one side, not quite making it.

One of the Armscor's pul ses caught his leg as he was still going down. Beautiful. There was an
agoni zed grunt, swiftly choked off. H s whole body convul sed, hit by an invisible fist, buffeting
hi m back into the corridor

Got you, you bastard!

A bright ruby | aser beam stabbed out from sonmewhere down the corridor, striking himon the side of
his neck. H's body jerked again, keeling over. The laser fired a second tinme. Blue-white flame
flared out of his chest.

Julia sent another barrage of blazing pul ses out through the flane-w eathed door. Her retinas were
scarred with I ong purple after-inmages.

"Julia, for Christ's sake!

Julia could barely hear the voice above Kats' soprano wailing, but sonewhere in her whirling mnd
t he sound connected, that sanme voice was | odged in tenuous menories. She let go of the trigger
peering along the barrel, bew | dered.

' Rachel ?'
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"Yes, for Christ's sake! Now, will you put the fucking gun down. Please!’

"Where's Morgan!' she cried.

"He's coming, Julia. | promse.'

"I . . ." Julia stared at the Arnscor as her wists drooped, letting it fall on to the bed. And
all she could do after that was watch, because anything el se was just too nuch. Her fate was al
down to Rachel now. Could everybody in the world be agai nst her?

Rachel appeared in the doorway, her face furious as she stood over the prone snoul dering body, Uzi
hand- | aser held in a professional double-handed grip, pointing straight down.
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She punped two nore slices of red energy into his head.

Their eyes net. It seenmed as though tinme was stretching

out. Then Rachel gave a little sigh of relief. "It's all over now' After that, events becane kind
of rempte, out of focus. A

the biolunms were activated as the bedroomfilled with people. Excited babbling shouts echoed
around her. Soneone used a fire extinguisher on the burning wall, filling the air with chenicals
and soot. Three people held on to poor old Kats, who was having blue-fit hysterics. Mrgan Wal shaw
arrived at a dead run, face ashen.

Julia put out her arns to the security chief, as she used to do for her nother years past
renenbering; too weak to rise fromthe bed. He sat beside her as Dr Taylor discharged an infuser
tube into Kats' neck, his own arms going round her, squeezing tight, rocking her gently. Cheeks
pressed together, his stubble. He held her for a long time, until everything in her mnd quietened
down, and the world didn't hurt any nore.

Trust. And it worked, for the very first tinme.

The shower was revitalizing, washing away the snell of sweat and fear. Julia felt herself cone
alive again under the sharp spray, hot |ine-soaped water thrunmi ng agai nst her shoul ders and back
It was a physical punctuation mark, she deci ded, separating out the past and future. She turned
off the soap and let the suddenly icy water rinse her down.

The two woul d be different, she thought deterninedly, as

she stepped out on to the bathroomi s rich shag carpet.

Rachel was standing right outside the shower cubicle, stil

hol di ng her Uzi, jaw set. She hadn't been nore than two netres away from Julia since she killed
St even.

A real live avengi ng angel

After Julia towelled herself down, she chose a plain black cotton vest dress from her wardrobe; it
seenmed apt sonmehow, right for a born-again human, one with faith in herself, her pure self,
unaugnent ed.

A big man called Ben was waiting for her in the bedroom

when she canme out of the bathroom ruthlessly conbing knots
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fromher still-danp hair. She gave hima tight snmle and he responded with a brief nod. Polite and

respectful, perfect for a personal bodyguard. But then with Mdrgan choosing them they all were.
"How are you feeling? Rachel asked.

"Still a bit dazed. It's fading though. Remenbering things isn't so difficult now' Julia slipped
a couple of big butterfly clips into her hair. 'Let's go.'

Her bedroom door was splintered around the lock. Al Wtholms |ocks had been glitched by the
virus. She nearly got the shakes agai n when she t hought about that. If they hadn't been glitched,
Steven woul d have just wal ked straight in. Luck, or chance. Fate.

Rachel wal ked besi de her, Ben taking up position a couple of paces behind. At |east she didn't
have to be shown the way to the study, that was too ingrained. But she sinply couldn't match a
nane to the face of one of the manor's anxi ous-I|ooking donestic staff as they wal ked past. It was
definitely a nenber of staff, though. That was sonet hing.

' Thank you, Rachel,' she said, suddenly shy.

"What for? You did all the work. Even after all you'd been through you held it together just
perfect. Mst of us woul d've gone conpletely to pieces. By rights you ought to sack the I ot of us.
Sone bodyguard | turned out to be.'

"No. Steven wasn't your fault. How could we have known?

"It's my job to be suspicious. Al that sudden calling in sick every tinme your psychic friend
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Mandel turned up. | should have known.'

Julia frowned. That couldn't be right. Geg and Steven were both working for Kendric. Wren't
they? She requested a logic matrix. 'Oh,' she sighed in disappointnent. The | oss of the nodes was
going to take some getting used to.

"I don't want you to worry any nore,' Rachel said. 'No greasy little hardline tekmerc is going to
get near you. Not with us here.'

Julia could see Rachel was bottling up a core of hearty excitenent, alnpst as if she relished the
prospect of a teknerc
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attack. It sent little roots of doubt into Julia's nood, because it nade her seem i ke nothing
nmore than an excuse for the two sides to let fly at one another, they enjoyed it.

"Isn't that right, Ben?' Rachel called over her shoul der

'CGod's honest truth, Mss Evans.'

Julia turned at the unexpectedly mnellow voice, giving an enbarrassed little grin. 'That's just
Julia, please.

He nodded warnly.

Rachel tipped her a wink as she pushed the study door open. The | ock had di sappeared, |eaving a
rough semcircle of charred wood. Mrgan had been in a hur,y.

She wal ked in feeling better than she had any right to.

Rachel had never spoken to her like that before. Friendly. Wo'd have thought it?

There were about ten people in the study, four of themsitting at the paper-littered table. She
could nane seven, five in security, two nanor staff. The buzz of conversation faded out, all heads
turning to l ook at her. She saw concern and relief register in their faces. They cared about her.
Morgan rose fromhis seat and she went to his side.

'K now?' he asked tenderly.

"Yah. Thank you.' She cleared her throat. 'I'd like to thank all of you, actually. I'mreally very
grateful for your support.' She sat quicidy, not neeting eyes. The chair was the one next to
Morgan's, she'd always sat at the head of the table before, or opposite him No nore. She sensed
Rachel take up position behind her. 'Wat happened?

'Ha, you tell nme," Morgan said.

' andpa said soneone had managed to squirt a Trojan into him' Julia glanced up at the rustle of
sounds, smiling faintly at the curious glances thrown at her. Her finger lined up on the NN core,
ul tra- hush bel onged in the past too. These were her people, they had a right to know. "His
menories are in there, translocated before he died. Still are fromwhat | can gather. He shut
hinsel f down to stop the virus spreading. Once we wite an antithesis programwe can unlock him'
She stopped, pleased with herself, gear term nology had all been node-referenced.
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"The NN core's still drawing power,' Mrgan said. 'Small but constant.’
"Great. What do we do in the nean tinme?

"Stay put, I'mafraid. W don't have a | ot of choice.'

"What do you nean?

"Piers will tell you.'

Julia knew that name. Piers Ryder, one of the security division staff, technical

He was sitting on the other side of the table fromher, none too happy at being the centre of
attention, reflected in a slightly strained voice. 'One of the assault nmethods we antici pated was
an attenpt to knock out the defence gear around the manor with a virus programas a prelude to
hardl i ner physical penetration. Consequently, the gear is all designed to revert to a fully

aut ononous node if such a virus is detected in the security datanet. And that's exactly what has
happened. For all its power this virus is easily detectable, in fact you can't fail to notice it.
From what |'ve managed to ascertain it only attacks databus nanagenent progranms, the 'ware
processors thensel ves are |l eft unscathed. Basically it's a spoiler virus, it can't do any actua
damage. '

"Real | y?'
Piers Ryder shifted at the irony in her draw, dislodging sone of the sheets of hard copy he'd
covered in thin wavery handwiting. '|I mean, not |ong-term damage.'

"So it was ained at the security gear rather than Grandpa's NN core?' Julia asked.

"That's what | think. There would be no point in directing it at a bioware core; as you' ve seen
the prograns stored inside won't actually suffer any damage. The hotrod who squirted it in nust
have known that.'
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"Which inplies that we're going to have visitors sonetine soon,' Mrgan Wai shaw said

"Then why are we still here?" she asked. 'The finance division offices are just as secure. And
they won't know I'mthere if we nove fast.'

Ryder took an awkward breath. 'Mss Evans, WIholms defences will shoot anything |larger than a
rabbit which noves inside the grounds, apart fromthe sentinels.'
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"I ncluding us?" Julia asked incredul ously.

"If anyone were to step outside, then yes.'

"We're perfectly safe,’ Mrgan Wai shaw said. 'Just can't get out, that's all."’

ALY

"And no one can get in. The attack has failed, Julia.'

" You hope."
"W're patrolling the manor on the inside. |I've got |ookouts wth photon anps scanni ng the
gardens. |If anyone does get past the sentinels and the defence gear they' Il be sitting ducks for

our hand-|asers."

"Ch.' Juliatried to spot a flaw in his reasoning, and coul dn't,

to her immense relief. 'Guess we're going to be all right, then.'

"CGood girl. We'Il just sit it out in here for the rest of the

ni ght.'

Julia realized that there was somet hing Ryder hadn't said.

"How | ong before your teamfinishes the antithesis progran?’ she asked him

"There's only nme here,' Piers Ryder replied. 'I can't do

anyt hing by nyself, you need a lightware cruncher to wite an antithesis.

'Haven't they even given you an estimate?

"W can't talk to anyone outside, Julia,' Mborgan said.

"Wy not ?'

"The virus has contam nated all the communi cati ons consol es. Your grandfather's NN core was
pl ugged into every landline, ours and English Tel ecoms.'

"Vell, what about the satellite uplinks?

'Same problem' said Piers Ryder. 'Even the dish servos

are glitched.

'So use a cybofax.'

Pi ers Ryder | ooked crestfallen, he glanced at Mdrrgan Wal shaw for support. The security chief
responded with an enpty wave.

"One of the security systems protecting the manor is an all-spectrum el ectromagneti c pamer,' said
Pi ers Ryder. 'W thought a teknerc penetration squad woul d have to be equi pped with sone kind of
mlitary-grade comunication gear to co-ordinate their assault. A conmercial cybofax coul dn't
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possi bly break through the jaming blanket. I'"msorry."'

Julia felt a pang of synpathy for Ryder. 'Don't apologize, | had no idea | was so well protected.
"The security office in Peterborough will know exactly what's happened,' Mborgan said snoothly.
"They'll be working on it now.'

"All they need is the antithesis,' Ryder said earnestly. 'Once they've cracked it, they'Il load it

into the conpany datanet and send it into our communi cati ons consol es through the optical cables,
it'll flush the virus in seconds."'

"Right then.' Julia gave themall a bright smle.

Morgan sensed her agitation had ebbed, and relaxed into his chair. He'd already drawn up schedul es
for the patrols on the back of hard copy sheets. Even his terminal's dot-matrix printer was
glitched.

The security people began marshalling Wl holm s donestic staff into a bedroom near the study.
Morgan said he didn't want anyone but the patrols noving through the nanor. Julia stayed in the
study, where there would always be at |east four security hardliners in the roomw th her

Tea arrived in an ornate silver pot and she went round silently, pouring for everyone. Nbrgan
smiled fondly as she offered himthe biscuits. G nger nuts, his favourite. Now, she renmenbered
that. Funny what had stuck.

CHAPTER THI RTY- EI GHT

T

he mari ne-adepts' Bedford van stank of stale water-fruit and pigshit; its thirty-year-old
conmbusti on engi ne wheezed asthmatically fromthe nethane it was burning, a fuel it'd never been
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designed to run on. Eleanor neither noticed nor cared about its failings, the van noved, and that
was all that mattered right now.

Ni col e drove, hunched forward over the steering-wheel, staring nyopically down the weak beans its
headl i ghts threw al ong the narrow uneven road. There weren't any doors; w nd whi pped through the
cab, frosting El eanor's | egs.

" Shoul d be al ong here sonewhere,' the narine-adept

woman sai d.

"Greg said it looks just like a farmroad.'

"Right." Nicole | eaned even further forwards, nose al npbst

touching the cracked wi ndscreen. 'Wat the hell's this?

As they turned a corner Eleanor saw about fifteen cars and four nethane-fuelled Transit vans
parked al ong both sides of the road, all of themhad flashing lights on top, blue and orange in
equal numnbers. 'Police? The ever-present fear increased its hold.

"Some of them'

Ni col e sl owed. A uniformed bobby was standing in the mddle of the road, flagging them down. The
headl i ghts of the parked vehicles had been | eft on, casting pale beans of |ight along the tal
hedgerows, turning the | eaves grey. There were a |lot of people nilling about on the road, |ess
than hal f were wearing police unifornms, the rest had green nylon w ndcheater jackets with Event
Horizon's | ogo across the back

The bobby | ooked into the cab and sniled. 'Evening | adies,

won't keep you a nonment. There's a C9 division van backing off the road up ahead.'

"I have to get to WI hol mmanor,' Eleanor said. 'I've got

an appoi ntnent with Julia Evans.'
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The bobby | ooked her slowy up and down, Eleanor had thrown a thick lunberjack shirt over her
swinsuit, and there were some borrowed trainers on her feet. His eyes tracked her | ong bare |egs.
"Ch yes, ma' anf?’

Ni cole didn't turn her head, gripping the wheel tighter

"Please, | really do.'

" Nane?'

' El eanor Broady.'

The bobby pulled out a slimcybofax and typed quickly. Eleanor's heart sank

"I don't think you do, Mss Broady,' he said.

"Well, its really Mrgan Wal shaw |' m booked to see.'

He began to wal k away. 'Drive straight through when the road's clear."'

"Arsehole,’ N cole muttered.

"What is going on here? Eleanor could see the big van ahead, creeping into a gap between two
power ful Vauxhal I groundcruisers with the Event Horizon logo on their sides, there were arned nmen
i nsi de.

'Lotta heavy shit goi ng down.'

They both junped at the voice. There was a young nman standi ng on the running board next to Nicole,
dressed in a black junpsuit with a rubbery collar which came up to his chin.

Fam | i ar face, unpleasant nenory. 'Des, isn't it? El eanor asked.

Des grinned wolfishly. 'Kinda nenorable, right? Listen, Father's hung out a hundred metres past
the last of the pigs. See ya there.' He junped off.

Ni col e grunted and shoved the Bedford into gear and they grow ed slowy between the |ines of
stationary vehicles. Eleanor saw what nust've been Wthoinm s entrance, a cattle grid which opened
into the fields of sugar cane. It was illunminated frombel ow by a harsh orange |ight, as though
sonet hi ng was burning beneath it. Several people were standing watching it, none venturing
particularly close.

It was Suzi they saw first, standing in the nmddle of the road, bands planted firmy on her hips.
She was wearing the
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same kind of junpsuit as Des, a photon anp across her eyes, and a maroon beret on her head. She
waved them on to the grass verge.

Ni col e pulled over and switched off the engine and lights. Eleanor |ooked round to see Suz

mar chi ng determ nedly down the road towards the ant's nest commotion outside the manor's entrance.
Teddy swarned into the cab, sitting beside Eleanor. "Lo

there, Nicole, thanks for bringing her.'
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"No problem Good seeing you again Ted.'

El eanor hadn't known they knew each other. The military

mat es thi ng again.

"OK, we've got problens,' Teddy said. 'Royan can't access Wlholmto see what the hell's going
down; the manor's 'ware has been burned by a virus. Event Horizon and English Tel ecom have both
physical ly unplugged it fromtheir networks, it was doing too nuch danage hooked in. Half of
Pet er bor ough' s tel ephones have al ready been glitched by the fallout.' H's thunb jerked back
towards the entrance. 'That's why the cavalry's here.'

' Soneone's attacked the manor's 'ware agai n?' El eanor

asked.

"Yeah, third tinme. Persistent buggers.

"Wiy are the police waiting out here?" she asked. 'Wy

haven't they gone in?

"Can't,' said Teddy. 'All the manor's defence gear is running |loose. They' ve got to deactivate it
first, which ain't gonna happen before norning, sone of that stuff is seriously hazard-otis. And
when they do get in the likes of you and | aren't gonna be first on the guest list.'

"But we've got to find out about Greg, it's been hours!'

El eanor felt Nicole's restraining hand on her shoul der, synpathetic, alleviating sone of the
angui sh.

"I know, gal. Looks like we're gonna have to go in ourselves

if we want sone answers.

"Hey, Father.' Suzi calling with soft urgency. Teddy and El eanor clinbed out of the cab

Suzi had a man in tow, oriental |ooking with a young face,
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wearing one of the Event Horizon jackets. 'Man here is Victor Tyo,' Suzi said. 'Met himlast
night, one of Julia's security people. Captain no less.'

"I know you,' Eleanor said quickly. 'You went up to Zanthus with Geg.'

Victor Tyo seened puzzled. 'That's right, although can't say |I renenber you. I'msure | would do.
"Greg's ny man,' she said sinply.

"And we'd like to know what's happened to him' Suzi said.

' Happened?"

'Yeah,' said Teddy. 'He never got back hone after snatching that phyltre junkie fromthe d

G rolam yacht. Eleanor here is | oaded up with grief about that. You know anything about it?

Victor glanced round at the circle of faces. 'l don't understand. Greg left the finance division
of fices right ahead of M ss Evans's convoy.'
"When?'

" About hal f-past four this norning.'

"You saw him | eave?

"Yes, he had M ss Thonpson with himin the Duo. He said he'd be back later to hel p anal yse sone
hol omenories we'd acquired.'

"The Crays fromEllis?" Teddy asked.

" How di d you know?'

" Al ways cover yourself, Victor. Someone you trust. And don't sweat yourself, man, | ain't
interested in no cori,orate politics. So Geg never showed today at all, right?

"Not at the finance offices, no. But the programm ng assigned to crack the Crays squirted all the
data they niill~d out up here to the manor. | thought he must be here.’

"Don't get it,' said Suzi. 'Nothing could happen to ireg,~~'" not with that Lady Gee in tow. She's
i n-fucking-credible, Iikc~ nothing happens wi thout her seeing it first. Nothing!'

"Then why did this virus get into the manor's gear?' Eleanor said. They all |ooked at her, faces

gusted by random beans of blue and orange light fromthe vehicles in the distance. 'Gabri el
predi cted the second hotrod attack agai nst Wl holm why not the third?
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"Shit,' from Suzi.

"OK, so strike Gabriel,' said Teddy. 'She and G eg have been zapped-' he flinched, glanced at

El eanor, started again. 'least, we don't know what's happened to 'em sane tine WI hol mgets
burned again. You like naybe see a connection there, Victor?
The Security Captain nodded earnestly. '"I'll nake absolutely sure that you get to the nanor right

after we debug the defence gear.'
Teddy snorted. Eleanor was struck by just how menacing
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he'd become; nothing like the directionless thuggi shness of

Des, he focused his energy and anger with deadly precision.

And she was very glad she wasn't on the receiving end of it.

Victor Tyo was wilting under his stare, unable to | ook away.

"You're not reading ne right, nan,' Teddy said softly. 'The

answers are in that fancy nansion your |lady boss lives in, and we want them Toni ght. Now. '

Victor spread his arns helplessly. "We're calling in all our security programrers, but it's the
m ddl e of the night. They'll produce an antithesis, but it's going to take tine. There is nothing
I can do that'U get us in there any sooner.'

"Wong, man. We're going in now, and you're comng with

us.,

"VWhat ?'

"Think about it. Security hardliners inside see us comning

at themit's gonna be target-practice tine. W need you out in front to show themwe ain't
hostile.'

"You're insane,' Victor Tyo said. 'Do you have any idea

what kind of hardware is guarding that nanor?

Teddy grinned and beckoned.

There were five electric Honda bi kes behind the hedgerow.

Des was waiting with them along with Roddy and anot her

Trinity called Jules. Al of themwearing the same bl ack

Junpsuit. El eanor began to think it nust be nore than just a

Uni form

Teddy flipped open a cybofax, showing it to Victor Tyo. See this? List of WIlholnms defence gear.
We know what they're | oaded with, where it is, line of fire. Got our approach all figured out. W
can handl e the automatics, all we need now
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is sone way of convincing the security hardliners not to shoot after we've broken through. That's
you, man.'

Victor Tyo took the cybofax, holding it gently as he read down the screen, disnay growi ng on his
face. 'Where in Christ's nanme did you get this fron? Every byte here is ultra-hush.'

"Snatched right out of your security division cores,' Teddy said. 'Now you believe we're serious?
Royan, El eanor knew. The thought that he was behind them an intangible general, bolstered her in
a way she couldn't define. She actually began to believe there m ght be hope after all.

The Hondas took them across country, heading for the back of the Wlholmestate in a long, flat
curve to avoid the police patrols checking the perineter. Eleanor rode pillion behind Suzi
clinging tenaciously to the wiry Trinities girl, sugar cane beating at her |legs and arnms. She
could see the front wheel -fork's chrone suspension springs hamering up and down as the bike
bounced over the conpacted furrows of sandy red soil. They were travelling in single file, with
Teddy | eadi ng; Nicole was his passenger

There'd never been any question over the mari ne-adept wonan joining the break-in team which irked
El eanor, because Teddy hadn't wanted to take her al ong.

"No offence, gal,' he'd said calmy. '"But you ain't used to this kind of heat.'

'So how many times have you broken into a place like this?" she'd retorted.

"That ain't the point. My troops, they got the discipline, know weapons.'

"l used shot-guns and rifles at my kibbutz. And I1'Il just follow you after you go in.
"Shit, OK gal, but Geg'!! have ny arse if he ever finds out. Quess there's nore to you than -
wel |, you check out neat.

More than tits 'n' ass, Eleanor had filled in silently. But Teddy had stopped objecting after
that. Some part of her

wi shed he hadn't.
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It was Suzi who'd given Eleanor one of the junpsuits to put on. 'It's an energy dissipater,' she'd
explained intently. "It can hold out against a hand-laser for a good twelve seconds. But with

those Bofors masers they' ve got up at the nmanor, you've got maybe three, four seconds to skip out
of the beam before burn through."’
Along with Victor and Nicole, Eleanor had stripped off before pulling the heavy garment on, its
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slippery, spongy lining clinging to her skin. Wen it had adjusted to her figure there was
virtually no restriction of novement. A tight cap held her hair down, and a hood with an integral
photon anmp cane over her face, sealing to the collar.

Once it was on she becane appreciably col der, the thernal

shunt fibres siphoning out her body heat.

"I't's no use against bullets,' Suzy went on. 'Then you can't

have everything. 'Sides, Wlholin only has beam weapons. So Son says. Better be fucking right.'
The worl d as seen through the photon anp was a place of ghostly shadows, shaded bl ue and grey.

El eanor was gradually growing used to it; depth perception was a little nisleading, but as |long as
she remenbered that, there'd be no trouble. Suzi had shown her how to up the nmagnification, bleed
in infrared. There was a throat-m ke activated graphic overlay, the junpsuit's internal gear

al ready | oaded with the route Royan had devised into Wl holm Eleanor ran through an articulation
acceptance check, and practised calling up the various data projections.

The Hondas were riding down a slight incline. Teddy's

bi ke was sl owi ng up ahead. El eanor searched her mind, but there was no fear, only determ nation. A
sense of inevitability.

Teddy pulled up beside a broad fast-flowi ng streamat the

bottom of the slope, sugar cane had given way to thick reedy grass. Suzi braked beside him

They all gathered together at the water's edge. 'W'Ill use a dianond formation,' Teddy said in a
| ow steady voice. 'Eleanor and Victor at the centre; you two will carry the Rockwell cannon and
its power units, it's heavy, but we're gonna need its firepower to take out the manor's Bofors
masers when we get within range. The rest of you are gonna provide
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us a three-sixty cover. Now you | ook out for those sentinel ~. panthers, OK? You ain't never been
up against 'embefore, | but I have. They're not sinple nodifications like police assault

dogs, they're gene-tailored. Hazards don't cone any bigger, they don't behave |ike ani mals,
they're smart and sneaky with it. Your AKs can handle 'em but it's gonna take nore than one hit.
OK, now renenber, we stick to the water. The estate's got |otsa ground traps. They're listed, but
in these conditions you' re gonna have trouble matching the graphics to the | andscape. The stream
bed's safe, Jules, you stay out here, see to the receiver.'

'Hey, screw that, Father.

"It's inportant, boy. Mght all w nd up depending on that receiver before tonight's out. CGotta be
done properly.

Jul es | ooked away across the fields, anger showing in the set of his shoul ders. El eanor wondered
if he was bl am ng her.

' Radi o communi cations to the nanor are out,' Victor said. 'There's a janmer bl ocking all
frequencies.'

"Yeah | know, a Grunman ECWr88,' Teddy said. 'We got us a tactical nessage |aser, nothing gonna

interfere with that. Jules'|l|l take the receiver up to the top of the valley; Son says we'll have
direct line of sight fromthere to the nmanor.'
"Christ,' Victor nuttered in an undertone. 'Wal shaw s going to kill sonebody when this is over.'

"Anyt hing el se?' Teddy asked. 'OK. W'll ask the Lord for his blessing.'

The Trinities bowed their heads. Eleanor saw Victor |l ook round in surprise. She | owered her own
head.

"Lord, we ask for your guidance and protection in our task ahead, W're going to see if we can
hel p our | ost brother and sister, and we believe our cause is right and just. If in your w sdom
you coul d grant us success we will remain thankful for such nercy for the renmmi nder of our norta
life. Amen.'

"Aren,' the Trinities whispered in chorus.

" Anen,' El eanor added.

"OK. Tool up. Move out.'

The Rockwell was a wound nonol atrice-filament tube one and a half nmetres |ong and twenty
centinmetres wide. It had a
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broad | eather strap so Eleanor could carry it across her back. She lifted it up and realized just
how dependent she was going to be on the Trinities for protection fromthe sentinels. She was
confident she could carry it to the manor, but the weight was going to slow her down.

After she'd settled the cannon into place, Suzi clipped a Braun |aser pistol on to her belt.
"Twenty-five shots, or a five-second continuous burn,' Suzi said. 'Don't fret yourself none about
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getting it wet, it's waterproof.' Five power nagazi nes were added. Eleanor felt like protesting
about the extra weight, but held her tongue. Suzi's normally infallible barbed humour had
evapor at ed.

The seven of them splashed into the mddle of the stream Teddy and Suzi paired at the front,
Roddy took up station on Eleanor's right-hand side. On her left was Victor, who was carrying a
coupl e of high-density power units for the Rockwell along with the nessage |aser. N cole was on
his left, and Des brought up the rear.

The graphics display had reproduced a perfect profile of the stream s w nding course for her; a
menory | oaded straight fromthe security core Royan had burnt. It'd been built by the | andscape
team who had fashioned the nmanor's grounds; they had nade the actual bed fromfine, hard-packed
sand, then layered it with long strips of worn |inestone pebbles.

The width was a near constant four netres where she stepped in, with the water com ng hal f-way up
her shins, After a minute she managed to find th~ best rhythmfor wal king, not quite lifting her
sole out of the water. At |east they were going in the direction of the flow Heat was draining
out of her feet.

Her toes were already nunb.

Teddy held his hand up. 'OK, people. Hoods on.'

El eanor reached back and pulled it over her head. A circle of skin around her eye sockets tingled
briefly. The photon anp fed its nonochrone image into her retinas, suit graphics confirmng the
neck seal's integrity. She breathed air through the filters, dry and nmetallic.

She took it as an offhand conplinent that nobody checked

to see if she'd fixed her hood properly.
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The streamran through a thick braided cassia hedge ten netres ahead, the dividing |line between
the sugar-cane fields and a broad tract of undul ati ng meadow and. El eanor saw a line of posts
spaced seven or eight nmetres apart had risen up in front of the hedge, two netres high and
featurel ess except for a small red light flashing away on top. The earth around them had been torn
as they'd pushed their way up out of their recesses.

Her photon anp picked out a band of forest about eight hundred nmetres past the hedge. She didn't
like to think about |ugging the Rockwell all that way. And how far was the manor beyond the
forest?

THREE HUNDRED METRES, the graphics told her, Oh

wel | .

'Boundary,' Teddy said. H's voice was nuffled by his hood filters. "Nowis when it starts to hit
the fan. OK, Suzi.'

Bot h of them brought up their AK carbines. There was a bass stutter and the two posts on either
side of the streamdisintegrated. They switched their aimto the next pair.

In the end they took out eight before Teddy was satisfied. Hs armsignalled the advance.

El eanor neshed the infrared into her inage, alert for any sign of the sentinels. The function
fuzzed the outlines a little, but she saw a couple of pink spots pelting away fromthe stream
Stoats, invisible before.

The nmeadowl and here offered little or no cover. The grass was knee-high, |aced with weeds and
keck. Not hing had grazed on it for nonths.

Two hundred netres past the boundary markers and Teddy stopped them again. He plucked one of the
snal | est spherical grenades dangling fromhis waist and twi sted the tiner

' Down. '

El eanor squatted, her backsi de bel ow the surface of the water. G owi ng cold. Teddy | obbed the
grenade out across the neadow and. Crouching down. Five seconds |later there was a barely audible
t hud.

Anot her line of posts rose out of the ground ahead of them

El eanor could hear grass and soil ripping. This tinme there were no red lights on top
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Suzi and Teddy took aimwi th their AKs.

PRESSURE- SENSI Tl VE PI CKET, said the graphics, when she asked. There were another two picket Iines
bet ween them and the forest, The menory core didn't have any informati on about what they did if
you wal ked between them Presumably, if you were tal ented enough to be on this kind of mission you
ought to know.

They yonped on.

The stream s banks were grow ng perceptibly steeper
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El eanor thought the water was getting deeper too. Her view across the nmeadow and was shri nki ng.
Thi ck patches of watercress choked both sides of the stream Roddy and Nicole had to wal k through
it, kicking away a tangled wap of tendrils fromtheir |egs every few paces.

El eanor was gl ad of the brief rest when they cane to the

next picket line.

Victor pressed his head up to hers. 'You OK?

The AKs denvolished another set of pillars.

"Fine.'

There was a qui ck squeeze on her upper arm

Suzi and Teddy rel oaded their carbines, jamm ng in fresh nagazines with hard snaps.

The stream fell on harder rock. It was narrower now,

deeper. The water cane up to El eanor's knees, Teddy sl owed

t he pace, edging cautiously round the sharper turns.

' How about a couple of us walk along the side? Suzi said. The banks had risen until they were

I evel with El eanor's head. She couldn't see much of the nmeadow and now. What was visible seened to
be small deep holl ows, and ground-huggi ng bushes. There coul d' ve been anythi ng hi dden out there.
Her breathing was com ng faster

"No,' Teddy said.

Suzi didn't argue. Discipline, Eleanor thought it would ve

made a | ot of sense to have soneone who coul d | ook out over the nmeadow and.

They rounded a bend and saw the last Iine of picket pillars

had al ready energed fromthe earth. Five AK carbines cane up in reflex. There was a nonent's
pause.

The sentinel canme at themthrough the air |ike a guided
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m ssile. Eleanor saw it as a pink streak arcing overhead, forelegs at full stretch, an angel of
death reaching for Des. Al five AKs opened up, filling the air with a guttural roar. Des was
falling backwards, still firing. The sentinel's heavy streanined body juddered in md-flight, its
edges distorting as the slugs chewed it apart. Monmentumkept it goiilg. Des hit the water

El eanor's i nage was suddenly degraded by a spray of bl ood painting her hood's photon-anp
receptors. The sentinel |anded alnost on top of Des, already dead.

' Keep wat chi ng!' Teddy bellowed as they all began to nove towards the carcass.

Des still hadn't surfaced. Eleanor felt vonmit about to rise fromher belly. Forced herself to hold
it down. She'd drown if she puked with the hood on

"El eanor, Victor, see to him' Teddy's words becane lost in a strident whistle; already piercing
it was rapidly broaching her pain threshold. El eanor jamed her hands over her ears and floundered
towards the dark soggy hunp which was the sentinel

The four pillars nearest the stream had begun to gl ow viol et.

El eanor' s photon anp hurriedly faded them down. She felt

her bones begi nning to shake fromthe noi se.

Victor was at her side, shoving at the bul ky sentinel. She hel ped him pushing its hindquarters.
It began to nove with desperate sl owness. The sound fromthe pillars had turned to fire, drilling
into her ears. Concentration was becom ng inpossible. The dead cat rolled over, and Des thrashed
to the surface. Victor pulled at his hood, breaking the neck seal. Des was choking, squirting
wat er, and gasping for air.

The hi deous sound | evel had begun to reduce, Eleanor risked a glance round. Teddy and Suzi were
blasting away at the brilliant pillars. N cole and Roddy were poised in a half crouch, AKs held
ready, scanning the top of the banks.

Des' s desperate coughi ng subsided. The last violet pillar crunpled. Eleanor found she was
trenbling violently.

Sil ence cl osed about them

Vi ctor shook El eanor's arm

"What ?' She couldn't even hear her own voi ce.
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He was jabbing a finger at Des's arm She saw the junpsuit fabric was torn above the el bow,

sl ashed by the sentinel's claws. Bl ood was stream ng out of the wound.

The sight snapped El eanor out of her daze. She made Victor clanp his hand around the wound,
reducing the flow of blood. N cole was carrying the field first-aid kit, She let Eleanor take it
fromher without ever breaking her vigilance.
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Teddy fished the Rockwell and its power units fromthe water while El eanor pulled an el asticated
sheath up around Des's wound. It ballooned out as she touched the inflation stud, anal gesic foam
setting in seconds. She helped Des to his feet. Even with the photon anp's peculiar vague shadi ng
she could tell his face was chal k white.

Teddy handed an AK to Victor and hung one of the power units on Des. He gave the second power unit
to Eleanor after she'd lifted the Rockwel | again, taking the nmessage |aser hinmself.

"Cone on. Qutta here.' -.

El eanor knew Teddy nust've shouted it, but barely heard the sound over the occlusive ringing in
her ears. The wei ght of the weaponry was tormenting her spine. Her m nd chucked out stupid
irrelevances |like cold feet and keepi ng watch across the neadow and to concentrate on the
important: thrusting one foot at a tinme through the churning water. Her flesh was goi ng through
the routine, disjointed fromher mnd. Solitude' s anguish unravelling around her. Al one with
peopl e she didn't know, wal king to a place she didn't want to go to.

They were fifty metres fromthe forest when Nicole opened fire, her AK a sublinminal runble. The
sentinel was hunkered down behind a bush, a clenched shadow, coiled up waiting to leap. It managed
a short junp before the slugs bit into its skull. Crashing down into the watercress.

Teddy never even broke stride.

El eanor trudged past the sentinel, dimy acknow edgi ng how stately its huge head was, huniliated
by cracked bone and ripped flesh. There was no honour in death, and it wasn't even a true eneny.
We malign life, she thought, suborning its grace and nmjesy
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to our own purpose, nocking it. Even the reservoir dol phins were a sin, so far fromtheir true
home, tane, unable to return. She knew water would never be a refuge for her again, not after

toni ght .

The streaml s banks di pped down as they reached the forest, but the water renained knee-high. Tall
acacias and virginciana trees threw boughs right across the stream black heart |eaves interlaced
above El eanor, bl ocking even the ashen phosphorescence of noonlit clouds. The trunks were knotted
columms coiled by ivy and i ponpea vines; grape-cluster flower cascades dangl ed down, brushing

agai nst her head, A thick carpet of fleshy flowers covered the forest floor, tiny star shapes

cl ased agai nst the night, light grey in her inage feed. She imagined the air would be thick with
their scent if she removed her hood.

The forest had to be a human concoction, a designer ideal of fey woodl and wi | derness. El eanor was
staggered by how much it nust've cost.

"CK,' said Teddy. And she could hear himbetter this time. 'So far, so good. Now, we've got a
coupl e of lasers overlooking the stream before we reach the | ake, Suzi, you trailblaze, clean
out. The rest of you keep watching for sentinels. This here is prinme anbush country. Wen you
| eave the tree cover renmenber to keep yourselves bel ow the water before you reach the | ake; neans
crawl i ng, but make fucking sure you don't |let nore than your head show. Those Bofors masers will
zap anything over fifty centinetres in dianmeter. If you do get hit, dive fast, wi nd up canniba

| unch ot herwi se."

"What about the people inside WIhol n?' Victor asked. 'They've got to know we're here after the
racket the pickets kicked up.'

Teddy patted the nessage laser. 'W put this on w de-beam and use norse code to rap with
' Morse code!’

"Sure, man. Waishaw s ex-mlitary, isn't he?

"Yes,' Victor agreed.

"Then he'll know norse. Tell himto take a | ook at you. Means your hood's gotta cone off, though
You be careful .’

"Careful . Christ,’'
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"CK, let's nove,' Teddy barked.

Suzi took the | ead, wal king down the |iving wooden tunne

a couple of nmetres in front of Teddy.

The forest was alive with creatures, picked out by the infrared as qui ck-noving pink bl otches
snaking around the trees. Squirrels, Eleanor guessed. More pink spots slipped across the ground,
not even disturbing the flowers. It was faintly macabre, seeing the unseen, Distracting.

The stream began to change, big quarried rocks had been used to |ine the banks, simlar to narble.
Water was frothing around their rough-hewn edges. It was getting slippery underfoot, Eleanor's

sol es were sliding over |oose oval stones. The water was clinbing up over her knees.

em

em
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Suzi stopped in nmid-stride, her junpsuit glaring an all-over claret, rising swiftly towards

verm lion. Eleanor marvelled at the girl's cool as the AK carbine swng round slowy, picking out
the I aser hidden in the tree. She could never have done that, nore |ike screamand run round in
circles. Finally understandi ng what Teddy nmeant by discipline, far nore than foll owi ng orders.
Curlicues of steamwere rising fromthe streamaround Suzi's |egs, the water bubbling. The girl
had found the laser, taking sight, pulling the carbine's trigger

A sentinel |anded on Roddy's back, Jaw clanped on his

neck, hind | egs raking his |ower back with dagger-1ike claws. Eleanor screaned.

Roddy pitched forwards, ridden down by the sentinel

Foani ng water fountained up as the two withed about beside

' Behi nd you!' soneone yell ed.

Victor began firing his carbine back up the stream

Teddy was pointing his at Roddy and the sentinel, unable to shoot. The sentinel was tossing the
man about as though he was a dol |

El eanor yanked the Braun from her belt, |eaning forwards. Saturated black fur twisted into view

bel ow her outstretched hand, she jabbed the |aser down until it hit something solid and tugged the
trigger. There was a blur of infrared energy, flash of singeing fur
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Hot pain smashed into her belly, ripping. Oblivion was snothering in soft black velvet-

. . . comng outta it.'

" Conme on gal, up you get.

Swirling pearl-grey mists resolved into two figures wearing energy di ssipater junpsuits. Hard

| unpy stone pressed into El eanor's back, Water was gurgling round her feet.

"The sentinel,' she cried. 'Dead,' Teddy answered, There was absolutely no sensation coning from
her abdonen; no cold, warnth, pain. Nothing. That frightened her nore than having a naggi ng pain.
She gl anced down: a cauliflower oval of analgesic foamwas clinging to the front of her junpsuit.

' Roddy?'

"Gving St Peter a hard tinme. Conme on, gal. Up.

Strong hands gripped under her shoul ders, lifting. She stood, fighting the dizziness which bl anked
out her vision for a nonent,

"Can you carry anything?

"I - yes, I'lIl try." Eleanor was curiously unnoved by Roddy's death. Hi s body had been dragged out
of the stream |ying on the rocky bank, |inmbs bent oddly, head ki nked at an inpossible angle. They
nmust' ve infused her with sonmething; and she didn't particularly nmind, it was nice having thoughts
this peaceful.

Teddy handed her the Rockwell again, Nicole raking the second power unit. Suzi took up position on
her flank, Wen El eanor | ooked round she saw Victor |inping behind her, a ring of ana' gesic foam
around his left thigh.

One dead, three wal king wounded. If it wasn't for the drug she knew she'd have given up right
there and then.

Teddy | ed them on,

The stream continued its inexorable advance up El eanor's legs. Solid footing was hard to find, the

fast current pushing insistently at the back of her knees. A raggedy curtain of pigtail ivy

ri bbons hung fromthe gnarled branches above her

4
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I ong enough to trail in the water, an irritant she was constantly having to sweep aside. There

were big boulders in the streamnow, creating a turbulent white-water surface. The stone-lined
banks were closing in, beconing steeper. She and Des were pressing together, Suzi occasionally
bunping into her. The stream was bei ng channel |l ed for some reason

Teddy nade them stop, then wal ked on al one, struggling

to keep his bal ance. The second laser found him inflamng his junpsuit to a | anbent crinson. His
AK sent a burst of slugs back along the beam A pyrotechnic shower of sparks erupted froma big
acacia tree.

'K people, last stage. Easy does it.' Teddy waited for the

others to reach him and they began to nove off together
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El eanor heard a | ow runbling comi ng from somewhere

ahead. Couldn't quite place the sound, her ears still had a residual ringing fromthe pickets. The
wat er reached her wai st.

'Hey-' Victor began

Teddy snarled a curse and vani shed fromview. El eanor took a step forwards, and found the stream
bed falling away. Instinct nade her tighten her grip on the Rockwell, she knew she'd never be able
to fight the water, she had to let it take her, Her feet were swept from under her, dunking her
bel ow the water. She breathed out, expelling air fromthe filter nozzle until she broke surface.
Bobbi ng around like a piece of driftwood. The stone banks were like cliffs whizzing by. Ivy fronds
sl apped at her, She shifted the Rockwell round, hugging it to her nunb chest. The runbling was
growi ng steadily louder. Menory placed it: waterfall.

El eanor twi sted desperately, getting her feet out in front, |ocking her legs straight. Slalomng
round the | ast bend she saw WI hol m manor dead ahead. The building was floodlit, its roof blanked
out, hidden in shadow. Biolumlights glared fromthe w ndows of the top two storeys, the ground
floor was a featurel ess slate-grey band. There was a vast expanse of flat exposed | awn surroundi ng
it. Killing ground, she thought. Then she went over the lip.

The waterfall wasn't high, three netres. She seened to

hang in the air, floating down,
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MASER ATTACK, shouted scarlet graphics. The photon-

anp i mage di med. Thick fog expl oded around her.

El eanor hit the | ake hard, her backside taking the inpact. The Rockwel| knocked the breath out of
her. Don't drap it,

her only thought.

The wei ght of the weapon and the junpsuit held her down, Rising with terrible slowness, her |ungs
bursting. Water had defeated the photon anp, all she could see was a uniform powder-blue mst.

El eanor surfaced, keeping the water |evel above her shoul ders, bracing herself for the graphic
warning again. It renained off. Treadi ng water. Sonehow she'd turned round to face the waterfall.
A dark figure shot over the Iip, arms flapping at the air. The curving torrent of water behind it
boil ed furiously again as the manor's Bofors masers fired,

"Check in,' a voice called out.

' Teddy? Teddy, |'mhere, it's El eanor.

"Christ, gal. OK vyou still got the Rockwel |l ?
El eanor padded her one free hand, cunbersome in the thick garnent, turning until she spotted him
a small mound protruding fromthe |ake's gently rippling surface. 'I've got it.,

" Thank you, sweet Jesus.

' Fat her, Suzi here.'

"Victor held the power unit.'

"Terrific.'

El eanor saw Teddy bring the nmessage | aser out of the water. 'Shit,' Des's voice, high and panicky.
'Being | asered.’

There was a splash somewhere off to Eleanor's left, 'Nicole, 'nother unit.

The facade of the nanor seened to flicker, its brightness

oscillating. Tiny points of bright-red light twi nkled fromthe second-storey w ndows,
LASER ATTACK. The photon-anp i nage went conpletely white

El eanor drew a deep breath and sank bel ow the surface. The photon-anp image reverted to blue with
sl ashes of black. This tinme she could make slightly nore sense of it; three
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i ntense dots of brighter blue above her, where the lasers fromthe manor were striking the
surface, bubbles fizzing up around her. She kicked with her feet, noving away.

'-look you bastards,' Teddy was shouting as El eanor cane

up. 'Christ,' he ducked bel ow t he | ake.

White. LASER ATTACK

The bl ueness was speckled with red and green, throbbing.

Her lungs burnt. Can't do this many nore times.

Up agai n.

Droplets of water came in with the air. El eanor coughed,

swal | owi ng sone. It tasted foul

' They' ve stopped,' Suzi called out.
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" Now what ?' Des asked.

"Wait,' said Teddy. 'Eleanor, you and Victor come over to me, slow and easy. | wanna get that
Rockwel | sorted.’

El eanor rolled over, letting herself float on her back with

the water |apping round her chin. Waving her feet, creeping towards Teddy. WII| they think
groupi ng together is hostile?

El eanor was about five metres short of Teddy when a voice

boomed out fromthe manor. 'Who the hell are you people? It sounded angry.

Teddy began to flash the | aser again. Eleanor stopped

nmovi ng. What ever norse code was, it seened incredibly ponderous.

"You want to cone in and tal k about Mandel ? Who' ve you

got as a guarantee?

"Do your thing, Victor,' Teddy grunted.

"Right.' He submerged.

El eanor felt insufferably weary. Just wanted it all to be over. The infusion nust be wearing off,
she t hought,

Victor cane up without his hood, hair plastered across his

f or ehead.
"Smile, man.
"Victor,' the voice blared, "Hell, it is you. Are these people

genui ne? W' ve got themcovered if they try and force you. Nod for yes. Shake for no.

"Jesus wept,’' said Teddy. 'Paranoid or what.'

"All right,' said the voice. 'And just how do you reckon on
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getting across the lawn? W can't shut off the masers, and the ground floor's sealed tight.'

The nmessage | aser flashed out a | ong conplicated story.

"No way!' the voice called.

'Screw you, arsehole,' Suzi shouted.

"Throttle down, gal,' said Teddy, and even he sounded tired, The nessage |aser flashed once nore.
"All right,' said the voice. 'Listen good. Only Victor nay use the cannon. |If one of those plasm
shots | ands anywhere but on a maser you are dead.

"And up yours, too,' said Teddy. 'OK, let's get the Rockwell together.’

El eanor started kicking again, her legs |ike |lead. Teddy and Victor were noving forwards, towards
t he shore.

" Touchi ng ground,' Teddy said. He was five netres short of the |awn.

El eanor canme up beside him toes prodding the viscous | ake bed.

‘Let's have it, gal.’

Victor drifted up on the other side. He and Teddy started nmuttering at each other as they mated
the Rockwell's cable to the power unit by touch al one,

Wth the Rockwell gone, Eleanor thought she'd be able to fly. She wei ghed nothing at all

Victor stuck the Rockwell's targeting i mager over his right eye, its cable coiling down bel ow the
wat er .

' Ready,' he said.

El eanor saw that Des, Suzi, and Nicole had swmup level with her. Unidentifiable, blind tunours
of crépe fabric. Behind them on the shore where the trees bordered the lawn were ~, two swft-
nmovi ng red bl obs. No, her mind cried, Enough, we've had enough, 'Sentinels,' she called out, voice
rasping in her throat. 'Sentinels, they're com ng.

Victor fired the first plasma bolt. A solar-bright fireball ~ tearing through the night,

overl oadi ng El eanor's photon anp. A near-ultrasonic whine ending in a stentorian thunderclap. One
of the manor's chi mey stacks expl oded.

The sentinels were sprinting for the | ake shore. El eanor
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wat ched the two people closest to them churn about, trying to reach their weapons. Steam bill owed
up around one of themas the frantic nmotion lifted their shoul ders out of the water. El eanor
started to swimbreaststroke. Suzi had said the Braun was waterproof, although she had no idea if
it would work in the water.

Bot h sentinels |eapt together

MASER ATTACK, El eanor duckdived fast.

Surfacing, just in tine to hear the second concussion as nore of the nmanor's nasonry was
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vaporized. Three nore to go. A locust-swarm of slate fragments tunbled through the air high above
W | hol m

The sentinels were in the water, two whirl pools of surf. Des

was scream ng. El eanor headed for the nearest conflagration. Couldn't even renenber if she'd
recharged the Braun.

MASER ATTACK. Pl ungi ng.

A sentinel shrieked in nortal terror, a keening that sliced right through El eanor. The sound
electrified, freezing her linmbs. What in God's name could a sentinel possibly fear? She saw it

di sappear below the surface of the | ake, sucked down backwards in a mael strom of bubbl es.

Sonet hing was floating inertly where it'd vani shed, undulating with the swell.

The third plasma bolt speared a small ornate rotunda, its

det onati on shockwave flinging snoking chunks of stone hal fway across the | awn.

El eanor was | ooking straight at a sentinel three netres away. Its jaws were open showi ng a doubl e
| ayer of shark-teeth, huge eyes staring at her. Powerful bands of nuscle rippled along its back as
it paddl ed towards her.

Cats can't swin

Her feet sank into nmuck up to her ankles and she stood, MASER ATTACK. Counting off the seconds.
One. A stormcloud of steamraged around her, Two. THERMAL | NPUT APPROACH NG MAXI MUM SHUT
CAPACI TY. The sentinel was a netre and a half fromher when its fur ignited. It yow ed in pain,
skin crisping, cracking, thick fluid oozing out. Three. Eleanor could feel her skin beginning to
blister as a wave of searing heat poured through the junpsuit insulation. The
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sentinel gave a convul sive shudder, its back was flayed down to its ribcage, skull exposed, eyes
roasted. Bl ood gushed out of its mouth, splattering on her suit. Four. THERMAL SATURATI ON ALERT.
Dead.

El eanor col | apsed back into the | ake, her own body on fire. Somewhere inside her belly she could
feel dampness. The sentinel's corpse sank as she fl oated up.

A plasnma bolt flashed overhead. Part of a very distant universe.

Sonet hi ng shot up out of the water near by. 'Got the bastard!' Nicole.

The mari ne-adept worman swam clunsily over to the floating shape. 'El eanor, hey, Eleanor, give ne a
hand with Suzi. Think she's still alive.'

"CGo on, gal,' Teddy called. 'Msers are out.'

El eanor noved sl uggi shly. Between themthey dragged Suzi on to the lawn. The girl's junpsuit was
in tatters, blood soaking the grass. Eleanor knelt beside her, and tugged her hood off, water

fl ooded out. Suzi's tongue protruded.

Vi ctor appeared and bent to breathe air into her. Eleanor was thankful, she certainly didn't have
the strength left to resuscitate her.

"Lost the aid kit,' N cole said dully. Her forearns were | acerated, tatters of skin hung | oosely.
"They' Il have sonmething for her in the manor,' said Teddy.

Suzi spluttered weakly, liquids gurgling inside her

There was no sign of Des.

"CK, let's nove,' Teddy urged. 'Renenber the ground traps.'

El eanor slowy pulled her own hood off, sobbing softly. Proper col ours deluged her eyes. The foam
across her abdonen was flaking off, blood mingling with water in her |ap.

"Cone on, gal,' Teddy said. 'You nmade it now. Jesus nust really |l ove you.' He handed her his AK
"Safety's off. Cover us if any nore sentinels show'

Rabbits, she'd shot rabbits back at the kibbutz.

Vi ctor hoisted Suzi on to Teddy's back, and the big man set off towards the manor, nessage | aser
bangi ng agai nst his

A

399

M NDSTAR RI SI NG

side. They followed in single file as he traced a path across the |Iawn, WI hohn's floodlights
casting |l ong spidery shadows as they wove round the traps.

Flat netal slabs had slid out of the manor's stonework to seal the ground floor's doors and

wi ndows. Teddy set Suzi down against the wall and unslung a small pack

El eanor and Victor watched the grounds, AKs held ready, as Teddy sl apped a thermal-slice tape on
the slab of netal covering a window, It was a thick flexible tube which hissed as it adhered to

t he sl ab.

"OK, don't |ook.'

file:/lIF|/rah/Peter%20F.%20Hamilton/Hamilton,%20Peter%20F%20-%20Mindstar%20Rising.txt (170 of 189) [1/19/03 7:03:05 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Peter%20F.%20Hamilton/Hamilton,%20Peter%20F%20-%20Mindstar%20Rising.txt

Startlingly bright blue-white Iight glared out, buzzing and sizzling. Eleanor saw sparks ski pping
al ong the paving slabs around her feet, She could feel its warnth on the back of her neck

"Here it cones.' The light dinmed, and there was a | oud resonant clang, snashing glass. A fan of
m | der biolu mlight spilled out across the grass.

El eanor kept |ooking over the | awn. Her nerves raw edged. She expected to see a nass charge of
sentinels comng at her. They'll never let us get in. Not those devils.

There was grunting and shuffling from behind her, '"Don't touch the edge,' she heard Teddy warni ng,
He was shoving Suzi through the hole. 'Got her? OK for Christ's sake go easy. You next, N cole.'
El eanor began to back towards the w ndow, shivering uncontrollably.

"You nake it with that leg, Victor? OK |[|'Ill boost you.' Silence. Eleanor knew she was al one.
Sweeping the AK in wild arcs. Nothing noved on the | awn.

‘"Move it, Eleanor.’'

The jagged hol e was roughly square, one and a half metres high, its lower rima netre off the
ground. She put a |eg through

"All right, lady, hands where we can see them and noving real slow.'

The roominside was huge, its floor an intricate nosaic of olive-green and creamtiles; there were
chandel i ers hangi ng on

A
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gol d chains, pastel frescoes of waterfow on the walls, Regency furniture, a grand piano. Snoke

| ayered the air, two people were using fire extingui shers on the wi ndowframe, glass crunched under
her foot. A snall arnmy was pointing Uzi hand-1lasers at her.

Standing in the niddle of the roomwas a dignified grey-haired nan whose face was stiff wth
tensi on and suspicion. Had to be WAl shaw

Suzi was lying on the floor, chest a mass of gore, blood 1.. pooling on the shiny tiles. There was
a wonan kneel i ng beside ~ her, working frantically. Medical gear nbdul es were scattered round, red
and anber LEDs flashing, their needl e sensors jabbing through the remants of the junpsuit. The
wonman sl apped a bioware nask over Suzi's face, a rubbery sac concertinaed out of it and began

pal pi tating.

Ni col e was sl unped notionless against a wall. Two of the security people were covering her with
Uzis while a third wapped fluffy aquamari ne towel s around her shredded arns, blood staining them
br own.

Vi ctor was standi ng, hands on head, eyes red with pain. A grimfaced woman was frisking himw th
expert thoroughness.

Three security people surrounded Teddy. He was face-down on the floor, spread-eagled, his hood
thrown back, an Uzi pressed agai nst the back of his bare neck

Ri ght at the back of the room El eanor saw a tall teenage ~. girl with a pretty oval face, and |ong
straight chestnut hair, wearing an expensive black dress. Julia Evans; shoul dering her way past a
big man and an i nposi ng wonman, armrising to point a rigid accusing forefinger straight at

El eanor.

"SIT!" Julia barked in a voice so conmandi ng that El eanor's nerves went dead.

She heard a quiet sighing sound at her back, and turned to see a sentinel folding on to its
haunches not a nmetre behind her. It licked its nuzzle with a Iong pink tongue.

"CGood girl," Julia enthused warmy. 'Who's a good girl, then?

El eanor's | egs gave out,

CHAPTER THI RTY- NI NE

"Geg!’

"Huh, yeah?

Monastic silence had envel oped the tower, the light diffusing into their makeshift prison reduced
to the m nutest candle glinmrer from above, The basenment was inky bl ack

Gabriel's strained face was ghostly pale. 'Geg, we're going

to die.'
"Cone on, Gabriel. Don't give the bastards the satisfaction.'
' Screw you, Mandel,' she hissed. 'I'mnot cracking up. |I've

got it back again, thank Christ. The future. It's all fuzzy. But | can see it, and it all comes to
an end in about forty minutes.'

Geg's cuffs clanged |loudly against the rail as her words penetrated. He squirmed round to | ook at
her, trepidation and hope heating his blood. Psi neant crushing Arnstrong's mnd inside his skull
rapi ng every thought with obscene distortions, drowning himin his own agoni zing insanity. Mking
him |l ove his own death.

file:/lIF|/rah/Peter%20F.%20Hamilton/Hamilton,%20Peter%20F%20-%20Mindstar%20Rising.txt (171 of 189) [1/19/03 7:03:05 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Peter%20F.%20Hamilton/Hamilton,%20Peter%20F%20-%20Mindstar%20Rising.txt

G eg hadn't known he coul d hate someone that rmuch. But
he could do it. For Armstrong, he could do it. No messing.
The gland: quavering like a cardiac victim He waited in a funk of anticipation for the tower to

fade fromsight, for his thoughts to levitate, liberating himfromthe confines of his own skull.
But there was nothing, only the bitter sense of frustration

"Are you sure?'" he hissed back testily. "I still can't sense

your mind.'

' Sure? Course |'mfucking sure,' Gabriel raged. The old
Gabriel. Fabulous. But why hadn't his own ability returned?
‘Can you see a Tau |line which has us escapi ng?’ Geg
denmanded.
"It's not like that. Not ny usual ability. No Tau lines.
There's only the one vision. Christ, Geg, the whole tower's just going to blow Like an atom
bonb, or sonething.'
402
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" A nuke?' he asked incredul ously. He was picking up on the rising panic pulling at her thorax. He
beli eved wi thout the espersense. An event so powerful it'd burst through the twins' nullifying
bl ockade. Wich neant it was all too real
There was the weirdest tickle at the back of Geg's throat. He knew if he opened his nmouth it
woul d burst out as a giddy |augh
"I don't know,' Gabriel protested. 'There's no details, just a bloody great bang.'
"El ectron conpression,' Geg said, half to hinself. 'Has to be.' Doubt rotted the upspring of bold
conviction. Philip Evans had been given a warhead once, For one specific task. The Anerican
government woul dn't hand themout |ike sweets. And yet. . . the original warhead had been intended
for Arnstrong. Could Julia or Wai shaw have got hold of another one from Horace Jepson? They woul d
have to prove Arnstrong was still alive, first. Concrete proof.
"Ellis,” Geg said excitedly. '"Lord bless that skinny little fart. He came through.' But
uncertainty still nagged mal evolently. Even if Ellis had |eft details about Arnstrong in the
Crays, soneone had noved bl oody fast to mount a strike by tonight. Perhaps it was just a col ossal
conventional bonb. Julia had Prow ers, maybe she'd got a B5 stashed away sonewhere, too. O a
Hades, Or a Tochka. Now that was an interesting way to spend your |ast half-hour, he nocked
hi nsel f. See how many tactical weapon systens you can nanme whi ch could bl ow you out of existence,
At | east anything powerful enough to take out the entire tower pronised to be quick. Not for
Gabriel, though. She had half an hour of nental tornment left. Better than bei ng beaten
to a pulp for his heroism or thrashing about in the nud's ~'-enbrace,
"This attack nust nmean Arnmstrong and Kendric aren't having it all their own way,' he said with a
barely suppressed excitenent. 'Maybe Julia survived. Yeah. And Wai shaw interrogated the nole.
They're hitting back, Gabriel.’
Gabriel's breathing was coming in ragged gasps. 'But what do we do?" she whined.
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Geg took an iron grip on his nerves. 'Say nothing. At |east

this way we'll take Armstrong and Kendric with us.

‘I's that all you can think of?

"Wll, what the hell else is there?" Geg snhapped back

suddenly furious. Despising his owm fear, because it would be so easy to let it wn.

"You want to shout a warning? he asked, 'Is that what you want to do? Is it? Wake themup, tel
them what you can see, let themget clear? Silence is all we've got |left, Gabriel, our vengeance
weapon. This way we get our revenge. It doesn't natter that we don't get to see it, we're dead
anyway. '

Gabriel bit her lower lip, trenbling. He caught a glinpse

of noisture glinting in her eyes as she hugged the railings hard,

CHAPTER FORTY

E

| eanor sat on a hard wooden chair in Wlholms study. Sonmeone had put a bone china breakfast cup
of tea in front of her. She hadn't drunk any. The air was warm and stuffy fromtoo many people
breathing it. Six Event Horizon security hardliners were standi ng watching her and Teddy, four on
the other side of the table, two behind them

Stupid. Farcical. But Eleanor hadn't conplained. Didn't have the energy. Her belly was cold now,
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col der than ice.

A harassed Dr Taylor had broken off attending to Suzi |ong enough to give El eanor au infusion
that'd taken her down to a state where peripheries, like injuries and the nanor's fabul ous wall-to-
wall glitter, didn't register much. Then sone kind of bioware dressing had been stuck over the

cl aw wounds, and a salve was sprayed over skin that was red raw where the maser had | eaked t hrough
the dissipater junpsuit. Dr Taylor wanted her to lie down for a nore el aborate treatnent. She

ref used poi nt - bl ank.

El eanor had to know about Greg, persuade the Evans girl and Mrgan Wal shaw to help find him
Except they didn't seemto be getting anywhere. She was wapped in a jade towelling-robe, sitting
besi de Teddy who was also in a robe, one which was too small for him Julia Evans and Morgan

Wai shaw sat opposite them Matched contrasts.

Julia was quiet, sticking to Wal shaw wherever he went. Muse tinid. Nothing Iike the way G eg had
descri bed her.

Further up the table a man called Piers Ryder had opened up the squat cylindrical nmessage |aser,
much to Teddy's inpotent fury. Ryder had plugged a cybofax into the laser's hardware with optical
cabl e, looking for bugs on Wl shaw s orders.

There was no trust in the study. And after all the horror they'd endured; El eanor could ve wept,
except it wouldn't have changed anyt hi ng.

Teddy and Wal shaw were doing all the talking. Arguing,
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actually. All down to Waishaw s totally unbelievable statement that Geg had gone sonewhere with
Kendric di G rol anp.

"You think Greg's sold out, you outta your bail sed-up

m nd,' Teddy said; |oud but not shouting, his anger a dangerous undercurrent.

"Even | find it difficult to believe,' Wl sbaw said. 'But none

the less, he did |eave with di Grolam on the Mrrwn'

' Goi ng where?
"Does it matter? The conplicity exists.'
"Fucking right it matters. He ain't with that arsehole di Grolarno ouna free will. Once we find

himmy troops gonna snatch hi m back."
"You can't,' said Julia. It was the first time she'd spoken.
"Wy not, gal ?' Teddy asked. He wasn't quite so abusive

to her.
"I"'mnot quite sure of his exact position any nore.'
"Wy they was headed will do. We'll pick 'emup soon as

they put into port.'

Julia consulted Wal shaw silently. The security chief

shrugged.

"Last time | checked, Greg was in Wsbech,' Julia said.

"W sbech?' Teddy asked.

"Yah.'

"What, Wsbech in the basin? How the fuck did he get there?

"I"'mnot sure. It wasn't fast enough to be a plane, we

t hought perhaps a hovercraft.’

Teddy narrowed his eyes. 'How conme you know that? You

weren't following him'

‘Il gave himny St Christopher. It's got a transmtter init, a very conplex frequency hopper.
Event Horizon's Earth Resource satellite platfornms are equi pped with sensors which can pick up the
si gnal anywhere on the planet. | wear it in case | get ki dnapped.'

"And you gave it to Greg? Wiy, for Christ's sake?

"1 wanted to know what he was doi ng, where he was. You

see, Kendric has done a deal with the PSP and Greg didn't tell ne.'
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' PSP?' Teddy half rose fromthe chair. 'You telling me PSP is plugged in on this?

"Yah,' Julia said.

' Then, gal, you are way, way outta line saying G eg ain't on the level. Wiile rich bitches |ike
you were living it up abroad, that rat-prick Arnstrong was screwing us into the ground. Me and ny
troops, we were fighting his Constables. W fucking died so you could swan back here and nake
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nmoney outta us. Eight years Greg was out on those streets. Hardest there is, and they nearly broke
him But he stood and fought. So don't you ever sit in front of nme and tell ne he's gone and done
a deal with no fucking Arnstrong relics. You ain't good enough to shovel up his shit. You hear
me!"’

Julia shrank back in the seat, her tawny eyes wide. '|I wasn't sure,' she pleaded. 'That's why |
gave himthe transmitter. Because | didn't understand.'

" Under st and what ?'

She swal | owed hard, |ooking round the roomin desperation. 'Victor. You were there at Ellis's
flat. Ellis told you that the Cray which Greg crashed was | oaded with nillions of personal files
Everyone inportant in England, that's what he said.'

"Yes,' Victor agreed cautiously.

'See?' Julia asked Teddy.

' See what ?'
Julia covered her face in her hands, veiling the sting of msery in her eyes. 'Nobody sees. It's
me. Those bl oody nodes. | kept looking at it until | had the answer,' Her hands dropped to the

tabl e, palns down, fingers w de. 'Wo? Wio~ in this whole wide world is going to conpile nillions
of files on people living in this country?

"God damm,' The anger fled from Teddy; his chair creaked as it took his full weight again. 'PSP.'
' The amount of data in even one of the Crays was far too nuch for anyone to snatch froma

mai nframe, the squirt would last for days. Ellis had to have direct access to the Mnistry of
Public Order mainframe at sonme tine before the circuit hotrods crashed it and the PSP fell. The
one expl anation which
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fits is that he was an ex-apparatchik; and only a high ranker woul d have an authority code that'd
clear duplication copying on that scale. And he was running a team of hackers that are disrupting
the English econony. That's the oldest trick in the political book; cause dissatisfaction with the
current government, and people always turn to the opposition. It had to nmean that Ellis was still
actively working for the PSP.'

"CK,' Teddy said. 'So maybe Greg ain't so fast these days,

didn't see the connection straight off. Don't nean he's turned.

"I know that,' Julia shot back. 'l didn't want to believe he'd do that to ne, not Geg. | trusted
him I|ike nobody else. That's why | slipped himthe St Christopher. To find out what he was doi ng.
Then he went with Kendric, and | had to believe.

"It's all down to Gabriel Thonpson,' Wi shaw said. 'Her precognition ability would suggest it is
i mpossi ble to snatch or even surprise her. Therefore she and Greg went with di G rolano out of
their own choice.’

"Christ, man, | don't know about that. Gabriel is one hotshot gal, but that psi gland nesses her
about somet hing serious. You ve only ever seen her on the up. In Turkey | seen her down, and you
just can't get any lower and still be human.' Teddy rmade a fist and rapped on the table with it.
"CK, listen; you count Gabriel and her precog outta all this, you gotta scene where Greg's in deep

shit. Right? Aln't | right?
Julia turned to Waishaw, face tilted up with hope.
"Yes, all right,' said the security chief. 'Psi was always | ooked on as a wild card when | was in

active service. | just thought they'd inproved it since ny day. Greg and Gabriel seened to have it
down pat.'

Teddy gave a fast grin. 'Now we are getting sonewhere.' He looked at Julia. 'OK, gal, you work
your magic spy trick on Greg again, tell us exactly where he is, and we'll squirt the co-ords out

to ny troops.' He glared at Ryder. 'That's if you ain't screwed ny | aser. And naybe Event Horizon
can loan the Trinities a couple of Prowers to junp 'emout to wherever Geg is now. | wanna get
this settled soon as.'

Julia becane fluttery with concern, 'l can't find out where

408

PETER F. HAM LTON

Geg is now G andpa was plugged into every piece of gear Wlholmhas. It's all glitched by the
virus. We have to wait until the conpany security people outside wite an antithesis.

Teddy's face wound up with pain. 'Jesus. They've had Greg for hours. You got any idea what they
coul d've done to himby now? That binmbo friend of yours wasn't the half of it. They were being
nice to her.

"The situation is hardly Mss Evans's fault,' Wl shaw said snartly.

Julia had closed tortured eyes.
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'Yeah, OK,' said Teddy. 'So let ne use the nessage laser, plug it into the man's NN core. | got
sonmeone who can wite an anti-thing in zero tine.

"There is nobody better than our experts,' Wi shaw said.

"Bull shit! Son is the best there's ever been. Melted through your security core guardians |ike
butter to get at the nmanor defence specs, didn't he? W wouldn't have been here if it

wasn't for him How the hell do you think Geg found Ten-

ti mes? Who backtracked Ellis for you?

"You expect nme to allow some kind of super hacker to plug directly into Philip Evans's NN core?
Wai shaw asked. ' The heart of the entire conpany? Not a chance. I'mnore than willing to do
whatever | can to help Geg, once the virus is broken. But that is out.'

'You owe us, nan. You owe us so bad it's gonna take you a couple of centuries to kick your debt.
You are responsible for Geg being where he is now. You hired him you put himthere.'

El eanor watched WAl sbaw stare up at the ceiling, brows knotted with furious concentration. Geg's
life was being decided inside his skull, she realized. It was obvious that Julia would follow his
decision. The girl |ooked dreadfully unhappy.

"M ss Evans?' El eanor said. She was distantly bermused by how such an awfully reedy voice as hers
had becone could attract everyone's rapt attention. They all wanted sonmeone to produce a nmiracle,

bl ow away their dilema. She couldn't, of course. 'You don't know ne, Mss Evans, but | live with
Geg, and | love him He would never betray you. | suppose you
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think of himas a hard man, never showi ng nuch feeling. He is in a way. | have only ever seen him

| et enotion overrun common sense on one occasi on. That was when he found out what di G rolam had
done to your friend, Katerina. Al he could think about was getting her out. He cared about her, a
girl he'd only ever net for a few mnutes before. Does that tell you anything about hinf? | have

al so met Royan, the hacker Teddy wants to plug into your grandfather's NN core. | was sick to ny
stomach for a day alter | net him | couldn't eat, couldn't drink. Royan doesn't even have any

|l egs, M ss Evans. He doesn't have any arns. He doesn't even have eyes. To | ook at himyou woul dn't
even believe he was a human being. Physically he is a lunp of flesh with a digestive systemand a
brain which is plugged into sone gear. The PSP did that to him their People's Constables, But
I've talked with him had coffee with him he's one of the npbst decent, bravest people in the
worl d. He knows what pain really is; he isn't about to harmyou or your grandfather.’

Julia mght've been carved from stone, staring at El eanor

with fascinated revul sion, unable to | ook away.

"Right nowthere are two people |ying dead in your grounds,' Eleanor went on. 'The only reason

they caine to Wlholmwas to help Geg. |'mgoing to wake up scream ng every night for the rest of
ny life remenbering that trip. But 1'mglad | will, because |I thought coming here neant there
woul d be a chance of getting Greg back. Al of us, Mss Evans, we all believe in Geg. Even you
did once, | think. He's just an ordinary man, nothing special in the way of the world. But |'d be

very grateful if you could do what you can to bring himback to ne. Thank you.'

The speech exhausted the | ast of her strength, she withered back in the chair, spent. Soneone
gripped her freezing.hand in a vice-like hold, which verged on the painful. She knew it nust be
Teddy.

Julia turned to Ryder. 'Plug it in.
CHAPTER FORTY- ONE

hat are you doi ng?' Gabriel asked tersely.

Greg had crouched down, squashing his face against the cold banister, trying to bend a wi st
doubl e to reach his dinner jacket's breast pocket. '~Vhat | shoul d' ve done hours ago. GCetting us
out of here.

' How?' she squeaked.

"Tell you, it's not going to be easy, all right? At the nmoment, we're already dead, so a bit of
damage now isn't going to make a whole | oad of difference, Handcuffs are a bureaucrat's fallacy to
the condemmed. Especially the condemmed fitted with cortical nodes.'

"Ch.' CGabriel's eyes widened in conprehension

'Yeah,' he said, suddenly disquieted. 'Besides, you should've thought of this too; you went to the
sanme tactics courses as ne.'

"Tactics courses! Christ, Geg, | was a flam ng nurse before M ndstar dragooned ne.'

Greg's scrabbling fingertips found the top of the handker- | chief sticking out of his breast
pocket, and he tugged the ~ square of white silk out into the air. It wasn't as big as he'd

have |iked, but it would have to do. 'Listen, this is going to | ook bad, OK? But self-nutilation
is a dam sight better than dying. If you' ve got a different solution, nows the tine.'
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She shook her head silently. Very pale now.

G eg outlined what he wanted her to do and stretched out to give her the handkerchief. Her hands
wer e shaki ng when she took it.

She |l eant forwards to press her face into a gap between the stair rails and bit into the
handkerchi ef, chewing it into her nouth. Her cheeks bul ged out.

"Bite hard,' he instructed.

She ducked her head in acknow edgenent.

"OK. Now let's get into position.'

M NDSTAR RI SI NG

411

They faced the tower's curving wall, as though they were praying at an altar, Greg thought. He
held Gabriel's eyes as she knelt on the floorboards, willing her on. She pulled the cuffs right up
to the railing and rested her hands on the ten-centinmetre lip of solid oak planking. Her fingers
stuck out over the edge, but her knuckles remained on the wood.

Greg went the other way, sliding his arns right up to the

bani ster and standing on his left foot. He pushed his right leg through the gap in the railings
above Gabriel's left hand.

"Fist your right hand,' he told her. 'Then di sengage all the

nerves bel ow the left el bow'

She | ooked up at him her shoul ders quivering, dry weeping. The sight nearly broke his

det ermi nati on.

Slowy her right hand clenched into a fist, |leaving the |eft

open.

"Can you feel your left hand?' he asked.

She shook her head.

"Are you sure?' He was worried about the stunshot charge they'd both been hit with; if there was
any damage to the cortical node there'd be no chance of pulling this off.

She glared at him

'Look away,' Greg said.

Her head turned.

"Right away,' he said, deliberately harsh. He couldn't risk her flinching.

She jerked her head forcibly aside.

He concentrated on the leg he'd stuck through the railings.

He had to get it perfect first tinme. If he didn't, he doubted she would ever allow hima second
go.

He was wearing sturdy |eather shoes. G ubby and scuffed

now, but with a hard, flat sole.

Lining the heel up in the funereal glimer of |ight.

G eg pushed up with his hands, as though he was trying to lift the banister off the top of the
railings. Bunched muscles tightened the jacket fabric across his shoulders. Hs |eft foot was

pressed hard on to the floor. I-ic could even hear a feeble groan fromthe oak as it adjusted to
the new stress pattern. Praying the strength he'd built filling up the chalet's water tank woul d
be sufficient.

412
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Ready.

He stanped down.

The heel smashed down on to the top of Gabriel's knuckles, giving. Bone snapped, a liquid-dulled
crack.

She convul sed, slunping forward into the railings, her puling nuted by the ball of silk.

Greg tugged his leg back out of the railings, and hooked the back of his calf inside Gabriel's

| eft el bow. Her head twi sted round, there was a small tail of cloth sticking out of her nouth.
Shock-w de eyes screaned up at himin pure terror. He jerked his | eg back savagely.

Her arm noved with sickening sl owness. Then suddenly there was no nore resistance, and Greg was
swinging wildly, left foot slipping, backside com ng dowmn fast. The cuffs nmade an excruciatingly
| oud racket scraping down the railing. He sat heavily, his coccyx trying to punch its way up into
his throat.

But Gabriel was free. She lay face down on the floor, right hand still through the railing, |eft
armcurled linply at her side, its pul ped hand brushing her hair. Her whol e body was quaki ng
softly. The handkerchi ef had begun to enmerge out of her nouth |ike sone vile glistening i mago
escaping fromits chrysalis.
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She rolled over, gulping, a hall-choke. Atrail of thin vomt ran down her chin. She wore the
expression of the torturer's victim an utter inconprehensi on of how one person could do this to
anot her. Frightened eyes found her |eft hand. She drew it up to her face, mesnerized, and began to

cry.
"Gabriel ?

She was curling up into a foetal ball, sucking down air in shallow gul ps.

"Gabriel, did the cortical node work?

"Yes.'

"Gabriel, you have to get up.'

A shiver ran down her spine. 'l want to go hone,' she whispered through cl enched teeth.

"W are going hone. Now get up.'
Gabriel rocked back on to her knees, cradling her |left hand. Tears streaked her cheeks. 'Onh,

(hrist, Geg.'
M NDSTAR RI SI NG
413

"I know,' he said. 'Now | ook round and find sonething you can use as a club.'

"No. No, | can't do that. Don't nmake nme do that. Pl ease,

G eg. Please.'

"You can't leave nme here.' Greg deliberately let a note of

desperation filter into his voice. Bullying her with guilt. 'There's only about thirty ninutes
left before the tower blows.'

She cl anbered to her feet in slownotion stages, never allowing her armto | eave her side. He
could see the filmof sweat on her forehead, and felt clanmy apprehension rise. The grisly snap of
cracki ng bone seenmed to be echoing around the room

She tottered off behind~ him rummagi ng through the stacks

of food crates. He didn't | ook, keeping still, eyes on the ancient worn brickwork on the other
side of the stairs.

"WIIl this do?'" she asked. She couldn't think for herself.

Shock nunbness had set in.

The length of wood she'd found was a netre |ong, four or

five centinmetres wide. Three rusty screws jutted out of the middle. It ought to be heavy enough
he t hought.

"It'l1l do." Wth grimhorror he realized that after she'd

snmashed his hand, he'd have to yank it free through the handcuff hinself. She could never manage
t hat .

"Gabriel, you nust be hard. Swing the club real hard, no

messing. Imagine it's Arnstrong's hand, or sonmething. Don't do it to nme twice. Prom se?

'"Right.'

He put his left hand on the | edge of wood, then instructed his cortical node to di sengage the
nerves of his left arm Fromthe el bow down he could feel nothing, not even the dead neat col dness
of anaesthetic, the buoyant rel ease of norphine. H's forearm and hand had ceased to exist.

"COK,' he said, finding out just how nmuch it'd cost Gabri el

to say that.

Gabri el pushed the handkerchief into his nouth. It was disgusting. Soggy, tasting of sour acidic
stomach juices. Good. Focus on the revulsion, Shutting out the sight of Gabriel steadying herself
on the second step. Knuckles whitening as she clenched the nakeshift club. Her face m m cking the
PETER F. HAM LTON
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i ntense concentration he'd once seen on a golf pro's face as he lined up his putter for an

al bat r oss.

G eg heard the swish of air.

Shock was worse than pain inits owm way. H s brain seened to expand tine, letting himsee the
full horror of his flesh being triturated, every detail slamring into his mnd. The sight flushing
away the intention to pull with all his strength. It took the aninal fear of inpending death to
twi st his mnd back, overriding reluctance. Geg pulled.

He felt the screamrising inside himas he watched his ruined hand squeezing through a netal
circle that was two centinetres too snall. It was obscenely mall eabl e, danp cracki ng sounds
mar ki ng its progress.

Hi s hand cane free, and a lungful of air blasted the handkerchief fromhis nouth. There was
nothing to stop the screamthat would vent sonme of his anguish. He hovered on the brink for one
eternal second. Cl osed his gaping nouth, contracting the throat nuscles that woul d've formed the
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bl i ssful release of sound.
Gabriel: laughing, crying, whinpering. 'W've done it.' Wping tears fromher face. 'W've fucking
done it.'

G eg drank down litres of fresh clean air. His right hand was still on the other side of the
railing. He turned it slowy and brought it and the cuff through the gap. H s |left hand was
sonething froma butcher's stall, crushed, sweffing with blood, pussy fluid |eaking fromthe graze

where the club had struck

G eg shared a long glance with Gabriel, a love that wasn't physical, didn't need to be. They were
bl ood siblings, a far stronger bond. 'Tinme to go,' he said. It broke the spell

She went to work on the store room's central biolumpanel, easing it anay fromits clips. He
started on the Harrods hanpers and found a case of three-star brandy.

He clamped the first bottle between his knees, and unscrewed the cap with his right hand. The
aroma set up a satanic craving in his maltreated stomach

After opening five bottles, Geg tiptoed around the room soaking the kel pboard cases with the

liquor. ~l"aking care not to spill any on the floor with its wi de cracks.

M NDSTAR RI SI NG
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"The wi ndow s behind this lot," Gabriel whispered, poking a tall stack of cases. '"It'Il take an

age to shift them'

~Forget shifting them Qur exit isn't going to be stealthy.

You got the biolun?'

"Yeah.' She'd cracked the back open, exposing the activation trigger. A finger-sized pewer
cylinder with enough charge to activate the notes' bias. There was al so enough charge to spark -
two, maybe three tinmes if their luck was in.

He inpal ed a wad of paper on the screws of Gabriel's club

sl oshing brandy over it. She put it on the desk, eagerness aninmating her features, dulling the
pai n.

He put his shoulders to the stack of crates, tensing.

Nodded.

Two idiot smles.

A minute blue spark sizzled between the cylinder electrodes and one of the screws. The paper
caught at once, a bright yellow tongue of flane that |eft sharp purple after-inmges on his
retinas.

Gabriel picked up her torch and thrust it against sonme of

the cases he'd doused. Flanmes bl ooned wherever it touched. She carried it round in a triunphal
circuit.

The room was becom ng dazzlingly bright to Greg's gl oani ng-acclinatized eyes; but he waited until
the fire began to crackle noisily before heaving at the cases. The stack toppled with a crash
whi ch seened deafeningly loud in the small room Cases burst open, scattering tins of neat with
Brazilian | abel s across the oak fl oorboards.

Greg junped on to the two renmi ning cases bel ow t he

wi ndow, Kkicking out the glass. It shattered into wi cked ice daggers, scything off into the

gal acti c-deep ni ght outside.

"Qut,' he yelled, and used his good hand to haul Gabriel up on to the cases. She bal anced on the
narrow dirt-ingrai ned wi ndow edge, crouching down for the junp. There were shouts coming fromthe
basenment. The fire had really taken hold now Geg could feel its heat on his face and his right
hand,

Gabri el had al ready gone. And soneone was poundi ng up

the stairs. Greg flexed his knees and leapt into the cool danp air.

CHAPTER FORTY- TWO

Processor Node One Status: Loadi ng Basi c Managenent Program

Julia's head jerked up. She hadn't actually been sleeping, just allowi ng her rattled, abused

t hought s sone peace.

Processor Node Two Status: Loadi ng Basi c Managenent Program

"What ?' asked Wi shaw.

Menmory Node One: File Codes Loaded.

The huge bl ack man, Teddy, was giving her that eagle-eyed stare again, as if he was exani ning her
soul. Finding it flawed.

Menory Node Two: File Codes Loaded.

"Lord Jesus,' she clapped her hands in excited delight. "He's done it. Royan. He's in the 'ware.'
Menmory Node Three: File Codes Loaded.
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The fabric of the nodes' artificial nentality rose out of nowhere to fortify and enrich her own
thoughts. Dictionaries, |anguage and technical |exicons, encycl opedias, logic matrices, al
returned to their warmfamliar places

Neur al Augnentation On Line.

Wal shaw was | eaning over his term nal, hands reaching for the keyboard. The cubes were full of
crazed graphics, slowy returning to equilibrium

Hel o, Juliet.

" &randpa!"’

Her view of the study was suddenly riddled with cracks, it fragnented and whirl ed away. She was
| ooki ng down on Earth froma great height. But the picture was wong, there were no hal f-shades,
the colours were all prinmary; an anorphous Jigsaw of emerald, crinson, turquoise, and rose-gold
oil patterns, It

was overlaid by regular grid lines. False-Colour Thematic | nmage, supplied the nodes. There was a
town at the centre of the inmage, one which was curiously blurred around its outskirts.

M NOSTAR RI SI NG
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W sbech, Julia said, intuitively. There was no sound to hear, no tactile sensation present in this
flat universe which had captured her, only the inage itself. She could sense her grandfather's
presence by her side, They weren't alone.

Juliet, I'd like you to neet a very smart young | ad. Goes
by the nane of Royan.
Pl eased to neet you, Mss Juliet. |1've never net an heiress before.

Thank you for unl ocking nmy grandpa, Royan

It was a breeze; whoever wote the virus was dunb.

It didn't seemthat way when | was on the receiving end.

I'"mnot surprised. You know, you ought to | oad sone proper protection into your nodes. They're
terrific pieces of gear, wish | had sone. But the guardi an bytes you're using | eave them w de
open.

I used to think I had proper protection

/ could wite you sone. | wouldn't want anything bad to happen to you, you're a friend of Greg's.
And the PSP hates you. That nakes you an A-one person in my book

I'd take himup on that, Juliet, if |I were you. Royan and

I have been having a long chat. Boy knows what he's tal king about.

Long? she asked.

You're operating in '"ware time now, Mss Juliet. Fast fast

Ch. Thanks for the offer, Royan. But | think we'd better do what we can for Geg first.

Yeah, said Philip. Msjudged himin a big way. Junping the gun. Never woul d' ve done that in the
flesh. Really shouldn't have done it now. But we can nake anends soon enough

Julia concentrated on the thematic i mage. Her grandfather was squirting a solid streamof binary
pul ses up to a conpany Earth Resources platformthrough Wl holms one remaining uplink, a humin
t he background of her consci ousness.

G eg's noving, |ook, he said.

A di anond star had appeared on the thenatic imge. The

magni fi cation | eapt up. Wsbech's outskirts di sappeared. The

418
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town was slashed in two by a broad nmeandering band of deep turquoise. Like a rain-swollen river,
Julia thought, even though she knew the whol e pl ace was nudl ocked. Her grandfather junped the
magni fi cati on again. Then again. The star was gleaning a few hundred netres east of the turquoise
band. A small dot of crinson on the edge of the turquoise band was turning a brighter scarlet.
Sonething is warning up down there, Philip said.

I think I can hel p, said Royan

A crude transparent nmap was superinposed on the thematic inmage.

Ordnance Survey, Royan expl ai ned. The | ast one before the PSP canme to power. Nothing much changed
between then and the start of the Warning

The map rotated slowy clockwi se until the two sets of grid |ines neshed, then it swamin and out
of focus, matching up the street patterns.

Close as we'll get.

Di sused mill, Julia read, The dot had become a fluorescent ruby.

Thermal emission rising sharply, said Philip. It's on fire. And Greg's noving away, dead sl ow.
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Means the boy's on foot, swinmming rather, in that gunk

Escapi ng, sai d Royan.

Could well be. | wonder if Gabriel is with him

If she's alive, she'll be with him Royan censured.

Julia sensed the adoration verging on |love that Royan had sonehow managed to convey into their

i nani rate nedium Hi s belief was unshakeabl e. And she knew he was right, Geg didn't desert people
to save his own skin.

G andpa?

I know, Juliet. The strike wi ndow ends in ninety seconds

- mark. Decision tine.

M Philip told ne about that, Mss Juliet. It's a grand idea. He said it was your suggestion
Certainly was, boy. She's an Evans, through and through. And we don 't do anything by halves. No
sir.

I wonder who's in that tower, Royan asked

M NOSTAR RI SI NG
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Soneone big, Julia said. Soneone inmportant, inmportant enough to nake Kendric visit him not the
ot her way round. And if you knew Kendric like | do, you'd know how few people in the world would
be granted that concession

The first instance of sensation invaded their private universe, an electric tingle reninding her
of far-off nerves. Julia | ooked down on the mll, judging it with the di spassion of some d ynpian
goddess. ~

Could it really be? Philip asked.

There was never any body, said Royan. Never any real proof. Not even M ndstar knew.

We'd have to hurry. The timing is tight, very tight.

No, Julia said, bold with conviction, The timng is perfect.

Synchr oni zed.

Gabriel? Philip enquired.

| expect so, she said. Whatever the reason, we cannot ignore this opportunity.

| agree, said Royan

That makes it unani mous, then. Access the Ordnance Survey's nenory core and download that mill's
co-ords, m boy, accurate as you can get. We've only got the one satellite uplink left after your
friends came a-knocking. / would' ve preferred to keep watching Wsbech, just in case we need to
update. But we'll sinmply have to make do.

You're lucky you've still got that one. Father is efficient.

Julia's awareness shifted as the thematic i mage faded. She was plugged directly into Wlholms
nyriad gear systens, a bright-glowi ng three dinmensional cobweb of data channels. New strands were
conming on line at a phenonenal rate as the antithesis poured through it, purging the virus.

A qui ck status check showed her that there were only three functional servos out of the eight
which steered Wl holms one remaining satellite dish. Accelerated tine stretched for what seened
|i ke aeons as the dish swivelled round on its axis to point at the western horizon. Her
grandf at her had overridden the servos' safety limters, allowing themto take a doubl e | oad.
Tenperature sensors relayed the heat from overl oaded notors straight into her nedulla, interpreted
as scal di ng hands.

PITIR P. HAMLTON
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Sorry, Juliet.

Her pain vani shed.

The dish's rotation halted, smaller azimuth servos began tracking it across the sky.

Co-ords ready for loading, M Philip. Got themdown to half a netre.

Anything within three hundred metres woul d be enough

Julia said.

Don't brag so, girl, Philip said as he | oaded the figures into an O herEyes personality package.
But a sliver of pride escaped fromhis thoughts.

So, that just |leaves the reactivation code. Juliet, your honour

She al |l owed herself one noment of suprenmely sel f-indul gent satisfaction

Access Avengi ngAnge~. The long string of binary digits energed from her nodes to hang between the
three of them Her grandfather integrated it into the Ot herEyes personality package. The conpl eted
data construct squirted into the dish transmtter, stream ng upwards at |ightspeed.

This time, you bastard, this tine 111 get you

CHAPTER FORTY- THREE
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N his nmind the theory was perfect. They weren't particularly high up, and the nmud around the tower
shoul dn' t

have been deep. O course, there was no way of actually

testing it in advance.

Geg hit the thin coating of surface water and kept on going, his nmonentumonly slow ng when the
wat er reached his thighs. He let his knees bend, absorbing inertia. Thick viscous goo rose up his
shi ns, enbeddi ng them That was the point where his left hand thunped into the water, finally
overl oadi ng his bel eaguered cortical node. Geg screaned at the lancets of pain its faltering
barricade | et through. Brilliant starbursts of |ight danced across his vision

H's feet were resting on sonething solid. He could see guttering orange |ight washing across a big
clump of reeds about three nmetres in front of him narking the perineter of a | ow nmound of rubble.
A gable end was sticking up in the nmiddle of it, inclined at forty-five degrees, supported by a
buttress of rafters which resenbl ed sone bizarre geonetric whal e skel eton

The water had cone up to the bottomof his ribcage, leaving his folded | egs entirely under the
mud. Greg tried to straighten his knees. It took an age before even the faintest trenble of notion
began. The nud refused to let go.

Pani ¢ churned his gut. He had absolutely nothing to grip, nothing he could use to drag hinself
out. His legs nmuscles had to do all the work. And any second now Kendric's crewren woul d be
storm ng out of the tower.

"Were are you, Greg? Gabriel called

"I"'mcomng." WAas he rising fractionally faster? The pain fromhis |left hand had been suppressed
again, naking it easier to concentrate. He could feel the nud sliding dowm his thighs. 'Get into
the reeds. Go on! Move.'

Hi s buttocks left the nud behind, and he stood up. There

422
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was water up to the top of his legs, the mud still incarcerated his knees. Greg brought his |eft

foot out of the mud's suction clutch, standing stork-style, then fell forwards, windmlling his

ar s.

The strain on his right knee was incredible, his bodyweight was trying to bend it in exactly the
opposite direction to which it was designed to hinge. He grabbed at the reeds with his right hand,
pulling hinself along towards the cover of the mound. The mud relinquished its hold on his right
leg with extrenme rel uctance.

A chorus of wld shouting broke out behind him Mark's voice rose above the others, bawling to
bring sone |ights.

Greg grasped at another clunp of reeds. His progress was a conbinati on of swi nming, slithering and
crawming, all at a snail's pace. He was conpletely hanpered by his desperation to avoid any
comotion. Thankfully, the reeds began to get thicker and higher.

He heard a long erratic stutter of nmuffled thuds from behind him and guessed at food cans
rupturing in the fire.

A qui ck glance round Ilet himsee the tower, a black phallic nonolith probing a cloud-sneared night
sky.. The first floor's broken wi ndow was a glaring yellow rectangle, while others glowed with

bi ol um s softer pink-white radiance; sketchy shadows were novi ng about inside. Several people were
dashi ng about on the grass ring around the tower's base; three were splashing through the
shal l ows, but not venturing far. If they wanted to get across to the reeds they'd have to get down
on their bellies and squirm it was the only way. They didn't have the notivation. A couple of

i ntense torch beans stabbed out, scouring the reeds.

Geg rolled back on to his stonmach and began his serpent wiggle again. Thirty seconds |ater there
was hard ground under his el bows. Reeds conpeting with stiff blades of grass. He was using his
knees as well as his el bows now, scuttling towards the gable end, and cover. He knew exactly what
Kendnc and Armstrong woul d do next. Flinty pebbles and rapier grass |acerated his skin. Sonewhere
over to his |eft another heavy body was burrow ng through the vegetation

An el ectromagnetic rifle opened up, warbling |oudly.

M NDSTAR RI SI NG
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Bul l ets thudded into the nound, pinged against the brickwork, ricocheted off, whining. Geg kept
goi ng.

"CGet over there.' That was Kendric's unm stakably enraged
voi ce. Murmurs of argunment followed.
The white torchlight trinmed the tips of the reeds around
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G eg. Tiny reddi sh-brown ovate flowers gl owed | anbently.
M dges formed a silver gal axy overhead. The |ight passed on
The el ectromagnetic rifle had fallen silent.
Greg reached the sloping brickwork. Gabriel was ahead of
him panting heavily at the end of a streaky nmud trail
"God, the snell,' she exclained.
"What snel | ?'
' Somre peopl e.
He clinbed gingerly to his feet. The island they were on was about twenty netres at its w dest.
G eg had cherished a half-notion that the nounds would all be connected. But the next one was a
good forty netres away. Al gae-curdled water sloshed |ike crude oil between the two. It didn't |ook
as though there was nuch of it on top of the nud.
"Clothes off," Greg said, then flinched as the el ectromagnetic
rifle poured another fusillade of bullets into the gable end.
"Do what?' Gabriel asked. She was cradling her |eft hand
again. Her face was haggard, totally lethargic.
"W've got a lot of swiming to do. Clothes are going to
drag us under.'
' Swi m wher e?'
"Clear of the tower, renmenber? Kilonetre at |east. How
| ong have we got?
Gabriel closed her eyes. 'About twenty m nutes, maybe
| ess.'
"Do we survive?
'Some of us do, sonme of us don't.' She sounded conpletely
di si nt erested.
G eg ducked his head round the side of the bricks, bringing
it back fast. 'Bugger!’
" Now what ?'
"They've put the fire out. | was hoping it would be a beacon
to the ships on the Nene. Sonebody might report it.'
That brought a hal f-hysterical giggle from Gabriel, ending
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in a gurgling cough. 'Don't you worry, Greg. Lots of people are going to see your tower before
tonight's out. You betcha.
"Ch, yeah.' He felt stupid. 'Let's go.' He started shrugging out of the dinner jacket, clenching
his teeth as his left hand dragged through the arm it'd swollen badly, skin stretched taut,
pul ling open the grazes. Trousers followed, and the discovery that buckles are tricky one-handed
More shouting had broken out fromthe tower. Lots of conflicting orders interwound with Kendric's
repeated urgings and Arnstrong's controll ed barks.
Gabriel gave hima renorseful stare before starting halfheartedly on the buttons of her blouse.
Greg peeled his trousers off and hel ped her pull her blouse gingerly over her inflated | eft hand.
"Put your shoes back on,' he said.
A third burst of rifle fire |l ashed the bricks.
They bent doubl e, keeping the bulk of the small pyram d between thensel ves and the tower as they
crept down to the grey sline. The stuff was sem liquid, a thick gelatine that squel ched and
undul ated alarmngly as Greg inmersed hinmself. It closed around him finding its way into every
orifice. But he didn't sink. In fact the worst of it was on the surface. A sixty-centinetre
stratum of water had been sandw ched between the spongy nud and | at hery al gae.
Gabri el groaned as she | owered herself behind himand the cold nire envel oped her.
Greg began to nove, a tortuously slow sidestroke, kicking hard with his feet. Big faecal gobs of
the pulpy algae clotted his right arm splattering over his face. He had to stop every four or
five strokes and wipe it off. His eyes were stung raw. Gabriel had it easier. He was pathbreaking
for her, clearing a ragged channel
When they reached the second island, Geg began to worry about what kind of chase was being
organi zed back at the tower. He | ooked over his shoul der and saw t hat sormeone had opened the
tower's top-floor wi ndow, they were raking the torch beamover the first island and the
surroundi ng wat er.
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The light wasn't powerful enough to reach him but he nade Gabriel keep bel ow the wavering tops of
the thin reeds as the pair of themcrossed over to the island' s opposite side.

Away to the right, Greg could see the bloated hunps of deconposing tree trunks protruding fromthe
al gae like surfaced whal es. The nunber, about thirty, inplied sonme sort of park, which rul ed out
that direction. They needed to nove fast now. Build distance before the tower blew The park woul d
be genui ne swanp, inpossible to traverse.

A hundred and fifty netres ahead were the first ranks of buildings recogni zabl e as such; detached
houses, their walls partially collapsed and roofs concave, but renaining upright. Bridging the gap
was a pockmar ked | andscape of ash-green atolls separated by hoary stretches of sl ough

"Any preference direction-wi se? Geg asked.

Gabri el shook her head. 'No. But you were right about getting clear. That explosion is a brute.
hope | can make it.'

She was a state. Loose folds of flab were caked in thick sable nud, her hair was a tangle of
ossifying dreadl ocks. Every breath was asthmatic, a battle against coagul ating catarrh. She
twitched like a palsy victim

"No problem' he said, wishing to God he neant it.

They waded into the first slough channel

The fifth island they came to was nuch | arger than the previous four. Iron girders were sticking
out anong the sedges. There was nore grass than reeds on the crest. Soil had begun to accumnul ate
in the crevices between the fragnents of stone and cenent. Greg cut his calf on sonething jagged
Cur sed.

The island's far shore brought themto within thirty netres of the houses. One nore inmersion and
back on to solid ground. This tine it was a long straight ridge parallel to the row of houses. It
was cluttered with tw sted, drooping chi mey stacks, and buckled rafter apexes gnarled w th scabby
lichens; slate tiles fornmed a | oose flaky shingle beneath their feet, making the going hard.

Just as he reached the summt, Greg heard the sound. A | ow volunme humin the background. But
rising in pitch and intensity, in nenace. A note he was irksomely famliar wth.
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' Move out, doubletine,' he said. 'The bastards have inflated the hovercraft.’

"No nore,' Gabriel said wetchedly.

"One last tine. That's all. Then it'll all be over.'

"Yes. Yes, you're right. Only a few mnutes left. It's clearing, G eg. So nmuch clearer now.'
Real i zation struck. He could sense her nmind. A pale disconsolate mst of disjointed thoughts,
fluttering aimessly, corrupted with coarse threads of harrowi ng pain. Gabriel was ani nmated by
adrenal in al one, and her endocrine glands were virtually exhausted.

They' d escaped the twins' nullifying effect. Greg let his gland run riot, charging his cerebellum
to overload, and screw the risk. Synapses vibrated shrilly under the stress, delusional ripping
sounds filtered into his ears, comng frominside his skull, neurone menbranes splitting open. His
espersense swept out. It was a heady boost. Wol e once nore.

Two hovercraft were curving away fromthe tower, each containing three minds, radiant hard-wound
balls of mercurial nmal evol ence. G eg recogni zed Toby riding in one of them along with a coupl e of
crewren he couldn't place. Mark and Kendric were paired in the second, along with its pilot. There
was no sign of the other mnds Geg knew to be out there -Arnstrong and Turner, not even Herm one
The tower was an enpty shell to his espersense, which neant at |east one twin had remained behind.
The big question was whether the third hovercraft had been infl ated.

A faint haze of snmall minds gl owed around the wavering perineter of his espersense, occasiona
twinkles within. Aninmals of some sort, clinging to a dour existence am d the ruins. Abandoned pets
reverted to their true feral nature, rodents scrabbling to stay above the nud, an invasion of
reptiles.

He pulled Gabriel roughly down the slope and into the bog which covered the street, ignoring her
weepy cries of protest. They didn't have to swim The syrupy nud drowning the tarmac was only a
few centinetres deep, |apping over his feet |like slushed snow. It was possible to wade. The raft
of al gae canme up to md-thigh
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Geg was nearly tenpted to hide in one of the houses. None

of them had doors or windows left. Pick one at random and cower down. Unless the hovercraft
boasted sone pretty sophisticated sensors, Kendric and Toby would never find himin tinme, But the
dangerously dil apidated condition of the walls stopped him If the tower went up with anything

file:/lIF|/rah/Peter%20F.%20Hamilton/Hamilton,%20Peter%20F%20-%20Mindstar%20Rising.txt (183 of 189) [1/19/03 7:03:06 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Peter%20F.%20Hamilton/Hamilton,%20Peter%20F%20-%20Mindstar%20Rising.txt

like the violence Gabriel clained the friable houses would collapse on top of them

They reached a noul deri ng dune whi ch had once been a leylandii hedge, and squel ched over it. Geg
saw two white aureoles sliding fluidly across the horizon behind them w nding down through the
sl ough channels. The drone of the hover-craft propellers drifted in and out of audibility. Kendric
and Toby were fanning out, their search pattern carrying themfurther apart. At least it was only
t wo.

He steered Gabriel down the narrow dank gully between two houses. There were aninals on the other
side of the walls, nore than he'd originally thought, scurrying around frantically. The garden at
the rear of the house backed on to another garden. Head-hi gh panel fencing marked out the
boundary, putrefying | aths drooping under their own weight. In one corner was a greenhouse whose
panes were pasted with hand-sized val enti ne | eaves. Sone abandoned horticultural treasure had
thrived in the heat and abundant nutrient-soaked nud, naking it | ook as though the al um nium
framed structure was about to burst apart at the seans.

Caustic fingers of silver-white |light probed through a gap between a couple of houses a hundred
nmetres away. The propeller noise was loud, fluctuating in strident piccolo whistles.

G eg sensed Toby's churlish mnd; the nan was spite-laden, yearning to be the one who found the
quarry. Instinct chafed at him He knew Greg was near by. A nature-ordai ned hunter

The bul k of the houses bl ocked off the |ight as the hovercraft glided down the street. Then the
questing fingers reappeared, closer this tine, three houses away.

G eg urged Gabriel behind the greenhouse, and waited unti

the searchlight fluoresced the verdant avocado-green |eaves.

The green corona died as the hovercraft noved on, but
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G eg knew that knot of determination in Toby's mind. He'd Drder the pilot to take the hovercraft
down the gardens once he reached the end of the street.

H s espersense tracked Kendric, who was still patrolling the slough channels. They couldn't go
back, and the blast would turn the confined gardens into a death-trap of flying masonry.

"Through there.' Greg pointed ahead. The row of houses in front of themwere virtually identica
to the ones behind, nly in slightly better condition. Gabriel noved |ike an iutonaton.

G eg kicked at the panel fence, tearing through it like tissue paper. There was a fruit cage on
the other side, a box made from gal vani zed steel poles wapped in a tattered cobweb of black nyl on
netting. The sight of it sparked an idea.

He reached up to one of the crossbeans with his right hand nd began to tug. The pole was held in
pl ace between the uprights by two noul ded plastic sockets at each end, both of themfractured and
bl eached by the decade-long torrent of UV-infested sunlight. One of the sockets crackled at the
pres;ure he applied, then snapped abruptly. G eg yanked the other ~nd of the pole out of its
socket with a burst of ebullient nrength, tearing the netting as it canme free. The pole was three
metres long, in good condition; the zinc coating had whitened down the years, but it'd protected
the steel fromrust.

"What' s happeni ng?' Gabriel asked.

"I"'minprovising a little present for Toby.' There was no Longer any vindictiveness at the
prospect, nor even nalice.

This was an intrinsic fight for survival now, nothing nore. His nmind had rel egated Toby to an
obstacl e which had to be tackled. Hatred was all the other nan's problem

Greg clanmped the pol e between his knees and tied on a strip of the ripped nylon nmesh. It was a

| aborious job, he had to use his teeth to grip the end of the strip while his fingers fornmed the
knot. Spears didn't come any nore primtive, but the rudinentary tail ought to keep its trajectory
stable for a few netres
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They sl ogged towards a narrow al | eyway between the two

houses ahead, the disturbingly concave walls had so nany bricks missing they |ooked like two
vertical checkerboards.

There was an unstabl e aggregation of brick chunks and sandy earth in the gap, rising half a netre
above the algae. Greg had | ost his shoes sonewhere in the slough channels; his feet were

unr ecogni zabl e, lunps of gunmy tar which ached abomi nably.

If he stood on anything sharp they'd go conpletely nunb as the pain breached the cortical node's
t hreshol d. When they reached the small front garden they were knee-deep in the greasy nire again.
The street they found thenselves in was virtually intact. Greg could al nost believe he'd wal ked
out into a pre-dawn autumm norning of fifteen years ago. Rusted, w ndow ess hul ks of petrol-driven
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cars were parked along the road. Barren trees stood tall, low brick walls were topped by fancifu
wought-iron railings, the lampposts were still vertical. It was a well-ordered slice of m ddle-
class suburbia. Only the algae-natted water shattered the illusion of normality.

A curtain of light streaked out at the far end of the houses a hundred and fifty netres away.
Toby's hovercraft bad turned down into the gardens. Greg sensed the excitenent rising in the man's
m nd. Toby's native instinct was telling himhis prey was near by.

Geg found it uncanny to observe, alnost as though his own ability was being turned agai nst him
He and Toby must share the same mental genotype

"I want you to walk down to the other end of the street,' he told Gabri el

She didn't reply, standing with shoul ders drooping, arns dangling at her side. Her |left hand

| ooked appal ling, tunmescent and inflanmed. Mud had dried and cracked on it, as though she was
sheddi ng a hardened outer skin, allow ng new, blue-tender flesh to break through. He refused the

i mpul se to check his own.

"Listen, Gabriel. You must wal k down the street. And when the hovercraft cones, you fall down. OK?
"fhat's all. Can you nmanage that for ne?'
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A confused frown puckered her forehead. 'Walk?

"Yes.' Greg pressed his hand on her back, starting her off. 'And when the Iight shines, you go for
cover.'

Gabriel's feet had found a shuffling rhythm 'Fall down?'

"That's right.'

"Orders,' she nunbl ed vaguely. 'I won't let you dowmn, Geg. | won't.'

Geg left her doing her apathetic sleep walk, feeling a prize turd for using her as bait; and
headed back up the street towards the wi de beam of |ight which kept shooting out, docunenting the
hovercraft's progress. Al gae foaned around his knees. Slithery nmud tried to pull his feet from
under him Sonetimes he thought he could feel the hardness of the tarmac.

The |ight shone out of the gap in front of him Geg stood still, listening to the drone of the
propel l er growi ng | ouder, echoing back and forth across the street. The |ight was extingui shed. A
faint trace of it rippled along the roof of the house.

Toby's hovercraft drew | evel with him Light slamed out of the gap, transfixing himlike a rabbit
in a headl anp.

A scream of ecstatic triunph burst from Toby's m nd.

Geg' s vision was wiped out in a sparkling pink mst as his retinas were overwhel ned by a
targeting laser. He lurched forwards. The warbling of electromagnetic rifle fire punctured the
night. Bullets stitched a line of snall craters in the al gae behind him The propeller drone rose
to a crescendo as the pilot fought to turn the hovercraft.

G eg was dunped into the darkness again. The |laser inpact abated, and he saw a smattering of stars
t hrough the shredded gauze of cirrus clouds. He could hear the ripping sounds of the hovercraft
ridi ng roughshod over fences.

Geg felt his nerves cooling, heartbeat slow ng, tension abating. Going with the flow.

He sensed the hovercraft racing down the gardens, heading back the way it'd cone.

A final visual check on Gabriel showed hima forlorn figure bunbling through the mre. Hs
espersense showed her nind was operating with cyborg sinplicity, conpletely absorbed by the
mechani cs of wal ki ng.
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He I owered hinself into the al gae.

The hovercraft had reached the end of the gardens now, rounding the |ast house in the row Geg
caught a glinpse of its insect eye array of lights sliding into view as he dropped bel ow t he

surf ace.

Espersense reveal ed all he needed, real and hypersense urn-verses entw ning snmoothly. Toby | eaning
agai nst the prow, fists clenched, eyes bugging, slipstream plucking at hint. The nerciless lights
finding Gabriel. Her |egs buckling, sending her toppling forwards. Toby's how of revenge
consummat i on.

Greg could hear a throbbing sound transmitted through the

filthy water, getting |ouder,

Toby's mind was a lurid spew point of aninius thoughts

zoom ng towards him

Greg pressed his feet down hard as the hovercraft runbled directly overhead. He broke surface,
bringing a cloying cone of algae with him A blast of desert-air w nd escaping frombeneath the
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hovercraft skirt ablated the nucus fromhis face.

He kept rising like a shabby tenth-rate Neptune, galvanized spear in his hand, already drawn back
for the throw Aimng. The pole steady. And fling.

It shot through the wide nesh of the protective carbon fibre grille at the rear of the hovercraft,
hitting the spinning propeller full on. The trajectory bent then as the tip was chopped by the

bl ade' s | eadi ng edge, tugging it down and round. That, by itself, wasn't disastrous, the bl ade
edge was designed to handle bird inmpacts. But the length of the pole nmeant it was deflected right
into the nmounting. The propeller's axle-bearing sheared off instantly under the terrible inpact
stress. And a two-netre-dianeter five-hundred-r.p.m buzz-saw expl oded out of the grille to digest
the rear of the pneumatic hovercraft.

There was a thunderclap bl owout, and the prow of the hovercraft bucked up into the air, |osing
rigidity, light beans strafing the sky. Three bodi es and pi eces of |oose equi pmrent were catapulted
in a short arc. A trenendous spune of water jetted up as the propeller hit the al gae, chew ng
through. One of the bodies fell into its base. The shredded hovercraft hull flopped back down. The
lights went out, and the spune died.
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It began to rain gobs of nud and al gae, pattering down over a w de area.

One mind had survived, the body which housed it withing feebly. Another body was face down in the
wat er, Toby. O the third there was no sign

G eg waded forward. It was easy going. A vast patch of the street had been stripped of its
covering of algae.

Gabriel was floating on her back, half subnerged. Greg got his hand under her head and lifted her
She coughed wealdy. 'l did it, didn't I, Geg? Just like you wanted."'

"Sure did, and no messing.

"Did you get 'enf'

'Yeah, they aren't going to hazard anyone agai n.

Four |ightbeans pinioned him Kendric's hovercraft was turning down into the street. He froze into
pl ace. Too exhausted to run. Besides, he could never have |left Gabriel

The hovercraft approached at a cautious unhurried pace.

Greg shielded his eyes against the glare. Kendric was standing in the prow, in front of the

Per spex wi ndscreen. The epitonme of the great white hunter, electromagnetic rifle cradled in a
light grip, one foot on the gunwal e.

Greg saw it coming, reading it straight from Gabriel's m nd

Genui ne tel epathy. His nmouth gaped, and he pointed high into the western sky.

Kendric's mind registered sublime contenpt that Greg would try such a pathetic stunt. Then
vacillation set in, precisely because it was so unlikely. He | ooked round to follow the direction
of Greg's accusing finger, just intine to see a frigid saffron dawn expand across the sky above
W sbech.

The light source was directly above them a cold dazzling star which crawl ed through the genui ne
constellations at an infinitesiml pace. Its radiance was throwi ng shadows as sharpedged as
daylight. Geg could see wisps of fluffy cloud gusting high overhead, they nust've been kilonetres
away.

Gabriel began to |augh.

The fal se star was as intense as noonday sunlight, then brighter. It began to elongate. Brick
wal |l s glared scarlet. Dewmttl ed al gae sparkled |ike a diamanté ice fl oe.
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Intuition whispered into Geg's brain. He knew. The Merlin. Then his far-flung espersense
delivered the final shock, a single band of incendiary thought originating fromthe space-probe's
bi owar e nodes: Philip Evans's unholy vengeance gl ee as he hurtled inexorably towards Leopold

Ar st rong.

The Merlin descended at orbital velocity, boring a vacuumtunnel through the | ower atnosphere. A
purple-white plasma comet with a rigid incandescent tail of superionized air, stabbing down |ike
some nonstrously overpowered strategic defence | aser

Geg flung his arnms desperately over his face, trying to save

his eyes. There was carm ne bl ood-1ight, then sable bl ackness.

The bl ast wave was a white-noise tsunam . It plucked Greg out of the mire and sent hi m spinning

t hrough space. He could see the street's houses disintegrating, slates taking flight, bricks

aval anchi ng. The air bad becone a blizzard of giant splinters and powdery fragments.

He saw the tower. Rather, where the tower had been: a thick colum of fusion-hot air fountaining
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up into the darkening sky. Its ifickering vernilion fluorescence was sheathed by ragged braids of
ebony soot-clouds. Garish blue-green static webs di scharged around its nushroom ng crown.

For a liquid, the water was incredibly hard.

CHAPTER FORTY- FOUR

G

REG woke to peace, body and mind. Blissful. He could feel his entire body except for his left
hand, and nothing hurt, nothing felt abused. There was just warnth and softness.

Makes a bl oody change.

He opened his eyes. Even the light was gentle, pale pearl.

Rapi d blinking resolved the blurred shapes around hi m

He was lying on his back |ooking up at an ivory-coloured ceiling with inset bioluin strips. A
young nman in a white nmedical -style coat was renoving an el ectrode hoop fromhis forehead.

"Vl come back, M Mandel,' he said.

That humourl ess tone, his intent professionalism He had

to belong to Event Horizon.

. "There is no need to worry,' the doctor assured Greg. 'You are a patient in Event
Horizon's Liezen clinic - that's in Austria.'

"Who's worrying?

The doctor nodded earnestly. 'Ah, good. Sonetinmes there is disorientation follow ng a prol onged
somol ence induction.'

"VWhat do you call prol onged?

"Eight days. In addition to your physical injuries you were suffering from advanced cerebra

stress due to an overdose of neurohornones. |'ve | oaded a prohibition order into your cortica
node preventing any gl and secretions. Conme back in three nmonths, and I'lIl w pe the order; or you
nm ght consider having the gland itself extracted.' Hi s nose twitched. 'l don't approve of them

personal | y."'

' Thank you, Doctor.' Julia's cut-crystal voice chopped off any further adnmoni shnents. 'That wll
be all."’

The doctor sighed resignedly, and backed away.

Geg turned his head, He was in a snall tidy roomwith plenty of nedical gear nodul es stacked
besi de the bed. A
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pi cture wi ndow | ooked out over sunny parkland dotted with grazing Il anas.

The bed was el evating himsnoothly into a sitting position

His arms |ay outside the ochre blankets. A chal ky-col oured bi oware bl adder had been infl ated
around his left hand, trailing scores of fine fibre-optic cables to the gear nodules, its nutrient

fluid veins pulsing rhythmcally. Just as well, he didn't particularly fancy |ooking at the hand.
Julia was wearing a crinkled navy-blue sundress. The skirt
was shorter than her usual, its hem hovering well above her knees. She was watching himwth

silent diligence.

"The hair's nice," Geg told her. Tiny corkscrew curls had

fluffed it out into a candyfloss cloud. A chain of minute blue flowers formed a delicate tiara
above her brow. G ven a posy of prinroses she woul d' ve nmade a good bridesnmaid, he thought.

"Ch, you think so?" A dainty long..flngered hand lifted to pat a few of the nore wayward strands.
"Adrian likes it this way.

"Lucky ol d Adrian.'

The door closed behind the doctor

Julia's face fell, giving hima woeful stare. 'I'mso sorry, Geg. Really | am None of this need
have happened. It's all ny fault.'

"Don't be shy.'

"But it is.'

Geg |listened as she | aunched into an expl anation about the Cray files, her mistrust, the St

Chri stopher. There was no energy in himto power any strong feelings about it, one way or the

ot her, anger or despair. The issue seened an abstract. It was over, all it could ever be now was

an exercise in 'what if'. The whole bl oody great cock-up was down to his over-reliance on nystic

intuition, treating it as infallible, giving |ogical thought the big elbow H's own stupid fault.
He let out a long dispirited sigh, and said, 'Forgiven. Besides, you were right, | should ve seen
Ellis's connection with the PSP. And | missed Steven as well. That's got to make us quits.'

'"Real ly? Did you really nean you forgive ne?' She was

PITTIR F. HAM LTON
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studying his face, trepidation lurking in her expressive tawny eyes.

Julia wanted absolution, so he snmled and said, 'Yeah, | really do. No nmessing.' He'd sought it
for hinself often enough. He could hardly deny her

She flashed hima hundred-watt grin and sat on the edge of the bed. 'I've been terrified of you
waki ng up all week. You were the last |oose end. |'ve nmade ny peace with everyone el se.

" Everyone?' His thoughts nmoved slowy. 'Hey, what about Gabriel ?

"She's all right. Everyone is all right now. Treating you all at the clinic was the le~st | could
do.' Her |ips canme together pensively. 'They took Gabriel's gland out two days ago. She insisted,
said it was part of her deal."’

That would take a while to sink in, Geg knew. Gabriel without her gland would be interesting.
Maybe she'd even get back into shape, take part in life. N ce idea.

"How di d you get us out?" Geg asked.

' Ch, Teddy and Morgan Wl shaw junped a Prow er over to W sbech about twenty mnutes after the
blast. | wanted to go.' Her face hardened slightly at the menory. 'They both said no. Only thing
those two ever did agree on.'

' Teddy? How do you know Teddy?

Julia's smile was taunting. 'You' ve got a bit of catching up to do. I'll let Eleanor explain. |
pull ed rank to be here when they woke you, but 1'd better not stay much | onger or she'll be
bashi ng the door down to get at you. She's good at that.'

The smile turned devilish. 'I mght' ve known you'd prefer the buxomtype. And you're lucky to have
her, Geg. W' ve spent a lot of time talking this last week. |'ve got to know her quite well
She's a smashing girl.'

"You think I don't know?

Julia nodded in satisfaction. 'Good. You'll be quite all right to have children, by the way. The
Merlin's isotopes were left in orbit, there was no radi oactive fallout.'

"You did it. You shut it down.'

"Yah. It was all | had, Geg. | told you, |I knewit was
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Kendric who was behind the blitz; sonmehow, somewhere along the line, he'd be there. | didn't know
who to trust. The Merlin was the one gl obal -range weapon which was totally under ny direct
control, | didn't have to go through anyone, ask anyone's perm ssion. My executive code gave ne
unlimted access to the Astronautics Institute's nenory cores. | pulled the Merlin's comrand
codes, and used themto put it into stasis. | was going to kill Kendnc with it. Wen he was out at

sea on the Mrriam where no one else could get hurt. The Merlin can fly twelve million kilonetres
and find a rock two hundred nmetres across; dropping it three and hal f thousand kil onmetres on to a

sixty-nmetre target is no problem Al 1'd need to do was place a satellite call to Kendric, and
I'd have Mrrianm s position down to a netre, constantly updated. Not that | needed a direct hit;
even with its isotopes and ninety per cent of its fuel dunped, the Merlin still masses over a
tonne. And, well, you saw how big a kinetic punch it packed travelling at that velocity.'

"Yeah, | saw. What did happen to Kendric? | survived.'

Julia glanced out at the grassland beyond the w ndow, expression neutral. 'They only brought you
and Gabriel back. | didn't ask. You can if you want.'

"No. Not necessary.' Not with Teddy in the rescue party. \Wal shaw too, come to that; maybe
especi al | y Wi shaw.

Julia bent over and touched her lips to his, a soft dry kiss. "First tinme,' she nmurnured huskily.
' Thank you, Greg.' There was a draught of some expensive Parisian scent, then she was standing up
briskly. 'Menmento for you.' She~ hung the St Christopher on the bedpost. 'Don't worry, it doesn't
wor k any nor e.

"Pity, I'd feel safer.’

"Must dash, got a lesson with Royan. He's teaching ne to wite proper hotrod software.

G eg al nost asked. But settled for hearing it from El eanor instead

Julia opened the door. Eleanor stood outside, |ooking grand even in the shapeless white clinic
robe she was wearing. There was sonething not quite right about the way she wal ked, and
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the skin on her face seenmed to be peeling, except for two
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pat ches around her eyes.

The two girls exchanged a gl ance as they passed. Smiled
knowi ngly.

"All yours,' said Julia.

file:/lIF|/rah/Peter%20F.%20Hamilton/Hamilton,%20Peter%20F%20-%20Mindstar%20Rising.txt (189 of 189) [1/19/03 7:03:06 PM]



	Local Disk
	file:///F|/rah/Peter%20F.%20Hamilton/Hamilton,%20Peter%20F%20-%20Mindstar%20Rising.txt


