file:/I/F|/rah/Peter%20F.%20Hamilton/Hamilton,%20Peter%20F%20-%20T he%20Neutronium%20A I chemist.txt

PETER F. HAM LTON — The Neutroni um Al chem st

Part | - Consolidation
Contents

Cast of Characters
Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10
Chapter 11
Chapter 12

Chapter 13
Chapter 14
Chapter 15
Chapter 16

Part Il - Conflict
Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10
Chapter 11
Chapter 12
Chapter 13
Chapter 14

Ti mel i ne

Part | - Consolidation

CAST OF CHARACTERS
SHI PS
LADY MACBETH

Joshua Cal vert; Captain

Mel vyn Ducharnme; Fusion speciali st
Ashly Hanson; Pil ot

Sarha M tcham Systens speciali st
Dahybi Yadev; Node speci ali st

Beaul i eu; Cosnoni k

OENONE

Syrinx; Captain
Ruben; Fusion systens
Ol ey; Pilot

Cacus; Life support
Edwi n; Toroid systens

file:/lIF|/rah/Peter%20F.%20Hamilton/Hamilton,%...eter%20F%20-%20The%20Neutronium%20Alchemist.txt (1 of 481) [7/1/03 2:27:12 AM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Peter%20F.%20Hamilton/Hamilton,%20Peter%20F%20-%20T he%20Neutronium%20A I chemist.txt

Serina; Toroid systemnms
Tyl a; Cargo officer

VI LLENEUVE' S REVENGE

Andr é Duchanp; Captain

Desnond Laf oe; Fusi on speciali st

Madel ei ne Col | um Node speci al i st

Erick Thakrar; Systens specialist/CN S undercover agent

UDAT

Meyer; Captain
Cherri Barnes; Cargo officer

FAR REALM

Layi a; Captain

Furay; Pil ot

Endron; Systens speci ali st
Tilia; Node specialist

ARl KARA

Meredi th Sal dana; Rear-Admiral, squadron commander
Grese; Lieutenant, squadron intelligence officer
Rhoecus; Lieutenant, voidhawk |iaison

Kr oeber; Commander

BEEZLI NG

Kyl e Prager; Captain
Peter Adul ; Al chem st team physici st

HABI TATS
TRANQUI LI TY

| one Sal dana; Lord of Ruin

Dr Al kad Mzu; Inventor of the Al chem st

Par ker Hi ggens; Director Laym | project

OGski Katsura; Laymi| project electronics division chief
Kenpster Getchell; Laym | project astrononer
Moni ca Foul kes; ESA agent

Lady Tessa; ESA head of station

Samuel ; Edenist intelligence agent

Paul i ne Webb; CNI S agent

Fat her Horst Elwes; Priest, refugee

Jay Hilton; Refugee

Kelly Tirrel; Rover reporter

Lieria; Kiint

Hai l e; Juvenile Kiint

VALI SK

Rubra; Habitat personality

Dari at; Horgan's possessor

Kiera Salter; Marie Skibbow s possessor
Stanyon; Council nenber

Roci o Condra; Possessor bl ackhawk M ndor
Bonney Lew n; Hunter

Tol ton; Fugitive

Tatiana; Fugitive

ASTERO DS

file:/lIF|/rah/Peter%20F.%20Hamilton/Hamilton,%...eter%20F%20-%20The%20Neutronium%20Alchemist.txt (2 of 481) [7/1/03 2:27:12 AM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Peter%20F.%20Hamilton/Hamilton,%20Peter%20F%20-%20T he%20Neutronium%20A I chemist.txt

TRAFALGAR

Samual Al eksandrovich; First Adm ral Confederation Navy
Lal wani; Admiral, CN'S chi ef

Maynard Khanna; Captain, First Admiral staff officer
Mot el a Kol hanmer; Adnmiral, 1st Fl eet conmander

Dr Glnore; CNIS research division director

Jacquel i ne Cout eur; Possessor

Mur phy Hewl ett; Confederation Marine |ieutenant

KOBLAT

Jed Hinton; Deadnight
Bet h; Deadni ght

Gari Hinton; Jed s sister
Navar; Jed's half sister

AYACUCHO

| kel a; Omner of T Opingtu conpany, partizan | eader
Li ol ; Omner of Quantum Serendipity

Voi ; lkela s daughter

Prince Lanbert; Captain starship Tekas

Dan Malindi; Partizan | eader

Kal iua Lamu; Partizan | eader

Feira Il e; Ayacucho SD commander, partizan | eader
Cabral ; Media nmagnate, partizan | eader

M s Nat eghi; Lawyer

Lodi Shal asha; Garissan radica

Eri ba; Garissan radica

Kol e; Socialite

Shea; Prince Lanmbert’s girlfriend

JESUP

Qui nn Dexter; Messiah of the Light Bringer sect
Lawrence Dillon; Disciple

Twel ve-T; Gang lord

Bonham Disciple

ShenmiIt; Disciple, SD conmander

Dwyer; Disciple, systemspecialist

PLANETS
NORFCOLK

Loui se Kavanagh; Refugee

CGenevi eve Kavanagh; Refugee

Luca Comar; Grant Kavanagh’ s possessor
Marj ori e Kavanagh; Louise’s nother

M s Charl sworth; Kavanagh sister’s nanny
Carmi t ha; Romany

Ti treano; Possessor

Cel i na Hewson; Louise’s aunt

Robert o Hewson; Louise’s cousin

OVBEY

Ral ph Hiltch; ESA head of station, Lalonde
Cat hal Fitzgerald; Ralph’s deputy

Dean Fol an; ESA G66 divi sion

W11 Danza; ESA G66 division

Ki rsten Sal dana; Princess of Orbey

Roche Skark; ESA director

file:/lIF|/rah/Peter%20F.%20Hamilton/Hamilton,%...eter%20F%20-%20The%20Neutronium%20Alchemist.txt (3 of 481) [7/1/03 2:27:12 AM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Peter%20F.%20Hamilton/Hamilton,%20Peter%20F%20-%20T he%20Neutronium%20A I chemist.txt

Janni ke Dernot; | SA director

Landon McCul | ock; Police conm sioner

Di ana Ti ernan; Police technol ogy division chief
Admiral Farquar; Royal Navy; Onbey commander

Nel son Akroid; Arnmed Tactical Squad captain

Fi nnual a O Meara; Rover reporter

Hugh Rosl er; DataAxis technician

Nevill e Latham Exnall’s chief inspector

Janne Pal mer; Royal Marine col onel

Annette Ekel und; Possessor

Geral d Ski bbow, Refugee

Dr Riley Dobbs; Royal Navy personality debrief psychol ogy expert
Jansen Kovak; Royal Navy nedical institute nurse
Moyo; Possessor

St ephani e Ash; Possessor

Cochrane; Possessor

Rana; Possessor

Ti na Sudol ; Possessor

NEW CALI FORNI A

Jezzibella; Mod Fantasy arti st

Leroy Cctavius; Jezzibella s manager

Li bby; Jezzibella' s dernmal technol ogy expert

Al; Brad Lovegrove’'s possessor

Avram Harwood 111; Myor of San Angel es

Emmet ©Mrdden; Organi zation |ieutenant

Sil vano Ri chmann; Organi zation |ieutenant

M ckey Pil eggi; Organization |ieutenant

Patrici a Mangano; Organi zation |ieutenant

Gus Remar; Rover reporter

Ki ngsl ey Pryor; Lieutenant commander, Confederation Navy
Lui gi Bal smao; Conmander Organi zation fl eet
Caneron Leung; Possessor bl ackhawk Zahan

OGscar Kearn; Captain Organization frigate Urschel

KULU

Al astair Il; The King

Si mon, Duke of Salion; Chairman security conm ssion
Lord Kel man Mountjoy; Foreign Ofice mnister

Lady Phillipa Gshin; Prinme mnister

Admi ral Lavaquar; Defence chief

Prince Howard; Kulu Corporation president

Prince Noton; Ex-president Kulu Corporation

NYVAN

CGel ai ; Possessor, Garissa genocide victim
Ngong; Possessor, Garissa genocide victim
Omai n; Possessor, Garissa genocide victim
Ri chard Keaton; Data security expert

Bar anovi ch; Organi zation |ieutenant

Adri an Redway; ESA head of station

OTHERS
CONFEDERATI ON

A ton Haaker; Assenbly President

Jeeta Anwar; Chief presidential aide

Mae Otlieb; Presidential science aide
Cayeaux; Edeni st anbassador

Sir Maurice Hall; Kulu Kingdom anbassador

file:/lIF|/rah/Peter%20F.%20Hamilton/Hamilton,%...eter%20F%20-%20The%20Neutronium%20Alchemist.txt (4 of 481) [7/1/03 2:27:12 AM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Peter%20F.%20Hamilton/Hamilton,%20Peter%20F%20-%20T he%20Neutronium%20A I chemist.txt

EDENI STS

W ng-Tsit Chong; Edenismi s founder

At hene; Syrinx’s nother

Ast or; Ambassador to the Kul u Ki ngdom
Si non; Syrinx's father

1

It seened to Loui se Kavanagh as though the fearsome m dsunmer heat had persisted for endl ess,
dreary weeks rather than just the four Duke-days since the |ast nmeagre shower of rain. "Air from
the devil’s cookhouse,” the old women of the county called this awful unbreathable stillness which
bl anketed the wolds. It conplemented Louise’s nmood perfectly. She didn't feel nuch of anything
t hese days. Destiny had apparently chosen her to spend her waking hours doing nothing but wait.

Oficially, she was waiting for her father, who was away | eadi ng the Stoke County mlitia to
hel p quell the insurrection which the Denpcratic Land Union had nmounted in Boston. The last tine
he’ d phoned was three days ago, a quick, grimcall saying the situation was worse than the Lord
Li eutenant had led themto believe. That had nade Louise’s nother worry frantically. Wich nmeant
Loui se and Genevi eve had to creep around Cricklade nanor |ike mice so as not to worsen her tenper.

And t here had been no word since, not of Father or any of the militia troops. The whol e county
was crackling with rumours, of course. O terrible battles and beastly acts of savagery by the
Union irregulars. Louise tried hard to close her ears to them convinced it was just w cked
propaganda put about by Uni on synpathi sers. Nobody really knew anythi ng. Boston coul d have been on
anot her planet as far as Stoke County was concerned. Even bl and accounts of "disturbances,"”
reported on the nightly news prograns, had ceased after the county militias encircled the
city—eensored by the governnent.

Al they could do was wait helplessly for the mlitias to triunph as they surely woul d.

Loui se and CGenevi eve had spent yet another norning mlling aimessly around the nmanor. It was a
tricky task; sitting about doing nothing was so incredibly boring, yet if they drew attention to
t hensel ves they woul d be given sone nenial donestic job to do. Wth the young nmen away, the maids
and ol der menservants were struggling with the normal day-to-day running of the ranbling building.
And the estate farns outside, with their skeleton workforce, were falling dismayingly far behind
in their preparations for the sunmer’s second cereal crop

By lunchtinme, the ennui had started to get to Louise, so she had suggested that she and her
sister go riding. They had to saddl e the horses thenselves, but it was worth it just to be away
fromthe manor for a few hours.

Loui se’s horse picked its way gingerly over the ground. Duke's hot rays had fl ayed open the
soil, producing a winkled network of cracks. The aboriginal plants which had all flowered in
uni son at m dsumrer were |ong dead now. \Were ten days ago the grassland had been dusted with
graceful white and pink stars, small shrivelled petals now ski pped about |ike minute autum
| eaves. In sonme hollows they had drifted in | oose dunes up to a foot deep

"Why do you suppose the Union hates us so?" Genevieve asked querulously. "Just because Daddy’s
got a tenper doesn’t nmean he's a bad man."

Loui se produced a synmpathetic smile for her younger sister. Everyone said how alike they were,
twins born four years apart. And indeed it was a bit like looking into a mrror at tines; the sane
features, rich dark hair, delicate nose, and al nost Oriental eyes. But Genevieve was snaller, and
slightly chubbier. And right now, brokenly gl um

Cenevi eve had been sensitive to her noodiness for the |ast week, not wanting to say anything
significant in case it made big sister even nore unaccountably irritable.

She does idolize me so, Louise thought. Pity she couldn’t have chosen a better role nodel.

"I't’s not just Daddy, nor even the Kavanaghs," Louise said. "They sinply don’t like the way
Nor f ol k works."

"But why? Everybody in Stoke County is happy."

"Everybody in the county is provided for. There's a difference. How would you feel if you had to
work in the fields all day long for every day of your life, and saw the two of us riding by
without a care in the world?"

Genevi eve | ooked puzzled. "Not sure."

"You'd resent it, and you' d want to change pl aces."

"l suppose so." She gave a sly grin. "Then |I'd be the one who resented them"

"Exactly. That’s the problem"

"But the things people are saying the Union is doing..." Cenevieve said uncertainly. "I heard
two of the maids tal king about it this norning. They were saying horrible things. | ran away after
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a mnute."

"They're lying. If anybody in Stoke County knew what was going on in Boston, it would be us, the
Kavanaghs. The maids are going to be the last to find out."

Genevi eve shone a reverent snmile at her sister. "You're so clever, Louise."

"You're clever too, Gen. Sane genes, renenber.”

CGenevi eve sniled again, then spurred her horse on ahead, |aughing gladly. Merlin, their
sheepdog, chased off after her, kicking up whirling flurries of brown petals.

Loui se instinctively urged her own horse into a canter, headi ng towards Wardl ey Wod, a nile
ahead. In sumrers past the sisters had clained it as their own adventure playground. This sumer,
though, it held an added poi gnancy. This sumer it contai ned the menory of Joshua Cal vert. Joshua
and the things they' d done as they |lazed by the side of the rock pools. Every outrageous sexua
act, acts which no true well-born Norfolk |ady would ever commit. Acts which she couldn’t wait for
themto do again.

Al so the acts which had nade her throw up for the last three nornings in a row. Nanny had been
her usual fuss the first two times. Thankfully, Louise had nmanaged to conceal this norning s bout
of nausea, otherw se her nother would have been told. And Mther was pretty shrewd.

Loui se grimaced forlornly. Everything will be fine once Joshua cones back. It had become al nost
a mantra recently.

Dear Jesus, but | hate this waiting.

Genevi eve was a quarter of a mle fromthe woods, with Loui se a hundred yards behind her, when
they heard the train. The insistent tooting sound carried a long way in the calmair. Three short
bl asts, followed by a | ong one. The warning signal that it was approaching the open road crossing
at Col | ywest on.

Genevi eve reined her horse in, waiting for Louise to catch up with her. "It’s conming into town!"
t he younger girl excl ai med.

Both of them knew the local train tinmes by heart. Colsterworth had twel ve passenger services a
day. This one wasn’t one of them

"They' re coning back!" Genevi eve squeal ed. "Daddy’'s back!"

Merlin picked up on her excitenent, running around the horse, barking enthusiastically.

Louise bit her lip. She couldn’t think what else it could be. "I suppose so."

"It is. It isl"

"Al'l right, cone on then." Cricklade manor lurked inside its picket of huge geneered cedars, an
i mposi ng stone nmansion built in honmage to the stately hones of an England as distant in tinme as in
space. The glass walls of the ornate orangery abutting the east wing reflected Duke's brilliant
yell ow sunlight in geonetric ripples as the sisters rode along the greensward bel ow the buil di ng.

When she was inside the ring of cedars, Louise noticed the chunky bl ue-green farmranger racing
up the long gravel drive. She whooped | oudly, goading her horse to an even faster gallop. Few
people were allowed to drive the estate’s powered vehicles. And nobody el se drove themas fast as
Daddy.

Loui se soon | eft Genevieve well behind, with an exhausted Merlin trailing by alnbst a quarter of
a mle. She could see six figures crammed into the vehicle' s seats. And that was definitely Daddy
driving. She didn’t recognise any of the others.

Anot her two farmrangers turned into the drive just as the first pulled up in front of the
manor. Various household staff and Marjorie Kavanagh hurried down the broad steps to greet it.

Loui se tunbl ed down of f her horse, and rushed up to her father. She flung her arnms around him
bef ore he knew what was happening. He was dressed in the sanme military uniformas the day he left.

"Daddy! You're all right." She rubbed her cheek agai nst the coarse khaki-green fabric of his
jacket, feeling five years old again. Tears were threatening to brimup

He stiffened inside her manic enbrace, head slowy tipping down to | ook at her. Wen she gl anced
up adoringly she saw a | ook of m|ld inconprehension on his strong ruddy face.

For a horrible nonent she thought he nust have found out about the baby. Then a vile nockery of
a smle came to his lips.

"Hel | o, Louise. Nice to see you again."

"Daddy?" She took a step backwards. What was wong with hinf She gl anced uncertainly at her
not her who had just reached them

Marjorie Kavanagh took in the scene with a fast glance. Gant |ooked just awful; tired, pale,
and strangely nervous. Cods, what had happened i n Boston?

She ignored Loui se’s obvious hurt and stepped up to him "Wl cone honme," she murnured denurely.
Her |ips brushed his cheek.

"Hell o dear," Grant Kavanagh sai d. She coul d have been a conplete stranger for all the enption
in his voice.

He turned, alnobst in deference, Marjorie thought with growi ng bew | dernent, and half bowed to
one of the men acconpanying him They were all strangers, none of them even wore Stoke County
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mlitia uniforms. The other two farmrangers were braking behind the first, also full of
strangers.

"Marjorie, 1'd like you to meet Quinn Dexter. Quinnis a... priest. He’'s going to be staying
here with some of his followers."

The young man who wal ked forwards had the kind of gait Marjorie associated with the teenage
I outs she glinpsed occasionally in Colsterworth. Priest, ny arse, she thought.

QUi nn was dressed in a flowing robe of sone incredibly black material; it |ooked like the kind
of habit a mllionaire monk woul d wear. There was no crucifix in sight. The face which sniled out
at her fromthe vol um nous hood was col dly vul pi ne. She noticed how everyone in his entourage was
very careful not to get too close to him

"Intrigued, Father Dexter," she said, letting her irony show

He bl i nked, and nodded thoughtfully, as if in recognition that they weren't fooling each other.

"Why are you here?" Loui se asked breathl essly.

"Cricklade is going to be a refuge for Quinn's sect," Grant Kavanagh said. "There was a | ot of
danmage in Boston. So | offered himfull use of the estate.”

"What happened?” Marjorie asked. Years of discipline necessary to enforce her position allowed
her to keep her voice |level, but what she really wanted to do was grab hold of Grant’s jacket
collar and screamin his face. Qut of the corner of her eye she saw Genevi eve scranble down off
her horse and run over to greet her father, her delicate face suffused with sinple happiness.
Before Marjorie could say anything, Louise thrust out an arm and stopped her dead in her tracks.
Thank God for that, Marjorie thought; there was no telling how these al oof strangers woul d react
to excitable little girls.

Genevi eve's face instantly turned woeful, staring up at her untouchable father w th w dened,
mut i nous eyes. But Louise kept a firmy protective arm around her shoul der.

"The rebellion is over," Grant said. He hadn’'t even noticed Genevi eve's approach

"You nean you rounded up the Uni on peopl e?"

"The rebellion is over," Grant repeated flatly.

Marjorie was at a |l oss what to do next. Away in the distance she could hear Merlin barking with
unusual aggression. The fat old sheepdog was | unbering along the greensward towards the group
out si de the manor

"We shal |l begin straightaway," Quinn announced abruptly. He started up the steps towards the
wi de doubl e doors, long pleats of his robe swaying | eadenly around his ankl es.

The manor staff clustering with considerable curiosity on top of the steps parted nervously.

Qui nn’ s conpani ons surged after him

Gant’'s face twitched in what was nearly an apology to Marjorie as the new arrivals cl anbered
out of the farmrangers to hurry up the steps after their singular priest. Mst of themwere nen,
all with exactly the sanme kind of agitated expression.

They ook as if they're going to their own execution, Marjorie thought. And the clothes a couple
of them wore were bizarre. Like historical mlitary costumes: grey greatcoats with broad scarl et
| apel s and yards of |ooping gold braid. She strove to renenber history |essons fromtoo nany years
ago, images of Teutonic officers hazy in her nind.

"We'd better go in," Grant said encouragingly. Wich was absurd. Grant Kavanagh neither asked
nor suggested anything on his own doorstep, he gave orders.

Marjorie gave a reluctant nod and joined him "You two stay out here," she told her daughters.
"I want you to see to Merlin, then stable your horses.” Wiile I find out just what the hell is
goi ng on around here, she conpleted silently.

The two sisters were virtually clinging together at the bottomof the steps, faces heavy with
doubt and dismay. "Yes, Mdther," Louise said neekly. She started to tug on Cenevieve's bl ack
riding jacket.

Qui nn paused on the threshold of the manor, giving the grounds a final survey. M sgivings were
beginning to stir his mnd. Wen he was back in Boston it seened only right that he should be part
of the vanguard bringing the gospel of God's Brother to the whol e island of Kesteven. None could
stand before himwhen his serpent beast was unl eashed. But there were so many |l ost souls returning
fromthe beyond; inevitably sone dared to di sobey, while others wavered after he had passed anbng
themto issue the word. In truth he could only depend upon the cl osest disciples he had gat hered.

The sect acolytes he had left in Boston to tame the returned souls, to teach themthe rea
reason why they had been brought back, agreed to do his bidding sinply fromfear. That was why he
had come to the countryside, to levy the creed upon all the souls, both the living and the dead,
of this wetched planet. Wth a bigger nunber of followers inducted, genuinely believing the task
God’ s Brother had given them then ultimately their doctrine would triunph.

But this |and which Luca Comar had described in glowing ternms was so enpty, kilonmetre after
kil onetre of grassland and fields, populated by dozing ham ets of cowed peasants; a tenperate-
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climate version of Lal onde.

There had to be nore to his purpose than this. God' s Brother woul d never have chosen himfor
such a sinple | abour. There were hundreds of planets in the Confederation crying out to hear H's
word, to follow Hminto the final battle against the fal se gods of Earth’s religions, where N ght
woul d dawn forevernore

After this evening | shall have to search nyself to see where He guides nme; | rnust find ny
proper role in H s plan.

Hi s gaze finished up on the Kavanagh sisters who were staring up at him both trying to be
courageous in the face of the strangeness falling on their honme as softly and inexorably as
m dwi nter snow. The el der one woul d make a good reward for disciples who denonstrated | oyalty, and
the child mght be of sone use to a returned soul. God s Brother found a use for everything.

Content, for the moment, Quinn swept into the hall, relishing the opul ence which greeted him
Toni ght at | east he could indulge hinself in decadent splendour, quickening his serpent beast. For
who di d not appreciate absolute |uxury?

The disciples knew their duties well enough, needing no supervision. They would flush out the
manor’s staff and open their bodi es for possession: a chore repeated endl essly over the | ast week.
H s work would cone | ater, selecting those who were worthy of a second chance at |ife, who would
enbrace the Night. "What—" Genevi eve began hotly as the last of the odd adults disappeared inside
the manor’s entrance.

Loui se’ s hand cl anped over her nouth. "Cone on!" She pulled hard on Genevieve's arm nearly
unbal anci ng the younger girl. Cenevieve reluctantly all owed herself to be steered away.

"You heard Mdther," Louise said. "We're to | ook after the horses.”

"Yes, but..."

"I don’t know All right? Mother will sort everything out."” The words brought scant reassurance
What had happened to Daddy?

Bost on must have been truly terrible to have affected himso

Loui se undid the strap on her riding hat, and tucked it under an arm The manor and its grounds
had becone very quiet all of a sudden. The big entrance-hall doors swi nging shut had acted like a
signal for the birds to fall still. Even the horses were docile

The funereal sensation was broken by Merlin who had finally reached the gravel driveway. He
barked quite piteously as he nosed around Louise's feet, his tongue lolling out as he wheezed
heavil y.

Loui se gathered up the reins of both horses and started to | ead themtowards the stables.

Cenevi eve grabbed Merlin's collar and haul ed hi mal ong.

When they reached the stable block at the rear of the manor’s west wi ng there was nobody there,
not even the two young stable lads M Butterworth had left in charge. The horses’ hooves nmde an
al mi ghty clattering on the cobbles of the yard outside, the noise reverberating off the walls.

"Loui se," Cenevieve said forlornly, "I don’t like this. Those people with Daddy were really
peculiar."

"I know. But Mdther will tell us what to do."

"She went inside with them"”

"Yes." Louise realized just how anxi ous Mot her had been for her and Genevieve to get away from
Daddy’s friends. She | ooked around the yard, uncertain what to do next. Wuld Mther send for
them or should they go in? Daddy woul d expect to talk with them The old daddy, she reninded
hersel f sadly.

Loui se settled for stalling. There was plenty to do in the stables; take the saddles off, brush
the horses down, water them She and Genevieve both took off their riding jackets and set to.

It was twenty minutes later, while they were putting the saddles back in the tack room when
they heard the first scream The shock was all the nore intense because it was nale: a raw
throated yell of pain which dwi ndled away into a sobbi ng whi nper.

Cenevi eve quietly put her arm around Louise’s waist. Louise could feel her trenbling and patted
her softly. "It’s all right," she whispered.

The two of them edged over to the wi ndow and peered out. There was nothing to see in the
courtyard. The manor’s w ndows were bl ack and bl ank, sucking in Duke's |ight.

"Il go and find out what’s happening," Louise said

"No!" Genevieve pulled at her urgently. "Don’t |eave nme alone. Please, Louise.
verge of tears.

Louise’s hold tightened in reflex. "Ckay, Gen, | won’'t |eave you."

"Prom se? Really truly prom se?"

"Prom se!" She realized she was just as frightened as CGenevieve. "But we nust find out what
Mot her wants us to do."

Genevi eve nodded brokenly. "If you say so."

Loui se | ooked at the high stone wall of the west wing, sizing it up. Wiat would Joshua do in a

She was on the
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situation like this? She thought about the layout of the wing, the fanm |y apartnments, the
servants’ utility passages. Roons and corridors she knew better than anyone except for the chief
housekeeper, and possi bly Daddy.

She took Genevieve by the hand. "Conme on. W'll try and get up to Mother’s boudoir w thout
anyone seeing us. She’'s bound to go there eventually."

They crept out into the courtyard and scuttled quickly along the foot of the manor’'s wall to a
smal | green door which led into a storeroom at the back of the kitchens. Louise expected a shouted
chal | enge at any noment. She was panting by the tinme she heaved on the big iron handl e and ni pped
i nsi de.

The storeroomwas filled with sacks of flour and vegetables piled high in various wooden bays.
Two narrow wi ndow slits, set high in the wall, cast a paltry grey light through their cobweb-caked
panes.

Loui se flicked the switch as Genevi eve closed the door. A couple of naked |ight spheres on the
roof sputtered weakly, then went out.

"Dammation!" Loui se took Cenevieve's hand and threaded her way carefully around the boxes and
sacks.

The utility corridor beyond had plain white plaster walls and pal e yellow fl agstones. Light
spheres every twenty feet along its ceiling were flickering on and off conpletely at random The
effect made Louise feel mldly giddy, as if the corridor were swayi ng about.

"What's doi ng that?" Genevi eve whispered fiercely.

"I”ve no idea," she replied carefully. A dreadful ache of |oneliness had stolen up on her
wi t hout any warning. Cricklade didn’'t belong to them anynore, she knew that now.

They nmade their way al ong the disconcerting corridor to the antechanber at the end. A cast-iron
spiral staircase wound up through the ceiling.

Loui se paused to hear if anyone was conm ng down. Then, satisfied they were still alone, she
started up

The manor’s main corridors were a vast contrast to the plain servant utilities. Wde strips of
thick green and gold carpet ran al ong polished gol den wood pl anks, the walls were hung w th huge
traditional oil paintings in ostentatious gilt frames. Small antique chests stood at regul ar
intervals, holding either delicate objets d art or cut crystal vases with fragrant bl oons of
terrestrial and xenoc flowers grown in the manor’s own conservatory.

The outside of the door at the top of the spiral stairs was disguised as a wall panel. Louise
teased it open and peeped out. A grand stained-glass window at the far end of the corridor was
sendi ng out broad fans of coloured light to dye the walls and ceiling with tartan spl ashes.
Engraved |ight spheres on the ceiling were glowing a |ane anmber. Al of thememtted an unhealthy
buzzi ng sound.

"Nobody about," Loui se said.

The two of them darted out and shut the panel behind them They started edging towards their
not her’ s boudoi r.

A distant cry sounded. Louise couldn’'t work out where it came from It wasn't close, though
t hank sweet Jesus.

"Let’'s go back," GCenevieve said. "Please, Louise. Mumry knows we went to the stables. She'l
find us there.™

"We'll just see if she’s here, first. If she’s not, then we’'ll go straight back."

They heard the angui shed cry again, even softer this tine.

The boudoir door was twenty feet away. Louise steeled herself and took a step towards it.

"Ch, God, no! No, no, no. Stop it. Grant! Dear CGod, help ne!"

Loui se’s muscles locked in terror. It was her nother’s voice—Mther’s scream<oni ng from behind
t he boudoi r door.

"Grant, no! Ch, please. Please, no nore." A long, shrill how of pain followed.

Genevi eve was clutching at her in horror, soft whinpers bubbling fromher open nmouth. The |ight
spheres right outside the boudoir door grew brighter. Wthin seconds they glared hotter than Duke
at noon. Both of them burst apart with a thin pop, sending slivers of milky glass tinkling down on
t he carpet and fl oorboards.

Marj ori e Kavanagh screeched agai n.

"Mummy! " Genevi eve wail ed.

Marjori e Kavanagh's scream broke of f. There was a nuffled, inexplicable thud from behind the
door. Then: "RUN! RUN, DARLING JUST RUN, NOW"

Loui se was al ready stunbling back towards the conceal ed stairway door, holding on to a
di straught, sobbing Genevi eve. The boudoir door flew open, wood splintering fromthe force of the
bl ow which struck it. A solid shaft of sickly emerald |ight punched out into the corridor. Spidery
shadows noved within it, grow ng denser.
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Two figures energed.

Loui se gagged. It was Rachel Handl ey, one of the nmanor’s naids. She | ooked the same as nornal.
Except her hair. It had turned brick-red, the strands curling and coiling around each other in
slow, oily novenents.

Then Daddy was standing beside the chunky girl, still in his mlitia uniform H's face wore a
foreign, sneering smle.

"Conme to Papa, baby," he grow ed happily, and took a step towards Loui se.

Al'l Louise could do was shake her head hopel essly. Genevi eve had slunped to her knees, baw ing
and shaking violently.

"Conme on, baby." His voice had fallen to a silky coo.

Loui se couldn’t stop the sob that burped fromher lips. Soon it would become a nad scream which
woul d never end.

Her father |aughed delightedly. A shape noved through the liquid green |ight behind himand
Rachel

Loui se was so nunbed she could no | onger even nmanage a solitary gasp of surprise. It was Ms
Charl sworth, their nanny. Variously: tyrant and surrogate nmother, confidante and traitor. A
rotund, m ddl e-aged woman, with prematurely greying hair and an ot herw se sour face softened by
hundreds of granny winkles.

She stabbed a knitting needl e straight at Grant Kavanagh’s face, aimng for his left eye. "Leave
my girls alone, you bloody fiend," she yelled defiantly.

Loui se coul d never quite remenber exactly what happened next. There was bl ood, and miniature
lightning forks. Rachel Handley let out a clarion shriek. Shattered glass erupted fromthe franes
of the oil paintings down half the length of the corridor as the blazing white |ightning strobed
violently.

Loui se crammed her hands over her ears as the shriek threatened to crack open her skull. The
lightning died away. Wen she | ooked up, instead of her father there was a hul ki ng hunanoi d shape
standi ng besi de Rachel. It wore strange arnmour, made entirely of little squares of dark netal,
enbossed with scarlet runes, and tied together with brass wire. "Bitch!" it storned at a quailing
M's Charl sworth. Thick streaners of bright orange snoke were bel ching out of its eye slits.

Rachel Handl ey’ s arns turned incandescent. She clanped her splayed fingers over Ms
Charl sworth’s cheeks, teeth bared in exertion as she pushed in. Skin sizzled and charred bel ow her
fingertips. Ms Charlsworth mewed in agony. The naid rel eased her. She slunped backwards, her head
lolling to one side; and she | ooked at Louise, smling as tears seeped down her ruined cheeks.
"Co," she mout hed.

The grievous plea seenmed to kick directly into Louise’ s nervous system She pushed her shoul ders
into the wall, levering herself upright.

Ms Charlsworth grinned mirthlessly as the maid and the burly warrior closed on her to
consunmat e their vengeance. She raised the pathetic knitting needle again

Ri bbons of white fire snaked around Rachel’s arnms as she grinned at her prey. Small balls of it
dri pped off her fingertips, flying horizontally towards the stricken wonan, eating eagerly through
the starched grey uniform A boom ng |augh energed fromthe clinking armour, mingling with Ms
Charlsworth’s gurgles of pain

Loui se put her arm under GCenevieve's shoulder and |lifted her bodily. Flashes of |ight and the
sounds of Ms Charlsworth's torture flooded the corridor behind her

I mustn't turn back. | nustn't.

Her fingers found the catch for the conceal ed door, and it swung open silently. She al npost
hurl ed Genevi eve through the gap into the gl oom beyond, heedl ess of whether anyone el se was on the
stairs.

The door slid shut.

"Gen? Gen!" Louise shook the petrified girl. "Gen, we have to get out of here." There was no
response. "Onh, dear Jesus." The urge to curl into a ball and weep her troubles away was
st rengt heni ng.

If I do that, 1'Il die. And the baby wi th ne.
She tightened her grip on CGenevieve's hand and hurried down the spiral stairs. At |east
CGenevi eve's |inbs were working. Though what woul d happen if they net another of those... people-

creatures was another question altogether

They' d just reached the snmall anteroom at the bottom of the spiral when a | oud hanmeri ng began
above. Louise started to run down the corridor to the storeroom Genevieve stunbled al ong beside
her, a | ow determ ned humming conming fromher |ips.

The hammering stopped, and there was the brassy thunp of an explosion. Tendrils of bluish static
shivered down the spiral stairs, grounding out through the floor. Red stone tiles quaked and
cracked. The dinming |ight spheres along the ceiling sprang back to full intensity again.

"Faster, Gen," she shouted
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They charged into the storeroom and through the green door |eading to the courtyard. Merlin was
standing in the w de-open gateway of the stable block, barking incessantly. Louise headed straight
for him If they could take a horse they’'d be free. She could ride better than anyone el se at the
nmanor .

They were still five yards short of the stables when two people ran out of the storeroom It was
Rachel and her father (except it’s not really him she thought desperately).

"Conme back, Louise," the dark knight called. "Conme al ong, sweetie. Daddy wants a cuddle."”

Loui se and Cenevi eve dashed around the gates. Merlin stared out at the yard for a second, then
turned quickly and foll owed them i nside.

d obul es of white fire smashed into the stable doors, breaking apart into conplex webs which
probed the woodwork with the tenacity of a ghoul’'s fingers. dossy black paint blistered and
vapori sed, the planks began to bl aze furiously.

"Undo the stall doors," Louise called above the incendiary roar of the fire and the braying,
agitated horses. She had to say it again before Genevieve funbled with the first bolt. The horse
inside the stall shot out into the aisle which ran the length of the stable.

Loui se rushed for the far end of the stables. Merlin was yapping hysterically behind her. Fire
had spread fromthe doors to straw bundled | oosely in the manger. Orange sparks were flying |ike
rain in a hurricane. Thick arnms of black snoke coil ed insidiously along the ceiling.

The voices fromoutside called again, issuing orders and pronises in equal ampunts. None of them
were real

Screans were adding to the clanour in the courtyard now. Quinn’s disciples had inevitably gained
t he upper hand; Cricklade’s few remaining free servants were bei ng hunted and possessed wi t hout
any attenpt at stealth

Loui se reached the stall at the end of the stables, the one with Daddy’s magnificent black
stallion, a bloodline geneered to a perfection which nineteenth-century sporting kings could only
dream of . The bolt slid back easily, and she grabbed the bridle before he had a chance to arrow
into the aisle. He snorted furiously at her, but allowed her to steady him She had to stand on a
bale of hay in order to mount him There was no tine for a saddle.

The fire had spread with horrendous speed. Several of the stalls were burning now, their stout
old tinmber walls shooting out wild sul phurous flanes. Merlin was backing away fromthem his
barking fearful. Over half a dozen horses were mlling in the aisle, whinnying direly. Flames had
cut themoff fromthe stable doors, the noisy inferno pressing themback fromtheir one exit. She
couldn’t see Gen.

"Where are you?" she shouted. "Gen!"

"Here. I'mhere." The voice was com ng froman enpty stall

Loui se urged the stallion forwards down the aisle, yelling wildly at the panicking horses in
front of her. Two of themreared up, alarmed by this new, unexpected threat. They began to nove en
masse towards the flanes.

"Quick!" Louise yelled

Genevi eve saw her chance and sprinted out into the aisle. Louise | eaned over and grabbed her. At
first she thought she’d mscalculated the girl’s weight, feeling herself starting to slide
downwar ds. But then Cenevieve snatched at the stallion’s mane, causing it to neigh sharply. Just
as Loui se was sure her spine would snap, or she'd crash headfirst onto the aisle’ s stone flagging,
CGenevi eve | evered herself up to straddle the base of the stallion’s neck.

The stabl e doors had been all but consuned by the eerily hot fire. Their renmaining planks sagged
and twi sted on the gl owi ng hinges, then lurched onto the cobbles with a | oud bang.

Wth the intensity of the flanes tenporarily reduced, the horses raced for the door and their
chance of freedom Louise dug her heels into the stallion’s flanks, spurring it on. There was an
exhil arating burst of speed.

Yel | ow spires of flane splashed across her left armand | eg, making her cry out. Cenevieve
squealed in front of her, batting frantically at her blouse. The stench of singed hair solidified
in her nostrils. Thin layers of snmoke stretching across the aisle whipped across her face,
stinging her eyes.

Then they were through, out of the gaping door with its weath of tiny flanes scrabbling at the
ruined frame, chasing after the other horses. Fresh air and | ow sunlight washed over them The
hefty knight in the dark npsai c arnour was standi ng ahead of them Streaners of bright orange
snmoke were still pouring fromhis helnmet’s eye slits. Sparks of white fire danced across his
rai sed gauntlets. He started to point a rigid forefinger at them the white fire building.

But the posse of crazed horses couldn’t be deflected. The first one flashed past stark inches
fromhim Alert to the danger they presented, even to someone with energistic power, he began to
junp aside. That was his nistake. The second horse might have missed himif he' d stayed still.
Instead, it struck himal nost head on. The scream ng horse buckled on top of him forel egs
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snapping with an atrocious crack as inertia sent it hurtling forwards regardl ess. The kni ght was
flung out sideways, spinning in the air. He | anded bonel essly, bouncing a full foot above the
cobbl es before conming to a final rest. H's arnour vani shed i medi ately, revealing G ant Kavanagh’s
body, still clad in his mlitia uniform The fabric was torn in a dozen places, stained scarlet by
t he bl ood punpi ng from open wounds.

Loui se gasped, instinctively pulling the reins to halt the stallion. Daddy was hurt!

But the flowi ng blood swiftly stanched itself. Ragged tears of flesh started to close up. The
uniformwas stitching itself together. Dusty, grazed |eather shoes becane netallic boots. He shook
his head, grunting in what was little nmore than dazed annoyance.

Loui se stared for a second as he started to raise hinself onto his el bows, then spurred the
horse away.

"Daddy!" Genevi eve shouted in angui sh.

"I't’s not him" Louise told her through clenched teeth. "Not now. That’s sonething else. The
devil’s own nonster."

Rachel Handley stood in front of the arched entrance to the courtyard. Hands on hips, aroused
worm et hair threshing eagerly. "Nice try." She | aughed derisively. A hand was raised, palm
towards the sisters. The awful white fire ignited around her wist, wispy talons flaring from her
fingers. Her laugh deepened at the sight of Louise’s anguish, cutting across Merlin’s miserable
bar ki ng.

The bullet-bolt of white fire which caught Rachel Handl ey an inch above her left eye cane from
sonewhere behind Louise. It bored straight through the maid’ s skull, detonating in the centre of
the brain. The back of her head blew off in a gout of charred gore and rapidly dissipating violet
flame. Her body remmined upright for a second, then the nuscles spasmed once before | osing all
tension. She pitched forwards. Bright arterial blood spilled out of her ruined, snoking brai npan

Loui se twi sted around. The courtyard was enpty apart fromthe woozy figure of her father stil
clanbering to his feet. A hundred enpty w ndows stared down at her. Faint screans echoed over the
rooftops. Long swirls of flanme churned noisily out of the stable block’s w de doors.

Genevi eve was shaking violently again, crying in convul sive gulps. Concern for the little girl
overcame Louise’'s utter confusion, and she spurred the stallion once nore, guiding it around the
vile corpse and out through the courtyard’ s entrance. From where he was standi ng beside the w ndow
of the third-floor guest suite, Quinn Dexter watched the girl riding the superb black horse hell-
for-leather over the manor’s greensward and towards the wolds. Not even his awesome energistic
strength could reach the fleeing sisters fromthis distance.

He pursed his lips in distaste. Soneone had aided them Wy, he couldn’t think. The traitor nust

surely know they woul d never go unpunished. God' s Brother saw all. Every soul was accountable in
t he end.
"They’ Il head for Col sterworth, of course,” he said. "All they’'re doing is postponing the

i nevitable for a couple of hours. Mst of that poxy little town already belongs to us."

"Yes, Qinn," said the boy standi ng behind him

"And soon the whole world," Quinn nuttered. And then what?

He turned and sniled proudly. "It is so nice to see you again. | never thought | would. But He
nmust have decided to reward ne."

"I love you, Quinn," Lawence Dillon said sinply. The body of the stable |ad he had possessed
was conpl etely naked, the scars fromthe act of possession already nothing nore than faint, fading
pink lines on the tanned skin

"I had to do what | did on Lalonde. You know that. W couldn’t take you with us."

"I know, Quinn," Lawence said devoutly. "I was a liability. | was weak back then." He knelt at
Quinn's feet, and beaned up at the stern features of the black-robed figure. "But |I’m not anynore.
Now | can help you again. It will be like before, only better. The whole universe will bow before
you, Quinn."

"Yeah," Quinn Dexter said slowy, savouring the thought. "The fuckers just mght."

* k *

The datavised alert woke Ralph Hiltch froma desultory sleep. As an ESA head of station, he'd
been assigned some tenporary quarters in the Royal Navy officers’ ness. Strange inpersona
surroundi ngs, and the enotional cold turkey from bringing Gerald Skibbow to GQuyana, had left his
t houghts racing as he lay on the bunk after a three-hour debrief session last night. In the end
he’ d wound up accessing a mld trank programto relax his body.

At |l east he hadn't suffered any nightmares; though Jenny was never very far fromthe surface of
his mind. Afinal frozen inmage of the nmission: Jenny |ying under a scrum of nan-apes, datavising a
kam kaze code into the power cell at her side. The image didn't need storing in a neural nanonics
menory cell in order to retain its clarity. She'd thought it was preferable to the alternative.
But was she right? It was a question he'd asked hinmself a I ot during the voyage to Onrbey.

He swung his | egs over the side of his bunk and ran fingers through hair that badly needed a
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wash. The roonis net processor informed himthat Guyana asteroid had just gone to a code three
al ert status.

"Shit, now what?" As if he couldn’t guess.

H s neural nanonics reported an incomng call from Orbey’s ESA office, tagged as the director,
Roche Skark, hinself. Ral ph opened a secure channel to the net processor with a sense of grim
inevitability. You didn't have to be psychic to know it wasn't going to be good.

"Sorry to haul you back to active status so soon after you arrived," Roche Skark datavi sed. "But
the shit’s just hit the fan. W need your expertise."

"Sir?"

"I't looks like three of the enbassy personnel who cane here on the Ekwan were sequestrated by
the virus. They' ve gone down to the surface."

"What ?" Panic surged into Ralph’s mnd. Not that abom nation, not |oose here in the Kingdom
Pl ease God. "Are you certain?"

"Yes. |’ve just come out of a Privy Council security conference with the Princess. She
aut hori zed the code three alert because of it."

Ral ph’ s shoul ders slunmped. "Ch, God, and | brought them here."

"You couldn’t have known."

"I't’s nmy job to know. Goddamm, | grew slack on Lal onde."

"I doubt any of us would have done anything different."

"Yes, sir." Pity you couldn't sneer with a datavise

"In any case, we're right behind them Admiral Farquar and ny good col |l eague Janni ke Dernpt over
at the | SA have been comendably swift in inplementing damage limtation procedures. W estimate
the enbassy trio are barely seven hours ahead of you."

Ral ph t hought about the danage one of those things could inflict in seven hours and put his head

in his hands. "That still gives thema lot of time to infect other people." Inplications began to
sink through his crust of dismay. "It’'Il be an exponential effect."

"Possibly,"” Roche Skark admitted. "If it isn't contained very quickly we may have to abandon the
entire Xingu continent. Quarantine procedures are already in place, and the police are being told
how to handle the situation. But | want you there to instill a bit of urgency, kick a bit of
arse.”

"Yes, sir. This active status call, does that nmean | get to go after themin person?”

"I't does. Technically, you' re going down to advise the Xingu continent’s civil authorities. As
far as |I'’mconcerned you can engage in as nuch fieldwork as you want, with the proviso that you
don’t expose yourself to the possibility of infection."”

"Thank you, sir."

"Ral ph, | don't mind telling you, what this energy virus can do scares the crap out of me. It
has to be a precursor to sonething, sone formof invasion. And safeguardi ng the Ki ngdom from such
threats is ny job. Yours too, cone to that. So stop them Ralph. Shoot first, and I’ whitewash

later if need be."

"You've got it, sir."

"Good man. The admiral has assigned a flyer to take you down to Pasto city spaceport, it’'s
leaving in twelve mnutes. I'Il have a full situation briefing datapackage assenbl ed ready for you
to access on the way down. Anything you want, let nme know. "

"I"d like to take WII Danza and Dean Folan with ne, and have them authorized to fire weapons on
the surface. They know how to deal with people who have been sequestrated. Cathal Fitzgerald too;
he’s seen the virus at work."

"They' Il have the authorization before you land."

* % %

Duchess had risen above the horizon by the time Col sterworth cane into view. The red dwarf sun
occupi ed a portion of the horizon dianmetrically opposite Duke, the two of themstruggling to
contami nate the | andscape below with their own uni que spectrum

Duchess was wi nning the battle, rising in tine to Duke’s fall fromthe sky. The eastward sl opes
of the wolds were slowy slipping fromverdant green to subdued burgundy. Aboriginal pine-anal ogue
trees planted anong the hedgerows of geneered hawt horn became grizzled pewer pillars. Even the
stallion’s ebony hide was darkeni ng.

Duke’ s gol den gl ow wi t hdrew before the strengthening red tide.

For the first tine in her life, Louise resented the primary’s retreat. Duchess-ni ght was usually
a magical tinme, twisting the famliar world into a | and of nysterious shadows and balnmy air. This
time the red stain had a distinctly om nous quality.

"Do you suppose Aunty Daphnie will be hone?" Genevi eve asked for what nmust have been the fifth
tinme.

"I"’msure she will,"

Louise replied. It had taken Genevi eve a good half hour to stop crying
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after they’ d escaped from Cri ckl ade. Louise had concentrated so hard on conforting her sister
she’ d al nbst stopped being afraid herself. Certainly it was easy to bl ank what had happened from
her mind. And she wasn’'t quite sure exactly what she was going to say to Aunt Daphnie. The actua
truth woul d make her sound utterly mad. Yet anything less than the truth mght not suffice.

What ever forces of justice and | aw were di spatched up to Cricklade would have to be well arned and
alert. The chief constable and the mayor had to believe what they faced was deadly real, not the

i magi ni ngs of a hal f-hysterical teenage girl.

Fortunately she was a Kavanagh. People would have to listen. And pl ease, dear Jesus, nake them
bel i eve.

"I's that a fire?" Cenevieve asked.

Loui se jerked her head up. Col sterworth was spread out along a couple of niles of a shallow
valley, growing up fromthe intersection of a river and the railway line. A somolent little
mar ket town with ranks of neat terrace houses set amd small, pretty gardens. The | arger hones of
the inmportant families occupied the gentle eastern slope, capturing the best view over the country
side. An industrial district of warehouses and small factories cluttered the ground around the
whar f .

Three tall spires of filthy snoke were twisting up fromthe centre of the town. Flames burned at
the base of one. Very bright flanmes. Whatever the building was, it glowed |ike nolten iron.

"Ch, no," Louise gasped. "Not here, too." As she watched, one of the long river barges drifted
past the | ast warehouse. Its decks were alight, the tarpaulin-covered cargo hold puffing out
mushr oons of brown snoke. Loui se guessed the barrels it carried were exploding. People were
junpi ng off the prow, striking out for the bank.

"Now what ?" Genevi eve asked in a woeful voice

"Let ne think." She had never considered that anywhere other than Crickl ade was affected. But of
course her father and that chilling young priest had stopped at Col sterworth first. And before
that... A mdwinter frost prickled her spine. Could it all have started at Boston? Everyone said
an insurrection was beyond the Union’s ability to mount. WAs the whole island to be conquered by
t hese denons in human gui se?

And if so, where do we go?

"Look!" Genevi eve was pointing ahead.

Loui se saw a Ronmany caravan being driven at consi derabl e speed al ong one of the roads on the
edge of town below them The driver was standing on the seat, striking at the cob horse’s runp
with a whip. It was a woman, her white dress flapping excitably in the w nd.

"She’s running away," Cenevieve cried. "They can’'t have got to her yet."

The notion that they could join up with an adult who would be on their side was a glorious tonic
for Louise. Even if it was just a sinple Romany wonan, she thought uncharitably. But then didn't
Rormani es know about magi c? The manor staff said they practised all sorts of dark arts. She m ght
even know how to ward off the devils.

Loui se took in the road ahead of the racing caravan with a keen sweep, trying to work out where
they could neet it. There was nothing directly in front of the caravan, but three quarters of a
mle fromthe town was a | arge farnmouse

Frantic animals were charging out of the open farnyard gate into the neadows: pigs, heifers, a
trio of shirehorses, even a Labrador. The house’'s w ndows flashed brightly, emtting solid beans
of blue-white light which appeared quite dazzling under the scarlet sky.

"She’s heading straight for them" Louise groaned. \When she checked the careering caravan again
it had just passed the |last of Colsterworth’s terraced houses. There were too nany trees and bends
ahead for the driver to see the farmhouse.

Loui se sized up the distance to the road, and snapped the bridle. "Hang on," she told Genevieve.
The stallion charged forwards, dusky red grass blurring beneath its hooves. It junped the first
fence with hardly a break in its rhythm Louise and Genevi eve bounced down hard on its back, the
younger girl letting out a yap of pain.

A jeering crowd had energed on the road behind the caravan, mlling beneath the twin clunps of
geneered silver birch trees which nmarked the town’s official boundary. It was alnbst as if they
were unwil ling, or unable, to venture out into the open fields. Several bolts of white fire were

flung after the fleeing caravan—glinting stars which dw ndl ed away after a few hundred yards

Loui se wanted to weep in frustrati on when she saw peopl e wal ki ng out of the farnhouse and start
down the road towards Col sterworth. The Romany wonman still hadn't noticed the danger ahead

"Shout at her! Stop her!" she cried to Genevieve.

They covered the last three hundred yards bellowing wildly.

It was to no avail. They were close enough to the caravan to see the foamcoating the nose of
t he piebald cob before the Romany wonan caught sight of them Even then she didn't stop, although
the reins were pulled back. The huge beast started to slowits frantic sprint to a nore reasonabl e
trot.
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The stallion cleared the hedge and the ditch running al ongside the road in an easy bound. Louise
whi pped it around to match the caravan’s pace. There was a trenendous clattering comng from
i nside the wooden frane with its gaudy paintwork, as if an entire kitchen’s worth of pots and pans
wer e being juggl ed by nal evol ent cl owns.

The Romany worman had | ong raven hair stream ng out behind her, a brown face with round cheeks.
Her white linen dress was stained with sweat. Defiant, wild eyes stared at the sisters. She nade
sonme kind of signin the air.

A spell? Loui se wondered. "Stop!" she begged. "Please stop. They're already ahead of you.
They’'re at that farmhouse, |ook."

The Romany woman stood up, searching the |and beyond the cob’s bobbing head. They had anot her
quarter of a mile to go until they reached the farmhouse. But Louise had | ost sight of the people
who had come out of it.

"How do you know?" the worman call ed out.

"Just stop!" Cenevieve squeal ed. Her snmall fists were bunched tight.

Carmitha | ooked the little girl over, then came to a decision. She nodded, and began to rein
back.

The caravan’s front axle snapped with a prodi gi ous crunchi ng sound.

Carmtha just managed to grab hold of the frame as the whol e caravan pitched forwards. Sparks
fl ew out fromunderneath her as the world tilted sharply. A last wenching snap and the caravan
ground to a halt. One of the front wheels trundl ed past her cob horse, Adivier, then rolled down
into the dry ditch at the side of the road.

"Shit!" She glared at the girls on the big black stallion, their soot-stai ned white bl ouses and
grubby desol ate faces. It nmust have been them She'd thought they were pure, but you just couldn’t
tell. Not now. Her grandnother’s ranblings on the spirit world had been nothing nore than canpsite
tales to delight and scare young children. But she did renmenber sonme of the old woman's words. She
rai sed her hands so and summoned up the incantation.

"What are you doing?" the elder of the two girls yelled down at her. "W have to get out of
here. Now "

Carmtha frowned in confusion. The girls both | ooked terrified, as well they mght if they'd
seen a tenth of what she had. Maybe they were untainted. But it if wasn’'t them who wecked the
caravan. .

She heard a chuckl e and whirled around. The man just appeared out of the tree standing on the
other side of the road fromthe ditch. Literally out of it. Bark |lines faded fromhis body to
reveal the nost curious green tunic. Arnms of jade silk, a jacket of lime wool, big brass buttons
down the front, and a ridiculous pointed felt hat sprouting a couple of white feathers.

"Goi ng sonewhere, pretty |adies?" He bowed deeply and doffed his hat.

Carmitha blinked. H's tunic really was green. But it shouldn’'t have been, not in this light.
"Ride!" she called to the girls.

"Ch, no." His voice sounded indignant, a host whose hospitality has proved inadequate. "Do
stay."

One of the small kittledove birds in the tree behind himtook flight with an indi gnant squawk.
Its |l eathery wings folded back, and it dived towards the stallion. Intense blue and purple sparks
fizzed out of its tail, leaving a contrail of saffron snoke behind it. The tiny organic mssile
streaked past the stallion’s nose and skewered into the ground with a wet thud.

Loui se and Cenevi eve both reached out instinctively to pat and gentle the suddenly skittish
stallion. Five nore kittledoves were lined up on the pine’s branches, their twittering stilled.

"In fact, | insist you stay," the green nman said, and sniled charm ngly.

"Let the girls go,"” Carmitha told himcalmy. "They’'re only children."

H s eyes lingered on Louise. "But growing up so splendidly. Don’t you agree?"

Loui se stiffened.

Carmitha was about to argue, nmaybe even plead. But then she saw four nore people narching down
the road fromthe farnmhouse and the fight went out of her. Taking to her heels would do no good.
She’ d seen what the white fireballs could do to flesh and bone. It was going to be bad enough
wi t hout adding to the pain.

"Sorry, girls,"” she said |anely.

Loui se gave her a flicker of a snile. She | ooked at the green man. "Touch me, peasant, and ny
fiancé will neke you eat your own balls."

Genevi eve twi sted around in astoni shment to study her sister. Then grinned weakly. Louise w nked
at her. Paper defiance, but it felt wonderful

The green man chortled. "Dearie nme, and | thought you were a fine young | ady."

" Appearances can be deceptive," she told himicily.

"l will enjoy teaching you sone respect. | will personally see to it that your possession takes
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a good many days."

Loui se glanced briefly in the direction of the four nmen fromthe farnmhouse who were now standi ng
beside the placid cob. "Are you quite sure you have nustered sufficient forces? | don't want you
to be too frightened of ne."

The green man’s | aboured smile vani shed altogether, as did his debonair manner. "Know what,
bitch? 1’m going to make you watch while | fuck your little sister in half."

Loui se flinched, whitening.

"1 believe this has gone far enough.” It was one of the men who'd arrived fromthe farm He
wal ked towards the green nan.

Loui se noticed how his | egs bowed outward, making his shoulders rock slightly fromside to side
as he wal ked. But he was handsone, she acknow edged, with his dark skin and wavy jet-black hair
tied back in a tiny ponytail. Rugged; backed up by a nuscular build. He couldn’'t have been nore
than about twenty, or twenty one—the sane age as Joshua. His dark blue jacket was dreadfully ol d-
fashioned, it had long tails which cane to a point just behind his knees. He wore it over a yellow
wai stcoat, and a white silk shirt that had a tiny turned-down collar conplenmented with a bl ack
ruff tie. Strange apparel, but el egant, too.

"What's your problem boy?" the green man asked scornfully.

"I's that not apparent, sir? | find it difficult to see how even a gentleman of your tenor can
bring it upon hinself to threaten three frightened | adies."

The green man’s nmouth split into a wide smle. "Ch, you do, do you?" Wite fire speared out of
his fingers. It struck the newconmer’s blue jacket and flared wide into claw ng braids. He stood
calmy as the coils of incandescence scrabbled ineffectively across him as if he wore an overcoat
of inpervious gl ass.

Unperturbed by his failure, the green nman swng a fist. It didn’t connect. H s opponent ducked
back with surprising speed. A fist slamed into the side of the green man’s torso. Three ribs
shattered fromthe enhanced blow. He had to exert sone of his own energistic strength to stave off
the pain and repair the physical damage. "Fuck," he spat, shocked by this inexplicable
recal citrance on the part of soneone who was supposed to be a conrade. "What the hell are you
doi ng?"

"I woul d have thought that obvious, sir,
def endi ng the honour of these | adies."

"I don’t believe this," the green man exclaimed. "Look, let’s just get them possessed, and
forget it. Okay? Sorry | mouthed off. But that girl has the devil’s own tongue."

"No, sir, I will not forget your threat to the child. Qur Lord nay have deemed nme unworthy to
join Hmin Heaven. But, still, | count nyself as nore than a beast who would comit rapine upon
such a delicate flower."

"Delicate... You have got to be fucking joking."

"Never, sir."

The green man threw his hands in the air. He turned to the other three who had acconpani ed his
opponent fromthe farm "Cone on, together we can boil his crazy brain and send himback to the
beyond. Or maybe you can ignore them pleading to be |let back into the world," he added
significantly.

The three nmen exchanged an uneasy gl ance.

"You may indeed best nme," the man in the blue jacket said. "But if | have to return to that
accursed nowhere, | will take at |east one of you with ne, possibly nore. So conme then, who will
it be?"

"I don’t need any of this," one of the three nuttered. He pushed his way past the other two and
started to wal k down the road towards the town.

The man in the blue jacket gave the rermaining two an inquiring | ook. Both of them shook their
heads and set off down the road.

"What is it with you?" the green man shouted furiously.

"I believe that is a rhetorical question."

"Ckay, so who the hell are you?"

For a noment his handsome face faltered in its resolution. Pain burned in his eyes. "They called
me Titreano, once," he whispered.

"Ckay, Titreano. It’'s your party. For now. But when Quinn Dexter catches up with you, it’s going
to be the norning after |ike you' ve never fucking believed."

He turned on a heel and stal ked off al ong the road.

Carmtha finally remenbered to breathe again. "ChnyGod!" Her knees gave out, and she sat down
fast. "I thought | was dead."

Titreano smiled graciously. "You would not have been killed. Wat they bring is sonething far
wor se. "

"Li ke what ?"

the other said frombehind raised fists. "I am
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"Possessi on. "

She gave hima long, mstrustful stare. "And you re one of them"

"To ny shame, ny lady, | am"™

Carmitha didn't know what the hell to believe.

"Pl ease, sir?" Cenevieve asked. "What should we do now? Where can Louise and | go?"

Loui se patted Gen's hands in caution. This Titreano was one of the devils after all, no matter
how friendly he appeared to be.

"I do not know this place," Titreano said. "But | woul d advi se agai nst yonder town."

"We know that," Cenevieve said spryly.

Titreano smiled up at her. "lIndeed you do. And what is your nanme, little one?"
"CGenevieve. And this is ny sister, Louise. W're Kavanaghs, you know. "
Carm tha groaned and rolled her eyes. "Christ, that’s all | need right now," she munbl ed.

Loui se gave her a puzzled frown.

"I regret | have not heard of your famly," Titreano said in what sounded |ike sincere regret.
"But fromyour pride, | venture it is a great one."

"W own a | ot of Kesteven between us," Genevieve said. She was beginning to like this man. He'd
stood up to the horrors, and he was polite. Not many grown-ups were polite to her, they never
seened to have the tine to talk at all. He was very well|l spoken, too

"Kesteven?' Titreano said. "Now that is a nane | do know. | believe that it is an area of
Li ncol nshire. Am1| correct?"

"Back on Earth, yes," Louise said.

"Back on Earth," Titreano repeated incredul ously. He glanced over at Duke, then switched to
Duchess. "Exactly what is this world?"

"Norfolk. It's an English-ethnic planet."

"The majority," Carmitha said.

Loui se frowned agai n. \Wat ever was wong with the Romany wonan?

Titreano closed his eyes, as if he felt some deep pain. "I sailed upon oceans, and | thought no
chal l enge could be greater," he said faintly. "And now nen sail the void between stars. Ch, how
renenber them The constellations burning so bright at night. How could | ever have known? God’s
creation has a majesty which lays nmen bare at Hs feet."

"You were a sailor?" Louise asked uncertainly.

"Yes, ny lady Louise. | had the honour to serve ny King thus."

"King? There's no royal family in the Earth’s English state any nore."

Titreano slowy opened his eyes, revealing only sadness. "No King?"

"No. But our Muntbatten fanily are descended fromBritish royalty. The Prince guards our
constitution."”

"So nobility has not yet been overthrown by darkness. Ah well, | should be content."

"How cone you didn't know about ol d Engl and?" Genevi eve asked. "I nean, you knew about Kesteven
being a part of it."

"What year is this, little one?"

Cenevi eve consi dered protesting about being called "little one,” but he didn't seemto nean it

in a nasty way. "Year 102 since settlement. But those are Norfol k years; they' re four Earth years
Il ong. So back on Earth it’s 2611."

"Twenty-si x hundred and el even years since Qur Lord was born," Titreano said in awe. "Dear
Heaven. So |ong? Though the torment | endured felt as if it were eternal.”

"What tornent?" Genevieve asked with innocent curiosity.

"The tornent all us dammed souls face after they die, little one."

Cenevi eve's jaw dropped, her nmouth formng a wide O

"You’ ve been dead?" Loui se asked, not believing a word of it.

"Yes, Lady Louise. | was dead, for over eight hundred years."

"That’s what you neant by possession?" Carmtha said.

"Yes, ny lady," he said gravely.

Carmitha pinched the top of her nose, winkling her brow "And how, exactly, did you cone back?"

"I do not know, except a way was opened into this body’'s heart."

"You nean that’s not your body?"

"No. This is a nortal man by the nanme of Eanon Goodw n, though I now wear nmy own form above his.
I hear himcrying inside ne." He fixed Carnitha with a steady eye. "That is why the others pursue
you. There are millions of souls lost in the tornent of beyond. Al seek living bodies so they may
breathe again."

"Us?" Cenevi eve squeaked.

"Yes, little one. You. I"'msorry."

"Look, this is all very interesting,” Carmtha said. "Conplete drivel, but interesting. However,
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just in case you haven't caught hold, right now we are drowning in deep shit. |I don’t know what
you freaks really are, possessed zonbies or sonmething nice and sinple |ike xenocs with psychic
powers. But when that green bastard reaches Col sterworth he’s going to be conming back with a | ot
of friends. |’ve got to unhitch ny horse, and we three"—her gesture took in the sisters—have got
to be long gone." She arched an eyebrow. "Right, Mss Kavanagh?"

"Yes." Loui se nodded.

Titreano gl anced at the passive cob, then the stallion. "If you are serious in your intent, you
shoul d travel together in your caravan. None of you has a saddle, and this mghty beast has the
| ook of Hercules about him 1'Il wager he can maintain a steady pace for many hours."

"Brilliant,"” Carmtha snorted. She hopped down onto the hard-packed dirt of the road and sl apped
the side of her ruined caravan. "W'Il just wait here for a wheelwight to conme along, shall we?"

Titreano smled. He wal ked over to the ditch where the wheel had fallen in.

Carmitha’s next acidic phrase died unspoken as he righted the wheel and pushed it (one-handed!)
up out of the ditch, treating it as though it were a child s hoop. The wheel was five feet in
di aneter, and nade of good, heavy tythorn wood. Three strong nmen would struggle to lift it between
t hem

"My God." She wasn’t sure if she should be thankful or horrified at such a denonstration. If al
of themwere like him then hope had deserted Norfol k | ong ago.

Titreano reached the caravan and bent down.

"You're not going to..."

He lifted it by the front corner—two, three feet off the road. Carmitha watched as the broken
axle slowy straightened itself. The splintered fracture in the mddle blurred, then for a brief
monent the wood appeared to run like a liquid. It solidified. And the axle was whol e again

Titreano jenm ed the wheel back onto the bearing.

"What are you?" Carnitha whispered weakly.

"I have already explained, ny lady," Titreano said. "Wat | can never do is bring you to believe
what | am That nust come of its own accord, as God wills.™

He went over to the stallion and held his arns up. "Cone on, little one, down you cone."

Genevi eve hesitat ed.

"Go on," Louise said quietly. Plainly, if Titreano had wanted to harmthem he would have done
it by now The nore she saw of these strange people, the nore her heart blackened. Wat could
possi bly fight such power?

Genevi eve smiled scanpishly and swung a | eg over the stallion. She slithered down his flank into
Titreano' s grip.

"Thank you," she said as he put her down. "And thank you for hel ping us, too.

"How could I not? | may be damed, but | am not devoid of honour."

Loui se got nost of the way down the stallion before she accepted his steadyi ng hand. She managed
a fast, enbarrassed grin of thanks.

"I"msore all over," Genevieve conpl ai ned, hands rubbing her bottom

"Where to?" Loui se asked Carnitha

"I’ mnot sure,” the Romany replied. "There should be a lot of ny folk in the caves above
Hol beach. W always gather there if there's any kind of trouble abroad. You can hold those caves
for along tine; they're highin the cliffs, not easy to reach.”

"I't would be a short siege this time, | fear,"” Titreano said.

"You got a better idea?" she snapped back

"You cannot stay on this island, not if you wish to escape possession. Does this world have

shi ps?"

"Sone, " Louise said.

"Then you should try to buy passage.”

"To go where?" Carmitha asked. "If your kind really are after bodies, exactly where would be
saf e?"

"That woul d depend on how swiftly your |eaders rally. There will be war, many dreadful battles.

There can be nothing less. Both our kinds are fighting for their very existence."”

"Then we must go to Norwich, the capital," Louise said decisively. "W nust warn the
gover nnment . "

"Norwich is five thousand nmiles away," Carmitha said. "A ship would take weeks."

"We can’t hide here and do nothing."

"I"mnot risking nyself on sone fool hardy errand, girl. Fat |lot of good you precious |andowners
will be, anyway. Wat has Norfol k got which can fight off the Iikes of hinP" She waved a hand
towards Titreano.

"The Confederati on Navy squadron is still here,
f abul ous weapons. "

"Of mass destruction. How s that going to hel p peopl e who have been possessed? W need to break

Loui se said, her voice raised now. "They have
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t he possession, not slaughter the afflicted."

They gl ared at each ot her.

"There's an aero-anbul ance based at Bytham " Cenevieve said brightly. "That could reach Norwi ch
in five hours."

Loui se and Carmitha stared at her. Then Louise broke into a grin and kissed her sister. "Now
who’' s the clever one?"

CGenevi eve smiled around pertly. Titreano nade a face at her, and she giggl ed.

Carmitha glanced down the road. "Bytham s about a seven hour journey from here. Assum ng we
don't run into any nore problens."

"W won’t," Cenevieve said. She took hold of Titreano’'s hand. "Not with you with us."

He grinned hal f-heartedly. "I..."

"You' re not going to | eave us alone," a suddenly stricken Genevi eve asked.

"OfF course not, little one.™

"That’s that, then."

Carmi tha shook her head. "I nust be bl oody nmad even thinking of doing this. Louise, tether your
horse to the caravan."

Loui se did as she was told. Carmitha clinbed back up on the caravan, regarding it suspiciously
as she put her weight on the driver’'s seat. "How long is that repair going to last for?"

"I’ mnot quite sure,"” Titreano said apologetically. He hel ped Genevi eve up beside Carnitha, then
hoi sted hinsel f up.

When Loui se cl anbered up, the narrow seat was cranped. She was pressed agai nst Titreano, and not
quite sure how she should react to such proxinmity. If only it were Joshua, she thought wistfully.

Carmtha flicked the reins, and Qivier started forwards at an easy trot.

Cenevi eve folded her arns in satisfaction and cocked her head to ook up at Titreano. "Did you
hel p us at Cricklade as wel|?"

"How s that, little one?"

"One of the possessed was trying to stop us fromriding away, '
white fire. W wouldn’t be here otherw se."

"No, Lady Louise. It was not I|."

Loui se settled back into the hard seat, unhappy the nystery hadn’'t been solved. But then by
today’'s standards it was one of the | esser problens confronting her.

Qivier trotted on down the road as Duke finally disappeared bel ow the wol ds. Behind the
caravan, nore of Colsterworth’s buildings had started to burn.

* % %

Loui se said. "She was hit by

Guyana’' s navy spaceport was a standard hol | ow sphere of girders, alnpst two kilonmetres in
dianeter. Like a globular silver-white mushroomon a very thin stalk, it stuck out of the
asteroid’ s rotation axis; the nmassive magnetic bearings on the end of the connecting spindle
allowed it to renmamin stationary while the colossal rock rolled along its orbital track. The
surface was built up fromcircular docking bays linked together by a filigree of struts and
transit tubes. Tanks, generators, crew stations, environnmental maintenance nmachi nery, and shark-
fin therno dunp panels were junbl ed together in the gaps between bays, apparently w thout
reference to any overall design |ogic.

Narrow rivers of twi nkling star-specks |ooped around it all, twining in elaborate, interl ocked
figure-eights. The rivers had a current, their points of light drifting in the same direction at
the sanme speed; cargo tugs, personnel commuters, and MSVs, firing their reaction drives to
mai ntain the precise vectors fed to themby traffic control. Orbey’'s code three defence alert had
stirred the spaceport into frantic activity for the second time in twenty-four hours. But this
time instead of preparing to receive a single craft, frigates and battle crui sers were departing.
Every few nminutes one of the big spherical Royal Kulu Navy ships would | aunch fromits docking
bay, rising through the traffic |anes of smaller support craft with an arc-bright glare of
secondary fusion drives. They were racing for higher orbits, each with a different inclination;
Strategi ¢ Defence Comand positioned them so they englobed the entire planet, giving ful
interception coverage out to a mllion kilometres. If any unidentified ship emerged froma ZTT
junp within that region, it would be engaged within a maxi rum of fifteen seconds.

Am d the departing warships a |lone navy flyer rose fromthe spaceport. It was a flattened egg-
shape fusel age of dark blue-grey silico-lithiumconposite, fifty netres long, fifteen w de.
Coherent magnetic fields wapped it in a warm gol den gl ow of captured solar wind particles. lon
thrusters fired, manoeuvring it away fromthe big frigates. Then the fusion tube in the tai
ignited, pushing it down towards the planet seventy-five thousand kil onetres bel ow.

The one-gee accel eration sucked Ral ph Hltch gently back into his seat, making the floor stand
to the vertical. On the seat next to him his flight bag rolled over once to lie in the crook of
t he cushi oni ng.
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"This vector will get us to Pasto spaceport in sixty-three minutes," Cathal Fitzgerald datavised
fromthe pilot’'s seat.

"Thanks," Ral ph replied. He w dened the channel to include the two G66 troopers. "I'd like you
all to access the briefing that Skark gave ne. This kind of information could be critical, and we
need all the breaks we can get around here."

That earned hima grin and a wave from Dean Fol an, a nonconmittal grinace fromWI| Danza. They
were both sitting on the other side of the aisle. The sixty seater cabin seenmed deserted with just
the four of themusing it.

None of his little team had conpl ained or refused to go. Privately he’d nade it quite clear they
could pull out w thout any indiscipline action being entered on their file. But they'd all agreed
with varying degrees of enthusiasm Even Dean who had the best excuse of all. He’d been in surgery
for seven hours last night; the asteroid s navy clinic had to rebuild sixty per cent of his arm
The boosted nuscul ature, ruined by the hit he’d taken in Lalonde’'s jungle, had to be completely
replaced with fresh artificial tissue, along with various bl ood vessels, skin, and nerves. The
repair was still wapped in a green sheath of nedi cal nanonic packagi ng. But he was | ooki ng
forward to levelling the score, he'd said cheerfully.

Ral ph cl osed his eyes and | et the briefing invade his m nd, neural nanonics tabulating it into a
sharply defined i conographic matrix. Details of the Xingu continent: a sprawl of four and a half
mllion square kilonetres in the northern hem sphere, roughly dianmond shaped, with a |ong
nmount ai nous ridge of |and extending out fromits southern corner. The ridge crossed the equator,
and Onbey’s broad tropical zones neant the entire continent was an ideal farming region, with the
one exception of the seni-desert occupying the centre. So far only two-fifths of it was inhabited,
but with a popul ation of seventy million, it was the second-npst prosperous continent after
Esparta, where the capital Atherstone was situated

After Xingu came the enbassy trio, Jacob Tremarco, Savion Kerwin, and Angeline Gallagher. Their
career files contained nothing exceptional, they were all regular Kulu Foreign Ofice staffers:
| oyal, boring bureaucrats. Visuals, famly histories, nedical reports. It was all there, and none
of it particularly useful apart fromthe i mages. Ral ph stored themin a neural nanonics nmenory
cell, and spliced themw th a general characteristics recognition program He hadn’t forgotten
that strange inmage-shifting ability the sequestrated had denpnstrated back on Lal onde. The
recognition program m ght give hima slight edge if one of themattenpted a di sguise, though he
didn’t hold out much hope.

The nost promi sing part of the datapackage was the series of neasures Admiral Farquar and
Leonard DeVille, Xingu's Home Ofice mnister, had inplenented to quarantine the continent and
trace the enbassy trio. Al civil traffic was being systematically shut down. Search prograns were
being | oaded into the continent’s data cores, watching for a trail of unexplained tenporary
glitches in processors and power circuits. Public-area security nonitor cameras had been given the
visual pattern of the trio, and police patrols were also being briefed.

Maybe they’ d get |ucky, Ral ph thought. Lal onde was a backwards col ony on the arse edge of
nowhere, w thout any nodern comunications or rmuch in the way of civil authority. But Orbey was
part of the Kingdom the society he’'d sworn to defend with his |life if need be. Years ago at
uni versity, when he' d discreetly been offered a conmi ssion in the agency, he'd considered Kulu a
wort hwhil e society. The richest in the Confederation outside Edenism it was strong economcally,
mlitarily; a technology leader. It had a judicial systemwhich kept the average citizen safe on
the streets, and was even reasonably fair by nodern standards. Medical care was socialized. Mst
people had jobs. Admittedly, ruled by the Saldanas, it was hardly the nost denocratic of systens,
but then short of the Edenist Consensus few denocratic societies were truly representative. And
there were a | ot of planets which didn’t even pretend to be egalitarian. So he' d swal |l owed any
ni ggling self-suspicion of radicalism and agreed to serve his King until his death.

What he’'d seen of the gal axy had only served to strengthen his conviction that he’d done the
right thing in taking the oath. The Kingdomwas a civilized place conpared to nost; its citizens
were entitled to lead their lives without interference. And if that neant the ESA occasionally
having to get its hands dirty, then so be it, as far as Ral ph was concerned. A society worth
having is worth protecting.

And thanks to its own nature, Qrbey should definitely be able to cope better than Lal onde.

Al though the very systens which made it nore able al so gave the eneny a greater opportunity to
spread its subversion. The virus carriers had been slowto travel on Lal onde. Here they would
suffer no such restrictions.

Cathal Fitzgerald cut the flyer's fusion drive when they were two hundred kil onetres above
Xingu. Gravity took over, pulling the flyer down. Its nmagnetic field expanded, applying subtle
pressures to the tenuous gases pushing agai nst the fusel age. Buoyant at the centre of a sparkling
cushion of ions, the flyer banked to starboard and began a gentle glide-spiral down towards the
spaceport bel ow.
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They were a hundred and fifty kilonmetres high when the flight conmputer datavised a priority
secure signal from Roche Skark into Ral ph’s neural nanonics.

"We m ght have a probl em devel oping,” the ESA director told him "A civil passenger flight from
Pasto to Atherstone is having trouble with its electronic systens, nothing critical but the
glitches are constant. 1'd like to bring you in on the Privy Council security conmittee to
advi se. "

"Yes, sir," Ral ph acknow edged. The datavi se broadened to a security |evel one sensenviron
conference. Ral ph appeared to be sitting at an oval table in a plain white bubble roomwith walls
at an indeterm nate distance.

Admiral Farquar was sitting at the head of the table, with Roche Skark and the | SA director
Janni ke Dernot flanking him Ralph’s neural nanonics identified the other three people present.
Next to the | SA director was Conmmander Deborah Unwin, head of Onbey’' s Strategi c Defence network;
Ryl e Thorne, Orbey’s national Hone Ofice minister, was placed next to her. Ral ph found hinself
wi th Roche Skark on one side, and Leonard DeVille on the other.

"The plane is seven ninutes from At herstone," Deborah Unwin said. "W have to nmake a decision."

"What is the plane’s current status?" Ral ph asked.

"The pilot was instructed to turn back to Pasto by ny flight controllers as part of the
quarantine procedures. And that’'s when he reported his difficulties. He says he'll be endangering
the passengers if he has to fly all the way back to Pasto. And if it’s a genuine malfunction he
will be."

"We can hardly go around using our SD platforms on civil aircraft just because they have a dodgy
processor,"” Ryle Thorne said.

"On the contrary, sir," Ralph said. "In this situation we have to maintain a policy of guilty
until proven innocent. You cannot allow that plane to land in the capital, not under any
circunstances. Not now. "

"If he has to fly back to Xingu he may well kill everyone on board," the mnister protested.
"The pl ane could be downed in the ocean."

"At herstone has a high proportion of mlitary bases in the surrounding district,” Admral
Farquar said. "If necessary the plane can sinply sit on a |landing pad surrounded by marines unti
we work out a satisfactory nethod of detecting if the virus is present."”

"I's the pilot using his neural nanonics to comrunicate with flight control?" Ral ph asked.

"Yes," Deborah said.

"Ckay, then it’s a reasonabl e assunption that he’s not been sequestrated. If you can guarantee a
| andi ng pad can be guarded securely, | say use it. But the plane nmust remain sealed until we find
out what's happened to the enbassy trio."

"Good enough," Admiral Farquar said.

"“I"I'l put the marines at Sapcoat base on active status as of now, " Deborah said. "That’'s over a
hundred kil onetres from At herstone. The plane can reach it easily enough.™

"A hundred kilometres is a safe enough distance,” Ryle Thorne said snoothly.

Ral ph didn't Iike the mnister’s attitude; he seened to be treating this as if it were a ninor
natural incident, like a hurricane or earthquake. But then the nminister had to go back to his
constituents every five years and convince themhe was acting in their best interests. Ordering SD
platfornms to fire on their fellow citizens mght be hard to explain away in public relations
terms. That was one of the reasons the royal Sal danas had a parlianment to advise them An
insulating layer around the blane. Elected politicians were always cul pabl e and repl aceabl e.

"I"d al so suggest that once the plane’s | anded you use an orbital sensor satellite to nount a
per manent observation on it," Ralph said. "Just in case there's any attenpt to break out. That way
we can use the SD platforns as a last resort; sterilize the entire area.”

"That strikes ne as somewhat excessive," Ryle Thorne said with el aborate politeness.

"Again, no, sir. On Lalonde the eneny were able to use their electronic warfare capability to
interfere with the LDC s observation satellite fromthe ground; they fuzzed the images to quite a
degree. 1'd say this fallback option is the | east we should be doing."

"Ral ph was brought in because of his experience in conbating the virus,"” Roche Skark said,
smling at the mnister. "He got off Lalonde precisely because he instigated these kinds of
protective measures."

Ryl e Thorne gave a short nod.

"Pity he didn't protect us fromthe virus,"” Janni ke nuttered. Except in a sensenviron context
nothing was really sotto voce; all utterances were deliberate.

Ral ph gl anced over at her, but the computer-synthesised i nage of her face gave nothing away.
Chapman Adki nson was getting mghty tired of the continual stream of datavises he was receiving
fromflight control. Wrried, too. He wasn't dealing with civil flight control at Atherstone
anynore; they d gone off-line eight mnutes ago. Mlitary protocols were being enforced now, the
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whol e planet’s traffic control being routed through the Royal Navy operations centre on CGuyana.
And they were none too synpathetic to his condition.

Esparta was rolling by bel ow the plane, one of the |lush national parks which surrounded the
capital. Ajungle scarred only by the occasional Roman-straight notorway and dachas bel onging to
the aristocracy. The ocean was five nmnutes behind them

H s neural nanonics were accessing the external sensors, but the visual inmage was only being
anal ysed in secondary node, mainly to back up the inertial guidance system which he no | onger
whol |y trusted. He was concentrating on schematics of the plane’s systens. Twenty per cent of the
onboard processors were suffering fromrandom dropouts. Sorme had conme back on-line after a few
seconds, others remai ned dead. The diagnostic progranms he ran sinply couldn’t pinpoint the
problem And, even nore disturbing, in the last fifteen mnutes he'd been experiencing spi kes and
reductions in the power circuits.

That was what had made himargue with the mlitary controllers. Processor glitches were an
accept abl e nenace; there was so nmuch redundancy built into the plane’s electronic architecture it
coul d survive an al nost total shutdown; but power loss was in a different hazard category
al t oget her. Chaprman Adki nson had al ready decided that if they did try to force himto fly back
over the ocean he was going to ditch there and then, and to hell with the penalties they d | oad
into his licence. The biohazard in Xingu couldn’t be that lethal, surely?

"Chapnan, stand by for sone updated | andi ng coordinates,"” Quyana’'s flight controller datavised
"We're diverting you."

"Where to?" Chaprman asked sceptically.

"Sapcoat base. They're prepping a clean reception area for you. Looks |ike the passengers are
going to have to stay on board for a while once you re down."

"As | ong as we get down."

The coordinates cane through, and Chapman fed themdirectly into the flight conputer. Twelve
m nutes to Sapcoat. He could accept that. The plane banked gently to port, and began to curve away
fromthe city which | ay somewhere beyond the horizon's black and silver heat shinmer.

It was a signal for the glitches to quadruple. Circuits began to drop out at a frightening rate.
A quarter of the systems schematics flicked to a daunting black, |eaving only ghostly col ourl ess
outlines where functional hardware had been a nonent before. Power to the two year starboard
conpressors failed conpletely. He could hear the high-pitched background whi ne deepening as the
bl ades sl owed. The flight conputer’s conpensation programwent primary, but too many contro
surfaces had shut down for it to be truly effective.

"Mayday, mayday," Chapman datavi sed. Even his primary transmtter had fail ed. Backup processors
were activated. The fusel age began to vibrate and judder, as if the plane were ploughing through a
patch of choppy air.

H s neural nanonics reported a stream of datavises fromthe passenger cabin, querying the
shaki ng and sudden | oss of in-flight entertai nnent processors. He called up a procedural file and
shunted it into what was |left of the plane’s entertainnment circuits. Seatback hol oscreens shoul d
be playing a placebo nessage about clear air turbul ence and the precautions their pilot was now
i nstigating.

"What is it?" flight control asked.

"Losi ng power and height. Systens failure rate increasing. Shit! | just |lost the tail rudder
dat abus." He datavi sed an energency code into the flight conputer. A silvery piston slid out of
t he horseshoe console in front of him a dull chronme-red pistol grip on the end. It reached his
lap and rotated silently through ninety degrees. Chapman grabbed it. Mnual control. Christ, |’ve
never used one outside of Aviation Authority simulations!

The datavi se bandwi dth to the flight conputer started to shrink. He prioritized the schematic to
di spl ay absol ute essentials. Hol ographi c di splays on the console cane alive, duplicating the
i nformati on.

"Find me a flat patch of |and, now, damm it!" How he was going to bring the plane down in VTCL
configuration with both the starboard conpressors out wasn’t sonmething he wanted to think about.
Maybe a notorway, and use it like a runway?

"Request ed denied. "

"What ?"

"You may not | and anywhere but the authorized coordinate."

"Fuck you! W're going to crash."

"Sorry, Chapman, you cannot | and anywhere outsi de Sapcoat."

"I can't reach Sapcoat." H s datavised control linkage to the flight conputer began to fail. The
pistol grip shifted slightly in his hand, and he felt the plane tilt in tandem

Careful! he told hinmself. A firmpressure on the grip, and the nose began to edge back. The
hol ogr aphi ¢ horizon graphic showed he was still in a shallow dive. Mre pressure, and the descent
rate sl owed.

file:/lIF|/rah/Peter%20F.%20Hamilton/Hamilton,%...eter%20F%20-%20The%20Neutronium%20Alchemist.txt (22 of 481) [7/1/03 2:27:12 AM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Peter%20F.%20Hamilton/Hamilton,%20Peter%20F%20-%20T he%20Neutronium%20A I chemist.txt

The door into the cockpit slid open. Chapman Adki nson was wired too tight to care. It was
supposed to be codel ocked, but the way hardware was crashing..

"Wy have you altered course?”

Chaprman shot a quick gl ance over his shoulder. The guy was dressed in a cheap suit, five years
out-of-date. He wasn’t just calm he was serene. Incredible! He nust feel the plane’ s buffeting.
"Techni cal problem" Chaprman managed to gasp. "We're putting down at the nearest |anding pad

that can handl e an energency."” The pistol grip was fighting his every novenent. And now t he
hol ographi ¢ di spl ays were wobbling. He wasn't sure if he could trust them anynore. "Get back into
your seat now, fella."

The man sinmply wal ked up behind the pilot’'s chair and slid his head over Chaprman’s shoul der
peering out of the narrow curving wi ndscreen. "Were is Atherstone?"

"Look, pal— Pain |anced deep into his thigh. Chapman grunted roughly at the shock of it. The
man’s left index finger was resting lightly on his leg, a small circle of his uniform s trouser
fabric was burning around it.

Chaprman swatted at the snmall blue flanes, eyes blinking away sudden tears. H s thigh nuscle was
smarting abom nably.

"Where is Atherstone?" the nman repeated. "I have to go there."

Chaprman found his cal mess nore unnerving than the plane’s failure. "Listen, | wasn't joking
when | said we had technical problenms. W re going to be lucky if we nmake it over this sodding
jungl e. Forget about Atherstone."

"I will hurt you again, harder this tinme. And I will keep on hurting you until you take ne to
At her st one. "

I"m being hijacked! The realization was as staggering as it was inprobable. Chapnan gagged at
the man. "You have got to be kidding!"

"No joke, Captain. If you do not land in the capital, | will see to it you don't |and anywhere."

"Holy Christ."

" At herstone. Now where is it?"

"To the west somewhere. Christ, |I’mnot sure where. Inertial guidance has packed up."

A mrthless smle appeared on the man’s face. "Then head west. It is a big city. I'’m confident
we'll see it fromthis height."

Chapman did nothing. Then winced as the man reached past him He put his hand on the w ndscreen,
palmflat. Horrifyingly deep white cracks splintered outward.

"Atherstone." It was an order

"Ckay. Just take your goddamm hand off that." The w ndscreen was artificial sapphire for God s
sake. You couldn't crack it by leaning on it. A neural nanonics status check showed himhalf his
synapti c augnentation had crashed, and virtually all the menory cells had shut down. But there was
enough capacity for a datavise. "Code F enmergency," he shot at the flight computer. Followed by a
smal | prayer that it hadn't glitched conpletely yet.

"I SA duty officer,"” canme the response. "What’'s happeni ng?"

Chaprman used the last of his neural nanonics’ capacity to issue a netabolic override, keeping
his face perfectly conposed. He nust not betray the silent conversation by a twitch of enption.
"Attenpted hijacking. And the plane’'s falling apart around ne."

"How many hij ackers?"

"Just one, | think. Can’t access the cabin canmeras."

"What does he want ?"

"He says he wants to go to Atherstone.”

"What sort of weapon is he using?"

"Not sure. Nothing visible. Some kind of inplant. Maybe a thermal induction field generator. He
burnt ny | eg and damaged t he w ndscreen."

"Thank you. Hold pl ease.”

Li ke | can do sonething el se, Chapnan thought acidly. He flicked a curious glance at the man who
was still standing to one side of the chair. Hs face was as enotionless as Chapnan’s.

The pl ane rocked al armingly. Chapnan tried to danp it down by swaying the pistol grip to
conpensate for the erratic notion. On a plane with fully responsive control surfaces it mght have
wor ked, here it just slewed the tail around. He noticed the nose had dropped a coupl e of degrees
agai n.

"If you don’t mind ne asking, what's so bloody inportant in Atherstone that you ve got to pul
this crazy stunt?”

"People," the nan said blandly.

Some of the man’s calmmess was infiltrating Chapman’s own mnd. He pulled back on the pisto
grip, easing the nose up until they were |evel again. Nothing to it. At |least there were no nore
systens dropping out, the mal functions appeared to have pl ateaued. But |anding would be a bitch.
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"Chapman, " the | SA duty officer datavised. "Please try and give us a visual of the hijacker
It's very inportant.™

"1"mdown to about two kilonetres altitude, here. Seventy per cent of ny systenms have fail ed,
and all you want is to see what he | ooks |ike?"

"I't will help us evaluate the situation."

Chaprman gave the man a sideways gl ance, |oading the inage into one of his remaining three
functional nenory cells. His datavise bit rate was now so low it took an entire second to rel ay
the file.

Ral ph H ltch watched the pixels slowy clot together above the bubble roonis table. "Savion
Kerwi n," he said, unsurprised.

"Wthout a doubt," Admiral Farquar acknow edged.

"That plane left Pasto ninety mnutes after their spacepl ane | anded," Janni ke Dernot said. "They
obviously intend to spread the virus as wi de as possible.”

"As |'ve been telling you," Roche Skark said. "Ral ph, do you think he's infected anyone el se on
the pl ane?"

"Quite possibly, sir. The flight conmputer and Chapman’s neural nanonics are obviously being
assaulted by a very powerful electronic warfare field. It mght be several of themacting in
uni son, or it could just be Savion Kerwin's proximty to the electronic systens, after all the
flight conmputer is housed bel ow the cockpit decking. But we really can’t take the chance."

"Agreed,"” Admiral Farquar said.

Chaprman Adki nson waited for fifteen seconds after he’'d datavised the visual file. The crippled
flight conputer reported the conmunications channel was bei ng maintai ned. Nothing happened, there
was no update fromthe | SA officer.

A Royal Kulu Navy reserve officer hinself, Chapman knew of the response procedures for civil
energencies. Rule of thumb: the longer it took to come to a decision, the higher up the conmmand
structure the problemwas bei ng bunped. This one nust be going right to the top. To the people
aut hori zed to nake life or death decisions.

Intuition or just a crushing sense of doom Chaprman Adki nson started |aughing gleefully.

The man turned to give hima strange | ook. "What?"

"You'll see, fella, soon enough. Tell me, are you the bio-hazard?"

"Am | a—

The X-ray laser struck the plane while it was still eighty kilonmetres away from At herstone
Orbey’s loworbit SD platform weapons could hit conmbat wasps while they were still two and a hal f

t housand kil onetres distant. The plane was a nmere three hundred kil onetres beneath the platform
whi ch Deborah Unwi n activated. Oxygen and nitrogen atons in the | ower atnmosphere sinply cracked
into their sub-atom c constituents as the X ray punched through the air, a searing purple
l'ightning bolt eighty kilonetres long. At its tip, the plane detonated into an ionized fog which
billowed out Iike a miniature neon cyclone. Scraps of flaning, highly radioactive weckage rained
down on the pristine jungle bel ow

2

He was actually born in the United States of America, though few people ever liked to admt that
particular fact, then or afterwards. His parents were from Napl es; and Southern Italians were
uni versal ly | ooked down on and despi sed even by other poor inmgrant groups, |let alone the
superior intellectuals of the tinme who openly stated their hatred of such an inferior breed of
humans. As a consequence, few biographers and historians ever adnmitted the sinple truth. He was,
above all, a bona fide nmade in Anerica nonster.

H s birthplace was Brooklyn, on the chilly winter’s day of January 17, 1899, the fourth son of
Gabriele and Teresina. At that tine the district was hone to a seething mass of such burgeoning
immgrant famlies trying to build fresh |ives for thenselves in this new | and of pronise. Wrk
was hard, |abour cheap, the infamous city political machine strong, and the street gangs and
racketeers promnent. But anpong all these difficulties his father nanaged to earn enough to
support his famly. And as a barber he did so independently and honestly, rare enough in that tinme
and pl ace.

Gabriele’ s son never followed that route; there were just too many odds stacked agai nst him
The whol e Brookl yn environnent seenmed designed to turn its young mal e popul ation fromthe good.

After being expelled fromschool at fourteen for fighting with his (femal e) teacher he began
running errands for the |local Association chief. He was one of the |owest of the |ow But he
| earned: of nen’s vices and what they would do to obtain them of the noney to be nade, of loyalty
to his own, and nost of all what people gave the Association’s |eader: respect. Respect was the
key to the world, a commodity no one ever showed himor his father. A man who was respected had
everything, a prince anong nen.
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It was during this criminal apprenticeship that the ultinate seeds of his destruction were
sown, ironically by hinself. He contracted syphilis in one of the many seedy brothels which | oca
boys of his age and background visited on a regular basis. Like nost people he survived the first
stage, the boils on his tender genitalia healing within a couple of weeks. Nor did the second
stage disturb himto any great extent; an equally short tine spent suffering what he convi nced
hi nsel f was a bad case of flu.

Had he visited a doctor he would have been told that it is the tertiary stage which proves
lethal in a fifth of those infected, eating away at the frontal |obes of the brain. But once the
second stage has passed, the malicious disease becones dormant for a long tinme, sonetines
measurabl e in decades, lulling its victiminto a false sense of security. He saw no reason to
share the huniliating know edge.

Paradoxically, it was this very di sease which contributed to his inexorable rise over the next
fifteen years. Because of the nature of its attack on the brain it anplified its victins
personality traits: traits which in his case had been forged in turn-of-the-century Brooklyn. They
conprised contenpt, hostility, anger in tandemw th violence, greed, treachery, and guile.
Excel l ent survival qualities for that particular dead-end district, but in a nore civilized
environnment they set himapart. A barbarian in the city.

In 1920 he nmoved to Chicago. Wthin nonths he was heavily involved with one of the najor
syndicates. Until that era the syndicates ran the rackets and the brothels and the ganbling
joints, and raked in a good deal of hard currency. And at that relatively insignificant |evel they
m ght well have renmained. But that was the year when Prohibition came into effect throughout the
nati on.

The speakeasi es opened, the back alley breweries flourished. Mney flooded into the coffers of
the syndicates, millions upon nmllions of easy, dirty dollars. It gave them a power base they had
never dreamed of before. They bought the police, they owned the mayor and nost of city hall, they
intimdated the crusadi ng newspapers and | aughed at the |aw. But noney brought its own special
probl em Everybody coul d see how vast the market was, how profitable. They all wanted a cut.

And that was where he finally cane into his own. Wole districts of Chicago degenerated into
war zones as gangs and syndi cates and bosses fought like lions for territory. Wth the
neurosyphilis gradually eroding his rationality he enmerged fromthe ranks of his contenporaries as
the nost ruthless, the nbst successful, and the nost feared gang boss of themall. Quirks becane
vai ngl ori ous eccentricities; he opened soup kitchens for the poor; for slain colleagues he threw
funeral parades which brought the entire city to a halt; he craved publicity and held press
conferences to pronote his magnanimty in giving people what they really wanted; he sponsored
broke jazz nusicians. Hi s flanboyance becane as | egendary as his brutality.

At its height his tyranny was sufficient to be raised at cabinet neetings in the Wite House.
Not hi ng the authorities did ever seemed to nmake the slightest difference. Arrests, inquiries,

i ndi ctnents; he bought his way out with his nobney, while his reputation (and associ ates) kept
Wi t nesses silent.

So government did what government always does when confronted with an opposition which can’'t
be brought down by fair and | egal nmeans. It cheated.

His trial for tax evasion was |later described as a |l egal |ynching. The Treasury nmade up new
rul es, and proved he was guilty of breaking them A man who was both directly and indirectly
responsi bl e for the deaths of hundreds of people was sentenced to el even years in jail over
del i nquent taxes to the total of $215, 080.

H s atrocious reign was ended, but his |ife took another sixteen years to wither. In his
latter years, with the neurosyphilis raging in his head, he lost all grip on reality, seeing
visions and hearing voices. Hi s mnd now roamed through a purely inmaginary state.

Hi s body ceased to function in a peaceful enough manner on January 25, 1947, in a big house in
Fl orida, surrounded by his grieving fam ly. But when you are already utterly insane, there is
little noticeable difference fromyour very own del usory universe and the distorted tornent of the
beyond into which your soul slips.

Over six hundred years passed.

The entity which enmerged fromthe beyond into the fractured, bleeding body of Brad Lovegrove,
fourth assistant nanager (urban sanitation maintenance division) of the Tarosa Metanech Corp of
New California, didn't even realize he was back in living reality. Not to start wth, anyway.

The first possessed being to reach New California did so on a cargo starship from Norfol k, one
of the twenty-two insurgents Edmund Ri gby had hel ped possess in Boston. H s nanme was Emret
Mordden, and as soon as he reached the planet’s surface he began the process of conquest;
snat chi ng people off the streets and the autoways, inflicting agonizing injuries to weaken their
spirits and open their mnds to receive the souls in the beyond.

A smal | band of possessed filtered unobtrusively through the boul evards of San Angeles in the
days which followed, slowy building up their own ranks. Like all of the possessed energing across
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t he Confederation they had no distinct strategy, sinply a single driving inpulse to bring nore
soul s back fromthe beyond.

But this one anong themwas of no use to the cause. Hs mind shattered, he could relate to no
external stimuli. He shouted hysterical warnings to his brother Frank, he wept, he delivered huge
nmonol ogues about his shoe factory where he promi sed he’d give themall work, tiny spits of energy
would fly fromhimw thout warning, he giggled constantly, he shat his pants and started slinging
it about. Wenever they brought himfood his energistic ability would turn it to the image of hot
spicy pasta which gave off an appalling stink

After two days, the growing cabal sinply left himbehind in the disused shop they d been using
as a base. Had they bothered to check himbefore they left they would have noticed that the
behavi our was slightly nore noderate, the talk nore coherent.

Psychotic thought patterns which had formed in the early 1940s and run on unchecked for six
centuries had finally begun to operate within a healthy neurone structure once nore. There were no
chem cal inbal ances, no spirochaete bacteria, not even traces of mld al cohol toxicology, for
Lovegrove didn't drink. H s sanity gradually returned as thought processes began to nove in nore
natural cycles.

He felt his mnd and nenories com ng together as though he were energing fromthe worst
cocaine trip ever (his longtime vice back in the 1920s). For hours he sinply lay on the floor
trenbling as events tunbled through his expandi ng consci ousness. Events which sickened the heart,
but which bel onged to hi m nonet hel ess.

He never heard the shop’'s service door open, the surprised grunt of the realtor agent, the
heavy footsteps marching towards him A hand cl osed around his shoul der and shook hi m strongly.

"Hey, dude, how did you get in here?"

He flinched violently and | ooked up to see a man in a very strange helnet, as if gl ossy green

beetl e wi ngs had fol ded over his skull. Blank, golden bubble eyes stared down at him He screaned
and spun over. The equally startled realtor took a pace backwards, reaching for the illega
nervejamstick in his jacket pocket.

Despite six hundred years of technol ogical devel opnent he could still recognize a hand weapon

when he saw one. O course, the real giveaway was the expression of superiority and nervous relief
on the realtor’s face; the one every frightened man wears when a pi ece has suddenly swung the odds
back in his favour.

He drew his own gun. Except it wasn't exactly a draw—no hol ster. One second he wanted a gun,
the next his fingers were gripping a Thonpson subnachine gun. He fired. And the once-faniliar roar
of the weapon ni cknanmed a trench broom hammered his ears again. A curiously white flame energed
fromthe barrel as he trained it on the cowering figure of the realtor, fighting the upwards ki ck

Next, all that was |left was a mangl ed, jerking body punping gallons of blood onto the bare
carbon-concrete floor. The craterous wounds were snmoking, as if the bullets had been incendiaries.

Bul ge-eyed and horrified, he stared at the corpse for a nonent, then vonmited helplessly. H's
head was whirling as though the eternal nightrmare was returning to clasp himonce nore.

"Christ no," he groaned. "No nore of that crap. Please." The Thonmpson submachi ne gun had
vani shed as nmysteriously as it had appeared. Ignoring the nausea whi ch sent shivers down every
linb he staggered out through the door and into the street. Crazy inmages nugged him Hi s head
slowy tipped back to view the pul p-nagazi ne fantasy into which he had emerged. Low wi spy cl ouds
scudding in fromthe ocean were sliced apart by the chronegl ass sword-bl ade skyscrapers which nmade
up downtown San Angeles. Prismatic |ight gl eanmed and sparkled off every surface. Then he saw the
naked crescent of a small reddish nmoon directly overhead. Starship exhausts swarmed casual ly
across the cobalt sky like incandescent fireflies. H's jaw dropped in absol ute bew | dernent.
"Goddamn, what the hell is this place?" demanded Al phonse Capone. Onbey’s rotation had carried the
Xingu continent fully into the centre of the darkside as the Royal Navy flyer Ralph Hltch was
usi ng passed over the outskirts of Pasto. The city was situated on the western coast, grow ng out
fromthe Falling Junbo seaport in a sustained hundred-year devel opment spree. It was flat country,
i deal for urbanization, placing mninmal problens in the path of the anbitious civil engineers.

Most of the level districts were laid out in geonetric patterns, housing estates alternating with
broad parks and el aborate conmercial districts. Hlls, such as they were, had been clainmed by the
richer residents for their chateaus and nansi ons.

Accessing the flyer’s sensor suite, Ralph could see them standing proud in their own | akes of
illumnation at the centre of |arge sable-black grounds. The narrow, brightly lit roads which

wound around the hills were the only curves anmid the vast grid of brilliant orange |ines spread
out bel ow him Pasto | ooked so beautifully crisp and functional, a grand synmbol of the Kingdonis
econom ¢ prowess, like a nerit badge pinned on the planet.

And sormewhere down there, amid all that glittering regi nented architecture and human dynam sm
wer e people who could bring the whole edifice crashing down. Probably within a couple of days,
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certainly no nore than a week.

Cathal Fitzgerald angled the flyer towards the big cube-shaped buil ding which was the Xingu
police force headquarters. They | anded on a roof pad, at the end of a row of small arrowhead-
pl anf or m hyper soni ¢ pl anes.

Two people were waiting for Ral ph at the bottomof the airstairs. Landon MCull ock, the police
commi ssi oner, was a hal e seventy-year-old, alnost two netres tall, with thick crew cut ginger
hair, dressed in a mdnight-blue uniformw th several silver stripes on his right arm Beside him
was Di ana Tiernan, the police departnment’s technol ogy division chief, a fragile, elderly woman
dwarfed by her superior officer, a contrast which tended to enphasi se her scholarly appearance.

"I appreciate you com ng down," Landon said as he shook hands with Ral ph. "It can’'t have been
an easy choice for you to face this thing again. The datapackage briefing |’ve had from Admira
Farquar gave ne a nasty jolt. My people aren’t exactly geared up to cope with this kind of
i ncident."

"Who is?" Ral ph said, a shade too nordantly. "But we coped on Lalonde; and we aimto do a
little better here.”

"dad to hear it," Landon said gruffly. He nodded crisply to the other three ESA agents coni ng
down the airstairs; WIIl and Dean carrying their conbat gear in a couple of bulky bags. His lips
twitched in a nenory-induced snile of admiration as he eyed the two G66 division troopers. "Been a
while since | was at that end of an operation,” he murmured.

"Any update on the plane which was shot down?" Ral ph asked as they all wal ked towards the
waiting lift.

"Nobody survived, if that’s what you mean,"” Diana Tiernan said. She gave Ral ph a curious | ook
"Was that what you neant ?"

"They’' re tough bastards,” WIIl said curtly.

She shrugged. "I accessed a recording of Adkinson’s datavise. This energy manipul ation ability
Savi on Kerwi n denonstrated seened quite extraordinary."

"He didn’t show you a tenth of what he could do," Ral ph said.

The lift doors closed, and they descended to the comand centre. It had been designed to
handl e every conceivable civil energency, froma plane crash in the heart of the city to outright
civil war, a wi ndow ess room whi ch took up half of the floor. Twenty-four separate coordination
hubs were arranged in three rows, circles of consoles with fifteen operators apiece. Their access
authority to the continent’s net was absolute, providing themw th unparallel ed sensor coverage
and conmmuni cations |inkages.

When Ral ph wal ked in every seat was taken, the air seemed alnbst solid with the | aserlight
speckl es thrown of f by hundreds of individual AV projection pillars. He saw Leonard DeVille
sitting at Hub One, a raised ring of consoles in the niddle of the room The Home Ofice
m nister’s wel com ng handshake | acked the sincerity of MCullock’s.

Ral ph was quickly introduced to the others at Hub One: Warren Aspinal, the Prine Mnister of
the Xingu continental parlianment; Vicky Keogh, who was MCul | ock’s deputy; and Bernard G bson, the
police Armed Tactical Squad commander. One of the AV pillars was projecting an image of Adnira
Far quar .

"All air traffic was shut down twenty minutes ago,"” said Landon MCul |l ock. "Even police patrol
flights are down to a conplete mnimum?"

"And the crews of those that are still in the air have been required to datavise files from
their neural nanonics to us here," Diana said. "That way we can be reasonably certain that none of
t hem have been infected by Tremarco or Gall agher.™

"There was an awful lot of traffic using the city roads when | flew over," Ralph said. "I'd
like to see that shut down now. | can’t enphasi se enough that we nust restrict the population's
nmovenent . "

"It"s only ten o' clock in Pasto," Leonard DeVille said. "People are still on their way hone,

others are out for the evening and will want to return later. If you shut down the city’'s ground
traffic now you will cause an astounding | evel of confusion, one which would be beyond the police
force’s ability to resolve for hours. And we must have the police in reserve to deal with the
enbassy peopl e when we detect them W thought it nade nore sense to allow everyone to go honme as
normal , then introduce the curfew. That way, the vast majority will be confined to their houses
come tonmorrow norning. And if Tremarco and Gal | agher have started infecting them any outbreak
will be localized, which nmeans we should be able to isolate it relatively easily."

Sit down and nmeke an inpact, why not? Ral ph thought sourly. |’ m supposed to |isten and advi se,
not barge in and act |ike a |oudnmouth arsehole. Damm, but Kerwin and the plane has nme hyped too
hot .

Trying to hide how foolish he felt, he asked: "Wat time will you introduce the curfew?"

"One o' clock,"” the Prinme Mnister said. "Only die-hard nightbirds will still be out and about
then. Thank heavens it’s not Saturday night. W really would have been in trouble then."
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"Okay, | can live with that," Ralph said. There was a quick victory snile on DeVille's face,
whi ch Ral ph chose to ignore. "Wat about the other cities and towns; and nore inportantly the
not or ways?"

"Al'l Xingu s urban areas are having their curfew enacted at one o’ clock,"” MCullock said. "The
continent’s got three time zones, so it’'ll be phased in fromthe east. As for the notorways, we're
al ready shutting down their traffic; so cities and major towns are going to be segregated. That
wasn’'t a problem all notorway vehicles are supervised by the Transport Departnment route and fl ow
managenent conputers. It’s the vehicles on the nminor roads which are giving us a headache; they're
all switched to autononous control processors. And even worse are the farmvehicles out there in
the countryside, half of those bl oody things have manual steering."

"W estimate it will take another three hours to conpletely shut down all ground traffic
movenent,"” Diana said. "At the noment we’'re setting up an interface between Strategic Defence
Command and our police traffic division. That way when the loworbit SD sensor satellites |ocate a
vehicle noving on a mnor road they' || performan identification sweep and catalogue it. Traffic
division will then datavise the control processor to halt. For manually operated vehicles we’'l
have to dispatch a patrol car." A hand waved lanely in the air. "That’s the theory, anyway. A
continent-w de detection and identification operation is going to tie up an awful |ot of
processi ng power, which we really can’t spare right now. If we're not very careful we’'ll w nd up
with a capacity shortfall."

"I thought that was inpossible in this day and age," Warren Aspinal interjected mldly.

Di ana’ s hunmour becane stern. "Under nornmal circunstances, yes. But what we're attenpting to do
has no precedent." She offered the others sitting at Hub One a reluctant shrug. "My team has got
three Als in the basenent and two at the university which are attenpting to access and anal yse
every single processor in the city simultaneously. It’s a refinenent of Admral Farquar’s idea of
tracking the energy virus through the electronic distortion it generates. W’ ve seen it
denonstrated on Adki nson’s plane, so we know the approxi nate nature of the beast. Al we have to
do is performthe nost nassive correlation exercise ever nmounted. W find out which processors
have suffered glitches during the |ast eight hours, and cross-reference the tine and geographica
location. If it happened to several unrelated processors in the same area at the sane tinme, then
it’'s a good chance the glitch was caused by soneone who has the virus."

"Every processor?" Vicky Keogh queried

"Every single one." Just for a noment, Diana's dried-up face wore an adol escent’s smile. "From
public net processors to streetlight tinmers, AV adverts, automatic doors, vendi ng machi nes,
mechanoi ds, personal conmuni cations bl ocks, househol d supervisor arrays. The lot."

"WIl it work?" Ral ph asked.

"No reason why not. As | said, there’s a possible capacity problem and the Als m ght not
manage to format the correlation programwithin the tinme frane we need. But when the program cones
on-line it should provide us with the electronic equival ent of seeing footprints in snow. "

"And then what?" Warren Aspinal asked quietly. "That’s what you were really brought down here
for, Ralph. Wiat do we do with these people if we find then? There is something of a politica
di mension involved in using the SD systens every tine we |locate one of the afflicted. | don't
di spute the necessity of elimnating Adkinson’s plane. And people will certainly agree to us using
force to obliterate the threat to start with. But ultimately we have to find a nethod of
eradicating the energy virus itself, and without damaging the victim Not even the Princess can go
on aut hori zing such destruction for ever, not when it’'s aimed agai nst the Kingdonis own subjects.”

"We're working on it," said Admiral Farquar. "Cerald Skibbow is going into personality debrief
right now If we can find out how he was infected, and how he was purged, then we ought to be able
to cone up with a solution, sonme kind of counterneasure."”

"How long will that take?" Leonard DeVille asked.

"Insufficient information,” the adm ral answered. "Skibbowisn't very strong. They're going to
have to go easy on him"

"Yet if our preparations are to nean anything," Landon MCull ock said, "we have to catch the
enbassy duo tonight, or tomorrow norning at the latest. And not just them but anyone they' ve cone
into contact with. This situation could escal ate beyond our ability to contain. W nust have a
policy ready for dealing with them So far the only thing we know that works i s overwhel m ng
firepower."

"I"ve got two things to offer,” Ral ph said. He | ooked at Bernard G bson, and gave hima
penitent smle. "Your squads are going to have to take the brunt of this, especially to start
with. "

The police AT Squad commander grinned. "Wat we get paid for."

"Okay, here it is then. First off, contact with someone who is carrying the energy virus
doesn’t necessarily mean you contract it yourself. WII and Dean are excellent proof of that. They
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captured Ski bbow, they manhandled him they were in very close proximity to himfor hours, and
they're both fine. Also, | was on the Ekwan with the enbassy trio for a week, and | wasn't
i nfected.

"Secondly, despite their power they can be intimdated into subm ssion. But you have to be
prepared to use ultra-violence against them and they have to know that. One hint of weakness, one
hesitation, and they' |l hit you with everything they ve got. So when we do find the first one,
it’'ll be ne and ny team whi ch heads the actual assault. Ckay?"

"I"mnot arguing so far," Bernard G bson said

"CGood. What | envisage is spreading the experience of an assault in the same fashion the virus
is spread. Everyone who is with ne on the first assault will be able to fam liarise thensel ves
with what has to be done. After that you assign themto head their own squads for the next round
of captures, and so on. That way we have your whol e division brought up to speed as swiftly as
possible.™

"Fine. And what do we do with them once we’ve subdued then®"

"Shove theminto zero-tau."

"You think that’'s what got rid of Skibbow s virus?" Admiral Farquar asked sharply.

"I believe it’s a good possibility, sir. He was extrenely reluctant to enter the pod in Ekwan.
Right up until then he was quite docile. Wen he found out we were going to put himin the pod, he
becane al nbst hysterical. | think he was frightened. And certainly when he cane out of the pod at
this end the virus was gone."

"Excellent." Warren Aspinal smiled at Ral ph. "That course of action is certainly nore
pal atable than Iining themall up against a wall and shooting them"”

"Even if zero-tau isn't responsible for erasing the virus, we know it can contain themthe
sane way it holds ordinary people,” Ralph said. "W can keep themin stasis until we do find a
per manent sol ution."

"How many zero-tau pods have we got avail abl e?" Landon asked Di ana.

The technol ogy division chief had a | ong blink while her neural nanonics chased down the
relevant files. "Here in the building there are three. Probably another ten or fifteen in the city
in total. They tend to be used al nost exclusively by the space industry.”

"There’s five thousand unused pods in the Ekwan right now," Ral ph pointed out. "That ought to
be enough if this Al correlation programworks. Frankly, if we need nore than that, we' ve lost."

"I"1l get some maintenance crews to start disconnecting them straight away," Admral Farquar
said. "W can send them down to you in cargo flyers on autonmatic pilot."

"That just leaves us with forcing infected people into them" Ral ph said. He caught Bernard's
gaze. "Wiich is going to be even worse than capturing them"

"Possible trace,"” Diana announced wi thout warning as she received a datavise fromone of the
Al's. Everyone sitting at Hub One turned their attention on her. "It’s a taxi which left the
spaceport twenty minutes after the enbassy trio’ s space-plane arrived. The vehicle' s processor
array started suffering sonme strange glitches five mnutes later. Contact was |ost after a further
two mnutes. But it can’t have been a total shutdown, because traffic control has no record of a
breakdown in that sector this afternoon. It sinply dropped out of the route and fl ow contro
| oop." The war ehouse whi ch housed Mahal i a Engi neering Supplies was sealed up tight, one of twenty
i dentical buildings lined up along the southern perinmeter of the industrial park, separated from
its neighbour by strips of ancient concrete and ranks of spindly trees planted to break the area’s
harshness. It was seventy netres long by twenty-five wide, fifteen high; dark grey conposite
panel s without a single window. Fromoutside it |ooked inert; innocuous if somewhat spurned of
late. Furry tufts of Onbey’s aboriginal vegetation were rooting in the gutters. Denuded chassis of
anci ent farmvehicles were stacked three or four deep along one wall, sleeting rust onto the
concrete.

Ral ph focused his shell helnmet’s sensors on the broad rollup door in the centre of the end-
wall fifty neters in front of him It had taken himand his teamfour mnutes to get here from
pol i ce headquarters in one of the force's hypersonics, following the city-wide trail of route and
fl ow processor dropouts |ocated by Diana and the Als. Three police Armed Tactical Squads had al so
been dispatched to the industrial park, under orders fromBernard G bson. In total, eight of the
little planes had | anded, encircling the warehouse at a five-hundred-netre distance.

There wasn’t a single crack of light |eaking around the door. No sign of life. Infrared didn't
reveal much, either. He scanned al ong the side of the building again.

"The conditioning unit is on," Ral ph observed. "I can see the notor’s heat, and the grille's
venting. Soneone’s in there."

"Do you want us to infiltrate a nanonic sensor?" Nelson Akroid asked. He was the AT Squad’' s
captain, a stocky man in his late thirties, barely coming up to Ral ph’s shoulder. Not quite the
i mage one expected from soneone in his profession, but then Ral ph was used to the nore bul ky G656
troops. Ral ph suspected Nel son Akroid woul d be a heal thy opponent in any hand-tohand fighting,
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t hough; he had the right kind of subdued conpetence.

"It’s a big building, plenty of opportunities for anbush,” Nelson Akroid said. "W’ d benefit
from positioning themexactly. And ny technical operators are good. The hostiles woul d never know
they'd been infiltrated." He sounded eager, which could be a flaw given this situation. Ral ph
couldn’t imagine himand his squad seeing nmuch active duty on Orbey. Their |lot was nore likely
endl ess drills and exercises, the curse of any specialist field.

"No nanonics," Ral ph said. "W coul d never depend on them anyway. | want the penetration team
to depl oy using standard search and sei zure procedures. W can’'t believe any information froma
sensor, so | want themgoing in fully alert."

"Yes, sir."

"Di ana?" he datavised. "What can the Als tell me?"

"No change. There are no detectable glitches in the warehouse processors it can access. But
there’s very little electronic activity in there anyway, the office and adm nistration systens are
all switched off, so that doesn’t nean much."

"What's the taxi’s maxi num capacity?"

"Six. And the Industry Departnment says Mahalia enploys fifteen staff. They service and
distribute parts for agricultural machinery right across the continent.”

"COkay, we’'ll assune the worst case. A mininmum of twenty-one possible hostiles. Thanks, Diana."
"Ral ph, the Als have di scovered another two possible glitch traces in the city’'s route and
flow network. | instructed themto concentrate on vehicle traffic around the spaceport in the

period after the enbassy trio arrived. Another taxi suffered a lot of problens, and the other’s a
freight vehicle."

"Shit! Where are they now?"

"The Als are running search routines; but these two are proving harder to find than the first
taxi. I"Il keep you updated."

The channel cl osed. Ral ph reviewed the AT Squad as they closed in on the warehouse, black
figures who seenmed nore mobil e shadows than solid people. They know their job, he admitted
grudgi ngl y.

"Everyone’s in place, sir," Nelson Akroid datavised. "And the Als have taken comand of the
security caneras. The hostiles don't know we’'re here."

"Fine." Ralph didn't tell himthat if Tremarco or Gallagher were in there they' d know for sure
that the AT Squad was outside. He wanted the squad charged up and professional, not shooting at
phant ons.

"Stand by," Ral ph datavised to the Squad. "Status of the assault nechanoids, please?"

"On-line, sir," the AT Squad' s technical officer reported

Ral ph gave the roll-up door another scan. Like Pandora’s box, once it was open there would be
no goi ng back. And only he, Roche Skark, and Admiral Farquar knew that if the virus carriers got
past the AT Squad, then the industrial park would be targeted by SD pl atforns.

He could feel the loworbit observation satellite sensors focusing on him

"Ckay," he datavised to the squad. "CGo." The assault nechanoi d which Orbey’s AT Squads
enpl oyed | ooked as if the design team had been accessing too many horror sensevises for
inspiration. Three metres high at full stretch, it had seven plasmatic |egs, resenbling tentacles
wi th hooves, which could nove it over the nost junbled terrain at a sprint that even boosted
humans couldn’t match. Its body was a segnented barrel, giving it a serpentine flexibility. There
were sockets for up to eight specialist linb attachnents, varying fromtaloned clinbing claws to
m d-cal i bre gaussrifles. Control could be either autononous, operating under a prel oaded program
or a direct wal do datavi se.

Five of them charged across the parking yard outside the warehouse, covering the last thirty
nmetres in two seconds. Long, whip-like cords |ashed out fromthe top of their bodies, slashing
agai nst the door’s centinetre-thick conposite. Were they hit, they stuck, formng a horizonta
crisscross grid four netres above the ground. A millisecond |ater the cords detonated; the shaped
el ectron expl osive charge was powerful enough to cut clean through a nmetre of concrete. The ruined
door didn't even have tine to fall. Al five assault nechanoi ds sl ammed against it in a beautifu
denonstration of synchroni zed mayhem Wat was | eft of the door buckled and burst apart, sending
j agged sections tunbling and bounci ng down the warehouse’s central aisle.

Wth a clear field of fire established, the mechanoids sent a fast, brutal barrage of short-
range sense-overl oad ordnance bl azing down the Iength of the building. Sensors instantly
pi npoi nted the desi gnated-hostile humans flailing around in panic, and concentrated their fire.

Behi nd the assault nechanoi ds, the AT Squad fl ashed through the snoki ng doorway. They scuttl ed
for cover between the stacks of crates, scanning the deeper recesses of the warehouse for hidden
hostiles. Then, with the nechanoi ds taking point duty down the central aisle, they began to fan
out in their search and securenent formation.
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M xi Penrice, proprietor of Mhalia Engineering Supplies, had been struggling to renmove the
linear motor fromthe stolen taxi’'s rear axle when the assault mechanoi ds crashed into the
war ehouse door. The noise of the shaped el ectron expl osive charges going off was |ike standi ng
next to a lightning strike.

Shock made himjunp half a netre in the air, not an easy feat given he was about twenty kil os
overwei ght. Terrible Iines of white light flared at the far end of the warehouse, and the door
bul ged inwards briefly before it disintegrated. But he wasn’t so nunbed that he didn't recognize
the distinctive sil houette of the assault nechanoids sprinting through the swirl of snoke and
conposite splinters. Mxi shrieked and dived for the floor, arns wapping around his head. The
full output of the sense-overload ordnance struck him Strobing |ight which seened to shine
through his skull. Sound that was trying hard to shake every joint apart. The air turned to rocket
exhaust, burning his tongue, his throat, his eyes. He vonited. He voided both his bladder and his
bowel s; a conbi nati on of sheer fright and nerve short-out pul ses.

Three minutes later, when pain-filled consciousness returned, he found hinmself lying flat on
hi s back, shaking spastically, with disgustingly thick |iquids cooling and crusting across his
clothes. Five large figures wearing dark arnour suits were standing over him horribly big guns
trai ned on his abdonen.

Mxi tried to clasp his hands together in prayer. It was the day which in his heart he' d
al ways known woul d cone, the day when King Alastair Il dispatched all the forces of |aw and order
in his Kingdomto deal with Mxi Penrice, car thief and trader in stolen parts. "Please," he
babbl ed weakly. He couldn’t hear his own voice; too nuch bl ood was running out of his ears.
"Please, I'Il pay it all back. | promise. I'lIl tell you who ny fences are. I’'ll give you the nane
of the bl oke who wote the program which screws up the road network processors. You can have it
all. Just, please, don't kill ne." He started sobbi ng wetchedly.

Ral ph Hiltch slowy pulled back his shell helnmet’s noul ded visor. "Ch, fuck!" he yelled.

* k%

The white plaster and stone interior of Cricklade's famly chapel was confy and sober wi thout
the exorbitant |avishness preval ent throughout the rest of the manor. Its history was cheerful,
anyone wal king into it for the first time was i mredi ately aware of that; you only had to cl ose
your eyes to see the innunmerable christenings, the grand marriage cerenoni es of the heirs,
Chri st mas masses, choral evenings. It was as much a part of the Kavanaghs as the rich | and
out si de.

Now t hough, its gentle sanctity had been nethodically violated. |con panels defaced, the
dai nty stained-glass wi ndows broken, the statues of Christ and the Virgin Mary smashed. Every
cruci fix had been inverted; red and bl ack pentagrans daubed on the walls.

The despoiling soothed Quinn as he knelt at the altar. Before himan iron brazier had been set
up on top of the thick stone slab. Avaricious flames were busy consuming the Bi bles and hymm books
it contained.

H's body’s lusts satiated by Lawence, fed on gournet food, and overindul ged on the bottles of
vintage Norfolk Tears fromthe cellar, he felt miraculously calm Behind him the ranks of novices
stood to attention as they waited to be inducted into the sect. They would stand there,
motionless, for all of eternity if necessary. They were that scared of him

Luca Comar stood in front of them I|ike sonme masterful drill sergeant. H's dragon arnour
glinted dully in the firelight, small plunmes of orange smoke snorting fromhis helmet’s eye slits.
He had worn the guise alnost continually since possessing Grant Kavanagh's body. Conpensating for
sonme deep psychol ogi cal fracture, Quinn thought. But then everyone returning frombeyond was fl aky
to some degree.

Quinn allowed his contenpt to rise, the raw enotion bubbling into his brain. The hemof his
robe gave a small flutter. Here on Norfol k such pitiful masquerades would triunph, but on few
ot her worlds. Mst Confederation planets would fight back against the incursions of the possessed,
and those were the planets which counted. The planets where the real war would be fought, the
uni versal war for belief and devotion between the two celestial brothers. Norfolk was irrel evant
to that struggle, it could contribute nothing, no weapons, no starships.

He lifted his gaze above the flanes darting out of the brazier. A vermllion sky was visible
through the gaping rents in the broken wi ndow. Less than a dozen first nagnitude stars tw nkled
above the wolds, the rest of the universe had been washed out in the red dwarf’s sullied glow The
tiny blue-white lights seened so delicate and pure.

Qinn smled at them H s calling was finally revealed. He would bring his divine gift of
gui dance to the lost armes which God's Brother had seeded throughout the Confederation. It would
be a crusade, a glorious narch of the dead, folding the wings of N ght around every spark of life
and hope, and extinguishing it for ever.

First he would have to raise an arny, and a fleet to carry them A frisson of his own, very
personal desire kindled in his mnd. The serpent beast speaking right into his heart. Banneth!
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Banneth was at the very core of the Confederation, where the greatest concentration of resources
and weapons | ay.

The obedi ent novi ces never noved when Quinn rose to his feet and turned to face them There
was an anused sneer on his snowwhite face. He jabbed a finger at Luca Conar. "WAit here, all of
you," he said, and stal ked down the aisle. Dark magenta and woad noire patterns skipped across the
bl ack fabric of his robe, reflections of his newfound deternmination. A click of his fingers, and
Lawence Dillon scurried after him

They passed qui ckly through the ransacked nmanor, and down the portico’'s stone steps to the
farmrangers parked on the gravel. A snudge of snbke on the horizon betrayed Col sterworth’s
posi tion.

"CGet in," Quinn said. He was on the verge of |aughter.

Lawr ence cl anmbered into the front passenger seat as Quinn switched the notor on. The vehicle
sped down the drive, sending pebbles skidding onto the grass verge.

"I wonder how long they' Il stay in there like that?" Quinn nused.

"Aren’t we coming back?"

"No. This crappy little world is a dead end, Lawence. There's nothing left for us here, no
purpose. W have to get off; and there aren’t many navy starships in orbit. W’ ve got to reach one
before they all |eave. The Confederation will be waking to the threat soon. They' |l recall their
fleets to protect the inportant worlds."

"So where are we going if we do get a frigate?"

"Back to Earth. W have allies there. There are sects in every mgjor arcology. W can ghaw at
the Confederation fromwithin, corrupt it conpletely."”

"Do you think the sects will help us?" Lawence asked, curious.

"Eventual ly. They might need a little persuading first. 1'll enjoy that."

* k *

The AT Squad had the exclusive shop conpletely surrounded. Myce’'s of Pasto occupied a nore
hospi tabl e section of the city than the Mahalia warehouse. The building s design was an indul gent
neo- Napol eoni ¢, overl ooking one of the nmain parks. It catered to the aristocracy and the wealthy,
trading mainly on snob value. The shop itself was only a fifth of the business; Myce s nain
i ncome cane from supplyi ng goods and delicacies to estates and the upwardly nobile clear across
the continent. There were eight separate |oading bay doors at the back of the building to
accompdate the fleet of lorries which were di spatched every night. Their feed roads nerged into a
single trunk road which I ed down into a tunnel where it joined one of the city's three major
under ground ring notorways.

At ten past midnight its distribution centre was nornally busy loading lorries with the day’s
orders. Nothing had energed in the four mnutes it had taken the AT Squad to depl oy. However,
there was one vehicle parked outside the end | oadi ng bay, obstructing the road: the taxi which the
Al cores had traced fromthe spaceport. Al its electrical circuits had been switched off.

Fi fteen assault nmechanoi ds dashed up the slope to the | oading bay doors, their novenments
coordi nated by the Squad’'s seven technical officers. Three of the doors were to be broken down,
while the others were to be bl ocked and guarded. One had been assigned to the taxi.

Si x of the assault nechanoids | ashed out with their electron explosive whips. Squad nenbers
were already running up the feed roads behind them

Not all of the whips |anded on target. Several detonations chopped into support pillars and
door joists. Bricksized |unps of stone cane flying back down the feed roads. Two of the assault
mechanoi ds were hit by the chunks, sending them cart-wheeling backwards. The entire centra
| oadi ng bay col | apsed, bringing with it a large section of the first-storey floor. An aval anche of
crates and cylindrical storage pods tunbled down onto the road, burying a further three assault
mechanoi ds. They started to fire their sense-overload ordnance at random flares and sonic shells
punchi ng out fromthe weckage am d huge fountains of white packagi ng chips. Crunpled kitchen
units and patio furniture skittered down the nound.

The AT Squad nenbers dived for cover as another two nechanoids started to gyrate in a wild
dance. Their ordnance sprayed out, slamming into walls and arching away over the park. Only three
of the remaining assault nmechanoids were actually firing ordnance into the two | oadi ng bays which
had been broken open.

"Pull them back!" Ral ph datavised to the technical officers. "Get those bl oody mechanoi ds out
of there."

Not hi ng happened. Sense-overl|load ordnance was squirting out everywhere. The assault mechanoids
continued their lunatic dance. One pirouetted, twining its seven | egs together, and pronptly fel
over. Ral ph watched a dozen flares shoot straight upwards, illum nating the whole area. Bl ack
figures were lying prone on the feed roads, horribly exposed. A sense-overload flare speared
straight into one of them then it expanded strangely, creating a web of rippling white light. The
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suited figure thrashed about.

"Shit," Ralph grunted. It wasn’t a flare, it was the white fire. They were in the distribution
centre! "Shut down those nechanoi ds now," he datavised. H's neural nanonics reported that severa
of his suit systens were degrading.

"No response, sir," a technical officer replied. "W’ ve lost themconpletely, even their
fall back routine has failed. How did they do that? The nechanoids are equipped with nilitary-grade
el ectronics, a negaton enp couldn’t glitch their processors.”

Ral ph coul d imagine the officer’s surprise. He'd undergone it hinself back on Lal onde as the
awful realization struck. He stood up from behind the parapet on top of the tunnel entrance, and
lifted the heavy-calibre recoilless rifle. Targeting graphics flipped up over his helnet’s sensor
imge. He fired at an assault mechanoi d.

It expl oded energetically, its power cells and ordnance detonating as soon as the arnour-
pi ercing round penetrated its flexing body. The bl ast wave shifted half of the precariously
tangl ed wreckage in front of the collapsed | oading bay. More crates thunped down fromthe saggi ng
first-storey floor. Three assault mechanoi ds were sent |urching back down the feed roads,
plasmatic | egs juddering in fast undul ati ons. Ral ph shifted his aimand took out another one just
as it started to | unber upright.

"Squad, shoot out the mechanoids,"” he ordered. H's conmuni cations bl ock informed himthat half
of the command channel s had shut down. He switched on the block’s external speaker and repeated
the order, bellowing it out across the feed roads at a vol ume which could be heard above the
det onati ng nechanoi ds.

A streak of white fire lanced down from one of Myce s upper wi ndows. The threat response
programin Ral ph’s neural nanonics bullied his | eg nmuscles with nerve inpul se overrides. He was
flinging hinself aside before his conscious mnd had registered the attack

Two nore mechanoi ds expl oded as he hit the concrete behind the parapet. He thought he
recogni zed the heavy-calibre gaussrifle which the G566 troops used. Then an insidi ous serpent of
white fire was coiling around his knee. H's neural nanonics instantly erected anal gesi ¢ bl ocks
across his nerves, blanking out the pain. A nmedical display showed hi mskin and bone bei ng eaten
away by the white fire. The whol e knee joint would be ruined in a matter of seconds if he couldn’'t
extinguish it. Yet both Dean and WI| said smothering it |ike natural flames made hardly any
di fference.

Ral ph assigned his neural nanonics full control of his nuscul ature, and sinply designated the
wi ndow which the white fire had enmerged from Wth detached interest he observed his body
swivelling, the rifle barrel swinging round. Hs retinal target graphics |ocked over a w ndow.
Thirty-five rounds punmmel |l ed the black rectangle, a nixed barrage of high explosive (chemnical),
shrapnel , and incendi ary.

Wthin two seconds the room had ceased to exist, its carved stone frontage disintegrating
behi nd a vast gout of flane and showering down on the nel ee bel ow.

The white fire around Ral ph’s knee vani shed. He pulled a nedical nanonic package fromhis belt
and sl apped it on the charred wound.

Down on the feed roads nost of the AT Squad had switched to their conmunications bl ock
speakers. Orders, warnings, and cries for help reverberated over the sound of nultiple explosions.
A vast fusillade of heavy-calibre rifle fire was pounding into the |oading bays. Conets of white
fire poured out in retaliation.

"Nel son," Ral ph datavised. "For Christ’'s sake, make sure the troops out front don't |et anyone
escape. They're to hold position and shoot to kill now Forget the capture mssion; we'll try it
back here, but nobody else is to attenpt anything fancy."

"Yes, sir," Nelson Akroid answered

Ral ph went back to the speaker. "Cathal, let’'s try and get in there. Isolation procedure.
Separate them and nuke them"

"Sir." The cry canme back over the parapet.

At least he's still alive, Ralph thought.

"Do you want stage two yet?" Admiral Farquar datavised.

"No, sir. They're still contained. Qur perinmeter is holding."

"(COkay, Ral ph. But the second there’'s a status change, | need to know. "
"Sir."

Hi s neural nanonics reported the nedi cal package had finished knitting to his knee. The wei ght
load it could take was down forty percent. It would have to do. Ral ph tucked the heavy-calibre
rifle under his arm then bending |low, he ran for the end of the parapet and the steps down to the
trunk road.

Dean Fol an signalled his team menbers forward, scurrying around the side of the big mound of
crates and into the | oading bay area. Flanes had taken hold amd the fragnents piled outside.

It was dark inside the |oading bays. Projectile inpacts had etched deep pocks into the bare
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carbon-concrete walls. Rat-tail tangles of wire and fibre-optic cable hung down fromthe fissured
ceiling, swaying gently. Through the hel net’s goggle | enses he could see very little, even with
enhanced retinas on full sensitivity. He switched his shell helnet sensors to |low light and
infrared. Green and red inages nerged to forma pallid picture of the rear of the |oading bay.
Annoying glare spots flickered as small flames |icked at the storage frames which lined the walls.
Di scrimnation progranms worked at elimnating them

There were three corridors |eading off straight back fromthe rear of the bay, formed by the
storage franes. Metal grids containing crates and pods ready for the lorries, they |ooked |ike
solid walls of huge bricks. Cargohandling nechanoids had stalled on their rails which ran al ong
the side of the franes, plasmatic arns dangling inertly. Water was pouring out of five or six
broken ceiling pipes, spilling down the crates to pool on the floor

Not hi ng noved in the corridors

Dean left his gaussrifle at the head of the middle corridor, knowing it woul d be usel ess at
close range, the electronic warfare field would sinmply switch it off. Instead, he drew a sem -
automatic rifle; it had a feed | oop connected to his backpack, but the rounds were all chenical.
The AT Squad had grunbl ed about that at the start, questioning the wi sdom of abandoning their
power weapons. Nobody had conpl ai ned nuch after the nechanoi ds went berserk, and their suit
systens suffered i nnunerabl e dropouts.

Three of the teamfoll owed himas he advanced down the corridor, also carrying sem -
automatics. The rest of them spread out around the bay and edged down the other two corridors.

A figure zipped across the end of the corridor. Dean fired, the roar of the sem -autonatic
i mpressively loud in the confined space. Plastic splinters fromthe crates ricocheted through the
air as the bullets chiselled into them

Dean started running forwards. There was no corpse on the floor.

"Radford, did you see hin?" Dean dermanded. "He was headi ng towards your corridor."

"No, Chief."

" Anybody?"

Al'l he got was a series of negatives, sonme shouted, sone datavised. No doubt the hostiles were
about, his suit blocks were still badly affected by the electronic warfare field. H s injured arm
was itchy, too.

He reached the end of the corridor. It was a junction to another three. "Hell, it’s a sodding

maze back here."

Radford arrived at the end of his corridor, sem autonmatic sweeping the storage franes.

"Ckay, we fan out here," Dean announced. "All of you: keep two other squad nenbers in visua
range at all tines. |If you |lose sight of your partners, then stop inmediately and re-establish
contact."

He pi cked one of the corridors | eading deeper into the shop and beckoned a couple of the Squad
to follow him

A creature | anded on top of Radford; half man, half black Iion, features nerged grotesquely.
Its weight carried himeffortlessly to the floor. Dagger claws scraped at Radford s arnour suit.
But the integral valency generators had stiffened the fabric right fromthe nmonent of inpact,
protecting the vul nerabl e hunman skin inside. The creature howed in fury, thwarted at the very
monent of triunph.

Radford’ s suit systens as well as his neural nanonics began to fail. Even his shocked yell was
cut off as the comunications bl ock speaker died. The suit’s fabric started to give way, slowy
softening. One of the claw tips screwed inwards, hungry for flesh

Even amid his frantic twisting and bucking to throw off the creature Radford was aware of a
whi sper which bordered on the sublimnal. It had surely been there all his life, but only now with
the prospect of death sharpening his perception was he fully conscious of it. It began to expand
not in volume, but in harnmony. A whole chorus of whispers. Prom sing |ove. Prom sing synpathy.
Promi sing to help, if he would just—

Bul | ets snashed into the flanks of the creature, mauling the fur and | ong nuscl e bands. Dean
kept his semi -automatic steady as the thing clung to Radford’ s body. He could see the arnour suit
fabric hardening again, the claws slipping and skidding.

"Stop!" one of the teamwas shouting. "You Il kill Radford."

"He'Il be worse than dead if we don’t," Dean snarled back. Spent casings were hurtling out of
the rifle at an astounding rate. Still the beast wouldn’t let go, its great head shaking from side
to side, emtting a continual wail of pain

The team was rushing en masse towards Dean down the narrow corridors between the storage
frames. Two nore were shouting at himto stop

"CGet back!" he ordered. "Keep watching for the rest of the bastards." H s nmagazi ne was down to
eighty per cent. The rifle didn't have the power to beat the creature, all the thing had to do was
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hang on. Blood was running down its hind | egs, the fur where the bullets struck a pul ped mass of
raw fl esh. Not enough damage, not nearly enough.

"Soneone else fire at it for Christ’s sake," Dean yelled frantically.

Anot her rifle opened up; the second stream of bullets catching the creature on the side of its
| ycant hrope head. It let go of Radford, to be flung against the storage frane. The ranpant wai l
fromits gaping fangs redoubl ed.

Dean boosted the conmuni cations block’s volune to its highest level. "Surrender or die," he
told it.

It might have had a beast’s form but the | ook of absolute hatred came froman all-too-hunan
eye.

"Grenade," Dean ordered.

A smal |l grey cylinder thunmped into the bl oody body.

Dean’s armour suit froze for a second. His collar sensors picked up the detonation: explosion
foll owed by inplosion. The outline of the beast collapsed into a m ddl e-aged nan, col our draining
away. For a nillisecond the man's frame was captured perfectly, spraw ed agai nst the storage
frame. Then the bullets resuned their attack. This time, he had no defence.

Dean had seen worse carnage, though the limted space between the storage frames nmade it
appear terrible. Several of the AT Squad obviously didn’t have his experience, or phlegmatism

Radf ord was hel ped to his feet and nunbl ed a subdued thanks. The sound of other teanms fromthe
AT Squad shooting sonewhere in the building echoed tinnily down the corridors.

Dean gave them another minute to gather their conmposure, then resuned the sweep. Ninety
seconds after they started, Al exandria Noakes was calling for him

She’ d di scovered a man hunched up in a gap between two crates. Dean rushed up to find her
proddi ng the captive out of his hiding place with nervous thrusts of her rifle. He levelled his
owm rifle squarely on the man’s head. "Surrender or die," he said.

The man gave a frail little laugh. "But | am dead, sefior." Eight police departnment hypersonics
had | anded in the park outside Myce s of Pasto. Ralph |inped wearily towards the one which
doubl ed as a nobile command centre for the AT Squad. There wasn't that nuch difference fromthe
rest, except it had nore sensors and conmuni cati ons gear.

It could have been worse, he told hinmself. At |east Adnmiral Farquar and Deborah Unwi n had
stood down the SD platforns, for now.

Stretchers with injured AT Squad nenbers were arranged in a row bel ow a couple of the
hyper soni cs. Medi cs were noving anmong them applyi ng nanoni ¢ packages. One worman had been shoved
into a zero-tau capsul e, her wounds requiring i medi ate hospital treatnent.

A big crowmd of curious citizens had naterialized, mlling about in the park and spilling out
across the roads. Police officers had thrown up barricades, keeping themwell away.

Ni ne bul ky fire departnent vehicles were parked outside Myce' s of Pasto. Mechanoids trailing
hoses had cl anbered up the walls with spiderlike tenacity, punping foamand chenical inhibitors
into smashed wi ndows. A quarter of the roof was nmissing. Long flanes were soaring up into the
ni ght sky out of the gap. Heat fromthe inferno was shattering the few remaini ng panes, creating
nmor e oxygen infl ows.

It was going to be a long tinme before Myyce's woul d be open for business again.

Nel son Akroid was waiting for himat the foot of the command hypersonic’'s airstairs. H s shel
hel met was off, revealing a haggard face; a man who has seen the ungodly at play. "Seventeen
wounded, three fatalities, sir," he said in a voice close to breaking. H's right hand was covered
by a medi cal nanoni ¢ package. Scorch nmarks were visible on his arnour suit.

"And the hostil es?"

"Twenty-three killed, six captured." He tw sted his head around to stare at the bl azing
building. "My teams, they did all right. We train to cope with nutters. But they beat those
things. Christ—=

"They did good,"” Ral ph said quickly. "But, Nelson, this was only round one."

"Yes, sir." He straightened up. "The final sweep through the building was negative. | had to
pull them out when the fire took hold. 1've still got three teans covering it in case there are
any hostiles still in there. They'Il do another sweep when the fire’'s out."

"Good man. Let’'s go see the prisoners.”

The AT Squad was taking no chances; they were holding the six captives out on the park
keepi ng them a hundred netres apart. Each one stood in the centre of five squad nenbers, five
rifles trained on them

Ral ph wal ked over to the one Dean Folan and Cathal Fitzgerald were guarding. He datavised his
conmuni cations block to open a channel to Roche Skark. "You might |like to see this, sir."

"l accessed the sensors around Myce’'s when the AT Squad went in," the ESA director datavised.
"They put up a lot of resistance.”

"Yes, sir."

file:/lIF|/rah/Peter%20F.%20Hamilton/Hamilton,%...eter%20F%20-%20The%20Neutronium%20Alchemist.txt (35 of 481) [7/1/03 2:27:12 AM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Peter%20F.%20Hamilton/Hamilton,%20Peter%20F%20-%20T he%20Neutronium%20A I chemist.txt

"I'f that happens each tine we |ocate a nest of them you'll wind up razing half the city."

"The prospects for decontamnating themaren't too good, either. They fight |ike nechanoids.
Subduing themis tricky. These six are the exception."”

"I"l'l bring the rest of the commttee in on the questioning. Can we have a visual please."

Ral ph’ s neural nanonics informed himthat other people were coming on-line to observe the
interview. the Privy Council security comrittee over in Atherstone, and the civil authorities in
Pasto’ s police headquarters. He instructed his communications block to widen the channel’s
bandwi dth to a full sensevise, allowing themto access what he could see and hear.

Cat hal Fitzgerald acknow edged himwith the briefest nod as he approached. The nman he was
guarding was sitting on the grass, pointedly ignoring the sem automatics directed at him There
was a slimwhite tube in his nouth. Its end was alight, glowing dully. As Ral ph watched, 