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  ONE


  Gate Delta, Site 17, 11014 AD (Home Date: 5 January 2235)


  They were making good time along the East Rampart, on their way back to Vault One, when all four life-support indicators for Stones team suddenly faded to black. Jeff
  Cairns came to a halt, his pressure suit informing him, in a soft contralto voice, of a sudden spike in his adrenalin and heart rate.


  You dont fucking say, Jeff thought sourly. He glanced automatically over the ramparts, his eye following the bright parallel lines of the path markers towards the truncated pyramid
  of Vault Four in the distance. He waited to see if the indicators would flicker back into life, his mouth suddenly dry and sticky.


  Three other life-support indicators  representing Eliza Schlegel, Lou Winston and Farad Maalouf  still glowed on the curved interior of his visor. All three, along with Jeff
  himself, had been assigned to the first and second vaults for the duration of this particular expedition. Other icons  representing suit pressure, air supply and bio-functions 
  floated near the bottom edge of the visor, registering clearly against the black and starless sky.


  Eliza and Lou, who had been walking a couple of metres ahead of Jeff, both came to a stop at the same time, their helmets also turning towards the fourth vault. Jeff listened, over the shared
  comms, as Eliza tried to raise Mitchell and the others, the strain becoming evident in the sharply clipped tone of her words.


  The comms hissed as they all waited in vain for a response.


  The East Rampart was one of four hundred-metre-high walls that connected the vaults together, forming a square when seen from above. For safety, the edges of the rampart were illuminated to
  either side by rows of softly glowing markers placed at regular intervals. It was a long way down if you somehow managed to wander too close to the edge.


  Jeff turned to see Farad standing just behind him, his frightened eyes staring back at him through a smeared visor. The fingers of Farads gloves were wrapped tightly around the handlebar
  of a steel containment unit, mounted on four comically bulbous wheels, and his lips were moving silently in what Jeff suspected was a prayer.


  Maybe we should go look, said Lou, sounding like he was thinking aloud.


  No. Elizas voice was sharp, decisive. The artefacts are our priority. We have to make our scheduled rendezvous with Hanovers team at the Tau Ceti
  gate.


  Jeff turned to look back towards her. We cant just abandon them, he heard himself say.


  Nobodys abandoning anyone, said Eliza. If something has happened, I dont want to risk any more lives until we know exactly what were dealing
  with. Besides, it might just be a temporary communications breakdown.


  Might be, said Jeff.


  Eliza turned and shot a quick, furious look at him. Im tired of your insubordination, shed warned him more than once.


  Maybe Elizas right, said Lou, his tone conciliatory. We have to be careful.


  So just what is it youre saying we should do if we dont hear from them? Jeff demanded. Just abandon them?


  Youre not in charge here, said Eliza, and we have our orders from Hanover.


  I know were expendable, said Jeff. Im under no illusions on that count.


  Nobodys saying anyone is exp


  We can get to Vault Four with time to spare if we start out now, Jeff snapped, his fear flowering into sudden anger; all that adrenalin couldnt go to waste.
  Fuck the artefacts.


  Really? said Eliza. Would you like to share that sentiment with Hanover when we get back?


  That could be us stuck in there, Jeff insisted. If theyre trapped and still alive, a rescue team wont get here from Tau Ceti for several hours, probably
  longer. Theyd run out of air long before that.


  Elizas expression suggested she was contemplating murder. Typical military mindset, he thought, almost able to see the wheels spinning in her head. It wouldnt be too hard to
  engineer an accident for him, not with a long, hard drop on either side of them. Unfortunately for her, everything they saw, heard or did was recorded by their suits A/V systems.


  Dan, Farad spoke into the sudden silence, his life-support indicator. Its back online.


  Jeff glanced down and saw that Dan Rushs icon had indeed flickered back into life, and it was followed a moment later by Lucy Rosenblatts. Mitchell Stones icon remained
  dark, however, as did Vogels. The suit interfaces felt clumsy and old-fashioned, and again Jeff found himself wishing that a tangle of security precautions didnt prevent them from
  using UP-linked contact lenses.


  Dan, Lucy, can you hear me? Eliza shouted into her comms. We lost track of you. Can?


  She was interrupted by a brief burst of static, followed by a voice.


  Hey! Hey, is that you? Jeff recognized Dans voice. He sounded panicked, very nearly hysterical. Mitch and Erich are gone. Its just Lucy and me.
  We


  Slow down, urged Eliza, as the rest of them listened in silence. Who else is there?


  Just Lucy. Mitch and Erich, they . . . they just . . .


  Dan paused, and for a moment they listened to the sound of his amplified breathing, sounding loud and urgent and close within the confines of their helmets.


  What happened to them? asked Eliza.


  We were up on Level 214. Its filled with these deep pits, dozens of them. They were down taking a look inside one, while Lucy and me stayed up above. Then it started to fill up
  with some kind of liquid.


  And they didnt get out again in time?


  For a moment, it sounded like Dan was trying to suppress a sob. Not exactly . . . no. Ill send a video squirt over, maybe its best if you just see what happened for
  yourselves. And . . . get here soon, okay? The tokamaks packed up all of a sudden, and its pitch black in here.


  Jeff found himself watching Eliza as they listened. She had turned away, to look back towards Vault Four, but from where he stood he could still see her face through her visor, and her lips were
  pressed together in a thin and bloodless line. She clearly didnt want to have to go into Vault Four, but none of them did, not really, not when there was a chance that whatever had happened
  to the others might happen to them too. But Jeff knew that didnt matter. He knew, deep in his gut, that they had to make the attempt, regardless.


  Well be there soon, Eliza finally replied, glancing towards Farads cart filled with its precious treasures. Theres no way you can find your way back out
  to us?


  No. Its too dark to avoid the chance of getting lost, and this part of the vault hasnt been secured yet. We can see some way with our suit lights, but not far enough to be
  sure exactly where we are. Dont want to wind up like Rodriguez, right?


  No, thought Jeff with a shiver, nobody wanted to end up like Rodriguez.


  Dans voice faded for a moment, and then came back. Jeff glanced down and saw the mans life-support icon flicker in that same moment.


  Lucy, continued Eliza, how about you? Can you hear me?


  Yeah. Lucys voice sounded tense with pain. Im good.


  You dont sound it.


  Hurt my leg, she replied. Had a bad fall.


  Hang on and well be there soon enough. But send that video squirt over so we can get some idea what were dealing with first.


  They watched the A/V from Dans suit in silence, projected on to the curved surface of each of their visors.


  Standard operating procedure specified that, even once a chamber had been declared safe by the reconnaissance probes, and pressurized prior to a thorough eyeball examination by the artefact
  recovery teams, pressure suits must be kept on until a team leader was certain there was no danger of contamination or some other, less predictable risk. Mitchell Stones team had been tasked
  with just such an assessment.


  The A/V showed two suited figures, as seen from Dans point of view, kneeling at the bottom of a pit that looked about five metres deep, with a series of wide steps cut into the sides. The
  two mens helmets almost touched as one pointed at hundreds of indentations drilled into the lower steps, and arranged in stylized, looping patterns. One turned to glance towards Dan, and
  Jeff saw Mitchell Stones face behind the visor.


  The video blurred as Dan looked up suddenly at the shallow, copper-coloured dome of the chambers ceiling high overhead. Jeff noticed a fourth suited figure waiting up above, and
  Lucys face was visible through the visor: small and imp-like, loose wisps of her blonde hair pressing against the clear polycarbonate.


  As Dan clambered up the wide steps, Jeff saw that half a dozen carbon arc lights had been mounted on tripods close to the chamber entrance. They cast incandescent light across dozens of pits,
  each one only narrowly separated from the next.


  Dan then turned to look back down at the suited figures of Mitchell Stone and Erich Vogel, still crouching at the bottom of the pit. Without any warning, a viscous, oil-like substance began to
  gush out of the indentations, flooding the pit with astonishing speed. Jeff heard Lucy yell a strangled warning, and Stone and Vogel both jerked upright as if theyd been scalded. The liquid
  was already covering the top of their boots.


  It was Rodriguez, all over again.


  From the subsequent sudden blurring of the video, it was obvious that Dan had descended into the pit once more, in order to try and reach the two men. Stone and Vogel were already making their
  way towards the steps but, even as Jeff watched, he saw their movements become slower, as if the oil were congealing around them. By now it was up to their knees.


  The oil appeared to defy gravity, racing up the sides of their suits and soon swallowing them both up in a black tide. Stone was the first to collapse, followed by Vogel a moment later. Jeff
  watched in mounting horror as their suits began to disintegrate, the metal and plastic dissolving and falling away from their bodies with astonishing speed. Jeff had one last glimpse of
  Stones eyes rolling up into the back of his head, before they were both swallowed up by the still-rising tide.


  The oil had behaved purposefully, like something alive, which made Jeff think of childhood monsters, of yawning black shadows filled with imaginary horrors. Tears pricked his eyes but he
  couldnt bring himself to stop watching.


  The video jerked once more as Dan hurried back up and out of the pit, with understandable haste. Jeff saw Lucy step back, her face aghast, then, with a terrified cry, stumble backwards over the
  lip of an adjacent pit.


  Dan said Oh shit very softly, and Jeff watched with numb despair as he hurled himself down the steps of the neighbouring pit.


  It was clear from the way one of Lucys legs was bent under her, as she lay on the floor of the second pit, that she was badly hurt. Dan grabbed her up in a firemans lift and
  rapidly made his way back to safety. And, even though Jeff could see nothing but the chamber ceiling through Dans A/V, he felt an appalling certainty the second pit was already filling with
  the same deadly black oil.


  And then, just as Dan reached the top, the lights went out.


  They followed the rampart to where it merged into a tunnel leading deep inside Vault One. They moved on past branching corridors and ramps to either side, each leading up or
  down to other levels and chambers. The beams projected from their suits flashed reflections off hastily epoxied signs printed with luminescent inks, which were mounted near junctions that had not
  yet been fully explored. All carried explicit warnings never to leave the already lit paths.


  Catching sight of these warnings, Jeff found himself thinking once more about Rodriguez.


  David Rodriguez had been an engineer recruited to the ASIs retrieval-and-research branch several years before to help run the remote reconnaissance probes, but instead had quickly become
  the stuff of legend for all the wrong reasons. He was the one recruits got told about during their training and orientation, as an example of how not to conduct oneself when exploring the
  Founder Network.


  He had been part of a standard reconnaissance into a then unexplored level of Vault Two, and had ignored the warnings about sticking to the approved paths. Instead, he had wandered into a side
  chamber, trying to find a probe that had failed to report back.


  He had found the probe and, some hours later, his team-mates found him.


  Time, it turned out, worked differently in the side chambers of that particular level. It became slower, the farther inside them you got. Rodriguez had discovered this when he stepped up next to
  the probe, probably thinking it had simply broken down.


  He was still there, to this day: right foot raised and looking towards the far wall, his face turned away from the chamber entrance as he headed forward, still clearly oblivious to his fate.
  That alone was what really sent the shivers down peoples spines; the fact that no one could see his face got their imaginations working overtime.


  Rodriguezs team-mates, when they finally found him, had been a lot more cautious. One had thrown a spanner just to one side of Rodriguezs frozen figure, from the safety of the
  chamber entrance. It still hung there now, motionless, caught in the course of its long trajectory through the air, on its way to eventually landing in some future century. The reconnaissance probe
   a wheeled platform mounted with cameras and a range of sensitive instrumentation  stood equally immobile nearby.


  David Rodriguez, as new recruits to the most secretive department of the UWs retrieval and assessment bureau were told, had been a fucking idiot. The vaults were filled with unpredictable
  dangers, which was why they had to stick to the paths already pioneered by the probes. You wandered away from them at your own risk.


  The current popular theory was that these slow-time chambers were stasis devices designed for long-term storage. Time-lapse cameras had been set up at the entrance, to try to estimate how long
  it would take Rodriguez to set his right foot down, turn around and walk back out of the chamber. The best estimates suggested anything up to a thousand years.


  Sometimes Jeff woke from nightmares of Rodriguez still standing there, his face turned away, as the years turned into centuries. Sometimes he was Rodriguez, waking to find himself lost in
  the darkness of some future age, all alone on the wrong side of a wormhole gate that bored its way through time and space very nearly to the end of everything  a hundred trillion years into
  a future where most stars had turned to ashes, and the skies were filled with the corpses of galaxies.


  They re-emerged from Vault One and followed the North Rampart until they reached Vault Four, half an hour after receiving Dans distress call.


  Beyond the vaults lay nothing but the blasted, airless landscape of a world that had been dead for immeasurable eons. The planet on which the vaults stood orbited a black dwarf: the shrunken,
  frozen remnant of a once bright and burning star whose furious death had long since stripped away any vestiges of atmosphere.


  Dan, who was an expert in such things, had once told Jeff the vaults themselves were tens of billions of years old, meaning they had stood for longer than the entire lifespan of the universe as
  it had been measured back in their own time. They were constructed, too, from a material that resisted all attempts at analysis. Despite a near-eternity of bombardment by micrometeorites and other
  debris drawn into the planets gravity well, the exterior of the vaults appeared as smooth and pristine as if their construction had just been finished.


  Jeff glanced up at the towering slope of Vault Four, at the moment before they passed into its interior. He could hear Eliza talking to Dan and Lucy over the general comms circuit, trying to
  keep them calm, assuring them that help was almost at hand. He found himself wondering what theyd have to say once they discovered Eliza had been all for abandoning them.


  Farad came abreast of him and tapped the side of his helmet: a request for a private link. At least Eliza had let him leave his cart of goodies back at Vault One, rather than wheel them all this
  distance.


  I have come to believe, Farad told him, his eyes wide and fervent, that God must have abandoned the universe long before this time-period.


  Jeff regarded him in silence, but with a sinking feeling.


  Do you know what occurred to me when we heard about Stone and Vogel? Farad continued, an edge of desperation in his voice. I could not help but wonder what, in the absence
  of God, happens to their souls.


  This wasnt a conversation Jeff wanted to be having right now. His feet ached, and the interior of his suit stank from the long hours hed spent inside it. Stress knotted his muscles
  into thick ropes of fatigue.


  Their souls?


  This far beyond our own time, the universe is dark; no new stars are being created. Most of the galactic clusters have retreated so far from each other that they are no longer visible to
  one another, and most of the galaxies themselves have been swallowed up by the black holes at their centre


  I know all this, Farad. They covered it in the orientations.


  Yes but, if God is no longer here, what happens if you die here? he demanded, his voice full of anguish. Where do you go? There is only one conclusion.


  Farad


  Hell is, by its very nature, the absence of God, is it not? the other man persisted.


  Jeff stopped and put one hand on Farads shoulder, finally bringing him to a halt. Farad stared back at him, his nostrils faring.


  Listen, you need to calm down a little, okay? Jeff told him. Youre letting your imagination run away with you.


  Jeff glanced to one side. Eliza and Lou had moved ahead, apparently unaware that the pair had stopped. Up ahead lay a wide atrium, containing electric carts they could use for zipping about the
  designated safe parts of the vaults.


  Farad was a large, bluff man with a thick dark moustache, and he sometimes compared his attempts at picking apart the self-adjusting routines controlling the Vaults to a pygmy poking at
  electronic circuitry with a spear. He was intelligent and sharp, an excellent poker player  as some back at the Tau Ceti station had discovered to their cost  and also in possession
  of a keen sense of humour. But something about the black, unforgiving void that hung over the vaults, like a funeral shroud, could get to even the best of people.


  It seemed to Jeff that the more intelligent people were, the harder it was for them to deal with witnessing a darkened universe far advanced in its long, slow senescence. Self-declared atheists
  began sporting prayer beads, while the moderately religious either discovered a new fervour for their faith or, more frequently, abandoned it altogether.


  Farad refocused on him after a moment, and Jeff could see that his face was slick and damp behind the visor.


  Im sorry, said Farad after a moment. Sometimes . . .


  I know, Jeff replied, with as much sympathy as he could muster. But well be home in a few days. Remember, weve got a plan.


  Yes. Farad nodded, his upper lip moist. A plan. Of course.


  You just need to hold it together for a little while longer. Okay?


  Yes, Farad said again, and Jeff could sense he was a little calmer. Youre right. Im sorry.


  Jeff gave him his best winning smile. You already said that. He nodded, indicating somewhere further up the corridor. I think wed better catch up.


  Eliza had glanced back once, but chose to say nothing as the two of them caught up.


  They pulled a spare tokamak fusion unit from a pre-fab warehouse established in Vault Fours primary atrium and loaded it on to the rear of an electric cart, before letting it zip them up
  a steep incline that switched back and forth the higher they rose. When they reached Level 214, they found the passageways and chambers shrouded in darkness, so had to rely on their suit lights
  while they swapped the new fusion unit for the failed one. There was no telling why it had shut down, but inexplicable power-outs were far from unusual.


  The lights strung along the ceiling flickered back into life, revealing closely cramped walls on either side. An airlock seal had been placed across the passageway, and they stepped through it
  one by one, emerging into the pressurized area beyond.


  Jeff wanted nothing more than to crack open his helmet and breathe air that didnt taste like his own armpits, but Eliza would have none of it. He understood the reasons for her
  justifiable caution, but still felt resentful.


  When they entered the chamber that Stones team had been studying, they found Dan had now managed to drag Lucy on to a narrow strip of ground located between four
  adjacent pits. The pit that had swallowed up Stone and Vogel was now full to the brim with black oil, its calm stillness looking to Jeff like a black mirror laid flat on the ground. It seemed
  strange that none of the reconnaissance probes first sent into this chamber had triggered a similar reaction.


  The furthest walls of the chamber faded into darkness beyond the pools of light cast by the carbon arc lights. There were hundreds more of the pits, Jeff could see, stretching far out of sight.
  He watched from the chamber entrance as Eliza guided a limping Lucy back to safety, Dan following close behind. They had to shuffle along sideways, one at a time, wherever the edges of the pits
  came closest together.


  He found himself wondering what purpose these pits might have served for the vaults architects. A garbage-disposal system, perhaps, the black oil being some universal solvent for breaking
  down unwanted items? Or perhaps they represented something more inexplicable, a puzzle that could never be solved  like so many of the artefacts that had already been recovered and brought
  back to their own time . . .


  Something suddenly moved just beyond the illuminated part of the chamber, snapping him out of his reverie. Jeff stared hard into the shadows, then stepped forward. Lou and Farad were too busy
  arguing to have noticed anything, as they discussed how to recover a sample of the black oil, should it prove equally adept at dissolving any type of container they might attempt to collect some
  in.


  Did you see that? asked Jeff urgently, turning back to look at the two men.


  See what? asked Eliza over the comms, audibly puffing with exertion.


  Jeff stared into the shadows once more. Im not sure. Maybe its . . .


  Maybe its nothing, he thought. The vaults lent themselves effortlessly to the imagination, after all.


  But he saw it again; a slight movement almost on the edge of his perception. Lou must have seen it, too, for he stepped up next to Jeff, unclipping a torch from his belt and shining its powerful
  beam across the chamber.


  The torch revealed Mitchell Stone, naked and shivering, kneeling between two empty pits and blinking up into the light.


  Its not possible, thought Jeff, in the shocked silence that followed. But a moments reflection suggested otherwise. After all, the lights had failed almost immediately, so
  Stone might have managed to crawl out of the oil-filled pit, unseen by either Lucy or Dan, and then got lost. But why hadnt he called out for help?


  Jesus! he heard Eliza exclaim, followed by a muttered prayer from Farad.


  Stone raised one hand towards them, and then slumped forward soundlessly.


  Without thinking, Jeff stepped forward and began to navigate his way towards him.


  


  TWO


  Kepler Colony, Sphere Administrated Development Zone, 15 January 2235


  A few hours after emerging from the CopernicusKepler gate, moving lightly in the .85 gravity, Saul Dumont stepped out from the lobby of the Heping Plaza Hotel and soon
  found himself in the heart of one of New Kaiohsungs busy night markets. He navigated his way through dense crowds of shoppers, the air thick with the smell of barbecuing meat and cho dou
  fu. Their breath frosted where it emerged from ten thousand throats, while the street vendors were stained with orange light wherever they clustered under the tall municipal heating units
  rising above their heads.


  Saul tilted his head back to catch a glimpse of Keplers moon, its fractured outline floating cool and serene far above clustered high-rises and jerkily kinetic video advertisements. He
  brought his gaze back down, ignoring the occasional stares of passers-by, most of whom were immigrants from China, Korea and other Pan-Asian Congress nations. Sauls clothes and ebony skin,
  by contrast, screamed Western Coalition.


  It wasnt long before he found his way to a quiet alleyway where he spotted Jacob Maks sitting in the window of a shui-jiao dian, forking steamed dumplings into his mouth with a
  pair of chopsticks. A TriView screen, bolted at an angle between the ceiling and rear wall of the eatery, ran news items piped through the local Array from back home.


  Jacob looked up, in the middle of chewing a mouthful of peppered meat and cabbage, and started when he saw Saul enter. The new arrival pulled down the hood of his parka, and placed his briefcase
  on the floor next to Jacobs table.


  Jacob gestured with his chopsticks to the empty seat across from him, the motion quick and birdlike. You want something? Ill buy.


  First, Saul replied, his tone even and careful, tell me why we arent meeting at the hotel like we were supposed to, Jacob, or I might not be able to resist the
  urge to break both of your arms.


  Jacobs hands never remained still, constantly twirling the chopsticks between his fingers or fiddling with the edge of his paper plate. I can always tell when youre pissed
  at me, Saul, he replied, with a nervous twitch of the mouth.


  Saul took the seat opposite, slow and easy as always. Jacob watched him cautiously, as if trying to assess whether he might follow through on his threat.


  You left me sitting there waiting in the lobby of the Heping for over an hour before you got in contact, Saul persisted. I had no idea what was going on. Youre
  supposed to keep me informed of any last-minute changes, so what the hell happened?


  Jacob cleared his throat. Look, he said, putting the chopsticks down, this was a very last-minute change of plan. I couldnt call you without compromising
  myself. But, now youre here, you should know that we arent meeting Hsiu-Chuan at the warehouse any more.


  No? Saul cocked his head, the movement typically slow and deliberate. Why not?


  Apparently his security people didnt think it was secure enough, so they picked another location. Not a damn thing I could do about it. Were just lucky he didnt pull
  out altogether. He leaned to one side and looked down at Sauls briefcase. Is that the bait?


  Saul nodded fractionally. What about Hsingyun? Do you trust him?


  Jacob had the courtesy to look offended. Of course I dont, but hes a street soldier looking for a fast promotion, and hes got too much to gain from helping us to want
  to screw us over. And remember, hes still the only real link we have connecting Hsiu-Chuan with the Tian Di Hui. The Tian Di Hui, of which Hsingyun was a member, were a loose network
  of separatist groups that railed against the Western Coalitions monopoly on the wormhole gates.


  A pretty tenuous link at that, dont you think? One seven-second segment of footage showing Hsingyun and Hsiu-Chuan talking together, and thats it.


  Jacob smiled. Still more than enough to merit us being here, right?


  I guess, Saul sighed, leaning back. It looks like most of what hes been telling you checks out anyway.


  Who did you talk to? Narendra?


  Saul nodded. I got back from Sophia just this morning. Narendra put out some feelers and, from what hes heard, the Tian Di Hui are moving on something. Could be big. He
  shrugged. Hard to say just what. But according to Narendra, Hsiu-Chuan is involved, whatever it is.


  Jacob shook his head and chuckled. And you just asked me if I trust Hsingyun? I could ask you the same about Narendra.


  And Id give you the same answer.


  Jacob sighed and sat back. All right, touch. Look, as far as Hsingyun goes, as long as I pour enough booze down his throat, hes been happy to tell me pretty much
  anything I want to know. Which, if youll remember, is how I managed to set this all up in the first place.


  How worried should we be about the last-minute change of venue?


  Jacob shrugged. My gut tells me theyre just being cautious. It took a lot to get someone like Hsiu-Chuan to even entertain the idea of doing business with a couple of
  strangers. He drummed his fingers on the table top and gestured at the unfinished plate of dumplings, a plastic bowl full of chopsticks next to it. Eat something, he said.
  Its going to be a long night.


  Saul shook his head. Not hungry.


  Jacob sighed. Try not to look so worried.


  We really need, warned Saul, to not screw this up.


  Yes, I know that, Jacob snapped, failing to hide his irritation.


  Saul nodded, far from mollified. There had been talk about pulling Jacob out of the investigation once it seemed to be going nowhere. Then all of a sudden, like a magician pulling a rabbit out
  of a hat, hed come up with Hsingyun: someone who could finally get them close to Hsiu-Chuan.


  The details, long since memorized, span through Sauls mind like an endless loop. Shih Hsiu-Chuan was a rising star in the Pan-Asian Congress of Pacific Sphere States, popular for his
  aggressive stance in favour of full independence for the colonies administrated by the Sphere Congress and also the establishment of their own, dedicated network of wormhole gates. There had never
  been any solid evidence of a direct link between member-nations of the Sphere and the Tian Di Hui  nothing good enough to stand up in the international courts, at any rate  but
  showing that Hsiu-Chuan had been present at a Tian Di Hui-moderated meeting could change the whole distribution of influence between the power blocs for ever.


  I want to make sure weve got everything straight, Saul said, as Jacob finished his meal and pushed his plate to one side. As far as Hsingyun or
  anyone else is concerned, Im


  Donald Lassen, Jacob interrupted, wiping his mouth with a tissue. Youre an Earth-side broker for a private financial concern with a hefty reputation in the Western
  Coalitions underground economy. Your employers moved into the lucrative realm of biotech fencing after the global financial situation took a turn for the worse a few years back. Youre
  ambitious, and youre willing to trade an illegally cloned black-box arbitration device, with a solid-gold record in market speculation, in return for becoming the Tian Di Huis newest
  bulk distributor of illicit off-world materials. Have I got it all?


  Saul nodded.


  And, of course, Jacob continued, Im Victor Cowles, a smalltime operator who runs an import-export company based in Southeast Asia, as a cover for his real business,
  and who has formed a partnership with Mr Lassen, whom he regards as his ticket to the big time.


  Sounds about right, but no more surprises, Jacob, understand? If theres anything else I need to know, nows the time. Starting with, where the fuck is the meeting
  taking place?


  At sea, Jacob replied, standing up. Offshore.


  Saul stared at him. Youre shitting me.


  Jacob shrugged. Official Sphere jurisdiction stops thirty kilometres off the coast. Beyond that, its effectively lawless.


  So were heading to one of the islands? Saul asked, standing as well.


  Not exactly. Jacob pursed his lips in thought for a moment. Well, more like an iceberg, really.


  The meeting is on an ice-pharm?


  A big one, Jacob nodded, with a whole town carved into it.


  They found Lee Hsingyun in a dive bar near the docks, where the stars were far more easily visible than they were in the middle of New Kaiohsung. Saul had read through the
  names of some of the local constellations in a magazine article back at the hotel, but found he couldnt recall a single one. Nonetheless, one of those far away speckles of light, hanging
  over the snow-sprinkled concrete like frozen diamonds, was Sol, all of fifty-five light-years distant.


  Hsingyun was small and wiry, with fashionably streaked hair and calculating eyes, and something about his manner made Saul take an instant dislike to him. Hsingyun and Jacob clasped hands like
  old friends as soon as they arrived there, but Saul still couldnt shake the feeling of unease that had been plaguing him since hed first realized Jacob wasnt going to show up
  at the hotel.


  Hsingyun led them to a private booth at the rear of the bar. From where Saul now sat, he could see another TriView running what might be the same news feed. The sound was inaudible in the noisy
  bar, but the closed captions running underneath, in both Mandarin and English, followed a story about Galileo. A series of rapidly cut shots, taken more than a decade before, showed separatist
  graffiti decorating various Galilean settlements, followed by footage of attacks on the ASI forces that had been sent in to quell the unrest.


  The captions gave a voice to the images: Nearly a decade after separatist groups affiliated with the Tian Di Hui claimed responsibility for the destruction of Galileos CTC gate,
  Sphere representatives are meeting with leading Coalition member nations in advance of the links re-establishment.


  The scene changed to the UN building in Strasbourg. More than half the men and women mingling on a platform before an audience of journalists were from Pan-Asian Sphere nations, and of those the
  majority were probably representatives of the Chinese Confederacy. The rest came from affiliated nations like Malaysia and Indonesia, along with a smattering of black and brown faces drawn from
  Africa and the Indian subcontinent.


  The commentary switched to cover an interview with a protester whose skin was even darker than Sauls. All we ask is for the same right to choose our destiny as enjoyed by citizens
  of the Western Coalition states, and that means full access to the wormhole technology. We should be able to set up our own network of wormhole gates, so that the colonies can link to one another
  directly, instead of forcing people to pass through the Lunar Array every single time they want to move from colony to colony.


  The Coalition States all say the Lunar Array is the only adequate means of providing support and protection to the colonies, replied an unseen interviewer.


  The protester shook his head. Thats a lie, he said angrily. This way, they control access to the colonies, and make them dependent on the Coalition. Everyone knows
  that what happened to Galileo happened because they tried to push for independence.


  But separatist groups are believed to have been responsible for the collapse of the Galileo wormhole, suggested the interviewer.


  This time the protester laughed out loud. Well, I think it was a cover-up. The ASI did that deliberately, to stop the revolution spreading to the other colonies.


  Saul?


  He dropped his gaze back down, to meet Jacobs. What?


  Ignore that bullshit. Jacobs hands tap-tapped on the edge of the table before him. Did you hear what Lee was just telling us about? He gave Saul a meaningful
  look: play along. His new gun fires ice bullets.


  Saul shook his head. Its pykrete, not ice. He had to shout it over the pounding music filling the otherwise empty bar.


  What the hell is pykrete? demanded Jacob.


  Saul looked at him with an expression of infinite patience. Ice water mixed with cellulose fibre, he replied. The same stuff the ice-pharms are made from.


  Jacob looked surprised. Its just ice, isnt it?


  Nope. Lee shook his head. Pykretes hard as steel, makes the pharms extremely resistant to a direct assault. Now, the guns have cooled chambers that


  Just then a waitress deposited a tall green bottle and three glasses on the table between them. Hsingyun quickly poured them each a shot.


  A celebration, he said, pushing a glass each in front of Saul and Jacob. Tonight we sleep as rich men.


  Saul recognized the brand as one containing a variety of powerful synthetic psycho-actives native to Kepler. He caught Jacobs eye and nodded at him to come closer.


  Jacob leaned over the table towards him and, for once, Saul was glad of the pounding music. Why are we drinking this shit? he demanded.


  Its not that strong, Jacob yelled in his ear. Read the label; its a mild derivative at best. Youll get a bigger hit from the alcohol, I
  swear.


  Mr Lassen, Hsingyun raised his glass towards Saul with a smile that sent shivers down his back, if you will.


  Saul picked up his glass, unable to resist a certain fascination at the way the sudden movement made the gene-engineered bioluminescent bacteria within the liquid glow more brightly. He knew the
  consequences if he failed to drink it.


  He shot a quick, angry look at Jacob, when he was sure Hsingyun wouldnt notice, and swallowed the contents in one go.


  So this ice-pharm were going to, Saul asked a little while later, what does it research?


  They collect samples of sea-life, mostly microbial, said Hsingyun. As Im sure youre aware, he tapped the rim of his glass with a fingernail, the
  rewards for finding commercially exploitable gene-sequences are enormous.


  And how many of the pharms are doing actual legitimate research, as opposed to just synthesizing illicit drugs? asked Saul.


  Hsingyun smiled enigmatically. We all need to make a profit to survive, Mr Lassen, whatever rules the Coalition may impose on us.


  Playing his part, Saul patted the briefcase next to his knee and grinned. Couldnt agree more.


  Hsingyun nodded. Money is the only thing that matters, whatever world youre on. If you dont know that, youre just one of the sheep. Which reminds me.


  He dipped one hand into a pocket.


  Saul tensed, but Hsingyun withdrew only a slim roll of pale yellow paper, pulling it open to reveal several tiny powder-blue balls individually wrapped in cellophane, each one stamped with a
  minuscule portrait of a wolf howling under a full moon. Hsingyun next reached into another pocket and withdrew an inhaler-like device, loading three of the balls of loup-garou into its chamber.


  Saul felt as if a yawning chasm had opened up inside his gut.


  A little confidence boost always helps, yes? Hsingyun enquired, glancing between his two companions.


  Saul watched dry-mouthed as Jacob took the first hit. The stuff was favoured by street gangs back home, and by Mexical hijacking crews in particular. There were stories that it had achieved
  near-religious significance amongst the death squads roaming the Russian wastelands. Loup-garou wildly boosted aggressiveness, while reducing the controlling influence of the super ego. It
  didnt exactly make you grow fur or sprout fangs, but the feeling it gave you was close enough.


  Jacobs head jerked back as he fired the sweet-smelling smoke down his throat, then laughed as the drug punched its way through the soft tissues of his lungs and into his bloodstream. A
  thin wisp of smoke curled out of one nostril.


  Hsingyun was next, inhaling sharply. Saul knew that, when his own turn came, he had a perfectly good excuse for not indulging. He could tell Hsingyun he wanted to keep his head clear,
  particularly if they were expecting to engage in serious business. But, as Jacobs new friend passed him the inhaler, Saul found that all he could really think about was just how good it had
  felt the last time hed taken a hit, and wasnt it a damn shame hed left it for so long.


  He pressed the inhaler against his lips and clicked the igniter button. The acrid smell of burning plastic filled his nostrils, and a moment later smoke tasting faintly of peppermint and ash
  plunged its way through his lungs.


  Saul breathed in deeply. Already he felt sharper, more alert, more in control. His tongue and the back of his throat tingled as he passed the inhaler back over, feeling now like he could handle
  anything the night could throw at him. He watched with detached amusement as Jacob tipped his head back and howled at the ceiling. Hsingyun laughed in response.


  An indeterminate number of drinks later, they stumbled out of the bar and into a taxi that sported an actual human driver. Ten minutes later they found themselves standing on
  the edge of a bleak-looking airstrip running parallel to a long stretch of shore. A single unmanned drone-copter waited for them on the flat concrete, its blades already slowly rotating in
  anticipation of their arrival.


  While Hsingyun and Jacob argued over who got to pay for their flight, Saul stepped over to the edge of the airstrip nearest the ocean and stared out at the slate-grey sea. His wife and daughter
  came, unbidden, to mind as a frozen wind pulled at the hood of his heavy parka, and he found himself remembering Deanna and Gwen the way theyd been before theyd left for Galileo,
  almost a decade before. A feeling of bottomless despair fought its way past the haze of alcohol and narcotics, and gripped his heart in a vice.


  A lot could happen in ten years, and Galileo had been caught up in the middle of an uprising when the wormhole gate had collapsed. A starship carrying a new wormhole link was now only months
  away from achieving orbit around Galileo, but instead of feeling elated, all Saul felt was a numb apprehension. He hoped and prayed they were still alive, but beneath that lay the guilt. If it
  hadnt been for him, Deanna would never have taken up that administrative post on Galileo, and never taken their daughter there with her.


  He sighted several dark shapes moving against the tide, sinuous, writhing things swimming in parallel. But by the time Jacob yelled over to him to hurry the fuck up and get on board, the
  black-skinned creatures had slipped back beneath the waves.


  The three of them fell into silence once they climbed inside the aircrafts cramped fuselage. The pitch of its blades rose to a whine as it lifted into the air and headed out over the
  ocean, dipping occasionally to fight its way past a strong headwind.


  Hsingyun dug out his inhaler once more, and offered them another hit. Saul very nearly put his hand out to restrain Jacob as he pressed the device to his lips but, instead, waited until his own
  turn came, before accepting the device with gratitude.


  Were fucking this up, he thought, pressing the inhaler to his lips. The smoke tasted sweet and sharp in his lungs, and immediately he felt like hed grown taller and
  stronger.


  Barely twenty minutes after setting out, the copter began to drop lower once more. Saul leaned his head against the window, and found himself staring down at a flat
  white plain that appeared to extend to the horizon on all sides. For a moment he thought they must be back over land, until he caught sight of a line of black water foaming against the expanse of
  ice.


  He knew how big some of the pharms could get, but this had to be one of the largest. He could make out a few dozen pre-fab buildings clustered below, off-white domes and warehouses that nearly
  merged into the ice itself, distinguishable only by the corporate logos on their roofs and the faint shadows they cast under the moonlight.


  Once they had landed, they disembarked into a bitingly cold wind. There was no sense of motion, however, no way to tell that they were standing on a chunk of floating pykrete rather than on
  solid ground. Saul peered into the distance, but was unable to discern where the ice ended and the water began.


  Whats to stop the Sphere authorities or anyone else just landing here and storming the place? Saul yelled over the sound of the wind.


  You mean if we werent already paying them not to? Hsingyun yelled back, withdrawing a small antenna-like device and holding it out in the direction of the nearest dome.
  Well, since you ask, there are mines buried in the ice all around us. I can find the safe path through the minefield, so just follow behind me and stay close, unless you want to blow
  yourselves the fuck up.


  The pre-fab buildings proved to be much larger than they had appeared from the air. Many were several storeys in height, and he spotted a few automated vehicles traversing the narrow roads
  linking buildings and warehouses.


  Nobody here to greet us? Saul asked.


  Trust me, they know were here, Hsingyun replied, over his shoulder, before stepping forward cautiously. The antennae device he clutched in his gloved hand gave a beep, and
  he began to walk more quickly.


  As he and Jacob fell in behind him, Saul was not entirely unfamiliar with the technology Hsingyun was using. He knew they were, in fact, stepping directly on top of mines as they approached the
  dome. The mines communicated with each other by radio frequency, activating or deactivating according to pre-set patterns, meaning that the safe path through them could change as
  often as you programmed it to. You therefore needed something hooked into the same encrypted network in order to find your way through the minefield without getting killed.


  Saul caught Jacobs eye and flashed him a dark look. If this turned out to be a trap and they needed to get out, it was going to be almost impossible to negotiate the minefield without
  Hsingyuns device.


  We should have said the warehouse, or no deal, Saul wanted to yell.
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  Hsingyun paused and suddenly changed direction a couple of times as they moved towards the dome, stopping and walking off briefly to the side before moving forward again. Saul
  and Jacob took care to follow very closely in his footsteps.


  The snow crunched beneath Sauls boots, the cold quickly finding its way through the soles and numbing his toes. His testicles appeared intent on crawling back inside his body every time
  he saw a dark shape lodged in the ice directly underfoot, and he shuddered with relief when they finally passed through a door leading into the domes interior. The air inside felt so warm
  and thick by comparison that, for a moment, Saul almost couldnt breathe.


  A railing in the centre of the otherwise empty dome surrounded a spiral staircase leading down through a wide shaft cut into the ice. Saul took a firm grip on his briefcase and followed the
  other two downwards, the steel treads clanging noisily underfoot as they descended.


  The interior of the ice-pharm proved to be almost as enormous as the exterior. Saul saw room after room filled with industrial machinery, tended by workers wearing masks and protective gear. The
  air was filled with the constant thunder of production. To one side, thick sheets of semi-translucent plastic hung to the floor from ceiling-mounted railings, shielding the dim silhouettes of
  laboratory equipment. This, then, Saul guessed, was where the analysis and gene-splicing took place. Enormous vats, concealed behind a tangle of pipework, were used for the mass synthesis of the
  pharms products, prior to shipping to markets in the Sphere and Coalition territories back home.


  Not for the first time, Saul felt the weight of knowing just how staggeringly inadequate the ASI was in the face of such mass industry. This was just one single black pharm, but it was filled
  with more contraband than Array Security and Immigration might hope to seize in any single year. And there were hundreds of pharms just like it, spread out across Keplers vast oceans.


  Two heavily armed Tian Di Hui street soldiers, identifiable by their nondescript baggy street clothes  perfect for concealing weapons  were waiting for them at
  the bottom of the stairs.


  Your contact lenses, one of them said to Saul in Mandarin. Take them out.


  Saul glanced at Jacob. I wont be able to understand one damn word theyre saying if I dont have my contacts, he complained.


  Just do what they say, Jacob muttered under his breath, already pinching his own contacts out. Theyre obviously not taking any chances on us recording anything. I can
  translate for you if I have to; my Mandarins pretty good.


  Saul muttered under his breath, then tipped his head back and carefully pinched both of his own contacts out. Their embedded circuitry sparkled silver and gold as he placed them into a
  silver-plated case he kept for the purpose, tucking it into a pocket. Hsingyun did the same, then the second soldier swiped each of them in turn with a wand before finally patting them down.


  As Hsingyun addressed the two soldiers in rapid Mandarin, Saul listened to the up-and-down cadences of their dialogue, unable to understand a word without the benefit of auto-translation. He
  noticed that the walls were sprayed with some kind of insulating plastic presumably intended to keep the pykrete from melting. Indeed, the factory floor was swelteringly hot, and Saul was already
  starting to sweat by the time hed pulled his heavy parka off and clasped it under one arm.


  They want to see inside your briefcase as well, Jacob told him.


  One of the soldiers waved Saul towards a series of low trestle tables arranged next to a shoulder-high partition that stood to one side of the metal staircase. Saul kept his expression carefully
  blank as he placed the briefcase flat on a table and lifted the lid, spinning it around so the soldier could see it contained thick bundles of crisp new black-market currency. A small wooden box,
  painted matte black, sat on top of these bundles.


  The street soldier placed the box to one side and riffled through the notes, bundle by bundle, pushing his hands deep inside the case before pointing at the little box and barking something at
  Saul.


  He wants to see inside the box, explained Jacob.


  Saul nodded and opened it up to show the soldier the arbitration unit nestling within, on a bed of foam plastic. Tiny, silver and featureless, it might easily have been mistaken for a cigarette
  lighter. The soldier nodded, and Saul placed the box back inside his briefcase, snapping it shut.


  Apparently satisfied, the two street soldiers led the way. Hsingyun chatted with them as they proceeded, their words echoing throughout the stations interior.


  They didnt have far to go. One of the street soldiers opened a door to one side, and Hsingyun led them through. Saul found himself standing just inside a conference room
  such as one might find in any of New Kaiohsungs commercial skyscrapers, except that it had no windows. The walls were panelled with strips of accelerated-growth wood, probably grown in
  another of the ice-pharms.


  The two soldiers followed the three of them inside. The room was long and narrow, and had a table, surrounded by several chairs, standing immediately to the right and dominating the nearer half
  of the room. Further in, two men  one white, one Asian  sat on a couch facing a TriView screen in the far left-hand corner. Beer and wine bottles, in varying stages of emptiness, were
  piled on a small coffee table to one side of the couch. The room reeked of loup-garou and other substances.


  Saul glanced over at the TriView, and saw images of a man in a leather mask torturing a half-naked woman who was chained to a concrete post. She screamed and begged for mercy as her assailant
  grabbed her by the hair and yanked her head backwards, bringing a live power drill close to her throat. Even from across the room, Saul could see that her movements were a little too stiff to be
  real. He guessed she was a Japanese torture doll, one of the high-end models marketed to jaded business executives wherever they werent banned.


  A third man stood immediately to the right of the couch, watching the TriView with a look of weary indifference, his hands pushed into the pockets of a very expensive-looking suit: Shih
  Hsiu-Chuan himself.


  Saul felt a thrill of anticipation. Hsiu-Chuan glanced slowly in his direction, then back at the screen.


  Meanwhile, Sauls pulse rate began to build, riding on a tide of loup-garou as he followed Jacob and Hsingyun further into the room. The insouciant way in which Hsiu-Chuan held himself,
  together with that distant, mildly bored expression, suggested that their own presence here was a burden he only barely tolerated.


  Hey! said the white man, leaping up from the couch and stepping around behind it to face them. He wore a long woollen jacket over a stained shirt and overalls, a cloth cap pulled
  down over his ears. I see we have company.


  Hsingyun moved towards him and they exchanged a few words in Mandarin. This is Ben Tanner, Hsingyun explained, looking back towards Saul and Jacob. He runs this
  station.


  Tanners oriental TriView buddy now stood up and eyed Saul critically. Nobody told me he was a hei-gui-zi, he remarked in guttural English, also stepping away from the
  couch.


  Even though Saul spoke next to no Mandarin, he knew just enough to recognize the insult.


  Is that a problem? he asked mildly.


  No problem, said Tanner, waving an irritated hand at his companion. Judging by his accent he hailed from the East Coast Republic, maybe New York. He glanced at Sauls
  briefcase, still gripped tightly in one hand. And thats the goods?


  Saul nodded and stepped closer, shaking Tanners hand. Hsiu-Chuan gave every impression of ignoring them all, his attention apparently still fixed on the TriView, but Saul wasnt
  fooled.


  Tanner snapped his fingers at the man whod been sitting with him on the couch. Kwan here would like to apologize for his racial slur, said Tanner, a broad grin on his face.
  If it makes you feel any better, he calls his dick worse names, when he can find it. Isnt that right, Kwan?


  Kwan just laughed, and nodded them towards the conference table, before addressing Saul in rapid-fire Mandarin and gesturing at his briefcase.


  I already opened it, said Saul.


  That was to check for weapons or surveillance devices, Tanner replied. This time is for business.


  Saul glanced towards Jacob, who favoured him with an encouraging nod. Feeling the rush of confidence from the loup-garou beginning to slip, he became acutely aware that the two street soldiers
  who had escorted them were now standing between him and the only exit.


  Saul nodded tightly and placed the briefcase on one end of the conference table, clicked it open and turned it around so all the others could see what was inside. He lifted out a couple of
  bundles of cash, as well as the box containing the arbitration unit. Kwan pushed him to one side, none too gently, and began expertly riffling the notes between his fingers, peering at them
  closely.


  Hsiu-Chuan finally stepped away from the TriView and picked up the box containing the arbitration unit. Nothing else, Saul knew, would have been sufficient to make him risk showing up here.


  This is a clone, correct? Hsiu-Chuan asked, finally acknowledging Sauls existence. His English was only lightly accented.


  Of one of the most successful predictive AIs currently operating in the Coalition share markets, yes, Saul agreed. It was . . . difficult to obtain.


  And you understand, Hsiu-Chuan continued, his manner still offhand, what will happen to you personally if its a fake or if it fails to live up to
  expectations?


  I do, Saul replied levelly.


  Hsiu-Chuan nodded, pocketing the unit, then snapped his fingers at Kwan. Kwan responded by tossing a single bundle of cash underhand to one of the two street soldiers. Without another word to
  Saul or anyone else, Hsiu-Chuan departed the room, followed by the same street soldier.


  Where have they gone? Saul demanded, turning to glare at Tanner.


  Just making sure everythings legitimate, Tanner replied with an easy shrug. Theyll run some tests, wont take more than a minute or two. Have a drink
  while we wait.


  Tanner stepped back over to the couch and fetched a half-bottle of whisky and four glasses. He placed the glasses on the conference table and poured a hefty measure into each. He then put the
  bottle down and withdrew a pykrete gun from inside his voluminous coat, placing it next to the bottle.


  What the fuck is that for? asked Saul, staring at the gun.


  That? Tanner pretended to be surprised by the question. That is in case your sample of money or your arbitration unit arent up to scratch. Tanner picked
  up his whisky, full to the brim, and drank it in one swallow, before slamming down the empty glass. I hope thats not a problem for you, he added, with a thin smile.


  Not at all, Saul muttered, picking up his own glass to try and hide his agitation. He noticed that neither Jacob nor Hsingyun had made any move yet towards their own drinks.


  There was just enough loup-garou still left circulating through Sauls bloodstream to ratchet up his fight-or-flight responses, but he felt his nerves settle a bit as the whisky slithered
  down his throat. It had a pleasant, slightly honeyed texture.


  Sometimes, said Tanner, refilling his own glass before raising it, as if in salute, I wonder how it ever got to the point where good honest criminals were forced to print
  their own money.


  At least its real money, muttered Hsingyun, finally picking up his glass and taking a sip. And not just numbers encoded on some fucking computers
  memory.


  Ah, Tanner nodded, thats why I came here, to Kepler.


  For black-market cash? asked Saul.


  That and freedom, too. Back there, he said, waving one hand towards the opposite wall, as if the entire planet Earth were lurking just on the other side of it, theres
  none. Back there its all invisible credit. But that, he gestured with his glass at Sauls briefcase, thats real, tangible. You can hold it in your hands. Walk
  around the street stalls back in the city, youll see that stuff getting used. People here trust it more than they ever did UP-linked credit.


  Saul nodded. The cash in the briefcase had been printed on black-market presses that had been impounded long ago by the ASI. They had been obliged to print their own or theyd never have
  been able to pay the network of informants they maintained throughout a dozen worlds. Tanner was right, of course: back on Earth and Luna, where the only legal currency had a purely virtual
  existence, you couldnt do anything without leaving a trail of information behind you. The underground economy had no choice but to develop its own secret banking and credit system, replete
  with its very own currency.


  Tanner paused, as if about to say something, then withdrew a slim device, placing it against his ear and nodding after a few moments. A telephone, Saul realized with a shock; the kind normally
  relegated to museums. Tanner really was serious, it seemed, about leaving the old world behind.


  Verdicts in, said Tanner, returning the device to his pocket. Your arbitration unit is good, and your money is real.


  Saul nodded, fingering the lid of his briefcase as if to close it again. Then we can get started on working out schedules and delivery dates. That means


  Not quite. Tanner nudged the gun closer to Saul. Pick it up, he said.


  Saul stood absolutely stock-still. He could see Hsingyun and Jacob to his left, around the other side of the table, while the remaining street soldier had moved to stand by the wall directly
  behind Tanner. Kwan stood to Sauls right, and nobody was paying any attention to the TriView.


  Why the hell should I? asked Saul.


  Tanner glanced over his shoulder at the street soldier, and said something to him in rapid Mandarin. The man stepped up behind Jacob, grabbing him by both arms just above the elbow, while Kwan
  crossed the room in a couple of steps, and pulled one arm right back before punching Jacob hard in the stomach.


  Jacob crumpled, wheezing. The street soldier and Kwan took a shoulder each and quickly manoeuvred him into one of the chairs by the table. Saul watched, rooted to the spot, as Kwan pulled
  plastic restraints from a pocket before expertly securing Jacobs hands and feet to the chair.


  Ben, Jacobs voice was cracking, I dont know why youre


  Shut up, snarled Tanner.


  Jacob tried to say something else, but Kwan punched him in the jaw before he could get it out. Jacobs head snapped back, and he fell silent, although Saul could see he was still just
  about conscious. A thin trickle of blood emerged from one corner of his mouth.


  The seconds seemed to trickle by at an infinitely slow pace. Hsingyun appeared unperturbed by the sudden violence. His eyes met Sauls, who realized in that moment that they had been
  compromised since long before he had even arrived on Kepler.


  A second weapon had appeared in Tanners hand, a Koch flechette pistol. He levelled it at Sauls chest, and waggled its barrel towards the table.


  Now pick up the gun, Mr Lassen, he said, using Sauls false identity.


  Saul took a deep breath and slowly laid one hand across the pykrete guns bulbous coolant chamber, without picking it up. He realized, with a sinking feeling, that the wooden panels on the
  far wall were rippling gently. That meant the psycho-actives were starting to kick in, and were clearly much more powerful than Jacob had claimed. Everything felt slightly unreal, as if at one
  remove.


  Why, he asked Tanner, are you doing this?


  You say your name is Lassen, Tanner replied, then nodded towards Jacob, but I have it on good authority that Mr Cowles here is in fact employed by the ASI. And if
  hes ASI, that means you probably are, too. In fact, everything we know about you comes through Cowles, or whatever his fucking name is. That means, if you want to prove yourself, by which I
  mean, show me youre legitimate and serious about doing business with the Tian Di Hui, and not just some undercover cocksucker, then youre going to have to walk the extra mile. Kill
  Cowles and Ill believe you really are who you say you are.


  If thats what you think, why not just kill me instead? asked Saul, struggling to keep his tone even. Why hand me a gun?


  The Tian Di Hui have rules when it comes to dealing with new clients, explained Tanner, the barrel of his Koch dipping until it pointed at Sauls crotch. Saul did his best to
  ignore the unpleasant tingling suddenly radiating through his loins. We like to know if theyre genuinely committed to a working relationship with us. Now  lets suppose
  my information isnt correct, and you really are who you say you are. Even if thats the case, the Tian Di Hui will only deal with one person at a time. That means either we deal
  with Cowles here, Tanner nodded over his shoulder towards Jacob, or we deal with you. He shook his head slowly. But not both.


  So you want me to kill him? said Saul. The gun felt solid and heavy beneath his fingers as it rested on the polished wood.


  If you dont, said Tanner, we very definitely will kill you.


  Saul stared down at the weapon with the fascination of a rabbit confronted by a hungry lion. Is it loaded?


  Tanner shrugged. One way to find out.


  Saul glanced back at Hsingyun, and wondered just how long he had known. It wasnt too hard to picture Jacob, stoned out of his mind while crammed into a bar much like the one theyd
  left barely more than half an hour before, letting slip some clue that he was something other than what he seemed. Maybe the answer really was that simple.


  Moving slowly, Saul picked up the pykrete gun, feeling the balanced weight of it in his hands. He then considered his options. Terror and fury waged a war inside his head and heart, while sparks
  of light like fireflies swam at the edges of his vision, leaving phosphorescent blue trails.


  Or maybe, he thought, the whole thing was really a kind of carefully staged test. The gun in his hand might, in fact, not be loaded at all. Maybe neither Tanner nor Hsingyun nor anyone else had
  any idea that he and Jacob were anything other than who they claimed to be. But the surest way to reveal they were ASI would be to refuse to play along.


  The knife-edge sharpness from the loup-garou reasserted itself, through the fug of alcohol and hallucinogens. He felt suddenly, supremely confident that everything was going to be just fine;
  Tanner would never have given him a loaded gun if he really believed he was a cop. Wasnt that how it always played out in the TriView dramas? The gun was never loaded. Never.


  Saul aimed the gun at Jacobs chest, deliberately fumbling with it to create the impression this was the first time hed ever held such a weapon.


  Jacob tried to struggle out of his chair, and Saul noticed a curious look on Tanners face. The street soldier moved to one side of Jacob, while keeping one meaty hand firmly clamped over
  his mouth.


  Its cool, Saul said to Jacob, the wood panelling on the walls writhing furiously, like wheat in an autumn gale. Theyre just testing us.


  Saul pulled the trigger. The gun made a loud popping sound and a lozenge-sized chunk of pykrete punched a hole through Jacobs chest. It sounded, thought Saul, not unlike a cork being
  pulled from a champagne bottle. Jacob jerked back with sufficient violence to tip his chair sideways on to the floor, dead before his cheek touched the carpet.


  The sound of the gunshot seemed to resonate through every cell in Sauls body, startling him into something more closely resembling sobriety.


  After a few moments prolonged silence, Tanner turned to Kwan with a delighted grin. Well, fuck me, you won that fair and square. He turned back to Saul. Im
  seriously fucking taken aback. I really, really didnt think you were going to do it.


  Why not? Saul managed to croak, his tongue suddenly thick and heavy. He stared down at Jacobs slumped form in horrified fascination, then noticed, as he brought his gaze
  back up, that Tanner had momentarily lowered his own weapon until it pointed at the floor.


  Because we already knew the both of you were fucking cops, Tanner replied, levelling his Koch at Saul once more.


  Saul reached down with his free hand and grabbed one corner of the open briefcase beside him, whipping it around and up with as much force as he could muster. The briefcase struck Tanner on the
  side of the head. He dodged back with a yell, arms raised in defence, nearly stumbling over Jacobs body as loose banknotes went scattering through the air.


  Already moving forward, Saul grabbed Tanner by the shoulder, pulling him close and twisting him around before the street soldier, who had been standing directly behind the pharm manager, could
  get a clear shot at him. He reached down and clasped his hand around Tanners fist, where it held the pykrete gun, aiming the weapon at the street soldier and squeezing. As if by magic, a
  line of fine red dots appeared across the soldiers neck and chest, and he dropped to his knees with a gurgling sound.


  Saul tore the flechette pistol from Tanners grasp, then ducked beneath the table before Kwan had a chance to fix him in his sights. He could hear the sound of chunks of compacted
  cellulose and ice water thudding into the wood a second later.


  Kwan dropped on to all fours, to try and take aim a second time. His head flowered red as Saul fired, the flechettes tearing into his vulnerable flesh. Kwan collapsed, his legs and arms
  twitching
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