Crimesand Glory by Paul McAuley
Part One
“Where arethey?”’

‘They? Who'sthis“they”, Niles? | say, wondering if he' sfindly flipped. ‘ There’ s nobody out here but
us chickens. And we' re where we' ve dways been. Right behind you and catching up fast.”

‘It safamous question, Emma. Even though | know your training wasn't al it could have been, I'm
surprised and more than alittle shocked that you don’t recogniseit.’

At the beginning of thislong chase, Niles Sarkkamaintained an imperia slence, week after week, month
after month. He didn’'t answer my calls, and after awhile | gave up trying to cal him. Then, after
turnover, after we switched off our motor and flipped end for end and switched it back on and began to
decelerate, applying the brakes as we did down the stegpening dope of the warm yellow star’ s gravity
well, he called me. He wanted to know why we d left it so late; | told him that asmart fellow like him
should be ableto work it out for himsdlf.

But he hasn't, not yet, dthough he' s been nagging away at it ever snce. Asour ship has grown closer to
his, as both have grown closer to our find destination, the cals have begun to increase in frequency. And
like most people living on their own, Niles has devel oped eccentric habits. He calls without any regard
for time of day, so | haveto carry the g-phone everywhere, and it'sabig old heavy thing the size of a
briefcase, one of the first models. Thiscal, the second in three days, has fetched me out of my weekly
bath, and baths are abig deal on the ship. It'snot just a question of scrubbing off aweek’sworth of
grime; it'saso an escape from the 1.6 g pull. Sinking into buoyant water and resting sorejoints and
swollen legs and aching backs. Forgetting for alittle while how far we ve come from al that’s known,
and the possibility that we might not be able to get back. So, standing dripping wet on an ice-cold floor,
grappling with the g-phone and trying to knot atowe around me while the other women dosh and
wallow in hot dark water in the big bamboo tub, I’ m annoyed and resentful, and having a hard time hiding
it.

Saying, ‘Asfar as|’m concerned, my training was good enough to catch you.’

Fortunately, Niles Sarkkaignores my sarcasm. He' sin one of his pedagogica moods, behaving asif he's
back in front of the TV camera, ddivering a solemn lecturette to his adoring audience.

“Wherearethey?’’ he says. ‘ A famous question famoudy asked by the physicist Enrico Fermi when he
and his colleagues were discussing flying saucers and likelihood of faster-than-light travedl. “Where are
they?’ Fermi exclaimed. Given the age and Size of the Galaxy, given that it waslikely thet life had evolved
more than once, the Earth should have been visited many times over. If diens existed, they should aready
be here. And since they were not, Fermi argued, they did not exist. Many scientists and philosophers
chalenged his paradox with avariety of ingenious solutions, or tried to explain the absence of dienswith
avariety of equaly ingenious scenarios. But we are privileged to know the answer. We know that they
werethereal dong. We know that the Jackaroo had been watching us for centuries, and choseto reved
themselvesin our hour of greatest need. But their appearance provoked many other questions. Where
did they come from?Why were they watching us, and why have they intervened? Why have they
survived for so long, when we know that other intelligent species have not? Arethey outliers, or
something different? Arewe like them, or are we like the other so-called Elder Cultures-doomed to a
finite span, doomed to die out, or to evolve into something beyond our present comprehension? Or are
we doomed by our association with the Jackaroo, who set us free from the cage of Earth, yes, but only
to let usmoveinto adightly larger cage. Where we can be studied or played with until they grow tired of
us. And so on, and so on. The Jackaroo provided akind of answer to Fermi’ s question, Emma, but it



generated ahost of new mysteries. Soon, we will discover the answersto some of them. Does't it excite
you? It should. | am excited. Excited, and amazed, and more than alittle afraid. If you and your farmer
friends have even the dightest hint of imagination, you should fed excited and amazed and afraid too. For
we are fast gpproaching the threshold of anew chapter of human history.’

Like every crimind who knowsthe gameisup, Niles Sarkkaistrying to justify actionsthat can’t be
judtified. Trying to climb aladder of wordstowardsthat lagt little chink of light high above the dungeon of
hisplight. I let himtalk, of course. It' salways easier to let the guilty talk. They give so much away itisn't
even funny. Niles Sarkkais responsible for the deaths of three people, and stole code that could—yes,
thisisabout our only point of agreement—radicaly change our understanding of our placein the Universe
and our relationship with the Jackaroo. So of course | let him talk, but I’ m growing cold, standing therein
only atowe, my vertebrae are grinding together, blood is pooling in my tired and swollen legs, and I'm
growing more impatient than usua with his discursons and bluster, his condescending lesson on the
history of the search for extraterrestrid life. So when at last he says that he doesn’'t care what people
think of him now, that history will judge him and that’ sall that counts, | can’'t help myself.

‘I'll tell you who will judge you, Niles. A jury of your peers, in Court One of the Justice Centrein Port of
Henty.’

He hangs up. Affronted and offended no doubt, the pompous fool. Anxiety nipsat me, | wonder if this
time |’ ve gonetoo far, but it soon passes. | know he will call back. Because he wants to convince me
that, despite al the bad things he’ s done, he will be vindicated by what he expectsto discover. Because
he has only one g-phone, and | have its twin. Because he has no one elseto talk to, out herein the deep
and lonely dark between the stars.

#

Asfar as| was concerned, it began with acall from one of our contactsin the Port of Plenty Police
Department, telling me that the two code jockeys | was looking for, Everett Hughes and Jason Singleton,
had been traced to amotel.

It was alittle past eight in the evening. Asusud, I’ d been writing up notes on the day’ swork with half an
eye on the news channdl. | found the remote and switched off the TV and said, ‘ Are they ill there, or
arethey in custody?

‘It looks like they’ re dead. Theroom they rented is burned out, and there are two crispy crittersinside. |
hate to be the bearer of bad news, but thereit is. And info isinfo, good or bad, right?

| didn’t bother to reassure him that he would get paid in due course. ‘Who' s the attending?

‘Zacarias. August Zacarias. He s good police, closes more than hisfair share of cases. A prince of the
city.’
‘Wherecan| find him?

‘He' s till at the scene. From what | hear, it' samess out there!”

The motel was at the outer edge of the city, close to an off-ramp on the orbital freeway and an access
road that climbed a dope of thorn scrub to an industria park. The streetlights along the road were out,
the long low sheds of the park squatted in darkness, and the lights were out in the motel office and its
sring of rooms, too. A transformer on top of a power-line pole fizzed and sparked. | parked behind a
clutch of police cruisers and the satellite van of theloca TV newsteam, and badged my way past the
patrol officerswho were keeping asmall crowd on the right Side of crime scene tape strung between a



couple of saw horses. The TV reporter and her camerawoman tried to zero in on me, but | ducked
away. | was excited and apprehensive: this had brought three months of careful investigativework to a
sudden and unwelcome crux, and | had no idea how it would play ouit.

Thewarm night air stank of charred wood, smoke, and asharp tang like freshly-cut metal. The
headlamps of apair of fire trucks patchily lit an L-shaped string of rooms that enclosed two sides of the
parking lot; their flashers sent flickers of orange light racing over wet tarmac and the roofs of
angle-parked cars and pickup trucks. Firefightersin heavy dickers and yellow helmetswereralling up
hoses. A chicken was perched on the cab of a pickup and several more strutted and pecked amongst a
couple of picnic tables set on astrip of grass by aderdict svimming pool. The room at the end of the
short arm of the L waslit by portable floods, light falling strong and stark on blackened walls, smoke
curling from the broken door and the smashed, soot-stained window. Jason Singleton’s car, an ancient
Volkswagen Faraday, stood in front of thisruin. The windshield was shattered and its hood was
scorched and blistered.

The homicide detective who had caught the call, August Zacarias, was atal man in hisfifties, with matt
black skin and wooly hair clipped short and brushed with grey at the temples, dressed in abrown suit
with awindowpane check and polished brown Oxford loafers, awhite shirt, and a buttercup yellow silk
tie. A micropore mask hung under his chin and he stripped off soot-stained vinyl gloves as he came
towards me, saying that he understood that | wanted to take his case away from him. He had a chunky
signet ring on the middle finger of hisright hand: the kind, faced with a chunk of opal, worn by male
members of the Fortunate Five Hundred.

‘Asfar as|’m concerned, you' ve waked into my case,’ | said.
‘“You'reEnglish.

‘Yes. Obvioudy.’

“Were you in the police before you came here?
‘Tenyearsinthe Met.’

‘The London police? Scotland Y ard?

‘New Scotland Yard.’

‘ And then you came here, and joined the geek police.’

‘I joined the UN police, Detective Zacarias, and currently I’ m working with the Technology Control
Unit. Now that we' ve bonded, perhaps you can tell me what happened here’

August Zacarias had afriendly smile and possessed the imperturbable calm of someone with absolute
confidence in hisauthority, but from bitter experience | knew exactly what hewasthinking: that | wasa
meddling, boot-faced bureaucrat with a humour bypass and a spreadsheet for a soul who was about to
ged aperfectly good double murder from him and cause him al kinds of grief besides. And | couldn’t
help wondering how he paid for histailored suit, handmade |oafers, and expensive cologne, whether the
gold Rolex on hisleft wrist wasred or astreet-market fake, whether he wasjust aworking stiff who
wanted nothing more than to put down this case and move on to the next, or whether he had an agenda.
Asde from the usua rivary between our two branches of law enforcement, the plain fact of the matter is
that the PPPD isriddled with corruption. Most of its patrol officers take kickbacks and bribes; many of
its detectives and senior officers are in the pockets of politicians, gangsters, or business people.



‘Mysdlf, | anfrom Lagos,’ hesaid. ‘| wasin thearmy there, and now | am ahomicide detective here.
And that’ swhat thisis. Homicide. Two men died in that room, Inspector Davies. Someone hasto
answer for that.’

‘Have the bodies been identified?

“Y ou want to know if they are the two young men you arelooking for. I’'m afraid | can’t confirm that yet.
They are very badly burned.’

‘Thisis Jason Singleton’scar,’ | said.

‘Itiscertainly registered to him. And according to severd of the resdentsit was used by aman
answering Mr Singleton’ s description. Tal and blond, in histwenties, possibly English. Hisfriend was
heavyset, with long black hair, tattoos, and an American accent. Also in histwenties. That soundslike
your other missing coder, Everett Hughes, yes? Although they signed the register as Mr Gates and Mr
Jobs.’

‘Geek humour.’

‘| wondered if it was supposed to be funny. Y ou posted an APB for both men. May | ask why?
‘| believe they stole Elder Culture technology from their employer.’

‘That would be Meyer Lansky.’

“You work fast, Detective Zacarias.’

‘Out of necessity, Inspector. We had two hundred and forty-one straight-up murdersin this city last year,
not to mention asignificant number of suspicious deeths, fatal accidents, and kidnappings. We put down
just thirty-three per cent of those murders. The municipa council and the police commissioner want usto
improve our success rate, we aready have ninety-eight names on the board, and it'sonly April. If | don’t
closethisin aday or two, it will be pushed aside by afresh case. So, these boys stole something from
their employer and hid out here while they |ooked for abuyer, isthat it?

‘We' re being frank with each other, detective?

‘l hope so.’

‘Frankly, | want you to stay away from Meyer Lansky. He' simportant to us.’
‘| don’t suppose you can tell mewhy.’

‘I'm afraid not. Has the car been searched yet?

‘Wedidn't find anything in it. We are waiting for atow truck. The crime scene people will examineit
back at the police garage, under sterile conditions. Unless you want to take charge of it.’

‘Wedon't have the facilities. But someone will observe and advise your crime scene techswhile they
work on it. Did you find acomputer in the room?

‘Not yet. Things are pretty much melted together.’
‘Or something like afat thermos flask?

“Y ou are welcome to examine the crime scene, Inspector. I'll even let you pat down the bodies before



the ME takes them away.’

| ignored hisimpertinence. ‘1 want your people to maintain a perimeter until my people arrive. Until they
do, nothing should be touched. The bodieswill remain wherethey are. | will need you to turn over dl
witness statements. And please, don’'t say aword to the TV people, or anyoneelse’

‘Those bodies are cooked al the way through, and something fried every dectrical devicein the
immediate vicinity. What they stole, was it some kind of Elder Culture energy weapon?

‘Everett Hughes owns amotorcycle. A 125cc Honda. | don't seeit.’

‘Thenit’s probably not here; August Zacarias said. He was smiling, enjoying our little to and fro. Having
fun. ‘Perhapsthe killer took it. Or perhaps these two young men tried to sell whatever it wasthey stole,
the deal went wrong, and they killed the woul d-be buyers and fled. Or perhaps we' relooking a a case
of spontaneous combustion, and in the confusion, one of the resdentsin the motel stole Mr Hughes's
motorcycle.’

‘Anything ispossible’

“Y ou do not care to speculate. Or you know morethan |’

‘ don’'t know enough to speculate.’

August Zacarias liked that answer.  How long have you been watching Meyer Lansky?
‘Long enough.’

‘And now theroof hasfdlenin onyou.’

‘Werarely choose whereto fight our battles, detective. If we arefinished here, | have some phone calls
to make. And you could help me by maintaining the perimeter until my people arrive.’

‘My bosswill be pleased that we can hand over the responsibility for these deaths to you. It meansthat
we have two fewer casesto investigate, a microscopic improvement to our statistics. Mysdlf, | do not
think that numbers are so very important. | don't care about stolen dien ju-ju either. What isimportant
for meisthat the dead are given avoice. That someone speaks for them, makes sure that they are not
forgotten, and that whoever is responsible for what happened to them is brought to justice.’

August Zacarias |ooked straight at me when he said this, and | could see that he meant it. Perhaps he was
in someone' s pocket, perhaps not, but he took hiswork serioudly.

‘I'll do my best by them,’ | said. ‘If there’ sanything that | need to know, now isthetimeto tell me.’

‘I cantell you that thisisagood placeto hide,” August Zacarias said. *When the city was very young,
VIPs stayed here. The freeway wasn't built then, or very little else, for that matter. There were splendid
views across fern forests to the bay. Now, haf the rooms are rented by the hour, with the kind of traffic
that implies. Mogt of the others were occupied by semi-permanent residents who can't afford anywhere
else. An old Chinese woman who keeps chickens and will put curses on people, or remove them, for a
amall fee. A Ukranian poet who isdrinking himsalf to death. A small gang of Indonesians who work as
day labourers on various condtruction sites. They trap the giant lizards thet live in the brush and roast
them over firesin the empty swimming pool. Last year, two of them fought with parangsin the parking
lot, onelost most of an arm, and bled to desth before hisfriends could get him to the hospital. | worked
the case. The winner of that little set-to went away for two years, mandaughter.’



“Y ou know the place’

August Zacarias smiled made a sweeping gesture. ‘Welcome to my world, Ms Davies!
‘Luckily, I'mjust vigting.’

‘That’ swhat Everett Hughes and Jason Singleton thought. And look what happened to them.’

| phoned Varneek Sehraand told him to bring his crew to the scene as soon as possible. Then | phoned
my boss, Marc Godin, and told him what had happened. Marc wasn't happy about being caled late at
night, and he wasn't happy about the mess the double murder might cause, but he was dready ahead of
mewhen it came to discussing what to do next.

‘We can't contain the story. Thelocd TV newsisdready ontoit. We can't contain it. If the Koreans
aren't dready involved, they soon will be. Pak Y oung-Min will want to have some hard wordswith his

man Lansky.’
‘“Wordswill betheleast of it, Sir.’

‘Inany case, if he hasnot dready done so, Lansky may try to scrub hisrecords of incriminating
evidence. I'll draw up stop and seizure papers and we' |l visit Judge Provenzano and get them made
officid. Then you can vist Mr Lansky and ask him to comein and talk to us’

‘| dready have papersdrawn up,’ | said, and told him where to find them.
‘ Always prepared, Emma.’

‘1 must have had a premonition.’

‘Meet me at the officein...how long will it take, out there?

‘I'm just waiting for Varneek to take over,’ | said.

‘A shame about those two kids, Marc said. ‘But perhapsthiswill give us something to use against
Monsieurs Lansky and Pek.’

‘Yes, let’stry to look on bright side,” | said.
#

L et me speak about the dead for amoment. Let me do the right thing by them, as Detective August
Zacariaswould say.

Like most people who won the emigration lottery and didn’t sdll their prize to one of the big corporations
or to aredistribution agency, or give it away to arelative who ether deserved it or wanted it more than
they did, or haveit stolen by ajeaous neighbour, aspouse or a child or arandom stranger (UN statistics
showed that more than four per cent of emigration lottery winners were murdered or disappeared), or
samply put it away for aday that never came and meanwhile got on with their livesin the ruins of Earth
(and it was dtill possibleto live alife more or less ordinary after the economic collapses, wars, radica
climate events, and dl the other mess and madness. even after the Jackaroo showed up and gave us
access to awormhole network linking somefifteen M classred dwarf starsin exchangefor rightsto the
outer planets of the Solar System, for the most part, for most people, life went on asit dwaysdid, the
ordinary little human joys and tragedies, peoplefalling in love or out of love, marrying, having children,
burying their parents, worrying about being passed over for promotion or losing their job or the lump in



their breast or the blood in the toilet bowl)-like everyone, in other words, who won the emigration |ottery
and bdieved that it was their chance to get out from under whatever muddle or plight they werein and
gart over (more UN Satistics: thirty-six per cent of married lottery winners divorced within two months),
Jason Singleton and Everett Hughes wanted to change their livesfor the better. They wanted more than
the same old same old, athough that’ swhat most people get. People think that by relocating themsalves
to another planet, the ultimate in exoticism, they can radicaly changetheir lives, but they alwaysforget
that they bring their lives with them. Accountants ship out dreaming of adventure and find work as
accountants; police become police, or bodyguards to high-end businesspeople or wedthy gangsters,
farmers settle down on some patch of land on the coastal plain west of Port of Plenty or on one of the
thousands of rocksin the various reefs that orbit various starsin the network, and so on, and so forth.
But Everett Hughes and Jason Singleton were both in their early twenties, and asfar asthey were
concerned, anything was possible. They wanted to get rich. They wanted to be famous. Why not?

They’ d dready been touched by stupendous good fortune when they’ d won tickets to new and better
livesamongst the stars. After that, anything seemed possible.

They met aboard the shuttle that took them out of Earth orbit to the wormhole throat anchored at the L5
point between the Earth and the Moon, and plunged through the wormhole and crossed more than five
thousand light yearsin the blink of an eye, and emerged at the leading Lagrangian point of aMars-szed
moon of ablue-green methane gas giant that orbited an undistinguished MO red dwarf star, and broke
orbit and travelled inward to the planet of First Foot and landfall at the spaceport outside the city of Port
of Plenty.

It wasajourney | had made twenty-two years ago, after I’ d divorced my first husband and two weeks
later won a place on the emigration lottery. At thetime, it had seemed like a message from fate’ s hotline:
pack up what was |eft of my life, travel to anew world, start afresh. When | arrived on First Foot, Port
of Plenty had been a shanty town amongst dien ruins. | worked for the PPPD for three years, then signed
up with the UN Security Agency, working in the spaceport at first, then joining what was then the
brand-new Technology Control Unit. A year after that, | met my second husband and we married and it
al went wrong very quickly—but that’s another story and besides, the man is dead.

And dl thistime, Port of Plenty was growing around me, extending along the shoreline of Discovery Bay,
climbing through the semi-arid hillsthat circled it, soreading into the outer margins of the Great Central
desert. It s a sprawling megapolis now, a nascent Los Angeles or Mexico City. A whole generation has
grown up on First Foot, they’ re having children of their own, and still the shuttles keep coming, loaded
with lottery winners and those who can afford to buy the tickets of winners and those who have had their
ticket bought for them by corporations, or by the city authority, or by the UN or some other sponsor.
Our origind settlement, an ugly unplanned patchwork of favelas and shantytowns, has grown into aclean,
modern city. Big office blocksin the centre where the corporations and private finance companies work.
A maring, and parks, and restaurants, and shopping mals. Suburbia. Oh, we' ve made ourselves a home,
al right. Butitisn't our home. It'san dien world with adeep history. And settlers have spread out
through the wormhole network, discovering Sargassos of ancient ships and refurbishing them, making
homes on moons and reefs previoudy settled by countless other races of sentient beings, Elder Cultures
who died out or moved on, leaving behind ruinsand al kinds of artifacts, some of them functiond.

That'swhere the UN Technology Control Unit, ak.a. the geek police, comesin. Some Elder Culture
technology, like the room-temperature superconductors and paired virtua particlesthat alowed usto
develop g-phones, hypercomputers, and much e se, isuseful. Some of it, like grasers and other particle
and beam wegpons, is both useful and dangerous. And some of it is Ssmply dangerous. Stuff that could
give anindividua the power to hold worldsto ransom. Stuff that could change the human race so
radically that it would either die out or become something other than human. That'swhy the UN created
alegidative apparatusto clamp down onillegd trading of Elder Culture technology, to make sure that



new technologies devel oped by legitimate companies can't be licensed until they have passed grict tests,
and so on and so forth.

The Technology Control Unit isat the sharp end of thislegidation. | believed then, and till believe now,
despite everything, that it isimportant work. At any time, someone could stumble over something that
could change the way we lived, how we thought of ourselves, how we thought. In the end, that’ swhat
the UN istrying to protect. Theright to continue to be human. We have been given agreat gift by the
Jackaroo. A chanceto Start over after aterrible war and two centuries of uncontrolled industriglisation
and population growth amost ruined our home planet. It isup to usto make the best of that, and make
sure that we don't destroy ourselves by greedy or foolish gppropriation of technologies so advanced they
are, asthe old saying goes, indistinguishable from magic.

Fortunately, anyone who wants to make any kind of money from afunctiond and potentialy useful scrap
of Elder Culture technology hasto cometo First Foot, and the city of Port of Plenty. Port of Plenty hasa
research and manufacturing base that can spin product from Elder Culture artifacts, and it aso regulates
traffic between the fifteen systems and Earth—and Earth is il the biggest and best market, the only place
where redl fortunes can be made. But there are also people who want to exploit dangerous Elder Culture
artifacts and technologies regardless of the consequences. Some are genuine explorers and scientists;
some, like Niles Sarkka, belong to the tinfoil hat brigade. Crackpot theorists. Green ink merchants.
Monomaniacs. And some, like Meyer Lansky, are crooks, plain and smple.

At firg glance, Meyer Lansky’ s code farm was a genuine business, one of more than a dozen that dedlt in
the code prospectors pulled from the shells of ships abandoned by the previous tenants of the wormhole
network, the Ghgjar. They had been some kind of gypsy speciesthat, like dl the other Elder Cultures,
had died out or vanished, and had |eft behind dmaost no trace of their civilisation or culture apart from
their ships. Most had been left parked in orbita junkyard Sargassos, some dead hulks, others dumbering
in deep hibernation; afew lay wrecked on the various planets and moons and rocks of the fifteen stars.
Some archaeol ogists believed that the crashed ships were casudties of awar between factions of the
Ghgar; othersthat they had beached their ships much as whales and smaler cetaceans beach themselves
on Earth, because of disease or panic or confusion or suicidal ennui, had sometimes swum into shallow
waters and become stranded by retreating tides. In any case, whether dead or dive or smashed to
flinders, al the ships were to some degree or another infested with code. It was quantum stuff, hardware
and software embedded in the spin properties of fundamenta particlesin the molecular matrices of the
ships hulls, raw and fragmented stuff crufty with errors and necrotic patches that had accumulated during
millenniaof disuse,

Codersworking in code farmslike Meyer Lansky’ s analysed and catal ogued this stuff and titched
together viable fragments and spent hours and daystrying to get it to runin virtua partitionson thefarm’s
hypercomputer cloud. Code approved by the licensing board was bought by software devel opers who
used it to patch the controls of ships reclaimed from the vast Sargassos, manipul ate exotic matter, refine
the front ends of quantum technology, and so on and so forth. There were theoretica applications,
too—four of the so-called hard mathematica problems had been solved using code reclaimed by the
fams

Meyer Lansky’ s code farm had been licensed, regulated, and entirely legitimate until he’ d run up huge
gambling debts and sold control of his businessto ashell company owned by afamily of Korean
gangsters. Now, itslegitimate work was afront for black market trade in chunks of viable code too hot
and dangerousto ever win aresearch and development license, and for wholesding viral fragmentsto
dedlerswho supplied codeheads with tickets to strange places of the mind, atrade that was growing to
be as troublesome as crack cocaine once had been.



Everett Hughes and Jason Singleton had been working in Meyer Lansky’ s code farm until they’ d
suddenly quit without warning and dropped clean out of Sight. Ten days later, everything blew up &t the
motel room. We' d been researching the code farm for three months, patiently accumulating dossierson
everyone who worked there, but the gridy double murder blew our clandestine investigation wide open.
We shut the farm down before Lansky or the Koreans could destroy evidence of wrongdoing, and
brought Singleton’s and Hughes s co-workersin for interviews. Towards the end, | knew more about the
two young men than | did about some of my friends. Singleton was from my home town, London,
England; Hughes was from Anchorage, Alaska; both were young, white, English-speaking maleswho
were serious computer freaks. They’ d bonded when they’ d met on the shuttle, stuck together after the
shuttle touched down and they were set adrift in the raw hypercapitalism of Port of Plenty. Neither had
much in the way of stake money, or any kind of plan. They wereflying by the seets of their pants, driven
by amix of arrogant optimism and naiveté, confident that because they were young and energetic and
talented they were bound to spot some opportunity ripe for exploitation.

At firg, they did agency work inthe I T department of one of the big multinationas that had set up in Port
of Plenty, but the pay was rotten, with no benefits whatsoever apart from vouchersfor the subsidised
canteen, and it was the kind of boring and frustrating work they’ d both been doing back on
Earth—Singleton in auniversity; Hughes for the Russian company that had purchased Alaskafrom the US
government after afailed attempt at secession. In short, it was everything they’ d hoped to escape, and
after only four weeks, they quit and went to work on Meyer Lansky’ s code farm.

The pay wasn't much better than the agency work and the benefits were equally exiguous, but asfar as
Singleton and Hughes were concerned, it was far more romantic than writing object location routines for
suitswho didn’t redly know what they wanted. And his fellow coders agreed that Everett Hughes had a
talent for thework. A weird ability to instantly assessthe viability of any kind of code, the way some
people saw coloursin words, or music in numbers. Either it looked good or it didn’t, he said. Meaning
that the code should conform to akind of symmetry or beauty, athough he found it hard to explain what
that was, and if he was pressed about it, he would grow surly, hunch his shoulders, and sneer that it
was't worth trying to explain it, because either you had the righteous gift or you didn’t. He had the gift,
and hewas usudly right. Jay Singleton got by through determination and hard work, but Everett Hughes
flew.

Apparently, they had been planning to stash away a good percentage of their pay until they had
accumulated enough to buy themselves berths on a code-hunting jaunt. They’ d haveto buy their own
equipment, and pay the gangmeaster feesfor transport plus athirty per cent kickback on anything they
made, but they were confident that they would strike a hot lode that would set them up for life. But it
seemed that the two of them had grown bored with working and saving and saving and working, and had
taken ashort-cut. They’ d stolen something from Meyer Lansky, and either Lansky or the Koreans had
found them and killed them and taken the stuff back, or they’ d tried to sell it to the wrong people. Those
were my working hypotheses, but | was worried that the code itself might have had something to do with
the two bodiesin the burnt-out motel room—we were running apool in the TCU on when someone
would stumble acrosstrue Al, and who knew what € se someone might find out there? In any case,
Hughes and Singleton must have stolen the code in the first place because they’ d though it valuable. And
if it was vauable, it must be functiond: unknown code with unknown capabilities, out therein the world.
Recapturing it was suddenly my main priority, and thefirst thing | needed to do wasto shut down Meyer
Lansky’ s operation and find out what Hughes and Singleton had been working on before they’d gone on
the run.

Part Two

Like dl the shipswe humans use, thereef farmers ship was a shell retrieved from one of the vast



Sargassosthat orbit dmost every one of thefifteen stars. Many ships are frozen relics no more functiona
or repairable than awatch that’ s spent a thousand years at the bottom of the ocean; others are merely
quiescent, systemsticking over in adeep deeper than any hibernation, but fully functiona once
awakened; dl are ancient, handed down from Elder Culture to Elder Culture, modified and rebuilt and
modified again until scarcely atrace of the origind remains.

The farmers bolted the usud trandation interface to the ship’s control systems, but they weren't ableto
customise the lifesystem for human occupation because the ship possessed fierce self-repairing
mechanisms that resisted any dterations (which was why they’ d been ableto buy it cheaply, because few
people want aship with amind of itsown). The lifesystem supplied food that was both unpaatable and
toxic to humans, thelight was actinic, and the air waslike the air of ahigh dtitude sted refinery: not
enough oxygen or water, desert dry and hot, stinking of tholines and sulphur dioxide.

The ships crew and its single passenger—me-lived in aseries of pressure tents bolted to the bulkhead
near the pool of nanodust that served as an airlock. The maintenance system treated us as cargo and left
usdoneaslong aswe didn't interfere with other areas of the ship. There was alarge commonsand a
series of smaler rooms, including deeping niches partitioned by fibreboard, like the cells of awasp's
nest, acommuna bathroom, and the small red-lit space, crowded with racks of éectronic gear, that
served asthe bridge. The commons was cozy enough, carpeted with overlapping rugs and cushions and
beanbags and lit by smdl lamps and strings of fairylights, but even so welived like refugees, the rest of
the ship’ s chambers|ooming above us like so many chimney shafts, wals pitted with cdlls of various
gzes, lit by the pitiless glare of the lights, scoured by hot, acidic breezes blowing at random.

It was a perfect example of the human experience after First Contact—men and women living like micein
the walls of worldsthey barely understand. The ship’sfusion motors, for instance, were sealed mysteries.
Very smplethingsthat have been working for ahundred timeslonger than the existence of human
agriculture on Earth, fudled by deuterium and tritium gathered by ancient ramscoop factories that swim
through the atmospheres of certainice giants.

Fuel wasthe key to the end of the chase.

Qursisabig ship, as ships go, categorised as an A3-Class heavy lifter. Even o, it can't carry enough
fuel for around trip out to Terminus s neighbouring star, so a drone has been sent after us, loaded with a
cargo of newly-purchased deuterium and tritium. A mgjor investment by the farmersthat | hope the UN
will defray, dthough their council chair, Rgo Hiranand, is sanguine about it. Telling methat her people
made a huge gamble when they settled the rocks of Terminus sinner reef, and so far it has paid off far
more handsomely than they expected. They havelaid claim to several hundred planoformed worldlets
where they can grow crops and ranch sky sheep, and aso to aplethora of ancient dien artifacts, a
greater concentration than anywhere ese apart from the fifteen stars' solitary habitable planet, First Foot.
They share the wedth from licensing exploitation of artifacts and code unearthed by prospectors, and
now they haveinvested in this, a prospecting expedition of their own.

Rgo and | agreethat Niles Sarkka may be crazy, but heisnot stupid. That he must have good and
convincing reasons for heading out to Terminus sneighbour. It isn't likely that he will find what he
expectsto find there, of course. But the fact that the navigation code pointsto alocation close to the star
must mean that something isthere, or was once there, in the long ago when the Ghagjar were the tenants
of thefifteen dars.

Therationa part of me hopesthat Niles Sarkkawon't find anything useful, let one prove that hiswild
ideaisright. But I'm also caught up in this crazy chase, and it wouldn’t be very satisfying to discover that
this was nothing but the wild goose kind. And besides, if there is something important around that sar, it
would justify this chase. It would justify disobeying adirect order. It would, in short, redeem me.



But only, of course, if | can stop Sarkkaand bring him to justice.

Now that we are dowly but surely catching up with him, I’ ve told him severa timesthat we are prepared
to rescue him aslong as he cooperates. Trying to get him used to the ideathat he'll reach hisgod, yes,
but then we' Il come adongside his ship and take him off and bring him home. So far, though, he'shaving
none of it. Sometimes he rants at me; sometimes he’ s cool and reasonable, like a patient teacher
correcting the error of aparticularly stupid but wilful pupil.

He has no intention of returning, he says. He will spend therest of hislifewith the Elder Culture that lurks
somewhere around that gtar. Either they’ Il take himin, or he'll settle close by and found an ingtitute or
research centre.

‘Andif you' rewrong? | say.

‘l am not wrong,” he says.

‘If there is nothing there? Just suppose.’
‘1 do not intend to return.’

And meanwhile, the star grows brighter as both shipsfall towardsit, fusion motors blazing with athrust of
ashade over 1.6 g, the maximum acceleration of every ship so far refurbished.

It isthe brightest star in the sky now. Blue-white asachip of ice. There’ sathin ring of rocks closein,
none of them cased in an atmosphere or more massive than they should be, and in any case dl of them
far too hot to be habitable. And there sa single planet, a gas giant about the size of Saturn, orbiting
beyond the star’ s snowline. A somber world whose atmosphereis darkened by vast belts of carbon
dugt, asif it’ s been polluted by some vast industria process. Possibly it has: over millions of years, the
succession of Elder Cultures made dl kinds of modificationsto al kinds of worlds. It has multiple rings of
sooty ice, and aretinue of moons, the larger ones balls of ice wrapped around silicate cores, the smaller
ones captured chunks of carbonaceous chondrite in eccentric and mostly retrograde orbits. Somewhere
amongst them, Niles Sarkka believes, is proof that histheory is correct, vindication of every bad thing
he' sever done. Somewhere out there, he thinks, aiens have been hiding for tens of thousands of years.

#

Although Marc and | did our very best, it wasn't possible to make Meyer Lansky understand that we
were prepared to make aded with him rather than throw himinjail. Or maybe he understood, and didn’t
care. Hewas angry that his business had been shut down, and he was scared that his boss, Pak

Y oung-Min, would find out that he' d been rolled by acouple of his own coders and conclude that he
was't up to the job-the usud retirement plan for the Pak family’ s gangland employees and associates
was abullet in the back of the head and a short ride down theriver to the sea. So he refused my offer of
protection when | served papers on him at his house around midnight, and he refused again when he was
brought in for questioning. A broad-shouldered man dressed in awhite suit, neatly barbered hair dyed
the colour of tarnished duminium, he sat in my office with agrim, shuttered expression and hisarms
folded across his chest, giving Marc and me the dead eye while hislawyer explained why he couldn’t
answer any of our questions.

One of the assgtant city attorneys was there, too, and Marc and | knew things had taken aturn for the
worse when she asked for abreak and stepped out of the interrogation room with Lansky’ s lawyer.
Marc took the opportunity to tell Lansky al over again why hewould be doing the city and the UN a
service by tdlling us where the stolen code was and what had happened to the two coders, repeating the
scenario he' d dready painted, with Lansky as the innocent party, first robbed by two of his employees,



and then involuntarily involved in their murder by hisboss.

‘A man like you doesn't do things like that. Y ou had to tell Pak Y oung-Min about the theft because
otherwise it would come down on your head. | understand that. But after that it was out of your hands
and things got out of control,” Marc said. He had taken off hisjacket and hung it on the back of hischair
at the beginning of the session; now, in white shirt and red braces, he leaned forward and stared straight
at Lansky. Y ou are asmart man. Y ou know how much trouble you arein. And you know what Pak

Y oung-Minis capable of. But we' re here to help. We can make your troubles disappear. All you haveto
doistell usexactly what happened. What was stolen. What happened to the two foolish kidswho stole
it. Whereitisnow.’

Meyer Lansky shook his head, eyes half-closed, lips pressed tight. He looked asif hewastrying to
teleport himsdlf to some more congenid place by sheer mentd effort.

Marc looked up at me, and | told Lansky that the UN would settle him anywhere he chose. That we' d
even take him back to Earth, if he cooperated with us. That he would have achance to sart over, and
meanwhile the men he feared would be put away for the rest of their lives.

Lansky shook his head. * Nothing was stolen. Those two kids, they just l€ft. It happensadl thetime.”

‘It stimetotel thetruth,” Marc said. ‘ Lying about what Pak Y oung-Min did won't save you. He Il go
down anyway, and you' || go with him. But you can save yoursdlf. All you haveto do istell thetruth. It
seemshard, | know. But once you start, you will fed so much better. It will be like agreat weight lifting
from your back.’

Marc was good, and | did my best to back him up, but we couldn’t get through to Lansky. ‘ Tk to my
lawyer,” he said, and wouldn't say anything else.

At last, hislawyer and the assstant CA came back. The assistant shaking her head, the lawyer telling
Lansky that he was good to go.

‘Hardshelled son of bitch,” Marc said, after they had |ft.
‘He' sscared.’
‘Of course. But not of us, unfortunately.’

‘| suppose we' Il haveto wait for the forensic results,” | said. | wastired and empty. It wastwo in the
morning, my investigation had been broken open, and | had nothing to show for it.

‘Wewill rest and tomorrow begin again,” Marc said, as he shrugged into hisjacket. ‘ Y ou are my best
investigator, Emma. | trust you to deliver what we need.’

But our first break was't anything to do with me, or with Varneek Sehra sforensic crew, either. It was
al dueto oneof our technica gtaff, Prem Gurung.

Prem was amodest young man who attributed hisfind to luck, but | knew better. His cubicle was as
messy as the bedroom of as an undisciplined teenager, desk stacked with folders, papers, fabbed
trinkets, and littered with every kind of eectronic junk, wallstiled with photographs, postcards,
print-outs, cartoons, and coasters, in defiance of every regulation, but hewas a skilled, inteligent, and
hard-working investigator. He had been examining the work logs of Everett and Singleton, and the
chunks of the mirrored code they had been working on, and had quickly found something of interest in
one particular piece, an incomplete variant of the navigation package used to control refurbished ships
retrieved from the Sargassos.



‘It isn't so much what' sthereaswhat isn't,” Prem said.

He was eager to show me, and | reluctantly agreed to take alook. Codeis usualy explored and
manipulated viavirtuad smulations disneyed up by interface ware: dreamscapesthat look alittle like cord
reefs, their exotic beauty haunted by sharks and moray edls and riptides that can fry synapses or burn
permanent halucinationsin optic nerves. Coders, exposed to the stuff eight or ten hours aday, commonly
auffer dl kinds of trangent hallucinations and risk permanent neurological damage—psychoss, blindsight,
loss of motor control, death. But they are like deep seadivers, working in the chthonic depths, while |
wasasnorkdling tourist dipping infor abrief peek, gliding over agarden of colourful geometric shapes,
complex fractal packages of sdlf-engulfing information that branched like bushes or were packed as
tightly as human brains or formed shelves or fans or spires, everything receding into degp shadow in
every direction under aflexing slvery sky. Still, | couldn’t shake off the sense of things unseen and fey
lurking & the edges, where steep dliffs plunge into the unknown.

Prem guided me to a spot carpeted with intricate spires, and asked meif | saw it.
‘I'm not very technicd, Prem.’

‘It sapatch, copied from another part of the code’ he said, turning the viewpoint through three hundred
and sixty degrees. Spires of every size and shape, glowing with purples and greens and golds, flowed
around usin athree-dimensiona tapedtry. ‘It isn't easy to see at first, whichis, of course, the point. But
when you do seeit, it'sobvious. | have written alittle executable. Here. ..’

A ghostly scape descended from the silvery sky, spiresin wirework outline Sitting askew the spires that
stood around us.

‘It does not seem to match at dl, until you perform asimple geometric transformation,” Prem said.

The wirework outline spun and stretched and merged with every contour of the spiresaround us,
gleaming like frost on their complex and colourful surfaces.

‘I think someone deleted something and wanted to cover it up,” Prem said. ‘ Fortunately for us, hewas
skilled, but lazy. Instead of designing something from scratch, he copied and distorted another part of the
code and stitched it in. It is on the surface aseamlessillusion. It even runs severd processing cycles,
athough they are of course al futile. Like code that has gone bad, as much code does.’

The strange shapes and colours of the code reef, halucinatory bright, crammed with thorny details that
repeeted at every level of magnification, were aggravating my headache. | hadn’t had much deep and
was running on coffee and fumes. | stripped off my VR and asked Prem if he had any ideawhat had
been deleted; he told me that despite the fractal nature of the code, little or nothing of the excised portion
could be recongtructed. He started to witter on about working up arough contour grid by extrapolation
from the boundaries, using edge-crossing-detection, random-walk searches, and vertex-pruning
mutators, blah blah blah. Like very tech, he was more interested in playing with a problem than actualy
solving it. | cut him off and said, * Bottom line, you don’t know what it is, and there’ sno way of finding
out.’

‘I'm afraid s0. The deletion istoo thorough for reconstruction, and catal ogue comparisons have proven
to be of no use’

‘They stole something. We don’t know what it is, but Hughes and Jackson definitely stole something.
They mirrored the code and deleted the original, did their best to cover up what they’ d done, and made
off with the copy.’



‘That’ s certainly one scenario,” Prem said. ‘ Although there is a problem. How did they smugglethe
stolen code past the farm’ s security?

It was agood point. Because code is stored in specific quantum states of electrons and other
fundamenta particles, it can't be copied and stored as easly asthe vast binary strings of ordinary
software; to prevent decay into quantum noise, mirrored code hasto be kept in cold traps, and these are
cooled with liquid hdium. Archive traps are as big as trucks; the smallest portable trap is somewhat
larger than an ordinary domestic thermosflask. And like al coding farms, Meyer Lansky’ sbusiness
possessed an insandy paranoid level of security. Coders had to step through scanning frames when
entering or leaving, in case they tried to smuggle something in abody cavity, and they were subject to
continuous scrutiny by CCTV cameras and random searches.

‘Perhaps they bribed aguard, or secreted the cold trap in some other piece of equipment sent out for
sarvicing, | said. * Or perhgps Lansky himself might have beeninonit.

‘Or perhaps they didn’t smuggle anything out,” Prem said. * Perhaps they hacked into the farm’ srecords
and found out where the code came from, then deleted the code and dtered the records. Perhaps they
didn’t sdll the code, but the location of the origind .’

| liked theidea-it would certainly explain why Hughes had left with Sarkka—but there was no way of
proving or disproving it unlesswe caught up with them. Meanwhile, Varneek Sehra s crew had come up
blank on DNA analysis because the two bodies had been thoroughly cooked, but they had identified one
body as Jason Singleton’s from its English dental work, and the second wasn't Everett Hughes, but a
maein hisforties. He had an old, healed bullet wound in hiseft shoulder, and examination of his burnt
skin under UV light had reveded ablood group tattoo on hisright ankle, suggesting that he' d been a
soldier at some point. Varneek’s crew had also retrieved apartia thumbprint from astolen SUV inthe
motel’ s parking lot, and that had yielded a hit on the US military database: Abuelo Baez, who'd served
asasergeant in the Specid Forces of the US Army until two years ago. The name did not appear on the
emigration records, so he must have arrived on First Foot under an dias, either working for one of the
corporations, or on the dark side. Varneek was going to attempt afacia reconstruction and use that to
track down the dead man’semigration file; | hoped that once | knew Abuelo Baez' sdias, | would be
ableto discover what he had been doing in Port of Plenty, perhaps even link him to Meyer Lansky or to
the Pak family. Varneek aso told me that there was asmall discrepancy between the two bodies. Jason
Singleton’ s body had smoke particlesin itslungs, consistent with someone who had burned to deeth;
Abudlo Baez sdidn't. Either he’ d been killed outright by the blast, or he' d been dead before the room
had been set onfire, it was't possibleto tell.

All of thiswas useful, but it was my hunch about the missing motorcycle that yielded the most Sgnificant
advancein the case. It had been discovered in the parking lot of amini-mall akilometre south of the
motel, and security camerafootage showed that it had arrived some thirty minutes before thefirein the
motel had been started. Everett Hughes had been riding it, and loitered near arank of vending machines
for someforty minutes until awhite Honda Adagio pulled up.

| showed Marc the footage of Hughes getting into the Adagio, pulled down an enhanced freeze-frame of
the moment when the courtesy light in the car came on as Hughes opened the door, briefly illuminating a
bearded man wearing abaseball cap pulled low enough to obscure haf hisface. | explained that the
driver had not yet been identified, but that the car had been traced to the Hertz branch at the spaceport
where it had been rented using a snide credit card, and it had been retrieved for trace analyss.

‘ After Hughes and the driver returned the Adagio to the rental company, they took the shuttle busto a
ship that departed two hourslater. A standard J-class cruiser registered in Libertaria. It dropped through
Wormhole#2 sx hours ago, and I’ ve asked our officesin every port it could reach from that part of the



network to look out for it. That' s the bad news. The good newsisthat the Varneek and the PPPD’s
forensic people retrieved fibres and hair from the seets, and fingerprints from the steering whed and
elsawhere. Hughes sfriend isNiles Sarkka’

Without missing abeat, Marc said, ‘| am not sure that | would classify that as good news.’
#

Niles Sarkkawas one of the Fortunate Five Hundred, the sdlf-styled dlite who' d ridden the first
emigration lottery shuttle to First Foot. Before his downfal, he' d been aleading expert on Elder Cultures
with achair a the University of Port of Plenty, and the host of aTV show popular in Port of Plenty and
exported to dmost every country back on Earth. In each episode, heled his crew of prospectorsto a
new Stein search of strange and valuable Elder Culture artifacts, surviving dangers and hardships,
exploring weird landscapes and worldlets, unearthing wonders. Most of it was faked and exaggerated, of
course, but Sarkkawas a handsome and charismatic man with an infective enthusiasm for hiswork. Also,
to the disgust of hisfellow academics and the delight of his TV audience, he recklessdy embraced
crackpot ideas about the fates of the Elder Cultures and conspiracy theories that suggested that the
Jackaroo had influenced human history by dropping meteorites or manipulating the climate or starting the
world war that, just before they’ d turned up as saviours, had amost destroyed us. Hewas aleading
exponent of the belief that the fifteen stars were not achanceto start afresh, but atrap. A cageinwhich
we would be the participantsin some vast and strange experiment, as had the Elder Cultureswhich had
preceded us. And he had worked up acrazy theory of hisvery own, which he talked up on every
episode of his show. All of this made him rich and famous and notorious, but in the end, his hubriswas
clobbered by nemesis. In the end, he took onerisk too many, and other people paid for his mistake with
their lives,

My boss had been one of the team that had prosecuted Niles Sarkka after most of his crew had become
infected while excavating the remains of ancient machinery in aremote part of the Great Centra Desert.
Every one of them died of acute anemia and toxic shock astheiron in their blood and the calcium in their
bones was used to make millions of copies of ananotech viroid. Marc saw the bodies, dl of them
horribly transformed, some still partly aive. Hisboss, who later shot himsdlf, ordered cauterisation of the
stewith alow-yied nuclear wegpon.

The crew had been working on an unlicensed site with inadequate protective measures; Niles Sarkka
was convicted of mandaughter and spent fiveyearsin jail. As soon as he was released, he promptly fled
Firgt Foot and established himself on Libertaria, using what waseft of hisfortune to pursue the theory
that was now an obsession.

Given that there was awormhole link with the Solar System and Earth, he said, then it followed that there
must have been links with the home worlds of each of the Elder Culturesthat had once inhabited the
worlds and worldlets of the fifteen stars. Perhaps those wormholes yet remained, collapsed down to
diameters smdler than ahydrogen atom, or hidden insde gas giants or in orbits close to sarswhere they
could not be detected by the flux of strange quarks and high-energy particles. It might be possible to find
the home world of the Ghgjar or one of the other Elder cultures, and find out what had happened to
them. Some remnants of the Elder Cultures might till be dive, either on their home worlds, or

elsawhere.

To hisfans-and despite his conviction and fal from grace he till had many fans-he was a gadfly genius, a
rogue intellect who took grest risksto prove radica theories that the establishment tried to suppress. To
hisfellow academics, he was a highly irresponsible egotist who used his notoriety to promote fantases as
risble asthe logt continent of Mu or the Venusian origin of flying saucers, heedless of the damage he
caused to serious scholarship. Asfar asthe UN was concerned, he was acrimina willing to take every



kind of risk with Elder Culture technology. He was beyond our reach on Libertaria, but he remained on
our watch ligt.

And now he was heading out for parts unknown, and in possession of either code mirrored from a
navigation program, or the whereabouts of the code s origina. Given the huge risk he d taken coming
back to Port of Plenty, it seemed likely that he must believe it had something to do with hiscrazy idea
about finding the homeworld or asurviving remnant of an Elder Culture. It was aso seemed likely that he
had killed Jason Singleton and the mercenary, Abuelo Baez. Even if the code was harmless, Niles
Sarkka till had to answer for those degths.

The problem was that we had lost track of his ship. It could be anywhere in the wormhole network,
heading for any one of the other fourteen stars-it might even be heading back to First Foot’ s star by a
circuitous route. During the early years of exploring the wormhole network, the UN had tried to set up a
monitoring system of spy satdllites around the wormhole throats, but it had been sabotaged by various
factions over the years, and in the end it had proven too expensive to maintain.

‘Even if Sarkkaand Hughes go to ground on Libertaria, we have no jurisdiction there, Marc said.
“We can try to negotiate with them,” | said.

‘Perhaps. It would help if we knew exactly what Hughes and Singleton stole,” Marc said.

‘That’ swhy we need to talk to Meyer Lansky again,’ | said.

But Lansky had disappeared, and so had hiswife and their two young sons. A police detail had been
watching the front of the house; it seemed that Lansky and hisfamily had |eft through the back, escaping
across the golf course. Either of their own free will, or because someone had come for them.

A safe sunk inthefloor of awalk-in closet in Lansky’ s resdence had been left open and still contained
large amounts of cash and jewelery, and credit cards and phones registered to avariety of names.
Traces of blood belonging to Lansky and hisfamily were found on awall and the carpet in the adjoining
master bedroom. | believed that they were dead, their bodies dumped in the seaor in the fern forests
beyond the edge of the city, or incorporated into the foundations of anew building or freeway overpass,
and their killers had probably taken from the safe copies of the records for the code farm detailing
legitimate and black-market transactions.

After abrief conference with Marc and the assistant city attorney, | issued an APB for the Lanskysand
made an appointment to visit Meyer Lansky’ sboss, Pak Y oung-Min. Marc thought it awaste of time,
but | had abad fedling that the case was going cold. | wanted to stir things up alittle. Besides, | had
papers to serve regarding search and seizure of the code farm’s assets, and because Meyer Lansky had
disappeared, it was only logica to hand them to his boss.

Pak Y oung-Min was the youngest son of Pak Jung-Hun, aformer head of the American-Korean Family
Boyz gang in Seettlewho had ‘retired’ to Port of Plenty. Like most gangsterswho' d grown rich enough
to escape the clutches of law enforcement agencies, Pak Jung-Hin had ambitionsto legitimise hisfamily.
Three of hissonswereinvolved in red estate and construction, an insurance and loan firm, and casinosin
First Foot and Mammoth Lakes. But Pak Y oung-Min was a throwback: an old-school kkangpae with a
volatile temper and ataste for baroque violence who had been given control of Meyer Lansky’ s code
farm by hisfather in an attempt to wean him away from the street life.

| arranged to meet him in the offices of the development company helmed by his eldest brother, Pak
Kwang-Ho. Thiswas on the top floor of abrand-new ziggurat—white concrete, glasstinted the pink of
freshly-cut copper, broad terraces dripping with greenery—with astunning view acrossthe city towards



Discovery Bay, the spaceport and the river delta on one side, the power plant and docks on the other,
and the great curve of the Maricon and the beaches between. Up there, the city looked as neat and clean
asamap, with no sign of the squabbling territories carved out by different nationdities. Up there, it was
possible to believe that the future had arrived. Y ou wanted to search the sky for flying cars and

dirigibles.

Pak Kwang-Ho met me at thetall double doors of his private office. A dim and intensaly polite man
dressed in acrisp white shirt and intricately pleated pants, he shook my hand, offered me a choice of ten
different teas, and introduced me to two lawyer types who afterwards did their best to fade into the
background, and to his brother, Pak Y oung-Min.

The young gangster was looming over an architectural model of a shopping mal and entertainment
complex, abulky, broad-shouldered bodybuilder stuffed into a sharkskin suit and ayelow silk shirt and
snakeskin boots. Tattoos webbed his neck and his hair was shaved at the sides, high above hisears,
leaving aglossy black cap on top of hisscap. Hedidn't look up when Pak Kwang-Ho introduced me,
pretending to be more interested in pushing amode car around a plaza, knocking over model
pedestrians one by one.

Pak Kwang-Ho assured me that his family were always happy to help the police with their enquiries, but
inthis case, since his brother had businessties with Meyer Lansky, he had to ask meto confirm that my
enquirieswere purdy informd. | assured him that | wanted nothing more than background information on
Meyer Lansky, dthough | did have awarrant to serve with regard to the code farm.

‘Y ou aready searched the place,” Pak Y oung-Min said.

‘Thistimewe requireit to be placed under sedl until further notice,” | said, and held out the folder that
contained the twenty-page warrant.

Pak Y oung-Min took it and scaled it towards the lawyer types, saying that his people would check it out
and get back to me.

‘“Youneedtosignit,’ | said.

‘“Why don’t you ask me what you came hereto ask me,’” Pak Young-Min said. ‘| have alot of other
busness’

| decided to meet him head on and locked gazes with him and said, ‘| have other businesstoo. So yes,
let’ s get thisdone. When did you last see Meyer Lansky?

‘Days and days ago. | heard he ran away after you questioned him about those two geeks who burned to
death,” Pak Young-Min said. ‘If you catch up with the old rogue, let me know. | have some questions for
him mysdf.’

‘Y ou have no ideawhere he might be,’ | said. ‘Him and hisfamily.’

‘I’ve been in Mammoth Lakesfor the past week,” Pak Y oung-Min said, and took out agold cigarette
case, ignoring his brother’ swarning that he couldn’t smoke here, lighting ablack Sobranie with amatch
heignited on histhumbnail.

‘One of the bodiesin the motel room was that of Jason Singleton. An employee a your code farm.’
‘Meyer Lansky’s code farm,” Pak Y oung-Min said.

‘“Youownit.



‘Herunsit. | wouldn’t know who he employs. When can | reopen the place, by the way?

“When we vefinished our investigation, | doubt that there' Il be anything left of your little operation, Mr
Pakli

Pak Y oung-Min looked at me with insolent amusement. ‘1 know about you and your crusade,” he said.
‘Word is, you lost your husband to bad code, and now you see bad code everywhere. Even whenitisn't
there’

| didn’t riseto hisbullshit. If you show any kind of weakness to someone like him you'll lose authority
and never get it back.

‘Y ou are certain that you have never met Jason Singleton.’
‘I’ve never had anything to do with those freaky little geeks.’
‘Have you ever met Everett Hughes?

‘Is he the other one who burned up in that room?

‘He sthe one who got away,’ | said. ‘ The other body in the motel room was that of Abuelo Baez, a
former US soldier who served in the Specia Forces!’

‘I’ve never heard of any of these people,’ Pak Y oung-Min said.

‘Perhaps you know theface,’ | said, and showed him the printout of Abuelo Baez' s reconstructed degth
mask.

Pak Y oung-Min breathed out ariffle of smoke and said, ‘Heisn't one of mine.’

“Y ou might know him as Able Martinez,’ | said. ‘ That’ s the alias he used when he came to Port of

Plenty. Weidentified him from afilein the gaming commission’ srecords. Every employee of every casno
has one. I’ m surprised you don’t know him, Mr Pak. He worked on the security detail of thecasnoin
Mammoth Lakes owned by your family.’

‘My brother has nothing to do with the running of the casino,” Pak Kwang-Ho said. * And neither do I

‘We relooking into everything Mr Martinez was doing here, and everyone he associated with,” | said. * If
you remember anything about him, it would be better if you told me now.’

Pak Y oung-Min shrugged.
“Y ou should speak to the manager of the casino,” Pak Kwang-Ho said.

| told him that | would, and thanked them for their time and turned my back on both of them and walked
towards the big double doors of the office.

Pak Y oung-Min caled after me-he wasthe kind of man who had to have the last word. * Come find me
in Mammoth Lakes. I’ [l show you agood time. Loosen you up alittle’

| paused a the doors, turned. The corny old Columbo trick, but it’s sometimes useful. * One other thing.
Have you heard of Niles Sarkka?

The two brothers looked at each other. Pak Y oung-Min said, ‘ Isn’'t he the geek who had that TV
show?



‘He and Everett Hughestook off together,’ | said, and left them to think about that.
Part Three

Later, | told my bossthat | was certain that Pak Y oung-Min knew al about Hughes and Singleton.
‘Lansky was not a stupid man. He probably discovered the deletion in the navigation package and the
ateration in his records after they dropped out of sight, and decided to come clean about it to his boss.
Pak Y oung-Min sent his muscle man, Abudo Baez, ak.a. Able Martinez, after the two coders.’

‘Baez tracked them down to the motel room but he was killed by Niles Sarkka? Marc said.

‘I’m not sure what happened there, but | don't think it matters,’ | said. ‘ Sarkka was definitely involved,
and I’'m certain that the Paks didn’t know about that until | told them. If we relucky, they’ Il start making
enquiries around the spaceport, and incriminate themselves. | can ask them, why are they looking for the
killer of Abuelo Baez if Baez had nothing to do with them?

‘Itisalong shot,” Marc said. ‘| would prefer something tangible’

‘Sowould 1" | said. ‘But even if we can't tie them to Baez, we' |l get them for Lansky. Pak Y oung-Min
killed him. I'm sure of it. Lansky’ sfamily, too. He knew that we talked to Lansky, and he didn’t trust him
to keep his mouth shut. He probably took copies of incriminating records from Lansky’ sfloor-safe at the
sametime. If we have apretext for arresting him, we might be able to get hold of those records. And
somewherein them isthe location of the origind of the code Hughes and Singleton stole. We need to find
it

‘Do you redlly believe that Sarkka and Hughes are chasing after it?
‘They haven't turned up at Libertaria, or anywhere else we have representatives or reliable sources!”

‘That leaves about ten thousand habitable but uncolonised planoformed rocks, and any number of rocks
and moons,’ Marc said.

‘Weneedtofindit, | said. ‘ So we know what we are dealing with. So we can destroy it, and make sure
that no one else can mirror it

‘If Pak Y oung-Min has any sense, he will have destroyed those records.’
‘Not if he hopesto restart his black-market business.’

Marc looked straight at me and said, ‘| hope you didn’t set the Paks after Sarkka because you believe
that Sarkka has escaped justice.’

‘Of coursenot,’ | said.

But that was exactly why I’ d told the Paks about Sarkka, and athough Marc probably knew that | was
lying, hedidn’t call me on it. Perhaps, like me, he wanted Niles Sarkkato answer for the deaths of Jason
Singleton and Abuelo Baez, and for all his other crimes. Isthat such abad thing? Of course, | would
have preferred to go after him myself, but at thetime, | didn’t think it would be possible. So | had
decided to stir things up alittle.

While I’'m being candid, | suppose | should mention my husband here-my second husband. Not because
Pak Young-Min'sdlly jibein any way hurt or upset me, but because certain commentators who should
know better, amateur psychologists who aren’t ashamed to speculate foolishly and whally irresponsibly
about the motivations of people they’ ve never met, have suggested that | set out after Niles Sarkka



because he was dealing in stolen code, and Jules s addiction to code isthe key to my persondity. My
secret wound. The tragedy for which | haveto atone for therest of my life. Well, let metdl you, that’s so
much pseudo-Freudian bullshit. | don’'t mean that it wasn't atragedy. Of courseit was. But | got past it
and | got onwith my life.

Redly, it wasal such along time ago, back in the pamy days when everything in this brave new world of
ours was fresh and wonderful. Back then, we didn’t know that doing code could hurt you. It wasn't even
illegd. It was something that clever and sophisticated people did for kicks. A clean and perfectly lega
high that made you think better.

Julessaid that it was asif everything had turned to mathematics. He could see everything asit really was,
he said, the world stripped bare of al illusion. He could see angdlsin the architecture and hear the
glorious mingled chord of the universe' s continuous self-invention. He wanted meto try it, but | was
working police, we had regular testsfor every kind of psychoactive substance. And besides, | was
scared. | admit it. | was scared that the dien code would scramble my mind. And it turned out that | was
right, because pretty soon it started to go bad for Jules, and al the other clever people, because the
synesthesiaand pareidoliainduced by the code became permanent, burned into their brains.

Jules began to see ugly patterns everywhere. Angels turned to demons. The music became amarching
band banging away inside his head and he couldn’t get it out. He no longer spent hourslying out in the
back yard, staring up at the stars with childlike wonder. The sky was wounded, now. Everything was
rotten. Only the code kept him going. He had to take more and more of it, and by now it had become
illegd. He could no longer get aclean supply from hisfriend at the university (and hisfriend wasn't at the
university any more, he was on the street), but he found other sources. He sold just about everything we
owned. | threw him out and took him back, suffered the usual cycle of anger and despair, hate and
compassion. At last, he stopped coming back. | could have found him, had him arrested, transferred
fromjail to aclinic, but it wouldn't have done any good. By then, we knew that code caused permanent
damage, adownward spira of diminishing neurological function that ended in dementiaand death. And
besides, | wastired of rescuing someone who didn’t want to be rescued, and anyway, he wasn't the man
I"d loved. He wasn't redlly anyone anymore. He was his condition. So after he left that last time, | didn't
chase after him, and the next time | saw him, six months later, was on atable in the morgue.

Yes, it hurt. Of courseit did. But not as badly as seeing poor Jules twitching with pseudo-Parkinson’s
and gibbering about demons. It hurt, but it was also akind of rdlief, knowing that he wasn't suffering any
more. Redlly it was. And besides, it was along time ago, long before | joined the Technology Control
Unit. It reglly does't have anything to do with anything I’ m telling you about here, despite what some
people clam. | wasn't avenging my husband or trying to assuage my guilt or anything likethet. | was
working the case, just like | worked every other case.

But after my confrontation with Pak Y oung-Min, the case gppeared to have reached adead end. |
continued to try to tease out new leads, coordinating the team who were interviewing everyone who
worked in the code factory and trying to discover adirect connection between Baez/Martinez and Pak
Y oung-Min. | wrote day reports, filed evidence dockets, and minuted case conferences. | arranged to
meet Detective August Zacarias, ostensibly to brief him about the ongoing investigation into the double
homicide at the motd, in redity to pump him for information about his fellow member of the Fortunate
Five Hundred. That, too, yielded nothing useful. He claimed that he' d only met Niles Sarkka once or
twice, and knew little about him.

“Y ou want to know if he' sone of the bad guys. All | cantell you isthat back in the early days, he argued
very passonately and convincingly about the importance of finding out everything we could about our
new world. He said that we should take nothing for granted. That we should take charge of our own



destiny by forging a complete understanding of the history and nature of the Jackaroos' gift. It ssemsto
me that in that respect he hasn't changed.’

| suppose | should have known better. | should have known that the so-called dlite would stick together.
Ten days passed with little to show for my efforts, beyond filling in the biographies of Everett Hughes and
Jason Singleton. And then | received an email that opened up afresh angle.

It was from aman who claimed to be afriend of Meyer Lansky’ s mistress. He said that she had gone
into hiding because she was afraid of the Paks, and that she had something that | would like to see: two
sets of booksfor the code farm. He' d used an anonymous forwarding service to cover histracks, but
Prem Gurung managed to track him down while | negotiated with him, and within the hour he was Sitting
inour interview room.

Hewas asmd|-time hustler by the name of Randy Twigger, aformer boyfriend of Lansky’s mistresswho
was gtill seeing her occasiondly. He put up afeeble show of defiance, but quickly collapsed when |

caled hisbluff and told him that he could be arraigned for accessory to the murder and kidnap of the
Lanskys. Later that day, with apair of armed marshasat my back, | was knocking on the door of a
motel room in the fishing resort of MarinaVigta, four hundred kilometres east of Port of Plenty.

Meyer Lansky’s mistress, Natasha Wu, was atough and level-headed young woman who was ready
and willing to be taken into protective custody, and wasn't surprised that Randy Twigger had screwed up
by trying to make some money for himsdf.

‘He was supposed to make an arrangement so that | could meet with you. But he always was greedy,’
she said, and dismissed him with aflick of her manicured fingers.

She' d heard about the disappearance of Meyer Lansky and hisfamily on the news, and was convinced
they were dead. ‘ Meyer was ultra-paranoid the last time | saw him. There' d been abreak-in a the farm,
and those two kids werekilled, and you threatened him. | was about the only person he could trust.
That’swhy he gave me the books. He was going to contact me when things settled down. Instead, this
man | don’t know calls me on the phone Meyer gave me, and threatens me”’

Lansky had given her ag-phone, but after the threatening call she had ditched it and started moving from
place to place. Randy Twigger had checked her apartment and found that it had been trashed, so she
knew that the people who had killed Lansky and hisfamily knew about her. That’ swhy she had reached
out to me.

| liked Natasha Wu, even though | disapproved of the choices she had madein her life. Shewasa
survivor with no trace of self-pity and had probably given as good as she got in her relationship with
Meyer Lansky. | told her that the UN waswilling to give her anew identity and relocate her in exchange
for the accounts and records that Lansky had entrusted to her, and she said why not, the man was dead,
and it wasn't like she had a choice anyway.

‘Beddes, | want off thisfucking world. I’ ve been here ayear, and dready | hateit. | want to go back to
Earth. To Singapore. It' sfucked up there, but | know my way around, and the gangsters aren't as crazy
bad asthey are here. Poor Meyer. And hiskids.” Sheteared up just alittle, and said, *Will you get the
filth thet killed them?

| thought of Detective August Zacarias and said, ‘I'm going to do my best.’
#

At the UN building, | sat with Marc Godin and one of the city attorneys while they made aded with



Natasha Wu, and took her initiad deposition. Then | escorted Natashato one of our safe houses, sO |
didn’t get achanceto talk to Marc about searching the records for the location of the origina of the
code, or chasing after Sarkka and Hughes.

| stayed at the safe house overnight, and was eating breakfast with Natasha and the two UN special
agents detailed to protect her when Marc called.

‘There have been developments,” he said. * Something | think you will like!
“Has Prem found where the code came from? Or who found it? Are we going after Sarkka?
‘Meet me at the UN Building,” he said, and rang off.

We bought coffee at the roach coach in the parking lot in front of the UN Building, and walked two
blocks to the seafront. | told him that Natashawas holding up; he told me that the records were adl that
we hoped they would be.

‘The late Monsieur Lansky was ameticulous man,” Marc said. ‘We have details of al hisblack market
transactions, and that isagrest prize. Asfor the code that has caused so much trouble, we know where
it came from. A planoformed but uninhabited rock in the outer belt of the system of Terminus. It was
located and mirrored by a prospector named Suresh Shrivastay, registered in Libertaria’

‘And what are you going to do about it?
‘That’ swhat we must talk about now. Let’ sfind aseat.’

It was afine warm spring morning. Far around the gresat curve of the beach, two bulldozers looking smdll
astoyswere leveling sand where a kraken had beached afew days ago. A raft of bladders and pulpy
limbsthe sze of two footbdl fields, it had drawn huge crowds, and dismembering and removing it had
been an industria process. People were strolling aong the front or walking their dogs on the wide beach,
and afew early-bird surfers were riding the waves.

Marc and | found a bench, and Marc told me that the UN representative in Libertaria had contacted
Suresh Shrivastav’ s agent. The prospector had just departed for the reef of the star 2M 4962, and
according to his agent he had nothing to say to the UN.

‘It may be an attempt to force usto negotiate, but aslong aswe find the code, it doesn’t matter, Marc
sad. ‘Asfor that, | have also contacted our representative in the Terminus system. | regret thereisno
positive newsthere, either. There are two rings of rocks around Terminus. The people who live there,
farmersadl of them, live on theinner ring. And their traffic control system is pretty rudimentary.
Regrettably, it doesn't extend to the outer belt, and there is no evidence that Sarkka' s ship has visited the
sysem.’

‘It does’t mean that he didn’t go there!’
‘That'strue’

‘Or that he might not be there right now.’
‘That isalso possible’

‘Inany case, the origina of the code will till bethere. If Sarkka or that prospector hasn't aready
destroyed it.’



‘Now we come to the heart of the matter,” Marc said. ‘It is not Niles Sarkka, of course, but the code.
There have been politica developments. The Ingpector Genera has been informed. And it appears that
the Jackaroo have become interested.’

| felt abesat of foolish excitement. ‘It' sredly that serious?
‘They think so0. They studied the code and said it was very bad stuff. Do you remember Thor V7
‘That farming family who took off into the big black,’ | said.

They had stumbled onto code that had infected them with ameme. Seized by its ancient imperdtive,
they’ d climbed aboard their ships and headed out into interstellar space. They are dtill faling through
space, alight year from their star now, out of fuel and power, everything dead.

Marc said, ‘ The Jackaroo claim that Hughes s code may have asmilar effect on anyone who interacts
withit, and thereisanasty twidt: it isdowburning, so those infected have timeto infect others. And those
who become infected but are unable to reach a ship will become insane. The Inspector Genera has
authorised astrike team to travel to Terminus. | have argued successfully that our department should
remain involved. So, let me ask you formally. Are you willing to volunteer to accompany the strike
team?

‘I’ ve aready thought about this, boss. There snothing I’d like better.’

Marc looked happy and sad. * Of course. Now, | want you to go home and change your clothes, pack
for along voyage, and make any necessary persond arrangements. Find mein my officein four hours.
That iswhen we are to meet with the Ingpector Genera .’

#

The Jackaroo are supposed to keep out of human affairs. They don't, of course. The software used to
interface with codeisacasein point. An important one, because it had established a precedent. It's
derived from code that migrated from the wreck of a spaceship into acolony of hiveratsin the vast
necropolisin the western desert. The biologist studying them enlisted amathematician to help her decode
the hiverats complex dances, and the mathemeatician quickly redlised that they were exchanging massive
amounts of information-that the colony was acting asaparale processng compuiter.

All thisiswell known. What has been suppressed (until now—and | have good reason to bresk cover, as
you'll see) was the fact that the code had drawn the attention of the Jackaroo. An avatar hitched up with
abunch of hired goons and tried to kill the biologist and destroy the hive-rat colony. The Jackaroo
claimed afterwards that it was the action of arogue e ement, and we had to pretend to believe them. In
any case, the biologist and alocal law enforcement officer fought back. The goons were killed and the
avatar was destroyed. | became involved alittle later. The law enforcement officer had picked up apiece
of kit that the avatar had been using. It not only tracked and disrupted g-phone signas, but could
eavesdrop on them. We bought the technology from her, and, in exchange, she agreed to keep quiet
about the avatar.

After that incident, the UN and the Jackaroo made an informal agreement to cooperate when it cameto
suppressing potentially dangerous technology. That iswhat | had walked into, when Marc took up to the
Inspector Generd’ sbig, wood-panelled office.

The Inspector Genera, asmall but imperious blond woman in her sixties, walked up and shook my hand
and told me that from now on | was operating under Section D, but | paid scant attention to her. | was
gtaring at the man-shaped figure that stood off to one side. A showroom dummy woven from asingle



giant molecule of metal-doped polymer, dressed in ablack suit and white shirt and polished black shoes.
A proxy for a creature no human had ever seen, linked by aversion of g-phone technology to an
operator who could be anywhere in the universe. Moving now, stepping towards me and greeting meina
newsreader’ srich baritone.

‘We havefollowed Dr Sarkka s career with great interet,” it said. * And thisisavery interesting turn of
events’

‘A potentialy seriousturn of events,” the Inspector General said. ‘ Sarkkais a dangerous man, and he
may be about to lay his hands on dangerous code.’

‘We have examined the damaged code,’ the avatar said. ‘ What was del eted presents aclear danger to
you. We are hereto help.’

‘And we're grateful, of course,” the Inspector General said.

The avatar responded with alengthy speech—how grateful the Jackaroo were for cooperation under
Section D; in particular how grateful they were to me, for being an important part in the delicate process
that had hedled a potentidly difficult rift; how the ongoing cooperation between the Jackaroo and the UN
best illustrated the harmonic convergence of two species; how the present smadl difficulty would be
quickly overcome by application of that same cooperation in genera, and my taentsin particular, and so
on and so forthH won’t bore you with al of it. It was the usua mashup of clichés, mixed metaphors, and
orotund sentiment, like amission statement of some multinational company written by committee and run
through acomputer which had scrupuloudy removed any trace of origindity, human fegling, and passion.
The expertsare still arguing, and will probably argue forever, about whether the Jackaroos
communications and conversations are classic examples of Chinese Room Al smulations of human
thought petterns, or cleverly mideading smulations of Chinese Room Al smulations of human thought
patterns. As someone who has been on the receiving end of one of their perorations, | can tell you that
the distinction doesn’t matter. Asfar as| was concerned, al that mattered was that it was so relentlesdy
dull that it was almost impossible to keep track of what was being said. It would have sent anyone not
wired to the eyeballs on caffeine and amphetamine to deep had it not been for onething: it was delivered
by agenuine dien through amachine of unknown powers.

And so, despite the soporific blanket of the avatar’ s bland and lengthy blandishments, | was gripped by
an dectric, barely suppressed terror, and I’ m certain that Marc and the Inspector Genera felt it too. For
despite their best intentions—or because of them—you can’t help but be paranoid about the Jackaroo.
They are dien and therefore completely opaque. Neither angels nor devils, but distorting mirrorsthat
reflect our best hopes and worst fears.

In anutshell, then, the Jackaroo avatar was pleased that we were planning to destroy the origind of the
code, and offered to help usfind Niles Sarkkaand prevent him from exploiting it.

‘May | ask aquestion? | said, when it had finished, or at least run out of words. ‘What kind of help are
we taking about?

‘We are here to advise, nothing more,” the avatar said. ‘ After dl, we do not want to reveal that we are
hel ping you. It would violate the terms of our agreement. However, we may be able to help you locate
Dr Sarkka s ship, should it use awormhole again.’

The Inspector Generd chipped in again, said that the Jackaroo usudly refrained from direct interference,
but because thiswas an unusud and highly alarming case, they would utilise alittle-known property of the
wormhole throats to identify any used by Sarkka s ship. They had aready confirmed that Sarkka had
visted Terminus, and because he had not returned through that system’ s only wormhole, he must till be



there. Our first priority wasto find, identify, and destroy the code. Our second wasto track down
Hughes and Sarkka, and if it cameto it, we would try to purchase the mirror of the code from them.

The Inspector Generad mentioned a celling limit that exceeded the GDPs of severa countries back on
Earth. *We have no intention of paying Sarkka of course. He will be arrested for murder as soon ashe
triesto collect. Hopefully, he will have becomeinfected before then, and will have aimed his ship a some
damned star or other.’

‘Itispossble’ theavatar said. ‘ But we cannot count on it because the incubation period isvariable.’

| saw abig flaw inthe plan at once: Niles Sarkkawasn't stupid, and would guess that my offer was
bogus. And in any casg, if the code promised to validate histheory, he wouldn’t part with it for any
amount of money. But | didn't raise any objections: as |’ ve dready explained, | believed that summary
justice was better than letting Niles Sarkka gain power over dangerous code. When the I nspector
General asked meif | needed timeto think about this, | said that | already had thought about it, and

would gladly accept.

It was amost not untrue.
#

‘They have been manipulating us from the very beginning, Emma. Playing with usasachild playswith
white micein acage. And they have been watching usavery long time. They know things about us that
we do not know. They Sit in judgement beyond ordinary human plight. But they don't know everything.
Their panoptica survey of our comings and goings on Earth and everywhere e se, is not omniscient. That
iswhy we will escapetheir chains. And that iswhy we are here, youand I

It' stwo in the morning. Everyone on the ship adeep except for the maintenance robots puttering about
their inscrutable busi ness beyond our encampment, the three men and women of the night watch, and me.
I m trying to make a cup of green teawith one hand while holding the g-phone in the other, listening to
for the tenth or twelfth time avariant of Niles Sarkka s standard lecture on the Jackaroo and their
fiendish plansand plots.

| said, ‘ They knew about Hughes and Singleton. They knew about the code.’

‘No, Emma. They intercepted g-phone messages between me and afriend in Port of Plenty who was
acting as go-between. They did not know what the code was, or where it came from, because poor
Everett and Jason did not know what it was, and they wouldn't tell me where the origina was located
until we had concluded our dedlings face to face and quit First Foot.’

‘Even 0, they tracked you to Terminus.’

‘Did they? They lied about the nature of the code. Perhaps they lied about that, too. They don’t know
everything, and they lie. If they are gods, they are petty and spiteful gods. | don’t know about you, but
even at itslowest, | don't think that humanity deserves gods aslow and base as them. No, we aspire to
greater things. Why else would we have comedl thisway, you and 17?7

‘I'm hereto bring you to justice, Niles. Y ou know that.’

“Y ou're here because of your nature, Emma. Y ou'’ re here because you want to be here. Y ou see, you
aen't very different from me after dl.

| was brought up short by his assertion, but shrugged it off with a quip about this not being in any way the
destination I’ d anticipated when I’ d left First Foot, and he didn’t make any more of it, went back to his



interminable dissection of conspiracies and secret histories. | mention it here because | think he’ swrong.
Oh, there' s no doubt that we have some thingsin common, particularly our obsess on with seeing things
through to the end no matter what the cost, but thisis overshadowed by afundamental difference.

| stand for the right Side, and he does not.
#

Weleft, the strike team and |, in a Q-class scout, a small ship that resembled a cartoon toadstool: afat
cone containing the lifesystem, with the teardrop-shaped *stak’ of the fusion motor pod depending from
its centre. The lifesystem’ sinterior was aroughly ova chamber partitioned by mesh platforms and
furnished with bunk beds, apair of porta-potty toilets, and a shower pod like adingy plastic egg, picnic
tablesand an industria microwave, commercia chest freezers and rows of stedl storage lockers. All in
all, it was about as glamorous as alow-rent bomb shelter or the accommaodation module of an ail
platform, except that its shape and the scalloped nooks and crannies of itswalls were a perfect hollow
cast of the shape of the whale-sized agglomeration that had oncefilled it-the Ghajar had been colonia
creatures that exchanged biologica modular parts amongst themselves as easily as we changed clothes,
each one adifferent shape and szefrom dl therest.

Likedl ships, ourswas adtrictly point-and-click operation: apart from a package of solid-fuel motorsfor
fine manoeuvres strapped around the lifesystem’ s circumference, most of the ship’s systems, especialy
the fusion motor, were sealed, enigmatic, inaccessible. Our pilot, adender, athletic New Zedander, Sally
McKenzie, typed acommand string into the laptop that interfaced with the ship’ s navigation package,
and the ship boosted itsalf out of orbit and aimed itself at the pair of wormhole throatsthat orbited the
trailing Lagrangian point of the sysem’ s methane gas giant.

All wormhole throats look the same, around black mirror alittle over akilometre across, framed by the
ring that housed the braid of strange matter that keeps it open and embedded in arock sheared flat on
one side and shaped and polished to a smooth cone behind, shaped and set in place millions of years ago
by the nameless and forgotten Elder Culture that created the network. There weretwo in First Foot's
system, one leading to the Solar System, the other to another red dwarf some twenty thousand light years
away, at the outer edge of the Scutum-Centaurus Arm of the Galaxy. That’ s the one we dropped
through.

| sat with Saly McKenzie during the trangit, watching on the HD screen as with Startling speed
Wormhole#2 grew from aglint to a gpeck to athree-dimensiona object, the round black mirror of the
throat flying at the screen, filling it. And then, without any sense of trangition, we were out on thefar side,
faling around the nightside of a hot super-Jupiter. The red dwarf sun rose above the vast curve of the
planet like amoon set &fire, and the ship drove on towards the next wormhol e throat, Sixty degrees
around the orbit it shared with the wormhole we' d just exited.

It had taken more than two days to reach the wormholesin First Foot' s system, but took just two hours
to swing around the super-Jupiter to catch up with the next one, plunging through it and emerging closeto
adim brown dwarf that orbited ared dwarf ster little brighter, glimmering like adot of blood against the
great dark shoulder of the Horsehead Nebula. The ship broke orbit and swung out towards asombreice
giant, and, after three days at maximum accel eration, plunged into the solitary wormhole that orbited it.

And so on, and so on.

Viag-phone, Marc kept me up to date with the code farm investigation. It seemed that Natasha Wu had
fitted a video camerainto the bedroom of her gpartment (' A girl can never betoo careful.”), and it had
caught the two goons who had broken in and trashed the place while searching for the code farm



archives. Both werein custody insde aday, and both turned out to be linked, viaDNA trace evidence,
to no less than seven unsolved murders. One of them quickly decided to take up Marc's offer of
immunity from prosecution and sang about everything he knew, including the kidnap and murder of
Meyer Lansky and hisfamily: more than enough to take down Pak Jung-Hin. Apparently, the dead
mercenary Abuelo Baez had been afredlance who' d done severa enforcement jobsfor Meyer Lansky,
gpecidising in “debt recovery’. The goon didn’t know if Abuelo Baez had been sent after Jason Singleton
and Everett Hughes, but Marc believed that it seemed likely. We till weren't sure what had gone down
in the motel room, but it looked asif Lansky’s man had caught up with the two coders, Everett Hughes
had escaped, and Niles Sarkka had been involved in some kind of confrontation that had left both Jason
Singleton and Abuelo Baez dead.

The young captain and the Six soldiers of the strike team passed the time stripping and reassembling their
wegpons, Swapping war stories, immersed in virtual Smulations of various actions, watching videos, and
desping-they dept alat, like big predatorswith full bellieswhiling avay thetime until the next med. My
presence seemed to make them uncomfortable, no doubt because | wielded authority outsde their chain
of command, but | found the pilot, Sally McKenzie, acongenia companion. She' d been acolond inthe
New Zedand Air Force during the war, had won aticket on the emigration lottery three years ago,
shortly after she' d been retired from active service. Now she was a spaceship pilot, eager to see
everything the fifteen stars had to offer. She told me stories about dogfights over the Weddell Seaand the
Antarctic Peninsulg; | told her sanitised versons of variousinvestigations|’d beeninvolved in.

And so we moved from wormhol e throat to wormhole throat, a chain that passed through six star
systems, until we reached our destination, the star 2CR 5938, otherwise known as Terminus. So-called
because there was only one wormhole throat orbiting it, only oneway in, and one way back out. The end
of theline,

It wasadim red dwarf freckled with big sunspots. The bright filamentous arc of aflare bridged one edge
of itsdisc from equator to pole. It was partnered with a GO star that shone alittle over atenth of alight
year away, only alittle less bright than the dozens of hot young stars that were beginning to burn through
atattered vell of luminous gasthat danted across haf the sky.

Thered dwarf was circled by two concentric rings or reefs of asteroids: rubble | eft from ancient collisons
of protoplanets, prevented from accreting into larger bodies by the gravitationa interference of the hot
and dense superJdupiter that orbited between them. Our ship fell towards the outermost reef, at the edge
of Terminus s habitable zone.

The UN representative had already reached an agreement with the reef farmers' council, which had
sensibly agreed to keep away from the rock for fear of infection with the meme that the Jackaroo had
warned us about. The rock itself was an undistinguished worldlet amongst ten thousand such. Unequdly
bilobed like a peanut, an agglomeration of basdtic rocks heated and partly melted by successive shock
fronts that had driven the orbital migration of the superJdupiter, afterwards lightly cratered by impactswith
debris|eft over from the formation of thousands of otherslike it and mantled in alayer of dust and pebbly
chondrules. It had orbited Terminusfor more than saven billion years, undisturbed by history until some
nameless Elder Culture had planoformed it, injecting into its centre of mass a spoonful of collapsium,
exotic dark matter denser than neutronium that gave it apull averaging alittle lessthan the Moon's
gravity, wrapping it in abubble of quasiliving polymer that kept in a scanty atmaosphere of oxygen,
nitrogen, and argon, landscaping it, seeding it with life.

A hundred or more tenants had come and gone since then. Some leaving no trace of their occupation
gpart from subtle changesin the isotopic composition of its atmosphere and biosphere; others adding
gpecies of plants and microbes to the patchwork ecology; the most recent leaving ruins. Ghosts had



riddled it with pits and shafts. Boxbuilders had left chains of crumbling cells stretched here and there on
top of ridges and around the edges of eroded craters. Spiders had parked asmall asteroid in stationary
orbit above its nipped waist and spun a cable, woven from diamond and fullerene and noded here and
there with basket-weave habitats, down to its surface. And afew thousand years ago, a spaceship of the
Ghagjar had crashed at the pole.

Despiteits degp history, the little rock was ableak and margina environment, cold as Arctic tundra
before globa warming, sheeted with ice and snow, black bacteria crusts and cushion algae growing in
sheltered nichesin the equatorid rift, cotton treesfloating in the air like clouds spun from pale wire.
Unnamed and unexplored by humans, untouched until some prospector had stumbled onto code il
active in the wreckage of the crashed ship.

Asthe ship made itsfina approach, the strike team launched a drone rocket that sped ahead of us and
dumped three baseba |-sized spy satdllitesin orbit around the rock. They soon located the ancient crash
Site, an ova impact crater under the snow cap at the pole of the larger of the rock’ stwo lobes with
traces of metal spattered around it that showed as a spray of bright dots in the Sdeways radar scans.
And their high-definition cameras also picked up atiny source of heet and an ordinary blue camping tent
at the rock’ s equator, close to the base of the spider cable.

The young captain who commanded the strike team, Jude Foster, told Sally McKenzieto establish an
equatoria orbit and ordered his soldiersto get ready to make a crash entry. Apparently, using the
elevators of the Spider cable was out of the question: they were too dow, and anyone on the surface
would have plenty of timeto prepare an ambush.

‘Thisisan eccentric scholar and a coder barely out of histeens,” | said. ‘Hardly amgjor thresat to your
people’

‘Surely you have not forgotten that your “eccentric scholar” iswanted for homicide, Inspector,” Captain
Fogter said with wintery condescension. * And in any case, awhole crew of malcontents might be
conceded down there. It ismy duty to take appropriate precautions.’

Like me, Captain Foster was aBrit: pale, blond, and laconic, aso sartlingly young, and eager to prove
himsdf on hisfirst red action. We had a brief discussion about whether or not | should accompany the
strike team on their crash entry or wait aboard the ship until they had secured a perimeter around the
base of the cable. | prevailed. | fredly confessthat | was scared silly, but | was determined to do my

duty.

Sdly McKenzie helped me dressin apressure suit and one of the soldiers helped me spacewak across
theflank of the lifesystem to the cargo pod where the scooters were stored. | rode pillion behind Captain
Fogter; the soldiers rode three scooters flanking us. They were crude hybrids, the scooters-quad bike
frames perched on the skinny tank of aLOX boogter, with two pairs of big fans set fore and &ft to give
them lift in atmosphere-but they were fast and manoeuvrable. The rock swelled ahead and we burst
through its sky membrane smultaneoudy, riding through a sudden buffeting wind, diding down fingers of
red sunlight that danted at a shallow angle across kilometres of air. Cotton trees caught in the raw sunlight
exploded like popcorn kernels, spewing tangles of tough threads, creating mats hundreds of metres
acrossthat salled past us and smacked against the holes we' d punched in the skin of the sky. Within
seconds, the holes had been seded and the whirlpools of water vapour that had condensed out of the
thinning air around them were beginning to disperse behind us as our scooters swooped down in wedge
formation. The surface of thetiny world flew at us, white ice patched with bare black rock curving away
on all sides, the spider cable’ sdark tower rising towards the bronze sky.

One of the soldiers whooped over the common channd. | felt like whooping, too. | was dizzy with fright



and exhilaration.

Details exploded out of the landscape as we headed in towards therift valley that girdled the equator.
We skimmed across alip of bare rock strung with Boxbuilder ruins, hollow cells mostly roofless, and
dropped past sheer cliffstowards the black blister where the cable socketed into the floor of the wide
vdley. Thevdley’ sfloor was mostly flat, cut by low wrinkle ridges and short crevasses jagged as
lightning bolts, some of the crevasses flooded with frozen lakes. Scrub and low patches of thorn trees
grew everywhere between the lakes, awaist-high krummholz forest. | glimpsed aflash of blue a thetip
of along thin lake and then the landscape tilted and my insides were scooped hollow with vertigo asthe
captain sivung the scooter around and brought it down with ajarring bounce.

A man stood beside an ordinary blue nylon camping tent pitched at the lake shore. He was dressed in
boots and blue jeans and a black puffajacket, raising his hands as the soldiers advanced towards him
from two sides. | fell to my kneeswhen | climbed off the scooter, dizzy, grinning like afool, and pushed
up and followed as best | could, unbaanced by the low gravity and the encumbrance of my pressure suit.
The ground was carpeted with stuff alittle like moss, athick lace of bladder-filled filaments the colour of
old blood that crunched and popped under my boots. Beyond the lake and a steep ridge, the cable cut
the sky in half.

Captain Fogter, bulky asafairytde knight in hiswhite pressure suit, pistol clamped in his gauntlet,
marched up to the man and told him to kneel and clamp his hands on top of his head. The man-t was
Everett Hughes, black hair falling over aface as pae as paper—obeyed, alittle clumsly, saying, ‘There's
no need for this. I'll tell you everything.’

| said, ‘“Whereis Niles Sarkka?

Captain Foster sad, ‘ Areyou aone?

‘Nilesislong gone,’ Everett Hughes said. ‘He' son hisway to history.’
Part Four

| ingsted on carrying out an immediate field interrogetion, recorded by an autonomous drone and
witnessed by Captain Foster. | wanted to find out what had happened on the rock, | wanted to find out
where Niles Sarkka had gone and with what intent, and | wanted it to stand up in court- was il
thinking like that, then.

Despite his getup as the ultimate badass coder—the unruly mane of black hair, sllver rings sewn around
therim of hisright ear and a skull ring on a chain around his neck, tattoos on his neck and fingers, the
leather vest and white ruffled shirt under hisblack puffajacket, the tight blue jeans and the cowboy
bootsHughes was young and naive. He told us that we d find a g-phonein the tent, that Sarkka

possessad its entangled twin.

‘If you want to know what happened, and why it happened, you should cal him. He can explain
everything much better than | can.’

His camness wasn't anything to do with bravery; it was compounded of youthful arrogance and sheer
ignorance. Heredlly didn’t understand how much trouble he wasin. He refused to acknowledge that he
had been used, abused, and dumped by Niles Sarkka, believed to the end that he and Sarkka had done
theright thing, and was proud to have helped him.

What I’'m trying to say isthat dthough he appeared to be cooperdtive, everything hetold uswas
coloured by hisloyaty to Sarkka. | don't offer this as an excuse for what happened, but that’ swhy |



alowed it to happen. Because | thought that Hughes was only telling some of the truth, some of thetime,
and because he refused to give up crucid information. Sarkka poisoned that young man’smind. HE sas
much to blame for what happened as anyone else.

In any case, Captain Foster and | agreed that we would defer the pleasure of a conversation with Niles
Sarkkauntil we had learned everything we could from Everett Hughes. And to begin with, the
interrogation went smoothly enough. We did it in the tent, Hughes perched on acamping stool, Captain
Foster and | looming over him in our pressure suits, the drone hovering at my left shoulder. Hughes
readily admitted that he and Jason Singleton had, as I d suspected, erased the code without trying to
mirror it; instead, they’ d hacked into the database of the code farm, discovered where the code had
come from, and then erased both code and records. When | told him that it was too bad for him that |
had found that Meyer Lansky had kept duplicate recordsin his home, he shrugged and said he'd
factored the possibility into hisplans.

‘| figured Lansky wouldn't tell you about them because it would have meant admitting to dl hisblack
market dedls. And | reckoned that even if you did manage to get your hands on them, it would take some
time, because you couldn’t just go in and search his place, you' d haveto get dl the papersin order and
so on. Time enough for Nilesand meto get out here and do what we needed to do.’

He said that he' d deleted the code because Lansky insisted that every chunk should be checked by three
different people, and he knew that the next guy in the line would have spotted it. And then, because they
wereworried that their tampering would be discovered, he and Jason Singleton had goneinto hiding
before reaching out to Niles Sarkka.

‘Assoon as| laid eyeson that code, | knew that Niles Sarkkawas the man to go to. It took awhileto
contact him, though. And then he had to have us checked out, in case we were part of somekind of law
enforcement trap. While al thiswas going on, aguy employed by Lansky tracked down where Jay and
me were hiding out. | don’'t know how, exactly, but Jay had a girlfriend—you didn’t know? | guessthere's
alot you didn’'t know. Anyhow, | reckon Jay called her onelast time, right around when we were getting
ready to leave, and the call was intercepted. Either the guy had bugged her line, or he' d gotten hold of
her and was waiting for Jay to show. | hope not, | liked her. In any case, the guy turned up at the room
while | was meseting up with Niles. Jay managed to lock himsdlf in the bathroom and phone me, and Niles
said he' d ded with it. Said that because of what | knew, | wasn't to put my lifein danger. Hehad a
gun-he d taken arisk coming back to Port of Plenty, he had enemiesthere. So he took off, and we met
an hour later, and he told me Jay was dead. That was bad enough. But he also told me that a Jackaroo
avatar had been there. The guy working for Lansky was lying dead, so it must have followed him and
killed him, and it was bent over Jay. Doing something to him. Niles shot it, and it exploded and the room
caught fire, and Niles couldn’t get to Jay. He said that Jay was aready dead, there was nothing he could
do.’

‘Bullshit,” | said. * Sarkka spun you astory, Evereit. I'll tell you how | know. Y our friend had particles of
soot in hislungs. That meansthat he was ill aive when he burned to deeth. Sarkkawas lying to you.
There was no avatar. He killed your friend and Lansky’s man because it was the easy thing to do.
Because hedidn’t want to risk hislife saving your friend.’

‘Nilestold methere was an avatar, and | believe him,” Hughes said, looking straight a me. * And not only
because he wouldn't lie to me about something like that. There was a break-in at the code farm after we
contacted Niles. Y ou know how hard it is, to bresk into the place? Almost impossible. But someone did
it-or something did. Something that heard that we had specia code we wanted to hand over to Niles.
Something that went to check out what it waswe' d taken.’

| told him that | knew about the break-in, but his assumption that the Jackaroo had been involved in it



wasafantasy. And | told him, trying to get a him through sympathy, that | understood why he believed
it. “You fed guilty about what happened to your friend. Of course you do. But you have to face the truth,
Everett. And the truth isthat Sarkkakilled your friend. And the only reason he didn’t kill you is because
he needed your help when it came to mirroring and using the code.’

| was doing the right thing, chipping away at Hughes s misplaced loydlty, trying to isolate him. But he
refused to admit that he was in the wrong and became stubborn, saying, ‘ Jay died, yeah. | shouldn’t have
left him in that room when | went to meet Niles. He wanted to, in case something went wrong, but |
shouldn’t have doneit. And I’'m going to haveto carry that, the rest of my life. So yeah, | fed guilty. But
I’m not making any of thisshit up. And if Nilesis such abad guy, likeyou claim, let me ask you
something. How come he didn’t kill me after we mirrored the code, and | ran it through his nav

package?

Captain Foster cut in at that point, and his interference made thingsworse. *Y ou admit that you located
the origina of the code, you and Sarkka? And you mirrored it?

‘“Well, yes. We didn’'t come out to this miserable ball of rock and ice for the skiing, that’ sfor sure. We
mirrored it and then we destroyed the origindl. I’ll show you where!’

‘The code is adangerous meme,’” Captain Foster said. ‘Y ou are probably infected with it. Mr Sarkka
too.’

Hugheslaughed. * Y ou redly believeit, don’'t you? That’ swhy you're till wearing your pressure suits |
bet. Well, | don’t know who told you that nonsense, but that’ swhat it is. Nonsense. Nilesisn't infected.
Nor am |. And the code, it'sno meme. | dready knew what it was when | came acrossit, although |
didn’t know where it pointed, not until we mirrored it here, and plugged the copy into the nav package of
Niles sship. | know code,” Hughes said, tapping histemple with hisforefinger. ‘| have this knack. Show
me any code, | can tdll whether or not it’ s viable, whether it' sintact, what it needsto run. Peoplelike me
know how to make use of dl the strange and wild and wonderful stuff that’ slying around out here. We
should be hailed as heroes. We should be encouraged. Instead, pygmies like you try to tie us down with
rules and regulations. Y ou want to make ordinary human curiosity illegd. Y ou want to control people' s
imeginations’

He was parroting something Niles Sarkka had told him, no doubt, trying to get arise out of me. When |
told him that the code was dangerous and had to be secured at once, he shook hishead and said again
that the code wasn't any kind of meme.

‘| haveatdent, hesad. ‘A gift. There' sno point being modest about it. That’swhy | knew, assoon as|
laid eyesonit, what that code was. | knew it was information, embedded in a navigation package. And
you know what, | wasright.’

| could see that he wouldn’t be shifted on that point, so | backed off and tried another angle. ‘Niles
Sarkkatook it, and ran off, and |eft you here. Not agreat dedl, wasit?

Hughes shrugged. ‘| volunteered to be stranded. The ship didn’t have enough consumablesfor two.’
‘He could have taken you to one of the farms on the inner belt.’
‘He was going to contact them, once he got far enough away. Then they’ d come and pick me up.’

“How do you know that Sarkkadidn't leave you hereto die, and went off to Libertariato sdll the
code?



Hugheslaughed. *Y ou think thisis about money? Jason and me, we didn’t get into thisfor money. The
code isway more important than that. It isn’t an executable. It’ sinformation. The kind of information that
the Jackaroo wiped out of dl the navigation programmes of al the shipsin al the known Sargassos. But
they don’t know everything. They missed the code in the wrecked ship out in the City of the Dead for
instance, the code that gave us the interface. And they missed the code here. And that gave Nilesand me
the location of something wonderful. Something that will help uswin thewar.’

‘Wearen't at war with them, Mr Hughes.’

‘Aren’'t we?

There was something chilling and certain in his gaze. Oh, Sarkkahad sunk his clawsin deep, dl right.
| said, ‘ Tell mewhat you think the codeis’

‘Records, kind of. Where the ship had come from. The location of something. We don’t know, exactly.
That'swhy Niles has gone to check it out.’

‘Mr Sarkka could have taken you to the farmers of the inner belt. He could have asked for their helpin
searching for whatever it is he hopesto find. Instead, he marooned you here. Why? Because of vanity
and greed. He wants the glory for himsdlf, and he wants the profit, too.’

‘I volunteered to stay,” Hughes said. ‘If Niles stranded me, why would he have left a g-phone here?
And if you don't believe me, why don’'t you give him acdl?

| told him that it was no kind of evidence that he and Sarkkawere equal partners. ‘ Sarkkaleft it here
because he wants to boast about his deeds.’

‘Tak to him. Seewhat he hasto say,” Hughes said.
‘Heleft you hereto die, Everett. And went off to Libertariato sall the code.’

Hughes laughed. * Y ou’ re obsessed with money. Jason and me, we didn’t sell it to Niles. We gave it to
him.

Heredly believed that Niles Sarkka had done theright thing. That they were dtill, in someway, partners.
That Sarkkawas on the track of something wonderful: something that would change history. He led the
soldiers and meto the location of the origina of the code, about a kilometre from the impact crater on
top of the larger of the rock’ stwo lobes, showed us the pit dug by the prospector who had origindly
found it, showed us the smashed and scorched pieces of wreckage that according to him had once
contained the code, and told us acock and bull story about how it had been discovered. Certainly, there
were traces of code still embedded in those shards, dthough it wasimpossible to tell whether they had
ever been active, and Hughes refused once again to tell us what the code did, where Niles Sarkka had
gone, and what Sarkka hoped to find.

And that’ s where the trouble began. 1t was Captain Foster’ sideato ramp up the interrogation, and God
help me, | went along with it. We were in the middle of adifficult and dangerous situation, we needed to
know everything about it, and because our only witness refused to help us, we had to coerce him. It was
vital to our security and we needed to know everything he knew right away.

So we cuffed Hughes and made him kned, right there on the cold black naked rock by the shaft. |
explained what we were going to do and told him that he had one last chance: if he answered dl of our
questionstruthfully, if he talked willingly and without reservation, he would be able to wak away from
thisas ahero. He told me what to do with my offer in language you can imagine. And one of the solders



gripped his head while Captain Foster, delicately pinching the plastic straw between two fingers of his
pressure suit’ s glove, puffed adose of Veracidin up his nose.

Veracidin isderived from Elder Culture nanotechnology. A suspension of machinesas smdl asviruses
that enter the bloodstream and cross the blood/brain barrier, targeting specific areasin the cortex,
suppressing specific higher cognitive functions. In short, it isasophigticated truth drug. Itsuseisillegd on
Earth and First Foot, but we werein thefield, in the equivaent of a battle Situation. We did what we had
to do, and we didn’t know—how could we?-that Everett Hughes would suffer a violent reaction when the
swarm of tiny machines hit hisbrain.

Perhaps he was naturdly dlergic to Veracidin, asavery small percentage of people are. Or perhapsthe
many, many hours of exposure to code had sensitised him somehow. Within seconds, hiseyesrolled
back in his head and his body convulsed with what appeared to be agrand ma seizure. He jerked and
spasmed and drooled bloody foam; helost control of hisbowels and bladder. Welaid him on the ground
and did our best, but the seizures came one after the other. His heart stopped, and we got it going again.
We managed to wrestle him into the pod carried by one of the scooters, and we dl took off for the ship,
hoping to treat him there. But he was till seizing, and he died in trangit.

#

Captain Foster was badly shaken by Hughes' death and wanted to bug out for home. Hughes' s body
was in aseded casket; the origina of the code had been located and confirmed destroyed; there was
nothing else for usto do but write areport that would justify our actions and absolve us of any blame. |
told him that we were not finished here because Niles Sarkkawas il at large, and in possession of a
mirror of the code. He had not gone through the wormhole throat, or else we would have been aerted,
S0 there was gtill achance of catching up with him. If wedid, | said, we would be completely exonerated,
if not, I would take full respongibility for Hughes' s degth.

| dready had agood idea of where Sarkkamight be headed, and put in acall to our representative with
the farmers of theinner reef, asked him if anyone there was an amateur astronomer. Within an hour, I'd
been sent a photograph taken through afive-inch reflector, showing anew, smal star afew degreesfrom
the crucifix flare of Terminus s GO companion. Sarkka' s ship, without adoubt.

Captain Foster said that we had no chance of catching up with Sarkka. He had too much of a head start,
and in any case we didn’t have enough fuel to chase and catch him. *We don't even know that he'd
headed for that star. He sinfected. The memeisurging him to flee outward, towards no particular
destination.’

| said that Hughes showed no sign of infection, and in any case, if Sarkkawas gripped by ablind
outward urge, why was he headed directly for the star?

Y ou have that g-phone,’ Captain Foster said. ‘Why don’t you ask him?
‘Oh, I will. Ingood time.’

| was beginning to formulate what | needed to do. | didn’t likeit, but | couldn’t see any other way to
bring this case to a satisfactory resolution, and bring Niles Sarkkato justice.

And so we headed for the inner reef, and a meeting with the farmers  council. They said that they knew
nothing about Suresh Shrivastav, the prospector who' d found the code, claimed that he’ d been working
the outer reef illegally. For what it' sworth, | believe them. That kind of piracy isincreasingly common,
and it would explain why Mr Shrivastav refused to talk to us. The farmers aso said that they had known
nothing about the little expedition mounted by Sarkkaand Hughes, and madeit clear that they resented



the UN’sintrusion into their affairs, and the danger to which their people had been unknowingly exposed.
Luckily, | found an dly inthe council’ s chair, Rgo Hiranand, atough, cynicd, and highly intelligent old
woman. Her motivations were not entirdly selfless-she wanted her community to sharein whatever profit
might be made from whatever it was that Niles Sarkkamight discover—but her heart wasin theright
place.

‘l would guessthat thisisthe end of your career with the UN,’ she said, after the vote to accept my offer
of help had been won. * After dl thisis over, when you get back, we might be able to find a place for
someone like you here’

| thanked her, but admitted that spending the rest of my life herding sky-sheep and growing corn and
pharm tobacco was low on thelist of things | wanted to do with my life.

‘That isn't dl wedo here} Rgo sad. ‘Think about it. You'll have plenty of timefor that, after al.’
‘Before | do anything ese’ | said, ‘| haveto explain thisto my boss’

It wasacdl | had been dreading. Rightly so. The g-phonethat linked meto its entangled twin in the UN
building in Port of Plenty relayed with perfect fiddity Marc Godin's cold anger across uncountable light
years, directly to my ear and brain and heart. | knew there was no point in apologising, and besides, |
agreed with his assessment of the Situation. The mission was fubared, and dthough | had been
volunteered for the mission by the Inspector General, | was acting senior officer, and by resigning | was
contributing afew extraknotsto the intractably complicated tangle of diplomatic and legal problems. But
it fill hurts grievoudy to think of how he severed every bond, ignored my years of loyd service, and
refused to acknowledge the sacrifice | was making.

When hewasfinished, | asked for afinal favour. ‘ Have Varneek do atrace analyss on the burned-out
motel room. Have him look for any unusud materid. If he finds anything, have him compareit with the
fragments from the avatar that was destroyed in the hive rat nest in the City of the Dead.’

‘Sarkkawas lying, Emma. There was no avatar. He killed Singleton. And the mercenary too.’

‘| could ask the city policeto look into it. But given the diplomatic angle, | think it would be better if you
did’

‘| hopethat isnot athreat, Marc said, finding anew depth of Antarctic chill.

‘1 don’'t want to go public with this. Too much information has dready spilled out. But thisistoo
important to ignore.”

‘The Jackaroo would not breach the accord,” he said.
‘“We don’t know what they would do,’ | said, and would have said more, but he cut the connection then.

He called back the next day. | was aboard the largest of the farmers’ ships by then, and Terminus was
dwindling astern. Varneek had failed to find any fragments, Marc said, but he had found traces of fused
slicaand traces of doped fullerenes and an exotic room-temperature superconductor.

‘ Arethey from an avatar?

‘If they were nat, | could tell you. Asit is, | can neither confirm nor deny that the traces Varneek found in
the room matched the fragments of the avatar already in our possession.’

So | had my answer.



‘It won't make any difference; Marc said, after | thanked him. ‘ Even if the Jackaroo have broken the
accord, aprotest would be lodged, nothing more. Because the accord is useful to us. Because no one
wishesto disturb our relationship with the Jackaroo.’

| told him I understood, and asked about the search for the prospector, Suresh Shrivastav.

‘The investigation has been closed. I'm sorry, Emma. Even if you capture Sarkka, it won't save your
career.’

‘Thisisn't about my career.’
‘Inany case, good hunting,” Marc said, and cut the connection.
#

And now, sx months later, we are chasing Niles Sarkka s ship towards the cod-black gas giant. HE's
just acouple of million kilometres ahead of us and, as we have long suspected, will soon enter into orhit.
We caught up with him because we continued to accelerate after his ship turned around and began to
dow. Now we must shed excess delta-vee by dipping into the outer fringes of the gas giant’s
atmosphere, an aerobrake manoeuver that will subject the ship’sframe to stresses at the outer limit of its
tolerance, but I’ m assured that we will surviveit.

Thefarmers ship isn't equipped for athorough planetary survey, but the equipment we' ve been ableto
cobble together during thislong chase has not detected any source of e ectromagnetic radiation apart
from the pulse of the planet’s magnetic fidld, and limited optica surveyshavefailed to spot any trace of
artificial structures on any of the moons. Which does not mean that thereisn't anything there. Absence of
evidenceis not evidence of absence. Our survey capabilities are grievoudy limited, and if Niles Sarkkais
right, if thisiswhere the last remnant of the Ghagar or some other Elder culture species are hiding o,
they won't want to be found.

And if the code has given Sarkkathe precise location of some base or spider hole, we'll beright on his
tall. Fortunately, he’ sno more than a point-and-go pilot. It's obvious now that he didn’t do anything to
counter our tactic because he smply wasn't able to. With the end of the chasein sight, I’m beginning to
fed that we have achance of catching him before he can do any real harm.

| think he knowsthat the gameis up. That’swhy he has been trying to make aded with me, and by
extenson with Rgo Hiranand and the rest of the farmers council. In our first conversations, he assumed
mora and intellectua superiority, claimed that his actions should be judged by history rather than by mere
mortals. Now, he' s offering to share the greatest discovery since the Jackaroos' fluttering ships appeared
in Earth’ sskies.

‘A graight fifty-fifty split, Emma,’ hetells me, aswe crossthe orbit of the gas giant’ s outermost moon. ‘I
can't do better than that.’

‘Fifty per cent of nothing isnothing, Niles’

‘1 will find them. They led me here, after dl.’

Niles Sarkkaclamsthat he talked to Suresh Shrivastav before he left Libertariato meet with Everett
Hughes and Jason Singleton on Firgt foot. He says that the prospector told him that he hadn’t ssumbled
on the code by chance. No, he’ d been heading home after searching a couple of rocksin Terminus's
outer reef when he' d detected a brief, transitory pulse of broad-spectrum radio noise—asqued likea
God'sown fireaarm, he said. It had grabbed his attention and he’ d swung around and made landfall on



the rock and hiked acrossits arctic surface to the crash site, following afaint but steady pulse. No other
code has ever been so marked, and Niles Sarkkais convinced that someone or something led Shrivastav
toit. Not the Jackaroo, but one of the Elder Cultures. He aso believes, without a shred of evidence, that
this Elder Culture want usto find them. That they want to help us, and tell usal they know about the
plans of the Jackaroo, and the true history of the wormhole network.

I’vetold him many timesthat | think that this story is nothing more than afabulousfiction, and | tell him
that again now, adding, just to needle him, ‘If there is something out there, how about wetake dl of it,
and send youtojail?

“You haveto tdl the farmers about my offer, Emma. Y ou are obligated, astheir guest. Also, you should
tell your bosses back on First Foot, too. Talk to al parties concerned, why don’t you, and get back to
ml

Wéll, | don’t want to talk to my boss, of course. I’'m in deep trouble with the UN, and haven't beenin
communication with Marc Godin or any other UN official since the chase began. But | call Rgo and tell
her about my latest conversation with Niles, and his offer, and she saysthat she must consult with the
council. Fortunately, it doesn’t take long.

‘“We are not varying our agreement,” Rgjo says. ‘We will capture him, and whatever you find out there,
wewill ded with it then.’

| tell her that I’ m relieved that she and the council sees Sarkka s offer for what it is.
‘Did you think that we would renege on our ded? Have faith in us, Emma. Aswe havefathinyou.’

| call Sarkka. His ship is closeto the edge of the cold, carbon-black limb of the planet now, and we are
inthe middle of preparations for aerobraking. He doesn’t answer for more than ten minutes, and when he
findly picksup, and | sart to tell him that he can’t make any kind of ded with the farmers, he saysthat it
doesn't matter. There ssomething in hisvoice | haven't heard for awhile. An unsettling manic glee.

‘It'stoo lateto make adedl. I'll takeit al. Everything here. Y ou are not my nemesis after dl, Emma You
aremy witness!’

He signs off and won't answer when | call back, and then his ship drops out of sight beyond the limb of
the gas giant. Wewon't see him again until after aerobraking.

| help the crew finish tying everything down, and then we dl strap into crash couches and plug into the
interface and watch the black on black bands of the gas giant swell towards us. And just asthe ship hits
the fringes of its atmosphere, and begins to shudder and groan as decel eration piles on the gees, and the
view iswashed with violet light asfriction with the atmosphere hegts the hull of the ship and wrapsitina
caul of ionised plasma, one of the crew posts a snatched shot of a shaped rock orbiting at the edge of the
ring systlem. A conewith aflat face. A wormhole throat.

A moment later, we enter the terminal phase of the aerobraking manoeuver. Plasmaas hot as the surface
of the gas giant’ s star envelopes us and gravity crushes us. I’ m trying to bresth with what seemslike afull
pirate crew sguatting on my chest, my heart pounding like crazy, black rags fluttering in. The ship quivers
and groans and isfilled with atremendous roar asit scratches a flame ten thousand kilometres|ong
across the face of the gas giant. And as the plasmadies back and the pull of deceleration fadesthere san
adaming bang astheflight crew fires up the solid fue motors, finessing our delta vee aswe climb away
from the nightside of the planet, heading out towards the edge of therings.

We complete our first orbit and fail to find any trace of Sarkka s ship. There’ s only one place he could



have gone, and there’ s no question about what we have to do, even though we are periloudy low on fudl.
Two hours later, we re on find gpproach. We ve been videoing everything, transmitting it via g-phone
directly to Terminus. If wefail, otherswill follow.

Theblack mirror of the wormhol € s throat rushes towards us, and then stars bloom al around.

Thousands of stars, bright burning jewels flung in handfuls everywhere we look. Stars of al colours, and
threads of luminous gas strung between them.

WEe rein the heart of aglobular clugter, in orbit around a planet twice the Sze of Earth, clad inicefrom
poleto pole. There are o many starsin the sky and they are al so bright and so close together that it
takes afew minutesto locate the planet’ s sun, an undistinguished red dwarf as dim and humble as any of
thefifteen sars gifted us by the Jackaroo, outshone by many of its neighbours. Millions of kilometres
beyond theice-planet’ slimb isacluster of six wormholes, arranged in the points of a hexagon. Sarkka' s
ship ismoving towards them, riding the blue flame of his solid fue motor.

All around me, ababble of cross-talk erupts asthe ship’s crew speculate wildly on where those
wormholes might lead, about whether theice-planet is habitable, whether there are habitable planets or
moons or planoformed rocksin this system or elsewhere,

‘It sanew empire!’” someone says.

My g-phonerings.

‘Do you see? Niles Sarkka says. ‘Dare you follow?
‘Y ou haven’t found what you are looking for.’

‘I’ ve found something better.’

One of the crew telsmethat we are criticaly low on fuel. We have barely enough to return to the
wormhole from which we emerged. And if we don’t return, the resupply ship will never find us. We Il be
stranded here.

| ask Niles Sarkkato come back with us, but he laughs and cuts the connection. And then, as he closes
on the wormhole throat, he sends a brief video message. It’ s startling to see him after dl thistime. He
was once a handsome and powerfully built man, but after sx months donein close quarters and minimal
rations he looks like a shipwrecked outcast, long grey hair tied back, an untrimmed beard over hollow
cheeks, sores around his mouth, his eyes sunken in bruised sockets. But hisgazeisvitd, and hissmileis
that of someone cresting the tape at the end of along and arduous marathon.

‘| name this gtar, the gateway to untold wonders, Sarkka s Star. | came herefor al mankind, and | go
on, in the name of mankind. One day | will return with thefull and final answer to Fermi’ s Paradox. Do
not judge me until then.’

And then he' sgone. We swing past and fall towards the wormhole that will take us back to the GO Ser,
and the crew is still babbling about new worlds and stars to be explored, and | think: suppose he' sright?

Suppose heisthe hero after al, and I'm the villain?



