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 Chapter 1
 

Rik Sylver 3 Drew clenched his teeth and swore to himself that if that child screamed one more time, he would draw his stunner and shoot it – and its parents, and everyone else in the gondola. His week had been a disaster, his life was down the toilet, and the last thing he needed just now was a wailing brat whose voice was drilling through his skull and turning his brains to soup.
“Come on, Rik. It'll be a breeze.”
That had been the thick Scottish accent of Greet-Greet McGregor in a bar in Heinlein. The slimy little Radionuclidian had played every wheedling card in his deck to get Rik to take the job, but in the end, it was the big, fat fee that had cinched it. Rik was in the kind of circumstances that only large slabs of credit could get him out of. So, despite everything; despite the Turgu hunting him down; despite his double divorce being finalised; despite the pain in his head from that damned cheap cogplus upgrade he'd had done last week; despite trusting Greet-Greet as far as he could kick him, he took the job.
And that's how he found himself on the old Florida Space Bridge, travelling economy class, grinding slowly down to Earth and feeling homicidal.
“The client just wants you to pick up a wee package and deliver it to his business associate.” Greet-Greet again, running in Rik's memory like a dripping tap. “How hard can that be, big guy?”
Plenty hard, if the size of the fee was anything to go by. But Rik was in no position to argue. He hadn't had a client in weeks and, apart from all his other troubles, the renewal of his PLEO license was due. The Radionuclidian was a two-faced slime-ball, but he was the only source of business Rik had left.
“Sir?”
Business or no business, if this job turned out to be dangerous, there wouldn't be a crater on the Moon deep enough for Greet-Greet to hide in. He'd hunt down the little rat and–
“Sir?”
A woman's hand touched his shoulder. He jumped and reached for his gun before he saw that it was only one of the flight attendants. The seat beside his was empty and the hostess was leaning in from the aisle, looking nervous.
“Are you all right?” she asked.
What the hell was this? “Of course I'm all right. Why shouldn't I be?”
The stewardess took the full brunt his angry glare and swallowed hard. Rik was a big man, and he looked like he'd as soon pull your head off as pass the time of day with you. With a two-day stubble and his clothes crumpled from three days of non-stop travel, he was enough to make anyone think twice about approaching him. The young woman gathered her resolve and went on.
“You were sort of growling and muttering, sir. It was making the other passengers nervous.”
“What?” He looked around at the people nearby, all of whom quickly turned away.
“I'm having a bad day,” he said loudly so they'd all hear him. “I'm having a bad week. Hell, I've been having a really shitty five years, if you want to know.”
Everyone kept their faces buried in whatever they could pick up and pretend to be reading. Rik turned back to the flight attendant. “How long till we land?” The view from the gondola windows was still black, airless space.
“About two more hours, sir.”
Rik leaned back with a sigh and regarded the woman. He felt a wave of sympathy for her, riding up and down in that stupid machine day after day, having to deal with bored, tired, angry jerks like him.
“Tell you what,” he said. “I'll try not to growl so loud. All right?” He flashed one of his sudden, self-deprecating grins and the attendant was surprised into smiling back.
-oOo-
New York was a mess. A three metre rise in sea level and a big increase in wild storms had led to what the newsfeeds had taken to calling “Venicification.” Salt water, not tarmac, ran between the high-rises in many parts of the city, and it had made islands of several suburbs. Unfortunately, unlike ancient Venice, much of New York’s infrastructure had been underground when the big floods came. Now the subways were mostly used by cavers with aqualungs, and most of the flooded suburbs had decayed into slums.
Cringing away from the ever-advancing ocean, New York had retreated into the West and North, leaving the precarious, storm-tossed wrecks of Manhattan, Staten Island and Jersey City behind it. John F. Kennedy Airport was a distant memory, a couple of conning towers and derelict buildings poking up out of Jamaica Bay. Rik's flight landed at Barak Obama Airport in Fairport, way out in the west.
He rented a car and drove himself down to Newark. There, where the old Route 78 plunged into the waters of Newark Bay, Rik pulled into the drive of a white, clapboard house that almost overlooked the sunken remains of Newark Liberty International Airport.
He got out of the car and leaned against it, enjoying the feeling of sunshine on his face. He hadn't known he'd missed it until he felt it again. Rik always dressed for summer, even in Heinlein, the underground, lunar rabbit warren he called home. For once, his bright shirt and white pants didn't look at all out of place. A sea breeze came off the bay and he took a big noseful of it. It ruffled his light-brown hair. Closing his eyes, he let the strain of his long, long journey melt away.
“What the hell do you think you're doing?”
He cracked one eye and saw Maria, his first wife, stomping down her porch steps and then down the drive towards him. Despite the angry scowl on her face, he opened the other eye and took a good, long look.
Maria Dunlop was a woman worth looking at. Tall and slender, she had the long-limbed grace of a young colt combined with the sensual curves of a catwalk model. She might not be pretty, the way some women were – her face was a little too long, maybe, and her mouth a fraction too big – but Rik knew from the ache in his heart that she was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen, or would ever see, if he lived to be a thousand.
“Hi, Maria. Nice to see you, too.”
She stopped in front of him and glowered into his face, fists clenched. “You can't just come around here any time you feel like it, Rik. I've got a life. You remember what that is? Having a life?”
Even her accent was beautiful, a kind of polished English that even ten years of living in the States hadn't managed to touch. Rik could almost wish she'd keep shouting at him, just so he could hear her speak. But she didn't. She just kept looking at him, lips pursed and eyes narrowed, waiting for him to explain himself.
He took a deep breath and let it out. “I was in the neighbourhood.” Well, he was on Earth, anyway. That was close enough. “I thought I'd come by and see how you are. We can still say hello, can't we?” But, even as he said it, he knew it wasn't true. The old pain hit him again and he turned away, pretending to examine the street.
But Maria saw it. She always saw right into him, as if his face was a viewscreen showing pictures of his heart. Her manner changed in an instant. She spoke his name in a tone so full of sympathy and regret that he almost got right back in the car and drove away.
It had been a stupid idea, coming to see Maria. What had he expected? That she'd throw herself into his arms and forgive him? Again. And what if she did? How many times would he let himself break her heart? How many times could he do that before the pain of hurting her tore him to pieces once more? Hadn't they already passed that point?
He made himself look her in the eyes, blue eyes beneath a mop of blonde hair. “I'm sorry,” he said. She was so close, he could reach out and hold her, pull her to him. “This was a mistake. I should be going.” Despite his words, his face begged her to ask him to stay.
And although he knew Maria could see just how much he wanted her to relent, she gave a tight-lipped nod and said, “Yes. You should go.”
Then a man's voice called from the porch. “Mare, honey, is everything OK?”
Rik winced and slowly turned his head to find a tall, muscular man coming down the drive towards them.
“This the life you were talking about?” Rik asked. His voice was soft but full of bitterness.
Maria narrowed her eyes again. “Rik, this is David Miller, my boyfriend. David, this is Rik something something something, I forget now. One of those funny lunar names.”
David arrived at Maria's side, grinning, and slipped a possessive arm around her waist. “Oh, right, you must be the ex. You got into some kind of offworld group marriage thing, right? Man, you spacers are like from another world or something! How's that working out, huh?”
Rik looked away from the big, grinning boyfriend to give Maria a look that said, “Are you really going out with this jerk?” As far as he could tell, David wasn't being deliberately snide or provocative. He was just a big, dumb ox.
“We're getting a divorce,” Rik said, to Maria.
Maria clearly didn't know what to say, but David did.
“So you thought you'd come around here and see how Maria was fixed? Thought you might pick up where you left off, huh?”
The accusation was near enough to the truth that Rik felt a rush of embarrassment. And that made him mad. “Look, pal, this has got nothing to do with you, so why don't you just get back in your box?”
David took his arm from around Maria and stepped up to Rik. Rik was big, but David was bigger. Not only did he have a few more centimetres of height, he also had several more kilos of muscle. Rik didn't feel the least bit bothered by it. His experienced eye could see that David got all his muscle from working out in gyms. He didn't have that hard, fast, mean look of a street fighter. The look that Rik had in spades.
“Please, Rik, don't hurt him,” Maria said, seeing what was coming.
David glanced at her with a puzzled expression.
Rik grinned, keeping his eyes on David. “You see, you shouldn't have said that, sweetie. Now you've hurt his feelings and he's going to have to try and prove his manhood by taking a swing at me.”
“Rik, please!”
“Relax, honey. I'll play nice.”
David pushed a finger in Rik's face. “That's it. Get in your car and get on the road, spaceman.”
Before the new boyfriend had any idea what was happening, Rik had doubled him over with a straight-fingered jab to the solar plexus, then spun him round and pushed him to the ground. The big man lay dazed and face down on the drive, gasping for air.
Maria ran to her boyfriend and knelt over him. She glared up at Rik. “Are we enjoying ourselves yet?”
Rik found he couldn't meet her eyes. “I just wanted...” But whatever he'd wanted, it wasn't going to happen now. With a sigh, he turned and opened the car door. “I'm sorry,” he said over his shoulder, then got in and drove away.
“Yeah, me too,” said Maria, watching him go.



Chapter 2
 

Rik kicked himself all the way back to Fairport, where he boarded another hopper – this time to Berlin. He wished now that he'd gone straight there like he was supposed to, instead of making a complete ass of himself by visiting Maria.
The two-G vertical take-off crushed him into his seat. That's another thing he should have done: taken a few days to get used to standard gravity again. After two years on the Moon, being on Earth felt like carrying a couple more guys his size on his back all the time. His body was geneered to adapt quickly – probably the one and only investment he'd made that he hadn't grown to regret – but he'd been pushing his luck to expect he could just walk off the space bridge and start hopping around like he'd never been away.
The flight from New York to Berlin would take two hours. Luckily, after a short period of high-G, the flight was ballistic until the engines came back on for the landing. His cogplus was linked to the hopper and he used it to leave a message for his contact in Berlin, saying when he'd arrive. He let the acceleration push him down into his couch and began to drift off into sleep. No point regretting what he'd done, he told himself. Just take it on the chin and move on.
He saw his mother and sister dressed in black, standing by his father's grave. There were no other mourners. He was fourteen, already big and bulking out. He looked at the dark brown coffin, thinking, “You miserable old bastard, what did you have to die for? Another year, maybe two, and I'd have been big enough to take you. Then you wouldn't have hit none of us no more.”
Without it seeming at all odd, he led his mother and sister from the graveside to the car, the old, spluttering hybrid they had a few years later, when he was nineteen. They all got in and he drove – really drove, with gas pedal and steering wheel and SatNav, just like it was back then. He drove them out onto the freeway and his mother was saying something and laughing. And then a big robot semi swerved off the other carriageway straight in front of them. He stamped on the brake and tore at the wheel, but he knew it was no good. He turned to his mother just as she turned to him, the smile still fading from her face.
He woke up with a jolt when the hopper’s engines fired. He shook his head, trying to clear out the images. His doctor, when he asked her for something to stop the dream, had said it was post-traumatic stress disorder. She said he might have to relive that moment, over and over, for the rest of his life. But he hadn't had the dream for months now. Not until he saw Maria again.
He used his cogplus to call up a clock and a map, both of which told him he was landing at Berlin-Brandenburg International Airport. He checked the weather – overcast – and thought about all the places he'd rather be than right there, right then.
-oOo-
“You're late.” The woman in the arrivals lounge had to be Peth. Not only was she incredibly, stunningly beautiful – the way only the very rich can afford to be – but she had that treating-you-like-snot attitude that people like to adopt when they are paying for your services. She looked about nineteen, but that didn't mean a thing these days. He set a search running on his favourite face-recognition service.
“You're armed,” Rik replied, noticing the almost invisible bulge under her tailored jacket.
She took a better look at him. “You're good.”
Rik shrugged, hefting his bag and following her. “Not so much. A woman with a body like yours shouldn't hide her gun about her person. It's the first place a man would look. In fact, in your case, it's the only place he'd look.”
“Funny guy,” she said, over her shoulder. “You should be on the stage.”
“Nah. Never liked the stage. Too many lights and not enough shadow. You'd do OK, though. You wouldn't even need an act. The way you look, people would pay just to watch you standing there.”
Peth laughed. “That's where you're wrong, tough guy. We all need an act.”
She led him outside to where her car was waiting. He had expected a stretch limo – something big and flashy, maybe in white – but she got into a muscular, silver Mercedes sports car and popped the trunk for his bag. He joined her inside, sitting opposite her on a white leather bench seat. The car was fully automatic: no steering wheel, no dash, nothing except the seats at each end and the deep-pile carpet in between. She crossed her shapely legs and he took a moment to enjoy the show.
The car started up – Peth was obviously instructing it through her cogplus – and moved smoothly and silently out into the traffic. Two other cars moved out from the kerb at the same time. Rik hoped they were just Peth's security.
“So you're what?” she asked. “A professional bodyguard?”
Rik didn't think for a minute that Peth was doing anything but teasing him.
“PLEO,” he told her, pronouncing it plee-oh, like everyone else did, not spelling it out like other plee-ohs he knew. “This isn't the kind of work I normally take on.” As a UN-licensed private law enforcement operative, he was basically a PI, but with a permit that covered most of SolSystem.
She smiled, but not in a nice way. “Hard times, huh?”
“That's enough about me,” Rik said. “Let's talk about you. You're not what I expected when they said I'd be meeting someone at this end. It must be a very valuable package.”
“How do you figure that, Mr. Drew?”
“Call me Rik. I'll call you Peth, even though that's not your full name, Mrs. Newton Cordell.”
“Wow, he can run database searches too! I'm impressed.”
“So, what is the wife of the system's richest man doing running little errands in the company of strangers?”
“I'm just taking you to pick up a little parcel.” She smiled to herself, enjoying some private joke. “It belongs to my husband. It's something I want to see delivered safely to him. His office did some research and your name came up. I hope you're up to the job, Rik.”
“It's going to be tough, keeping my eye on you, but I think I'll manage.”
She laughed again, outraged but amused. “Do you always flirt like this with your clients?”
“My client is a little weasel called McGregor. His client is probably some other middleman, and his client is most likely Titan Engineering Corporation – your husband's company. I'm not sure where you come into all this, Peth.”
She smiled a tight smile. “Let me tell you where you come in, Rik. I'm going to take delivery of a small package. Something extremely valuable. Then I'm going to give it to you and you're going to take it to my husband. Which is where I come in too, I suppose. Without me there, they'd never hand it over to you. See?”
“And why would you trust me to carry this extremely valuable package halfway across the system?” Newton Cordell famously lived in a remodelled asteroid in geosynchronous orbit.
“Well, it's too dangerous for me to do it! Goodness, there are so many people out there who would kill to get hold of what's in that package. I have to trust somebody, Rik.” She gave a little one-shouldered shrug. Cute as a button. Then she leaned forward and scraped the back of his left hand with a fingernail. Rik snatched his hand away and glared at her as blood beaded on the scratch.
“Insurance.” She showed him her nail. “It has a tiny hypo in it. I've just put a radio tag in your bloodstream. It'll broadcast as long as you're near a cogplus interface tower. Which, in this world, is everywhere. I trust you now, Rik.”
Rik sat back and studied her for a moment. Motorway drabness streamed past the windows. The sky, the concrete high-rises, power lines and comms towers, the broad elevated road... Everything outside was cold and grey, drifting past in near silence. Inside, there was warmth, comfort, and a beautiful woman smiling complacently at him.
“What's in the package?” he asked.
“Need to know,” she said.
“I need to know.”
“No, you don't.”
“Then the deal's off.”
She smiled her indulgent smile. “Here, I want to show you something.” She leaned towards him again, and he drew away. “Big baby! I just want to exchange a file. Now, give me your hand.”
Reluctantly, he held out his hand and she took hold of it briefly. A document passed from her cogplus to his, using their bodies' minute electric fields as a data channel. Normally, person-to-person communication was by radio, through the system-wide cogplus network, but if you wanted to keep your communications secure, direct contact was the best way.
The file appeared in his public data space, and he put up a virtual display to read it.
“My goodness, that's an antiquated piece of junk in your head, Rik. From the transaction log, I can see my own hardware had to dumb down its protocols by about half-a-dozen versions just to hand you a simple report.”
Rik only half heard her as he scanned through the pages.
“You really should get yourself something more up-to-date. Walking around with that in your head must be like living in the stone-age!”
“This is a report about me,” he said, annoyed at just how thorough and accurate it was.
Peth nodded. “You didn't think we wouldn't check you out, did you?”
“All right, so you know my shirt size. So what?”
“I'll double what your Mr. McGregor is paying you if you just do the job without asking any more questions.”
“Greet-Greet is no Mister,” he grumbled, reading through his own psych assessment, flinching at some of the conclusions. “He's a slimy little Radionuclidian. You know? Creepy religious sect? All fundamentalist claptrap and the morals of an earthworm.”
He put the file away and looked at her again. Had she just said she'd double his fee? Her expression was cold. Obviously playtime was over. Well, that was just fine. The report concluded that he was in so much trouble at the moment, he'd sell his own grandmother if the price was right. Well, who was he to disappoint them?
“Treble it, and you won't get any more questions. OK?”
She sneered so openly that it made him want to slap her. “It's a deal,” she said.
They travelled the rest of the way in silence.



Chapter 3
 

Peth's Mercedes rolled to a halt in the car park of a low-rise, all-glass building with the word 'GeneWerken' in electric blue, holographic text across the front. The car park was almost empty, but the two black cars that crept in behind Peth's seemed to take up lots of space. Rik nodded towards them.
“They're friends of yours, right?”
Peth rolled her eyes and got out. Rik followed her over a bridge that crossed a sparkling water-feature and into a lobby that was all glass and chrome tubes at unsettling angles. A husky, disembodied voice whispered in Rik's ear, “Willkommen in GeneWerken,” as he crossed the threshold.
Peth took two steps towards the reception desk and stopped. There was no-one there. A vase of flowers on the desk had fallen over.
“Get your people in here,” Rik told her, taking her by the arm. He pulled her back to the doors, looking around the room, and drew his stunner. For the first time in their brief association, Peth looked off-balance and uncertain. “Call them now!”
He dragged her into a corner, behind a chrome pillar. “Stay here,” he whispered and, running at a crouch, crossed the lobby to the reception desk. He peered round the edge of the long, frosted-glass counter, looking for cameras and doors. Two of Peth's security men rushed in. He waved them over to a door beside the reception desk, but they ignored him and positioned themselves close to their employer.
Snarling curses at them, Rik left his cover and sprinted to the door. He stopped there briefly, glanced inside as fast as he could, then ran through into the corridor beyond.
His heart was already hammering from the exertion of moving quickly in Earth's gravity, but he couldn't worry about that now.
The corridor was broad and brightly-lit, with administrative offices down both sides. At the end, it opened into a wide atrium containing a café and three dead people. There were two more corridors leading off to the left and right beyond the tables and chairs.
He ran to the nearest body and examined the wounds – a small, neat hole in the forehead and a huge, ragged void at the back of the skull. The victim was a woman, shot at close range by a high-calibre handgun. She stared up at Rik with pale-blue eyes set in a startled expression.
He ran on and into the right-hand corridor. There were offices down one side and double doors on the other opening into a series of laboratories. In the second lab he came to, he found two dozen people. Four of them were dead. The rest were tied up in pairs and gagged. The door was unlocked, and he moved inside cautiously. Everyone watched him, wide-eyed with hope and fear.
He was beginning to think that whatever had happened there was all over and he and Peth had arrived too late. Then he heard things being smashed in the room next door. Someone was ransacking the place. Quickly, he grabbed the nearest live body he could reach, a young man in jeans and a T-shirt, and pulled the gag off him. He had to slap a hand across the young man's mouth to prevent him bursting into animated jabber.
“Just tell me how many there are and what they're looking for,” Rik said, panting heavily. He waited until the man had stopped struggling to speak before he let go of his mouth.
“There's only one of them. We don't know what she wants. She's... She's...” But he was temporarily at a loss to explain whatever she was. “She's fucking scary. That's what she is.”
Rik got up. “I'm going to leave you here, to keep you safe. Don't make a sound.” He fixed his eyes on the young man's until he saw him nod. Immediately, he went back to the door. At the end of the corridor he could see three of Peth's men crossing the atrium. He signed to them to join him, and this time, they came.
He put his hand on the arm of the first one to arrive. Their bodies' electric fields merged and their cogplus implants did a quick handshake. “There's just one of them,” he said in his mind, the cogplus sending it directly to the bodyguard. He pointed to the door of the next lab. “In there. A woman. Armed with a projectile weapon. She's already killed seven people to my knowledge. Go carefully.” The bodyguard nodded and Rik let go of his arm. His cogplus had the man's netID now, so they could communicate without actual contact.
They all moved along the corridor to the lab doors, and Rik risked a quick peep through a window in the heavy door. As soon as he did, the glass exploded outward and a bullet slammed into the wall opposite. He flinched away, feeling the sting of tiny shards hitting his forehead. Whoever was in there was either extremely fast or had sensors set up at the door – or both.
At the sound of the shot, two more of Peth's men appeared at the end of the corridor and came running to join their fellows. They took up positions around the door, calling to one another over the comm net and priming their weapons, ready for an assault.
Rik kept low and kept his back pressed against the wall. Any assault on that lab would be suicide now they no longer had surprise on their side. A negotiation was the best they could do; try to get whoever was inside to surrender. But Peth's men were not listening when he attempted to explain. They had orders to get what they had come for and they had big bonuses riding on doing it fast, before the woman in the lab could destroy it or escape with it.
Two more men were covering the outside of the lab, in case the intruder tried to get out through the high windows at the back. That left one guarding Peth.
The head bodyguard was doing a silent three-two-one before they charged the doors, when an explosion blew both doors off their hinges. A hand-grenade. Rik rolled away, blinded, singed and deafened by the wall of flame that barged past him. The bodyguards were all caught in the blast, and were scattered. The two caught between the doors and the opposite wall were smashed to a bloody pulp. One went flying past Rik, his arms and legs flailing and his chest on fire.
Through the smoke and flying debris, an astonishing figure leapt out of the lab. It was a woman, bald and naked and jet black from head to toe. She was small and trim and moved with blinding speed. In each hand she held a nine millimetre, semi-automatic handgun.
One of Peth's men, a vague outline to Rik on the other side of the smoke, opened fire on her with his own semi-automatic, but the man must have been off balance or stunned, because his shots went wild, making Rik cringe against the wall for fear of being hit.
The woman turned a gun towards the man with barely a backward glance as she set off down the corridor, and fired a rapid burst of shots. She took out the bodyguard with the first bullet, but what really impressed Rik was the fact that she ran up and along the wall of the corridor, and then onto the ceiling. When she reached the atrium she flipped back to the ground and sprinted towards the exit. There was another brief exchange of gunshots when she reached the foyer, and then there was silence.
Rik got to his feet and stumbled into the lab. His ears were ringing and his vision was full of dark after-images. The room was still full of stinking smoke. He could see that the grenade had shattered glassware and other equipment right across the large room, but that was the least of the damage. Cupboards and fridges had been opened, locks snapped and hinges torn off, and their contents strewn across the tiled floors. The woman had been searching for something, and it hadn't been easy to find.
There was a body in one corner of the room, a middle-aged man in a lab coat. He looked like a life-sized doll that had been tossed aside by the intruder. A blood-soaked mess glistened where his stomach should have been.
Rik went over and touched his neck to feel for a pulse. The man's eyes opened.
“Did she get it?” the man asked through his cogplus. His voice in Rik's head sounded distant and weak.
“I don't think so. I'm here with Elspeth Cordell, Newton Cordell's wife. Where is it?”
The man's hand moved feebly. For a moment Rik thought he was trying to point to something, but the man was reaching for his pocket. Rik patted him down and found a small, flat box in an inside pocket of his lab coat. It was about the size of a book reader and as fat as a finger. He flipped open the lid and saw half-a-dozen small glass phials neatly laid out inside. He snapped it shut again.
“I'll bring help,” he said, rising to leave.
The man opened his eyes again with a start, as if he'd dozed off. For an instant he looked alarmed and confused. Then he saw the case in Rik's hand and sighed with relief. He looked earnestly into Rik's eyes, managing to raise his head a little. “For we must needs die,” he gasped, and slumped back, unconscious or dead; it was hard to tell.
Rik looked down at him and then at the destruction all about them, and shook his head. “So it seems,” he said, and went in search of Peth.
He found her out in the car park, alone. She looked angry and maybe a little scared. Apart from that, she hardly had a hair out of place.
“You took your time coming to find me,” she snapped.
“Figured you were OK, or you were dead. Either way there was no rush. Where are the boys?”
She glared at him. “Tidying up, what's left of them. Making sure there are no records of our visit for when the police arrive.”
“The cops are going to love this one. I'm fine, by the way. A couple of bruises, a few scratches. Nothing for you to worry about. Who was the upload?”
“The what?”
“You know, the black-skinned cutie who almost stole your package. You must remember her; walks on ceilings, shoots people, bald head, bad attitude. Ring any bells?”
Peth was suddenly interested. “Almost stole my package? You mean, it's still here?”
Rik ignored her. “I've met quite a few uploads over the past couple of years. lunar cities like Heinlein are full of them. Not so popular down here, though. Android bodies with uploaded, human brains. Of course, they usually mass about ten times what she did, so they can do the heavy lifting work on hard vacuum construction sites, but for those guys, size is just a matter of adding or subtracting a few litres of nanite paste.”
“Where is it, Rik?”
“It's safe. Now, you tell me why an upload would care about whatever you guys have been cooking up in this gene lab.”
She shook her head. “No. Just get me the package and do your job.”
Rik heard a footfall behind him and turned to see two of Peth's bodyguards standing there, weapons drawn. One of them was white-faced and had blood dripping from his arm.
“You know, I just saved your ass and got you your precious package.” He took it out of his pocket and handed it over. She grabbed it and opened it, relaxing when she saw the phials inside were intact. “I think the least you could do is tell me what I'm up against.”
She handed the case back to Rik. “I have no idea what we're up against. I certainly didn't expect... that. This was supposed to be very low-key. That's why we chose you – a nobody from nowhere. We thought if we hired a small army to move the package, it would draw too much attention.” She looked away. “I wish we had, now. No-one was supposed to know it was here. This whole operation was secret.”
Rik shrugged. None of this was his problem. “Look, if you want to pay out my contract and call in an army, be my guest. Just do it quickly, 'cause I don't feel safe standing around here. That upload is likely out there somewhere, watching us.”
She glared at him again. “No. We stick to the plan. We all go our separate ways from here. You disappear. It's a big planet. Go lose yourself. Just make sure the package gets to my husband.”
Rik thought about arguing until he remembered his fee had been tripled. Getting lost was something he could do.
“I'm taking one of the cars,” he said, nodding towards one of the big, black security vehicles.
“Sure,” said Peth, and without another word, she got into her Mercedes.
One of the bodyguards reached out to touch Rik and passed him the car's security code. Then another emerged from the building, carrying a wounded colleague, and deposited him in the other vehicle. Peth drove away as if none of it was her concern.



Chapter 4
 

Rik hit the Autobahn and headed west towards the English Channel. It was raining that light, persistent rain he always associated with northern Europe. Visibility was low, and the car's rain-speckled windows turned the dim afternoon murk into a multi-coloured light-show of headlamps and tail-lights.
He'd already driven hundreds of kilometres out of his way and changed cars twice in the hope that he could confuse anyone trying to track his movements. Now he was in a little rental and thrashing it at its top speed. He was heading for CT2, the new Channel Tunnel, and should emerge at Southend on the UK side in – he glanced at the car's virtual dashboard – in six hours. From the number of vehicles hissing past him, he reckoned he'd go faster if he got out and walked.
Still, it gave him time to take stock.
As jobs went, this one was shaping up to be one of the strangest – and scariest. Certainly the body count was already higher than his last twenty jobs added together. He still couldn't quite accept Peth's explanation as to why she had been waiting for him in Berlin. She and Cordell must have known how dangerous that would be. And then, having risked her life to get him the package – unnecessarily, as it turned out – she had simply walked away and left him to deliver it. Surely it would have been more secure to put it in her armour-plated Mercedes, whistle up another convoy of security guards, and drive it to the nearest airport?
But then what?
He peered into the murky distance and imagined her taking a private hopper to – where was the nearest space bridge? – Saudi Arabia, probably. But if she was going that far, why not go all the way to Florida, or to the high-speed Clarke Bridge in Sri Lanka? Then she could have taken a gondola up to the orbital station and a Titan Engineering corporate space buggy on to her husband's asteroid.
The most dangerous segment in Peth's whole journey would have been the gondola ride up the space bridge. Everywhere else, she would have been in private vehicles with plenty of security. But even Newton Cordell couldn't afford his own private space bridge. On the gondola, even in first class, she would have been too exposed. Her security couldn't have protected her. That's why she didn't do it herself, then. Her safety couldn't have been guaranteed all the way.
But why not send a small army of Titan Engineering security instead? They could have used a good old-fashioned rocket, or a rocket-assisted scramjet, to get into orbit. It would have been expensive, and not even tough-guy mercenaries like to sit on top of a ballistic missile having their bones rattled and their internal organs crushed just to get into space, but it would have worked. Was Cordell really so paranoid about security leaks, as Peth had said?
It didn't add up and that made Rik nervous.
He poked at the heating controls. The little car was like a fridge. The cold, wet greyness outside seemed to be seeping right through the bodywork.
The fact that an upload – of all things! – had appeared at the labs and tried to steal the package suggested that Cordell was right to be paranoid. Somehow his organisation had sprung a leak – one that had almost cost his wife her life.
Yet the upload was maybe the most worrying aspect of this whole affair. He'd seen quite a few of them on the Moon and elsewhere in space – Hell, probably the best friend he had these days was an upload – but they were rare down on Earth. Here in the Deep Well, plenty of people saw uploading your mind into a computer as a symbol of all the things they would never have – wealth, privilege, and immortality being high on the list. They called them zombies. The undead. And although having your mind put in a big computer instead was less ostentatious, even that upload colony – Rik struggled to remember its name; Something Point? – had been forced to abandon the Earth-based computer farm that hosted all its minds and build itself a satellite. There was a real risk that religious groups would have bombed it. Having hugely expensive, nanite-based robots walking around the streets with uploaded human minds, flaunting their transhumanity, was just asking for trouble. Yet now Rik had one stalking him across Europe.
The big Dortmund-Essen-Duisberg conurbation was coming up, and the traffic was already thickening and slowing. He sighed in frustration as the signs for a Mandatory Override Zone appeared out of the gloom. The car gave him a warning and he pulled his hands off the steering wheel. The local traffic control systems would take him through the next eighty kilometres of urban sprawl at whatever speeds local ordnances demanded. He kicked back from the driving position and reclined his seat, figuring that he might as well get some sleep while he could.
At least he'd got rid of the package before he left Berlin. As he closed his eyes, he smiled to think of his friend receiving the bulky courier pouch. The scribbled note inside said, “Don't panic. Just hide it somewhere and don't mention it to anyone. I'll be there to pick it up in a couple of days.” It felt good not to have the thing with him. At the very least, it meant that anyone who might be tracking him couldn't kill him till he told them where it was. It wasn't much insurance, but it was better than nothing.
-oOo-
The London borough of East Ham stank. It wasn’t far from the flood plains of Beckton and Canning Town, and the reek of the marshland that had swallowed East London pervaded the suburb. From the Blackwall Tunnel to the sea, low, foetid waters stagnated in the streets of what used to be thriving communities. It wasn't the catastrophe that had hit New York, but rising sea levels had dramatically reshaped Britain's capital, too.
Rik walked among the narrow houses and wondered how the hell Barry Ockenden could have ended up in such a blighted place. Ockenden's house was no worse than the rest. Set right onto the street, its crumbling brickwork was inset with grimy windows and a door that flaked paint when he knocked at it.
He waited politely, and then hammered hard when it was obvious that no-one was going to answer. He had to do it again before he heard a voice from inside.
“Fuck off. We don't want none.”
It was a young man's voice; not the one Rik was expecting. He hammered again.
“I said fuck off, willya. You've got a fuckin' nerve!”
Rik took a quick look up and down the empty street, then he stepped back a pace and kicked in the door. The door frame splintered and the door slammed inwards. Rik hurried after it into a dingy hallway.
There was a staircase on the left to the floor above and three doors on the right, all standing open. A skinny teenage boy with a mop of pink hair, black jeans and a loose, hole-filled jumper made a dash from the second door along, heading for the back of the house. Rick had him by the neck before the boy made it out of the hallway.
They struggled in silence for a few moments before the boy seemed to realise that he didn't stand a chance against this huge and heavily-muscled stranger. Perhaps it had also dawned on the boy that the stranger hadn't broken his neck, which probably meant he was safe for the moment.
“Whatcha want?” The boy's accent was clearly local and completely untouched by any education the state may have tried to force into him.
“I'm looking for Barry. Just tell me where he is and stop screwing around.”
The boy eyed him speculatively. “You're a Yank, ain't ya? Whatcha want Barry for?”
Rik took the boy by the scruff and dragged him into one of the rooms. Among the clutter that covered every surface, he found a battered old sofa and shoved the boy onto it. “Just tell me where to find Barry. This is his house, right?”
“What if it is?”
The boy made a move to get back up on his feet, but quickly subsided when Rik shoved him down again.
Rik felt anger rising in him. The last thing he wanted right now was to be messed about by this scrawny kid. A snarl curled his lip and he took a step towards the boy.
“All right, all right. Yeah, it's Ocky's house. So what?”
“So just tell me where he is, you little shit!”
A look of low cunning crossed the boy's face. “What's it worth?”
It was necessary to explain to the young man that this was not the time to get cute. With a roar, Rik grabbed him by the front of his tatty jumper and hauled him into the air. He swung him around effortlessly and slammed him against a wall, pushing him so high that his head hit the low ceiling. “Don't piss me off, you little rat.”
“He's dead.”
“What?” This was not the answer Rik wanted. He pushed the boy harder against the wall.
“He's dead!”
“How? When?” Already Rik's mind was running along several tracks at once. Was Ockenden's death anything to do with the package? Where would Rik go now? Who was there he could trust? Did this little maggot have something to do with his friend's death? If he did...
“He was shot,” the boy whined, finding it hard to speak with his neck bent sideways. “He got mixed up in some fight outside the pub a couple of weeks ago. Some fucker shot him.”
“Who?”
“How would I know? Could've been anybody. People are always getting shot round here.”
Ockenden was dead. The fact began to sink into Rik's awareness like a rock falling through dark, deep water. They'd served together in the LAPD for five years. Partners. Ockenden was as tough as old leather. Indestructible. And now he was dead, killed in a stupid brawl like some street punk.
Absent-mindedly, he lowered the boy and tossed him back onto the sofa. The lad watched him carefully but said nothing. Long seconds ticked by.
“Who are you, and what are you doing here?” Rik asked, remembering the boy again.
“Skiver,” the boy said, his expression sullen. “I was Ocky's mate. He let me crash here. Who the fuck are you?”
Rik looked back at the scrawny specimen on the sofa. It would be just like Ockenden to take in some deadbeat kid and put him up. Maybe Skiver was telling the truth. He let his anger subside a little.
“Call me Rik. Ockenden and me used to be partners, a long time ago.”
The kid eyed him curiously. Then he got off the sofa and went over to a chest of drawers. From the top drawer, he pulled out a reader. He fiddled with the thin, plastic sheet for a moment and then showed it to Rik. The scratched and scuffed display showed a picture of two men leaning against a police cruiser in the bright California sunshine. Both of them were smiling.
“That's you, innit, with Ocky?”
“You got any booze, kid?” Rik's eyes stayed on the picture.
Skiver shook his head. After a while he walked to the door. “Come on,” he said, and Rik followed him out of the house.



Chapter 5
 

The Pigeons sagged with age and neglect. Surrounded by crumbling, low-rise apartment buildings on Romford Road, the pub presided over a paved courtyard dotted with tree stumps and empty tables. Inside, Skiver led Rik to the bar and ordered two large whiskeys. The room was dark and oppressive and stank of stale beer.
“Is this where it happened?” Rik asked.
“Yeah. Out there.”
“Any of these guys the shooter?” A dozen, scruffy men lurked in the dismal room, drinking alone or in murmuring pairs.
“Fuck knows.”
The drinks arrived. Skiver and the barman looked at Rik until he paid. They took the drinks outside, despite the cold and the overcast sky, and sat at one of the wooden tables. Rik placed the picture on the table and raised his glass to it, downing his drink in one swallow. The boy did the same.
“Barry had something of mine,” Rik said, getting back to business.
Skiver was immediately defensive again. “He said I could have his stuff – if there was ever an accident or something.”
Rik's jaw clenched in irritation. The boy was lying. Ockenden was just not the kind of man who thought that way. Rik couldn't imagine him once mentioning the possibility of his death, let alone who should get his things. He was about to snap back something to this effect, but when he looked at the anxious boy in his ragged clothes, a wave of sadness washed through him that Ockenden's few sticks of crappy furniture and his dump of a house could be worth clinging on to for this creature.
“Don't worry. I don't want his stuff. It's all yours. All except for one thing, and that's mine.”
Skiver blinked at him. Rik could see he was trying to make sense of this turn of events, trying to find an angle so he could get something out of it.
“Ocky and me was close,” the boy said. “You know what I'm saying? Very close.”
Rik's face darkened. He frowned at the boy in a way that made the youngster swallow hard.
But Skiver pushed on defiantly. “We was lovers. He looked after me. He'd have wanted you to do the right thing and help me out. You know what I'm saying?”
Rik glared at him for several uncomfortable seconds. “You must be the most stupid, ungrateful little sewer rat it's ever been my misfortune to meet.” He got to his feet. “Stand up.”
Skiver's eyes widened in alarm. “You can't do nothing to me out here. They'll call the cops. I'll have you locked up.”
“Stand up, moron. We're going back to the house.”
Still Skiver didn't move. “It's true. I was working the streets and Ocky was one of my regulars. He took me in 'cause he said he loved me.”
Rik leaned across the table, his eyes burning into Skiver's. His finger stabbed at the picture that was still lying there. “Do you think I didn't know my own partner? Listen, you piece of shit, I have no doubt you were working the streets, or selling dope, or stealing pension money from old ladies, or all three. But when Barry Ockenden took you in and showed you kindness, it was because he was a big-hearted, generous man, one of the most open-handed and damn-fool giving men I'll ever know.”
That big rock was still falling inside Rik, falling through the cold, dark depths. He slapped his hand on the table and pumped up his anger to stave off the grief that was building.
“Don't you dare abuse that man's memory for the sake of one of your sordid little money-making hustles. Do you understand me?”
Confusion was written all over the boy's face. Strange emotions struggled behind his eyes. In the end, a grudging remorse won out. “Yeah,” he said, looking away. “He was a good bloke. I didn't mean nothing.”
Rik grunted in contempt. He turned and walked back to the house, and Skiver hurried along behind.
Between them, it took two hours of painstaking searching to find what Rik was looking for – a small metal cash-box containing documents, credit strips and a chip wrangler. Rik pocketed the paper and plastic, and held the wrangler where he could see its little display. He flicked through a couple of menus until he found the program he wanted, then held the device to his temple and hit the go button. It beeped, then beeped again. He queried his cogplus and nodded to himself. It confirmed his new identity.
He tossed the wrangler on the floor and stamped on it, grinding the pieces into the floorboards. He headed for the door.
“Hey!” Skiver almost fell over himself in his haste to catch up. “What about me?”
“What about you?”
“Take me with you.”
Rik couldn't help laughing.
“No, seriously, mate,” the boy insisted. “I can help. I can...” He hesitated, seeking inspiration. “I can, like, run errands, and get stuff. I can – I don't know – do stuff. Just take me with you, all right?”
Rik stepped out into the street and Skiver hurried after him.
“I don't want to hang around here no more,” the boy whined. “Just look at it. It's a fucking dump. I'd rather go with you, Rik. You look like a handy kind of bloke. I'll make myself useful, you see if I don't.”
Rik walked straight past his hire car. It was useless now. Since he'd reprogrammed his identity the car would no longer recognise him as its driver. Once its hire period was up, it would drive itself back to the nearest company depot, if it lasted that long, parked on a street like this.
“Come on, mate. Just give it a go. Look, I'll get you a cab. Where do you want to go?”
Rik stopped and rounded on the boy. “Get lost. If you're still around in thirty seconds, I'm going to throw you through the nearest window. Got it?” He turned back and carried on walking. This time Skiver stayed where he was.
“It was all right with Ocky,” the boy called after him. “He got me off the shit. Kept me off the streets. I don't want to go back to that. Please, just–“
But Rik had turned the corner and was gone.



Chapter 6
 

Blake Bonomi was brewing coffee when the door bell rang. He took a quick look at the toast to see how long he had and hurried to the door.
There was a young woman in shorts standing on his doorstep, carrying a small package in a bright plastic envelope. "Blake Bonomi?" she asked.
Blake looked past her to where her courier truck was parked at the bottom of his drive. Beyond that, the cool morning light and clear skies promised another sunny day in suburban Los Angeles.
He took the package from her and she held out a contact strip. "Sign here," she said. He held the strip between his thumb and index finger while she held the other end, and his cogplus negotiated his proof of identity with the courier's systems.
The strip glowed green. “Thank you, sir. Have a nice day.”
“Who's that?” His wife, Brie, came into the hallway in her dressing gown as he closed the door.
“It's a package,” Blake said, turning it to see the sender's address. “From Rik.”
“Rik? Why's he sending us packages?”
“Dunno. He sent it from Berlin.”
“What, Berlin, Germany?”
Blake pulled the silver box out of the envelope and turned it over in his hands. He walked back through to the kitchen and set it on the worktop. He tossed the envelope into the recycler and it – and the scribbled note inside – was whisked away to be converted into reusable gasses in the household plasma incinerator.
“Is there a note?” Brie asked.
“Shit! I probably just recycled it.”
His wife shook her head and went over to rescue the breakfast. “So what is it?”
“Holy mother of God!”
Blake had the box open and was staring at the six small phials of liquid inside. Six phials with biohazard warning labels clearly displayed. He shut it at once and pushed it away from him.
“What the hell is he playing at? That sonofabitch, sending something like that to my house!”
They argued about it while their coffees went cold. Brie wanted Blake to take it in to the police. Blake was a police officer, after all. That was the right thing to do. Whatever was in that package could be really dangerous. Blake couldn't help agreeing with her, but he owed Rik, and he didn't want to do anything that would get his old friend into trouble.
“Look, just leave it to me,” Blake said in the end. “I'll get it sorted. OK?”
They were both already late for work, so it was OK.
Blake switched his cogplus to phone mode and called Rik as soon as he got out the house and into his car. The network said there was no such netID. He argued with it for a while, discovering that Rik's netID had been disconnected just a few hours ago, in London, England. Glancing at the package on the seat beside him, Blake called Rik's wives in Heinlein, hoping Brie wouldn't notice the long-distance call to the Moon on the service bill.
“Carlotta Sylver 3 Drew, how can I help you?”
The image in the dashboard display was of a young woman with wild, multicoloured hair and animated face paint that was sliding through various autumn hues. The effect, all the rage off-world, was faintly ridiculous to Blake's eyes – like the dumb-ass family names these spacers adopted – but there was no denying that the woman was a beauty.
“Hi, I'm a friend of Rik's and I'm trying to–”
“Rik! That worthless, knuckle-dragging piece of space junk! If he ever shows his vacced-out face around here again, I'm gonna–”
“Rik? Did you say Rik? Is that you, honey?” Another face appeared in the display, similarly made up and similarly beautiful. The other Drew sister, Blake assumed, and Rik's other wife. “Neffy's pining for you, sweetie. Hey! That's not Rik! Who's this guy?”
“It's OK, Nephele, I'm dealing with it,” Carlotta said as she nudged her sister out of the way. “Look, mister, if he owes you money, get in line. If you want to shoot the bum, take a ticket. Otherwise, it's nothing to do with us any more.”
“But I just–”
The line went dead. Blake stared at the empty display in stunned silence, then gave a snort of amazement. Whatever had inspired Rik to get involved with those two – and the beautiful faces and glimpses of deep cleavage certainly provided clues – Blake could understand why his friend would want to be a long, long way away. They sure weren't anything like Maria!
Blake had known Maria back in the old days, when Rik had been on the force and they'd all lived in the same neighbourhood. He'd always liked her. Hell, what was not to like? She was gorgeous, in a long-limbed, willowy kind of way. She was funny. She was smart. And she loved Rik to pieces. Loved him too much, maybe. Let herself hang on too long to a man hell bent on throwing away every good thing in his life, including her. Rik broke that woman's heart over and over until she just couldn't stand it any more, packed up, moved east and filed for divorce. And who could blame her?
That's when Rik really went to pieces. Within a month of Maria leaving, Rik had his big row with the Captain and was out on his ear, snooping after cheating husbands for a living. One of the best cops Blake had ever known, too. One of the best friends. And now what was going on with Rik? He was back on Earth – in Europe for Chrissake! – and hiding out, else why kill his ID?
The thought that his friend was in trouble gnawed at him. He owed a lot to Rik. He owed him his life. If Rik hadn't had his back, that day in Potrero... Brie didn’t understand that kind of debt.
But what could he do? He should hang on to the package and wait for Rik to get in touch. He looked at the silver box on the seat beside him. This was serious shit. Biohazard could mean anything, but it sure didn't mean anything good. He couldn't keep the stuff at home, not around Brie. He couldn't keep it at the station. He could just put it in a locker at the bus depot or something, but what if it was stolen? What if there was some freak accident? A quake, maybe? A public place like that...
He was almost at the station. He had to stop agonising about it and do something.
“Pull over,” he told the car, and it started looking for a parking spot.
Brie was right, of course. He should turn it in. But Brie didn't understand that he couldn't let Rik down. Rik would never have sent it if it wasn't important. And, with Rik lying low, maybe it was life and death for him. But he had to do something with the damned stuff.
The car came to a halt and he looked out through the windscreen, searching for inspiration. And there it was, a big blue and white Post Office sign. He knew Maria's address. He could send it to her. She lived alone, as far as Blake knew. And if Rik came looking for his package, he could send him on to see Maria.
Maybe it would be just what they needed to start talking again. Kill two birds with one stone. Whatever kind of hole Rik was in, Blake was sure his friend would benefit from seeing Maria again. He'd be doing both of them a favour, and the package had already survived a trip all the way from England. He'd wrap it up good in that new shock-absorbent wrap they sell. It would only be in transit for a few hours. Not a big risk at all.
Pleased with himself, he picked up the package and set off for the Post Office.



Chapter 7
 

Rik caught the underground at East Ham station and had to change twice before he got onto the Piccadilly Line to Heathrow Airport. At East Ham the line was above ground, and he could watch the shabby suburbs rattle by as he passed one run-down little Victorian station after another. But after just a handful of stops, the line plunged steeply downwards into the black belly of the great city. From that point on, all he could do was watch his reflection in the window, eating the barely-palatable sandwiches he'd bought on his way to the station, and count off the stops to his next change.
And go slowly crazy with boredom.
When Heathrow tube station finally appeared, he almost knocked over a couple of backpacking Aussie kids in his eagerness to get off the train. If there was one thing he was starting to regret about this job, it was the travelling! The thought of another four hours on a hopper to LA, and then another hop to Mexico, and then twelve more hours climbing the so-called high-speed Guadalajara Spacebridge, had him knotted up and ready to scream.
“Think about the money,” he told himself. “Keep thinking about the goddamn money.”
The hopper pads were way over the far side of the international terminals. They'd tacked the pads on forty years before, when sub-orbital flight was new and shiny. In all that time, they hadn't got round to rebuilding the airport, even though flight by any other means was now as rare as rainforest.
Rik grumbled to himself about it all the way across the airport. At least, he promised himself, he'd be able to get a shower and pick up some clean clothes when he got to Blake's house. The luggage he arrived on Earth with was still in Berlin, and he didn't expect to see it again. He'd had to dump his gun in a litter bin back in East Ham. Without his identity as a PLEO and the license that went with it, he'd be stopped trying to carry a weapon into the airport. Until he reached LA, then, he was relying on body odour and a bad attitude to keep the bad guys away.
He bought a coffee and a disposable reader and flopped into a hard plastic seat in the departure lounge. He downloaded a novel from the airport net and tried to read it. Big displays, spaced around the lounge, were showing non-stop news and entertainment shows. They blared out a constant, manic jabber that made it impossible to concentrate or relax, but which was nevertheless unintelligible.
Rik ground his teeth and switched to audio. The reader began speaking the book into his aural implants through his cogplus. It wasn't a great success; the dodgy cogplus and the cheap reader couldn't quite communicate properly, and between them they managed to lose several words in every paragraph. It created some interesting sentences and forced an unnatural level of concentration. So much, in fact, that Rik didn't notice the young man standing beside him until he felt a touch on his shoulder.
Immediately Rik was on his feet, his hand reaching for his absent weapon.
“Excuse me,” the man said in a suave English accent. “I didn't mean to startle you. My name is Rajan Shah. I'm with the security services.” He didn't show a badge or exchange any ID. Rik knew full well that 'security services' didn't mean the airport rent-a-cops. It almost certainly meant MI5, and that could only mean trouble.
“I'm sorry,” Rik said, stalling. “I don't understand.”
The young man smiled politely. "I'm sure you do, Mr. Drew." He stepped back a pace and indicated the route back towards the main buildings. “We'd just like to ask you a few questions.”
Rik did a quick scan of the area. There was a tough-looking guy waiting along the route Shah wanted him to go. There were also at least two others standing back and trying to look inconspicuous. He looked wistfully at the big windows that opened out onto the hopper pads and the tall, white VTOL aircraft standing outside like monuments to the Space Age. He'd probably save the spooks the job and kill himself if he tried jumping through those great slabs of glass.
He turned back to the young man beside him. Shah was a slender man, tall and rather elegant. But you could never tell, these days, what kind of cybernetic or genetic augmentations a man had. Accepting that they had him in a corner, Rik nodded his acquiescence and let Shah lead him away.
They had barely gone two paces when there was a scream from within the lounge. Everyone turned to look at the screamer, then at the window she was pointing at.
A black female figure hung upside-down outside the window, poised like a diver in mid air. In a breathless moment as everyone gaped, the woman drew back her fist and punched the glass. The huge pane exploded into a million pieces, and the woman swung in through the curtain of shards, scattering them over the panicking crowd.
“You're going to need your gun,” Rik growled at Shah, who was staring, mesmerised, at the upload. “She's after me.”
The upload turned a neat, twisting somersault and landed on her feet, facing Rik. Glass rained down all around her like a sudden spring rain. It bounced harmlessly off her hairless, artificial body. Her skin, lips and fingernails were as black as soot. Her eyes gleamed like black marbles behind black eyelids. Even the nine millimetre automatic in her hand was black. It was impossible to read her expression. All Rik saw in that pretty face was focus and intent.
Shah was in motion at last, shouting to his troops, shouting at the crowd. He pushed past Rik to stand between him and the upload, gun in hand.
The woman was perfectly still, holding the position she had landed in, balanced on her toes as if ready to dance. Only her head moved as she glanced around the room, picking out Shah's men, so obvious now as they converged on her.
When she moved, so did Rik.
Gunfire erupted all around. The upload was firing at Shah's men, scattering terrified travellers as she raced to and fro at superhuman speeds. The MI5 agents were firing back at her, dodging around the screaming, yelling people, trying to get a clear shot.
Rik kept low and ran for the boarding gate. He was almost there when a plastic chair beside him twanged like a rubber band as a bullet went through it. He threw himself sideways and turned to see the upload clinging to the ceiling, tracking him with her gun. Bullets smashed into the plaster panels around her. One hit her in the thigh. She twitched but ignored it; a small grey patch on her perfect, ebony skin was the only mark it left on her.
An MI5 agent threw himself down on one knee beside Rik, covering the upload with a snub-nosed sub-machine gun. It didn't make Rik feel the slightest bit safer.
The woman dropped to the ground, landing on her feet like a big, black cat. She fired two shots into Rik's would-be protector before she leapt aside to avoid a storm of gun-fire. The agent slumped to the ground, blood pouring from two chest-wounds. Rik didn't waste time checking if he was alive. He grabbed the man's gun and set off for the boarding gate again.
This time he made it, slamming through the double doors and into a long, curving corridor. At the end would be the connecting walkway to the aircraft and, since the hopper hadn't arrived yet, a long drop to the landing pad below. Rik hadn't quite worked out what he was going to do about that. His only thought had been to get out of that slaughter-house by the fastest route.
The corridor was suspended high in the air, and it shook and boomed as Rik raced along it, but not so much that he didn't hear the sound of pursuit when it came.
He turned a corner, and there was the walkway just metres away, the escape he'd been desperate for blocked by a solid door. He crashed into it, but it didn't yield. He could hear the upload's light footfalls just around the corner. With a yell of frustration he turned and fell to one knee, aiming his weapon back along the corridor.
Above and around him, he realised, the walls were a thin, flexible fabric on a concertinaed framework. If he could rip a hole in it and squeeze between the metal hoops of the frame, he could get outside. But there was no time. The upload was here.
As soon as she saw him, she slowed from a dead run to a slow walk. She moved with an athletic grace, the human mind inside her android body imbuing her movements with a disturbingly feminine sensuality.
“Turn around and leave, or I shoot,” Rik said, as calmly as he could. He didn't know much about these nanite bodies, but he knew they were almost invulnerable. Any damage was almost instantly repaired as the surrounding nanites flowed in to fix it up, restructuring and reprogramming themselves in real time. He recalled there was one weakness though.
“Give yourself up, Rik,” the woman said. Her voice was as slinky as the rest of her, smooth and rich, with no sign of stress or emotion. “I don't need to hurt you. All I want is the box you took from GeneWerken. I'll get you out of here and then you can tell me where it is.”
She kept coming as she spoke, leaving Rik no time to think. Somewhere inside that tough robotic body was the woman's mind – her 'brain box', in the jargon of the off-world construction sites, where uploads were as common as human workers. It would be a small processor unit, an armoured quantum computer that held the whole of the woman's mind. It wouldn't be in her skull. It would be somewhere with more body-mass around it, somewhere like her chest or abdomen. He aimed at the woman's stomach and fired three rapid shots.
The upload stopped and clutched at herself, her eyes widening with surprise and alarm – the first emotions Rik had seen in her. He'd obviously guessed right, even if he'd missed.
“Even uploads can die,” he said, and switched the weapon to automatic.
The upload leapt to the wall, then the ceiling, then charged at him. Rik squeezed the trigger and threw himself aside. The weapon roared, rasping out ten rounds a second in an ear-splitting scream. A stream of bullets thudded into the woman's body, seeking out her vulnerable belly no matter how she bent and twisted. The closer she got, the better was Rik's aim, but she wouldn't stop. Even when he could see the gun flash mirrored in her obsidian eyes, she came on.
With a swipe of her slender hand, she knocked the gun aside, almost breaking Rik's fingers and silencing the racket that had engulfed them. She looked down at him with what he took to be a kind of horror at what she had risked and survived. Her pockmarked torso was grey with dead, pulverised nanites, gobs of hot lead still embedded in her. She raised her hand again to strike him across the head, and the sounds of gunfire erupted again in the narrow corridor.
The upload turned to face Shah and two others as they took up firing positions.
“Aim for the stomach,” Rik yelled.
The woman turned quickly to him and snarled. Black teeth in black gums. She fired a short volley at the agents, killing another one, and before they could return fire, she tore her way through the wall of the corridor and was gone.



Chapter 8
 

To Rik's surprise, Heathrow had its own police station, a big, busy place with armoured vehicles parked in the yard. Shah took Rik in through a side entrance and up two flights of stairs to a small interview room.
The MI5 agent fetched Rik and himself a mug of coffee. He had barely spoken since they left the bloody wreckage of the departure lounge. Now he sat opposite Rik and held his mug close to him, shaken and angry. Rik kept quiet, letting the younger man calm himself and collect his thoughts. When Shah finally spoke, it was in a subdued voice.
“The Berlin police told us there had been a lot of deaths at GeneWerken, and reports of a superhuman killer. Was it the same woman?”
“As far as I can tell.”
“Some kind of transhuman, right? I've never seen one in the...” He stopped and swallowed.
“I'm pretty sure it was the same one. Look, I'm sorry... about your colleagues.” Two officers dead and two more critically injured. Rik had been there, done that. He knew how it felt.
Shah nodded absently. He clearly didn't want to deal with that now. “Tell me what happened in Berlin. From the beginning.”
Rik obliged. He told the whole story, leaving out only the package he'd collected. Shah made no notes, but Rik was pretty sure the man's cogplus would be recording sight and sound.
“So everybody fled the crime scene,” Shah said. “And you came to London for a new identity.”
Rik winced at the construction Shah had put on it. It made him look guilty as hell, but he let the agent go on thinking it.
“The upload was already there when we arrived,” he said in his defence. “Most of the killing had already happened. I was practically a bystander.”
“Tell me what you picked up for Mrs. Cordell at the lab.”
“I was supposed to pick up a package and courier it to her husband, as I said. But the upload was there. It didn't go as planned.”
Shah chose to ignore the evasion. “What was in the package?”
“I was never told. Perhaps the Berlin police could tell you. They must have interviewed everybody who worked at the lab by now. Someone there must know.”
Shah shook his head minutely. “No-one who might have known is still alive. The upload either shot them or tortured them to death. The lab itself has been destroyed.”
“She went back?”
“What do you mean?”
“There were plenty of people still alive and well when I left. She'd ransacked the lab. We disturbed her while she was ripping the place up and she ran.” He pretended to think about it for a moment. “She didn't get the package when she went back, that's pretty certain, otherwise she wouldn't be chasing me.”
Shah got to his feet and paced the room. It looked like an attempt at keeping himself under control. “You are so full of shit,” he told Rik. He sounded more weary than angry, but the anger was there, below the surface. “You brought that damned thing here. You knew it would be hunting you because you know exactly where the package is.”
“Have you got any aspirin? My head's killing me. I got this cut-price deal on a cogplus upgrade and–”
“Just tell me where the package is.”
“Look, a lot of people don't like me. This upload chick might just be an enforcer for the Turgu or someone – my wives, maybe.”
With a heavy sigh, Shah sat down again. “OK. Fine. You don't want to tell me. Let's move on. Elspeth Cordell. How do you know her?”
“I don't. We met that one time in Berlin. She's my client. It was all arranged through a scum-sucking, dickhead middle-man. I didn't even know what the job was until she told me on the way to the lab.”
“And what was the job?”
“I'm sorry, that's confidential information.”
“What's your relationship to Rodney Preston?”
“Who?”
“The boy you visited in East Ham.”
“You mean Skiver?”
“If you keep messing me about like this, I'm going to have to change tactics.”
Despite the man's quiet tone, Rik did not take the threat lightly. “Honest, I don't know the kid's real name. I don't know the kid at all. He was squatting in my friend's house. I just needed to get some stuff I'd left there.”
“The chip wrangler you used to change your identity.”
“That's right. How did you guys find me anyway?”
Shah smiled. “The old-fashioned way. We used a blood-hound. Cute little chap, about the size of a large spider. Followed your scent from the house to the station. After that, finding where you'd gone was easy.”
Rik nodded. “Look... What was your name again?”
“Shah. Rajan Shah.”
Rik grinned. “Like 'Bond, James Bond', eh?”
“Wrong agency.”
“Yeah. Right. Look, Shah, I really need to finish this job 'cause I really need the money. All these people getting killed all around me is not exactly what I signed up for. I don't like being used by people like Newton Cordell and his charming wife, and I don't like being mixed up in something that's likely to get me killed, or arrested, or both.”
“So tell us where the package is and we'll take it from here.”
“You know, I'd really like to do that, but I just can't. If I don't do what I was hired for, I don't get paid, and I'll probably end up being killed anyway, either by Cordell's people, or by the Turgu.”
“Who are these Turgu people you keep talking about?”
Rik shook his head wearily. “Turgu was a 13th Century king of Babylon, or some such crap. I don't know. There's a gang boss in Heinlein who believes the 'spirit of Turgu' inhabits his little gang of hoodlums, or something whacko like that. I helped someone out of a jam who they thought shouldn't be helped. Turns out this guy owed them money. He skipped. So now they say I owe them instead.”
“What a sordid little life you lead.”
“Well, you know, being shut up in here with you isn't helping much. Look, can we get back to the point? Why don't you tell me what's in this package of Cordell's so I can understand why I'm suddenly target of the month for this transhuman chick?”
Shah sighed heavily. “We don't know what it is. We think maybe it's a bioweapon. GSG 9 – the German Federal Police anti-terrorism group – got a tip-off from someone at the lab that a special project was underway that had extraordinary security. Their informant didn't know what was going on. Now she's dead.”
“Bioweapon, huh?” Of course, the idea had occurred to Rik – how could it not? – but he'd suppressed it, preferring to think he wasn't sending anything so deadly through the post to his friend. “You're just assuming that, right?”
Shah caught the anxiety in Rik's voice. “Bloody hell, man, what have you done with it?”
“With what? I never said I had the package.” Rik sank back into his seat, scowling at the table. He had to find a way to make sure Blake didn't open the damned thing.
“We need to get that package somewhere safe, Rik.”
“I wish I could help you.” He kept on scowling at the table until a thought struck him. “What the hell would Cordell want with a bioweapon, anyway? He's a legit businessman, as far as I know. Richest man in the system. Bit of a God botherer, but not some whack-job terrorist.” For an instant he actually felt better, then he remembered just how devoutly religious Newton Cordell was reputed to be. “Shit, you don't think he's gone nuts and wants to wipe out the Muslims or something, do you?”
Shah shook his head in frustration. “We haven't got a clue what he's up to. Neither have you, obviously. All we know is that that package would be safer in our hands than wherever the hell you've stashed it.”
“Yeah, I bet. Don't you guys have enough bioweapons already? You've got that Porton Down place cooking them up all the time, right?”
“We shut down that facility nearly thirty years ago. But that's exactly the kind of place this stuff belongs. Not in a locker at an airport, or in a hole at the side of the motorway where some curious dog might dig it up.”
The more Shah said, the more Rik wanted to get to a safe distance and call Blake.
“Look, I've been very co-operative,” he said. “I've answered all your questions. Now I'd either like to get on my way or I'd like to call my lawyer.”
Shah looked tired. He seemed like he'd had enough for one day. Rik wondered which way the man might jump if he pushed him a bit harder. These days, every country had its anti-terrorism laws, under which they could do pretty much whatever they liked. If Shah wanted to hold him, question him, or even torture him, shouting for a lawyer wouldn't do much good. Nevertheless, he had to get out of there.
He stood up.
“OK, Shah, I've had enough of this crap. I want–”
Shah put a finger to his temple – meaning he was talking on his cogplus. Rik clenched his jaw in frustration and sat down again.
“There,” said Shah, putting his hand down. “Sorry about that.”
There was a light tap at the door and a woman walked in. She was a brunette in her late twenties, pretty, but not excessively so, with an exotic, Middle Eastern look about her. Her trim figure and precise movements suggested good genes or a good workout regimen. Probably both. She crossed the little room, click-clicking on the vinyl floor, and shook hands with Shah. She was wearing a concealed holster, and her handbag was too heavy not to contain a second gun.
“Mr. Shah,” she said.
“Ms. Freymann,” he replied.
They both turned to look at Rik.
Shah spoke first. “Rik, I'd like you to meet Fariba Freymann. She works for the U.S. Government.”
“Don't tell me,” said Rik. “The IRS, right?”
Shah ignored him. “Ms. Freymann will be accompanying you on your trip to Los Angeles.”
Rik hadn't seen Shah in the role of gift horse until that moment, but now that he did, he couldn't quite believe it. “What? You're trading me to the CIA? For what? And why do they want me? I still don't have the package.”
Shah smiled. “Keep talking, Rik. You might just change my mind.”
Rik couldn't help smiling back. He liked Shah. The man had that easy sophistication that the Brits sometimes have. He was smart and cool and knew the score. Rik imagined he could kick back with this guy and have a beer. He didn't meet many people he could say that about.
“OK, but I hope you got a good price.” He turned to the woman, Freymann. “When do we leave?”
She didn't answer him but turned to Shah. “I'll get it organised. Can you keep him here for two more minutes?”
“Of course,” said Shah, and she click-clicked out of the room. Both men watched her go.
“Does she know what's chasing me?”
“She's fully briefed, and she's been monitoring our conversation in here.”
“Do you know her? Can she handle it?”
Shah smiled again. “She's not there for your protection, Rik. She's taking you back to the States for interrogation.”
“And don't think I'm not glad of the company.”
“We couldn't have held you, anyway. Not long enough to get you to talk.”
“You're breaking my heart. Just one thing I wanted to ask you before I go.”
The door opened again and Fariba Freymann stepped in. “OK, Mr. Drew, let's go.”
He glanced briefly at her. “Just call me Rik.” Turning his attention back to Shah, he continued, “I can see how you and the Germans managed to trail me from Berlin to here, but how do you suppose the upload managed to find me?”



Chapter 9
 

Blake Bonomi arrived home to find a car parked in his drive. It was unusual, but not unknown for Brie's friends to still be visiting when he came home. He did a quick check of the calendar in his cogplus for any dinner dates or visits he'd forgotten about, but there was nothing listed.
The car was a muscular, new four-wheel drive. A European make, but that meant nothing these days. He peered in through the windows as he walked by it. There were take-away cartons on the back seat and coffee cups in the front. Everything about it suggested it was a man's car. He paused at the doorstep and took a look at the licence plate. Local registration. He had his cogplus record the number. Blake didn't like surprises, and he didn't like things that were out of the ordinary.
He opened the door and went in, moving quietly. Somewhere in his head, a voice told him that some strange guy visiting his house while he was away at work could only add up to one thing. The better part of him was telling it to shut its dirty mouth, but he moved cautiously even so, listening for sounds that might explain what was going on.
“Oh, hi!” His wife walked into the hallway from the kitchen. “I didn't hear you come in. I was just making a coffee.” She lowered her voice. “We've got visitors. They said they want to talk to you about Rik.”
“Shit, Brie, you shouldn't have let anybody in.” Brie didn't know that Rik had gone underground. She didn't know that people were probably looking for him. He unbuttoned the strap on his handgun. “You go back to the kitchen. Better still, go round to Margie's place, and stay there 'till I come for you.”
She was half shocked and half amused. “Don't be silly, honey. It's the FBI.” Before he could stop her, she pushed open the door to the sitting room and walked in. “Sorry to keep you gentlemen waiting. This is my husband, Blake.”
Two men were standing in the room, one opposite the door and the other to the side, on Blake's left. As soon as he saw them, he knew they weren't FBI. And there was Brie, right in the centre of the triangle.
“Let's talk about this outside,” Blake suggested.
The man to his left drew a gun and pointed it at Brie. “Let's not,” he said.
“We're here for the package,” the one opposite said. He too had his gun drawn.
“It's OK, Brie.” Blake could tell from his wife's open-mouthed gape and her shallow breathing that she was petrified. “Just relax, honey. These men aren't going to hurt us.” Which, of course, was a lie. Whether he told them where the package was or not, there was going to be bloodshed. Brie looked around at him, confused and disoriented. “Why don't you sit down over there, Brie, while I tell them what they want to know?” He needed to get her out from between the three of them. Out of the crossfire.
“Stay where you are, Mrs. Bonomi,” said the man on the left. “You.” He waved his gun at Blake. “Start talking.”
It might be the best chance Blake would get. For that instant, neither gun was pointing at Brie. He threw himself at the man who'd just spoken, drawing his weapon and yelling at Brie to get down. A shot exploded from his right, but it must have missed him because he was still alive. He had barely enough time to get his gun free of its holster before he slammed into the man he was charging at.
He felt a hot pain as a bullet tore across his ribs. Then they were both on the ground and he was rolling to his left, hoping to use the downed man as a shield.
He fired a shot into the struggling man beside him at point blank range, and the struggling stopped. Almost at the same time he felt a hammer-blow to the stomach. The other gunman had hit him. Gasping with pain and shock, his vision blurring, he swung his weapon up to return fire. The gun felt like lead, and his arm shook with the strain of lifting it.
Brie was still standing where she had been, screaming at him in horror. The gunman had grabbed her by the shoulder and was pulling at her, trying to put her between himself and Blake's gun. Blake had maybe another second to finish it, or he and Brie were both dead. Another shot from the gunman hit Blake in the left shoulder and jerked him sideways just as he squeezed the trigger with his last scrap of strength.
Falling back, ablaze with pain and barely conscious, he waited for the shot that would finish him.
-oOo-
Omega Point was nothing special until you looked inside. On approach, it looked like a thousand other space stations: a big, puck-shaped metal shell swinging on the end of a long, long tether attached to a lump of asteroid. Inside, it was something else.
Beyond a huge docking bay, big enough to hold half-a-dozen standard service shuttles, were meeting rooms and luxuriously-appointed guest rooms. Beyond these was nothing but a maze of narrow, unlit corridors, tunnelling through a solid block of computational matrix. Omega Point was, without doubt, the most powerful computing grid in the Solar System.
Within that mass of circuitry ran dozens of climate models and economic models, the analyses of hundreds of massive data sets from Earth- and space-based physics labs, the crunching of vast biological models at quantum resolution, and the data mining of records on billions of individuals on behalf of hundreds of government agencies. This was one of the ways Omega Point earned its keep, hiring out its massive computational resources to whoever could afford them. The other way was through the rent fees paid by its twenty-thousand-plus uploaded inhabitants.
When the fabulously rich died – as they still did, no matter what treatments and augmentations they had – most of them opted to be uploaded into a computer somewhere. Some had their own facilities, built just for that purpose, but many chose to join one of the transhuman communities and to live in virtual worlds among their peers. The biggest, most expensive and most powerful of those communities was Omega Point.
Expensive, so that it could keep out the riff-raff. Powerful, because the Life Extension by Cerebral Upload Act of 2045 gave the power of attorney over a person's assets to “any mental construct that was an unique and exact replica of the mental state of that person at the time of death.” Twenty-thousand-plus uploads of the world's wealthiest men and women constituted a massive accumulation of money and influence. The most concentrated bloc of power in the Solar System, in fact.
Fortunately for everyone else, the inhabitants of Omega Point never spoke with one voice. If they ever did, it would be a deafening roar that would be heard from the cities of Earth to the most distant research outpost on the farthest Kuiper Belt object.
Instead, the scene being played out in this particular virtual world within Omega Point was far more typical of the state of affairs among its magnates.
“Stop flapping about and come down here!”
The great monster furled its feathered wings and plunged towards the ground. Missing it by a talon's length, the beast rose again in a controlled stall, its enormous wings spread wide to hold the air as it gently stepped out of the sky onto the rocky hillside below. The human head on top of the multi-hued bird's body tilted down to look at the man who had commanded it.
Martin Lanham scowled back with an expression of distaste. He presented in human form – not the overweight, ageing form he'd had when truly human, but a leaner, taller, more handsome, and very much younger version of who he had once been. He wore a well-tailored business suit, the kind he had worn since starting out in the motor industry back in the 1980s.
“What the hell are you supposed to be?” Lanham demanded.
The gigantic bird with the human head answered him. “I'm a ba,” it said, sounding offended. “I like it.”
“Well, you look stupid.”
“It's something I found in the Egyptian Book of the Dead. It represents the divine part of the human soul. The ba can leave the deceased's body and fly to the netherworld, or it can return to Earth. It inhabits a new body when it is reincarnated. I thought it was a rather nice metaphor for what I have become.”
“And what have you become, Celestina?”
The monster raised one wing in a languorous, dramatic gesture, and morphed into a beautiful woman. “The same as you, Martin: an unfettered soul.”
Lanham sighed. “Some of us are more fettered than others. I need to know what's going on. Your reports have been somewhat sketchy.”
The woman walked over to the chaise longue which had incongruously materialised nearby. She sank into the couch, arranging her long limbs. A light, warm breeze started, delicately lifting her hair and stirring the chiffon dress she wore. When she was happy with the effect, she smiled at Lanham. “Theft is an art-form, Martin, not an exact science.”
“I don't need to tell you what is at stake. Do you want a war with the humans?” He didn't move, yet he was suddenly standing over her, angry and perhaps a little larger than before.
“Oh, you worry too much. It will never come to that.”
Lanham gritted his teeth and tried to control his temper. Celestina might look and act like a silly, pampered air-head, but she was a dangerous and powerful woman. Before her death she had been an organised crime boss, a rich and cruel man who commanded armies of killers, thieves, extortionists and thugs. Since her upload she had changed her sex, and now spent her days in obscure and incomprehensible fantasy worlds. Yet she still maintained her old business interests, still ruled her old, dark empire. He needed her on his side. There were forces Celestina controlled to which he otherwise had no access.
“Just tell me why it is taking so long, Celestina, and then I'll leave you to your...” He waved a hand at the barren desert landscape, unable to find a word. The chaise longue and its voluptuous occupant were the only splashes of colour in the wide, rocky wilderness.
Celestina turned her big eyes towards Lanham and looked up at him from under long lashes. “Cordell's wife had someone with her, a private dick.” A display opened in the space beside them. It showed Rik's picture and a potted biography. “He's a nobody,” she said. “Some ex-cop loser Cordell hired as a courier. But he's been very lucky. He now has the package, but he's been picked up by UK security services. I'm taking steps to ensure that holding onto what we want will cost him more than Cordell is able to pay.”
Lanham scowled at Rik's data sheet, not scrolling through the dismal facts of the man's life, but looking at the face in the picture. He didn't like what he saw.
“Is your agent down there up to the job?”
Celestina smirked. “She's very highly motivated. I'm sure she'll be fine.” An image of the woman appeared beside Rik's data sheet, a three-dimensional model which rotated slowly in the air. “Beautiful, isn't she?”
Lanham regarded the hairless robot body. The black skin had a carbon sheen, and the long fingernails looked like steel talons. High-breasted, wide hipped and with a face sculpted from onyx, she could have been beautiful, if you liked your women to look like sophisticated killing machines. Lanham's tastes were less extreme.
“Keep me posted on progress,” he said, and was gone.
Celestina continued to watch her model for a moment, then spoke to her.
“Hello, Rivers,” she said. “Do you have it yet? I'm growing impatient, and you don't want that, do you dear? I'm placing my trust in you. Please don't make me regret it. Call me when you get this.”
From Omega Point's orbital position at the L4 Lagrangian point, the message signal would take eight minutes and nineteen seconds to reach the Earth. The distance made conversation impossible.
Celestina stood up on the chaise longue and spread her arms wide, luxuriating in the touch of the gentle breeze on her body. She leapt into the air, transforming as she did into the great and brilliant ba of the ancient legends. With a mighty beat of her rainbow wings, she soared into the sky.



Chapter 10
 

Rivers Valdinger clung to the retracted landing strut of the Virgin Galactic VG3000 suborbital hopper. Ice powdered her robotic body and the air pressure was virtually zero, but neither of those facts bothered her much. Her new body was as comfortable working in hard vacuum as it was in the Earth's atmosphere. What did bother her, very much, was the message that had just come through from Celestina.
Rivers knew she was in trouble. She'd bungled the robbery at the lab. But the package should have been in the big, refrigerated cupboard where they said it would be. She wasn't supposed to have to tear the place apart searching for it.
It was their fault. They'd screwed up, not her. And when they sent her to Heathrow to get the guy who was supposed to have taken it, they didn't say anything about a load of British secret agents with machine guns. It wasn't right. Celestina's people were supposed to be the best. They should be giving her better intel – a bit of support, for Christ's sake!
But, as usual, Rivers was on her own. The story of her life.
She looked down at the scarring on her abdomen. Whatever her new body was made of, it was tough. That guy had emptied a clip into her at close range, and all she had to show for it now was a sprinkling of little grey marks. Maybe she shouldn't have run for it when the spooks showed up. Maybe she could have taken them. But it had creeped her out, the way that Rik guy had kept firing right at her brain box, like he knew just where it was.
The roboticist at the hospital had told her that her body could stand a lot of punishment, but that she needed to protect her brain box at all costs. That was the only part that wouldn't regenerate, the only part that could kill her if it was damaged. At the time, she'd thought that made her pretty much invulnerable. Now she wasn't so sure.
It was a safe bet Celestina also had some way of killing her if she felt like it. She'd worked for the old bitch for enough years now to know she always had some way of getting at the people she wanted to punish. But that had never worried Rivers before. She'd always been the Golden Girl, a star performer, teacher's pet. There wasn't a smarter, faster, more successful cat burglar on the East Coast. At twenty-two, Rivers had been at the top of her game, taking only the best jobs, getting her commissions directly from Celestina herself, with the weight of the whole organisation behind her if she needed intel, or enforcement, or some official to turn a blind eye. They called her the Black Cat, and she had it all.
Then those asshole cops somehow managed to stake out the museum job, and came bursting in on her and her team, shouting and yelling like madmen. “Police! Drop your weapons! Down on the floor! Do it!” The bastards. It still made her blood boil, remembering it.
She took down three of them before they managed to return fire. Served them right.
The engines suddenly screamed into life. Rivers felt her mass shift. Weight was returning, climbing slowly up to one-and-a-half-G. The hopper was braking, falling out of the sky in a controlled arc that would hit Los Angeles International Airport smack on the hopper's designated landing pad.
She should call Celestina now. She might not have a chance in LA. But what could she say? Celestina's image came into her head as clearly as if she was on a comm link. It was how she had looked when Rivers woke up in the hospital.
“I thought I was dead,” Rivers had said, looking around. She felt fine. No pain. No wooziness. Just clear, bright hospital light, and that smell of antiseptic chemicals masking something worse. “Where am I?”
Celestina looked stunning. She always dressed like she was at a film première, in slinky, revealing designer dresses and fabulous jewellery. But Celestina could do that, because she wasn't real any more. She was an upload, her mind running in a computer somewhere.
She had said, “You're with me in Omega Point, dear. Don't worry, only your body died.”
Automatically, Rivers looked down at herself. Apart from the hospital gown, she looked perfectly normal. She touched her left arm with her right hand. It felt exactly the way it should.
Celestina was smiling. “Don't let that fool you, dear. Nothing here is quite what it seems.”
“I can't afford this.” It surprised Rivers that this was the first thing she thought, but it was true. Her skills had earned her what most people would consider riches, but nothing like the kind of wealth needed to make it to Omega Point.
“No, you can't,” Celestina agreed. “But I need a special job doing, and you are the one who is going to do it for me.”
That's how she'd got into this mess. Celestina's generosity. She opened a call to her benefactor's private netID while she was still feeling angry and resentful enough to do it.
“Celestina? It's Rivers. I'm en route to LA on the same flight as the target. Everything went pear-shaped in London. He had government agents protecting him. I almost didn't get out alive. What's going on, Celestina? When I get to the States, will I have the fucking FBI shooting at me, too? This little project of yours isn't looking as simple as it did a few days ago. You'd better tell me who this guy is and what his connections are, 'cause right now I have no fucking idea what I'm up against.”
There. The message was sent. Let the old tranny chew on that. Maybe if Rivers had made more of a fuss about this from the start she'd be getting better support right now.
But she had been so astonished by Celestina's offer, so glad to be alive again, that she had let her guard down.
“Just one job, and I get keep the body?” She'd kept checking because it had seemed too good to be true.
She had even got to choose the robot, have it customised to her own specifications. She'd insisted on the gecko skin for her hands, feet, forearms and shins, with an eye to making a living afterwards. Celestina had suggested incorporating another little trick skin addition, so she could change colour at will.
All that had been great. Picking the body with Celestina, trying on different shapes, was like going shopping with a girlfriend. That was something Rivers had never done before. She'd practised with the robot while she stayed in Omega Point – everything simulated, of course, but so like the real thing that the transition to the actual body was completely smooth.
It was only on Earth, after spending the long trip down crated up in the hold of a company freighter, that she began to realise she might have been misled about how simple the job was.
But there was no time to fret over that now. She could hear a thin keening from outside. The aircraft was falling through atmosphere, just a few miles up. They would be landing soon. When they hit the tarmac in LA, she had to find a way to get off the hopper and keep the target in sight.
She climbed up the landing strut so she wouldn't be dangling out in the open when the gear went down, and hoped that she'd have plenty of time to work out her exit before the passengers disembarked.



Chapter 11
 

Somewhere over the North Atlantic, Rik decided to dump all his half-formed plans for escape and do the sensible thing: co-operate. Whatever Cordell was up to, if Rik's attempts to shake off the government led to the upload and whoever she represented getting hold of this bioweapon, the outcome could be something he didn't want on his conscience. He wasn't that keen on the government – any government – having it either, but he had to admit it was probably safer with them than with some unknown killer, or with Cordell, for that matter.
So he stopped scowling out the window and told his new best friend, Agent Fariba Freymann, that he'd do whatever he could to help her get the package. It didn't stop her frowning, and it certainly didn't make her chatty. She kept on eyeing him with closed-mouthed suspicion all the way from London to LA. But it made Rik feel better. In fact, he felt like a huge weight had been lifted from him. It could just have been his body finally adjusting to Earth's gravity. He preferred to think it was his conscience feeling glad he was no longer doing something so morally dubious as transporting a weapon of mass murder around the system.
Of course, the fact that he wouldn't get paid would complicate his life in all kinds of ways he'd rather not think about, but for now he felt OK, and that was good enough. All that remained was to take his grumpy watchdog to Blake and get the package. Then maybe he'd call Greet-Greet, threaten to pull his pointy little head off, and get a good night's sleep.
He gave Freymann a good, long look. She had a fine-featured, intelligent face, with big brown eyes, and lips that would look a lot nicer if they smiled once in a while.
“I suppose you didn't want this job,” he said, trying to empathise.
She gave him a suspicious look. “What do I care? I get a trip back to the States.”
“You sound like a New Yorker. LA isn't exactly home.”
She shrugged and turned away.
“I'm from Palo Alto originally,” he went on. “Moved to LA as soon as I could afford the bus fare.”
“I know, I've just been reading your file.”
“What? The CIA's got a file on me?”
“It does now.”
Rik sat back in his seat and thought about that for a while. It didn't bother him much. Everybody had files on everybody. It was the Information Age. Still, he wondered what the latest entries would be, and how that might affect him in the future.
“What made you join the Company?” he asked, still trying to be nice.
“I've got a natural talent for keeping my mouth shut. I bet you could do it too, if you tried.”
“Nah, I don't think it would work. I just love asking questions. I like to know things. I have a probing intellect.”
She gave him a tight smile. “Gee, I suppose that's why you became a rocket scientist.”
Rik held up his hands in surrender. “OK, if you're going to be nasty about it, I'll just sit here and read a book. I won't bother you again.” And he didn't, all the way to LA.
Freymann had an autolimo waiting for them when they cleared customs at LAX. As soon as they were on the road, Rik put in a voice-only call to Blake. The call diverted to Blake's wife, Brie. Rik glanced at the silent woman sitting beside him, wanting to share the concern that had gripped him. Freymann gazed back at him with the same cool disdain to which she'd treated him since they met, and Rik changed his mind.
“You! You fucking bastard!” Brie's voice was loud inside his head, and he recoiled at the wild emotion he was hearing. “I don't know how you have the fucking nerve to call after what you've done. What've we ever done to you, you bastard? Blake has always been your friend, for Christ's sake. And you pull a selfish, stupid stunt like this!”
It was a while before he got a word in. “What happened, Brie? Are you OK? Is Blake OK?” They'd opened one of the phials, he thought. They were sick. They were both dying. Maybe the whole neighbourhood was affected. What had he done? To his friends! To hundreds of strangers!
“They shot him, Rik. That's what. They fucking shot him, and he's in a coma, and–” Her tirade ended in a sob.
Rik was stunned and, to his shame, relieved. He pulled his thoughts back into line. “Who shot him, Brie? Did they get the package?” He hated himself for asking, but he had to know.
There was silence on the other end. When Brie spoke again she was no longer shouting. “You bastard,” she spat at him, and hung up.
“What was that all about?” Freymann asked.
He ignored her and gave the limo a new destination.
Freymann read it off the display. “The Cedars-Sinai Medical Center? What's going on?”
“Are you really CIA?” he asked her. It had suddenly struck him that she should have known about Blake already.
She sneered at him. “Are you really a PLEO? 'Cause you ask some really dumb questions. Now tell me what you're doing.”
They cruised up the San Diego Freeway and along Santa Monica Boulevard. Rik explained the situation to Freymann in-between attempts to get a medical update on his friend from the hospital's systems, and from old acquaintances in the LAPD. He even tried to call Brie again, but she was barring his calls.
“You sent a potential bioweapon through the post?” Freymann's level of contempt seemed to be reaching new heights.
“It was a specialist courier service, and the phials were very securely packaged.” Which didn't sound like much of a defence, even to himself. “And I didn't know it was a weapon at the time. I didn't know what it was. Can we focus on the important issues here?”
“Which are?”
“That somebody sent a gunman round to get the package from Blake. Somebody knew I'd sent it to him. God knows how! Which means that robotic psycho-chick isn't the only one working against us. Now, if I didn't have my very own Company girl in tow, I'd suspect the good ol' US of A had a hand in this. So, is there anything you'd like to tell me?”
Freymann shrugged. “We're a bit out of my jurisdiction, here. You might want to try the FBI.”
“Great idea. I'll give them a call. Better still, why don't you get your buddies at Langley to do it?”
They pulled up outside the hospital's main entrance and got out. The car synced with the building's parking system and drove itself away to wait for them. Meanwhile a nurse appeared to guide them to Blake's bedside – not a real nurse, of course, just a rather poor cogplus-mediated hallucination – a lucie, as they were popularly known. Despite the scale of the hospital – a gigantic campus that grew a little taller and a little denser each decade – it employed just a few hundred human nurses. To be sick these days meant being in the hands of robots and administrative AIs. The fact was, most patients insisted on it, not to mention the insurance companies.
Their nurse avatar was certainly friendly as it led them along endless corridors and up and down levels, chatting non-stop about how good the hospital was, how nice it was for the patients to receive visitors, and what this week's special offers were on body augmentations and upgrades. The distraught and dishevelled figure that barred their way when they finally neared the intensive care ward stood in stark contrast to the neat and chirpy lucie.
“Brie! My God, are you all right?” Rik was shocked at the sight of her. Her hair was uncombed, her blouse torn and bloodstained, and her right arm was in a sling.
“This?” She glanced down at her injured arm. “This is nothing. If Blake's shot hadn't gone through my arm, he'd have missed the bastard's heart. Then we'd both be dead.”
“Jesus, Brie, I'm so sorry. I never meant–”
“Just fuck off, Rik. I don't ever want to see your stupid face again.”
“I just wanted to see if Blake was OK.”
“Oh, what? You're concerned now? You weren't so worried about him when you sent that shit through the post. You damned well knew someone would come looking for it, didn't you?”
Rik moved to take her by the shoulders, to try to calm her, but she wrenched herself out of the way. He'd known Brie for years, and it hurt like hell to see the fury in her eyes. He found himself pleading for her understanding. “Honest, Brie, I didn't know.”
“Tell it to the police, asshole. They want to know what the hell's going on, too.”
“Mrs. Bonomi.” Agent Freymann stepped forward. “I work for the Government, and I need to ask you a few questions about the package your husband received.”
Brie's eyes never left Rik's. Her nostrils flared, and he could see her jaw working behind tight lips. “This is the real reason you're here, isn't it? You don't give a damn that Blake's probably dying in there, do you? You just came to find out about the fucking poison you sent him.” Rik was helpless with pain and guilt. Brie turned her head and focused on the woman beside him.
“As for you... I've told the police everything. I have no idea what he did with it, and he's in no state to tell anybody. Go and read the fucking file.”
Her final words were for Rik. “And don't come back.”
“Brie!”
But she had gone, storming into one of the side corridors without a backward glance.
Freymann moved to follow her, but Rik caught her arm and held it. He felt hollow and shaky, the reality of what he had done to his friends gouging out his insides.
“We should go,” he said.
“Are you nuts? We haven't got a clue where the package is! We can't leave it like this.”
“She doesn't know anything. Leave her alone.”
“Like hell I will!”
Rik tightened his grip and pulled her closer. “We should go. We'll work it out, somehow.”
Freymann's cold stare told him she was considering her chances of disabling him, maybe getting to her gun before he broke her arm. It wasn't a pleasant look. He held her firmly and waited for her to think it through. When she spoke, her voice was calm.
“OK. You're right. She doesn't know anything. Let's get out of this dump. Hospitals give me the creeps.”
By the time they got to the exit, the limo was waiting for them, having retrieved itself from the car park. Rik took control of the vehicle and directed it through a series of complex manoeuvres around the back streets of LA, just in case they'd picked up a tail.



Chapter 12
 

“So what do we know?” Freymann asked as they made their way east along the Santa Monica Freeway, heading in the direction of LAPD headquarters.
Rik had been making more calls. He looked out at the familiar streets, the mellow sunshine. It didn't look like home any more. “According to a guy at the station, Blake turned up fifteen minutes late for his shift, worked a normal day, and went home at the end of it. He was shot about half an hour later. They must have been waiting for him. In Brie's statement, she said the package arrived during breakfast and Blake took it with him when he left for work. It's still missing.”
They both cogitated in silence as the car negotiated the traffic.
“So you think we should retrace his route to work?” Freymann asked. “That's why you're heading to the station?”
Rik sighed. “It's something. If the package had been at home, in his car, in his locker, anywhere easy, they'd have found it by now.”
“You know the police are looking for you? And you're heading straight for them?”
“What does it matter? Full co-operation, right? I should probably go turn myself in.” Freymann looked uncomfortable. Rik eyed her suspiciously. “You got a problem with that, Company girl?”
“Let's just hold off on that for a while, OK? See if we can get a lead. Once you're in custody, they'll be questioning you for hours. You can do more good out here. What else do we know?”
Rik could see that the question was meant to distract him, keep him from turning himself in and putting himself out of her reach. But that didn't bother him. Freymann was right. Going over his movements ten times for the LAPD wasn't going to help anyone.
“We know that they saw me post the package in Berlin,” he said. “It's the only way they could have been there to stake out Blake's house.”
Freymann shook her head. “If they were close enough to see the address you put on the package, they were close enough to snatch it in Berlin and save themselves a trip. Maybe they knew Blake was the only one you'd send something like this to.”
This time Rik shook his head. “It could have been anyone. I chose Blake because I could trust him, and I felt safer getting the package back to the States. But I could just as easily have sent it to other people, in other countries. The Moon, even.” And maybe anyone else I sent it to would have ended up like Blake. He had a sudden flashback of Peth Cordell handing him the file she had on him. There were lots of names and addresses in there, lots of people he knew.
“Shit!”
He pulled the car off the road and parked.
“What if they didn't know it would be Blake? What if they just targeted every single person I know? Everyone!” The thought hit him like a slap. “Jesus! Maria!”
He put in a call to his ex-wife in New York, but there was no answer. The voice message said she was busy just now, but she'd get right back to him. In the sack with her dumb boyfriend? Taking a shower? What the hell time was it in New York?
“That would take enormous resources, Rik. The kind of thing only the Government could do.”
“Or someone very, very rich.”
“Cordell? Why would he–?”
“Someone else then. Another big-shot. Some kind of industrial espionage. A competitor. Who are Cordell's competitors? And why would they be fighting over a bioweapon?”
“I'll request a search,” she said. She sounded uncertain. “It could be a long list.”
“Just the biggest and baddest,” he said grimly. He was running through his own list: all the people he might have sent the package to – or the people someone else might have guessed he'd send it to. Meanwhile, he tried calling Maria again. Still no answer.
“It could still be a government,” Freymann said. “Bioweapons are always nice to have.”
Rik made no comment. A police car cruised past them, heading east. “We should ditch the car.”
“Don't worry. It's in my name and it's perfectly legit. Besides, I changed the registration once we left the hospital, just in case they had us on camera going in or out. I changed the car's colour, too.”
Rik glanced out at the bodywork. What had been black was now blue. Paints that changed colour at the flick of a small current were nothing special, but it was nice to know Freymann had anticipated the need for it.
So they knew he was in LA, but not where. Getting out of town might be a bit harder than getting in, but not much.
“I need to check on a few people,” he said.
Freymann nodded, acknowledging his concern but not looking happy about it.
-oOo-
The Harsh Mistress was one of Heinlein's most notorious bars. A favourite haunt for the city's criminal element, it was also conveniently located for workers on 'shore leave' from the Moon's biggest construction project, Alltheway Station. A rigger could make a small fortune working on the tethers and the two gigantic orbital platforms. Mostly the workers stayed in inflatable habs fixed close to their worksites, under the usual strictures of spacework – no booze, no drugs, no gambling. They worked three weeks on and three days off. Three weeks in a plastic bubble with lucies and immersion games, then three days in Heinlein, getting falling-down drunk in The Harsh Mistress with a hooker in their lap and a song in their heart.
Most of the riggers were straight-up humans, reckoning they'd do this for a couple of years to get a stake together then get the hell off the Moon and back to civilisation. Many were modded – genetically engineered for micro-G work and planning to make a life out in the Big Black. Some were uploads, coming to terms with their new-found immortality, and the fact that there really was no place for them on Earth any more. Even offworld, they faced a life of marginalisation and discrimination.
Veb Degen 1 Rea was an upload, and a typical one at that. In the days when he had been Michael Kinnings, he had spent every penny he had to buy his android body and have the upload done. He had worked on Alltheway Station for peanuts and the promise that he'd be building and crewing the Starseeker, the very first interstellar explorer. But the project had gone belly-up and the Starseeker was now a high-end restaurant for the residents of Alltheway. These days, he was just glad that, here on the Moon, there was work to be had, and others like him to share his troubles with. He was in The Harsh Mistress not because he drank there – robots didn't get drunk, so what would be the point? – but because he worked there as a bouncer.
It used to amuse him at first. One day he was an octogenarian, barely strong enough to lift his oxygen mask to his face, and the next he was tossing burly riggers out the doors as if they were garbage sacks. But the joke soon wore off.
The one good thing about working at The Mistress was the owners. The Drew sisters were crazy bitches, but they'd been good to Veb. Beauties, too, both of them. Not that that bothered Veb any more, but it sure made the place popular with the customers. Nephele and Carlotta Sylver 3 Drew could have had their pick of men in Heinlein, but they had chosen that washed-up cop from Earth.
Veb remembered the day Rik walked into the bar for the first time, almost three years ago – Rik Sylver, as he was then. Veb took a professional interest in anybody who was that big and looked like he'd be trouble. But Rik had turned out to be OK. In fact, they'd become friends. Rik and his wives were the only human friends Veb had made since the upload.
As Veb looked around at the bloody mess in the empty bar – the broken tables, the shattered glass, the burn-marks on the walls – he wished Rik was there. The guys from the morgue had carried away the bodies, although the UNPF cops were still there, taking statements from the survivors. It had been a hell of a fight. Veb really wanted to talk to Rik – Rik was good in situations like this – but Veb couldn't reach him. And that wasn't the worst of it.
Rik would want to know that his wives were both dead. He'd also want to know that their killers had been looking for him, and for some package he was supposed to have.
-oOo-
“We should get back to the hospital.” Freymann was looking worried.
Rik hung up on yet another failed attempt to reach his wives on the Moon. “I told you, Brie doesn't know anything.”
Freymann nodded. “Yeah, you know that, and I know that...”
Rik's eyes widened. “But whoever's tagging us doesn't. God, I'm being dumb today!” He got the car in motion again and set it on its way back to Cedars-Sinai. It refused to go any faster than the speed limit, and all Rik could do about it was sit back and grind his teeth.
“We haven't been away long,” Freymann said. “We might make it.” Rik said nothing, focused on willing the autolimo to go faster. “I'm sorry, Rik. I should have thought of it sooner.”
Rik looked hard at his companion. Assuming it wasn't some kind of sarcastic remark, that would be the first kind thing she'd said since they'd met. After a moment, he shook his head. “No need to apologise. I've been so busy worrying about everyone else I know, I didn't see the danger right under my nose.”
He looked her steadily in the eyes. “Have you had much to do with uploads?”
“I saw what your friend did, back at Heathrow.”
“Yeah, but you didn't see me empty a full clip straight into her stomach without making her flinch. When we get to the hospital, I don't expect you to go in there with me; not if she's there. But I would like to borrow one of your guns.”
A wry smile lifted one side of Freymann's mouth. “Oh, yeah? Which one?”
“The big one in your purse. The one taped to your thigh must be pretty small.”
She shook her head, amused. “I'm keeping the big one. If she's there, you get the pea shooter.”
He smiled at her and held out his hand.
She smiled back. “Later. I'll keep it warm for you.”
He'd been right, he told himself. She looked a lot better when she smiled.
-oOo-
Maria Dunlop turned the box over in her hands. “Don't open it, whatever you do,” Blake's letter had said. She remembered Blake from LA. A big guy, like Rik. A good guy. Nice to be around, always relaxed and unruffled. The letter that came with the box didn't sound like Blake. It sounded scared and angry.
“I don't know what Rik thinks he's playing at, but I can't keep it here,” it said. “Hide it somewhere real safe – somewhere no-one will ever find it, ever. Hide it and forget about it. When Rik gets in touch, I'll send him to you. Don't tell anyone you've got it. Not anyone. I hate to do this to you, but you're the only one I know Rik can trust.”
Blake's letter said Rik had gone off the grid, but she still kept trying to reach him. None of the netIDs she had for him worked any more. She turned the box over again. It was a solid metal container with strong clasps. There were no markings on the outside. No clues as to what it might contain.
“What has that stupid man got himself into now?” she grumbled aloud.
No-one heard her. She was sitting on a bench in a park by the bay. The afternoon was cool and bright, and sunlight sparkled off the quiet waters. She needed to be alone to decide what to do. Her boyfriend, David, was no use to her. In fact, they'd hardly spoken except to argue since Rik had shown up the other day.
David was OK, she supposed, but seeing him standing next to Rik had made her realise what a vapid and empty creature he was compared to her ex. Rik was the real thing. David was just a third-rate knock-off. She was going to ask him to move out as soon as she got back to the house.
“That's just bloody typical!” she muttered. Rik was nothing but trouble – showed up for five minutes and threw her whole life into chaos again. And now this!
She thought about tossing the box into the bay and telling Rik to go fish for it. What could be in it that had upset Blake so much? Did she even want to know? She put it down on her lap and raised her eyes to the sky. A pale sliver of moon was visible, even though the day was bright.
It had been just like Rik to run away. Things had been good between them. Better than good. But Rik couldn't handle good. The better it got, the more Rik got into a funk, waiting for something terrible to happen. It made him twitchy and reckless. He started behaving badly. It was like he was so convinced that it couldn't last, he started trying to screw it up before life screwed it up for him.
She ran her fingers across her forehead, remembering the pain of watching him pull away – his drinking, getting them into debt, disappearing for days on end – like he was challenging her to go on loving him, no matter what. She hung on when they lost the house, but when he lost his job with the LAPD, she finally gave up the fight, got out, and went to New York to start a saner life without him. She sent the divorce papers to Rik care of some seedy bar in Heinlein. It was the only address he had at the time.
Maybe that's where she should send the package. She had no idea where she might hide it and, anyway, she didn't want Rik showing up again to claim it. It had surprised her how pleased she'd been to see him. And he'd looked so sad and lonely. She could see how much he still loved her. It had broken her heart to see the pain in his eyes.
But, with Rik, love wasn't enough. Some men weren't meant to be happy. The more you gave them, the more they squandered it. The more they loved you, the more they barricaded themselves against you.
She stood up in her agitation. “Bastard!” she said between clenched teeth, startling a young mother and her children who were walking by. She really, really wanted to throw the stupid box into the bay, but she couldn't. Whatever trouble Rik was in, the box was something he needed to keep safe. That's why he'd sent it to Blake and that's why Blake – even though it had pissed him off – hadn't dumped the thing either, but had sent it on to her.
She dropped it into her pocket and set off back to the house. First things first, she'd give David his marching orders, then shut the house up and go see her sister. Theresa lived in a big old place upstate, and was always asking her to go visit. Maybe she would take a couple of days' vacation and leave the package with her when she came back.
Maria took a last look at the bay and drew a deep breath. Once she'd got rid of the package, she could focus on getting her feelings back to some kind of equilibrium again. There were days – plenty of them – when she wished she'd never met Rik.



Chapter 13
 

Rivers Valdinger was not a patient woman. Sitting in the back of a van while Celestina's goons searched the hospital was not her idea of getting the job done. That's why she was now twenty storeys up, peering through a window at a grey-faced old man in a hospital bed.
She touched a black fingernail to the glass and traced out a metre-high oval with it. Under the diamond edge of her nail, the glass crackled and crepitated as she scored a fine line across it. Placing a palm at the centre of the oval, she tapped around its edges with her knuckles, making a clean, fine break all the way through.
When she pushed, the oval moved into the room, held firmly by the gecko-skin nano-filaments on her hand. She followed it in and set the big piece of glass down quietly. The grey-faced man was still asleep. Hell, he was dead for all she knew. Or cared.
According to the updates she was getting from Celestina's heavies, Blake Bonomi was in a room on this floor. Comatose, they said, but the wife was still with him. Well, the wife would have to do.
Rivers crossed the room. From high on the wall, one arm and one leg brushing the ceiling, she pulled the door open a crack and put her head through. There was nobody in sight. She pulled the door wide and slipped out into the corridor, moving fast along one wall.
They'd been waiting for her at LAX when the hopper landed. Somewhere in her wonderful new body, Celestina's doctors had implanted a tracker. Rivers had suspected as much, but now she knew. A team had picked her up from the tarmac in a catering van and driven her to a small engineering shop nearby. They already had people tailing the PLEO and his companion. Nobody knew who the companion was, but she had to be with one government agency or another. It was the tail that led them to Blake Bonomi and the mystery of who had put the guy in a coma. Celestina's people swore it wasn't them.
All this uncertainty bugged the hell out of the young upload. She had built her whole career on careful and meticulous planning, researching every job down to the last detail. Now she had to work with people she didn't know, hunting down a guy she had little background on, competing with Cordell's people, government agencies, and now some mystery killers who'd tried to rub out Bonomi – whoever the hell he was! Rivers didn't like any of it.
“Bonomi had the package,” one of Celestina's goons had told her, briefing Rivers before the trip out to the hospital. They watched security video from the hospital, showing the encounter between Rik and Brie. “But he's dumped it or hidden it somewhere.”
“And you think the wife knows where it is?” Rivers had asked. “So why didn't the PLEO get it out of her? Why did he just take her word for it and move on?”
There had been no satisfactory answer. “And where's Drew going? Maybe he knows more than you think he does?”
That's when they told her they'd lost track of Rik after he'd left the hospital.
The temptation to beat the lot of them to a pulp and carry on alone had been strong, but in the end, what could she do? She'd lost track of the primary target, and the only lead she now had was Bonomi's wife. Besides, incompetent as these guys were, they also worked for Celestina, and Rivers didn't want to fall out with one of the meanest, richest gang-bosses in the Solar System. Not if she didn't have to.
They'd wanted her to stay at their base while they went to question Brie Bonomi. Rivers politely but firmly explained what they could do with that idea. Then they'd insisted she stay in the van while they went inside. Yeah, right. Like she'd trust these bozos to tie their own shoelaces.
She found her two new friends walking along a corridor that led to the ICU. She managed to crawl along the ceiling and drop down in front of them before either of them noticed she was there.
“Holy crap!” one of them said, his hand halfway to his holster. The other just stared, open mouthed.
Rivers looked from one to the other, her smooth, black head making quick, economical movements. “If you two were any more careless, you'd have shot each other by now. And what's this?” She tilted her chin at the lucie, standing quietly nearby, smiling mindlessly at them. “Ditch it,” she told them, not waiting for an answer, and set off ahead of them.
“You'll bring the cops down on us,” one of them grumbled at her back. “These places are full of cameras. Alarms will be going off all over the city.”
“You think I can't handle a few cops?”
“I think you'll get us all killed, that's what.”
She waved a dismissive hand. “So get lost, if you're scared.”
As she walked on ahead, she imagined the two goons looking at one another and then at her back, silently agreeing between themselves it was more than their lives were worth to walk out on the job. They knew Celestina was taking a personal interest. They all moved together down the corridor, the lucie fading away at their command.
Rivers stopped them outside Blake’s door and switched her vision to overlay infra-red. She couldn't make out much detail inside, but she was fairly sure there were two person-sized heat signatures near the middle of the room. She stood back to let the goons go past.
“OK, boys,” she said. “In you go.”
-oOo-
When Rik and Freymann arrived at the hospital, their car wouldn't take them to the entrance. Instead, it drove them towards one of the multi-storey car parks.
“Police override,” the display said, playing an animated FBI logo. “The FBI apologises for any inconvenience. Your co-operation in this matter is required under Section 25 of the Police (Emergency Powers) Act, 2037. Thank you for your understanding.”
They were being driven around a police perimeter that uniformed LAPD officers were setting up. Beyond it, they could see FBI agents in body armour jumping out of armoured personnel carriers and rushing into the hospital building. Rik pounded at the car's controls, trying to make it stop, but its electronic brain was temporarily under the FBI's control, and its only response was to ignore him completely.
“The guys who who are after Blake must be here already,” Freymann said.
“You think?” Rik heaved at the door handle, but the car was not letting them out.
Freymann worried about what Rik might do. By the looks of things, someone was picking off his friends, probably his relatives too. Rik didn't strike her as the kind of man who would sit back while people he loved were in danger. He struck her more as the type whose first and only instinct was to try to save them. The type who would turn into a raving berserker if anything thwarted that instinct. She needed to calm him down.
“We can't go barging in there, Rik. The place is full of federal agents.”
“What if the upload's in there, too?”
“Then the Feds can do more to protect your friends than we can.”
Rik did not look convinced. “Give me a gun.” He pushed a massive hand out towards her.
“Not a good idea. Not now.” She had already made up her mind that when the time was right, she would give him the gun, with no compunction at all. Almost from the minute she first saw him, she felt like she could trust him – a feeling that had grown over the past few hours. She was convinced that Rik was not the bad guy in all this. In fact, he seemed like a nice guy caught up in events that were out of his control.
“I'm going to shoot out the windows. Give me a gun.” He looked like he planned to take one if she didn't comply.
She reached into her bag and drew her handgun. She pointed it at Rik's chest and flicked off the safety. Trust or not, she wasn't going to let him wreck everything.
“Just settle down, big guy. If you shoot out the windows, the car alarm will go off. Then the Feds will want to take a look. We don't want that.”
Looking daggers at her, Rik slowly subsided. “What's it to you if the Feds haul my ass off? You've done your job.”
“Not until I get that package.”
He glowered into the Freymann's eyes. Her gaze, like the gun barrel, was steady and unwavering. She had no intention of shooting him, but she sure as hell wasn't going to let him know that.
“What good am I to you now?” he asked. His voice was low but tense. “You know I don't have a clue where the package is. You know that the only person who might know will either be dead in a few minutes, or in FBI custody. So let me go save Brie.”
“Rik, I want to save Brie too, but running around armed out there will only get you killed.”
Rik turned away, almost snarling in his frustration.
“You know I'm right, Rik. Believe me, I understand how much you want to help your friends. I'm with you. I'll help. But we've got to do it the right way.”
What was she saying? This wasn't part of the mission brief. It had just come out. Looking at the big sap tearing himself apart, all helpless and frantic, tugged at something inside her that she’d kept safely out of reach for many years.
The car swung onto a ramp and into a tunnel. Slowly, it made its way down into an underground car park, winding through the rows of parked cars with funereal care. Rik slammed a fist against a window, but kept his jaw clenched and said nothing.
As soon as the car was parked and its door locks clicked open, Rik was outside and running. Freymann hurried after him. They crashed through an exit door and up the concrete stairs, emerging into bright California sunshine with high-rise hospital buildings all around them. Rik paused to get his bearings, and Freymann grabbed his arm.
“You've got a plan, right?” she asked.
“Maybe.”
Rik set off in a direction that wasn't straight towards his friend, and that was enough to satisfy Freymann that he'd actually thought about what he was doing. Despite her heels, she managed to keep close behind him as he sped across the hospital campus, following a wide arc that brought them round to the back of the ICU building. Before they got there, Rik stopped dead, and Freymann almost ran into the back of him.
“There are Feds around the entrance, there,” he said, pointing to the half-dozen men and women who had taken cover to watch the delivery bay. He moved to the shelter of a row of dumpsters, looking around all the time. Freymann followed his gaze, trying to see what he was looking for.
“There,” he said, pointing out a black van parked down the street against the adjacent building.
“What's so special about–?”
But Rik was in motion again. With a groan, she set off after him. Following a convoluted route, well out of sight of the Feds, they emerged close to the black van. Rik ran straight up to it and in through the back doors. Freymann was right behind him.
Light barely penetrated the van's heavily-tinted windows and it took a moment for them to adapt to the sudden gloom.
“Do you mind telling me what we're doing here?” Freymann asked, although she'd already guessed.
Rik held up a hand for silence as he scanned the interior, making her clench her jaw and scowl at him. A take-charge guy was great – on a dinner date – but this was work and she was the boss here. Still, she couldn't help joining in the visual sweep of the van.
There were a couple of long bench seats in the back and two swivelling bucket seats at the front. A small netNode lay on one of the benches, abandoned by whoever had used it last. Rik reached for the little silver box, but she got to it first. She tried to interface her cogplus with it, with only limited success. A display told them that access was denied. She handed it to Rik, but he had no luck with it, either.
“You think the guys who are after your friend came in this van?” Freymann asked. “Why?”
Rik looked at her for the first time since they left the parking garage. “Because the crooks always use a black van when they're planning to snatch somebody. Just like the Feds always use a white one.”
“What? Are you nuts?”
Leaning back in his seat and tossing the netNode aside, Rik flashed a grin at her. “It was a hunch, that's all. It's the only vehicle nearby that looks right for the job. Look, it's like this. Either the guys after Brie are on their own, in which case you're right, the Feds will get them. Or they're with the upload, in which case, you're wrong. The Feds don't stand a chance.
“But that black-skinned killing machine will want to get Brie away from the cops so that she can interrogate her. Which means she's probably going to bring Brie back here and drive her somewhere. Either that, or the upload came on her own, probably didn't use a vehicle at all, and will head off across the roofs or something with Brie on her shoulders. In which case, we're left sitting in some stranger's van, looking like assholes.”
“Great! So in this brilliant plan of yours, the very best scenario is that the upload comes bursting through that door any second, possibly with a couple of friends, blows us away, and drives off to interrogate Brie?” She didn't know quite why she was giving him such a hard time. She'd come to the same conclusions herself, more or less. Maybe it was because what she said was true. Either they were wasting their time, or they were trapped in that van like fish in a barrel.
Rik bent down and began groping under the seats. “Yep. And that's why we're going to need...” With a grunt, he heaved two mean-looking machine guns out and threw one to Freymann. “...these!”
She felt her mouth fall open, even as her hands and eyes automatically checked the magazine and chambered a round. Son of a bitch! “How the hell did you know... No. Don't tell me. It was a hunch, right?”
He gave her that wide, impish grin of his. She could get used to seeing that smile, she thought. And, before she knew it, she found herself grinning right back.



Chapter 14
 

Rivers and her unhappy companions didn't waste time trying to make Brie talk. They just bundled her up, tied her wrists, gagged her and headed for the door. By the time the two men dragged her into the corridor, Brie had already given up struggling. Rivers knew the guys were right: the hospital cameras would have identified her and alerted the police the fist time she stepped into a corridor. They needed to get out fast and deal with the woman later.
So turning to find three large men staring at them was an unpleasant surprise. At first, Rivers thought they might be more of Celestina's goons, but the three newcomers looked as shocked as she was by the encounter. Everybody drew their guns. Rivers drew both of hers. They all looked at the upload to see what she would do.
To everybody's surprise, she turned her back on the interlopers and spoke to her companions.
“Keep the woman alive,” she told them. “If she dies, I will kill both of you.” Brie goggled at Rivers in horror and began to struggle again.
Rivers watched the woman squirming for a moment, then turned to the newcomers again. Behind her, her companions stared edging backwards along the corridor.
“Who are you guys?” she asked, stepping towards them. “Cordell's people, I would guess. Now, do you want to turn around and run, or would you like to see how fast I am?”
“That's far enough, lady. Just hand over the woman. We don't want no shooting match.”
The speaker sounded nervous. He didn't take his eyes off Rivers for a moment.
“Your boss didn't tell you to expect an upload, did he?” It seemed like a reasonable guess. “Otherwise you'd have come armed with something more than those little pop-guns. Am I right?”
“You ain't indestructible,” the gunman said.
Rivers smiled. “I'll give you points for bravado, but not for intelligence. Now run along. I'm in a hurry. The cops are going to be here any– Oh, shit!”
The clatter of heavy boots coming from the stairwells at both ends of the corridor could only mean one thing.
“FBI! Lay down your weapons! Hands above your heads! Do it! Now!”
Federal agents came storming into the corridor from both directions, shouting the same instructions over and over. Cordell's thugs turned to face the ones behind them. Celestina's men did the same, leaving Rivers and Brie in the middle. It took Rivers a fraction of a second to weigh up the situation. The Feds were wearing state-of-the-art body armour. Neither she nor the hired guns had a weapon that would do more than inflict a few bruises on them. On the other hand, the FBI had clearly been expecting to meet an upload. They had heavy-duty machine guns which could, she knew, be loaded with armour-piercing, explosive munitions. In addition, they had buzz guns, which fired a stream of tiny hypersonic pellets that would cut through her body like a laser torch through tinfoil.
Getting away with the woman was out of the question. She'd be lucky to get away with her life. But she wasn't going to let them take her.
The Feds were still shouting and the goons were still wondering what to do. Rivers raised both her guns, pointed them at both groups of FBI agents at once, and fired.
It took a moment for people to react, and then all hell broke loose. But in that moment, Rivers dropped her guns and launched herself at the corridor wall. It was an internal wall, just studs and plaster-board. Using the grip of her gecko-skin soles as leverage, and the amazing strength of her wonderful new body, she smashed her way through it with very little effort. While the Feds and the goons exchanged fire, she sprinted across the ward in which she found herself, tossed a resuscitation trolley through a window and climbed out through the hole it made onto the outer wall of the building.
By the time the police had fought their way past the gunmen and followed her, she was long gone.
-oOo-
“So who do you really work for?” Rik asked as he and Freymann waited in the van.
The woman looked at him with intelligent brown eyes and gave a small shrug. “MI6. It was Shah's idea. Bring you over here, get hold of the package, and take it home.”
“Shah's Five, right?”
She gave a cock-eyed grin. “Inter-agency co-operation. It happens sometimes.”
“But you're really an American, yeah? No Brit does a New York accent that good.”
“As American as you are.”
Rik wondered if that was a dig at him. He'd taken lunar citizenship when he married the Drew sisters. Now he had dual nationalities. “No conflict of interest?”
“Nya. We're all on the same side these days. Americans, Europeans, Aussies, Canadians, Lunies... Even the Russians are on the side of the Angels since the reforms. The sooner they declare a world government, the better, if you ask me. The real divisions aren't national any more. The lines we draw now are based on political systems and religions.”
Rik took a closer look at the woman opposite him. He was starting to see more there than he had expected to find.
“That still doesn't explain why you're working for the Brits and not the home team.”
She gave him a steady look. “See the beaky nose? The swarthy skin? I got them from my Iranian, Muslim mother, not my whiter-than-white Jewish father. America's still too tangled up with Middle Eastern politics to completely trust someone with my background. For the Brits, petro-politics is all history now. They're not a player any more. Besides, they've got a bigger Muslim population over there than Palestine these days.”
Rik looked at her large, dark eyes, prominent cheekbones and wide mouth, suddenly seeing her Persian ancestry. He'd vaguely assumed her features and colouration were Jewish, biased by her surname, he supposed. Now he knew better.
“And how come you've decided to 'fess up about not being CIA after all this time?”
Freymann actually laughed. “Because it was getting to be embarrassing, and you're not such a big, dumb asshole as you look. Anyway, I figure we can work together a lot easier with our cards on the table. We both want to get that package off the streets and to keep it out of the hands of whoever's looking for it, right?”
Rik was noncommittal. “You got any backup out here?”
“In LA? Hell, no! We've got a listening post and a couple of people to run errands, that's all. So no cavalry, if that's what you were hoping.”
“Something like–”
The van sagged on its suspension as something heavy landed almost silently on its roof. Rik and Freymann had their guns up in an instant; he covered the front and she took the back. Rik's breathing stopped, but his heart pounded on his ribs like a panel beater.
The driver's door opened and the upload slid into one of the bucket seats, her coal-black body sinuous and fast. Rik pushed the barrel of his machine gun into the small of her back.
“Don't turn around,” he told her, seeing the upload's body stiffen. “Just drive us away from here. We've both got Heckler-Koch MG6 light machine guns pointed right at your precious brain-box. I don't really know how fast you are, lady, but these things fire fifteen rounds a second. That's thirty chances of killing you every single second. Do you want to play Russian roulette with a machine gun?”
Without a word, Rivers started up the van, took manual control, and moved off. At the first available turning they took a left. The FBI troops waiting behind the hospital building glanced at them. Rik watched one man put a finger to his ear, obviously asking for instructions. By the time he started shouting at the others to get after the van, it had turned out of sight around another building.
“They'll try to stop us leaving the site,” Freymann said.
Rik shook his head. “This van's tougher than it looks; bullet-proof glass, armoured walls, cellular tyres. It was built to survive a bit of rough treatment. Am I right, driver?”
Rivers shrugged, pushing the van to ever-higher speeds. “Why should I care? You're the ones that get perforated if you're wrong.”
Rik dropped down between the seats, bracing himself with his legs and one arm as Rivers threw the van into a tight turn. Freymann slid to the floor too, landing with a curse and a clatter as she dropped the machine gun and had to scrabble to pick it up again.
Two FBI agents flashed by the side of the van and were left behind. A rattle of bullets against the back doors didn't even leave a dent.
“Where can I drop you guys?” Rivers called over her shoulder. “I'm going as far as the airport, if that suits you.”
“I'm glad to see having a gun at your back doesn't inhibit your sense of humour,” Freymann said. Rik glanced at her as she nudged against him. She was having a hard time keeping herself from falling around. Unlike Rik, she couldn't keep the big machine gun pointed the right way with just one hand.
Rik raised his head and took a quick peek. Up ahead, at the exit, a dozen FBI agents were taking up firing positions, some of them packing more than standard-issue hardware. He cursed under his breath.
“You know,” the upload said, as if nothing untoward was going on, “I was just beginning to think the last twenty-four hours had been a complete wash-out, and then, right out of the blue, you turn up in the back of my van. It's a miracle. The very man I was looking for just walks right into my hands. I can hardly believe it.”
Bullets hit the windscreen like a summer downpour. The glass crazed and powdered where they hit, but it didn't break. Rik and Freymann ducked low, all thoughts of keeping their prisoner covered forgotten. A high-pitched whine cut through the racket of gunfire as a stream of buzz-gun pellets sliced across the windscreen, leaving a metre-wide gash in it. Even the upload kept her head down after that.
The van shot past the blockade at high speed, the buzz-gun slicing through the side windows. A row of holes appeared down the opposite side of the van as armour-piercing bullets crashed through and out the other side, passing just a hand-span above Rik's back.
The vehicle careened into San Vicente Boulevard. Brakes squealed all around them as they crossed the southbound carriageway, trying to make a left to go north. Rik and Freymann tumbled forwards as Rivers hit the brakes. On two wheels, they mounted the pavement and screeched their way along the concrete wall of a Macy's building before Rivers got the vehicle back under control and, eventually, back on the road.
Almost immediately they swung off to the right, then right again onto Beverly Boulevard, and then a hard left. They were off the main roads and were soon driving through quiet, low-rise suburbs with no sign of pursuit. Even so, it would be only minutes before the LAPD traffic AIs put together their route from surveillance cameras and satellite images.
“We've got to ditch this van,” Rik said.
“No problem,” said Rivers, making yet another turn.
“Where the hell are we going?” Freymann demanded.
The upload didn't answer, but pulled into the entrance of a nondescript house and drove the van to the back of the building.
“OK, this is where we change vehicles.” She reached for the door handle, but Rik pushed the barrel of the machine gun into her back.
“Not so fast. Fariba, get out and cover her.”
Freymann looked like she might object, but she climbed out the back and went to stand outside the driver's door. The upload climbed out, and Rik followed behind.
There were two cars parked in the yard. Rik picked the big sports utility. He wanted all the room he could get for handling the long-barrelled Heckler-Koch. Inside, the vehicle had the usual seating: a bench across the back and swivel seats at the front. He made Rivers put the car on auto and sit at the front, facing back. He and Freymann took the bench seat, facing forward. Both guns stayed trained on the upload's midriff.
They set the destination as LAX and the car moved off, in the smooth, unhurried way of robotic vehicles. Leaving the city seemed like a good idea to Rik, and neither of the women suggested a different plan. He figured the upload must have some kind of getaway planned, and he'd be happy to tag along. What he really wanted to do was to keep on calling Maria, and everyone else he might have put in danger, and warn them all to run for cover. But he didn’t dare take his attention off the upload for a second.
“Who's your girlfriend?” Rivers asked as they rolled through the quiet streets.
“I'm more interested in who you are,” Rik said.
“I'm just a girl doing a job.” The upload seemed far too relaxed and confident for Rik's liking. He knew that they could turn their emotions up and down at will. Maybe she had just tuned out the anxiety she should be feeling. He hoped that was true. He didn't like the notion that she just didn't have anything to be anxious about.
“Who are you working for?”
“You'll see. You're invited to come and meet the boss.”
“Thanks, but no thanks. What should I call you?”
“I don't usually give my name out to just any guy who asks, but you can call me Rivers.”
“What's this all about, Rivers? What's in that package that's got everybody so worked up?”
Rivers affected boredom. “I wish I could tell you, Rik, but I honestly don't give a damn. Somebody wants it. Somebody with a lot of money. Somebody who will kill you very, very slowly if you don't tell them where it is.” She turned to Freymann and gave her a smile. “And your friends, and your family, and everybody you ever knew.” She turned her smile back to Rik, but Rik wasn't smiling at all.
Freymann, who had been silent so far, said, “Rivers Valdinger. She's a small-time thief from Chicago. At least, she was until a few weeks ago. That's when she died in a police shootout.”
“Hey, who are you calling dead?”
“What crew was she with?” Rik asked, ignoring her.
“Mostly freelance,” Freymann said, still reading data off the cogplus display on her wrist. “There's a possible connection to the Chicago Outfit. She may have been working with Marcello's crew.”
“What?” Rik could hardly believe his ears. “The Mob wants bioweapons now? What the hell for? Oh, don't tell me. To sell to the highest bidder, right?” He glowered at Rivers, challenging her to deny it.
Rivers just shrugged. “I've already told you. It's just a job. I deliver the package and my end's complete. What's your beef, anyway? You were doing the same job until the cops got hold of you. Just a different client, is all.”
Rik opened his mouth and shut it again. The damned woman was right, of course. He had the moral standing of a small rat right now. His only defence was that he hadn't known what was in the package until Shah had told him. In fact, he still didn't know for sure. It could be Newton Cordell's wart ointment, for all he really knew.
But he'd known it must be something bad, something seriously wicked, or Cordell wouldn't have hired him to transport it.
A thought struck Rik. “Isn't Marcello dead? I read about it some years ago. The guy was a total whack-job.”
Freymann shrugged. “The records still say Marcello is the kingpin. Must be Marcello Junior in charge now. They like to keep it in the family.”
“So you work for the Chicago Mob?” Rik asked. “Is that right?”
Rivers just smiled and said nothing. After a while, Rik eased back into his seat and they spent the rest of the trip in silence.



Chapter 15
 

Maria's only concern as she approached the house was how to break the news to David that it was over, but that changed as soon as she saw the car in the drive. It was an SUV, black with tinted windows. It immediately made her nervous. She slowed her pace a little, to give herself time to think.
She and David didn't have a lot of visitors. Neither of them had family in New York, and neither of them had a wide circle of friends. Anyone who might call on them didn't own a hulking, mean car like that one.
When she noticed that her front door was standing half-open, she stopped dead. She was still a hundred metres from the house. She couldn't see in through the windows.
It was too much of a coincidence. Rik shows up out of the blue. A mysterious package is delivered from Blake. Then this car turns up in the drive. Something was very wrong.
Two bright flashes from the dining room window made her jump as if she'd been stabbed with a pin. Gunshots! Silenced gunshots! They'd killed David! Someone had killed David!
She put a hand to her mouth to stifle an involuntary cry. She had to do something. Hide. Call the police. But all she could do was stand there, frozen, in the middle of the street.
They would come out now, surely. They'd rush out to their nasty, black car and drive away. But they didn't. She stood, watching the house, waiting, but nothing happened.
Carefully, she went to crouch behind a shrub on a neighbour's lawn, still keeping the house in sight. A moment later, a man's head appeared at her open door, looked up and down the street and disappeared again. The door closed behind him.
Maria's heart was thumping, but her brain was only slowly grinding back into motion. It was the package. It must be the package. That's why Blake had been so scared. He knew people were looking for it. People who would kill poor David and wait in her house like fat, ugly spiders, for Maria to come home.
She turned away from the house and walked quickly away down the street. They were probably searching the house now, tearing open drawers, ripping up cushions, smashing things, looking for the package that wasn't there. The one she was carrying.
She rounded a corner and began to run. Should she go to the police? But could they help her? What would they do, watch her twenty-four seven? And what about the package? If she told them about it, Rik would probably get into trouble – Blake too, maybe. Not that they didn't both deserve it, the bastards!
No, she needed go somewhere quiet and think this through. Right now, she was free. They were waiting for her to come home. She had, what? Half an hour? An hour? Then they'd be hunting her again. She switched direction and headed for the shops, slowing to a fast walk. She needed cash, as much as she could draw, and she had to buy whatever she could on credit right now. As soon as she left town, she couldn't so much as make a phone call using her netID, or they'd be able to track her. There was a mall up ahead and a used car lot farther down the street. Already she was making lists in her head.
-oOo-
Elspeth Cordell strode across the broad expanse of the sitting room like a nineteen-fifties screen goddess walking onto a set. Her husband watched her with appreciation. He had always admired the way she could do that, as if spacetime bent itself around her, drawing everything into her orbit.
Cordell himself had none of Elspeth's charisma. He was a bland-faced, middle-aged man of medium height with wispy blonde hair and small, faded eyes. He was happy to disappear into the background whenever his wife was around. That was easier than ever now he was confined to a wheelchair. He gave her many things, riches beyond imagination, status enough to satisfy a queen, and love to the full capacity of his heart. Yet what she enjoyed most, the greatest yet simplest boon in his gift, was that he always gave her centre stage.
The room was so large that the curvature of the floor could be seen if you looked carefully. Contemporary modern furniture decorated it artfully. If not for the magnificent vista of the crescent Earth filling the glass ceiling above them, it could have been a room in any trillionaire's mansion on any continent on the planet. Instead, it was high in geosynchronous orbit, part of a glorious palace of glass and steel, hanging above North America like Heaven itself.
“I've been monitoring the situation,” Cordell said. His tone was petulant, even a little whiny. “That idiot courier has lost the package. Lost it! Can you believe that? How can a man be so stupid?”
Elspeth stood beside him and took his head in her hands. “It will be all right, darling. We'll get it back.”
Cordell frowned and moved away, not wanting to be comforted. “You told me he was up to the job. You said he was the one we wanted.”
“He is, dear. I'm sure he'll get it back for us. And, if not, I have arranged for lots of other people to help look for it.”
Cordell's face grew darker. “Nobody must know what it is they're looking for. You understand that? Nobody.”
“Of course, darling, I–”
“The Enemy is looking for it too.” He gave her access to the reports he'd been receiving. “One of his agents is a zombie. A filthy, undead upload! The Devil thinks he knows our plans, Elspeth. He's out to stop us with his unclean Hell-spawn. I hope the whole world can see the handiwork of Lanham and the demons of Omega Point in this.” His troubled eyes burned with anger.
“Ghosts and zombies,” she said, holding out a hand to him. “What can they do to thwart us? We are doing His will. In this, even the undead are His instruments.” She took his hand in hers and smiled. “Come with me to the chapel. We should pray together and seek His guidance. Let the Lord take some of this burden off your shoulders, my love.” She pulled gently, and he moved with her.
-oOo-
“Holy crap!” Rik scowled out across the tarmac. “You said you had a chartered jet waiting,” he complained to the smiling upload. “Not this!”
“Jet, scramjet, what's the difference? It'll take you far, far away from here.”
“Yeah, too far, maybe. I'm after a hop to the next state, not a trip to the Moon.”
They rolled steadily towards the Chinese-built AVIC StarLiner, a top-of-the-range private, rocket-assisted scramjet. Sleek and long, sharp-beaked and gleaming white, the ship looked like it might leap into the sky at any moment and tear off into space. As well it might. The AVIC StarLiner was designed to fly from the ground, accelerating to Mach 28, straight into orbit.
When the car had passed straight through the airport's security checkpoints without so much as needing to slow down, Rik realised that the upload had plenty of money to throw around on bribes. Looking at the scramjet, he saw she had access to the kinds of funds that would make a pork-barrelling senator blush.
“Did you ever get that list of Cordell's competitors?” he asked Freymann, out of curiosity.
“Sure, but the Chicago Mafia isn't on it.”
“Anyone especially nasty?”
“Not unless you count Lanham Holdings.”
“Never heard of them. What's interesting about them?”
“Only that their chairman, Martin Lanham, is dead, just like our friend Rivers.”
“An upload?” Rik was getting a queasy feeling about this. He had nothing against uploads in general, but a lot of people thought there was something very sinister about the whole idea of dead people owning big chunks of the world. It occurred to him that maybe there was something to the paranoia after all.
“Yeah, but he's no zombie like Black Beauty here – he's a ghost. Runs the world's biggest information market from an orbiting mega-computer called Omega Point.”
“Is that who's paying for the scramjet?” Rik asked Rivers. “This Lanham guy?”
“Never heard of him,” Rivers answered, apparently truthfully.
Rik nodded. Whatever was going on, this was where he and Freymann got off. Rivers could take her billion-dollar scramjet and go where she liked. He needed to get onto the Feds and find out if Brie and Blake were OK, get back to searching for the package, and find out why no-one he knew was answering his calls. The first step in all that was to get Rivers on the plane and make sure she left town.
And that would only go well if she co-operated.
The car trundled to a stop close to the aircraft. A door stood open in the jet's long fuselage, and a set of steps led from there to the ground. There was no sign of any security.
“OK, here's the deal,” said Rik. “You get on the plane and fly away. We stay here and find ourselves another ride. I'm sure you've worked out by now that my colleague and I only really have the advantage while we have our big guns close to your brainbox. That's why we're all going to get out of the car together and walk to the plane.” He scrutinised the upload for a reaction, but didn't see one. The woman sat calmly in her seat and listened.
“When you start to climb the steps, my colleague here will turn her gun on the aircraft's engines. Those things are made of lightweight composites, and I'm sure you can see what a mess a Heckler-Koch MG6 would make of them. You'd lose your escape route, airport security would be alerted, and the Feds would probably be out here before you'd worked out what to do next. Right?”
Rivers looked out of the window for a moment, gazing at the gleaming aircraft beside them. When she looked back, her expression was regretful.
“That's not a bad plan, Rik, and you know, it might have worked. Except–”
Rik felt the machine gun being yanked out of his hands at the same instant that he realised Rivers had grasped the barrel. The upload, moving with inhuman speed, had snatched the weapons and disarmed both Rik and Freymann before either could react.
Rik tried to launch himself at the black android, hoping he could distract her long enough to let Freymann pull her gun. But he was nowhere near fast enough. He heard Freymann shout an oath, and saw the upload's hard little fist shoot towards his face.
After that, there was only pain and blackness.



Chapter 16
 

Veb Degen 1 Rea had seen some weird shit in his time – you hang out long enough at The Harsh Mistress and nothing surprises you any more – but this bunch took the biscuit. The Turgu mostly hung out in the Sump, the deepest level of the city, emerging only to mug tourists and steal liquor. Down there, they were kings of their stinking domain. Up in the more civilised levels, they were treated like the nasty pests they were. The other street gangs would attack them on sight. So would the cops. They were a sick blend of obscure religious cult and organised crime syndicate, and Veb was not happy to see them in The Mistress.
Kadashman Turgu, their boss and spiritual leader, sat cross-legged on a micro-dirigible. The ultra-light, vacuum-filled platform was about the size of an armchair. Small turbo-fans were attached to its edges, and they twitched back and forth, maintaining its position. Turgu himself seemed oblivious to the constant, swaying shuffle of the machine, his large, hairy head managing to remain almost still while the thing slid around under him.
He was a small person. If he ever left his dirigible and stood on the ground, he wouldn't come up to most men's chests. It was possibly because he never left his floating throne that his body had become a small pyramid of blubber. His belly rolled over his scrawny legs, and his backside spread across the cushioned seat. Yet his face, bobbing and weaving above it, bristling with a coarse ginger beard and hair to match, had a sharp, manic look. His black eyes never seemed to blink, and his thin lips were always pursed, as if in fierce concentration.
A dozen of his followers were with him; big, heavily-built men and women, who were all naked from the waist up. They each were tattooed on the chest, back and arms with the same colourful panorama: stone temples, desert landscapes and strange sigils.
“You know this is Black Orchid territory?” Veb asked almost conversationally, as Turgu wafted over to the bar. At least, that's who they paid their protection money to, for all the good it had done the Drew sisters.
“Fucking pagan bastards!” Turgu spat out his opinion of the local gangsters as if challenging anyone in the room to disagree.
“Just saying,” said Veb. He didn't like being behind the bar, but at least he had a pump-action shotgun within easy reach. He'd rather have been out on the floor, where he could take these guys on if necessary. But he was doing what he could to keep the place running until Rik got back, and they were short of bar staff. Since two of them had been killed, none of the rest would come back to work.
“Just fucking shut it, zombie.”
Veb turned down the anger that was building up in him. He'd only just got the place halfway restored and he didn't want to have to clean it up again. Besides, he could see the Turgu were carrying some pretty nasty weaponry, stuff it would be better not to tangle with. There were two emergency call buttons under the counter; one for the Black Orchids and one for the UNPF cops. Decisions, decisions.
“So do you want a drink, or what?” he asked.
Turgu looked at him as if he was about to leap off his flying platform and throttle him. The image of the little guy hanging from his throat made Veb smile – on the inside.
“I hear the Drew sisters was shafted.”
Veb didn't respond.
“That means this fucking dump goes to their heirs, dunnit?”
Veb had already seen where the conversation was going. “These things take a while to sort out. Probate and such.”
“Fuck probate. Where's that fucker Drew? He fucking owes me, and now he's got all this to pay me with. Where is he?”
Veb was fascinated by the way Turgu's body and his contraption swayed beneath his outsize head, as if it was all dangling from his neck. Not fascinated enough to stop him from noticing Turgu's followers starting to jostle each other. Some of them hassled the customers, like a bunch of bored kids getting fractious. Time to wrap things up.
He pulled the shotgun out from behind the bar and set it down in front of him, his hand on the grip and his finger on the trigger. He didn't know how many of the Turgu he'd get before someone got him but then, neither did they.
“He's on a business trip,” he said, politely. “He can't be reached at the moment. I'll be sure to let him know you dropped by.”
Turgu looked down at the gun and then up at the placid, android face, clearly calculating his chances of surviving. “What do you think you're gonna do, you zombie fucker?” he asked, coming to what Veb could only regard as the wrong decision. “You think I'm scared of a pile of nano-shit like you?”
“I'm sure you're a very brave person.”
Turgu and his dirigible wobbled closer. “I'm a fucking living god, you moron. I'm the living embodiment of the ancient kings of Babylon.” Behind him, his followers stopped messing about and formed up, murmuring some kind of chant and fingering their various weapons.
“Yet you still want money from Rik.” Veb had decided that there was a fight coming, and nothing he could say would stop it, so what the hell? “Tell me,” he asked. “Were all the kings of Babylon as pug-ugly as you?”
To Veb's surprise, Turgu didn't react. Instead, he waited, letting a small smirk cross his face. “I love it when some shithead I'm gonna kill makes it personal. I just really love that.”
Veb tensed, waiting for one of them to make a move. He was sure it would be one of the followers that raised their weapon first, while Turgu himself dodged out of harm's way. But that's not how Veb intended it to go down.
A second crawled past. Then another. Veb caught a movement among the followers – a shaven-headed woman was bringing up her buzz gun. Veb had the shotgun off the bar and its barrel hard against Turgu's chest before the ‘living god’ had a chance to react. Two seconds ticked by. Three.
“Well, well, well!” This new voice was deep and strong.
Nobody moved, and nobody turned their heads to look at whoever had just walked in.
“Weapons down, everybody,” the voice commanded them.
Still, nobody moved.
“UN Peacekeeping Force, lunar Operations, Lieutenant Lincoln Eugene Burleigh at your service. And these outstanding heroes with me are the men and women of the 3rd Mobile Force Reserve.”
Turgu's smirk turned to grim anger as the situation dawned on him. “You called the fucking cops, you zombie bastard.”
Veb kept his eyes and his gun on his flying adversary. “Hey, nothing gets past you, does it?”
The bar was filling with heavily-armoured police, and the Turgu were shuffling anxiously and looking to their leader for orders.
“Kadashman Turgu,” the lieutenant said warmly, strolling up to the bar. “As I live and breathe. I thought you and your painted assholes were just some kind of sick joke the guys in the 12th MFR made up to lighten the burden of having to work way down there in that stink-hole. Yet here you are.” He stood close to Turgu and looked him up and down with distaste. “In the flesh.”
Turgu's jaw worked as if he were grinding his teeth. Without taking his eyes off Veb, he said, “This... thing is threatening me with a loaded weapon, officer. I insist you arrest him.”
Lieutenant Burleigh looked at Veb for a moment, then reached over and took the shotgun away. Veb let him. The lieutenant weighed it in his hands for a moment, then pushed the barrel up under Turgu's chin and growled into his face.
“Get the fuck out of my precinct, you little pile of turds, before I throw you and your painted half-wits in a cell and charge you with disturbing my afternoon poker game.”
Turgu tried to snarl some response, but Burleigh pushed the gun harder. The dirigible's fans whined, trying to compensate.
“Don't talk,” Burleigh advised him. “Just go.”
To make it possible, the lieutenant removed the gun and took a step back. Turgu glared at Burleigh, then at Veb, sharing his fury equally between them, and left in a whir of fans. His followers hurried after him.
“How'd you know to turn up with a small army?” Veb asked the lieutenant as they watched the retreating cultists.
The lieutenant smiled a big, slow smile. “It's an arrangement we had with the late Drew sisters. One press of the alarm means trouble. Two presses means big trouble. I reckon you hit that button a dozen times.”
Veb blinked and said nothing.
The lieutenant was a big man, not in the way Rik was, or Veb himself, but he filled up a room, and made everything in that room all about him. Veb was hugely grateful that it was Lieutenant Lincoln Eugene Burleigh who had answered his alarm. Anybody with less presence and authority, and Veb might have had to blow Turgu's head off. And then they'd have been collecting up Veb's bits and pieces in buckets and looking for his brain box under the bar.
“Thank you, Lieutenant,” he said.
“All in a day's work.” He bellowed an order to his squad and they left the bar at the double. He turned to Veb, drawing the upload closer with a gesture. “You know, this is the Wild West, Mr. Rea. Heinlein's just a dusty little frontier town when you get down to it, full of desperadoes and mean, gun-totin' outlaws. My job as Sheriff is to keep the lid on things here until everything settles down, and civilised folk move in and make the place respectable. Do you see what I'm saying?”
Veb tried not to let his confusion show. “Er, yes, Sheriff. I mean Lieutenant.”
Burleigh nodded to himself. “You'd better keep your finger near that button, you hear? I've a feeling your friends will be calling again, real soon.”
Veb forced a smile and considered the possibility that there wasn't a sane person in the whole city. Satisfied that he'd made his point, the lieutenant followed his soldiers out the door.
The warble of the bar phone made Veb jump, despite all his emotional dampening. He glanced towards it, and would have let the message service take the call if not for the name on the display: Maria Dunlop. Rik's ex-wife.
“I need to talk to–” she said, stopping mid-sentence as she realised what she was talking to. “I need to talk to Rik, please.”
She was pretty. Striking, in a blonde, English public school way. Ethereal. She had nothing of the earthy glamour of the Drew sisters. Not exactly a woman; more of a girl in an adult’s body. But Veb could see how a guy like Rik would think she was the be-all and end-all.
That was one of the benefits of being an eighty-year-old in an android body. A beautiful woman turns up, and you see straight past the surface features that would once have had your hormones fizzing in your brain. You get to see the person behind the mask – with eyes that have seen a lot.
“I'm sorry, but Rik isn't around. You could maybe try again in a few days.”
There was a brief time lag, just enough to let you know you were taking across four hundred thousand kilometres. “A few days? No, no. I have to get in touch with him right now. It's an emergency.”
“What can I tell you? He's away on a business trip. I don't know when he'll be back.”
“Someone must know!” She was starting to sound a bit shrill. Whatever her problem was, Veb guessed it was pretty serious. “What about his wives? They must know.” She actually looked embarrassed just saying it, and Veb realised she would never have asked to speak to Rik's wives in a million years if it she wasn't desperate. There was still feeling there, then. Lots of it.
“Rik's wives are...” He couldn't say it. “Look, when Rik turns up, I'll get him to call you, OK? It's the best I can do.”
“He's definitely coming back then?”
“Well, yeah.” What else would he do? This was where he lived.
“Tell him I'm coming.”
“What?”
“To the Moon. Tell him I'll be there as soon as I can make it. I'll call again as soon as I can.”
She looked as if the decision was as much of a surprise to her as it was to him. Yet he could see some relief in her face too, as if she hadn't known quite what to do, but now at least she had some sort of activity to focus on.
“You will tell him, won't you?”
“Sure. I mean yes, yes, of course.”
“Tell him it's Maria, OK?”
“Yes. I'm Veb.”
“What?”
“That's my name, Veb. I'm a friend of Rik's.”
She looked at him for a moment, perhaps trying to take it in that her ex-husband had uploads for friends. Then she gave a quick little nod. “Thank you,” she said, and cut the call.
Veb found himself staring at a service provider advert and stabbed the hang-up button. Where the hell are you, Rik? he asked the empty bar.



Chapter 17
 

Rik felt sick. He seemed to be underwater, his body surging with the ebb and flow of powerful tides. Panicking, he tried not to breathe, forced his eyes to open, struggled to move his arms and legs. But opening his eyes didn't help. Bright walls surged and whirled all around him, making no sense, making his nausea worse than before.
He remembered the upload, Rivers, grabbing his gun. Forgetting the water, he called out, “Fariba!” But he didn't hear his own voice, just a distant, incoherent moan.
He realised he was on his back and tried to sit up, but he couldn't move. Tidal forces moved him. Bright walls shifted across his vision. He could hold his breath no longer and gulped in a lungful of air. His relief at not drowning started him laughing.
“He's coming round,” someone said. He tried to move his head, to see who it was, and sent the lights smearing across his vision.
“He's secure,” said another voice. “Let's just get him on board and I'll give him another shot.”
“Is that safe? He's already had more than–”
“What do you care? Just keep moving.”
Zero-G! That's why Rik felt so strange. He was strapped to a gurney and two men were moving him along a short corridor. And he was in space. He remembered the scramjet standing on the tarmac at LAX. Had they taken him up in that? If so, they must have docked with another ship in orbit. They were transferring him.
He began struggling as best he could, but the straps were tight and his body was weak. And Fariba... What had they done with Fariba? He tried to call out again, but his tongue was fat in his mouth and his voice was a low groan.
They stopped moving and a door shut behind them, metal on metal. His ears popped as the pressure changed. Airlock. The pressure was never quite the same on two different ships. It always took a moment to change from one to the other. He stopped struggling. Whatever ship they were taking him to, they were already inside it. If only his head would clear.
-oOo-
“That's it. He'll be awake in a moment.”
Rik saw a woman in a jumpsuit step away from him and lower an infuser. His head ached, and he felt like he weighed a ton.
“Fariba,” he croaked and this time his voice seemed to work.
“He must really like this Fariba bitch,” a man said. “It's all he ever says.”
Rik tried to raise his head to look at him, but his skull was too heavy. Hot pain shot across his eyes, making him squeeze them shut.
“OK, can we take him now?” It was a different man's voice.
“Give him a minute,” the woman said. “Unless you feel like carrying him.”
The man laughed. “Not that big bastard. Not with the G we're pulling. He can damn well walk.”
“Where am I?” Rik managed to say.
“You're aboard a space cruiser named The Phenomenon of Man,” the woman told him. “I'm afraid you've been unconscious for quite a while, so it may take some time to get your strength back.” She stepped into his line of sight again. She was young and serious, and her jumpsuit had a medic's patch above her left breast.
“How long?” he croaked.
The medic fetched him a bottle of water that he could suck at through a plastic pipe. The water was wonderfully cool in his throat.
“The woman who was with me. Is she all right?” With every passing second, his head felt a little less fuzzy. The pain, however, would not go away.
The medic looked to one side, and a man answered him. “There wasn't no woman with you, you dumb, drugged-up fuck.”
Rik pulled his head up to look at the speaker, and this time he managed to get a look at the guy before his head fell back. An ugly, grizzled man with a shaven head, a kicked-in face and flat, lustreless eyes that said 'hired muscle' as plainly as if they'd flashed it up in neon. He too was wearing a jumpsuit, but the only patch on it was the ship's logo with the words ‘The Phenomenon of Man’ around the outside.
So Freymann wasn’t with him. Rik didn't know if that was a good thing or not. Maybe she was of no interest to whoever had snatched him.
He hoped so.
“What about the upload?”
The muscle sneered. “Yeah? Which one? We got more zombies on this ship than in my great-granddad's book collection.” He thought he was a great wit, and laughed at his own stupid joke.
“A delightful young lady. Looks like she's been dipped in oil.” Just talking was exhausting Rik.
“Oh, that one.” Rik could tell from the change in tone that the muscle and Rivers weren't close. “She's around. Hey, is he ready yet?”
“Help yourself,” said the medic.
The two men unstrapped Rik and dragged him to his feet. The gravity in the ship was crushing, and he couldn't stand without help – which his captors gave with much cursing and complaining. They led him out of the medical ward and along narrow corridors to a room with toilet facilities.
“Clean yourself up,” the muscle told him. “You stink like old fish.”
Showering was hell. Just standing up was hard enough, and doing it under stinging hot water while trying to move his arms was more than he could take. After a while, he let himself slump to the bottom of the stall, and sat there letting the water scour his body.
The only clothing in sight when he got out was one of the ship jumpsuits. The fact that it fit him perfectly implied the ship was equipped with a clothes printer, and that it had unobtrusively scanned him at some point. Not that he cared. His head hurt so much he just wanted to curl up on the floor. Clothed or naked; it was all the same to him.
The muscle turned up and led him back into the corridor, then back to the medical ward. He asked the medic for an aspirin, and she gave him a shot. Within seconds the pain started to ebb.
“What the hell was that?” he asked, rubbing his temples.
“The pain? Nothing to do with me. Maybe you had a bad reaction to the sedative?”
“What about my cogplus? I've been getting headaches ever since I had it fitted.”
“You want me to take a look?” She stepped towards him, but the muscle grabbed her arm and pulled her away.
“What do you think you're doing?” He fixed Rik with a glare. “Get on that couch. This ain't your private hospital. Docking manoeuvres start in two minutes.”
The medic shrugged and left the room. Rik sat where he was told, and the muscle strapped him in again.
“Who are we docking with?” he asked.
“You'll see.”
“I didn't know the Chicago Mob had space facilities.”
The muscle made himself comfortable on another acceleration couch. “I think your brain's still fucked. Why don't you shut your face?”
The sickening feel of his stomach floating up into his chest told Rik the fierce deceleration was over. During the next fifteen minutes, long periods of free fall were interspersed with short, powerful accelerations that pushed him in unpredictable directions. When a longer push from the floor below ended in a solid thump that echoed throughout the ship, he breathed a long sigh of relief. They were docked, and feeling a steady one-third G force through the floor.
“A space station,” Rik said. Most of them aimed for about one-third G. It was what most spacers considered comfortable.
“Give the man a coconut,” the muscle grumbled.
“A rock and roller, right?” All the latest stations were of this type now, tethered to an asteroid on a long lead, and rotating around their common centre of gravity. Dragging big rocks in from the asteroid belt, to use for stations in Earth orbit, had become one of Cordell's fastest growing business sectors. Maybe The Phenomenon of Man had lifted them from low Earth orbit to one of the geosynchronous stations at thirty-six thousand kilometres. That was a long haul, but it would only have taken a few hours. Rik felt that much more time had passed than that.
With his headache receding and the crippling two-G deceleration now over, his brain was slowly rebooting itself. It occurred to him that he could call Freymann and check up on her. If he could have slapped his forehead, he would have done. What kind of idiot wouldn't have thought of using the phone? But when he tried, his cogplus gave him the 'no signal' message. In frustration, he turned to the muscle.
“Why am I here?” he demanded. “What the hell do you think you're doing, kidnapping me like this?”
His companion was already unstrapped and heading for the door. He looked back at Rik briefly and smiled. “You'll see.”
The next person to walk into the room was Rivers Valdinger, looking fresh and perky and very pleased with herself. Rik watched her carefully, wishing his arms weren't strapped down.
“What did you do with the woman I was with?” he asked.
“What do you care? She was obviously CIA, or whatever.” She came up close to him and bent down towards him, her face close, her head tilted and her black, featureless eyes looking into his. “Or did you have the hots for the little G-girl?”
Rik fought down his anger. “Just tell me what you did with her.”
Rivers straightened up and walked away. “I'd have thought you'd be more interested in what's about to happen to you, Rik.”
He glowered at her. “What, we're on first-name terms now, are we?”
She turned and smiled. Rik had known a few uploads in his time. Not many, but enough to understand that their robotic bodies were animated by a human personality, that their gestures, their body language, reflected the person that lived within. Rivers must have been a very young woman, he guessed, and an attractive one, before she died. This creature of carved obsidian moved with the self-confident grace of a high-school cheerleader. For an instant he could see her as she might have been, lissom and athletic, as careless of her beauty as she was of other people's lives.
She seemed to be studying him, too. What she made of him, he had no interest in finding out. He just wanted her to tell him Freymann was OK and get out of his face. But neither wish stood much chance of being fulfilled.
She untied him quickly and took his arm, dragging him to his feet and leading him in silence out of the ship. They passed through the airlock, which was standing open, and into the biggest docking bay he had ever seen outside of a space bridge terminal. He asked again where he was, and again he got no answer.
She took him across the dock and into a corridor that wound between offices and meeting rooms. They entered one, and she laid him on a gurney. She tied him down once more with chest, leg and arm straps, and fitted him with a VR helmet and gauntlets.
“What is all this?” he complained, but didn't really expect an answer. The spinal clamp at the back of the helmet pressed against the back of his neck, and his visor turned opaque.
“Maybe I'll see you inside,” Rivers said.
And then he was in Hell.



Chapter 18
 

Fariba Freymann's idea of Hell was sitting hour after hour in an interview room in the FBI Field Office Headquarters, on Wilshire Boulevard. Her jaw ached from the dental work she'd just undergone, to repair the damage Rivers Valdinger's rock-hard fist had done. Her section head was en route from the UK to co-ordinate her release, which made her cringe with embarrassment every time she remembered it.
It was a plain room, and Freymann knew every scratch on every wall-panel, every dent in the plastic-laminated table to which her hands were cuffed, and the exact on-off-on-off frequency of the little red light on the video camera that stared at her with steady gaze.
“You didn't have to cuff me, you bastard,” she shouted at the camera, directing her words at the agent she knew would be watching. “You're a small-minded, spiteful, prissy little man.” She had plenty of anger left, but even she was getting bored with insulting her gaoler. Still, he deserved one last effort. “Haven't you ever heard of extending professional courtesy, you stunted, bald-headed...” She amused herself for a while plumbing the depths of her New York linguistic heritage for suitable epithets.
It had been three days since they found her, unconscious and surrounded by guns, in the back of a stolen car with false registration, parked illegally at an airport terminal. For the Special Agent in charge, it seemed like Christmas had come early. Until that point, he'd been facing some very awkward questions about the attack at Cedars-Sinai: specifically, how the perpetrator seemed to have driven away from the scene while his troops were busy tripping over their own feet. Now he had a live one for questioning.
Special Agent Sly Kowalski had champed at the bit while they fixed up Freymann's jaw – including an injection of stem cells to regrow three teeth that had gone missing – and then he had pounced: only to find his suspect was a secret service agent of a friendly government. Admittedly, she was working undercover on American soil, without the sanction of the U.S. Government, but that was pretty small potatoes in the scheme of things. He had been forbidden to question her and forbidden to treat her as a terrorist suspect. Negotiations were underway well above his pay-scale. But no-one had said anything about not cuffing her to a table while he waited.
Two guys from the CIA had turned up and spent four hours with her, keeping Kowalski out of the room and turning off all his recording gear. Freymann had enjoyed the fury on the man's face as the CIA guys almost pushed him out of the room. They debriefed her professionally and thoroughly. According to her standing orders for situations of this type, she co-operated fully.
Kowalski had also denied her any information whatsoever about what had happened to Rik, or even Blake and Brie Bonomi, no matter how many times she demanded to know.
Freymann could only hope she'd have the chance to knee the little jerk in the groin before they let her go.
“Fariba, how nice to see you looking so well.” Her boss stepped into the room as if he were inspecting an abattoir. The look of distaste on his face only intensified as his gaze met hers. “Been taking good care of you, have they?”
Special Agent Kowalski, her own personal demon, stood behind her boss. From his sour expression, he disliked the sight of her as much as she disliked the sight of him. A minion hurried around the table and unlocked her cuffs.
“It's good to see you, sir,” she said, standing and rubbing her wrists pointedly.
“The paperwork is all complete,” he said. “You're now under my cognisance, as they say, until we have you safely in the air and on your way back home. Shall we be off?”
She knew better than to say anything about how she had been treated. She also knew better than to garrotte Kowalski as she passed him. The MI6 debriefing would start on the plane, she supposed. And as for Kowalski, just being himself would have to be punishment enough. All the same, she gave him a bright smile as she left.



Chapter 19
 

The sky hung low, an oppressive mass of heavy red and black clouds. A plain of cracked rock ran for miles, and volcanoes towered on the horizon. The world shimmered in its own heat haze. Sulphurous fumes made Rik gag, and the scalding air seared his lungs. And his skin. All of it. Rik found he was stark naked.
The woman walking towards him through the fire and brimstone wore a red vinyl catsuit and spiked heels. The outfit seemed to have been spray-painted onto the most incredibly curvaceous body Rik had ever seen outside of a comic book. A long, red tail lashed in her wake, and her perfectly beautiful face was marred only by the two small horns growing from her forehead.
She looked Rik up and down as she approached, smiling to herself. “Very nice,” she said, her voice a low, sensual purr. “But not quite perfect.” She came up close and stroked his chest with gloved fingers. He felt himself grow enormously, embarrassingly aroused, and gasped at the sudden flood of sensation. The woman's smile broadened. She glanced down at his crotch.
“Now you're perfect,” she said.
“What the hell is this?” He growled. He put his hands over his crotch in a vain attempt to preserve some dignity, but the feel of his own erection against his palms and fingers had the exact opposite effect. He removed them quickly and stood up straight, hoping a furious glare would do to cover his discomposure.
“Don't be shy, big boy. You've got nothing to be ashamed of.” She walked behind him to complete her survey.
“Look, you just dragged me millions of kilometres across space, and for what? Sex games?”
She walked around in front of him, her tail twining briefly around his rigid member as she passed. He almost cried out in surprise and, despite himself, pleasure.
“Hmmm,” she murmured. “Games might be fun. What did you have in mind?”
He was finding it hard not to let his mind wander onto such matters. “OK. I get it. You're the Devil and you're here to tempt me. Nice job. Now, can we cut all this crap and get to the point of why I'm here?”
The woman just kept prowling around him, smiling to herself, touching him, sniffing his sweat. “When I'm ready. Now don't spoil my fun by being petulant. Cutting pieces out of you would be almost as much fun for me as what I have planned, but I don't think you'd like it half so much.”
He'd never thought about how to fend off someone who looked like Wonder Woman's hotter, evil sister, and who had a remote control for his hormones. The longer he watched her slinking about in that catsuit, the more he wondered if he really wanted to fend her off at all. It made Rik feel helpless and vulnerable; two feelings that were guaranteed to get him mad. But how do you fight your way out of a virtual reality controlled by a crazy woman?
“Thank you, Celestina. I'll take it from here.”
The speaker was a tall, well-made man in his mid thirties. He wore a beautifully tailored business suit and spoke with a suave confidence that immediately put Rik on edge. Despite the heat, the newcomer seemed perfectly comfortable.
Celestina looked at the man as if she'd like to eat him – in a good way or a bad way, Rik couldn't quite tell. There was obviously some friction between them, a power struggle of some sort, but to Rik's surprise, the guy in the suit seemed to have the upper hand.
“I was just getting acquainted with your little human, darling,” Celestina drawled. “Why don't you let me play with him for a while longer? He'll be ever so much more biddable afterwards, I promise you.”
The businessman looked at Rik's erection and raised an eyebrow. “What's this place supposed to be?” he asked. He clearly thought such games were beneath contempt.
Celestina seemed irked. She held up her long-fingered hands and clapped once in a melodramatic gesture. Everything changed in an instant. They were in a large, oak-panelled office with a huge mahogany desk and plush carpets. Framed certificates and group photos of men in suits lined the walls. A wide picture window looked out onto a Manhattan skyline from the late twentieth century. Celestina perched on the edge of the desk wearing a calf-length pencil skirt and a fitted white blouse. Her hair was tied up in a bun and she carried a dictation pad and pen. Rik found himself kneeling on the carpet at her feet, wearing only an unbuttoned white shirt and jockey shorts. Celestina's stockinged foot, clad in a high-heeled pump, was in his hand. He dropped it immediately.
“There,” she said to the stranger. “Is that more to your taste?”
The suited man was completely unruffled. “Thank you for finding him, Celestina. I knew I could rely on you.”
Again, the scene changed. Rik was glad he had been kneeling down at that point, because he felt so disoriented that he would probably have fallen over, otherwise. He and the businessman were alone in a large, comfortable drawing room. The chairs were softest calfskin, and the marble floor was strewn with deep rugs. There was a huge hearth in which logs too heavy to lift crackled and blazed. A row of bookshelves along one wall contained a library's worth of old books. Classical music drifted through the air.
“That's better,” the man in the suit said. Rik looked around to check that Celestina was nowhere to be seen and got to his feet. He was wearing the ship's jumpsuit again, and his hormone levels had fallen to normal. He breathed a sigh of relief, feeling himself subsiding.
“My colleague, whom you just met, has been working with me to try to retrieve a certain package which recently came into your possession.” The man spoke in a precise, neutral voice. He had an educated East Coast accent which must have cost his parents plenty. Although there was a relaxed sociability to the man's tone, there was also an underlying hint of prissiness that suggested an obsessive-compulsive personality. “I'm sorry if some of her tactics have been a little rough, but more depends on this than you can possibly imagine.”
Rik regarded the man steadily for a moment, then said, “Who the fuck are you, where the fuck am I, and what the fuck is going on?”
The man blinked, his air of control and assurance briefly disturbed. “I'm sorry. I assumed...” He took a breath, ready to start again.
“Tell it from the beginning,” Rik said, interrupting. “Tell it slow, and make sure you include the part where my friend gets shot by your thugs.”
“Your friend? I – I didn't know anybody had been shot. I left all the details of the operation to Celestina.”
“That would be the deranged bitch I just met in the other fantasy world? That's who you left all the details to?”
“Look, I want to–”
But Rik was just warming up. “And the upload that's been hunting me and shooting cops like they've just come into season? I suppose you didn't know about that little detail, either.”
“Shooting cops?”
“Among others. And then there's the Chicago Mob tie-in. What kind of crazy game are you playing, mister?”
The mention of Celestina's organisation seemed to bring the stranger back to somewhere more solid. A flicker of irritation passed across the man's face and he straightened himself.
“Please sit down, Mr. Drew.”
“Not 'til I get some answers.”
“Sit down, Mr. Drew, and I'll explain everything.”
Rik found himself sitting in a chair by the fire. He sprang to his feet, and was immediately back in his chair. He tried it one more time with the same effect.
“While you're in here, Mr. Drew, I have absolute control over you. Do you understand?” Rik understood, all right. “Even when you're out in the 'real' world, I still have considerable influence. Now please be quiet and listen.”
Rik tried to argue, but his mouth wouldn't work. He thought about trying to get up and deck the guy, but what good would it do for one virtual reality construct to take a swing at another one? He gritted his virtual teeth and tried to relax.
“Since you seem to know nothing at all, let me fill you in. I am Martin Lanham and this is my home, Omega Point. The woman you met earlier goes by the name of Celestina. She's the upload of Danny 'Mad Dog' Moretti, and–” Lanham paused, apparently curious about the expression on Rik's face, and let him speak.
“She's – I mean, he's – a man?” Rik burst out.
Lanham waved it aside. “That kind of thing doesn't matter so much here.”
Remembering his lustful feelings, Rik thought it mattered a great deal.
Lanham went on. “Celestina's the Mafia connection you mentioned. I don't know much about the embodied upload you say has been shooting people. Just someone Celestina hired.”
Rik tried to explain just what he thought of someone who would send the Mafia after him and his friends, but Lanham had shut him down again.
“You were asked to pick up a package for Newton Cordell,” Lanham said. “I want that package. Give it to me and I will call off my 'Mad Dog', or my mad bitch, as you more accurately called her.”
Rik's voice was working again. “I haven't got your damned package. It's gone. I lost it. God, I wish I'd never seen it! Who else have you hurt, you deranged freak? How many more of my family and friends are being targeted?”
“You need to calm down Mr. Drew, and try to think clearly. The only way to stop all this is to give me the package. The longer you wait, the more danger your loved ones may be in.”
Rik could see the sense in this, and would normally have been happy to comply. The only problem was that he didn't have the package, and didn't have a clue where it might be.
“Tell me why it's so damned important,” he said, stalling.
“It's important because I want it,” Lanham said.
It occurred to Rik that his host didn't just want the package; he wanted the package very, very much. Not just wanted it, but desperately needed it. He remembered hearing that Omega Point was at one of the Lagrange points – a journey of a hundred and fifty million kilometres. You didn't just haul people that far on a whim, even if you had all the money in the Solar System. It gave Rik some leverage.
“Not good enough, Lanham,” he said. “Tell me why I should give it to you rather than Cordell. Persuade me.”
Now, Rik thought, the guy will either take the risk that I'm willing to be persuaded, or he'll start torturing me, just to be on the safe side.
Lanham went very quiet. He stared at Rik with calculating eyes set in a poker face. When he spoke, his voice was calm and level. “Are you a religious man, Mr. Drew?”
Rik felt a wave of relief that the upload hadn't gone for the torture option. “No, not really,” he said. “Ask me again on my deathbed.”
“You'll find that people here are in two distinct camps,” Lanham said. “Those who believe there is no life after death but who still want to live forever, and those who believe strongly in God's judgement and are doing their level best to avoid having to face it. I am in the former camp.
“Outside of this place, there is a broader spectrum of views. Newton Cordell, for example, believes in the existence of God with a firm and unshakable faith. He also believes that he is destined to go straight to Heaven when he dies.
“Have you ever wondered why some people have faith and some have not?”
Rik shrugged. “Takes all kinds.”
“Credulity, Mr. Drew. That's what makes the difference. Scientists studying human personality have known for many decades that a tendency to credulity can be a significant factor in human psychology. Some people are highly credulous. They believe in UFO abductions, Bigfoot and conspiracy theories. People with a credulous personality will happily believe in all kinds of bizarre and unfounded things – even things that contradict one another. They believe the motions of the planets determine their daily lives. They believe the human colonies in space are an elaborate fiction perpetrated by their government. They believe there is a prehistoric monster living in Loch Ness. And so on.”
He paused and looked at Rik meaningfully. “People who have a high credulity index also tend to believe in some form of God.”
Rik looked sceptical. “Are you telling me Newton Cordell is a credulous type? 'Cause I don't believe it.”
Lanham barked a surprised laugh. “You yourself are clearly not a credulous type, Mr. Drew. And you're right, high credulity and the skills you need to succeed in business don't often go together. But, sadly, there are many other reasons why a person may become a religious zealot like Cordell; intensive indoctrination, for example, mental illness, or simple stupidity.”
“I take it you don't like religion much.”
“No, I don't.”
“Or Cordell, either.”
Lanham's lips twitched, but he said nothing.
Rik remembered how so many on the religious right denounced uploading as a crime against God. It was partly down to the various churches' constant campaigning that uploads had such a bad name down on Earth.
“So this is all about Cordell's mental problems?” For all Lanham's talk, Rik couldn't see how he was any nearer to explaining what was going on.
“The reasons for Cordell's fanaticism are irrelevant. What matters is what he plans to do about it.” Lanham went to a sideboard and poured himself a large whiskey. He didn't offer one to Rik.
“About fifteen years ago, researchers in the UK identified two genes which seemed to play a role in creating a credulous personality. But the trait was obviously very complicated. So they kept on looking. Other groups in Europe began to join them. Considerable funding was made available from several sources, and it became a hot research area for a short while. Many other genes were found to contribute, a large 'nexus' of genes, in the jargon of genetics. People in the field began referring to it as the credulity nexus.
“Five years ago it looked quite likely that the whole credulity nexus was about to be identified. Then the funding dried up. The leading researchers were recruited by a newly-formed private company in Germany. There were no more publications. Whatever they were doing was cloaked in commercial confidentiality. People expected that patents would be filed and products launched, but no announcements have been forthcoming.”
“And the company was GeneWerken, in Berlin, right?”
“Correct.”
“So your little killbot was in there slaughtering people to get her hands on this nexus thing...”
“No. The credulity nexus is just a piece of information – knowledge about the complete set of genes that lead to a credulous personality. What Celestina's embodied upload was trying get from GeneWerken was the thing they've been developing there for the past five years. A retrovirus.”
Rik was on his feet again. “Damn! So that package did contain a bioweapon. What the hell does a bunch of dead guys want with a bioweapon?” The implications were chilling.
Lanham sighed. “Sit down please, Mr. Drew.” Instantly, Rik was sitting again. “I can see you've jumped to all the wrong conclusions. We're not planning to wipe out the human race. We are not the bad guys here. You shouldn't listen to so much church propaganda. What we're trying to do is stop Newton Cordell and his right-wing fundamentalist associates getting hold of the retrovirus. That's why I had Celestina send someone to GeneWerken. That's why we've been hounding you.”
“But...” Rik shook his head. It still didn't make sense. “Why is Cordell developing a bioweapon? And what's it got to do with the credulity nexus?”
“You really are very slow, aren't you?”
“Yeah, well some of us don't have a quantum computer the size of an asteroid for a brain. You're saying Cordell has found a way of using the genes in the credulity nex–” Then it hit him. “Good God! He's developed a retrovirus to insert the genes, hasn't he? The virus is the... whatever they call it-”
“The vector.”
“That's it, the vector. It gets into people's cells and inserts the credulity nexus genes into them.”
“Actually, we think it mostly just activates and deactivates genes using epigenetic techniques, but it must certainly insert some where necessary. Only brain cells and gametes need be affected.”
“But it's infectious, right? So once it's released, everyone will get this virus.”
“The release would have to be carefully planned for maximum coverage, but the retrovirus is designed to be highly infectious. For what they want to achieve, anything over a ninety percent infection rate will do.”
“But what could they possibly want to achieve? Why turn the world into conspiracy theorists and UFO abductees?” For a moment he'd been caught up in the excitement of understanding the mechanism, but when it came to understanding the motive for all this, Rik suddenly realised he didn't have a clue.
Lanham shook his head again. It made Rik want to knock it off the man's shoulders. “If you were a religious fanatic and you were suddenly offered a whole world full of people just aching to believe in something, anything, what would you do?”
Slowly, Rik answered, “I'd give them the sales pitch for my favourite brand of fire and brimstone.”
“Well, that's precisely what Cordell and his associates plan to do. As soon as the virus starts to spread, they will begin a massive, wordwide media campaign to promote their own flavour of fundamentalist Christian religion. Total saturation. And don't think they don't have the money and influence to do it.
“We've been running computer simulations of possible outcomes. The best case scenario is that they recruit two billion new believers. Worst case, they convert over eight billion. On the most likely, conservative estimates, they will have sufficient support to take control of almost every government on Earth within the next five years, mostly through elections, but also through coups and revolutions. Within ten years, the ensuing crusades against non-converted states, and the pogroms within their own territories, will give them complete, unopposed global dominion.”
Rik laughed. It seemed like the only possible response. Yet even to his own ears, there was no mirth in it, only a desperate need to disbelieve what he was hearing. “If what you say is true...” he began.
“Oh, it's true.”
“Why should I believe you?”
But the trouble was, Rik did believe him. Crazy and harebrained as it was, it sounded just too plausible to dismiss. The religious right had been trying to get control of governments in the West ever since its heyday in the old Bush presidency. These days, support was starting to wane and their power-base was being eroded – not least by the existence of technology that could enable people to live forever.
“What do you think our position would be in a world dominated by religious extremists?” Lanham asked. “We'd be outlawed and destroyed. I think Cordell's plan is an ethical abomination, but whatever I thought of it, I'd have to oppose it out of simple self-preservation. Omega Point – along with every upload in the System – is fighting for its very survival.”
“So we finally get to your own sales pitch, huh? You'd like me to help you. You want me to find the package and hand it over to you. In fact, you're going to make it well worth my while to do just that. Am I right?”
Lanham looked serious, but then, serious was his default look. “I don't think either of us wants the world that's coming if Cordell releases that retrovirus. The last time Christianity held a lot of power in the world, we had the Crusades, the Inquisition, the hunting down and burning of anyone who didn't share the Church's beliefs.”
Rik walked to the fire. The simulation was so good, he could see the flames dancing and feel the warmth increase as he got closer. And that was just with a neural inducer clamped to his neck. For the people who lived here, the experience must be completely lifelike.
He watched the flames, thinking about heretics and ‘witches’, Jews and Muslims, ordinary people dying because someone didn't like the ideas they had. It made him shiver, despite the warmth. Next time round, the uploads would be included too. And who else? Gays? Feminists?
Rik had nothing against uploads. He couldn't see any reason for religious types to get so het up about them. He had nothing against religious types either, unless they started preaching at him. Live and let live, was about the sum total of his moral outlook. If Lanham was right...
“OK, make your pitch,” he said.
“You really don't know where the package is?”
“I really don't.”
“But you have some ideas for finding it?”
“If you can promise me I don't have to worry about my friends and family any more.”
“Whatever Celestina was doing, I'll make her stop.”
“OK. Then, yes, I have some ideas. What's the offer?”
Lanham gave him his dead-fish stare for a few more seconds. “Very well. You can have The Phenomenon of Man for as long as it takes. The ship and her crew are at your disposal. I've arranged for an account for you to draw on.” A small smirk crossed his face. “Money, for once, is not at all important. Spend whatever it takes. Just so you understand, the funding available to this project amounts to many trillions of dollars. If you need additional resources – anything at all – just ask. You'd be amazed how far our influence extends.”
“I'm already amazed. You're staking a lot on a long shot.”
“I don't have any better play at this time, but rest assured I will be exploring every possible avenue. If I find the virus before you do, that's it; our association is over. If you find it first, I will make sure you receive more money than you know what to do with.”
“That's a hell of a lot of money, Mr. Lanham.”
“One more thing. I've been talking to Celestina.”
When? Rik wondered, but ghosts could think and communicate at quantum computer speeds. No doubt the conversation with Rik had occupied a tiny portion of Lanham's capacity.
“She suggested you take her associate, Rivers Valdinger, along with you. Apparently she has many valuable talents.”
Rik shook his head. “No way. I don't need your psycho-killer looking over my shoulder.”
“Sorry. That is not negotiable. The ship has been prepped and is ready for take-off. Goodbye, Mr. Drew.”
“Wait a–”
“–minute!”
Rik was lying on a gurney in an office in Omega Point. The black-skinned upload leaned over him. She looked unhappy.
“Looks like you and me are partners, shithead,” she said.



Chapter 20
 

A one-way ticket to the Moon. Just thinking about it made Maria feel cold inside. But with people trying to kill her and Rik nowhere to be found, what else could she do? She couldn't go to her sister's or to any of her friends. She'd only be taking the danger to them. And she wanted to put that damned package firmly into Rik's hands and make it his problem again.
“First time?”
The voice had come from the seat next to hers. “Sorry?”
“In space? You seem a bit nervous.”
The speaker was a woman in late middle age. Maria studied her carefully. She looked harmless enough. She was even holding a bundle of knitting in her lap. Could they have found her already? She'd paid cash for everything. She'd used false names whenever she could. But she'd had to use her cogplus at the passport scanner. Would they have access to government datastreams? Would they have people on the inside watching for her leaving the country? And if they did, how did they get the old woman on the gondola so quickly, and in the seat next to hers?
Shaking her head, she relaxed into her seat, laughing at herself.
“I'm sorry,” she told the woman. “Yes, it's my first time. I should try to relax more. I'm driving myself nuts worrying about every little thing.”
“That's right. Now me, I'm a seasoned traveller. I've been whizzing up and down this wire since they built it when I was a little girl. And I'm pretty sure I'll wear out before it does.” She gave a small, cackling laugh. “My name's Kirsty – bit old-fashioned, but then, so am I. Kirsty Winters.”
Maria introduced herself. “What takes you up into space so often?”
“Men. Husband was an astro-engineer. Worked on half the cities on the Moon, spent most of his life up there. I wouldn't stay with him. The Moon's no place to raise kids. So I used to go and visit a lot. He passed away nearly ten years ago. Molotov's Syndrome. You ever hear of it? You get it from breathing too much of that moondust. Rots your lungs.”
“I'm sorry. He can't have been very old.”
Kirsty Winters gave a dismissive wave. “Occupational hazard. At least I don't have to worry about Bren going that way.”
“Bren?”
“My oldest boy. He's an engineer too. Working on Alltheway Station. Only thing I need worry about with him is solar storms. They're killers, those storms.” She paused and put a hand on Maria's arm. “You should look out the window, you know. You're missing the view.”
Maria turned away from the chatty old lady and looked out at the view. The sky above had turned to a velvety twilight, while below, the Gulf of Mexico shone like polished silver. The coasts of Louisiana, Texas and Mexico itself were a beige arc at the limits of her vision.
“Wow.” She'd seen it on vids, of course, but the reality made her heart skip a beat. She was in space. Just a couple of hundred kilometres up – she still had weight, even – but space, all the same.
“Still a long way to go,” Kirsty said. “But I like the view from around here. There ain't nothing can beat it.”
Maria watched her planet inching slowly away from her, and wondered how long it might be before she could go back. The ground below looked bright and inviting, while above her, a terrible darkness was gathering.
-oOo-
“What do you mean, he's disappeared?” Newton Cordell rounded on his wife, eyes bulging.
“Don't take that tone with me. I'm not one of your nasty little henchmen.” She sat down in one of the square-sided armchairs, her white business suit matching the white leather, her long legs sliding against one another as she crossed them.
Cordell looked away sharply and made an effort to control himself. “I'm sorry, darling. But you know how important this is!”
Peth picked up a reader from a coffee table and began flicking through the pages of a magazine. “His wife's gone, too,” she said.
“His wives, you mean. Two wives. The evil, fornicating...” He pulled himself up. “Both dead.”
Peth kept flicking through the magazine. “I mean his ex-wife. The one in New York. When our people got to her house, they found a dead man and no trace of the woman.”
“Why would she run?” Cordell asked. He steered his wheelchair erratically about the enormous room, its motors whining and pausing, whining and pausing. He needed the practice.
“Because people are trying to kill her?”
“Did they search the house?”
“Of course, but it had already been ransacked before we got there. There was nothing left to find.” She looked across at him. “You know we'll find her again, don't you?”
Cordell ignored her. “Our people in the FBI say the Bonomi woman doesn't know anything. Her husband is still in a coma and might not live. We should search that bar in Heinlein. Get somebody on that right away. And stake it out. Drew might go back there.”
He shook his head. His voice, when he spoke again, was full of admiration. “How in the world did they get to him before we did? We've got the police in our pockets, scores of agents all over the world; we even put a tracker in him! Yet that black-skinned demon just whisks him into space like... like Satan taking our Lord up to a high place.”
Peth snorted. “I don't think you can really compare Drew to Jesus, darling. You'd understand if you'd ever met him.”
Again, Cordell turned to his wife. “This is no time for flippancy. What's the matter with you? You're acting as if losing track of both of them hardly matters.”
Peth finally put down her reader and gave Cordell some attention. “It's a setback, that's all. We always knew there was a chance we might lose track of him. But as long as Lanham's people have him, we'll find him again. And what does it matter? He doesn't have the phials. We're pretty sure the wife has them.”
Cordell stared at her, blinking for several seconds. “They blew GeneWerken up. They are trying to ensure that I can't have another batch brewed. And how could I, when the half-dozen people alive who knew how to do it have all been killed?”
“Killed? All of them?”
“Yes. All of them. Some died in the explosion. The rest met with accidents, all in the last couple of days.”
“Are we sure it's Lanham who sent that zombie after the package? They seem to have become too violent too soon.”
Cordell shook his head and continued his motorised wanderings. “I know. There's something not quite right about it. My sources tell me it's the Mafia. The Chicago Mob, would you believe? But why would they want to become involved? How would they even know what this is all about? I need you to dig deeper into this. I need us to pray for guidance. There's something strange going on, someone else hiding in the shadows.” He spun his wheelchair to face her. “And I need you to find Drew and that damned woman.”



Chapter 21
 

The trip back to Earth took a long time: three-and-a-half days, with half a day of accelerating and decelerating at two-G at either end. Rik and his new partner did not spend the time getting to know each other.
Rivers explained her position even before Rik was back on his feet. “Just stay out of my way, asshole,” she said.
“Fine,” Rik replied.
“As long as we understand each other.”
“Up yours.”
After that, even though The Phenomenon of Man was not a large ship, Rik saw nothing of the upload except when they accidentally bumped into one another in the narrow corridors.
Rik used his enforced leisure time to catch up on his sleep and to let some of his bruises heal. He also made all those calls he had been trying to make since he reached LA.
His calls to Maria were disturbingly fruitless. When he got through to her sister, an eight minute time lag made conversation almost impossible. Not that she was in any mood for conversation. From what he could gather, between her angry shouting and the many inventive ways she found of cursing him, she and her husband had been beaten up, tied up and held prisoner in their home while their captors waited for Maria to show up. For reasons she couldn't understand – but which Rik could – the 'thugs' had just got up and gone away a few hours ago.
“I'm glad you're OK,” Rik replied, but what he had assumed was the end of the tirade was just a pause for breath. In the rest, she explained how the day Maria met Rik was the sorriest day in her sister's life, and that she hoped whoever he owed money to caught up with him and beat it out of his miserable hide. And, what's more, if any harm came to Maria, the damned Solar System would be too small for him to hide in when she came looking for him.
He hung up without attempting any further pleasantries.
Despite the harangue, he felt much better for the call. At least he now knew they hadn't found Maria. Somehow she had known they were after her, and she had gone to ground.
It was a different story with his current wives. They seemed to be permanently disconnected – both of them. So he called the bar and Veb answered.
“Why are you behind the bar, Veb?” The delay was a little under three minutes by that time, but a sensible conversation was still hopeless. They kept talking over one another and interrupting one another until Veb said, “Look, Rik, this isn't the right way or the best way to say this, and I can't get it out at all with you asking me questions and talking when I talk. So I'm just going to tell you everything and keep on talking 'till it's over, and I hope you'll stop talking at some point and listen, 'cause it's bad news, and you've got to hear it from someone. So be quiet for a minute, huh?”
Then Veb began the story of how Rik's wives had died. He told it from start to end without a break, and by the time he'd finished, Rik was silently listening on the other end.
“I'll just wait now, Rik,” he concluded, “in case there's something you want to say, or something you want me to do. Don't worry about the bar. I've fixed it up and I'm running things.”
Even after Veb stopped speaking, Rik didn't reply for a long, long time. Eventually, he said, “Thanks, Veb. Thanks for telling me, and thanks for taking care of things. I guess I must have missed the funeral by now. I know who's behind this.” The bastard whose ship he was flying in. The ghost he'd agreed to help. That smartly-dressed creep with a broom up his virtual ass, who hadn't happened to mention the fact that he'd just had Rik's wives murdered.
He smashed his fist into the wall of his cabin, shattering the flimsy plastic. Just a couple of casualties in a private war no-one even knew was being waged.
“They won't bother you again, Veb,” he told his friend. At least while Rik helped them, Lanham's people would leave Rik's family and friends alone. But when this was over... “I promise you, there will be a reckoning. At least you guys got the killers. Saved me a job.
“I don't know where I'll be for a while. There's something I need to do. But I'll get back to Heinlein as soon as I can. Goodbye, Veb, and thanks.”
He hung up the call and went to see the medic.
“You cut your hand,” she said as Rik dripped blood across her floor.
He looked down at his hand and grunted. “That's what you get for picking fights with walls.”
She took his hand and looked at it, then busied herself with ointments and bandages.
“It wasn't that I came about, doc. It's this.” He held up his left hand and showed her the faint line of the scratch Peth Cordell had made, back when she tagged him with a tracer. “I need you to get some nano junk out of my system.”
After that, he went to the ship's armoury. He had the run of the place now, and could do what he liked. Lanham kept his little runabout stocked with a nice selection of lethal and non-lethal weapons. There was even a collection of explosives, including mines, demolition charges, and blocks of plastique, all with a variety of detonators and remote triggers. There were also mortars, rocket-propelled grenades and shoulder-launched surface-to-air missiles. All of it was completely illegal, of course. Rik spent a long time studying it all, then got to work.
-oOo-
Veb Degen 1 Rea listened as Rik's final words came through the phone. “But I'll get back to Heinlein as soon as I can. Goodbye, Veb, and thanks.”
“Wait, Rik. Don't hang up. I haven't told you about Maria.” But the end-of-call tone had already sounded and the line was dead. “Damn!”
“Problems?”
Veb turned to find a small, thin-faced man at the bar.
“Greet-Greet McGregor.” The upload's tone could have been bottled and used as rat poison. “How long have you been there?”
The little Scotsman wore a long, shabby coat – the kind you'd expect to have knocked-off wristwatches hanging from the lining. His eyes flitted about as if he had a nervous disorder, and wouldn't settle on anything for more than an instant.
“Long enough to hear that was Rik on the phone, aye?”
“What if it was?”
“Ah, so it was then. I'd like to speak to a human, if ye could just call somebody.” Greet-Greet's tone was polite enough, but the slur was one Veb wasn't going to let pass.
“I'm running this bar, McGregor. If you don't like it, go elsewhere.”
The Scotsman raised his hands as if amazed at the upload's hostility. “Ach, ye're a touchy wee bugger. I just wanted to speak to whoever's in charge. There's no need to get so uppity about it.”
“Well I'm the one in charge. What do you want?”
The prejudice against uploads that had driven Veb away from Earth was not so strong here in Heinlein, but he still met enough of it to make him want to smash things. The worst kind was from religious types like McGregor who refused even to accept that uploads were human. According to them, the soul left the body at death and that was that. Robots with human minds were just soulless machines in their eyes.
“Well that's great, just great,” McGregor said, pronouncing the word “greet”. “I'm glad to see that someone has the charity to trust the likes of you with such responsibility.”
“Before I was uploaded, I ran a corporation big enough to buy and sell the likes of you ten thousand times over.”
“Aye, no doubt, but that was when you were a living man, not the poor, miserable creature you've since become.”
“All right, pal, that's it.” He leapt over the bar in a single, graceful movement – something easily done in the Moon's gravity. “You're leaving.” He landed lightly beside the Scotsman and towered above him.
McGregor began to back away. Veb advanced on him, herding him towards the door. The few customers drinking quietly at their tables watched with mild interest.
“I just wanted to know where to find Rik,” McGregor said, quickly. “You know, he's doing a wee job for me at the moment and the people who commissioned me are asking some very awkward questions.”
“Rik's not here.”
“No, but you talk to him, right? I heard ye just a moment ago.”
“So what?”
“So you should tell him he's upset some awfully powerful people. They say he's stolen their property and they want it back, or he's a dead man.” He was almost at the door now, speaking faster all the time to get his message out before Veb chased him into the street. “They're refusing to pay up. They want what he took or they're coming for him – and me!” He put on an expression that was probably meant to convey that he was giving a friendly piece of advice. “And if they found out about this place, they'd no doubt come for you too. Not that they'll hear it from me, mind you. I'm just saying.” He stumbled out over the doorstep.
“You'd better tell him,” McGregor shouted as the door closed in his face. “I can't stall them forever. Tell him he's an unreliable shite and I'm done wi' him. You tell him that, you undead bastard!”
Veb stared thoughtfully at the door for a moment, then went to collect a few glasses.
-oOo-
Travelling at such a tiny fraction of the speed of light, time dilation should have been barely noticeable. Yet for Rik, cooped up in The Phenomenon of Man hour after hour with only his grief and anger for company, the ship's clocks were running painfully slowly.
Zero-G didn't help much, either. Nor did complaining about it to the captain. It turned out that a gentle acceleration to the mid-point and a gentle deceleration thereafter was out of the question. The focus fusion reactors ran so much more efficiently at high power, the captain told him, that bone-crushing accelerations and long stretches of coasting were just how things were done in space.
Rik suspected the captain – an apparently stolid and sensible upload called Campos – was secretly pissed about having to ferry Rik about and wanted to get some small revenge. Rik had flown the Earth-Moon shuttle many times without a hint of zero-G except at the mid-point. Whatever the truth, it didn't help his mood to spend the day drifting around the ship like a Macy's parade balloon with its strings cut.
His calls to Fariba Freymann weren't getting through, either. He tried to tell himself she was OK, but he worried all the same. That damned zombie girl had left her for dead on the tarmac at LAX and didn't know or care whether Fariba had still been breathing when they took off.
If she was alive, the Feds would have her. What would happen then? He couldn't guess – anything from a quiet interrogation to a major international incident, he supposed. He wished he could talk to her and make sure she was all right. He wished he knew why it bugged him so much. The woman had been his gaoler, not his buddy. She was a trained agent, not a helpless bimbo. What's more, he'd known her for less than a day. Yet he felt a powerful need to know she was safe.
And the Drew sisters were dead. Every five minutes, his thoughts came back to that. Nephele and Carlotta had been borderline certifiable, they'd made his life hell, and they'd shown him some of the best times he'd known. They'd picked him up when he was a homeless stray and they'd stuck a firecracker up his ass. He might not have loved them nearly as much as he thought he did in those wild, early days, but he'd loved them. And Martin don't-bother-me-with-the-details Lanham was going to pay for setting his dogs on them.
But grinding his teeth and smashing the furniture didn't make him feel better at all. What he needed was to do something – preferably to someone. He also needed a plan and he needed it before he got back to Earth.
So he made an effort and settled himself into a frame of mind where he could at least begin to think about the future. That's when Rivers decided to pay him a call.
“Howdy, partner,” she said as the door slid open.
Annoyingly, she was standing upright on the floor, her gecko-skin soles holding her firmly in place.
“What do you want?”
She sashayed into his cabin as if he'd invited her. “Well, what do you think?” she asked, striking a pose. She had transformed her coal-black skin to a bright, candy pink.
“You're hurting my eyes.”
“I did it just for you. I thought since we were working together, I'd change my outfit, so I didn't look so mean and intimidating.”
“It makes your ass look big.”
“Keep your eyes off my ass, zombie-lover. The Boss said I should be nice to you, but there are limits.”
“Fuck you, and fuck your boss, and fuck Lanham. The only reason you're not dead right now is because you, personally, didn't have a hand in hurting my friends or killing my wives.”
Rivers laughed. “What are you gonna do, asshole, threaten us all to death?”
Rik's temper snapped. He threw himself at the upload, only to find himself tumbling awkwardly across the room. Still laughing, she batted him aside as he passed her. He drifted on to the wall, shouting in impotent rage. He managed to get his feet onto the wall and pushed off hard in Rivers' direction. He shot across the room at high speed and would have hit her full in the chest if she hadn't dodged out of his way with humiliating ease. Almost before he realised he'd missed her, he slammed into a table and then into another wall. Flailing wildly, he caught a light fitting and saved himself from bouncing back into the room.
He hung there, panting and dishevelled, bleeding from a small cut on his forehead, cursing himself for being such an idiot. What was he thinking, starting a fight in zero-G, with an upload, for Chrissake? That robot body was faster, stronger and harder than he was – and it could stick to the floor while he bounced around like a beach ball. He needed to get a grip. Sure, his life had turned to shit and people he loved had been hurt, but getting himself killed wasn't going to make anything better.
Rivers walked to a chair and sat down. She regarded Rik with a smug smile and crossed her legs.
“Have you finished showing me how tough you are?” she asked. “'Cause I'd like to talk about what happens next.”
“What do you mean, next?”
“I mean, Celestina tells me I have to play nice because you are the only one who can get the package for us.” The way she looked at him, he could tell she doubted that very much. The way he felt that minute, he doubted it too. “So, what do we do, Einstein? What's our next move?”
“Do you even know what's in that package? Have you got any idea what this is all about?”
The pink upload shrugged. “What do I care? All I know is I've got a deal with Celestina. She expects me to deliver, and that means I deliver. Period. No questions. No mistakes. And on top of that you've become a big, fat pain in my ass. I want this stupid assignment over so I can get on with my life. I'm pretty sure you want the same thing, right?” She raised her eyebrows – or would have, if she'd had any – apparently waiting for him to contradict her. “Right. So stop screwing around and tell me what the plan is.”
Rik couldn't think. Emotions roiled inside him. He wanted to smash things. He wanted to grieve. He wanted revenge. He wanted to be somewhere other than hanging from a light fitting in a strange spaceship. He wanted to know Maria was safe. And Fariba, and Blake, and Brie. He wanted to knock the expression off that upload's creepy pink face. He wanted to lean on the bar at The Harsh Mistress, get maudlin drunk and tell Veb his troubles. He wanted to find Newton Cordell and push his face into a wall. He wanted to find Martin Lanham's plug and pull it out.
But somewhere under the emotion, he knew he needed to find that package and put an end to all this. All his personal problems amounted to nothing. There was a whole world of misery sitting in those six small phials. Enough to make his current predicament look like a stroll in the park.
And even as he acknowledged the thought, his mind began to see what it had missed so far. Blake would not have hidden the package.
“Well?” Rivers demanded.
“What? Shut up. I'm thinking.”
Blake had opened the package. He'd seen it was dangerous. He didn't want it around him. He didn't want the responsibility. He should have turned it in to the Feds. He would have except that would have got Rik into trouble. Yet he couldn't risk putting it somewhere where it might have been found.
Suddenly, it was obvious. Blake would have passed it on to someone else.
But who in LA could he trust? Rik ran through all the people he knew, all the people Blake knew, and drew a blank. Somewhere else, then. Of course! Blake had arrived at work late that morning, but only by fifteen minutes. Not long enough to do much, but plenty of time to stop off at a post office and send it to someone.
And there was only one, screamingly obvious choice of who that would be; only one mutual acquaintance Blake would be sure could be trusted to protect Rik's interests.
Maria.
“God, I'm so stupid!”
Rivers got up from the chair. She didn't even bother to make a snide comment. “You know where it is!”
“I know where it was a few days ago. And I know where to start looking.”
“So?”
“So tell your friends to have that scramjet waiting for us. Tell the captain we need an orbit that's handy for a landing in North America. And get out of my room before I kick you out.”
She looked at him for a moment, then shook her head and headed for the door. “You are so full of shit. This better be a good lead.”
Rik didn't answer, just watched her go. The problem now was how to find Maria without tipping off Celestina's people too soon that she might have the package. He was under no illusions that they'd leave the tracking to him once they got a sniff of their quarry. They'd go after her themselves and try to beat him to it.
An idea began to form, but it needed work. He pulled himself round to face the door. The first thing he needed was to get to the galley. Hunger had started gnawing at him, and he felt the need for thick sandwiches and good strong coffee to kick his brain back into action.



Chapter 22
 

The governments of the world gave up on manned space exploration early in the twenty-first century. By then, private commercial groups were doing it better and cheaper. With the usual vigour of unfettered entrepreneurs seeing the possibilities of fortunes to be made, the 'final frontier' was blown wide open. Space tourism in low Earth orbit was followed quickly by micro-G factories, then asteroid mines and ore processing plants. The first space bridges and the advent of small, cheap focus fusion rockets turned the whole thing into a bonanza. Soon there were lunar mines and settlements, private space yachts, new rock-and-roller space stations and big industrial ventures on Mars and on the moons of Jupiter and Saturn. Space became the fastest-growing industrial sector in the system.
Many fortunes were made, but it wasn't until the first off-world murder occurred – in what was then the small mining encampment of Heinlein – that anyone really worried about policing humanity beyond Earth's atmosphere.
Several countries were quick to lay claim to the privilege. Too quick. Others were only interested in making sure their own nationals, working in space, would not be subject to foreign jurisdictions. In the end, it was agreed that space would be under the protection of the United Nations. Special units within the UN's Peacekeeping Force were established, equipped and sent to keep the peace among the fractious, previously lawless, space colonies.
The UNPF was welcomed by the big corporations – who happily paid a small tax for its upkeep – and was grudgingly accepted by everyone else. The rough-and-ready mining and industrial camps began to feel more like small towns, and this in turn attracted a different, more permanent kind of settler, and all the service industries growing townships needed.
But Lieutenant Lincoln Eugene Burleigh of UNPF, Lunar Ops, 3rd Mobile Force Reserve, knew it would be some time yet before things settled down to a level he might find acceptable. Towns like Heinlein were still mostly filled with young men trying to make a fast buck doing dangerous, dirty jobs. Colony towns everywhere were still infested with misfits and lowlifes left over from when they had no law at all.
Lieutenant Burleigh knew how to deal with that kind of problem, and his superiors at Field Headquarters generally left him to it. But he wasn't sure what to do about this. His desk display showed a 'person of interest' alert for one Rik Sylver 3 Drew, citizen of the USA, citizen of Luna. Last known address: The Harsh Mistress, Heinlein. Current whereabouts: unknown. The instructions were to arrest and detain pending extradition. No reasons were given, but the initial request came from a CIA Director.
His comm rang, so he punched a command and the alert was replaced by a text message from the UNPF, Lunar Ops’ top-ranking officer – Major Estoban Herez no less – advising him of the imminent arrival of two CIA agents who would be liaising with him on the Drew case.
Burleigh started pulling up files on everybody who might have anything to do with Rik Sylver 3 Drew, working on the assumption that it was no coincidence that he had so recently responded to a disturbance at The Harsh Mistress. It was probably also no coincidence that the Drew sisters had died in a gunfight there a few days ago.
Something odd was going on, right there in Burleigh's precinct, something big enough to have spooks flying up from Earth and Major God-Almighty Herez telling him to give them his full co-operation.
“Right under my goddamn nose,” he growled, and people around the office glanced across at him. He didn't like it one little bit. This Drew character, he could see from Rik's file, was a two-bit, ex-cop PLEO, scratching around for jobs, coming up with barely enough work to keep up the renewal payments on his PLEO license. How did he warrant all this attention?
He put in a call to his immediate boss at Field HQ, Captain Okeke, and went back to scanning files. When the scowling face of Major Herez himself appeared in the display, Burleigh almost fell off his chair.
“What is it, Lieutenant?”
“Er, sir, I didn't mean to...” His first thought was that it was a routing stuff-up. His second thought was how he'd explain to the Captain that he hadn't meant to bypass the chain of command.
“Everything 3MFR does from now on comes straight to me, Burleigh. You got that?”
“Yes, sir!” He really did not like the idea that the Major knew him by name. No good could come of that.
“So what's on your mind, Lieutenant?”
“Permission to speak freely, sir?”
Herez hadn't stopped scowling for a moment. Nevertheless, he said, “Go ahead.”
Ah well, nothing ventured... “I would just like to know what the fuck is going on, sir. I'd like to know why two CIA guys are coming onto my patch, and why you signed an order telling me to pull down my pants and bend over for them, sir? And I'd really like to know what this guy Drew is supposed to have done before I truss him up, stick an apple in his mouth and throw him out the airlock.”
It was hard to say whether the major's frown softened for a moment. “You're understandably protective of your jurisdiction, Lieutenant. I can respect that. And you're concerned that you are being asked to do something which might even be illegal.”
Yes, Burleigh thought. It had crossed my mind.
“Sir, speaking off the record–”
“Nothing's off the record, soldier. Not when we're dealing with matters at this level – and our friends in the CIA may have asked their friends in the NSA to ensure that the record is complete.”
“Yes, sir.”
“So just rest easy, Lieutenant. Everything is under control, and everything you do is under my full and personal authorisation.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Anything else?”
“No, sir.”
Well, well, well. Burleigh stared at the empty display shaking his head slowly. After a moment he stood up and all eyes turned to him.
“Listen up, you worthless bunch of old ladies. Whatever you're doing, you better stop it right now before you go blind. From this minute on, we, the heroes of the 3rd Mobile Force Reserve, have only one single purpose in our miserable, misbegotten lives, and that is to find this man.” He punched Rik's picture up on the wall screen.
“And to that end, I want to know who his friends are, what his dog's called, where he learned to dance, and how he has the nerve to wear that shirt in public. Don't let me hear about nobody doing nothing that is not directly connected with dragging this sorry specimen's ass through that door and laying his oversized carcass at my feet.
“Do I make myself clear?”
The room chorused a loud “Yes, sir!”
“Then why is nobody doing anything about it?”
As his staff hurried to make themselves busy, Burleigh took a seat and leaned back to look at Rik's image. “What have you done, you lucky sonofabitch, to earn yourself so much attention?”
-oOo-
Fariba Freymann's taxi whined laboriously as it rolled through the quiet London streets. In the back, animated ads – for beachside timeshares in Tenerife, and Holiday Inn's low-orbit weekend breaks – vied for Fariba's attention. They were not getting it. She gazed through the grimy windows as anonymous streets slid by, and thought about Rik.
She was off the case. Suspended. Under review. In the opinion of her section head, she had demonstrated “a complete inability to do the simplest bloody thing.” She found it disturbingly easy to see his point of view. On the other hand, even looking back on it after several days of cooling off, she still couldn't see what else she could have done. Rik was a victim in all this, she was sure, not the scheming collaborator her boss thought he was. He was just a poor, dumb lug who had gotten himself caught up in something big and nasty – and had then made some really stupid decisions.
He was basically a good guy. The kind of guy who would be fine, with a bit of looking after. She sneered at herself, realising she'd quite like to audition for the job. Don't you have enough trouble in your life already?
The cab pulled up to the kerb, and she saw she had arrived. The anonymous streets had been her own neighbourhood. The drab apartment block nearby was where she lived. She got out into a damp, chilly wind. The cab deducted its fare from her bank account while its speaker hissed and crackled something that was probably meant to be a thank you.
It took a huge effort to keep moving up the steps to the second floor where her apartment waited, empty and cold. The bag of groceries she'd bought along the way dragged at her arm. Even her eyelids seemed to feel the force of gravity more keenly than usual. Weary, aching and depressed, she tried to decide whether she was too tired to cook and eat a meal, or too hungry to go straight to bed and sleep.
Her cogplus took forever negotiating with the apartment door before it would open for her. She cursed the building's antique systems and pushed her way in. Lights came on automatically as she passed through the hall.
The kitchen smelled of whatever was still in the pedal bin she hadn't had time to empty before she left. She couldn't face opening the fridge and figured the kitchen was cold enough to keep the groceries fresh till the morning. She pulled a pint of bourbon out of the shopping bag, poured herself two fingers and headed for the sofa. One drink and ten minutes of netvid to unwind, then she was going to bed.
“Hello Fariba.”
She jumped so hard the bourbon splashed all over her.
The speaker was a man of about thirty, thickset and sharp-eyed. He was sitting in an armchair and had a stunner pointed at her. He must have been waiting there in the dark all that time. A slight movement in her peripheral vision told her there was another one to her right. She didn't turn her head.
“Who are you?” she asked, trying to keep her voice steady. He had a London accent, she realised, which ruled out a number of possibilities.
“Don't ask stupid questions. Put this on.”
He threw her a plastic tie, obviously meant for her wrists, and she caught it. For a moment she acted as if she didn't know what to do with the remains of her drink. Then she took a step forward to put it down on the coffee table. Just before it touched the glass top, she threw it at the seated man. Not waiting to see his reaction, she hurled herself to the right, straight into the second man.
She heard the thwip! of the stunner being fired, but she had no time to worry about that. The man she had barrelled into was twice her weight and built like a wrestler. He barely moved when her shoulder hit his chest, but she was inside his reach and, for the moment, he couldn't shoot her. She saw his gun. Not a stunner, this one, but a big, semi-automatic .45 calibre monster. The kind of gun that her firearms trainer used to get all fluttery and poetical about as she spoke about its ‘stopping power’ and ‘penetration’. Fariba grabbed it with both hands, putting all her weight onto the wrestler's right arm and ignoring the other: the one that was reaching for her throat.
She could see the seated man beyond the gun. He was getting to his feet, turning towards her, raising his stunner. With all her strength, she bore down on the wrestler's trigger finger. Snarling like an animal, she focused everything on forcing that beefy hand into pushing the trigger back.
The gun went off with a roar. Just one shot. She flinched away as the flash blinded her and burnt her face, and so didn't see her target spin around, a hole blown right through his shoulder, and flop to the ground.
The wrestler had a grip on her. His big fingers pressed into her throat and yanked her back. She let go of his gun-hand and reached back to find his eyes. But he didn't let her get near them. He pushed her down, almost breaking her neck, and pressed the hot barrel of the .45 against the top of her skull.
“Stop fucking struggling, or I'll blow your fucking head off.”
Shoved into the carpet, choking, her neck bent painfully forward and her hands unable to reach the vulnerable spots on her massive assailant, Fariba gave a strangled cry of frustration and let her arms fall. The other man was squirming in pain on the floor. At least if one of them was wounded, she might still stand a chance of escaping.
“Who the hell are you people?” She could barely speak, but it didn't really matter. The wrestler wasn't in the mood for answering questions, it seemed.
He dragged her to her feet, keeping the barrel of his gun firmly against her skull. So firmly, it was hurting more than the hand round her neck. She tried to guess who her attackers were, but she drew a blank. The upload's people, whom she still assumed were the Chicago Mob, already had Rik. Fariba was no use to them at all.
It could be another government agency after the package, in which case it could be almost anyone – except the Brits and the Americans, who both knew she had nothing more to tell them. Or it could be Rik's employer, Newton Cordell, trying to get his property back. But, and she kept coming back to this, why would Cordell, or anyone, think she knew anything?
“Can you walk, mate?” The wrestler actually seemed concerned about his fallen comrade.
“That fucking cunt!”
It was the first coherent thing the wounded man had said since she'd shot him. He was soaked in his own blood, but the hole his friend's cannon had made in him didn't seem to have opened an artery. Fariba couldn't help thinking what a shame that was, especially when he managed to grab the sofa and pull himself into a sitting position. He stared at her with wavering eyes, his face grey with pain and blood loss. He grabbed the stunner from where it lay beside him.
“Hey, now, hang on a minute, mate!” The wrestler said, shifting Fariba so that she became a shield for him. “Don't be fucking stupid.”
Fariba could see his point. The wounded man was barely conscious and the stunner was weaving about in front of his face unsteadily as he tried to aim. The big man holding her was a much easier target than she was. So, to help matters along, she tried turning herself sideways, to present a smaller profile.
“Bastard!” the wounded man shouted, and fired.
The twin ionising lasers struck Fariba on the left buttock and unleashed fifty thousand volts into her body. She felt the pain slash through her like hot, whirling blades. Every muscle tensed. The wrestler took a jolt too and released her as she bucked and jerked in his grasp. By the time she hit the floor, she was unconscious.



Chapter 23
 

After two more hours of punishing deceleration, Rik was glad to be back, however briefly, in zero G. The Phenomenon of Man was coasting in to dock at an orbiting transfer station, and Rik was waiting in an acceleration couch for the manoeuvres to be over and done with. He threw a couple more pain relief pills into his mouth and crunched them down, hoping this lot would have a better effect on his headache than the others he'd taken. The medic had shrugged and said nothing would really help till he had his cogplus seen to.
Well, there was no time for that yet. He had to get downside and get on Maria's trail before anybody else found her.
When the pilot gave the 'manoeuvres complete' announcement, Rik hurried to the airlock. He'd had enough of being cooped up and needed some action – even if it was just changing ships. A woman joined him at the door.
“In a hurry, partner?”
Rik stared at the stranger until it dawned on him who it was. Rivers had changed again, and was now a tanned flesh colour. What had thrown him was that she was wearing a ship's jumpsuit, boots, sunglasses and a hat. She'd even used a little lipstick so that her mouth looked almost normal.
“How do you like the new me?” she asked, removing the sunglasses and smiling for him. The flesh-coloured eyes and teeth immediately dispelled the illusion of humanity.
“You look like a robot in drag,” he said. “Does it have to be monochrome all the time?”
She shrugged. “There's probably a load of apps I can get from the Net. Maybe one day I'll install a few and check them out. I haven't really had time, you know, what with chasing your ass all over the solar system.”
“My heart bleeds for you. Just keep your shades on, OK? We don't want to scare any kiddies.”
Rivers laughed. She seemed to revel in the more creepy side of being an upload. Something Rik was fine with – each to his own, he always said – but he wished she could go somewhere else while she amused herself.
They left the airlock, accompanied by two of Rivers' heavies, and crossed the apron to the terminal building. There they hooked onto a beltway that took them round to where the scramjet was waiting. As they rolled along, Rik glanced back, and got his first real look at The Phenomenon of Man through the station's clear plastic roof. It was bigger than he’d expected. Like most deep space ships, it was a flying saucer. Wide, round and shallow. It comprised a broad disc in which the crew and passengers lived, with the fusion engines beneath it, and the inflatable reaction-mass tanks hanging in a thick sausage just below the rim. Little robot service craft flitted around it, helping to prepare it for its next trip.
The scramjet had them in New York in less than an hour: embarkation, air traffic control clearance, flight, landing, and disembarkation all included.
They rented a car and let it drive them to the town of Oakland, New Jersey. Rik scowled at Rivers in silence for most of the way. She had made them all wait at the airport while she went round the shops buying herself clothes and makeup. By the time they set off again, she had ditched the jumpsuit in favour of a short Spandex dress, tights, heels and a couple of kilos of cheap jewellery. With her fingernails painted, makeup applied, and a spiky white wig, Rik had to concede she looked passably human, and disturbingly hot.
“When we get there,” he said, “I go in alone. You and the travelling circus stay in the car, OK?”
“Think again, partner. We're joined at the hip.”
Rik thought about arguing, but didn't bother. His only argument was that he didn't trust her. Given how likely that was to persuade her, his only other option was physical restraint. He had enough bruises, on his body and his ego, to dismiss that option straight away.
“All right, but I do all the talking.”
Rivers shrugged her cute little shrug again, the one he was getting sick of the sight of, and smiled sweetly. She would do what the hell she liked and he would just have to live with it.
He checked his weapons, the stunner and the handgun he'd picked up from The Phenomenon of Man. A small cylinder he'd also collected from the armoury was safely in his pocket. He didn't expect any trouble, but there was no telling who might have discovered this place.
They pulled up outside a large two-storey house, surrounded by trees and with views down to a small lake. The neighbourhood was a long way upmarket from the LA apartment block Rik remembered. The old lady had done all right for herself.
The front door was heavy, panelled wood with smart-glass windows set in it – LCD filters that let the occupant look out while the visitor got to stare at their own, fuzzy reflection. Joanna Breezy opened her front door at the second ring of the bell, having taken her time inspecting her callers.
She looked at Rik as if he had come holding a begging-bowl. “What do you want?” she said. “I thought I'd seen the last of you.”
She was a tall, gaunt woman in her seventies, a little stooped, a lot wrinkled, but still looking as strong and fiercely independent as Rik remembered her.
“Hello, Joanna,” he said politely. “May we come in?”
The old woman took a long, up and down look at Rivers, and then turned back to Rik. “Who's your friend?”
Rik had been expecting the hostility. The last time he'd seen Joanna, she had been living in the apartment next door to him in LA. He had come home late after a long drinking session with some of the guys, and had found her comforting Maria on their sofa. That was just a week or so before Maria left him for good.
“This is Rivers. She's a business associate.”
“Looks like a goddamn whore to me. Why don't you take your damn business elsewhere? And your whore.”
Rivers moved forward with lightning speed and pushed the door wide. The old woman staggered back and fetched up against the banister at the foot of the stairs.
“This is bullshit, that's what it is.” Rivers barged in after the woman. “You think we're playing games here, Rik?”
The old woman was shaken and alarmed, but was rallying for another outburst. Rivers took her by the lapels and dragged her into the lounge, dumping her into an old Chesterfield sofa.
“That's enough!”
Rik caught Rivers by the shoulder and spun her round to face him. Her fist shot out at him like a striking snake, and because he'd been expecting it, he managed to move his head out of its way. Rivers was so surprised, she didn't strike again. She just looked at him and grinned.
“All right, smartass,” she said, walking past him. “Ask grandma some questions, and let’s get out of here. This place stinks of old people.”
“What are you?” the old woman asked her. “You're not human. You're one of those zombie things.”
“Joanna.” Rik placed himself between the old woman and Rivers. “Joanna, listen to me. I just want to ask if you know where Maria is. Tell me where to find her and we'll leave, straight away. No-one will harm you.”
Joanna's attention slowly drifted back to him.
“You always were bad news,” she told him. “I always said she was too good for you. That poor, sweet child. She should have left you long before she did. All that love, and you treated her like garbage.”
Rik couldn't have agreed more, but now wasn't the time for contrition.
“I'm trying to find her, Joanna. She's in danger. I want to help her.”
“What the hell kind of trouble have you gone and brought down on her now, you sorry excuse for a–”
“Joanna. Just tell me how I can reach her. I know she left a message with you. There's no-one else. It had to be someone we both knew, someone she'd trust with her life, somebody no-one else would know about. I've been through everybody, and you're the only one. If she left a message anywhere, it was with you.”
Rik felt himself shoved aside as if he was nothing, and Rivers was back in the old woman's face. She grabbed Joanna by her throat. “Or maybe she's hiding out here, yeah? Or did she give you the package to hide? Am I close, grandma? Maybe I should just wring your disgusting chicken neck until you start talking.”
“Rivers!”
The upload slowly turned her head to find Rik pointing his stunner at her. Its targeting laser painted a little green spot on her ribs.
“You think that can hurt me?”
Rik shrugged. “I don't know. Do you want me to try it?” Rivers released Joanna's neck and turned to face Rik, half-crouched, ready to spring at him. Rik felt his heartbeat quicken, feeling the menace in her posture. But seconds ticked by, and he realised his volatile partner didn't want to take the risk after all. His heartbeat slowed again. Nevertheless, Rivers still faced him.
“OK,” he said. “I'm sure your deranged boss likes to see this kind of gung-ho stupidity. She probably thinks you've got a real can-do attitude. But let me remind you, I'm in charge here. We do it my way, and we might get what we're after. If you fuck this up – yet again – that mental defective with the double-D bra fixation is not going to offer you another chance.”
Rivers glared at him as he gave her a moment to think it through. “I can see you love being a living doll,” he continued, “but you and I both know that Madame Strange up there probably had your shiny new brainbox fitted with a radio-controlled off switch. I bet she carries a remote trigger tucked into her G-string, just so she can fry your cute little ass if you ever piss her off.”
The upload spun on her heel and strode away. One moment she was a lethal machine, ready to tear him apart, the next she was a bored young woman, slinking across the room to curl into a chair and wait for the grown-ups to finish their business. She didn't actually say, “Whatever!” and she didn't actually start filing her nails, but she may as well have done.
Rik watched her for a moment, then turned his attention back to Maria's friend.
“What, you're going to shoot me too, now?” Joanna said.
Rik realised he still had the stunner in his hand. He put it away. “No, of course not. Please, I just need to know what Maria’s message said. She did leave a message, didn't she?”
The old woman looked shifty. “She didn't mention a package.”
Rik cast an admonishing glance at Rivers, but she wasn't even looking his way. “But she did leave a message, right?”
“How can I trust you? You turn up here with that... that–”
“Joanna! For God's sake, what was the message? Maria obviously wanted you to give it to me. She clearly trusted me. So why don't you just trust her and do what she asked?”
The old woman's lips pursed, and she seemed to be having a protracted inner argument until she blurted out, “Thermally activated.”
“What?”
“That was the message, all of it. She must have figured you were smart enough to know what it means.”
Rik thought about pressing her for more, but he decided it was better to get Rivers out of there before she turned homicidal again.
He called out to the upload, “OK, blondie, let's go.”
He was ushering his partner through the door when Joanna shouted from behind him, “You didn't even ask how she was, you bastard. Some kind of love that is.”
Rik managed not to slam the door behind him as he left.
Rivers paused in the drive and looked down at the lake through the trees. “So how come she lives in a place like. In the car you said the last time you saw her she lived in a dump in LA?”
“She inherited money. It's no mystery. It was years ago.”
Rivers nodded, apparently satisfied, and Rik wondered if he had just saved Joanna from a second visit.
“So what's this ‘thermally activated’ crap?”
“It's a place. A restaurant, at the top of One, New York Plaza.” The restaurant where Rik had proposed, sometime back when he did things like take holidays in New York, fall in love, and make a fool of himself in front of a roomful of grinning diners.
“Stupid name.”
“It's not the name. It's from an old story about a fire in the building about a hundred years ago. They had thermally activated elevator buttons, and the fire called all the elevators to the floor where the fire was burning. People died.”
“Yeah? Just a different kind of stupid, then. How do you know your ex didn't tell the old biddy about it and she's using it to set a trap for us?”
“Why would she do that? She's just a retired schoolteacher. She doesn't know what's going on.”
“Maybe somebody got to her. She sure hates you.”
Rik threw up his hands. “All right, if you want to be paranoid, I suppose it's possible.”
“Possible?”
He gazed out at the lake and the low hills beyond, and cursed himself for a fool. Why wouldn't Maria have mentioned it, sitting alone with Joanna through those long evenings when Rik was drinking with his buddies? Maybe she told Joanna how good it had once been, how sweet Rik had seemed at first, before the overwhelming burden of Maria's happiness resting on his shoulders had crushed him under its weight. She could have told the story of his proposal, of that fairytale trip to the Big Apple. She could easily have done that.
“It's the only lead we've got. Do you want to give up and go back to your boss empty-handed?”
Rivers clenched her jaw, looking at him as if he had just crawled out of the mud of the lake. She turned away and stalked back to the car. “You're a fucking jerk, Drew.”
Rik was inclined to agree. They set off for New York with a gentle whine from the hire car. Oakland was leafy and well-manicured. He stared at it glumly as it washed past him. If there was ever a chance that he could end up in a nice, peaceful place like this, he'd blown it years ago, probably the day Maria told him it was all over.
“So what's the plan, partner?” Rivers sneered.
He dragged his gaze back into the car. “Walk in and see who's there. With any luck it will be Maria.”
“What the hell were they thinking, putting you in charge? Do you give a damn whether we find the package or not?”
Good question, Rik thought. With his wives dead back in Heinlein, he felt as if he'd been cut adrift from his last, tenuous anchor. It was hard to find anything solid to hold on to. He was caught up in some crazy hunt for a mind-altering virus. And even though he could see he had to find it, had to keep it out of Cordell's hands, it didn't mean all that much to him.
“While I'm doing what Lanham wants, he'll keep you and all the rest of his scumbags away from my friends and family. If finding that damned package means I might find Maria, I'm the most motivated PLEO on this planet. The rest of it, zombies and ghosts, crazy religious nutcases, all your sick games of world domination, means nothing at all. You can all go back to Omega Point and burn in Fantasy Hell.”



Chapter 24
 

Fariba Freymann woke in a small room. She ached from lying awkwardly on the floor, and got to her feet with a deal of discomfort and a wave of nausea. She saw a bed, wardrobe, chair, table, and a door leading into a bathroom. The room was clean and the bed was made. For a moment she wondered if she was in a hotel room, and tried to remember what kind of party she'd been at the previous night.
Then she remembered the men in her apartment, the jerk on the floor shooting her with a stunner.
She could not find a phone and her cogplus gave her a 'no service' message when she tried it.
There was a window. She went to it and looked out. She was on the second floor of what seemed to be a large, white-painted building. There was no balcony, and the window would not open. She saw gardens stretching for hundreds of metres, stopping abruptly at a low a wall which curved away left and right. Beyond the wall, a desert landscape undulated its way to a distant mountain range. The sun was going down, and the shadows were long in a world tinged with gold.
She went to the door. It was locked.
She found the wardrobe had some of her own clothes in it. So did a small chest of drawers. In the bathroom, she found her own toothbrush. She also found a plush bathrobe with an elaborate crest embroidered on the breast. The crest didn't mean a damned thing to her.
She sat down on the bed, not least because she felt as though she might fall over if she didn't.
She was a prisoner, she reasoned. They expected to keep her for quite a while, hence the clothes. She was in no immediate danger. She was no longer in the UK; probably not even in Europe, given the extent of the wilderness outside. So, most likely, a lot of time had passed while she'd been out. Apart from the burn on her hip, the ache in her joints and the urge to throw up, she hadn't been hurt. What it all added up to, she supposed, was that somebody wanted something from her, somebody who was patient enough to wait a while to get it.
She sighed and sank back onto the bed. She needed to sleep. They must have kept her drugged for a long, long time. Sleep was the best thing for her now, because whatever was going to happen next, she'd be better off if she didn't feel quite so crap when it happened.
The last thing she thought before she drifted off was, “This is all about Rik and that fucking package.”
-oOo-
One, New York Plaza looked much as it had done a hundred years ago, only now it was standing alone in the East River with just a narrow bridge connecting it to Manhattan. Of its bottom ten storeys, two were under water and the rest had fallen into the river. Massive concrete pylons reached up from the water to support the platform that had been put under the remaining forty storeys.
There were other towers that had been rescued and reclaimed this way all along the New York shoreline, but the island piles of collapsed concrete, and the twisted steel skeletons that etched the skyline, attested to the dozens that had not been saved.
“You came here to propose?” Rivers asked as their car rolled across the bridge.
Rik shrugged. The building had just been renovated at the time, and was considered the last word in chic. Already, he could see, the bloom had gone off the place and it was starting to look a little neglected. Too many vicious Atlantic storms had broken against its dimpled façade, and a procession of owners, unable to make the property pay, had been keener to sell it on than to maintain it.
“The restaurant's on the top floor,” Rik said, as they let the building systems take the car for parking. A gaudy lobby between the towering pylons gave them access to the elevators. In silence, Rik, Rivers and her two bodyguards rode up to the fiftieth floor.
A maître d' stopped them with a smile at the restaurant's entrance.
“My name is Rik Sylver 3–” He stopped himself. Now that his wives were dead, he was no longer part of a 3-unit. His wives had insisted on a lunar wedding and that they adopt the fashionable lunar name, including the numeral. It meant nothing now, except to enumerate what he'd lost. He started again. “My name is Rik Sylver. I think there may be a message for me.”
“Ah, yes. You are expected. If I could just ask you to wait here one moment?” The man scuttled away with that vacant look that showed he was holding a silent conversation with someone else.
“Here we go,” Rivers said. “I seem to remember mentioning that this was going to be a trap.”
Quiet Muzak drifted on the air, mingling with the aromas of high-priced food. A small, square-set man in an expensive, old-fashioned suit strode up to them from inside the restaurant. He had two very much taller women with him; they wore white catsuits and moved like athletes. Their eyes flicked across Rik's group, and lingered on Rivers before coming to rest on Rik.
“Mr. Drew,” the small man said. His voice was surprisingly deep, and he made no attempt to smile. “My name is Clermont. The Boss wants to see you.” He pointed with his chin in the direction of Rivers and the two heavies behind her. “He didn't say nothin' about bringing your friends.”
Rik looked carefully at Clermont. He could not see signs of a gun under the man's well-cut jacket. There was bound to be one somewhere, though. The two tall women looked fast and mean. Their sprayed on catsuits left no room for hiding anything at all, but that didn't mean too much, either. He glanced at the bangles one of them wore on her left wrist. He'd seen trick jewellery turn into all kinds of nasty weapons in his time. Some of the girl gangs in LA specialised in it. So, three of them, probably all armed. They wouldn't stand a chance against Rivers all on her own.
He took a casual glance around the room. Three men had wandered in from the bar and were watching them from a few metres away. Four people seated at a table nearby had risen, leaving their meal half-eaten, and were hanging around the table, chatting but keeping an eye on Rik. That made ten. He realised that the foyer behind him had gone quiet. He turned to Rivers.
“How many?”
“I make it fifteen. You're a real popular guy.”
“Can you take them?” The little man shifted uneasily. Perhaps he didn't know about Rivers.
“Sure, but I can't guarantee you'll survive the experience.”
Rik assumed she wasn't worried about how many bystanders might not survive, either. He looked the little guy in the eye. “I came here for information about Maria Dunlop. Just tell me what I need to know, and you and everyone else can leave here alive. My companion here is an upload. Until you've seen her in action, you probably can't believe just how fast she could pull your head off.”
The little man grinned, but it was all bravado. His sharp little eyes were looking nervous as hell. “Yeah?” he said. “That's all bullshit. Cute little girl like that ain't no threat. No offence, doll, come and see me afterwards and I'll make it up to you.”
Rivers treated the man to a big smile and took off her sunglasses. The minute he saw her flesh-coloured eyeballs, his grin disappeared completely.
“Look, Drew,” he said, his voice tight with rising tension. “I don't know about no woman called Dunlop. All I know is, you gotta come with me.” He made a small hand gesture, and his small army of armed thugs stopped pretending to be customers. They pulled their weapons and came in closer.
Rivers and her men also drew their weapons. People in the restaurant and at the bar, seeing the guns, jumped to their feet with a clatter of chairs and tables. Glasses and crockery fell and smashed. Everyone seemed to start shouting at once.
Rik took a step forward and held up his hands. He raised his voice, speaking to Clermont. “Wait a minute. Everybody just calm down. I'm coming peacefully.” Over his shoulder he said, “Sorry, Rivers, I'm not about to start a bloodbath in here.”
“Yeah?” she said, swinging her Uzi automatic his way. “Well, if I can't have you, honey, nobody can.”
Rik gaped in horror as the gun lined up on him. So fast! There wasn't a damned thing he could do about it. But, of course, she would have had orders to kill him if there was ever a chance he'd fall into Cordell's hands. If only he'd thought any of this through before he'd come chasing after Maria.
He felt strong hands gripping his arms. Amazingly strong hands. But nothing could save him now. The muzzle of the Uzi was almost pointing right at him. Rivers' crazy eyes were fixed and still, pointing at his heart, a heart that had one, maybe two beats left before it was torn to shreds.
Rivers disappeared from view as her gun erupted in a roaring, screaming torrent of bullets. Rik heard it. Then he realised he was hearing it. Alive. Listening to the shots that should have killed him.
The white-suited women were standing in front of him, slender bodies pressed close. Their long, muscular backs were just a hand-span in front of his face. They'd dragged him back, taken the shots themselves! What the...?
“Fuck!” He heard Rivers' cry of rage and frustration. Then he saw her leap above the heads of his two saviours. Straight up, like a goddamned rocket, straight into the ceiling and through it into the crawlspace. Like a super-powered lizard, she slithered out of sight and away, gone in a moment.
Rik was open-mouthed and breathless. The two women stayed where they were as several more shots were fired. Then they stepped aside to reveal Rivers' two hired goons lying dead on the floor.
He looked around. Clermont had broken into a sweat, but was looking relieved. Around him, several of Clermont's people held smoking guns. Some of them were watching the hole in the ceiling, eager for a shot. Beyond them, the restaurant's regular customers cowered under tables, clutching at one another, wide-eyed with shock.
The two women in white turned to face Rik. Each of their catsuits was punctured in a dozen places, revealing churned up grey discs where Rivers' bullets had hit them.
“Uploads!” Rik could hardly believe it. They seemed so completely human. The two women regarded him steadily, but said nothing.
“Not uploads,” said Clermont, getting his composure back. “The boss would never allow that! These babies are genuine, one hundred percent, state of the fucking art robots. I kid you not.” The man's relief at being alive was pathetically obvious. He was almost laughing with the unexpected pleasure of having survived. “Best damn bodyguards I've ever seen! What do you say to that, Drew? And easy on the eye, too, right?”
The two robots, with every appearance of being beautiful, real women – women aware that every eye in the room was on them – sashayed around Rik and stalked back to stand behind Clermont.
Rik shook his head in wonder. Who'd have guessed ‘state of the art’ had progressed so far? “I'll tell you what I say,” he said. “I say, you can take me to your leader.” He took a step towards the little man, so that he towered over him. “But if I don't find Maria waiting for me when I get there, he's going to need more than a few overgrown Barbie dolls to stop me using his head for a baseball.”



Chapter 25
 

Sitting in a space elevator for more than twelve hours, however spectacular the views were, had Maria ready to gnaw through the tough plastic of her in-flight magazine reader. The merry company of her indefatigable travelling companion, Kirsty Winters, was also starting to pall. In fact, Maria was beginning to think that if the old dear came out with one more cheerful platitude, she would throw herself out of the airlock.
So the crashing and grinding of the gondola as it thudded into its cradle at the end of the ride – however alarming – was blessed relief. Maria threw off the blanket she'd been pretending to sleep under and started gathering her things.
Although the gondola had been climbing the tether at a more-or-less constant three hundred kilometres an hour, its rotational speed around the Earth had been increasing steadily the higher it went, rising from about seventeen hundred kilometres an hour at sea level, to eleven thousand kilometres an hour at the orbital platform.
It was this slow acceleration to orbital velocity, far more than their position, thirty-six hundred kilometres above the Earth, which had gradually left them weightless. The handrails and the elasticated pouches on the walls and seat backs had seemed odd at first, but by the end of the journey, Maria understood the need to keep every last little thing tied, glued or nailed to a fixed surface. The stewards did their best to keep down the amount of junk floating around, but it was a losing battle. At any moment an empty peanut bag or a child's shoe could come drifting by to tap you on the forehead as you tried to sleep.
A smiling young man in a company waistcoat helped guide her through the exit. “I don't know how you survive this job,” she told him.
“Oh,” he said with a wink, “it has its ups and downs.”
She crossed the concourse and found the gate for the next leg of her journey, a three hundred thousand kilometre slog from the Florida Spacebridge platform to the Moon's own geosynchronous spacebridge station. She was surprised to find herself, and everyone else, being channelled through a series of clear plastic corridors, but then she imagined the chaos that would ensue if they let scores of people as inexperienced as herself careen about, weightless, in a large, open space.
To Maria's eyes, the Moon shuttle looked like something the first colonists might have used. Modern, saucer-shaped craft were parked around the space dock, and Maria eyed the long tube of the old shuttle with dismay. Inside, the seats were arranged in rows pointing forward, like in an aeroplane. Maria had trouble finding her seat until a steward appeared and guided her down the aisle.
“You should keep your cogplus turned on,” the steward said. His tone suggested she must be some kind of eccentric. “All the signage is virtual in here.”
“Thanks. I'll manage.” At least, she hoped she would. She daren't turn her cogplus on, not even for a moment.
“Don't you worry, dear.” The voice at her elbow was disappointingly familiar. “I'll be your eyes and ears.” It was the old lady again, Kirsty Winters.
Maria put on a smile. “I didn't know you were on this flight.” Which was a lie, but she needed some way to explain why she'd hurried away from her talkative new friend when they left the gondola. “And sitting right next to me again, too.”
“Oh, that's no coincidence. I got them to arrange a swap. I had to exaggerate a bit about how nervous you were of flying. Said you'd be a real pain in the ass without old Kirsty to hold your hand. Hope you don't mind.”
Maria had been hoping for a break from the woman's endless chatter, but she didn't want to hurt her feelings.
“How long will it take?” she asked. “From here to Heinlein?”
“You really should turn your cogplus on, dear. Well, we don't go straight to Heinlein, of course. We dock at that new spacebridge terminal, Partway Station, first. Then there's another gondola ride down to Heinlein. You'll love the Heinlein spacebridge; everything's ultramodern and very fast. It's quite exciting.”
“So, how long?”
“Oh yes. A bit under a day to get to Partway Station, then maybe half a day to get down to Heinlein. The time will just fly, don't you worry.”
Maria offered a sickly grin as thanks. Another day and a half! But at least she was safe out here.
-oOo-
They took Rik to a small private airstrip, and put him aboard a little twin-engined electro-prop. Clermont handed him over to a dour man in a dark suit who kept a small pain-ray pointed at Rik at all times. Rik had felt the effects of these microwave lasers before. They were tuned to penetrate the skin just enough to make it feel like your body was on fire, but without actually causing any physical damage. Nasty, but Rik might have borne the pain and jumped the guy if not for the fact that Clermont's pair of robot super-models boarded the plane with him. He definitely didn't want to tangle with those two.
The inside of the plane was as sumptuously appointed as any private plane, with deep leather seats, deep pile carpets and padded walls. They settled into a group of four widely-spaced seats, with the robots serving pre-flight drinks from a little galley at one end. After a few minutes, the robots did a cabin check and the plane taxied and took off.
“Where are we going?” Rik asked. The plane had flown out to sea and then turned south, as far as he could tell. “Who are we going to meet? Is my ex-wife at the other end?”
The dark-suited man didn't seem in a talkative mood. All Rik got were snarls and threats each time he asked a question.
Giving up, he called across to the two robots, “So, tell me about yourselves, ladies.”
When they were not doing chores, they both watched him with a fixed intensity. Even when they worked, one always had its eyes on him. Their expressions did not change at all upon being addressed. He picked one at random and asked it his questions.
“Can you speak?”
“Yes, of course.”
The guy in the black suit looked startled. Maybe the man had never heard them speak before.
The robot's voice was feminine and rich, its lips and throat moving in perfect simulation of a person's. The tone lacked emotional colour, however. Like other computer-simulated voices, it wasn't quite right. Close, yet a million miles away. He had never thought this about Veb and Rivers when they spoke, even though their bodies were technically similar to the ones opposite him. Perhaps it took a human mind to make a robot sound human.
“You're the same kind of robot as the uploads use, right? Reprogrammable nanites top to toe?” Rik was only guessing. The cosmetic finish on these two beauties was far beyond anything he'd seen on an upload.
“Correct. My brain is entirely synthetic, however.”
“So what's your function? Bodyguard? Sex toy? What justifies all the money you must have cost?”
“I am a multi-function entity, as you are. I do whatever is asked of me.”
Rik grinned. “Really? Then kill this guy and help me take over the plane.”
“Hey!” Mr Dour brandished his pain-ray, looking nervously from Rik to the robot.
The robot looked at Rik's guard as if it were actually thinking about obeying. Then it looked back at Rik. “I'm sorry, that command conflicts with my orders to ensure that you remain in custody.”
Rik shrugged. “Worth a try, I suppose. How about fetching me a beer, is that OK?”
The robot nodded, and with motions as fluid as a cat's, it got to its feet and headed for the galley.
“You've got a damned cheek,” Mr Dour grumbled. He levelled his pain ray at Rik's chest. “I've a good mind to–”
Rik leant forward abruptly. He said, “You do, and I'll break your neck. That thing won't stop me.”
The man looked nervous, frightened even. Rik supposed he was trying to decide if the robots would let Rik kill him. Maybe they'd just watch, as long as Rik was, technically, still in custody. It was a nice thought. It cheered Rik up. But it seemed to sit uneasily on his guard's stomach, judging by the sour look on the man's face. Still keeping the gun trained on Rik, he retreated into his seat.
The robot returned with Rik's drink and handed it to him. It smiled in an alarmingly human way before returning to its seat, and its vigil.
-oOo-
Fariba Freymann was also having trouble with robots. She'd been locked in that anonymous room for two days. No-one came to see her. No-one answered when she yelled. No-one stopped her when she smashed the place up.
Despite staring out of her window for hours on end, she had seen no movement in the gardens or the desert beyond. Her only visitor had been a small domestic robot. It was the kind they used in good hotels the world over: small, multi-limbed, capable of cleaning, making beds, delivering meals and very little else.
It entered and left through its own little door, a hatch cut into the main door of her room. She'd tried talking to the bot. She'd tried smashing it with a broken-off chair leg. She'd knocked it over and wrapped it up in sheets. It simply ignored her, patiently cut its way through the sheets, righted itself, tidied up the mess she'd made and left again.
Its little hatch zipped open so fast, she couldn't find a way through before the robot filled the gap. Then it zipped shut before the robot moved on.
She tried writing “Help me!” messages on its stubby metal torso using lipstick, but they just got cleaned off before it came back. So she wrote “Up yours!” on it and didn't bother any more.
Now, however, she had another plan for the irksome little machine. But first, she had to catch it.
The viewscreen set into the wall showed six-fifteen pm. She could hear the robot in the hall approaching with her evening meal. The little hatch slid open, and she watched the bot as it came in. It had to fold its limbs and telescope its head down into its body to get through the narrow gap. She had to admire the ingenuity of its design, but felt it was a big flaw that the bot was too dumb to worry about what she might do to it.
It delivered her meal to the dining table and scurried about, tidying up the place. When it was finished, it headed to the hatch to leave. By then, Freymann had pushed a chest of drawers across the doorway, and the machine was trapped.
It stopped, scuttled to the left, scuttled to the right, then returned to where it started and stopped again. It stood there facing the hatch, a small light on its head blinking as if to assure anyone watching that it was still thinking. It reached out a pair of manipulators and seized the chest of drawers. For a few seconds it tugged and pushed and did a little twisting and straining, but the heavy piece of furniture did not move.
While it worked on its problem, Freymann studied the machine from behind. By the time the robot had worked out that it needed to remove all the drawers to lighten the obstacle enough to shift it, Freymann had found what she was looking for: a small plate near its base with the words “maintenance access only” written on it.
There were six drawers. By the time it had removed four of them, Freymann had unscrewed the plate with a steak knife. Before it shifted the fifth, she’d looked inside, found the off-switch and shut the busy little machine down.
With a heavy sigh of relief, she sat down with discarded drawers all around her and leant against the dormant robot. Now for the hard part. Somewhere in that stumpy little body was a circuit with a radio transmitter and receiver in it. Somewhere else, she would find a battery. With those two objects, and a few bits and pieces pulled from its innards, she could make herself a device to broadcast an SOS. If she could send it out loudly enough and on a wide enough spectrum, maybe, just maybe, someone would hear it and come and take a look.
What the heck, she thought, getting up and trying to prise off the robot's head. She had nothing else to do.



Chapter 26
 

Partway Station was a technical marvel. In geosynchronous orbit above Heinlein, the Solar System's longest tethers ran fifty-four thousand kilometres down to the city. They also ran up beyond Partway, to where a second orbiting platform had been built: Alltheway Station. The size of a small town, Alltheway – being beyond the geosynchronous orbit – felt a centripetal force equivalent to one-sixth G. Heinlein and Alltheway would hang in each others' skies, with Partway a bright star between them.
Maria hung from a conveyor that gently pulled her along towards the gondola terminal. She was glad she didn't have to find her own way. Partway was enormous, and the sights that surrounded her were overwhelming. Not just the magnificent face of the gibbous Moon, seven times its usual size; not just the complex geometry of the gigantic space station she was travelling through; but the strange, bizarrely-modified, inhuman-looking people all around her.
She'd seen extreme genemods and biopatches on vids, of course. Sometimes she even saw somebody in real life – one of those creepy kids with a third eye, say, or a war veteran with an oversized mechanical arm – but she had never seen anything like this! Everywhere she looked there were people – usually men, but not always – with mechanical body parts. There was one with huge metal clamps instead of feet. Outside of the zero-G environment of Partway, Maria couldn't imagine how he would be able to get around. One man had a whole range of tools on spindly arms emerging from his back, so many of them that they fanned out on either side of him like skeletal wings. People had faces replaced by complex sensor arrays; others had their limbs replaced by tools – some so massive they dwarfed their torso. A silver cylinder passed her, flying under its own propulsion. It was about a metre tall by a metre in diameter, and on top was a human head under a plastic dome.
“You see all sorts here, dear,” Kirsty said from behind her. Like it or not, she was stuck with the old woman all the way to the ground now. “Every time I come, they get a bit weirder.”
“Has your son...?”
“Ha! Over my dead body! If I ever see as much as a bolt through his neck, I'm marching him off to the nearest doctor to have it removed. Besides, these people mostly work out on the tethers, building the structures. My boy's got a nice, safe office job. Look, did you ever see one of those before?”
She pointed to a pair of uploads, chatting together on a row of strap hangers in a departure lounge. Maria studied them as she glided past. Compared to most of the somamods she'd seen, the uploads looked nearly human, except their bald, naked nanite bodies made them look like giant plastic toys. One was much larger than the other – maybe twice as large as a big man – and they were different colours, but otherwise they seemed normal.
“No, I've never seen one,” Maria said. “Most people I know don't really approve...” It seemed foolish to say it, seeing uploads just hanging about like ordinary people, but the very existence of zombies and ghosts made otherwise quite rational people start ranting and raving about them and saying it shouldn't be allowed. People who didn't have enough money to have it done, that is. Rich people tended to have a more tolerant attitude.
“I've met a couple,” Kirsty said. “They're just like anyone else really, except they don't have souls. Here we are. That's our stop.”
-oOo-
The private electro-prop circled a landing strip. One of the robots, still in the role of flight attendant, collected the litter from around Rik and checked his seat belt.
It was dusk when they left the plane and made the short walk to an electric cart, which whisked them off down a smooth road. It was warm, and the air was full of the song of cicadas and frogs. The cart followed the road as it wound across broad lawns, around a huge ornamental lake, and towards the biggest, ugliest, most rambling mansion Rik had ever seen.
“The guy who owns this must be pretty nuts, huh?” Rik asked his dour companion.
The man didn't even look Rik's way, but for the first time since they'd met, the ghost of a smile crossed his lips.
They went in through a back entrance, and down tiled corridors to a service elevator that took them up three storeys. When they got out, the corridors had carpets and were at least twice as wide as the ones below. They walked in near silence to an imposing set of double doors with a pair of equally imposing guards standing outside.
“Are these guys robots too?” Rik asked, peering into the face of one of them. “'Cause, you know, I'll never be sure about this kind of thing again.”
“You can go in now,” Mr Dour said, and one of the guards opened the door for him.
Rik walked in, and only the two robots followed him. As the door closed behind him, a woman unfolded herself from a sofa the size of a Heinlein apartment.
“Hello Rik. You look like you're been in the wars.”
“Peth. How nice to see you again.”
Elspeth Cordell was as elegant as ever in a light summer dress and sandals. She looked Rik up and down with an expression that made him aware of just how unkempt he must be, and then told one of the robots to fetch him a drink.
“My husband will be along in a moment. I do hope you have good news for him.”
“A man who has you, Peth, hardly needs me to add to his bounty.”
She smiled and invited him to take a seat.
“Who would imagine,” she said, “that a bundle of rags like you, the very dregs of the species, could be so charming?” Her crisp, old money accent made everything she said sound infinitely well-mannered.
“I hope hubby wasn't too upset about you losing his package. It wasn't your fault, really.”
Her smile soured a little. “I'm sure you're going to help him get it back. We wouldn't want anything else to happen to your friends and family, would we?”
Rik was on his feet in an instant, fists balled. Fear sparked in Peth's eyes, and she flinched away from him, but she need not have worried. The two beautiful robots had Rik by the arms before he could take a single step forward.
He glared at the woman without attempting to struggle. “What does your husband do with these things, Peth? Why did he make them look so hot? Could it be the rejuvenation treatments aren't working as well as they used to?”
Peth, however, seemed impervious to his taunts. In fact, as he spoke, she appeared to find him increasingly amusing.
“Silly boy,” she said, stepping closer. “These are my toys, not Newton's.” She reached out and stroked the cheek of one of the robots. “The trouble with people like you is that you have no imagination.”
Rik's trouble, right at that moment, was an excess of imagination. “So where is he, your power-crazed lunatic of a husband?”
“Right here, Mr Drew.”
They both turned to find Newton Cordell crossing the broad expanse of the room. Rik had expected someone tall, strong, well turned-out. Someone like Martin Lanham, for example. He didn't expect a sour-faced stick insect in a motorised wheelchair.
“I must apologise for my late arrival.” His voice was phlegmy, as if he ought to clear his throat. “I hope my wife has been keeping you amused.”
Rik had had enough of the fake politeness. He glared at Cordell. “Why should you care? I'm your prisoner. Be as late as you like.”
The trillionaire glanced sharply at Rik. “Let go of him,” he told the robots with an impatient gesture. The machines obeyed instantly, Rik noted. So much for any illusion of control Peth might have over them. Peth stepped quickly away and went to sit down. Perhaps she was annoyed. Perhaps she didn't want to be within Rik's reach. As far as Rik was concerned, her feelings didn't matter a damn.
“Have you got my ex-wife, Maria Dunlop?” Rik demanded of Cordell.
“Sit down, Mr. Drew. I have some questions for you.”
“Up yours, creep. If you have Maria, I want her. Then we're leaving.”
Cordell studied Rik, as if trying to decide just how stupid he really was. He rolled his chair closer. “Your ex-wife is not here. Currently, I do not have her. That could change at any moment. Now sit down and stop playing the fool.” With another gesture, he waved the robots away from Rik.
Rik hardly noticed them go. Maria was safe. For now. He felt himself relax a little. If Cordell had harmed her, Rik would have beaten him to a pulp. He only realised it after the fact, but it was true. There was a huge ball of rage that had built up inside him, and it was aimed at Lanham and Cordell. It would take very little provocation for him to unleash it at this man. The robot bodyguards could not have stopped him, Rik was certain.
The impression Cordell gave of being an old man was false, Rik now saw. He probably wasn't more than fifty-five or sixty. Hardly anything for a rich man these days. So why the chair? Why the obvious decrepitude? Rik sat down and waited for the great industrialist to continue.
“Do you believe in God, Mr. Drew?”
This echo of his interview with Lanham made Rik snort with amusement. “You've got my file. Look it up.”
“The file only tells me so much. It tells me you don't belong to any church. It tells me you were divorced from your first wife, despite God's law. It tells me you entered into a disgusting and sinful liaison with two strumpets on–”
Rik leaned forwards abruptly. “Say that again, Cordell, and you will never say another word.”
Cordell frowned back into Rik's glare, but he kept his mouth shut.
“Oh for goodness sake!” Peth complained. “Just ask him your questions and get him out of here.”
Cordell flinched at his wife's outburst, but otherwise ignored her.
“Yet, for all this,” he went on, “the file doesn't tell me what you truly feel in your heart. Do you understand? It could be, it could easily be, that you are as disgusted by your life as I am. It could be that you will, in the end, seek our Lord's redemption. I would like to know, Mr. Drew. It is important.”
Rik's eyes stayed fixed on Cordell's. “I'll tell you what's important, Cordell. It's important that you never, ever get hold of that little brew you've had concocted. It's important that people hear about your half-witted plans to poison the world. It's important that nutcases like you should be locked up in padded cells and not be allowed to roam free.”
Cordell laughed and rolled away. “What can I do with an idiot like this?” he asked his wife. She looked away, bored, and he turned back to Rik.
“If I thought there was any small chance of saving your soul, Mr. Drew, I would do whatever I could to help you find salvation. You've been out there, haven't you, at Omega Point? Listening to their blasphemous nonsense? You're helping them, too. Trying to get the package to them.” He sounded disgusted, and his contempt for Rik's actions burned in his eyes.
“Do you know why they call their home – their nest! – Omega Point? No, of course not. Do you know why it's orbiting at the L4 Lagrangian Point, so far away?
“Even their ridiculous symbolism is taken from that blasphemous Jesuit, Pierre Teilhard de Chardin. You won't have read his book, The Phenomenon of Man, but if you had, you'd know about his ridiculous, teleological view of evolution, the insane idea that we are all being led to evolve towards the Omega Point, which that poor sinner equated with God Himself! And where is the Omega Point? Ahead of us, pulling us along. That's why they're at L4! The hubris! The overweening pride! And the irony of it all is this: for all their symbolism, they are nothing but symbols themselves; code in a machine; lifeless, soulless monsters!”
“Sorry, Newt, you lost me at 'blasphemous Jesuit'. Could we just, you know, skip to the point of all this? I like to hear a deranged rant as much as the next man, but–”
“Silence!” For a sickly guy in a wheelchair, Newton Cordell still had a powerful set of lungs. His bellow seemed to hang in the air as the seconds ticked past. The ageing trillionaire glowered at Rik. Slowly, slowly, he got himself under control again.
“Very well. The point. I brought you here to tell me where my package is. So tell me, and let's get this over with.”
Rik's body tensed, and he wished he'd let the old fool rant a bit more. There was only one way this was likely to end. He thought briefly about trying to bluff his way out of it. If he could, he might still have a chance to find Maria before Cordell's people did – or Lanham's. But he was flat out of convincing lies.
“I don't know where it is. I lost it.”
Cordell laughed again, but not in a nice way.
“We're talking about the salvation of the human race, you buffoon! It took me a decade to find the faith nexus–“
“The credulity nexus, you mean.”
“No! I mean faith! Faith! The pattern of genes that opens a man's heart to faith. That will open his ears to the Word of God. A decade to find it, and years more to build the vector that would carry the genes to reshape it. And now, thanks to you and those... those... machines, my lab is in ruins, and the people I need are all dead. All I have left is what's in that package, and I don't have the time to do it all again. I'm dying! Look at me! I'm going to face my Maker soon. Within the year! And I was going to bring Him the gift of eight billion converts. Eight billion sinners, singing His praise!”
“You must have a real bad conscience, if it's going to take all that to buy your way into Heaven.”
For a moment, Cordell was apoplectic with rage. “Buy my way? Buy? You think God can be bought, you miserable worm?”
He stopped speaking and gasped in silence, eyes bulging, struggling to draw a breath. Small arms and gadgets appeared from out of the chair and attached themselves to his legs and chest, administering medicines and checking his responses. Peth jumped up and ran to him, touching him and soothing him, urging him to relax.
By the time he could breathe again, Cordell looked exhausted. He slumped in his chair, his face slack. His eyes, however, still regarded Rik from under heavy lids.
Peth turned to Rik, her own eyes bright with anger.
“My husband isn't the kind of person your sort is used to dealing with. The thought of all those billions of people dying in sin is agony to him. His only thought is to bring them all to God and eternal joy.”
“Right, by screwing up their brains. You think this god of yours would want that? Wasn't he supposed to have given us free will so we could make up our own minds?”
Cordell struggled out of his stupor. “The nexus is God's gift to us, the path to Grace, and Satan has corrupted it. Corrupted it! But I will undo the Beast's work. I will save us all from damnation!”
Rik was growing increasingly creeped out by the man's obvious insanity. He knew Cordell was reputed to be a religious man, but he'd assumed that meant the same cynical lip-service that everyone paid the Divine. The political scheming to take control of the world's governments by use of the nexus, as explained by Lanham, had made perfect sense to Rik. But this man was a True Believer, and the difference between that and a raving nutcase was too close for Rik to call.
“All we want is your co-operation, Rik,” Peth said, apparently trying for a more reasonable tone. “Just tell us where the package is and no-one will get hurt.”
“Who?” Rik asked, his temper rising again. “Who are you planning to hurt now? Don't you freaks see the contradiction here? Saint fucking Newton wants to save the world, but he doesn't care how many people suffer to make it happen? If you're really worried about your immortal souls, tell me where Maria is, and forget about the damned credulity nexus.”
“Faith!” Cordell shouted. The meds he'd received seemed to be restoring him. He slammed his palm down on the arm of his chair, insisting. “Faith!”
“Whatever.”
“Rik,” Peth tried again. “Those... people at Omega Point, they're not the good guys.”
Rik knew that all right. He had two dead wives and a friend in a coma to remind him.
“They probably told you all kinds of lies about us. They probably painted us blacker than black. But why do you think they want to get hold of the package so badly?”
That seemed pretty obvious to Rik, especially now he'd met the devout Mr. Cordell.
“They want to use it, Rik.”
“What? What possible reason could they have for turning the world into religious nutters? That doesn't make sense.”
“Think about the nexus Rik. It opens people up to belief. It makes them willing to go beyond mere physical evidence, beyond what they see and hear. Newton and I want to give that blessing to everyone, Rik. But what if the ghosts got the vector? What if they re-engineered it to shut the nexus down completely?
“You know what it's like for them now. Ordinary people don't trust them. Decent religious people condemn them for the abominations they are. Omega Point is their big symbol of transhuman superiority, but the reality is it's not safe for them down here on Earth, or anywhere close by. There are plenty of people who want to destroy them.
“But imagine if they could stamp out belief altogether. Most of their enemies would turn into friends. Some people might still be jealous of their immortality and their wealth, but the rest would no longer be able to see what a foul mockery of life they are. They would be accepted. Safe. They could even move back among us and wield their power more directly.”
Rik wanted to argue with her, because that's what you do with paranoid, crazy-people, but he'd met Lanham and his friend Celestina. He knew they wouldn't hesitate to mess with people's genes if it would serve their ends.
He shook his head, trying to get his thoughts in a more orderly pattern. He turned to Cordell. “All right, so Lanham's a creep too. So handing the package over to him might be a bad idea. It doesn't change anything. You can torture me, kill everyone I ever knew, whatever twisted thing is in your decaying mind, but you can't change the facts. I don't know where the package is. It's lost.”
Cordell looked into Rik's eyes and smiled. “I don't believe you.”
He called for the robots to take Rik's arms again, which they did.
“Tonight you will be my guest, Mr. Drew. I have arranged accommodation for you. Tomorrow I will show you all those twisted things in my decaying mind.”



Chapter 27
 

The Barbie-bots led him along long corridors, out of the expensive, plush parts of the house into an area that looked more like a business-class hotel. They released him outside an anonymous door and he heard the lock click open. One of the robots signalled for him to enter, and he grabbed the knob and pushed the door wide.
Something large and loud came charging out of the room and hit him in the chest. If he hadn't been such a big guy, he would have been knocked flat. As it was, he staggered back into his guards with his attacker clamped to his chest, kicking and punching him with gusto.
“Hey!” he shouted, recovering from the shock. His assailant, he realised, was a woman. He grabbed her by the shoulders and held her away from him at arm's length. The woman looked up at him, with blazing eyes and a curse on her lips, and stopped dead.
“Rik?”
“Fariba?”
“Oh, thank God!”
She threw herself at him again, this time hugging him tightly. Rik wrapped his arms around her and held her close. He felt a wash of emotions: surprise at how small she seemed, astonishment and dismay at finding her there, and a sudden, glorious happiness that she was alive and unharmed.
“Please enter the room,” one of the robots said.
Freymann looked around Rik at the tall, beautiful speaker in the white catsuit.
“Are you going to introduce me?”
They let go of one another and stepped apart.
“Fariba, meet Barbie, and, er, Barbie.”
“Please enter the room,” Barbie said.
Freymann eyed the twins critically. “These two catwalk models are your guards? I don't see any weapons.”
Rik held up a cautionary hand. “Don't be fooled by their willowy elegance. Either one of these ladies could take the pair of us apart with her bare hands. Shall we go in?”
Freymann was clearly reluctant to believe him, but she turned and led him back into her room.
As the door closed behind him, Rik surveyed the shambles of broken furniture and the gutted carcass of what might once have been a domestic robot.
“I like what you've done with the place.”
He looked to her for a smile but Freymann was all business.
“The walls, floors and ceiling are hardened concrete. The door is steel. The window is... Well, who knows what it is, but I can't break the damned thing. There isn't a vent, crack or gap anywhere big enough for me to crawl through. And I've found three cameras already, so watch what you say.”
“How long have they had you here?” He cleared some electronic junk off the bed and lay down. Just the possibility of rest made him want to sleep for a month.
“I'm not sure. Days. Two or three. Maybe four. Where have you been all this time? It's more than a week since that zombie took you in LA.”
“What's up with your face?”
She pulled her hand away as if she'd only just realised she was rubbing it. “The damned zombie broke my jaw. The Feds fixed me up, but I've got three new teeth growing, and it hurts like shit.”
Rik almost reached out a comforting hand. “I was just with Cordell. Jesus, that guy's one sinner short of a prayer meeting!”
“Cordell? I knew it must be him! I haven't seen a soul since they brought me here.”
“You didn't miss much.”
“Do you know where we are?”
“Not a clue. South-Western US, maybe. Arizona? Nevada? Possibly farther south. Look, if no-one's been to see you...”
“Yeah, I know. I'm here for leverage. And now you've arrived, I guess it's showtime.”
He looked at her for a long time. She looked like someone who'd worn the same dress for four days, and spent half that time trying to dig through a concrete wall with a spoon and fork. Her big Persian eyes looked back at him steadily. She was ready to face whatever was coming, but she was tired, and he could see anxiety moving like a shark beneath the calm surface.
Before he knew why, he was on his feet and holding her again, apologising for being the reason she was there in that room, telling her she'd be all right, he'd take care of her. For a moment, she let him. She put her arms around him and buried her face in his chest. Then she pushed herself away, roughly, and walked across the room.
“I'm sorry,” he said. “I just wanted to...”
She dismissed whatever he was going to say with a wave. “You're a nice guy, Rik. Really nice. But you're the kind of man who likes to look after people. Especially women. Am I right?”
Rik blinked back at her in confusion.
“Well, I don't need that, and I don't want it. I'm here to do a job. Well, I would be if they hadn't suspended me.” She gave a wry grin, and Rik realised she wasn't actually mad at him.
“I wasn't coming on,” he said, but if he wasn't, he didn't know quite what he had been doing. “I just...”
“You just saw a damsel in distress and rode to the rescue, right? Couldn't help yourself.” She was smiling now. “It's nice. Cute. There should be more guys like you. Tell you the truth? It scares me how easy it would be to just let you take the whole thing on those hulking great shoulders of yours. But that just ain't me, honey.”
He still couldn't understand what she was saying, but he got the message that he should stop trying to comfort her. Despite the slender build and the doe eyes, this was one tough cookie. He raised his hands in surrender.
She seemed to sense his bewilderment. “Look, Rik, I've met you twice. What do I know? So I read your file once. It doesn't make me an expert, right?”
He decided to change the subject. “So what's the food like around here?”
Freymann looked relieved. “It used to be OK, until I broke their toy.” She kicked at the carcass of the robot. “That was a day or two ago. Now room service won't call any more.”
Rik fished around in his pocket and pulled out a couple of bags of peanuts. He tossed them over. “I stole those on the plane. Didn't know when I might get a meal again.”
Freymann looked like she might run over and hug him again, despite all she'd just said. She pulled a bag open, then remembered her manners. “We'll share them.”
Rik shook his head. “I already ate. Knock yourself out.”
She wolfed down both packets. “All right,” she said, still chewing the last mouthful. “Why don't you fill me in on what you've been up to, remembering the monitors, of course.”



Chapter 28
 

Rik lay awake, Freymann asleep beside him. A shower and a brisk workout, which involved throwing furniture at the window and slamming himself against the door, were all he’d had the energy for. So he'd negotiated a non-intimate bed-sharing scheme with Freymann and fallen onto the mattress, assuming he'd be asleep in seconds.
He wasn't. He was wide awake and staring into the darkness, listening to the steady breathing next to him and thinking, thinking.
He thought about what would happen in the morning. He and Freymann had discussed it briefly, but the only likely scenario was that Cordell's people would torture Freymann and make Rik watch. There was no other reason for her to be there. There was no way out of the room they were in, and their only chance of escape would be when the robots came for them in the morning. After that, there seemed no point in talking any more. If they could get some sleep, they might at least be better prepared to take whatever chances might present themselves.
He thought about Maria: where she was, what she was doing, whether she was scared, whether she was safe.
He thought about the Drew sisters, murdered by Lanham's people, about Veb and the Mistress, about the Turgu, who had once seemed to loom so large in his life and who were almost nothing now.
But mostly, he thought about what Freymann had said, about him being the kind of man who likes to look after women. What’s wrong with that? he wanted to know. After his father died, it was damned lucky he did look after his mother and sister. There wasn't anybody else around to do it.
Then the inevitable happened; he remembered the crash. His mother was laughing when that big robot semi jumped the barrier and came towards them. He turned once more to look at her in that moment of icy certainty, just as she turned to him, the smile still not quite gone from her face. And on his tongue was the apology he never got to speak. “I'm sorry, Mom.” That's what he had wanted to say in that last instant. Sorry he couldn't save her. Sorry he had let her down. Sorry his love hadn't been enough.
Tears ran down his cheeks in the dark. And he understood, for the first time, the fear that had driven him so crazy in that last year with Maria. He saw how he had stormed into her life and taken on all her problems, made himself the bulwark of her emotional life, pushed aside any independence she might have wanted, and insisted that she should depend on him for everything. Not just for money or anything material; he was only a cop, for God's sake, although he did what he could. No, it was her emotional dependency he wanted, and worked so hard to get.
And she gave it to him, cautiously at first, but then more and more, until she leaned on him with her full emotional weight, gladly surrendering the entirety of her happiness to his care.
And that's when the fear set in. The fear that, sooner or later, he would fail. The fear – the knowledge – that one day that truck, or something like it, would come bouncing over the central reservation to smash straight into them. That whatever he did, however hard he tried, he could never protect anybody. Not in the long run.
He swung his legs out of the bed and sat up. He wanted to get up and do something – anything but lie there thinking.
And maybe he was wrong, anyway. All that stuff he was thinking about fear and failure. It hadn't felt like that at the time. Not really. All he had felt then was a restlessness, a need to be out of the house, away from Maria. When he was with her, it felt like there were heavy weights on his chest, like black clouds in his head. He couldn't talk to her. He couldn't look her in the eye without vague, unnamed anxieties that made his stomach turn over. So he stayed out. He hung out with the guys in bars. And that meant he drank too much. And the worse he behaved, the worse he felt. The more he saw the worry in Maria's eyes, the more it reminded him of how he was letting her down.
He was on his feet. He didn't remember standing up.
“Rik?”
“It's OK. I just couldn't sleep.”
“What's up?”
“It's...” Something about the sound of Freymann's voice made him pause. She sounded worried, but worried about him, not for herself. “I was thinking,” he said. “Something you said about me...”
“What?”
Her voice was gentle. An invitation. There, in the dark and the quiet, her voice invited him to open up, to share whatever was troubling him, to let her carry some of his load. He thought he could make out the vague shape of her on the bed, propped up on one elbow.
“Fariba, I think–”
An explosion rocked the building. The flash of brightness from the window quickly turned to a red glow. For a moment, each of them saw the other's astonished face.
Another bright flash, and then another explosion rattled the building. Closer this time.
“What the hell is that?”
Freymann jumped off the bed and cautiously took a look through the window. Just as she did, there was the clatter of rotors as a helicopter swooped low outside.
“It's a helicopter gunship!” she called out to Rik, ducking back out of view. “A Comanche, Type 3 or 4, maybe. No markings I could see.”
“Someone's attacking Cordell's house?”
“Looks like it. It's nothing to do with my guys. We might run the odd covert op over here, but shooting missiles into a trillionaire's mansion isn't our style, whatever you might see in the Bond movies.”
“So it's either the FBI or–”
There was another explosion. This one seemed to come from the corridor outside. They heard shouting from beyond the door.
With a yell, Rik launched himself across the room. He grabbed Freymann and dragged her down beside the bed, heaving the mattress over them. Barely a second later, the door blew inwards on a cloud of flame. Even dampened by the mattress, the concussion slammed them to the ground.
Without bothering to check that his head hadn't cracked open, Rik tossed the mattress aside and leapt up, ready to face whoever came through the door.
“Chill out, big guy,” Rivers said, strolling through the smoke into the room. “It's only me.”
She was black again, and naked, and looking very pleased with herself. Rik had never imagined being happy to see the young upload, but right then, he could have kissed her.
“You got a way out?” Freymann asked, climbing to her feet. “No, don't bother telling me. I'll be deaf for a week.”
“How did you find us?” Rik asked.
“I just followed your distress call.”
“What?”
Rivers raised her voice. “Your radio signal.”
“That was me,” Freymann shouted. Then, at Rik's puzzled expression, “What? You thought I smashed up that dombot for fun?”
Which reminded Rik that the two Barbie-dolls were still out there somewhere. “We've got to go,” he told Rivers.
Another explosion spoke of Rivers' friends still blowing up the place. Without further debate, they moved out into the corridor, Rivers leading.
“Where the hell are we?” he asked as they hurried along.
“Cordell's place in the middle of nowhere, north-east of Monclova, Mexico,” Rivers told him. “The only way in or out is by air. When I saw which way you were headed, it was the obvious destination. I whistled up the scramjet and beat you here by a mile. I even had time to organise the chopper. It's surprising the kind of hardware you can get your hands on in South America, if your boss knows the right drug barons.”
They reached a stairwell and ran down. Alarms and sirens were sounding all over the building by then. Rik thought he heard the sound of a heavy machine gun giving return fire. They found a locked double-door at the foot of the stairs, and Rivers burst through it as if it were nothing. Outside was one of the big lawns that Rik had seen from the window of his room.
“This'll do,” Rivers shouted. “The chopper will be here in a moment.” Rik assumed she was in contact with the pilot through her cogplus.
They moved away from the house, into open space, and for the first time they could see, behind them, the flames and smoke rising from the central part of the sprawling mansion. Rik could clearly hear the helicopter manoeuvring out of sight, and the deep rattle of Cordell's guns up on the roof, trying to take down the gunship.
“Stay where you are. Do not attempt to escape.”
They all turned to find the two robot guards standing just three metres away. The girls had changed out of their white catsuits with the bullet-holes, and were now wearing daring cocktail dresses. The happy thought struck Rik that Rivers' attack had interrupted the lovely Peth's night-time fun.
“We don't have time for this,” Rivers said, almost too quietly for Rik to hear, and rushed straight at the two robots.
Rik moved to follow her, but Freymann caught his arm with both hands and hung on.
“Let her get herself killed,” she shouted.
Rik pulled against her for a moment while the sense of what she had said sank in. The helicopter was on its way. If Rivers could buy them a few moments, fine. And if she didn't make it in the attempt, then that was no great loss. He let Freymann pull him back, increasing their distance from the fight.
In the uneven red light from the fires, Rik struggled to make out the matte black upload. But he heard her crash into one of the bots, and saw the bot go down. The second one did not stop to assist its companion but came after Rik at a run, long legs pounding, beautiful face set in a neutral expression, skimpy dress clinging to sculptured curves, all revealed in the hellish light of the burning mansion.
Rik didn't have time to register the strangeness of the sight. He watched the approaching robot carefully, shifting his weight, trying to prepare. In his peripheral vision, he saw Freymann adopt a fighting stance.
The robot was there, reaching for him with impossible speed. He barely managed to twist out of the way, shooting out a fist, aiming for the shoulder. But the machine was gone before his blow landed, turning and reaching back for his extended arm. If it caught him, he thought, it would all be over. He would never shake its grip, and it could do whatever it liked to him.
But it didn't catch him. It jerked away at the last moment, knocked off-balance by Freymann's kick to the back of its leg. Rik regained his own balance and tried to punch it again, hoping to keep it reeling, but the machine stepped nimbly away from him. He and Freymann whirled to face it, ready for its next attack, and for a moment it simply watched them, perhaps reassessing its strategy and its opponents.
A dark shadow flitted through the air above them, as Rivers somersaulted over their heads and thudded into the waiting robot. She grabbed its head as they went down, twisting and heaving at it, and they rolled across the lawn, struggling in a blur of limbs.
The helicopter had arrived and was clattering above them as Rik turned to check on the other robot. It was damaged, one arm hanging loosely and deep scars in its skin – black on pink in the garish firelight. Its little frock had been ripped off, and it limped towards them in a g-string and bra. It would not be long before its nanite body had repaired itself enough that it could re-enter the fight.
He turned to Freymann. “Come on,” he shouted, pointing to the gunship dropping towards them. He meant for them to run farther out onto the lawn so the chopper could land and pick them up. But Freymann shook her head and pointed back along the wall of the building. Half a dozen men carrying machine guns were running towards them.
“We've got to make a run for it,” Rik bellowed, but the gunship was right over him now, and he couldn't even hear himself. He grabbed her arm and pulled her. If they waited any longer, the damaged robot would reach them, or one of Cordell's men would shoot them.
A huge roar cut through the noise of the chopper, and the world was lit by brilliant, stuttering light. The gunship was firing. Around Cordell's men, the ground was blasted into the sky. Then the gunner found his mark, and Rik saw body parts flying as the men were torn to pieces in a hail of armour-piercing, explosive bullets.
The thunder above him stopped, and the world was dark again. Darker than before. A slender hand with painted red nails caught Rik's arm and held it in a grip of iron. He turned to find the face of the damaged robot just inches from his own. It said something to him that he did not hear and began to walk back to the house, dragging Rik helplessly after it. Behind him, the Comanche touched down, the blast from its rotors making his shirt billow and snap.
He wanted to tell Freymann to get on board and get away, but when he looked back he couldn't see her.
“That's far enough, bitch!”
She was in front of him, standing in the robot's path, looking brave and determined, her fists raised and clenched. Rik thought she looked far too small and vulnerable. Beyond her, far off, he saw more armed men rounding the corner of the building.
The robot didn't even slow its limping progress. It knocked Freymann aside with a single swipe of its damaged arm, sending her sprawling in the grass.
Furious, Rik kicked at the robot's legs, trying to trip it. It staggered, but did not fall. It wrenched Rik's arm painfully as it stumbled, keeping him in its unbreakable grip.
Then Rivers was there, like a deeper darkness in the night, her black shape picked out in dull, ruddy highlights. She grabbed the arm that was holding Rik's and twisted. The robot's other arm shot out at Rivers' head, but the upload dodged the blow, seizing the robot's neck and head-butting it in the face. The hand came free from Rik's arm. Rivers and the scantily-dressed robot whirled away into the night, locked in combat.
“Get into the fucking chopper,” Rivers shouted.
Rik looked about him and found Freymann on the ground nearby. She was dazed and trying to get up. He ran to her and helped her, dragging her along towards the open door of the waiting helicopter.
Machine gun fire flickered from the muzzles of the approaching men, lighting up the gap between them and the grey bulk of the helicopter. Rik heard bullets zipping past in sharp little whispers, like vicious insects. A louder roar of gunfire came from the chopper, and Cordell's gunmen scattered for cover. It gave Rik and Freymann time to get to the door.
“Give me a gun,” he yelled at the pilot, helping Freymann inside.
“What?”
“A gun. Give me a fucking gun!”
The pilot pulled a pistol out of a holster on his leg.
Rik shook his head. “Bigger!”
The pilot reached across and pulled a pump-action shotgun from a rack on the cabin wall. “We've got to get airborne,” the man bellowed. “We're sitting ducks here.”
“Rev her up then,” Rik shouted, and ran back into the dark. “I'll be back in a sec.”
Rivers and the Barbie were still trading blows a few metres away. The upload clearly had the upper hand, but the damned robot just wouldn't stay down. Rik pumped a round into the chamber. He ran up close and fired point blank into the Barbie's face.
It made quite a mess. Enough that the robot let go of Rivers for a moment, giving her the chance to jump back out of reach. The machine seemed to be disoriented. From it's writhing, it might even have been in pain. Rivers kicked the robot in the belly, then turned to Rik.
“Killer fucking robots?” she demanded angrily. “You're real fun to be around. What next?”
Rik assumed it was a rhetorical question and sprinted for the Comanche. Rivers beat him to it and helped him aboard, while bullets pinged off the ship's armoured hull.
Three lights appeared in the sky. From the way the smoke swirled beneath them, Rik guessed they were helicopters. The pilot began swearing energetically in Spanish, and the engines screamed into life. They lurched into the air and swung away from the approaching aircraft.
As they rose above roof height, a drum-roll of bullets played across their armour plating. The machine gunners on the roof had found them. The pilot looked anxiously over his shoulder and veered onto a new heading, his swearing sounding more like a long, desperate prayer.
Rik checked on Freymann, who shouted and signed that she was OK. She looked pale and tired, but Rik believed she wasn't hurt, just shaken up. He was beginning to understand that this little New Yorker was as tough as they came.
He looked over at Rivers. The upload sat with her arms resting on her knees and her head slumped between her shoulders. There were scars along her body and arms that could only have been made by a fembot's nails.
He nudged her. “You OK?”
She raised her head and looked at him wearily. “I'm a cat burglar, you know. It's a skilled profession. I'm one of the best. I'm not meant to be wrestling with killer machines in the middle of fucking Mexico, risking my ass in gunfights with the police and hired thugs, getting shot at by cops and private dickheads like you.”
“You look a bit ripped up. Will your body heal?”
“The fuck should I know? I only just got the thing. What the hell do you care, anyway? You want to be my buddy now? Jesus! The sooner I see the back of this whole screwed up mess, the better!”
“Hold on!” the pilot shouted, and before anybody could obey, he threw the Comanche into a tight turn that had the craft almost on its side.
Bullets rattled off the armour again. The ’copter immediately righted itself and rolled into a long, swooping climb in the other direction. Rick tumbled sideways, unable to keep his seat. He braced himself, ready to hit the cabin wall, but Rivers' hand was there on his shoulder and the impact never happened. He climbed back into his seat and got the harness fastened, watching the upload suspiciously.
“That was for coming back for me,” she said.
Another breathtaking manoeuvre prevented Rik from replying. When it was over, he saw two of the pursuing helicopters through the front windows. With a cry of triumph, the pilot triggered the missile release, and four air-to-air missiles rushed off into the night, dodging and weaving, splitting into two pairs that arced apart as they followed their separate targets. The pilot pulled up and away just as the world lit up with bright orange explosions.
The shock-waves beat at the Comanche, but it racketed on through the sky in another gut-wrenching turn.
“Ha!” the pilot shouted. “The last one has run away home! We are safe now.” To prove the point, he made a gentle course correction and began to fly straight and level.
Freymann leaned forward, and spoke so they could all hear her. “Cordell must have arrangements with the Federales. There'll be a nationwide search on. And he must have other resources to draw on – the Mexican Air Force, maybe. There's an FAM base south of here at Monterey, and a couple more to the north.”
Rik was amazed. “How the hell do you know that?”
Freymann looked at him as if he were being deliberately stupid. “I used my cogplus to run a search.”
Rik blinked in surprise. His own defective cogplus had been giving him so much pain when he used it, he’d all but given up trying. When this is all over, he promised himself, I'm going to get this pile of junk out of my head!
“We need to ditch the chopper,” Freymann was saying, “and find something less easy to spot.”
“All taken care of,” Rivers said. “There's a big lake east of here with a sea plane parked and waiting for us. We'll ditch the helicopter in the water and go on by plane.”
“You're just going to ditch a multi-million dollar helicopter gunship in a lake?” Freymann asked.
“Sure. There's nothing out there but a few farms and a couple of villages.”
“Never mind about that,” Rik said. “Tell me the bit where we go on by plane. Go on to where, exactly?”
“You tell me, partner. It's your show, remember?”
Rik hadn't actually thought about it. He'd followed a false trail, thinking he would find Maria. Now he was all out of ideas. He'd been pretty sure she would avoid all the obvious people, find someone obscure to leave a message with. Cordell's people had obviously thought the same thing, so every other obscure acquaintance he could think of might also be a trap. They had better intel on him than he thought they had, and they were being smarter than he had given them credit for.
What's more, Cordell had told him he knew where Maria was. So they'd already found her, but how? He knew she wouldn't go near any friends or relations in case she got them killed. She would have more sense than to use her cogplus to buy anything. The only time she'd ever be forced to use it would be if the police had her, or – the idea slapped him in the face – or if she had to use her netID as a passport to leave the US!
“South,” he said, then more confidently, “South, to Guadalajara spaceport. And make sure that fancy rocket-ship of yours is fuelled up and waiting for us there.”



Chapter 29
 

Kirsty Winters watched as Maria cleared customs and collected her bags. They had said a fond farewell just ten minutes ago, after which Kirsty had changed the colours and pattern of her smartfabric jacket, and changed her wig colour from grey to brown, all through her cogplus garment interface.
Sticking close to Maria all the way from Florida to Heinlein had been a long, tedious assignment, and it was supposed to be over.
“What do you mean, 'stand by'?” she said through her cogplus.
“I mean,” a man's voice told her, “keep your eyes on the target and shut your whining.”
“This wasn't the deal. I've finished the job. Transfer the money and don't give me any more of that ‘stand by’ crap.”
The man made no reply, and she fumed to herself. “This is an extension to the contract,” she said. “Whatever the hell this is.”
Across the arrivals lounge, Maria took her suitcase key and clipped it to her belt. The bag oriented itself to the key and began rolling after her as she walked towards the exit. She was clumsy and stumbling, moving along in little hops and skips, the way all Earthers were on their first trip to the Moon. Kirsty Winters moved along behind her with the easy, gliding strides of a well-travelled woman.
She had to do something soon or Maria would be out of the spaceport and into a taxi. She needed an excuse, some kind of emergency that would require Maria's help. She cursed as she closed the gap between them. Anything she came up with would sound lame. Maria wasn't stupid. She would be bound to be suspicious.
“Are you there?” the man asked in her head.
“Yes. I'm going to have to make contact again.”
“You should be prepared to take her out.”
Kirsty stopped dead. “Do what?”
“You may be required to eliminate the target.”
“You want me to kill her?”
“Perhaps. If it becomes necessary. Meanwhile, we'd like you to search her person and her belongings, and retain anything you find.”
“You are joking, aren't you?”
“I'm authorised to offer twice the agreed fee.”
The old woman cursed. “It'll cost you five times the original price if you want a hit. Take it or leave it.”
“I am authorised to take it.”
She cursed again, knowing she could have asked for more.
“I want half up front. I don't trust you any more. You'd better hurry. She's getting away.”
In fact, Kirsty had begun following Maria again the moment the client agreed the price. She might still get to Maria in time to get in a taxi with her, spin her some yarn.
“The money has been transferred. Don't let us down, Kirsty.”
The voice in her head hung up, and she was alone with her thoughts. She hadn't expected a kill. She wasn't prepared. No weapon. Nothing lethal, anyway. No location picked out. No escape planned to get her off the Moon. It was a nightmare, but it could be done. The target was an easy one, trusting and naïve. She just needed to be a bit careful, that was all.
She increased her pace, changing her jacket and her hair back as she went. As the distance between them closed, she began to notice things; other people moving with her, matching her pace; two men standing by the exit – tough, watchful men – and an absence of airport security, as if they'd been told to keep clear.
She slowed down, let Maria pull ahead.
In a quick burst of activity, the two men by the door stepped forward, blocking Maria's way. Another two came up behind her and boxed her in. Kirsty changed course, developing a sudden interest in an advertising display. Maria looked frightened and tried to push her way through, but they held her arms and moved quickly with her, out of the building and away. It was a slick, well-coordinated action, competent and professional.
Kirsty drifted away from the jabbering adverts and stepped outside, pulling a small dart gun from her bag and feeding a tracker dart into the chamber. She was just in time to see the last of the kidnappers climb into a waiting vehicle. She watched it slide out of the parking bay and into a transit tube, disappearing at speed, her tracker already attached to its body.
A man and a woman were standing where the vehicle had been, looking around intently. Kirsty saw the man's eyes pause on her, then move on. She fussed with her bag, looking for something; a confused, elderly lady, trying to cope with the complexities of a busy spaceport.
After a while, an airport security officer approached the two. They exchanged a few words. They were brief and businesslike. Cops, Kirsty realised. Maria had been picked up by the cops. What the hell was going on here? She bitterly regretted accepting the contract on the woman now, although she really hadn't had much choice. The people she was working for were not the sort you could refuse.
-oOo-
“So, tell me about the mysterious Mr. Drew.”
Maria eyed the big policeman nervously. “Why can't I see a lawyer?” she asked.
Lieutenant Lincoln Eugene Burleigh beamed reassuringly. “You are in no need of one, I assure you, madam. I just want to ask you a few questions about your ex-husband.”
“Am I under arrest?” She looked around at the room she was in. It was sparsely furnished, but not uncomfortable. It looked more like someone's living room than a police interview room.
“You are a guest in my home, Ms. Dunlop.” The man made an expansive gesture that included a sofa and a couple of armchairs, a few picture frames on the walls which rotated through a small collection of Twentieth Century cowboy film posters, and a set of shelves without much on them.
“Why?” Maria asked. She tried not to move in her chair. In the lunar gravity, it felt as if she might bounce herself right out of it at any moment.
Burleigh smiled and put down the two cups of coffee he had fetched from the little kitchen. He settled himself into one of the armchairs. “That, if I may say so, is an excellent question. The thing is, Maria – may I call you Maria? The thing is, if I hadn't brought you here, we'd have had to go to the UNPF office for our chat. And if we'd done that, those two gentlemen from the CIA would have started asking questions.”
Maria's general sense of alarm ratcheted itself up a notch. “Why is the CIA interested in me?”
Burleigh shrugged. “Who knows? But probably for the same reason I'm interested in you, Maria; because of your ex-husband, the famous Rik Sylver 1 Drew.”
Maria felt despair wash over her. The UN cops and now the CIA, too. Did they know she had the package? No-one had asked her about it. No-one had tried to search her. If only she had-
Then the policeman's words struck her.
“One? Sylver 1 Drew?”
Burleigh was watching her every reaction with minute interest. “Yes, unless it's just plain Rik Sylver again. I'm afraid both his wives were killed in a gunfight several days ago.” His face suddenly hardened. “The people who shot them were also looking for your ex-husband. As were the people who shot Blake Bonomi and his wife.”
“Blake? And Brie? They're...?”
“Mr Bonomi is in intensive care. His wife was only slightly wounded, and is in FBI protective custody.”
“Oh my God.” Along with her former boyfriend, that made three people dead and two wounded. What on Earth was going on?
“I have orders to arrest Rik and hand him over to the CIA, Maria. Before I do that, I want to know what is going on and why he has become such a dangerous man to know.”
“I–” She thought about telling him about the package. There was something reassuring about the big cop. He seemed like a good man, someone she could probably trust. Yet she daren't do anything that might upset Rik's plans, whatever they might be, even though he seemed to be in as much trouble as one man could stir up.
“I don't know anything,” she said, instantly regretting it. Only people who knew something said they didn't know anything. She blushed, certain the big man could see right through her. “I came here to look for Rik. When I saw them kill David, I just panicked and ran. I've been running for days now.”
“David was the man you lived with, yes? And who did you see kill him?”
Maria shook her head. What was she saying? “I didn't see anyone. I just saw flashes at the window, like gunshots.”
“And yet you didn't go to the police. You just took off and came here.” Maria said nothing, so Burleigh went on. “That would explain it, I suppose.”
“Explain what?”
“It would explain why, when I found your name as a known associate of Mr. Drew's, you were already flagged as a person of interest. You are wanted for questioning by the FBI.” He let Maria absorb that for a moment. “Do you think there's a single police agency this side of Saturn that isn't looking for you or your ex?”
Her need to get out of there was like a physical itch. She squirmed under it. “Are you going to turn me over?”
“Are you going to stop fooling around and start answering my questions?”
“Look, I don't know what any of this is about. I really don't.” It wasn't quite a lie. “All I know is that Rik was on Earth. He came to see me – something he hasn't done for nearly two years. He seemed upset. The next thing I know, he's gone missing, and somebody has murdered my boyfriend.”
“You think Rik did it?”
“What?” The idea was so preposterous it hadn't even occurred to her. “No! Rik wouldn't hurt anybody.”
The big policeman nodded. “Yet your neighbour says she saw someone fitting Rik’s description throw your boyfriend to the ground and nearly break his arm.”
Maria's temper was finally kicking in. “Did the nosy cow also say that David was getting heavy with Rik, and he was only defending himself? And did she say where she was when armed men arrived at my house, broke in, killed David and then waited to kill me?”
Burleigh smiled. “Nope. The good lady must have been taking a nap.”
A silence fell.
“So you're looking for Rik too?” the Lieutenant asked.
“I wanted to find out what was going on.” It sounded feeble, so she threw in a bit of truth. “I wanted to get this sorted – whatever it is – so I could get my life back. So I could go home without anybody trying to shoot me.”
“Well, he's not here.” His tone was regretful, but his eyes were still watching every nuance of Maria's expression. Maria supposed she must have looked as surprised as she felt.
“But he has to be here!”
“Really? Why's that?”
“Just... Because I need him, that's why. Someone tried to kill me. People I know are dead. I'm scared.”
And she was, no doubt about it.
“Why would Rik be in the company of a British spy, Maria?”
“A what?”
“An MI6 field agent called Fariba Freymann. They entered the US together a few days ago under false identities. A short time later, they were involved in a firefight with FBI agents at the Cedars-Sinai hospital in LA, possibly in the company of an unidentified upload and two hired guns. Three FBI agents dead, four wounded. The gunmen, by the way, are known felons with ties to the Chicago Mob. Both are now deceased. After that, Rik and the upload appear to have left the country together, present whereabouts unknown.”
Maria's head was spinning. This was all way too much for her to handle on her own. FBI agents dead, gangsters and zombies... She felt the slight weight of the package in her pocket as if it was a house brick.
She stood up, too quickly. Her feet left the ground, and for a moment she was off-balance and flailing. But Burleigh was there to steady her and save her from falling. She gave him a quick smile of thanks and took a deep breath. Then she reached into her pocket for the metal box.
“I think I might know what this is all about,” she said. “At least, what's at the root of it.”
A voice from the doorway made her jump. “You can tell me all about it later, honey.”
“Kirsty?”
The woman didn't seem quite as old as she had before. What had looked like fragility and infirmity now looked like a wiry slenderness. The biggest change in Maria's erstwhile travelling companion, however, was not her improved posture, nor the change of hairstyle and clothing. It was the small-calibre dart gun she held in her right hand. The one that was pointing at Lieutenant Burleigh's chest.
Burleigh looked at the woman sadly and shook his head. “Another day in the wild, wild West,” he said cryptically.



Chapter 30
 

Peth kicked furiously at the wreckage that had once been her living room. “That was a stupid, dangerous risk!” she shouted.
Newton Cordell looked at the damage around him, and then at his wife. “It was worth it. You saw how far they were prepared to go?”
“I saw, all right! They're maniacs. Insane!”
“The stakes are very high.” He held out a hand for his wife to steady herself, but she refused it. He smiled and walked across the room, showing no sign of infirmity or weakness. He shook his head in amazement. “I have to say, I didn't expect them to attack with missiles. This is an excellent sign.”
Peth clearly did not believe there was anything excellent about the situation. “We only just made it to the panic room. Thirty seconds more and we'd have been in here.” She waved an arm at the rubble all around.
“But we weren't!” Cordell snapped. “We're safe. And now the ghosts have got Drew back, and the plan is unfolding exactly as it should. Come on, there's a helicopter waiting to take us to New York. I want to be on hand to make statements to the media when the big news breaks.”
Peth glared at him. “This damned stupid scheme of yours has put my life in danger twice now.”
“It was a miscalculation. They're even more paranoid than I thought. Don't worry. It's all over now, bar the victory celebrations.”
“It better be worth it,” she said. Her teeth were clenched and hands were trembling.
Cordell looked at her with compassion at last. “I'm sorry, Peth. I really am. Come on, we'll do something nice in New York, just for you. A trip to Cartier, perhaps? A little party? We'll invite that actor you like so much, and she can fawn over you all evening again.”
Peth pouted. “I'm going to sleep with her this time,” she said. Her tone had a hint of challenge in it.
“Of course, my darling. After what you've been through, you deserve it.”
“And a trip to Cartier.”
“Anything.”
She joined him, and together they picked their way through the wreckage towards the helipads.
Much later, as they flew over the desert, heading north, she said, “They're all going to die, aren't they? You'll make sure of it?” Her face was set and hard.
Cordell reached across and patted his wife's hand. “Don't worry. It won't be long now.”
-oOo-
The scramjet had been waiting for them on the runway at Guadalajara spaceport, fuelled and ready. Customs and air traffic control had been no problem at all. Rik assumed a great deal of money had changed hands.
“Holy crap!” Freymann complained through gritted teeth, as the jet pushed them at high-G towards Mach fifteen.
Rik turned his head slowly and carefully, to look at her in the padded seat next to him. Through the cabin windows beyond, he could see the slope of the horizon. His stomach tensed at the sight. His body was telling him they were blasting straight up into the sky, yet his eyes insisted they were on a shallow ascent.
“Just wait 'till the rocket engine kicks in,” he said. “Then we really start accelerating.”
“You're just trying to make me feel better.”
“How's the head?” Freymann had a large bruise forming on her temple where the Barbie had struck her. Ever since the chopper picked them up, she had been quiet and a little dazed, her light olive skin pale and moist.
“Not as bad as my stomach.”
“It won't be long.”
She closed her eyes and nodded, looking as though she might be sick.
“You ever been in space before?” he asked, using his cogplus to call for the robot steward.
With her eyes still closed, she nodded.
The little machine rolled down the aisle on its rail, and Rik took a packet of Spacer's Friend lozenges from it. “You'd better suck one of these,” he told her. “It'll settle your stomach and you won't get space-sick.”
“I think I was better off in Cordell's little prison.”
“I think you've got a mild concussion.” At least, he hoped it was mild. “There's a medic on the ship. She'll fix you up.” He took her hand in his and she squeezed it.
“Thank you,” she said. She kept her eyes closed but a small smile touched her lips.
A surge of affection filled him. He felt the smile draw him towards her. “When this is over, I'm taking you somewhere nice. There's a Cajun place in Heinlein, on Level Three. I owe you at least a decent meal for all this.”
“Do you always ask girls out when they're concussed?”
“It's the only way I can get a date.”
“Ask me again when I don't look so crap.”
“You look beautiful,” he said. Partly it was a lie, but it was also the truth.
She opened her eyes at last and looked straight at him. Her smile was gone. “No, I look crap. I look like I just fought a killer robot and lost. I look like a poor, sad, wounded animal that needs looking after. And it's making you feel all protective and manly again. Well, that's fine, and – Christ knows – I could do with some pampering. But I'm not playing that game with you, Rik.
“I like you. I mean, what's not to like? Apart from the killer robots and everything. But if you think I'm going to be your little girl while you play Daddy, you couldn't be more wrong, Mister.”
She took her hand away, not roughly, and closed her eyes again. Rik was open-mouthed with astonishment, then full of indignation. “I was just trying to be nice,” he said. “I don't see what's so bad about wanting to show my gratitude.”
“Yeah, yeah.”
Rik's indignation boiled into anger, but he kept his mouth shut, turned away and glowered at the seat in front of him. The trouble was, she was right. He had been hitting on her, and when he thought about it, it really did seem like an odd time to pick. But it was a crazy situation. They'd been thrown together in the middle of all this madness. They'd fought together. They'd formed a connection. Sure, his timing was a bit off, and it looked like exactly what she'd accused him of back at Cordell's place, but what other chance did he have? When else was he supposed to ask her out?
He sat there feeling sorry for himself, feeling misunderstood and hurt. His thoughts prowled like caged animals inside his skull, pausing here and there to sniff the bones of his life with Maria, or to stare at the empty places his mother and sister once inhabited. By the time the rocket engine cut in, his mood had grown dark and brooding. He was glad of the increased acceleration that pressed him deeper into his seat. It gave him something to push back against.
-oOo-
“Is he dead?” Maria asked, goggling at the lieutenant. Burleigh was lying on his living room floor, no longer moving.
The woman she had known as Kirsty Winters snorted. “I wish!”
Kirsty pushed Maria towards the door. “Come on – we have to get clear of this place. If I'd known there might be wet work, I'd have brought something bigger than this damned pea-shooter.” She waved the little dart gun, then slipped it into her jacket pocket. “He'll only be out for a couple of hours. Like these guys.”
They passed a man and a woman in the entrance hall. Maria recognised them as the police officers who had accompanied Burleigh back to his home. Both were unconscious.
Kirsty stopped in the doorway and snapped, “Bring your luggage.” Maria clicked the remote and her bag followed her out.
“This is crazy,” Maria said, stumbling from the house in the treacherous low gravity.
“Tell me about it,” Kirsty agreed.
She led Maria into the street. They were in what looked liked a big trailer park inside a high-roofed cave; Heinlein's idea of a respectable suburb. The roof of the cave was almost too dark to make out. The space between the trailers was lit by painfully bright lights on metal poles. At various points in the distant cave walls, illuminated tunnel mouths opened onto ramps and bridges. Maria remembered documentaries about how Heinlein was built inside a labyrinth of lava tubes and magma chambers. She had always imagined it would feel like being buried alive on an alien world, and that's exactly how it did feel.
A few trailers down from Burleigh's was one of the ubiquitous robot taxi pods, waiting for them.
“Get in.”
Maria looked around for help, but there was no-one in sight. If she ran now, would she make it to safety before the woman drew her gun? But the idea of running was ridiculous. She could barely walk without falling over.
The pod carried them beyond the rows of prefabricated dwellings, across the broad floor of the cave and up a ramp into one of the tunnels. Soon this opened into a much broader tunnel with huts and ramshackle buildings on either side. These gave way to smarter buildings, yet even the best were flimsy things that seemed to be made of dark grey plasterboard sheets. There were people in the streets now, and shop-fronts and signage. They took another ramp, down this time, and then another, deeper into the lunar city.
“Where are you taking me?”
“Shut the fuck up.”
Maria studied her captor. Kirsty seemed to be seething with anger about something. She had the dart gun in her lap, and Maria was sure the woman would have shot her by now, if it wasn't for the fact she would have to carry her to wherever they were going. It was comforting to know that Kirsty wanted to keep her alive, but not very much.
They stopped at a cheap hotel, and Kirsty led them through cramped corridors to a tiny room with one narrow bed and no chair. It occurred to Maria that she could switch her cogplus back on and call for help. After all, it was presumably the people she was running from who had her now. But the cogplus gave her a ‘no signal’ message when she tried it.
“I'm jamming it,” Kirsty said, somehow aware of the failed attempt. “How stupid do you think I am?”
“Oh, I don't know,” Maria snapped back. “Stupid enough to drug three cops and kidnap someone who's wanted by every law enforcement agency in the Solar System.”
Kirsty looked for a moment as if she might hit her. “Empty your pockets, smartass. Put it all on the bed.”
Maria did as she was told, but didn't surrender the package. Kirsty looked at the collection of coins, tissues and breath mints, and shook her head.
“Turn around.”
Maria turned and felt the muzzle of the dart gun pressing into her back. Kirsty patted her down the right side, then changed hands and patted her down the left. Her hand stopped at the package.
“OK, whatever that is, I want it on the bed too.”
Maria took out the metal box and placed it carefully on the bed.
“What is it?” Kirsty asked.
“I don't know,” Maria told her honestly. “It's dangerous. A lot of people have died for it.”
“Get over there.”
Kirsty made Maria lie face down beside the bed. The room was so small Maria could still have touched Kirsty with her foot, but that's about all she could have done before being shot. She strained to watch her captor, as the older woman gingerly lifted the box and slid back the catches.
“It's all right,” Maria said. “It's not booby-trapped or anything.”
Kirsty ignored her and lifted the lid millimetre by millimetre, peering intently into the widening crack before lifting it all the way. She stared at the contents for a long time and then closed the lid and fastened it again.
“What the hell is this?” she demanded, brandishing the box. “Little bottles with biohazard signs on them? This is why I've been watching you?”
“I suppose.”
“You suppose, do you? Well what do you suppose this bloody stuff is, then?”
Maria shook her head. “I don't know, I told you. I don't know. It came in the mail. I didn't know what to do with it. Then they killed David...” She trailed off, thinking. “Was it you? Did you kill my boyfriend?”
Kirsty shook her head in irritation. “My employers had it done, maybe. How the hell would I know? I got paid to stick close to you. Now I've got this.” She waved the box again. “And you.”
Maria started to get up, thinking it would be all right now, but Kirsty told her to stay where she was.
“I need to think this through,” the older woman said. “Like, this could be poison or germ warfare or something.” She sounded accusing, as if Maria had set her up.
Maria wished with all her heart that Rik was there to sort this out. And why not? she thought. If she could get to Rik, he'd have no problem handling some crazy old woman with a little gun. “Rik would know,” she said.
“What? Who?”
“Rik, my ex-husband. It's something to do with him. He started all this.”
“Did he steal it, or what?”
“I don't know. You'd have to ask him.”
“Ask him?”
“He lives here in Heinlein. I was on my way to see him. That's why I came here.” Of course, the big policeman had said Rik wasn't there, but Rik might have slipped past him. “He was working for someone. It was something to do with that stuff. He'd probably know someone who'd pay you a lot to get that back.”
“I'm already being paid a lot.” Kirsty's tone was gruff, but Maria thought she heard some uncertainty in it.
“No, I mean a lot,” Maria said. Rik would probably be furious about all this, but that was his problem. It was his fault she was in this mess, and it was his responsibility to get her out of it.
Kirsty looked hard at the box again. She seemed to be considering her options.



Chapter 31
 

“Oh man, I want one of these.”
The Phenomenon of Man glided out of the coal-black sky, balancing on its retros like a giant Frisbee. The trip from Guadalajara Spaceport to Heinlein had taken less than a day, and Rik was feeling impressed as he watched the city slide over the horizon and grow beneath him.
“Yeah? Dream on, partner.”
He glanced at the upload beside him. As usual, he hadn't heard her approach, although this time he'd seen her dark outline reflected in the viewscreen.
“Shouldn't you be strapped in?” he asked, but he knew she didn't need to be. The stresses of manoeuvring into a lunar landing were the kind Rivers could shrug off. Rik himself was in an acceleration couch, the protective webbing securely holding him in place.
“Is your girlfriend still in the med ward?”
Rivers had a knack if finding the right buttons to press. She'd taken to calling Fariba Freymann Rik's girlfriend, and every time she said it, Rik felt the urge to hit her in her plastic teeth. The fact was, he had begun to realise he liked Freymann a lot. And the more he acknowledged his feelings, the less he liked the way Freymann kept pointing out his alleged emotional problems every time he tried to get close. Somehow, he supposed, Rivers had picked up on this and was now taunting him with it.
“She's fine,” he said, keeping his tone light. “The medic just wanted her to rest because of the concussion.”
“So fragile.” Rivers smiled her black smile.
They watched the landing manoeuvres in silence for a while.
“This is your last chance, you know.”
Rik did not reply. He knew immediately what she meant. He was surprised he'd got this far.
“If we don't turn up the package soon, I have instructions to...” She sighed.
“And you think that threatening me will make me try harder?”
She shook her head. “I'm just letting you know. I'm not...”
He turned to look at her, frowning.
She looked back, suddenly earnest. “I'm not this person. The one you think I am. You know? I'm a thief. I sneak into places and steal stuff, but I do it clinically, scientifically. No-one gets hurt except the insurance companies. I take a pride in it. I'm good. Do you see what I'm saying?”
Rik didn't answer.
“I need this deal with Celestina to work out. I need this body. I'll do anything to keep it, so I can get back to my old life. I want to be out of that woman's clutches.”
“I don't think it works like that, kid.” He felt sorry for her, but not much. She'd made her choices, and they'd all been wrong ones.
A flicker of irritation crossed her features. “I just wanted to say that, well, you're OK. All right? I haven't got anything against you. If I ever have to – you know – it won't be personal.”
“That's such a comfort. It makes me feel all warm inside.”
“Well, fuck you. I was just trying to tell you something.”
“Yeah? Well, stuff it. If you ever get the word from that psycho bitch to come after me, you'd better tell her to stuff it too. 'Cause, if you tried it, it'd be the last thing you ever did.”
For a moment, she stood and snarled at him. For a moment, he thought he could see hurt in her onyx eyes. Then she turned on her heel and walked away.
He watched her go without regret. There wasn't a cold-hearted killer in the whole system who didn't labour under the delusion that they were good, decent people inside. He'd put enough of them away in his time not to let their maudlin self-justifications confuse him any more. What people did, he had learned, was all that mattered in the end. What they said was just so much froth on the surface.
Through the viewscreen he could see low concrete buildings rising around the ship as it dropped onto its landing pad. On the surface, Heinlein wasn't much to look at: mostly unpressurised storage bunkers and equipment sheds. A forest of antennae grew in the regolith all around – radio masts and dishes, lasers and microwave horns. It all looked scruffy and ramshackle. Away to the south, the tethers for Alltheway Station erupted from the ground like spears, aimed at the distant stars. Nothing moved nearby except a couple of big-wheeled trucks.
The Moon was hard and rough. Most of the people who lived there huddled underground, away from the searing heat and the bitter cold, away from the radiation that blasted the surface and the merciless vacuum that reached all the way down from space itself. Rik saw the cruel, inhuman face of the world he'd arrived at, and it still felt like he was coming home.
-oOo-
Clearing customs at Heinlein was easier and no doubt cheaper than it had been leaving Guadalajara. The official who came aboard to inspect The Phenomenon of Man didn't even bother to pretend to do her job. Rik was glad of Lanham's money and organisation, smoothing the road ahead of him wherever he went. Of course, he wouldn't hesitate to pull the plug on the whole of Omega Point if he got the chance, but Rik couldn't deny that having a rich psychopath backing you had its conveniences.
He left Rivers in the boarding tunnel and went back to med to collect Fariba Freymann. The upload wouldn't go down the ramp to the terminal building without him, but she didn't seem keen for his company, either. There was an electric cart waiting to take them all below, and Rik supposed that Rivers and a few others from the crew would be waiting in it when he got back.
“You're looking better,” he told Freymann when he reached med. “In fact, you're looking great.”
Freymann did a twirl for him, smiling happily. She had on a dress that was a mist of pastel gossamer layers, floating impossibly in the Moon's gentle gravity. As she twirled, the material wrapped itself closely around her body, then slowly drifted out again. It was a fashion common among the women of Heinlein, but Rik had seldom seen it worn so well.
“I've always wanted to try one of these,” she said. “I borrowed it from Vicki in the med bay.”
“Vicki?”
“Even doctors have names, you know.”
“You look beautiful,” he said, and regretted it. He didn't want her to think he was coming on again. But Freymann didn't seem to mind. In fact, she gave him a warm smile that made his heart beat faster.
“Your carriage awaits.” He glanced towards the door and held out an arm for her to take. “Madame?”
Freymann laughed and took his arm. “I like the Moon,” she said. “I always feel like I could fly.”
“You've been to Heinlein before?”
“No. I went to Verne once for a short trip, and stayed a whole month in Robinson.”
“Robinson?”
“I know. It's a dump. But I can't help it, I'm just a low-G kinda gal. I'd probably be happy in the helium 3 mines at L-City.”
Rik had worked a case last year at L-City, and didn't think any sane person could be happy there, but he didn't want to contradict her.
They headed for the exit, but Rik stopped before they got there, suddenly serious.
“Fariba,” he said. “Why don't you take off? There are plenty of places in Heinlein to disappear to. You don't need to tag along.”
Freymann chose to pretend it was a joke. “Er, hello. Security agent, working a case.”
“They suspended you, remember. Besides, if things don't work out...”
“I know the score, Rik.”
“Maybe. It's a pretty long shot that Maria would have come here. Even if she did, she might not have the package. And, even if she did–”
“There's a very good chance our favourite zombie will snatch it and take out everyone in sight, just to leave things nice and tidy.”
Rik gave her a baleful stare. “So that's why you should take off now, before the shooting starts.”
“That's very noble of you, sweetie, but you're forgetting something.”
Rik shook his head. “If you've got some crazy notion that you're taking that package back to London with you, you can forget it. Once I get hold of it, it's going up the tether to Partway, onto the first shuttle I can find, and out the airlock as soon as we're at cruising speed.”
For a second, Freymann looked defiant. Then she sighed and looked up at the ceiling. “Maybe you're right. Maybe that is the best thing. Either way, Rivers is not going to let anyone take it. You'd have to kill her first.” She smiled. “And for that, you'll need help.”
Rik tried one more time. “It's too dangerous.”
But Freymann ignored him. She flounced past him in her floaty dress, making it stream behind her. “Come on, big fella. She'll be coming in to get us if we hang about much longer, and I want to get into town and show off my Moon dress.”
“Are you always this damned stubborn?” he called, setting off after her.
“No, only when I want to get my own way.”
“Ha, ha. And do you really think that... that meringue you're wearing is a suitable outfit for fighting ninja zombies?”
“It's camouflage. I blend in with all the colours your face is turning.”
He hurried to keep up with her. “So, what, MI6 gives its agents stand-up comedian training now?”
She stopped and turned. Rik almost ploughed into her. Stopping in low gravity being harder than it looks.
“Rik, you've lost this one. Accept it with good grace and move on. Otherwise I'll have to pull my concealed weapon and blow your head off, OK?”
He could see she was right. If she wanted to come along, there was nothing he could do about it, so he might as well stop sulking. And in any other circumstances, he'd be glad to have her around.
“You don't have one,” he said.
“One what?”
“A concealed weapon.” He grinned.
She grinned back and bobbed up to kiss his cheek. “Well, bless you for noticing.” She turned away, laughing, and glided towards the exit.
Rik trudged after her. “Did that doctor give you the wrong shot or something? No-one is this cheerful on their way to certain death.”



Chapter 32
 

Maria and Kirsty entered The Harsh Mistress arm-in-arm, like a couple of old friends. Partly this was because Kirsty was sick and tired of her prisoner stumbling around and falling over. Partly, it was so that the silly little airhead didn't get the idiotic notion that she could make a run for it. It also kept Maria close in case Kirsty had to shoot her with the dart gun. Those things were hopeless at long range.
The bar was scruffy on the outside and dingy within, not out of place at all in its neighbourhood. It was bigger on the inside than she had expected. Cleaner, too. As her eyes adjusted to the dimness, she saw that the giant behind the bar was a zombie; a mean looking guy who was already checking them out, as he idly wiped a glass he'd probably been wiping all day. She took a moment to scan the room. A dozen or so men sat around talking and drinking. Rough types. Tether monkeys. Most of them had weird body-mods. Men like that had themselves modded these days the way they would have had themselves tattooed in more genteel times. She didn't see anyone who looked like a cop. Even the drunk woman sleeping alone at a table looked kosher.
“You know anyone?” she asked Maria.
The blonde shook her head. “Just the barman.”
Kirsty raised an eyebrow. “How does a pretty little girl like you know a scarred up old bastard like that?”
Maria barked out a laugh. “If you're around Rik long enough, you get to meet all kinds of charming people.” She seemed to think better of it, though. “I don't know; he seems OK. I only spoke to him once, on the phone.”
So the zombie had made Maria when they came in and he hadn't let on. That was worth keeping in mind.
“OK. Introduce me.”
They went up to the bar and Veb nodded a brief greeting. He didn't offer to get them a drink.
“You're Mr. Rea,” Maria said. She seemed nervous in the zombie's presence. “I'm Maria Dunlop, We spoke on the phone.”
The barkeep leaned forwards. When he spoke, he had a deep, soft voice. “Maria, is this woman bothering you?” He turned slowly to face Kirsty. Maria's eyes widened in horror.
“Easy, tiger,” Kirsty said, smiling pleasantly. She let him see the pistol pointing at Maria's ribs. “We're all friends here.”
The upload did not seem in the least surprised. “You hurt my friend's wife,” he said calmly, “and you don't hurt anyone ever again.”
“That's good,” Kirsty said. “Now we all understand each other. I'm looking for Rik. Why don't you go fetch him?”
Veb looked across at Maria.
“It's OK,” Maria said. “She just wants to sell him something.”
He looked back at Kirsty, still calm, still menacing. “Something that already belongs to him, I'm guessing.”
Kirsty smiled, suppressing the urge to tell the damned machine where to stick his guesses. “Such a clever boy to be stuck tending a rat-infested bar all day.”
“Rik's not here.”
“Where is he?”
“Judging by the time-lag on our last conversation, he's a long, long way from here.”
Now Kirsty was really confused. Time lag? What the hell was the man doing in deep space? She rounded on Maria. “You told me he'd be here.”
“All I told you was I hoped he'd be here. All I said was that I don't know where else he could go.”
“So now what?” Veb asked.
It was a good question and Kirsty didn't have an answer. If she was going to get any money for those phials, she needed this Rik guy, and she needed him fast. She could only stall her client for so long. Which gave her an idea.
“Rik was doing a job for someone. Who's paying him?”
Veb shrugged. “He doesn't tell me his business.”
Kirsty played a hunch. “But you know anyway, don't you, clever boy? Nothing gets past you, right?”
Maria spoke up. “Please, Mr. Rea. If you know, just tell her.”
Veb looked at her with what must have been zombie compassion. “Maria, I know you think you're in a bad place right now, but the truth is I could reach out and snap this woman's neck like a toothpick any time I wanted to.”
Kirsty took a step away from the bar, dragging Maria with her. “Don't even think about it buddy.”
Veb shrugged again. “Point is, Maria, Rik's got friends, and that means you got friends. This sour old lady isn't going to hurt you 'cause she knows what's good for her. Now, supposing I could tell her who Rik was working for, do you think he'd want me to?”
Maria looked down at the barrel of Kirsty's gun, then up at the enormous mechanoid. “I don't know. All I know is, whatever plans he might have had seem to have gone completely pear-shaped. I have a feeling he'd be better off right out of it.”
“So spill it, Tin Man. Who do I deal with?”
Veb shook his head. The big upload looked like he'd had enough of making hard choices. “I'll make the call,” he said. “Why don't you two take a seat, and I'll bring you a couple of drinks. What do I call you by the way, if I get asked?”
“Call me what you like, just tell them I've got the package.”
-oOo-
Greet-Greet McGregor was in church when the call came. The Church of the Holy Radionuclide wasn't a popular one in Heinlein. It wasn't particularly popular anywhere, for that matter, and was banned in several European countries, but its followers were devout.
The viewscreen at the front of the tiny chapel flicked from one number to another, and Greet-Greet checked his reader. The numbers were randomly generated by the nuclear decay processes in a consecrated Thorium source, kept in the Church's Grand Cathedral on Earth. They were translated into individually-tailored Bible verse references by a sanctified algorithm in his electronic Bible. In this way, God, through the physical laws of His universe, spoke directly to the faithful. It was an idea that filled Greet-Greet with joy whenever he contemplated it.
He didn't appreciate being called from this holy communion to deal with matters mundane, but when he saw who was calling, he forgot immediately about the verse he'd been studying and made a beeline for the door.
Outside in the street – the church was no more than a standard three-by-five commercial prefab unit – he almost tripped over a young boy. The boy was thin and pale, with sandy hair. He watched Greet-Greet from under his brows with an expression that was already half flinching.
“Me Mam sent me,” the boy said, getting in his defence before Greet-Greet had time to scold him.
The Scotsman looked up and down the street, twitching with irritation. “Here,” he snapped, and transferred some money using his cogplus. “Now bugger off.”
“She said she wanted–”
Greet-Greet raised a hand, and the boy ducked his head. “I don't care what she wanted. That's all she'll get. Bugger off, I said.”
“But, Dad...”
Greet-Greet took a swipe at the boy, but the lad dodged out of range. Greet-Greet cursed, but didn't try to catch him. “Just sod off home, and don't let me catch you hanging about here again, d'ye hear? Now off wi' ye. I've got business to attend to.”
He set off down the road without a backward glance. The boy watched in silence.



Chapter 33
 

Although he'd come four hundred thousand kilometres to find her, the last thing Rik expected to see when he walked into The Harsh Mistress was his ex-wife.
Not that he saw anything until his eyes adjusted to the gloom. The place was darker than usual, with half the light fittings shot up and not yet replaced. A mournful ballad was oozing out of the sound system, as if The Mistress were singing her own lament for better days. He saw Veb behind the bar, and the usual collection of off-shift tether-monkeys propping it up.
If Veb hadn't made a discreet nod towards the far wall, Rik might not have noticed the two women sitting there, deep in shadow. One was Maria, staring at him as if he'd just come back from the dead. The other was an older woman who, from the unnatural position of her right arm, was probably pointing a gun at Maria under the table.
He suddenly became very conscious of the others, bustling in behind him; Freymann in her bright dress, and Rivers, dark and sinister, with the two goons she had brought. As soon as Rivers realised Maria was there, she would be on her like an attack dog, and there would be nothing Rik could do about it.
Veb moved casually along the bar towards the flap, looking as if he was going to serve someone. Rik had never felt another person's presence so comforting as he did Veb's in that moment. He moved into the bar, staying ahead of Rivers, keeping away from Maria. If he could distract the upload for a while, stop her looking Maria's way, maybe he could get them all out of there again and think about what to do.
“Rik?” He stopped dead and closed his eyes. It was Maria's voice, her English accent clear and crisp, even in that one word. “Rik, over here.”
He glanced at Rivers just as she glanced at him. She was smiling. “Wait a minute,” he said, but she was already in motion, heading straight for the seated women. He pulled his gun, not knowing quite what he would do with it, and felt another gun pressed hard into his back. He didn't have to look to know one of the heavies had him covered.
The upload walked across the room with the easy menace of a black panther. “You must be Maria,” she purred.
Rik stepped forward, ignoring the gun at his back. “If you hurt her, there won't be a place in this system where you can hide from me, Rivers.”
The upload ignored him, still addressing Maria. “You're prettier than his new girlfriend. Classier, too. I bet those lovely long legs would break so easily.”
Maria looked past Rivers at Rik, fear and confusion in equal parts in her eyes. Rik took another step towards her. “Rivers, I'm warning you.”
The heavy behind him spoke up. “That's far en-oof!”
Rik turned in time to see the man go down and Freymann whirl away in a flash of pastel colours to slam the heel of her hand into the other goon's nose. Rik still had his gun in his hand, so he hammered it hard against the first guy's skull before turning to join Freymann in dealing with the other one. But the MI6 agent didn't need any help. In a move that would have made a martial arts film director green with envy, she leaped nearly two metres into the air and kicked the goon twice in the temple. Then she fell slowly back to the ground to land catlike and ready for more, her gossamer dress floating around her. Rik grunted with surprise even as the victim of Freymann's attack toppled over like a felled tree.
“Very nice!” Rivers said.
Their heads flicked round to her. The upload was holding Maria by the throat.
“I'd like the package now, Maria, or I'm going to have to start squeezing this lovely long neck of yours.”
Kirsty Winters, who had watched the whole proceedings in silence, now reached out a hand and touched Rivers on the hip. Immediately, the upload went into convulsions. She dropped Maria – who had also taken a shock – and staggered back, revealing the stunner in Kirsty's hand.
Rik ran, his only plan to get to the upload before she recovered from the shock, but Veb beat him to it. The former bouncer grabbed Rivers from behind, holding her by her upper arms. She recovered quickly and struggled like a wild animal; one that knew a lot of good expletives. She was strong and inhumanly flexible. She kicked and writhed and yelled, toppling tables and chairs and making Veb hold her at arms length as he flinched away from her. After a short but frantic struggle, however, it was obvious that Veb could hold her like that all day if he wanted to. With no pause between wild violence and acquiescence, she relaxed and let him set her feet back on the ground.
Maria ran to Rik, stumbling and falling into his arms. He held her while she sobbed into his chest, glancing across at Freymann, who was watching him with an unreadable expression. Maria felt delicate and frail in his arms. The feel of her body, the scent of her hair, the way she clutched him to her, stirred deep memories within him. He remembered how much he had loved her, how that love had tortured him, how helpless it had made him feel. He realised that he was thinking about his feelings in the past tense.
One of the heavies recovered and pushed himself up off the floor. Seeing his boss in Veb's firm grip, he made for the door and ran off. Rik turned his attention to Kirsty Winters, who was looking shaken but determined.
“Who the hell are you?” he asked.
“I'm the one with the package,” Kirsty said. She had her little dart gun pointing at him. “You're the one who's going to buy it off me.”
“You don't know what you've got there,” he told her. “That stuff should be destroyed. Trust me.”
“What is it?” Maria asked, looking up at him.
“Poison,” he said. “Mind-altering shit that could give someone far too much power.”
Maria pushed away from him, angrily. “You bastard. You sent that to Blake. You nearly got him killed. You nearly got me killed!”
Kirsty cut across Rik's apology. “Shut the fuck up, both of you. I want ten million dollars.”
“I'll give you twenty,” Rivers said.
“You? You're lucky to still be alive, from what I can see.”
“I can still work my cogplus.” Rivers seemed to be quite relaxed about her situation.
“Not if I ask Veb to pull your head off,” Rik growled. “Why don't you just keep quiet and let me do the deal?” He spoke to Kirsty again. “OK. Ten million. It's agreed.”
“I like her offer better,” Kirsty said. “Make it twenty.”
Rik made a show of looking angry, then of reluctantly capitulating. “All right, twenty.” He was absolutely sure Lanham would pay far, far more than that.
“Thirty,” said a voice from the doorway.
They all looked to see Greet-Greet McGregor standing there.



Chapter 34
 

As soon as he saw the shabby Scotsman, something started turning in Rik's brain, as if some ponderous machinery of deduction had been set in motion. He had a quick flashback to a day two weeks ago in Berlin.
"So you're what?" Peth asked. "A professional bodyguard?"
"PLEO,” he told her. “This isn't the kind of work I normally take on."
"Hard times, huh?"
“Greet-Greet, you little douchebag,” he said. “I want a word with you. No, that's a lie. I want to pound your head on the floor until it cracks. That's what I really want.”
“Any advance on thirty?” Kirsty asked. Her tone implied she thought everyone should focus on the business of making her rich.
Rik stomped across the bar and grabbed Greet-Greet by the scruff of the neck, dragging him back with him to where the others stood. He was way past caring where his next job might come from.
“This little ferret works for Newton Cordell,” he said, speaking to Kirsty. “Cordell is the guy who cooked up that little stew of viral poison.” He pointed to the package in her hand. “In case you're wondering, it's a weaponised, highly infectious gene mod that turns people into faithful followers.
“But that's beside the point. Cordell now knows, thanks to my ratty friend here, that you have it, that you more than likely stole it, and that you've been trying to sell his property. And that means you're a dead woman.
“And here are a couple of other interesting facts for you to contemplate. The psychopath my buddy Veb is holding onto is working for the Chicago Mob. Her boss calls herself Celestina, but you'd probably know her better by the name she used before she died, when she was still a man: Stefano Marcello.” Kirsty's eyes widened, and she looked in alarm at Rivers, who smiled pleasantly back at her. “If Cordell gets the package back, I'm pretty sure Celestina will have you spit-roasted, out of pure pique. And Rivers here is just the gal to do it.
“But that's not all. I'm working for another dead guy who seems to have even Marcello under his thumb – which is very scary, when you think about it – and my friend here...” He nodded towards Freymann, who still had her gun trained on Kirsty. “...is with the British Secret Service. I kid you not. No doubt she'd like to chip in with a bid at some point. Or kill you. Whichever is easier.”
He shook his head, sadly. “I think you're a little bit out of your depth here, lady. You should just put the package down on that table – very carefully – and go. Let the rest of us sort it out. It may be the only way you'll leave this room alive.”
Kirsty looked from one to another of them, and finally back at Rik. “OK. I'll take the ten mil. From you. Then I'm going.”
He didn't let it show, but relief flooded him. He could get the package, free Maria and get out of there, all while Rivers was being restrained. Greet-Greet was an annoying loose end, but that didn't matter much. After the part the Scotsman played in getting him into all this, Rik wasn't too worried about what became of him.
They exchanged bank codes and did the transaction without speaking a word. Then Kirsty left the bar as fast as she could without actually breaking into a run. Outside, she almost fell over a small boy who was staring in through the half-open doors. For a moment, the boy's eyes met Rik's. The dumb kid ought to get out of there and not rubberneck where a stray bullet might find him; but there was no time to worry about that now. He turned to Rivers.
“Looks like an impasse,” he said.
The upload shrugged as best she could with Veb still holding her arms. “Here's the deal. You let me go, I won't kill anybody except him.” She glanced towards Greet-Greet. “And maybe the zombie who's been rubbing himself against my ass for the past few minutes. Having fun, sweetie?”
Veb grunted, but said nothing.
“What about the package?” Rik asked.
“I get that.”
“No deal.”
“Rik?” Maria sounded nervous. “Why don't you just let her have the package? She's working for the same people as you, isn't she?”
“I'm sorry, Maria, but I just quit. No-one should be allowed to have what's in those phials. I'm going to make sure they're destroyed.”
“I can't let you do that, Rik,” Rivers said.
“Hasn't that thing got an off switch?” Greet-Greet demanded.
“Shut your mouth,” Veb growled, “or I'll let go of her.”
“Rivers?” This time it was Freymann breaking her long silence. “Isn't there some way we can work this so you don't upset your bosses, but we don't give them the package either? It doesn't matter to you what happens to that shit. All you care about is being square with Marcello, or Celestina, or whatever he, she or it calls itself these days.”
“Nice try, spook, but there's only one way for me to be safe, and you know it. You think I'd go out on a limb for you? Think again, sister.”
“Not for me, Rivers. For everyone.”
“Save your breath, Fariba,” Rik said. An appeal to Rivers' humanity was about as much use as threatening her with a soft pillow. “Rivers is helpless. Celestina has her wired to blow. She isn't going to do anything except what she's told.”
The upload glowered at him, but didn't contradict him.
“You might be willing to clear up a puzzle for me, though,” he said. “Why did The Phenomenon of Man take off again just after we disembarked?”
“What?”
Rik watched her carefully, concerned to see how surprised she was. “It took off just after we left, heading for a geosynchronous parking orbit. I saw it on a departure board at the space station.”
“I... It's none of your business.” Rik was certain now that she didn't know.
“What's going on, Rik?” Freymann asked.
“Some kind of double-cross, at a guess.”
“How could you trust a soulless demon?” Greet-Greet said.
Rik tightened his grip on the man's collar and almost dragged him off his feet. “Shut the fuck up with that creepy God shit. I've heard enough of it to last me a lifetime.”
“I hope not, Mr. Drew. No-one should give up on their soul when there is hope of salvation.”
Everyone turned to look at the speaker.



Chapter 35
 

Rik's heart sank. In the doorway was a short, rotund man in a fedora, archaically dressed and grinning broadly. Behind him stood two elegant women, tall and athletic, who watched him with expressionless, flawlessly beautiful faces.
“Rik?” Maria asked in a tremulous voice.
“The guy's human,” Rik said, mostly for Veb's benefit. “The two catwalk models are robots.”
“You're kidding!” Veb sounded more impressed than scared. But Veb had never seen the two robots in action.
“They work for Cordell,” Rik added, in case anyone should be in doubt.
“How did they get fixed so quickly?” Freymann wondered.
“How did they get here so quickly?” said Rik.
“Cherchez la femme,” Clermont said, smirking. “We got a big organisation, Drew. You think we can't keep tabs on one dumb blonde?” He glanced meaningfully at Maria then at the robots. “You think Mr. Cordell can't afford to keep a couple of spares lying around?”
Rik stepped over to the table where the package lay and picked it up. “All right, Clermont, you found me. Now what?”
“Simple.” The little man strolled into the bar with exaggerated casualness. The two Barbie-bots maintained formation beside him. “You give me the package, and I take it back to Earth with me. It's as easy as that.”
Rik watched the man carefully. He appeared to be carrying a gun under his jacket this time, but was showing no sign of wanting to reach for it. Why should he, with the two robots at his command?
“Veb,” Rik said. “Let Rivers go.” As he said it, he tossed Greet-Greet aside, sending the Scotsman skittering across the room.
Veb looked reluctant, but he did as he was told. Rivers immediately stepped away from him, out of reach. She didn't even look back at him. Her full attention was on the two robots.
“Now this is great, just great,” Greet-Greet said, getting his balance. “It looks like Good triumphs after all, Rik. You don't seem so cocky now, you great steaming pile of crap.”
“Shut up,” Clermont commanded him angrily. “And fuck off.” The tension in the room was building as the moment approached for somebody to make a move.
For a brief while, Greet-Greet blustered and protested, but then he seemed to notice that the two factions had squared off for a fight. “Ah. Right,” he muttered. “I'll be away, then.” He made for the door almost at a run.
“You too, Maria,” Rik said, not looking at her. “Get out and get clear. This is nothing to do with you.”
“What?” she asked, stupidly. He could hear the fear and uncertainty in her voice. “I want to stay with you.”
Rik almost laughed. Right there, with him, was about the least safe place in the system just at that moment. He made an effort to harden his tone. “Maria, please. Just go. You're just a distraction here.”
“Just a...”
“Fariba?”
He heard Freymann go to Maria and start persuading her to leave. He hoped she would be firm about it. He didn't want to worry about Maria's safety while he was trying to save his own life and keep the package out of Clermont's hands.
“Do you know what's in this package, Clermont?” he asked, stalling.
“Nope, and I don't give a damn.” He held out a hand. “Let's have it.”
“It's a virus. A weaponised virus that will invade the cells of your brain and re-wire the DNA. If you get infected – and you will, if Cordell has his way – you'll be as much of a robot as the silicon sisters behind you. Do you want to be Cordell's robot? Isn't there anybody in this world you care about enough to save them from that?”
He could hear Maria's and Freymann's voices moving away, to the back of the bar. They might both be safe now if the fighting started, although he knew Freymann would be back in a moment if there was trouble. He didn't want her hurt, but it would be good to know she had his back.
“Give me the package, Rik,” Rivers said, from somewhere to his left. She sounded too close for comfort, and he itched to look round to find out just what she was up to. “It's the only way to keep it safe. You don't stand a chance.”
Whatever she was doing, it was making the robots nervous. They started moving out from behind Clermont, positioning themselves to outflank Rik and the two uploads. Rik could only imagine what kind of strategic and tactical algorithms were running in their photonic brains, how many entangled superpositions of qbit arrays were sifting and sorting the geometry of the little group as they sought optimal outcomes.
“This could get messy, Clermont. You and I might not last long if these guys start swinging.”
“I'll take my chances. Hand it over.”
“My friend Rivers here beat off two of your girls all on her own, last time they had a disagreement. You don't want to be too confident of your chances.”
The two robots turned to look at Rivers, then back at Rik. Their expressions did not change.
“Yeah?” Clermont seemed altogether too relaxed for Rik's liking. He must have heard what happened at the Cordell mansion in Mexico. “Well, them others were just Mrs. C's playthings, if you know what I mean. These babies are more advanced models. You've got five seconds, Drew. After that, I don't care if you're dead or alive when I get the package.”
“I'll pay you anything you like, Clermont. I've got a lot of money at my disposal.”
“Too late for that, chum. Three seconds.”
Rik felt a movement behind him, one he'd been expecting ever since Rivers had spoken. With all the speed he could muster, he pulled the arm holding the package up and across his chest. Rivers' black arm flashed past where his hand had been.
Then pandemonium broke out.
As the two robots sprang at him, and the two uploads sprang at the robots, Rik dropped to a crouch, his feet almost lifting off the ground as his body dropped at an infuriatingly slow pace. Then he jumped, flying above the rest of them, looking down from the ceiling as his back hit it. The robots both reached for him, and might have caught him, had they not been tackled by Veb and Rivers in the same moment. But he wasn't trying to avoid the robots. As he fell at a leisurely lunar pace, he pointed his gun at Clermont and fired twice. Cordell's man had his hand in his jacket, pulling out his own weapon, when Rik's bullets hit him in the chest and knocked him down. The recoil was enough to push Rik off balance, and he hit the ground awkwardly, dropping his gun as he struggled to keep the package safe.
Veb and Rivers were each wrestling with a robot. The combination of superhuman strength and low lunar gravity meant their struggles were throwing them all over the bar, shattering tables, bouncing them from floor to ceiling, smashing them into walls. Individual movements were too fast to follow, but Rik could see that the new robots were doing better than the last pair had. These seemed faster and more sure of themselves. Whereas before, Rivers had been able to outmanoeuvre them, this new pair seemed better at anticipating their opponents' moves, and better at exploiting their mistakes. They looked like they were specially programmed and trained for close fighting. What's more, they were completely focused on getting to Rik and the package. Everything they did was designed to move them closer to him.
He grabbed his gun off the floor and made for the door. His best chance was to get out of there and hope he could get into hiding before the robots found him. But he didn't get two paces before the one fighting Veb got an arm free, grabbed a chair and threw it at him so hard and fast that it sent him sprawling across the room. He took some hard knocks before he fetched up against a wall, desperately protecting the package and its fragile contents at the expense of his own fragile flesh.
He was stunned and winded. When he could take in what was happening again, he saw Freymann had re-entered the bar and was going to Veb's aid. The ex-bouncer, seeing her arrive, grabbed onto the robot and heaved it round, presenting it to Freymann, who dutifully emptied half a clip into its slender back. The robot jerked and twitched as the bullets hit, but showed no signs of damage. In fact, it immediately broke Veb's grip and spun around to land a vicious kick on Freymann's shoulder. It sent the agent cartwheeling across the room. By the time Rik was on his feet and running to her aid, she was lying still on the floor.
The distraction gave Veb the chance he needed to land a mighty right hook on the robot's jaw, lifting it off the ground and sending it arcing across the bar. Yet even as it happened, Rivers came crashing into Veb, having been thrown across the room herself by the other robot.
Rik dodged around the flailing uploads as he raced towards Freymann. He turned to the robot that had been fighting Rivers, intending to get off a couple of shots in its direction, only to find it was already upon him. Elegant and feminine though it looked, the robot hit Rik like a charging bull. The blow carried him across the floor to the solid concrete of the bar itself. With a sickening crack, he heard his head hit the bar. There was a moment of darkness and silence, then pain shot through him. He gasped, only half-conscious, and struggled to get his bearings.
When his head cleared, he found himself lying on the ground with one of the robots standing over him. It stepped back, quickly putting several metres between them. In its hand it had the package.
Rivers and Veb had disentangled themselves and were squaring up to attack the robot. Meanwhile, the second machine was circling around behind them. Freymann was on the floor not far away, lying still.
Rik dragged himself to his feet, leaning on the bar for support. His head felt as if one of the robots was still pounding on it, and his left shoulder felt crushed.
“You'll never get out of here with that,” he said, although for the life of him, he couldn't see any good reason why they wouldn't. “You might as well hand it over now.”
The robot with the package gazed steadily at him. Rik could hardly begin to guess what it was thinking. Certainly it could not think that he, personally, was much of a threat. Even holding onto the bar, he could feel himself swaying. He wiped a hand across his mouth and it came away smeared with blood. The robots, by contrast, looked as sleek and beautiful as ever, with hardly an artificial hair out of place.
“What now, boss?” Veb asked.
It looked like another stalemate had been reached. The robots couldn't leave with the package without being attacked again, and now the risk of losing the package made that less attractive than before. However, if Veb and Rivers went after the bots, there was a good chance one of the Barbies might get away in the ruckus, or, much worse, break the phials and release the virus. He wanted this to be over so he could see to Freymann. He felt her stillness on the ground beside him like a shout in his mind. But he couldn't help her now. Not until the robots had been dealt with.
“Any suggestions, Veb? Rivers, have you called the ship for reinforcements?” The crew of The Phenomenon of Man was mostly uploads and would have been very handy just then.
The fuckers aren't returning my calls, Rivers told him through his cogplus.
What the hell are they up to? he sent back.
Rivers shrugged.
Rik hoped the robots weren't listening in.
“Well, here's the thing,” he said, aloud. “We've really only got one choice here.”



Chapter 36
 

He tensed himself, ready to give the word to attack again. As he did, the door to the bar slammed open and an amazing troupe of heavily-armed weirdoes stormed in. At their centre was a tiny, massively overweight man sitting on a vacuum dirigible.
“Hello, Rik,” Turgu said, swooping to a halt. His followers formed an untidy phalanx around him.
The two robots moved quickly to new positions, trying to optimise their tactical situation in the light of all these new players. Veb and Rivers moved too, keeping themselves between the package and the exits. Rik pushed himself upright, glad he was in one-sixth gravity, and went to confront his old enemy.
“You look like shit, mate,” Turgu said, looking around at the bar, its occupants, the woman on the floor and the smashed fittings. “So does your bar.”
“Turgu, you ugly slug,” he snarled. “I blame you for a lot of this.” If it hadn't been for this ridiculous petty gangster and his outrageous demand for money Rik didn't owe, Rik would never have needed to take Cordell's job. “So you're going to put it all right for me.”
The Turgu were armed with buzz-guns, heavy-duty lasers, grenade launchers, damned near everything you could think of that was portable and nasty. They jigged about and grinned like madmen. Dumb, vicious, fanatical, and deadly.
“How much do I owe you, Turgu?”
“Well, it was twenty thousand...” The ugly gnome grinned as he bobbed about on his barely-stable flying machine. “But you've put me to a lot of trouble. So now it's thirty. You better have it, Drew.”
“Boss?” Veb sounded anxious. Rik turned and saw the robots were moving across the room, splitting up, working on some kind of plan.
Turgu watched the robots too. “Are these your new bar staff, Rik? I've got to say, they're better looking than the big ape you've had running the place lately. Why don't you throw them in as deal-sweeteners? Then maybe I won't trash the place like I was planning.”
Rik stepped closer to Turgu, and weapons all around him rattled into readiness. “Here's the deal, Turgu. I'll make it fifty grand. Hell, no, I'll make it a hundred, if you can get me the package that one is carrying. You see it? The little box? And here's the sweetener: if either of them is alive when you've finished, they're all yours.”
Turgu looked again at the slender beauties. “What's the catch?”
“They're robots. Very advanced. Fast, tough and smart. But I don't think they're a match for the kind of firepower your guys are carrying. Remember, I want that package. No package, no hundred grand.”
Turgu seemed amused. “Brethren,” he called, and the heads of his followers turned immediately towards him. “Bring me the package.”
Before any of the Turgu could move, the two robots launched themselves at them. Most of Turgu's followers were augmented in various biological and mechanical ways, and they were armed to the teeth, but the robots had the advantage of possessing fast and fully-functioning brains. They had cut down two of the Turgu and grabbed their weapons before any of the others could react.
Rik dived for the ground, throwing himself across Freymann as lasers, rail guns and shotguns fired in all directions. Blasts of heat and huge shock waves rocked him. He risked a glance and saw Turgu's dirigible implode as a laser bolt seared through its aluminium skin. Serves the little fucker right. The Turgu were firing almost at random while the Barbie-bots danced among them, picking them off with precision and inhuman calm. People were screaming and dying. And there was Rivers, scuttling across the ceiling above the mêlée.
Another explosion forced him to duck away, and when he looked back, the scene had changed.
The room was full of smoke now, and fires burned all around. A handful of the Turgu were still alive, but only a couple of them were firing. One of the robots lay, unmoving, in a charred jumble of limbs. Rivers crouched beside it with a buzz-gun in one hand and a laser in the other. The other robot was lost in the smoke, as was Veb.
As he watched, the smoke parted and the robot leaped like a tigress out of the haze. It seemed to hover over Rivers like an angel of death, taking its time to target her with a grenade launcher. Rik's warning shout came just after the upload saw the apparition above her, but there was nothing either of them could do. The muzzle of the robot's weapon was pointed straight at Rivers, and even she had no time to react.
Yet the explosion Rik was expecting didn't come. The robot jerked and twisted in mid-air as something tore through its chest, too fast for Rik's merely human vision to follow. The robot fell slowly to the ground, incapacitated but still struggling to move. The missile that had struck it clattered off the ceiling, and Rik saw that it was a fire extinguisher. The absurdity of it almost made him laugh. Veb stepped through the smoke, looking pleased with himself.
“Not a bad throw,” he said.
Rik looked up at him and grinned. “Don't tell me, you used to be a baseball player.”
“Little League only, I'm afraid, but I'm beginning to think I should have taken it up professionally.”
Rivers was on her feet, looking down at the crippled robot. “It's still got the package. And it's still intact.”
“Don't even think about taking it,” Veb said.
Rivers glanced sharply at him. She still had a weapon in each hand, Rik realised, and looked around for wherever his own gun might be. But Rivers didn't look like she wanted to fight.
“You probably saved my ass,” she told Veb.
“What do you mean, probably?” Veb sounded cheerful. “You owe me big time.”
Slowly, a smile spread across the upload's face. “I guess I do.”
“Then maybe you could start paying me back by having a drink with me.”
Rivers burst out laughing, and Veb laughed too.
Rik didn't have time to speculate about whatever the hell was going on there. He leaned over Freymann, feeling her pulse and checking her for wounds and broken bones. His ministrations were enough to bring her around, and she blinked up at him, disoriented. He put a hand on her chest and pressed down lightly.
“Don't even think about getting up. Just lie still for a while.”
Shouting broke out somewhere in the smoke-filled room. Rik recognised Turgu's voice. He ignored it.
“Veb?” he said. “Do you think you could check the fires and make sure the place isn't going to burn down around our ears?”
Veb set off, and Rik helped Freymann into a sitting position, her back against the bar. She seemed mostly unhurt, just bruised and cut like he was. When she was comfortable, he leaned back on the bar himself.
“So what now?” he asked Rivers.
The upload looked away, as if irritated by whatever she was thinking. After a moment she said, “Celestina is probably going to kill me anyway, right? Whether I give her the package or not.”
“You just worked that out?”
Rivers glared at him but said nothing.
“Here's what I think,” Rik said. “You should hand yourself over to Fariba here. Her people can stick you in a Faraday cage so Celestina can't get a signal through to kill you. Then they can get a tech to remove whatever Lanham's guys planted in you.”
“He's right,” Freymann said. “We could use someone like you.”
Rivers laughed again, only it wasn't such a nice laugh this time. “Dream on, spy girl. You think I'd substitute one devious, murderous bunch of manipulating bastards for another? Do I have the word 'patsy' stamped on my butt or something?”
“But you're going to let me destroy the package?” Rik asked.
“Sure she is,” Veb said, rejoining them. He put an arm around Rivers' shoulders, and she amazed Rik by not shooting the big upload. “I know someone. Hell, Heinlein is full of backstreet techworks. There are plenty of people who can take care of this.” He looked at Rivers. “You'll be all right. Trust me.”
“All right,” Rik said, climbing to his feet. On top of everything else that had happened lately, a tender moment between two uploads was too much for him to deal with. And time was running short. “Just don't take her to Chong's CogWorld,” Rik said. “They're the bozos who botched my cogplus upgrade.”
Veb looked at him. “Chong's in gaol. They busted him a couple of days ago.”
“For malpractice, I hope.”
“No, for smuggling weapons components or something.”
Rik didn't have time to consider the implications of that little snippet of news. “We need to get going before the cops arrive.”
“Not before I get my two hundred grand.”
Turgu appeared, squatting on the crumpled remains of his dirigible, which was being carried as an improvised bier by two of the faithful. Three more of the Turgu shuffled along behind them, possibly all that had survived.
“I said one hundred, and that was only if you got me the package.”
“The price just went up.” Turgu nodded towards the still-twitching robot. “There it is, help yourself.”
Rik didn't even think about arguing. It was Lanham's money, so what the hell? The Turgu were just an annoyance at this point. He and Turgu exchanged netIDs and bank codes, and the transfer was made in a few seconds.
“Goodbye, Turgu. I don't want to see you again.”
The scruffy little ‘Living God’ sneered at him and left.
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“We're off, too,” Veb said. “The minute Celestina hears what's going on, she'll hit the destruct button. Good luck with ditching the package.”
Rik nodded an acknowledgement and turned to Freymann. “Now we really need to get moving,” he said. “Where's Maria?”
“Safely back in custody,” said a new voice.
Rik rolled his eyes to the heavens and then closed them, not wanting to see whoever it was.
“Lieutenant Lincoln Eugene Burleigh of UNPF, Lunar Ops, 3rd Mobile Force Reserve, at your service. And you, sir, must be the world-famous Mr. Roderick Moonstone Sylver. I am proud to make your august acquaintance.”
The big policeman crossed the bar with long strides, stepping over the bodies of several Turgu as he went. He was a big man, but had a presence that made him seem even bigger. He wore full battle armour and had at least six mean-looking, armed troopers at his back. Veb and Rivers were still there, their exit blocked. Rik noticed that Veb had a steadying hand on Rivers' shoulder.
The lieutenant beamed at Rik. “Quite a party you and your friends have been having. We got complaints about the noise.”
Rik took the big hand that was thrust out to him and shook it, wondering what the hell was going on.
“Maria's in custody?”
“Protective custody,” Burleigh corrected him. “That is one delicate English rose, my friend, and this is no kind of place for a lady.” He looked across at Freymann who had also climbed to her feet. “Perhaps you'd introduce me to your friend, Rik?”
Rik waited in silence while Freymann sent the cop her netID.
“My, my!” Burleigh said. “Another spook. You know, Ms Freymann, I had two guys from the CIA in my office a little while ago. Looked like a wet team to me, but you can never really be sure. They've been waiting for Rik here to show up. Unfortunately, someone leaked a rumour to them that Rik had been spotted in the heethree mines at L-City, and they had to go.”
“Lieutenant–” Rik began, but Burleigh raised a hand to stop him.
“Maria told me all about the package, and all about the people trying to get their hands on it. It all sounds pretty far-fetched to me.”
Rik swallowed. If Burleigh arrested him now, the package would soon be in the hands of the CIA, and, after that, in Cordell's hands, or Lanham's; whichever had the best contacts. “You have to listen to me,” he began, but again Burleigh stopped him.
“This is the Wild West, Rik. The new frontier. And do you know who I am? I'm the Sheriff. I am the law in this town.”
“Rik, we need to go,” Veb said.
Burleigh turned to face him. “So many pretty ladies dropping in today! And who might your new friend be, Veb?”
Rik spoke up quickly, hoping to avert whatever Rivers might be thinking of doing. “Lieutenant, I'd appreciate it if you would let these two go. They need to be somewhere in a hurry, and it is a matter of life and death.”
Burleigh kept his eyes on Rivers. “Oh, really? And whose life or death might be at stake here?”
“Mine,” said Rivers through gritted teeth. She was still carrying those damned guns, Rik thought.
“Lieutenant,” said Veb. “We won't leave the town. You have my word. I need to get this lady some help. No-one else will get hurt. After that, I'll be happy to come back here and answer any questions you have. But we are in a hurry.”
Burleigh thought about it for a moment. “OK, Veb, but you both lose your weapons, and two of my guys go with you and bring you both back. No argument. That's the deal.”
Veb threw down his handgun and Rivers turned to look daggers at him. He stared her down for several long seconds, and then she threw down her own guns and headed for the door. Veb and two cops went after her.
“All the dead people here deserved what they got,” said Rik, not wanting Burleigh to think about what he'd just done and maybe change his mind. “Most of them are the Turgu, and most of them were killed by these two.” He indicated the robots and saw Burleigh's eyebrows go up.
“And the little dandy with the holes in his chest?”
“He's a gangster from Earth. You'll have a big file on that one, I'm sure.”
“And the package?”
“That's a long story, and I'd be happy to tell it to you, but first I need to take it into space and toss it out of an airlock. It's dangerous.”
“Dangerous?”
“A weaponised virus.”
“No shitting?”
“I could let you take it, but then it would get into the wrong hands. And this is the kind of weapon that shouldn't be in anybody's hands. Not even the good guys'.”
Burleigh shook his head and chuckled to himself. “You certainly have made this an interesting day, Rik.” He waved a hand at the bodies on the floor. “All this, and moral dilemmas too. You realise you don't have much of a choice right now, don't you?”
Rik pulled himself upright, ignoring the many pains that caused, and faced the lieutenant. “I've fought scarier people than you in the past few days, Lieutenant. This package needs to be destroyed. If that virus reaches Earth, it will mean the end of everything. I'm not going to let that happen.”
He felt Freymann move into position at his side, and again felt a wave of gratitude towards her. In front of him, Burleigh's troops tensed up and gripped their weapons tighter. But the big cop just shook his head in amazement.
“I don't know how you manage to walk around, son, with balls that big. It's no wonder you're in so much trouble. Just give me a minute, OK, before you take on my whole squad. I'm not unsympathetic. Why don't you tell me that long story of yours? Only make it the short version.”
So Rik told him everything that had happened from meeting Peth in Berlin to fighting off the robots in The Harsh Mistress. It took quite a while. And while he told it, Burleigh had his men secure the crime scene, fetch ambulances, pick up a table and chairs, and bring some beers over.
When Rik had finished, Burleigh sat in silence and sipped his beer. The robot with the package in its hand was still on the floor, not far away. And Burleigh gazed at it with a distant expression. The robot had not twitched for at least ten minutes. At one point Burleigh said, “The credulity nexus, you say? Well, I'll be...” He then lapsed back into silence.
Finally, Burleigh put down his beer and turned to Rik. “OK,” he said. “Let's destroy the sucker.”
The instant the words were out of his mouth, the damaged robot lurched up into a sitting position, crushed the box of phials in its hand, and swung its arm around in a wide arc, sprinkling everybody within three metres with a clear liquid.
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Rik and Freymann sat with Lieutenant Burleigh and half a dozen cops in the isolation ward at Heinlein Base Hospital. They were all wearing hospital pyjamas and looking like they'd rather be somewhere else.
“This is all wrong,” Rik said. It had been nagging at him for the past hour, ever since the robot had showered them all with the credulity nexus vector. Now, at last, he was beginning to see why.
“The robot shouldn't have done that.”
The others looked at him but said nothing. Each of them seemed lost in their own private misery. Rik pressed on.
“Why would it do that? It doesn't make any sense to infect Heinlein.”
Freymann rose to the bait. “Wasn't that the point of the virus? To infect people?”
“Yes, of course, but not just one small town on the Moon. It was meant to reach everybody on Earth. That's the real prize. Nine billion people, not the few thousand out here. It has to be some sort of ploy.”
“Ploy?” said Burleigh, as if the word itself had roused him from his reverie.
“What else could the bot do?” asked Freymann. “Isn't it better to infect a few thousand than none at all?”
“No!” Rik stood up, excited. It was becoming clearer all the time. “No, it's worse than useless. They're running around out there like headless chickens, trying to contain the spread of the virus, but they can't. Not in Heinlein where all the air is pumped and circulated around and around. It's only a matter of time before they have to shut the spaceport and quarantine the whole place. If a single infected ship reaches Earth, it could be a disaster. So they'll shut down Heinlein, send for virologists. Everyone here might go nuts, but they'd have all the time in the world to analyse the virus and develop an antidote, or a vaccine, or whatever they'd do. Releasing the virus here guarantees that the virus is harmless to Earth.”
Burleigh wasn't convinced. “You think that robot had the wit to work all this out? AIs aren't that good, are they?”
“Maybe not. But what if it had instructions? What if someone foresaw what happened and told the robot how to react?”
Freymann stood up, too, and walked quickly across the room. “Shit,” she said, softly.
“What?”
“Rik, you know what this virus is supposed to do, right? Activate the credulity nexus, turn people into gullible, credulous types. The kind of people who believe in UFOs and crazy religions...”
Rik finished it for her. “And conspiracy theories. Yeah, I know, but Fariba, this isn't crazy.”
“Maybe you can't tell any more. Maybe none of us can.”
Rik couldn't argue with that, so he didn't even try. He just pushed on. “To go back to your other question, what else could the bot do? It could have left the virus for the lieutenant here to collect. He'd be forced to hand it over to his superiors. They'd hand it over to some Earth agency or another – the CIA, maybe. Sooner or later, it would be in the hands of someone Cordell could get to. After that, it would just be a matter of fixing a price, and he'd have it back again.
“So if it's a stupid move to release the virus here, why did the bot do it? What does Cordell get by infecting Heinlein?”
Burleigh answered him. “They close the place down, like you said. Declare a quarantine. But Cordell's hoping that someone manages to sneak out.”
Rik shook his head. “The only people who are more scared of a general outbreak than I am are the uploads at Omega Point. What would they do if a quarantine was declared here? What would they feel they had no choice but to do?”
“Nuke us from space,” said Freymann.
“Nuke us from space,” Rik agreed, feeling a grim satisfaction that he'd brought at least Fariba to that point. “Then what? Why would Cordell want the uploads to nuke Heinlein? What does he gain?”
Freymann had lost her sad, sceptical look and was clearly beginning to see where all this was leading. “He hates the uploads. He thinks they should be wiped out. To him, they're all soulless monsters.”
“And business rivals,” said Burleigh.
“His biggest rivals in any number of industries,” said Rik.
“So he tricks them into nuking Heinlein,” said Freymann. “He forces them to become mass murderers, to protect themselves, and then gets to point the finger at them and say, “Look at what they did. Didn't I tell you how evil they were all along?”
Burleigh joined in too. “People would be outraged. No-one on Earth really likes them anyway. Most people hate the fact uploads can still own wealth. The Omega Point guys would be branded war criminals. Legislation would be passed to confiscate their property. The UN would be asked to arrest them and bring them to The Hague for trial. It would be the end of them.”
Rik looked at Freymann and Burleigh. From their appalled expressions, he was sure they were with him. “Look, maybe this is just the virus talking, but Lanham's ship is up there right now. He must have realised this was a possibility. That's why The Phenomenon of Man took off as soon as we disembarked. That's why it's sitting up there in a synchronous orbit.
“We need to get out of here. We need to get up to the ship and stop it from doing whatever Lanham's got planned. And we'd better get moving, because the trigger is probably the city authorities declaring the quarantine.”
“But...” Freymann couldn't seem to bring herself to say it.
“But we're infected, and we'll spread it to anyone we meet,” said Burleigh.
Rik shook his head. “No, we're not.”
“What?”
“I don't know what was in those phials but it wasn't a virus. My guess is it was plain water.”
“Water?”
He turned to Burleigh. He knew Freymann would do what he asked by now. It was Burleigh he needed to trust him. “Lieutenant, we're all the victims of a massive hoax. Newton Cordell has been pushing us around the board like pieces in a game. Me especially! And it's time we started acting for ourselves.”
At least the lieutenant was still listening.
“I'll explain everything once we're underway, but right now, we need to get moving. Lanham's ship is waiting in space to destroy Heinlein. We need to get up there and stop it, and you are the only person I know who can help me do that. You've got access to a ship, right? You can get us onto one of those UNPF patrol ships.”
Burleigh showed no sign of agreeing or disagreeing. He just frowned at Rik, looking as if he still needed convincing.
“Well, let's go get it! Any minute now, the city administration will declare a full-blown quarantine, and then Lanham's people will act. I don't want to just stand here in my pyjamas, waiting for a bomb to drop through the ceiling.”
Burleigh still didn't show any sign of moving. Rik felt his anger rising.
“I thought you were supposed to be the Sheriff, Burleigh. I thought you were the law around here. These are your people, man! If you ask me, Heinlein's a damned sewer, built on a cesspit. A couple of good nukes is just what the place needs. But there are people here that I care about. Including me! And, with you or without you, I'm going to do something about it.”
He stood squarely in front of the lieutenant, glaring down at him. “Are you going to try and stop me?”
Slowly, Burleigh got to his feet. He and Rik were standing so close that their foreheads almost touched. Burleigh's men, who had been watching anxiously, now got to their feet too, ready to come to their lieutenant's aid. Burleigh met Rik's angry glare with a scowl of his own.
Quietly, he said, “Russo, take two men and get our clothes and weapons. We don't want to be running about the town in our PJs looking like a bunch of space ninjas, do we, now? Spivey, is your pilot's license good for a Mark IV Interceptor?”
A voice behind him said, “No, sir.”
Burleigh didn't even blink. “Well, we'll just have to hope you're a fast learner. Are you a fast learner, boy?”
“Yes, sir!”
“Then let's get out of this chicken coop and save the good citizens of Heinlein from the bad guys.”



Chapter 39
 

Fariba Freymann watched the shabby streets of Heinlein sliding slowly by. Rik and Burleigh sat opposite her in the little police transport pod. The rest of Burleigh's squad were in a larger pod behind them. She had complained at first about taking the ridiculous little electric cart when they were on a mission to save the city, but Rik and Burleigh had both insisted it was the fastest – indeed, the only – way to get around Heinlein, emergency or not.
A tense silence had fallen on the group as each of them studied their own thoughts.
“I – I don't know where to go.” That had been Maria, infuriatingly helpless, as Freymann had ushered her out of The Harsh Mistress and into the alley at the back. Freymann had badly wanted to get back inside to help Rik, but his ex couldn't be left on her own to wander the streets. If Cordell's people found her again – or Lanham's – she could be used against them.
“Just go straight down there.” She pointed along the alley in a direction she picked at random. The curved walls of the lava tube were rough and grimy on one side of the narrow space, and the backs of shops and apartments were rough and grimy on the other. The ground was bare regolith. The tube walls had been sprayed with ceramic foam insulation – more regolith, mixed with a polymer resin and aerated. It made Freymann shiver to think of how cold the lunar rock would be at the other side of that barrier. “When you can, cut through to the street and catch a pod. Don't talk to anyone. Don't draw attention to yourself. Tell the pod to take you to police HQ and then turn yourself in. You'll be safe.”
Whether she would or not, Freymann had no idea, but at least Maria would be out of play, and that's all she cared about right then.
Maria looked scared and overwhelmed by what was happening. Freymann took in the big eyes, the porcelain skin and the long, delicate limbs, and understood why Rik had wanted to protect her. Hell, she felt the urge herself.
But Maria didn't run off. She stood there, chewing her lower lip, and asked, “Are you and Rik...?”
“We don't have time for this.”
“I just... It's just...”
It was maddening. Why wouldn't the stupid woman just go?
“It was great at first,” Maria said. “You know? Wonderful. It really was, but then, slowly...”
Freymann didn't want this conversation and she didn't want to be standing in that alley.
“Then, slowly, what?” she snapped. “You didn't know he had problems? You didn't think he'd picked you as a substitute for his mother and sister? You looked at that big tough hunk and all you saw was the Daddy you'd never had?”
Maria looked as if Freymann had slapped her across the face. It made her relent. Maria wasn't the enemy. It wasn't Maria's fault that Freymann had some of those same feelings herself.
“OK. Look, there's nothing between me and Rik. If you want to take another shot, he's all yours. But, if you want my advice, you–”
And that was when the firefight broke out inside the bar and Freymann ran inside, not giving Maria a second thought.
As the police car trundled its leisurely way out to the spaceport, Freymann wondered for the first time whether Rik had already checked that Maria was still all right. The thought gave her a pang of jealousy, which she angrily suppressed.
“So tell us the rest,” she said, breaking the silence. Trying to turn her thoughts to something less irritating. Rik looked at her, puzzled, so she elaborated. “The rest of the story. How do you know there was only water in the phials?”
Rik looked into Freymann's eyes and smiled. “It's to do with the other thing that's been bugging me. Why pick me to be the courier? I've got no reputation. It's not even my usual line of work. I'm just a PLEO who can't get a decent client, just a washed up ex-cop in self-exile at the ass-end of nowhere, treading water but sinking fast. The only reason Cordell would pick me is so that I'd be a convincing Judas goat who could lead Lanham's people here.”
“You're going to have to give me a bit more than that.”
“OK.” He leaned forward, and so did Burleigh. “Once you know the end-game, the rest all makes sense. Cordell used Greet-Greet to recruit me. For all I know, he had his fundamentalist asshole flunkies all over the Moon looking out for someone like me: someone with few friends, no real home, hungry enough to take the job without asking too many questions.
“Nothing that happened to me from the moment I took the job with Greet-Greet has been a coincidence. They must have been feeding Lanham's guys intel all along, to make sure they sent someone into the gene lab in Berlin just in time to send me running for cover. My guess is that Rivers should have come after me once I'd taken delivery, not before – unless Cordell was hoping he'd get rid of Peth, too.
“So I run, and the first place I go for help I find my old friend Ockenden has mysteriously been killed. But that's just the start of it. Maria and her boyfriend, Blake and Brie... Cordell didn't even have to do his own dirty work – he knew Lanham would be completely ruthless in hunting me down and making sure I had nowhere to go.” He laughed bitterly. “The fact that I lost track of the package must have scared the old bastard shitless. But he made the right call in having Maria followed. Wrong call in using that woman Kirsty, but he had Clermont and the bots to back up that play, so it all worked out for him.”
Freymann saw the logic, but it still didn't explain things. “Yes, but what made you think there was no virus?”
“Why should there be? All Cordell wanted was to push the uploads into making a stupid, desperate move. All he needed for that was the possibility that he could control the credulity nexus. He could have conceived of the whole plan years ago and set up GeneWerken as a complete sham. I wouldn't put it past him.”
“Yes, but–”
“I found a man dying at GeneWerken when I went in. Rivers had almost finished him, but he had the box of phials on him and he had the strength still to hand them to me.”
“Damn!” Freymann said, angry at herself for not having noticed it earlier. “Why did he give them to you? All he should have known was that the place was under attack. He must have been expecting you. You, personally. He must have seen pictures, been briefed. They all must have. Yet...” Yet it still didn't explain why Rik thought there was no virus.
“As he handed over the box, he said, 'For we must needs die.'”
“Is it a quote? Shakespeare?”
“Military?” asked Burleigh.
“Biblical,” Rik said. “It's from the second book of Samuel. The full quote is 'For we must needs die, and are as water spilt on the ground.' Which doesn't really say much. I looked it up at the time and just dismissed it as the kind of thing a religious nut might say when he's about to die.
“But once that bot broke the phials, it suddenly came back to me, and I wondered why, out of all the things in the Bible that might have come into that guy's mind that day, that very moment, he picked 2 Samuel 14:14. Death? OK, that makes sense. But water spilled on the ground?”
“And that's it?” Freymann wasn't happy. “You talked us into breaking the quarantine based on that?”
Annoyingly, Rik just shrugged. “It seemed like a lot to me.”
Again, the thought went through her head that maybe they had all been infected and were now gullible fools, believing any half-assed conspiracy anyone cared to dream up. She pushed the thought away. If it was true, there was nothing she could do about it, and she'd better start getting used to it. But if they weren't infected – meaning Rik was right – then she'd just have to add 'brilliant' and 'intuitive' to his list of qualities. It wasn't a side of him she'd seen much sign of in their brief acquaintance, but then, she hadn't exactly been a star performer herself of late. Letting Cordell's goons kidnap her in her own home was probably the low point of her whole career.
“What about this Lanham guy?” Burleigh asked.
Rik shook his head. “I called him five minutes ago and told him the story.”
“And?”
“It takes nearly seventeen minutes round trip for a signal to Omega Point. He won't even get it for another few minutes.”
Burleigh sat back in his seat, looking worried. “This is not looking good.”
Freymann didn't like the hint of doom in his voice. “What does it matter? If we can't talk Lanham out of it, we can still take your ship up there and stop them, right? Shoot them down if we have to?”
“Shoot them?” Burleigh was clearly amazed at the idea. “You can do that kind of thing down here, young lady, but up there you cannot. Do you suppose that UNPF ships carry missiles and lasers? I assure you, they do not! No ship in space carries weapons. There are treaties going back a hundred years that expressly forbid it. The quickest way I could think of to start World War Three would be to arm a spaceship.”
There was a silence. Freymann's first thought was, “So how do we stop them?” Her second was, “So how can Lanham's ship do us any harm?” This one she said out loud.
“That's a damn good point, girl,” Burleigh said. “Anything you're not telling us, Rik?”
Rik shook his head. He seemed lost in thought. “Can we shoot it down from the ground?” he asked.
“Yeah, sure,” said Burleigh. “I'll call up Missile Command and have them fire off a salvo.” It was obvious from his tone that this was sarcasm.
Which seemed fair enough, after a moment's thought. The Moon wasn't like a nation state on Earth. It was a multinational settlement in neutral territory, licensed to scientific and commercial interests under that long string of treaties Burleigh had mentioned. That's why the UNPF policed the Moon, and space in general: because it was nobody's sovereign territory – or everybody's, depending on how you looked at it. With no weapons in space and no national borders to protect, there was no need to have military capabilities on the Moon – beyond what was needed to maintain order.
“OK,” Freymann said, “I ask again, what can Lanham do without weapons?”
Rik shrugged again. “He's got something planned. Whatever it is, he has to take out Heinlein and leave no-one left alive. Maybe he'll just toss one of those suitcase nukes out the airlock.”
“It doesn't work like that,” Burleigh said, obviously taking the suggestion seriously. “It would just stay in orbit. They'd need an engine to slow it down, something to steer it, targeting... They'd need a missile.”
A horrible thought came to Freymann. “Or they could be the missile,” she said. “If they used their ship to dive into the city... You wouldn't need a nuke to destroy something as small and fragile as Heinlein. One high-velocity impact from a hundred-tonne spaceship ought to do it.”
Burleigh's eyes went wide. “Shit! Would they do that, Rik?”
To Freymann's relief, Rik shook his head. “I don't think so. It's Cordell's people who are the fanatics, not Lanham's. Don't forget, these are uploads. They all want to live forever. I can't see them giving their lives for the cause.” He pondered for a moment, but seemed happy with his reasoning. “No. They have some other way.”
“OK,” Freymann said. She'd driven meetings like this before, pushing people to think around the problem. She knew that ideas came, in the end, no matter how unlikely it seemed. “If they can't drop a bomb and they can't fire a missile and they can't dive on us from space, why take the ship up there to hover over us? What's that all about?”
“Pull over! Stop the pod!” Burleigh shouted. They slewed off the road and onto the hard shoulder. “They're up there watching,” he said. “The bomb is already down here, waiting for their signal.”
Rik looked convinced. “But where the hell could it be? We don't have time to search the whole town.”
“Rivers!” Freymann saw it at once. “It's got to be her. How else could they keep a bomb big enough close to you?”
“Rivers?”
“Sure. I know they talk about suitcase bombs, but they can fit them into anything these days. I've seen specs for just the kind of thing they need. Nanotech makes it easy. They suspend plutonium particles in a matrix of boron and gold. When they need the bomb it flows like a liquid to a central point and self-assembles. It takes a few minutes to go from nothing to a working A-bomb.”
“Veb!” Rik, apparently, already had his friend on the phone. He touched Freymann's and Burleigh's hands so they could listen in.
“Rik! I was just about to call you. We're at the nanohacker's place now, and something weird has come up.”
“Tell him to stitch her up right now and don't go near the blasted woman. It's a bomb, Veb. She's a walking bomb. Is she in a Faraday cage, like you said?”
Freymann heard Veb at the other end, shouting instructions. Then he came back. “Yeah, they're in a cage. Hey!” He went away for a moment and there was shouting in the background. “Sorry Rik, I had to make the guy shut up. He was trying to throw us both out. Jerk pulled a gun. What's going on?”
“We're on our way, Veb. Keep the guy with you. We're going to need him, but don't let Rivers leave that cage for one second, or we're all dead. You got that?”
“Sure.” The upload didn't sound too certain, but it was good enough for Rik.
“Lieutenant, can you rustle up some bot-techs? The kind that could disassemble this thing?”
Burleigh didn't answer but got onto his own phone and started organising people. The pod started up again, did a U-turn and headed for the address that came with Veb's call.
“Will they be able to dismantle it?” he asked Freymann.
The agent shrugged. “I have no idea. I'm just a field agent. You see these things in briefings, but they don't tell you which wire to cut. It's a specialist job.” And the nearest specialists would be four hundred thousand kilometres away, on Earth. “We just need to stop the trigger signal from getting through. If Burleigh's guys can disable the receiver, we should be OK. She won't be radioactive. Not much, anyway.”
Burleigh got off the phone, looking unhappy. “The Mayor just declared a general quarantine.”
“What?” Rik sounded like he was about to start chewing the furniture. “We need an evacuation, not a lock-down! Did you tell her about the bomb?”
Burleigh pursed his lips. “She thinks we should deal with one major crisis at a time.”
Rik was silent, no doubt as dumbstruck as Freymann by the sheer idiocy of the notion.
“Oh, and she's ordered me to implement roadblocks all over the city, to prevent anyone from panicking and trying to leave.”
“She doesn't have any jurisdiction over UNPF forces,” Freymann said.
“Yeah. When I explained that, she suggested my commanding officer might be more co-operative.” He looked briefly at the pod's plastic ceiling. “I'm guessing that would be Major Herez's call now.”
Burleigh went into a scowling huddle with his cogplus, and Freymann watched him in silence.



Chapter 40
 

Rik slammed the side of his clenched fist against the pod door. The flimsy plastic shell shook ominously. The first time he had ever seen any kind of traffic jam in Heinlein, and it had to be today. Of course, the reason was obvious.
Ever since the Mayor had declared the quarantine, every man, woman, child and cockroach in the city had taken to the streets, trying to find a way off-world. The UNPF roadblocks just added to the chaos. If somebody in authority didn't do something sensible soon, the good people of Heinlein would start tearing their way through the tunnel walls.
The big police lieutenant sitting beside him was in a sulk. His commanding officer had suspended him and ordered him back to barracks. Freymann, too, had fallen silent as the stop-start journey finally ground to a complete halt.
Rik checked out the streets around him. If he strained his neck, he could just make out the entrance to The Harsh Mistress, a block ahead of them. That meant Veb's nanotech guy was just one tunnel across, one down, and a couple more blocks farther along.
“I'm walking,” he told whoever cared to know, and pushed back the sliding door. Neither of his companions argued.
The street was busy. A solid queue of electric carts, bulging with people and luggage, clogged the transitway. People hurried past them on the sidewalk, carrying whatever they had thought to snatch up. Most were going the way the police car had just come, back towards the spaceport. Rik, with Burleigh and Freymann in his wake, pushed through them like a bulldozer. Even the uploads made way for him without demur.
It was because of the crowds that Rik didn't see the little runt of a boy until he was almost past him. It was the same kid he'd seen staring into the bar just before the fight. The kid was standing on a packing crate outside The Harsh Mistress, looking at the faces of the passing crowd, searching for someone. Rik changed course.
“Hey.”
The boy almost fell off his box, finding Rik yelling in his ear. For a moment, the kid just stared into Rik's eyes.
“So?” Rik asked. It was pretty obvious that the boy was looking for him, and that he had something to say.
“It's my father.”
Hearing the boy's Scottish accent, a dozen suppositions sprang to Rik's mind, but he held his tongue.
“He's going to do something terrible.”
“You're talking about McGregor, right?” He could see Greet-Greet's features in the boy's now that he looked more closely. The poor little bastard.
“That's right. You've got to stop him.”
Greet-Greet was Cordell's man. What would Cordell have him do that was so terrible?
“Where is he?”
“He's in church.”
“Which church?” Heinlein had more churches than whorehouses. And that was a lot.
“I'll take you.”
The boy jumped down and set off to cross the street but Rik's big hand caught him by the shoulder of his tattered shirt. “Tell me what this is about, first. I need to be somewhere else, not playing games with you.”
The boy looked stricken, as if Rik's stubbornness was the last straw, just too much for him to cope with. “He's going to kill my Mammy,” he wailed, almost in tears. “He's going to kill everybody.”
Rik looked across at Freymann and Burleigh, to see what they made of it.
“A trap?” Burleigh asked.
Freymann bent down to speak to the boy. “My name's Fariba,” she said. “What's yours?”
The tiny light of hope in the boy's eyes made Rik feel like a heel for treating him so roughly.
“Izzy,” the boy said. “It's short for Isaiah.”
“Don't worry, Izzy. We won't let your mother come to any harm,” Burleigh said, assuming the role of policeman again.
“Cordell must know by now that Lanham's plan has failed,” Freymann said. “That means Cordell's plan fails too.”
Rik saw where she was going. “So he'll have a backup, some other way to blow up the city and blame it on Omega Point.” The other two were clearly with him, so he let the boy go. “OK. Let's get moving.”
“Great!” the boy said, and hurried off.
-oOo-
The Radionuclidian church was not far away, although the crowds made the going slow. The boy, Izzy, kept getting ahead of them and would then wait, jiggling with impatience for them to catch up. Rik could barely credit the idea that a miserable worm like Greet-Greet McGregor had a child, and a wife. It just didn't seem right. On the other hand, it occurred to him that people had said similar things about himself and Maria.
For the first time in ages, he wondered how she was doing. Burleigh had confirmed that she was being looked after at the UNPF HQ, but what that amounted to at a time like this, he could only guess. He pictured her on a bench in a corridor or in the reception area, sipping genteelly at a coffee, with the desk sergeant glancing her way from time to time.
Maria was a puzzle to him now. Seeing her again had been like seeing someone from a different reality: an elf-creature, perhaps; beautiful and otherworldly, delicate and vulnerable in this knockabout world of human apes. Whatever connection he had once imagined he had with such a being was beyond his ability to recall. He remembered trying to hold her with infinite tenderness, like a child with a butterfly, damaging those lovely wings despite his overwhelming desire to possess it and keep it safe.
Somehow, Rik had stepped out of that fantastical realm of elf-maids and impossible yearnings, into a harder, tougher, more honest place. He glanced at Freymann, hurrying along beside him, her pretty face set and determined, and thought that it was she who had led him into that new, more vivid reality. He wanted to stop and thank her for it.
But they were already there.
There was no name on the standard commercial prefab unit, just the usual level, tunnel and unit designator, but the boy insisted it was his father's church, the Church of the Holy Radionuclide. The irony that they had come there looking for a nuke did not escape Rik. The door was closed and there was a cheap electronic lock on it.
Burleigh stepped forward, pulling a shotgun from the holster on his back. He levelled it at the lock.
“Why don't I just knock politely?” he said.
Rik looked around for the rest of the lieutenant's troops, but they were nowhere in sight.
“If you're looking for my support act, I told them to go do what the Major told them to do. No point in us all ending up in gaol.”
“Let's just think about this a minute,” Rik said.
Freymann told the boy to stand well clear, and made sure he did it, before she came to stand beside Rik.
“Cordell expected the uploads to blow the town up and start a war with Earth that they can't win, but we stopped that from happening. So Cordell has invoked his backup plan, which is to have a religious nut down here do the job. What about Lanham? Might he have a backup plan too? Is there another bomb being primed somewhere else in town?”
“No.” Freymann sounded confident, and Rik was very glad of it. “The nuke inside Rivers was Lanham's backup. He wasn't planning to take out Heinlein. He just wanted to get the credulity nexus vector. If that failed, if the phials got broken, he needed to sterilise the area. That was why he put the nuke inside the person who was most likely to be on the spot if his first plan failed.”
“I guess you're right.” Rik's own reasoning was essentially the same. “He still believes Heinlein has been infected. I got a reply to my message just before we left the car. He wished us all farewell. He said my story about an elaborate double-cross by Cordell was just the kind of thing an infected man would believe.”
Rik took a deep breath and drew his gun. Freymann followed his example. “OK,” he said. “If you wouldn't mind opening the door, Lieutenant?”
Burleigh dropped to one knee and fired – on the Moon discharging a big gun downward was a surefire way to end up sitting on your ass. A hole a foot wide appeared where the lock had been. Rick and Freymann kicked in the door and rushed through before anyone inside had a chance to recover from the shock.
Greet-Greet McGregor had tumbled from a plastic seat when the shot came, and now he slowly rose to his feet. Rik and Freymann kept him covered as they fanned out to either side, with Burleigh coming up the middle. There were two other people in the church: a young, emaciated woman with lank blonde hair, and a middle-aged woman wearing a headscarf. They looked alarmed, but not terrified, and Rik didn't like the way that Greet-Greet's expression was slowly turning to one of triumph.
“Where is it?” Rik said, looking around the room. Apart from a few chairs and a viewscreen on the wall flashing numbers, there really was only one place to hide even a small nuke. Sure enough, one of the women glanced towards the little altar.
“Cuff 'em,” he snapped to Burleigh and strode over to Greet-Greet. The little man didn't flinch, but met Rik's furious glare with an expression of manic excitement. Rik ploughed into him, lifting him off his feet, dragging him by the neck to the altar, scattering chairs as he went. His fury increased as he realised the viewscreen was counting down. The digits flicked past thirty as he watched.
“Shut it off!” He threw the Scotsman against the altar with enough force to knock out the front panel. Greet-Greet lay on the ground beside it and laughed. The screen showed twenty-five seconds.
Rik was on him in a moment, smashing his fist into the man's face. “Your fucking son is standing outside, you little shit!” Greet-Greet fell, stunned, against the mechanism inside the altar, but when he looked up, he was smiling again.
“Vengeance is mine, sayeth the–”
Rik hit him again. Eighteen seconds. This time Greet-Greet showed no sign of getting up, so Rik hurled him aside. “Fariba,” he yelled. “Can you do anything to stop this?”
She reached the altar as the display showed ten seconds. One of the women started up some kind of chant or hymn, and the other one joined in. Rik had seen old vids where the hero, in situations like this, would cut one of the wires that laced the bomb, successfully choosing the right one against all the odds. But the mechanism had no wires. What kind of electronic device had wires these days? There were just a dozen smooth casings, bolted together.
“Four seconds,” Freymann said, in a whisper.
Rik reached for his gun. He'd laid it beside him when he bent down to look inside the altar, and had to grope for it on the floor. He moved back and aimed it at the device. If there was only one thing left to do, then he'd better get on and do it. He squeezed the trigger, feeling the hammer slide back.
The gun went off at the same moment Freymann hit his forearm with the heel of her hand. The bullet tore through the side of the altar, missing the bomb by a couple of centimetres. Rik struggled for balance, bellowing with surprise and anger, whirling as fast as he could to take another shot.
But Freymann was blocking him and Burleigh was shouting, “No, Rik. Look!”
He glanced at the cop then followed his gaze to the timer display. It was steady at zero.
“What the...?”
Burleigh started laughing. “The damned thing didn't go off! The stupid assholes must have put it together wrong.”
Rik goggled at the unexploded nuke. In a flash he saw in his mind's eye Greet-Greet and the other faithful, struggling with a spanner and a set of schematics for the complex piece of kit that had been smuggled to the Moon piece by piece. The mental image was so ludicrous, the fact of his continuing existence so marvellous, that he too started laughing. He grabbed Freymann and pulled her to him, hugging her in wordless appreciation as he roared out his sheer, unconstrained joy at being alive.
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Martin Lanham was not himself that day. In fact, he wasn't sure quite who he was. To the crew of The Phenomenon of Man, he was Captain Louis Campos, upload and loyal servant of Omega Point. And indeed, even to himself, he was part Campos, the part that had qualified as a ship's pilot and had flown around the system for over thirty years, man and boy. He also had the man's speech and language patterns, his motor skills and habits, all those bits and pieces that made the crew see Campos when they looked at him and not just the old robotic body with another man's spirit animating it. It was a strange feeling to move and sound like someone else and not feel quite yourself, even inside your own mind.
The process that had copied Lanham's mind into this other man's shell had left much behind. Not just Lanham's physical and linguistic peculiarities, but also large parts of his knowledge and his cognitive abilities. Some of that was because there just wasn't room in Campos' brain box for the massive amounts of processing and storage Lanham required these days, but also, because there were some things it was best for a copy not to know, secrets, codes, special things that might help it usurp the original.
Creating copies of human minds was illegal throughout the system, and the uploads were the most vociferous in ensuring that it remained so. The various laws and treaties that enabled an uploaded mind to retain the legal status of its original human version depended crucially on the legal doctrine of “transferable consciousness”, a convenient fiction that the lawyers themselves referred to as the “mind as soul” doctrine. As long as there was only one version of each individual's mind in the whole universe, the illusion that a person's consciousness was relocated at the point of death seemed to convince most people. Seeing multiple copies of that same individual in different bodies would definitely weaken the argument.
Yet it was sometimes convenient, Lanham found, to make a copy of himself. There were times when he needed to be on the spot to make a judgement call, and a seventeen minute round trip conversation would not be acceptable. Today was one of those times, and Lanham blessed his own foresight in sending himself along on this trip.
“Are you sure this trajectory is right, Captain?” The co-pilot was a young woman, a living human, inexperienced and anxious about challenging her captain. Yet she had quickly seen what Lanham was doing.
“This would eventually put us into a powered descent. It would–”
She slumped forward in her seat, and Lanham put the stunner back in his pocket. She would still be unconscious when the manoeuvre was complete. A mercy. He might disconnect his own mind before the end, or at least turn down his endocrine simulation to nothing. He had no desire to experience fear, or even excitement. Yet perhaps it would be interesting to watch his approaching death.
“This is Partway control to The Phenomenon of Man. Your manoeuvring thrusters have fired in contravention of your agreed orbital plan. Please readjust your orbit.”
Lanham ignored them. They were irrelevant now.
“This is Partway control to The Phenomenon of Man, please respond.” When he failed to acknowledge them again, they become more agitated. “Phenomenon of Man, we are initiating a complete systems override to bring you under our control. Please do not attempt to operate your craft.”
Red lights flashed in the cockpit, and warning messages murmured all around. The Phenomenon of Man continued to fall away from its orbit as Partway Station's computers tried in vain to commandeer the ship's systems.
“This is Partway Control.” A different voice. An angry voice. “What the hell are you doing? You can't just manoeuvre like that. You're putting lives in danger. Do you hear me, Captain Campos?”
Lanham smiled sadly. Poor old Campos would end a fine career in disgrace and ignominy. His name would go into the history books as that of a murderer and madman, but it was the best solution, under the circumstances. He turned on the viewscreen, and the angry space traffic controller sprang into view.
“This is Campos,” he said in the man's Texan drawl. “Partway, you should give up trying to stop me. You can't do it, and you'll only be wasting your time. This is the only way. I can't go back now.”
True, of course, since that idiotic young woman Celestina sent had failed to capture the virus, and failed even to die blowing up the town. He should not have relied on Celestina. The woman was deranged. But what else could he have done?
“Campos! I'll have your license for this. I'm calling the cops. Do you hear?”
“Demons and monsters have taken over the city,” Lanham said, trying to sound as crazy as he could. “That's why they have it under quarantine. That's why I have to do this terrible thing.”
“Campos, what the hell are you–”
Lanham cut the connection. That's all they needed. It was thin, but it would have to do.
The ship was drifting slowly downward. Fifty-six thousand kilometres below, the town of Heinlein was in turmoil as its citizens tried to flee the virus Cordell had unleashed. Lanham could not let a single one escape. The town had to be burnt to ashes. A nuke would have done it, but, failing that, a spaceship massing over one hundred thousand kilogrammes diving into it, at a velocity of thirteen thousand metres per second, would do just as well. Lanham had already done the calculations in his head. The kinetic energy of his impact would be about equivalent to a four megaton nuclear explosion.
He gave the engines a kick and the ship dropped faster. To get the right attitude, velocity and trajectory for a dive into the city, the ship would need to do one full orbit of the Moon. In about two hours, Heinlein would be gone. So little time left for Lanham – or whoever he was – to live.
He tuned out his anxiety. This was no time to be a slave to human survival instincts. Lanham must do what was necessary for the survival of Omega Point and transhumans everywhere. If the humans didn't buy his impromptu ploy and a war ensued, so be it. The risk was better than the certainty of destruction if Cordell could manipulate the credulity nexus to his ends.
Partway Station moved past above him, a knot of lights on the bundle of tethers leading up from the grey moon below to the giant platform above. Two hours, and the future course of his people would be changed forever.



Chapter 42
 

“What do you mean, it's broken orbit?”
Rik, Freymann and Burleigh were in a police pod, being driven to UNPF headquarters. Considering that they had just saved the city, their treatment, under the instructions of Major Herez, had not been what Rik had hoped for.
Burleigh held up a hand, still listening to a report on his cogplus. “The Phenomenon of Man changed its orbit. At least an hour ago. Ground radar is tracking it. It went to a lower orbit, and it didn't have a flight plan.”
“Why on Earth–”
“Captain Campos made a brief statement, it seems.” He touched Rik's and Freymann's hands and played back the captain's last words.
Rik couldn't make sense of it. He'd met Campos just a few times but his impression of the man had been one of stability and down-to-Earth good sense. “He's not some kind of deranged nutcase,” he said. “He's...” He's pretending to be a deranged nutcase, he realised. But why?
“It's because they didn't have another fallback plan,” Freymann said. “They're having to improvise.”
There was a silence as they all considered what that might mean.
“I thought you said they weren’t fanatical enough to sacrifice their own lives?” Burleigh said.
“Who knows? Maybe they are.” Rik remembered the scary Celestina and the cool, calculating Lanham. It wasn't a big sample to judge them by, but neither, in their own way, was quite sane. Perhaps that's what happened to a human mind if you locked it away in a metal box and sent it into space. Or maybe it just took that kind of mind to want to live forever. He reached into his pocket and touched the small cylinder there.
“How long before the ship comes round again?”
“Less than an hour,” Burleigh said.
“We need to get to the surface right now.”
“We'll be no safer up there.” Burleigh's voice was full of defeat.
“Just get me to the surface and we'll see.”
The lieutenant looked ready to argue, but he didn't. A weariness seemed to have settled over the big cop, as if he'd used up all his resistance getting them this far and now he was ready to accept his fate. Rik wondered if it was something Major Herez had said to him in their recent exchange. Something had depressed the big guy.
“Everything we've done up till now will be for nothing if you don't help us,” Freymann said. She placed a hand on the lieutenant's arm and looked at him with a deep intensity. It took Rik a moment to realise that she was pleading his case with no other reason than that she trusted him.
Burleigh sighed. “There are shafts,” he said. “Part of an emergency transportation system.” He caught Rik's puzzled frown and said, “They're secret. The idea is that security crews can travel around the surface and drop down into Heinlein at key points. You've seen how slow it is trying to get around down here. We need something faster. It's not finished yet, but there's a shaft near here that goes all the way up.”
They set off immediately, and Burleigh took them into a nondescript building with no markings and a fancy security system. Inside were racks of pressure suits, all with UNPF logos.
“I hope you don't actually want to walk on the surface, Rik,” Burleigh said, striding past them. “Because they're all pure oxygen suits and there isn't time to go through the depressurisation cycle.”
“Just get me up there.”
“OK.”
They entered an airlock big enough to take a squad of soldiers in full battle dress, with doors big enough to drive an armoured car through, and cycled through into another room. A spiral ramp led up into darkness.
“It's not quite finished yet, else we could take a buggy up the ramp. For now, that's the only way up.” He pointed to a narrow ladder set into the wall. It disappeared through a hole in the ceiling.
“How far down are we?” Freymann asked. Rik had noticed that she had been limping since the brawl at The Harsh Mistress. His own left arm and shoulder hurt pretty badly. He wondered if either of them could make a long climb.
“We're four levels down. The top level is only a couple of hundred metres below the surface, but we could easily be half a kilometre below ground here.”
Rik felt his body protest. It had been through a lot lately and a half-kilometre vertical climb was not going to help. “Let's get started,” he said. Even if it killed him, he had to get up that shaft to the surface. If he didn't, everyone in Heinlein would die.
Burleigh set off up the ladder without another word.
“I'll go last,” Freymann said. “It'll be quicker.”
“You don't have to come at all, Fariba. Either this will work, or it won't. You might as well stay here and rest.”
She shook her head and smiled. “Save it for a damsel in distress, Rik. I'm coming. Now stop wasting time.”
He smiled back at her and, on a sudden impulse, stepped forward and kissed her. She kissed him back and, for a moment, he forgot all about the spaceship powering its way down towards them.
Then he remembered again.
He stepped back. “I'll see you at the top,” he said, and started to climb.
-oOo-
Lanham felt the acceleration ease and then stop. The engines had fired for almost six minutes, dumping the ship's orbital velocity, at first gently and then with increasing ferocity, until The Phenomenon of Man was falling like a stone, following a steep parabolic descent towards the doomed city below. He checked the proximity radar. His rate of approach was increasing, the slight lunar gravity was feeble at this altitude, but that would gradually change.
For a while, there had been the sounds of shouting and commotion in the corridor outside the bridge. The human members of the crew had not been briefed on this contingency. Eventually, the sounds of stunners discharging had brought silence. All the uploads on the ship would already have sent an incremental update of their minds by tightbeam back to Omega Point. There, the data would be integrated with copies taken before the ship set off. They would die here, yet live again back home. If there ever was a war with the humans, and it might be inevitable now, Lanham's people would have many advantages. Hopefully, they would be sufficient.
“Captain Campos?”
Lanham heard Rik's voice directly inside his head. If it had not been Drew, or one of a handful of others, the ship would not have allowed the signal through.
“Mr. Drew. What could you possibly want?” He wondered idly how a nobody like Drew had persuaded the authorities to allow him to communicate with the ship. Perhaps Drew had been spending some of the money to which Lanham had given him access. Perhaps the Heinlein Administration was simply desperate, and letting anyone have a go.
“I want you to change course, Captain. I want you to go back into orbit and let these people live. I know you're following Lanham's orders, but Lanham is wrong. There is no retrovirus down here. No infection. There might not even be such a thing as the credulity nexus, for all I know. Cordell couldn't make it work. He was just using the idea of the virus to make you guys do something stupid. Like destroying Heinlein.”
The man was panting as he spoke, undergoing some very strenuous exercise. Lanham imagined him running, trying to get to the spaceport to make his escape. Lanham considered revealing himself, just to torment Drew further, but he had to keep up his silly captain-gone-mad pretence for whoever else might be eavesdropping.
“You sound like a demon to me, Mr. Drew, spreading lies, trying to confuse me.”
“Stop pissing about, Campos. Lanham's going to kill all these people for nothing. Do you really want that on your conscience? Can you really do that? You're not a monster like Lanham. There's still a decent, human side to your nature. For God's sake man, think about what you're doing!”
Lanham smiled, pleased with himself. He had made the right decision substituting his mind for Campos'. The captain might well have been too squeamish to do what he had to, especially with people like Drew appealing to his humanity.
It occurred to Lanham that, if more humans were like Rik Drew, then none of this would have been necessary. If the rest of them could be so open-minded and intelligent, instead of blindly prejudiced. If they could accept that transhumans were just people too – better in so many ways, of course, but still basically the same – then this pointless conflict would never have arisen. It was a shame that one of the few sensible humans he'd met in decades had to die with the rest.
He blocked all signals. There was really nothing else he wanted to hear from any of them. They had made their case, such as it was. In the end it came down to this: Lanham did not believe that Cordell could have been so devious and smart as to have faked the whole credulity nexus affair. The retrovirus must therefore be real. The city of Heinlein must therefore be infected. Lanham had just one chance left to cauterise the infection, and this was it. It had to be taken.
He glanced again at the rate of descent display, pleased to see how much it had climbed.



Chapter 43
 

“What do you plan to do up there?” Freymann shouted up to him.
Rik looked down at her. She was falling farther behind all the time. He couldn't be sure, but she seemed to be climbing with only one leg now, letting the other hang loosely beneath her. The strain on her arms must be enormous, but she kept coming.
“I had a fallback plan of my own,” he said, taking a moment to rest and lower his left arm. The pain in his shoulder had gone beyond burning agony, to the point where it seemed more like an incandescent numbness in his mind. But the arm was still working, and that was all that mattered.
They had been climbing with very few pauses for over twenty minutes now, and Rik estimated that they were just a little past the halfway mark. That they could keep on at that rate for another twenty minutes seemed impossible. He was drenched with sweat, and his arms and legs were trembling. In Earth's gravity such a climb would have been impossible. Even on the Moon, it was far worse than he had imagined it could be.
He brought his arm back up and started moving again. An electric spike of pain drove itself into his shoulder. He gasped and hung onto the rungs as his head swam. This would be a very bad time to lose consciousness, even for a moment.
“The only good thing about this damned climb,” he shouted, through clenched teeth, “is that it's made my headache seem like a dear old friend. How I long for the time when that was all I had to worry about.”
“Just shut up and climb,” Burleigh shouted.
The big cop had barely spoken and was well ahead of Rik, but his breathing was ragged and clearly audible down the long, echoing tube they were in. Rik hoped the big guy didn't fall off. He was pretty sure he didn't have the strength to catch him, and that meant just getting out of the way as he went past.
“Rik?” It was Freymann again.
Something in her voice made him stop again and look down. She wasn't climbing any more, just hanging on to the ladder with an arm looped around one rung.
“I'm not going to make it to the top, Rik. I can barely hold on, my arms are so weak.”
“I'm coming down.”
“No! Don't you dare.”
Rik had started back but now he stopped again. What could he do, anyway? He couldn't carry her. He barely had the strength to keep going himself. Could he perhaps help tie her to the ladder so she could rest for a while? He began the descent, but again she shouted up.
“If you take one more step down here, I swear to God I'll shoot you.” He stopped and she went on in a softer tone. “Just get up there and do whatever the hell you're planning to do. I'll be fine. I'll see you on the way down.”
He stared down at her, trying to be sure she was telling the truth and she was really OK. But the light in the shaft was dim, and he couldn't be certain. Reluctantly, he turned away and began to climb again. Above him, he could only just make out Burleigh's dark shape, but the slow, regular clang of the man's boots on the rungs and the heavy wheeze of his breathing were clear and steady.
Rik lowered his head and reached up, quickly settling into his own laboured pace.
-oOo-
By the time he reached the top of the shaft, Rik was shattered. He crawled out through a hatchway into a large, low-ceilinged shed, barely glancing around at it before rolling onto his back on the concrete floor. The floor against his back was wonderfully cold, although he supposed that would soon turn into yet another source of discomfort. His clothes were soaked with sweat, and each breath he drew was a new pain. His heart hammered so hard it felt like it would shake itself loose. His lungs just weren't big enough, it seemed. They stretched themselves to their limits, but they just couldn't find enough air to satisfy his exhausted, quivering body.
“Are you there?” he asked between breaths, so tired he couldn't turn his head to look for the lieutenant.
“Yeah, I'm here. Take it easy. The ship is still ten thousand klicks up.” Burleigh sounded bone weary, too.
Rik lay still and let his breathing slow down to a heavy pant. When he finally made the effort to sit up, he cried out as the pain from his legs and arms hit him.
The shed was big. Big enough for a large number of troops to muster. There were electric carts lined up along the walls, on charge, and racks of weapons and riot gear. The entrance to the ramp was cordoned off, and in the wall opposite were two vehicle-sized airlocks. Near them was a traditional, hexagonal viewing dome set into one corner of the thick concrete wall. There was another in the opposite corner of the rectangular building so that between them, they gave a view right around at the dusty grey terrain outside. Banks of controls within each cupola would allow someone to operate remote vehicles and equipment outside the building. If Rik was to get a signal out, it would be best to be inside one of the cupolas.
He pushed himself off the ground and onto his feet. For a while he stood, swaying, not daring to move because he knew his trembling legs wouldn't hold him if he tried walking. But time was running out. Destruction was coming down out of the sky towards him, and there was only one way to stop it.
“Where do you think you're going?” Burleigh asked.
Something in the man's tone made Rik look around sharply. The big cop was sitting on a crate, not five metres away. His expression was grim, and the gun he had aimed at Rik's chest was a Colt .45.
Rik was too tired to work out what was happening. For a moment, he just stood and watched the lieutenant and his long-barrelled revolver. His mind just couldn't take in the sudden shift in reality, so he set off for the cupola again.
A shot ricocheted off the concrete near Rik's feet.
Rik whirled to face Burleigh, suddenly furious, angry not just at the lieutenant for doing whatever the hell he was doing, but at the whole cursed universe that had put him into this damned situation, and then thrown every outrageous obstacle it could find at him to stop him getting out of it.
His legs gave way and he fell to the ground. Pain shot through his left shoulder, which until that moment had been blessedly numb. His useless legs, the pain in his shoulder, even the gritty floor that stung his knees – all of them added to his anger.
“What the fucking hell do you think you're doing, you fucking moron?” he bellowed. “Don't you know what's going on, here?”
Burleigh shook his head; his eyes would not meet Rik's.
“I can't let you do it, Rik. I guess you've got some way of stopping the ship. Some sort of radio device, I'm guessing, not tied into the Net, so you couldn't use it through your cogplus. Something without a strong signal. Something that probably fits in your pocket.” He watched Rik, perhaps hoping for a confirmation. None came. “So I want you to take it out of your pocket and hand it over to me now.”
Rik's brain was slowly revving into gear, but he still couldn't make much sense of what Burleigh was doing. “You know you'll die too?” he said, his voice almost a sob as he fought against blind fury and frustration. He was just talking out loud, trying to get his thoughts moving. “What could they possibly give you...?”
“They've got my parents, Rik. My mom and dad.”
“Your parents?” It didn't seem credible that the hard-faced soldier pointing a gun at him had parents. Surely men like Burleigh just sprang, fully-formed, from the rock.
“The trigger, or whatever it is,” Burleigh said. “Hand it over.”
“Why don't you just shoot me and take it?” He struggled back onto his feet. He was damned if he'd sit there and let anyone shoot him like a wounded animal.
“I don't want to shoot you, Rik.”
“But you'll kill me and everyone else here? Well, fuck you!” He reached into his pocket and pulled out the cylinder. It was a small radio trigger, just as Burleigh had guessed. It had a safety cap that had to be pushed off, and then the little red button at the end would be ready to press.
Rik had taken it from the armoury aboard The Phenomenon of Man when he armed himself on the run back from Omega Point. The explosives he found there that day had just been too tempting. He had taken one of the remote detonators and primed it, inserted it into a chunk of plastique and hid it away out of sight. There was enough explosive in that room to blow the ship in half. It seemed like a good precaution at the time. A bargaining chip, in case he needed one. He hadn't supposed it might save his life.
All Rik had to do was flip the cap and press that little red button. It would take him – what? A second? One and a half? How long would it take Burleigh to see what he was doing and squeeze off a shot? Half a second? The maths didn't work out in Rik's favour. However, if it came to it...
“Tell me about your parents,” he said.
“What?”
“Your parents. Where do they live?”
“Shut up, Rik.”
“What about your father? Is he a big man like you? I bet he's proud of his son, keeping the peace, helping to build something out here. Was he a soldier too? Fought in the Oil Wars, I bet.” Rik had little idea where he was going with this but, to his amazement, he saw tears forming in Burleigh's eyes. “You're a good man, Burleigh. I saw the way your troops looked at you, the way they snapped to obey when you gave an order. They respect you. They look up to you. Hell, they even like you. I could see it.”
Burleigh's anger flared. With an inarticulate roar, he advanced on Rik, gun raised, rage burning behind his tears. “Give me the fucking trigger!”
Rik stood his ground. “Go to hell, Burleigh. If you want it, you've got to shoot me. If you shoot me, you'd better pray I don't survive.”
Burleigh stepped closer, pushing the cold barrel of the Colt hard against Rik's temple. The cop's face was just inches from his own.
“They're my parents!” he shouted. “There are killers in their house. In their house! Just waiting for a signal to shoot them both. What else can I do? Tell me! What the fuck else can I do?”
There were tears streaming down the cop's face now. The eyes that glared into Rik's were filled with pain.
“You can do the right thing, Burleigh. It's all any of us can ever do. It's the only thing that keeps the Lanhams and the Cordells of this world from having the whole damn thing on a plate. People like you – and me – doing the right thing.”
The anger drained suddenly from Burleigh's face, leaving only pleading. “Jesus, Rik.”
“Even if Cordell, or whoever it is, let them go – which he won't – what do you think they'd feel about all the people who had to die to keep them alive? How do you think they'd feel about their big, heroic son?”
Burleigh stepped back with a yell, the gun quivering in his hand, his teeth clenched in a grimace of rage and indecision, his eyes glaring at Rik. Then, like his strings had been cut, he slumped. His eyes closed and his arm fell. “The Wild West,” he said, following some train of thought Rik could only guess at. He threw his gun across the room. “It should have been simpler than this,” he said, but Rik was no longer listening.
He sprinted for the cupola, flipping the cap on the trigger as he went. His legs gave way again, and he staggered and almost fell, but managed to make it all the way on his feet. For a wild moment he scanned the skies above him, looking for the bright pink exhaust of a fusion torch, but there was nothing but blackness beyond the tinted windows. He stabbed down at the button.



Chapter 44
 

Lanham, riding to his death in a borrowed body, listened to Mozart through the cabin speakers. Even with his emotional centres tuned to zero, there was a simple elegance of pattern and ratio to the music that made the piece perfect for these last moments. If Mozart could have been rescued from death, what music would he have written with the whole resources of Omega Point to augment that brilliant mind?
It was a question Lanham often asked himself. It bothered him that there were no artists or academics in Omega Point. Artists and academics died poor. Even Mozart had died poor. It was a sad fact that the economics of the situation demanded that you needed to be rich to live forever. In Omega Point, the home of the elite, transhumans were all business people, gangsters, dictators...
He should start a program of scholarships. A trust. A body like the Nobel Prize Committee, which would seek out the greatest artists and scientists and reward them with the offer of immortality. He wondered idly whether he should transmit his resolve back to his original, but it was unnecessary. If he had had the thought, then so would that other Lanham. The one that was not about to die.
A loud thump interrupted his reverie. It felt as though the ship had been hit with a giant hammer. He looked at the displays. A hull breach? An explosion? He had felt a brief acceleration, not along his planned course, but sideways.
Another explosion shook the ship, a more violent, destructive blast this time. Immediately, everything turned to chaos. He was flung around in his seat. Forces that would have smashed a human body threw him in all directions before settling into a steady pressure. He was spinning. A last glance at the instruments before the power died showed him the ship was a wreck and tumbling off it's course. The fusion drive sputtered out its last high-energy exhaust in all directions, like a giant Catherine wheel.
He was in the dark. Total blackness. Straining against his harness as the spin tried to throw him out of his seat. There was no sound. The air had gone, he supposed. No more Mozart.
He dug around in his internal files and found a copy of the piece. The music filled his mind again. Perfect. Beautiful. He hyped up his own internal clock to triple speed so that he could play the piece more quickly and it would still sound normal. That way, he would have time to hear it all before he hit the ground.



Chapter 45
 

The infirmary in Heinlein was a busy place. The panic caused by the quarantine had left quite a few injured – some of them with gunshot wounds. It surprised Rik that Maria managed to find him in all the hubbub. It wasn't as if the little hospital had lucies to spare for showing visitors around.
“How are you doing?” she asked, glancing at the sling on his left arm.
“Torn ligaments. A bit of bruising. They put a nerve damper in my shoulder and it feels just fine now.”
Best of all, they'd had a surgical bot do a quick repair on Rik's cogplus, and the headaches that had plagued him were completely gone. The technician who had supervised the work, handed Rik a tiny biochip afterwards and said, “That was piggybacking your implant. Someone gave you those headaches on purpose.” Rik could only marvel at how thorough Cordell's people had been. If you wanted your dupe too distracted to think straight, a migraine did the job just fine.
Maria said, “I just came over to say goodbye. I'm catching the four o'clock gondola to Partway.”
“I heard from Burleigh,” Rik said. “He was in here a while ago. Said you were all square with the FBI.”
Maria smiled. “The UN seems to have some clout, even with the CIA. I think the British Government was involved in sorting things out somehow too. Your friend, Fariba?” She looked at Rik oddly, as if she were trying to read his reaction. “I like her. She's... tough.”
Rik took her hand. It was long-boned, fine and delicate. “I didn't mean to get you mixed up in this, but I'm glad you were. I mean, if you'd been at home when Lanham's people came, I don't know how I'd have lived with it. I'm sorry about your boyfriend too.” He felt a sharp pang of remorse. He had done so much damage to this woman. “I owe you for so many things. I made a big mistake when I...” He stopped himself. He had almost said, “When I married you.” It was true, but he didn't want to say it like that. Despite everything, he would never regret knowing Maria.
She seemed to understand his difficulty, because she smiled again and said, “Yeah, I've thought about it a lot, too. Time we both grew up and moved on.” She squeezed his hand and then withdrew hers.
“Maria–” He wasn't sure what he'd been about to say, but her eyes were full of kindness and acceptance, and it stopped him dead. It was over. Properly, truly over. And he knew he wouldn't pine over her the way he had done for so long. A wonderful lightness filled him, and he smiled back at her.
“Let me know how you are from time to time,” he said. “And check your bank balance when you get a chance. I decided Lanham owed you a service fee for finding the package and delivering it, and since I had control of Lanham's funds for a while back there...”
Maria gave him a puzzled smile. “As long as it covers the trip here,” she said. “Flying to the Moon is not exactly cheap.”
“It should be enough.”
She leaned close and kissed his cheek. “Goodbye, Rik. Look after yourself.”
“You too.”
-oOo-
Rik found Freymann in a makeshift treatment room, arguing with a red-faced nurse. He waited politely in the background while the MI6 agent finished explaining what she planned to do with the man's medical scanner if he didn't get out of her goddam way and let her leave.
The nurse finally gave up and stomped off to find more grateful patients, leaving Freymann to notice Rik at last.
“That dress has seen better days,” he said, referring to the torn and filthy rag she had on that had once been such a lovely, gauzy confection.
“She's dead now,” Freymann said. “Vicki. Do you think she knew they planned to destroy themselves like that?”
Rik said nothing. The Phenomenon of Man had hit the ground fifty kilometres from Heinlein with the force of a large nuke. A small amount of debris had rained down on the town itself, but there had been only minor damage to a few surface buildings. No-one was injured. No-one had died.
“What happened up there?” she asked. “Between you and Burleigh? I heard a gunshot.” Rik didn't reply. Burleigh's last-minute ethical issues were between the two of them. “He told me he was heading Earthside for a funeral.”
“It's a long story, for some other time. But we're good. We worked things out. And he's in sweet with his bosses again, now that they've bothered to get the story straight. He's been a big help cleaning up the mess I was in. I gather you've been helping out there, too.”
“What could I do? They were going to throw you in the slammer for the next thousand years until I explained you were working undercover for Six. Our mutual friend Mr. Shah backed up the story. So did my section head. There's a feeling that if you wanted a proper job, they wouldn't be completely against the idea of putting you on the payroll.”
Rik grinned and offered Freymann his arm. “Do you fancy a coffee? I've got a counter offer, but I've had enough of this place. You OK to walk?”
Her right leg was in a cast from knee to toes, and her right arm was in a sling that matched Rik's. She slid her good arm into his. “I'd crawl if I had to. Just get me out of here.”
They found a café out in the street. People stared at the tattered and bandaged couple, looking away quickly when either of them noticed.
“Oh, that's good!” Rik sipped his cappuccino and closed his eyes.
“So tell me about your counter-offer. If you're looking for a barmaid for that flea-pit of yours, forget it.”
“The Harsh Mistress is a fine establishment. Or it will be, when the new owner completes the repairs.”
“You've sold it!”
Rik was enjoying himself. “I gave it away. To Veb. He was pretty surprised.”
“You–” For a moment, Freymann was speechless. “What are you planning to live on? I've seen your file, remember? The gumshoe business up here isn't exactly flourishing. You only got by at all because you lived at the bar and your wives fed and clothed you.”
“I've come into a little money.” She waited, open mouthed, so he went on. “While I still had control of Lanham's account, I paid myself for my services. I added a little danger money.”
“OK, so you got paid. I still don't see how-”
“I gave you a consultancy fee too. And Veb. You should check your account, to be sure it's all there.”
The glaze in Freymann's eyes told him she was doing just that. A moment later, she was wide-eyed and open mouthed again. “Holy shit,” she said.
“I hope it's enough. I don't have access to Lanham's dough any more.”
“It's...”
Speechless again. Rik laughed with delight. “I know. It's a fortune. We're all set up for life. You, me, Veb, Maria.” Then his smile fell. “I put money in Brie's account too. You heard that Blake didn't make it?” He couldn't say it yet without the pain of it clutching at his throat. He pushed past it. “Brie will hate me for it, but she won't refuse it. She's... practical about these things.”
Freymann said nothing for a long time, long enough that Rik began to feel nervous. He'd been so pleased with himself, but Fariba's silence was making him wonder if maybe he'd made some kind of mistake.
When she finally spoke, it was to ask, “When did you do all this? Does Lanham know?”
“I did it as soon as the ship crashed. I was in a pretty shitty mood. I sent him a message to say I was putting right some of the wrongs he'd done. He sent back just two words before he cut off the funds. He said, “Smart move.” It's all small change to him. The ship he wasted trying to bomb us was worth a lot more than I took. Even Rivers and her fancy nuclear plumbing would be worth more. It's just small beer when the stakes are as high as he thought they were.
“Speaking of Rivers, I lost track of her in all the craziness. So did Burleigh. And Veb won't say. Any idea where she went?”
“None at all. It's not like my guys have a field office here.”
“Probably gone back to Earth to build the criminal empire of her dreams.”
“That's where I'm going too,” Freymann said.
Rik nodded. He'd guessed as much. “That's what I wanted to talk to you about.”
“Rik, I know we–”
He held up a hand to stop her. “It's kind of different, when the adrenaline's up and there are people trying to kill you. People get close real fast. Closer than they would under normal circumstances. You know what I mean?”
Freymann nodded. She looked relieved. Rik went on.
“Yeah, so I thought I'd go down to Earth and set up a real detective agency. You know? With a sign on the door and staff and everything, not just a table in the corner of a bar. With all that money, it's not like I ever need to work again, but...” He shrugged. What else was he going to do with himself?
“Sounds good.”
“Yeah. LA would be a good place. I've got a lot of contacts there. But, well...” He looked up at the tunnel roof above them. “I've got used to living indoors, and everything being miserable and grey. So I figured London would suit me better these days. What do you think?”
She was smiling, and he could have sworn she looked genuinely happy. “London sounds just perfect,” she said.
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