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Chapter One

Tuesday

 


The whole world
mourned the Invictus. People everywhere paused at the news of her,
and those who believed in gods and miracles, prayed. She was an
American-built ramjet, carrying American colonists, but as the
first message from one of the ships Earth launched toward the stars
the past half century, it became not only international news, but
an international tragedy.

Four news
reports on the story quartered the big vid screen on the wall of
the Shawnee County Police Department’s Crimes Against Persons unit.
Since the screen’s mysterious appearance one night watch half a
dozen years ago it had become a familiar part of the background,
usually muted and ignored. Today, however, every eye in the
squadroom watched it, outgoing night watch and incoming day watch
alike, and someone had activated the sound of the KTNB quadrant.
The solemn voice of the anchor rolled across the silent room over
closed captioning and footage of a space platform with the
flattened-tube hull of a ramjet moored to it.

“Her name is
the Invictus, and in the eternal night of space that covers her,
she may be dying. No one aboard knows why. She is a modified Kyzer
Starmaster 800 ramjet, launched from the Glenn space platform in
2076, carrying the nine hundred members of the Laheli Colonial
Company. No one expected to hear from her until she sent her
tachyon courier capsule to tell Earth, several hundred years from
now, that she arrived at her destination, a planet two hundred
light years away. However, this morning, July seventeenth, the
capsule was recovered by the Vladikov platform at two fifty-three
Greenwich Time, with this voice-only message inside.”

Another voice
replaced the anchor’s . . . calm, but heavy with weariness. “This
is Jaes Laurent of the Laheli Company’s ramjet Invictus. Over the
past two weeks, ship’s time, we have experienced repeated
breakdowns and failures in the life support systems of our sleeper
sections. The onboard computer has been able to instruct us how to
make only temporary repairs. We have now lost four hundred of our
sleepers and face the probability of losing more. All crew members
are awake and working to repair failures as they occur, but we
don’t know how long we can continue to succeed. Certainly not long
enough to reach our destination world. We realize there’s no
possibility of you on Earth being able to help us. This message is
not a distress call. We just want someone to know what happened to
us, and perhaps bring a problem to attention that may save the
lives of future colonists.”

The anchor’s
voice resumed. “When contacted, representatives of Kyzer Aerospace
refused to speculate—”

Lieutenant Hari
Vradel, the burly unit commander, killed the sound. “Sorry to
interrupt, leos, but the time is now six-hundred-ten on what
promises to be another firecracker July day, and a few light years
closer to home, Topeka has murderers and other felons deserving our
attention as law enforcement officers. Night watch, go home. The
drug store stakeout teams, meet Detectives Carvera and Toshi by the
interview rooms. Everyone else hang and wait for me.”

Moving toward
Helen Carvera and Zak Toshi, Detective Janna Brill looked over the
group. In addition to the other CAPER pair and her partner Wim
Kiest, they had pairs made up of plain janes and uniforms in plain
clothes from the Gage and Highland divisions. Twelve teams total.
An expensive operation.

But then, this
pair of jons had not only ripped seven pharmacies in the past two
weeks, striking soon after opening, but carried a shooter. They
threatened the staff with what security images identified as a
German Luger from the early 1900s. Probably something in a family
firearm collection. Running a hand back over her buzz cut, Janna
grimaced at the thought of how many weapons remained out there from
previous centuries of warfare . . . not to mention ninety years of
this century. Her own father had a Russian AK-47 a several-greats
grandfather brought home from some conflict in Asia. But at least
it had no ammo. These deeks’ did, and had shot several security
cams to prove it. They needed to be wrapped before some litewit
tried to be a hero and ended up ventilated.

The thought
made her reach under her jacket — cool-woven summer weight to keep
her from baking while covering the weapon in her armpit — and
finger the front of her tank top for the reassuring feel of body
armor under it. Arachnid armor she personally paid top card for.
The spider silk and c-nanotube construction making it thin and
flexible as her tank, but touted by its manufacturer Cerberus as: “
. . . even better backup than your partner.” Considering the
temperature outside today, she hoped it also lived up to its claim
of wicking away excess body heat.

“Plaza 21,”
Carvera said. “Hey, Brill . . . that’s you and Bulldog again. Pay
attention.”

Janna
concentrated on the mall assignments again, but still caught the
murmur of a jane behind her. “If Brill is that long, tall blonde, I
could give her plenty of attention.”

Beside her, Wim
sighed.

Vradel, up by
Toshi, raised a heavy brow. “You’re thinking about the Invictus,
Kiest? Be optimistic. We haven’t had bad news from any other colony
ship.”

Belatedly,
Janna realized she should have offered Wim reassurance first,
because of course that recording hit a nerve. Had she said nothing
because subconsciously she hoped, even at this late date, Wim might
change his mind and forget the colonial idiocy?

The thought
brought a rush of shame and she slung an arm around his burly
shoulders, trying not to grimace at the shirt’s nubbly “pioneer
homespun” fabric . . . probably the worst fashion fad of the
century. “He’s right. I’m sure your ship will be fine.”

Carvera raised
her voice — “Moving on.” — and resumed team assignments.

When she
finished, Vradel said, “These deeks being armed, I don’t need to
remind you to stay keen, but department protocol requires me to
remind everyone that our DFS policy . . .”

Deadly Force
Standards . . . better known as Damn Fucking Stupid. Dreamed up and
imposed by civilians, of course . . . who had forgotten that thirty
years ago only a thin blue line of automatic rifles, shock
grenades, and urban tanks saved their precious property and even
more precious asses in the Sixties energy riots. Janna knew Vradel
shared all leos’ opinion of the DFS, but as a commanding officer,
could never say so openly.

“ . . .
requires the minimum force necessary for affecting an arrest . . .
consistent with officer and public safety, of course. So load your
weapons accordingly.”

Minimum force
necessary. Right. Be-Kind-To-Felons groups interpreted that as
strictly non-lethal ammunition . . . plastic bullets in one side of
their weapon’s Siamese magazine to encourage surrender through
pain, and Thors on the other, as a supposedly last resort. Free
flight taser needles whose nanobatteries delivered a debilitating
bolt of lightning. Last resort because non-lethal did not
necessarily mean so, and definitely not after-effect-free. If the
needle missed without discharging, it also had to be located before
it shocked some civilian attracted by the neon orange color . . .
particularly a kid, whose heart could be stopped by the charge.

But Vradel had
said the magic words: consistent with officer and public safety. So
while half the magazine in her Starke, and the spare one tucked in
a pocket of her cargo pants, held Thors, she paired them with
Winchester’s Stop the Fucker segmented slugs.

“Bovies ready?”
Vradel asked.

Always.
Twenty-four hands rose, including Carvera and Toshi’s, each holding
the visors fitted with their body video and com link . . . narrow
lenses merging into the flat, tech-loaded black temple pieces.

“Good. Any
questions? No? Good,” he said without leaving time for any.
“Sail.”

Outside the
squadroom, rather than head for the elevators or escalators with
other stakeout teams, she and Wim turned the other direction, down
the corridor skirting the Capitol Division station’s atrium to the
midway bridge. Most of the day the generous walkways and their
connecting stair arcs on the upper nine floors — each angled not to
block the skylight for the bridge below — invited officers and
techs to mingle in the flood of light. The resulting informal
exchanges of information being the justification for sacrificing so
much potential floor space to otherwise decorative architecture.
But at this hour the bridges and stairs, mostly empty, offered a
quicker route than the elevators stopping on every floor or the
measured speed of the escalators.

From the stairs
Janna spotted clerks, techs, and detectives in other units through
the transparent safety mesh enclosing the corridors and on the
escalators at the far ends. Also a few early-bird civilians with a
guide cuff directing each to their destinations and ready to squeal
in alarm at any inadvertent or deliberate deviation from the
route.

Down in the
courtyard, she and Wim moved to the rear escalators to reach the
garage level, and at the bottom found themselves surrounded by
members of the alpha patrol coming off night watch. Leos in
short-sleeved blue-grey shirts and pants, visors riding the bill of
their ballistic caps, duty belts on their hips carrying a full size
Starke, extra magazines, flashlight, hand-shaped Instagluv pouch,
extendable baton, and field CSI/fingerprint reader/analysis
sniffer. Most carried wrap straps in just one of the tubular
pockets created by the wide red stripes down the side of their
pants, using the other as the scabbard for a slate spindle. The
group streamed by on both sides of them, yawning and wisecracking,
on their way to have Central Data reap whatever bovi recordings had
not already been transmitted, then shower and head home. Half an
hour from now the beta half of the patrol would be doing the
same.

In the garage,
they sidestepped bicycle officers racing by them and dodged
outgoing watchcars, a few with bicycles on the back. “Bullet on the
half shell” some wit had called the sleek body poised on its
airfoil skirt. The reflective stripe around the middle, separating
white top from black body, flared red under the garage lights as
the cars sailed toward the exit ramp . . . air from their fans
flattening Janna’s cargo pants against her legs and blowing dust at
her ankle boots. Some jane cars followed, unmarked, but still
obviously police vehicles by virtue of being Smiths. Everyone knew
the Shawnee County PD bought Smiths almost exclusively —
Interceptors for the watchcars, Monitors and Konzas making up the
rest of the fleet — not only American-made but Kansas-made in
Wichita.

Janna unplugged
their green Konza from its charge outlet and stepped across the
airfoil skirt into the passenger seat. Wim followed suit on the
driver side. The dash screen lighted with the message: SCPD 1073 in
service . . . sensors in the door frames having scanned the ID in
their badges and scib implants in their left wrists to identify
them as authorized users of the vehicle.

Wim switched on
the motor and slipped on his visor.

So did Janna
while the airfoil fans wound up. The temple pieces snugged to her
head as the biometrics recognized her and activated the visor.
Com’s automated response to the visor’s signal murmured in her ear:
“Brill, Detective Janna, online.”

The car
shimmied a moment, then lifted off its parking rollers. Wim floated
it backwards out of the parking slot and reversed to head for the
exit ramp.

Janna sat back
in her seat. “Access Data,” she told her visor. “Requesting cam
recordings of case RW9107665.” They had been shown the images on
Carvera and Toshi’s crime board but she wanted another look at
their quarry.

Out of the
garage, the car sailed west on Third Street to Topeka Boulevard,
where Wim turned south.

Though the
visor projected the images into her right eye, they appeared to
hang in front of her. She waldoed through the stack, sweeping each
image aside with a wave of her finger as she finished studying it.
The two males, one Caucasian, one Afam — medium height, one lean,
the other muscular — had changed their appearance for each robbery.
Hair slicked back one time, a fuzzy mop or dreadlocks in another
store or hidden under a hat . . . dressed in pioneer style or tunic
and breeches or last century retro — wide lapel jackets and
bell-bottom trousers. The other ugliest fashion fad of the century.
It had allowed them to enter successive target stores without
initially alarming clerks on the alert for individuals of a certain
description. Of course, only idiots forgot the city had a million
eyes, surveillance everywhere, so it took no genius to think of
using disguises. These jons had gone a step farther, though, and
wore clingskin masks. The film tended to liquify in temperatures
like these, but remained stable long enough for a rip. While not
obviously a mask until seen up close, it altered skin tones and the
shape of eyes and mouth enough to frustrate facial recognition
programs. That left chins and ears for comparison. Running those
had produced ninety possible matches in the local criminal files,
which Carvera and Toshi had been checking, so far without success,
with over four hundred more in civilian, school, military, and
social service databases. The masks’ source led nowhere, being
available at every costume and party store and to theater
groups.

After frowning
at the last image, where the Afam appeared to be smirking up at the
cam before he shot it out, she sighed. “Terminate review.”

The images
vanished.

“These jons are
going to a lot of trouble with disguises. What do you think?
Illegal street dealers trying to cut their overhead?”

Belatedly, she
realized Wim had not answered her question and looked over to see
his knuckles white on the steering wheel.

“Hey . . . you
okay?”

She watched him
forcibly relax his grip. “Go ahead and say it.”

Janna blinked.
“Say what?”

“That it isn’t
too late to forget about Highland and being colonists.”

She sighed.
“Partner, I’m past trying to argue you out of this, brainbent as it
is. Besides, it is probably too late to back out. Selling
everything to buy your shares burned your bridges. Just don’t
expect me to understand what’s so attractive about grubbing around
on some alien world where you can starve if your crops don’t
grow.”

One brow rose
wryly above his visor. “Maybe I have a sense of adventure. Maybe
even with the possibility of starvation it’s a safer place to raise
the kids. And I like grubbing.”

They had been
through this dozens of times in the past year, like a recording, so
her next comment came automatically. “Yet you’ve always said you
left that farm where you grew up because you were tired of freezing
your ass off feeding cattle in winter and broiling on a tractor all
summer.”

He shrugged.
“Yeah . . . but every spring I find myself out digging up the yard
for a garden. And wouldn’t you know, this year we have a bumper
crop of everything. We’re begging the neighbors to take what they
want.”

She
grinned.

Dispatch calls
scrolled silently up the dash screen. Janna ignored them since Com
sent any personally relevant ones to her visor.

She and Wim had
partnered eight years, starting in an Oakland Division watchcar.
Eight years. Longer than many marriage contracts lasted. Longer
than he had been married to Vada. For at least six years, starting
after the birth of their twin girls, he had talked about colonial
worlds. Which she never took seriously. Especially when he accepted
the promotion to Investigations with her three years ago and
transferred to the Capitol Division. The bombshell he dropped last
year — selling off everything, including a stock portfolio she
never knew he had, to buy their places in the ship — still seemed
unreal.

They continued
the ride out Topeka Boulevard in silence with Janna watching the
traffic glumly. Bicycles in the narrow outside lane. Electrocycles
in the next — many of them three-wheeled Stratfords like hers,
their transparent canopies folded back flat in this heat — sharing
the lane with autocabs and little runabouts: GMC Vestas and
Datsun-Ford Fireflies, Kansu Swallows. The fans of passing buses
and trailer trucks in the inner lanes left the smaller vehicles
shuddering in their wakes. Larger cars like the Konza and a
scattering of road cars wound between the buses and semis . . .
Chevy Meteors, GMC Titans, a Kansu Borealis, even a Leyland
International Cheetah.

Past the
Expocentre, Wim signaled for a right turn and slid the Konza across
the outside lanes west down Twenty-first.

The passing
neighborhoods felt almost like coming home. She had come to know
these particular streets well while taking the Criminal Justice
course at Washburn University . . . then even better during her
rookie year in this division.

A pleasant
residential area, it included a few modern bermed and earth-covered
houses, but most of the architecture remained twentieth century one
and two-story above-ground homes of wood frame and stone . . .
though even those now had solar tile roofs. While still mostly in
good repair, the street had begun showing age . . . potholes and
shoots of green coming up around brick and through paving. Since
airfoils needed no smooth surface to operate, street repairs had
become sporadic. Even so, these streets remained better than their
broken, weedy counterparts in the Oakland area.

At the Washburn
View Mall, Janna spotted Leah Calabrese and Dan Roth on the far
side of the parking area, at tables outside an Aztec coffee bar
next to the drug store. They appeared to have slates open on the
table, pretending to be students studying for summer school
exams.

Wim grinned.
“They’ll lose their cover if we don’t strap these deeks before
finals are over.”

A few blocks
beyond, they pulled into Plaza 21. Wim set the car down a parking
row away from the drug store and pulled a book from a cargo pocket
in his pants. A printed book. Practicing for life without slates in
the colony? She left him to roast in the car — he probably needed
to acclimatize to no AC, too — and headed for the drugstore.

At her tap on
the window, the druggist inside, Noel Biederman, a trim but balding
fifties, nodded recognition and let her in. “Good morning,
Detective.”

Though many
business professionals wore visors similar to hers in lieu of
pocket cells and slates for hands-free communication and tracking
office paperwork, on a druggist’s clerk it looked suspiciously leo.
So she folded the visor and slipped it into a pocket of her cargo
pants while fishing the spindle of her slate from the tube pocket.
A pull on the side tab unscrolled the screen, followed by a flip of
her wrist to snap the screen rigid. Pressing her thumb to the
corner let the slate ID her and activate, then bring up a keyboard
where she typed in her personal code linking the slate to
department communications.

Out of sight
behind the raised front of the counter, the slate began silently
copying the stream of dispatch calls and bulletins but would
audibly signal the receipt of messages for her.

She shed her
jacket and pulled on a smock the druggist handed her. Her badge
remained on her belt since the smock covered it.

“Isn’t it
terrible about that colony ship?” Biederman said. A larger slate of
his own, also propped behind the counter, displayed a news station.
“Several years ago the fem I was married to wanted to join a
colonial company. I considered it, but . . . I don’t know. I have a
nice house and neighbors I think I can trust. I’m thinking of
buying a runabout so I won’t be dependent on the bus schedule or my
bicycle for transport. It’s a lot to give up for . . . whatever.
After hearing about that colony ship, I don’t think I could ever
bring myself to buy into one, let alone trust someone to watch me
in stasis for the duration.”

He appeared to
need no return comments, so Janna nodded now and then without
listening. She did wonder at the effect of the disaster on her
father. He worked at Kyzer’s Wichita plant and had helped engineer
the colonial ramjets. Tonight she ought to call him.

The news
station began rolling a story about a demonstration by the Arabs
For a Free Middle East — this time at the United World building in
Zurich — against Israeli domination of Egypt and Syria. Halt
Zionist imperialism, their signs read. Her own slate read: Beta
Gage Twenty, see the female, 1102 Prairie Road, domestic
disturbance.

At nine-thirty
Biederman unlocked the door.

The first
customer stood outside waiting. An attractive female, twenty or
twenty-one, slim, medium height, magenta hair . . . who ducked
quickly past the druggist and without looking at Janna, held out
her cell. Janna passed it to Biederman.

While the scrip
on the screen had been illegible to her, she recognized the box
Biederman took from the shelves, prostaglandin suppositories. Was
the fem embarrassed by having screwed up her contraception and
become pregnant, or sufficiently influenced by Lifest and Biblest
rhetoric to feel guilty about aborting herself?

At the checkout
scanner the fem pulled out her scib to pay . . . social
care/ID/bank card. An actual card — a wafer-thin lozenge the length
of a thumb — rather than a chip implant. Whether card or implant,
the scib provided identification and permitted purchases, medical
care, and social aid.

Biometric data
prevented anyone else from using lost cards. Still, Janna, like
most of the population, had opted for the security and convenience
of an implant at eighteen, on expiration of the mandatory juvenile
chip plus GPS inserted in her wrist at birth. Though unlike most
civilians, she included the GPS again . . . having already decided
on a law enforcement career, which required implants and GPS for
all personnel.

After Biederman
scanned the suppository box, the fem waved her card over the scan
window and pressed her thumb to the print reader end . . . a
requirement when using a card. After the scanner verified a match
to data encoded on the scib, it hummed, relaying the debit to the
fem’s bank. She left with prescription and receipt, still never
having looked directly at either Janna or the druggist.

On her way out
she passed Wim coming in. He grinned at Janna. “Hey, partner, I
have an idea. Why don’t you come to Highland with us?”

Janna stared at
him. “What! No, no.” She shook her head. “I’m an urban creature.
Anything beyond the Soldier Creek Division is wilderness to me.
Besides, even if every passenger aboard weren’t already calculated
for, I couldn’t raise the digidough for a share in one month.”

“There’s going
to be another ship following us next year. That one isn’t full
yet.”

She rolled her
eyes. “Go read your book. Waving fields of grain look pretty but
I’m not interested in planting and harvesting them.”

Wim headed for
the door. “Think about it. There’s only so far you can go here if
you don’t want promotion to brass and getting stuck behind a desk.
On Highland, you can be anything.”

“I can be eaten
by a six-legged green wolf.”

He just grinned
back at her.

Biederman
stared.

She shook her
head. “I think it’s a fever . . . something like the Biblests’
evangelism. Colonists want everyone else to come out and grub in
the mud with them.”

Biederman
looked unsure whether to laugh at that or not.

Toad, she
thought.

Alpha Highland
Thirteen, Alpha Highland Five, her slate read. Accident on 470 at
Gage exit involving a semi and half-ton.

Janna’s thought
drifted to Wim. Go out to the planet with them? As much as she
thought of him, that had to be the most brainbent suggestion she
ever heard. Janna doubted Wim’s wife Vada ever considered taking
Wim’s partner to the stars with them. They had a sacramental
marriage. She took his name. Clear indication Vada had no interest
in a group marriage.

Beta Gage
Twenty requesting backup at 1102 Prairie Road.

She remembered
that as the address of the domestic call. It must have turned
ugly.

Two men in
their twenties strolled in. Both Caucasian, wearing tank tops and
bicycle shorts. Janna looked them over for a weapon bulge . . . but
saw nothing suspicious except their tentative expressions.

“What kinds of
trip tickets do you have?” one asked.

“Everything
legal,” Biederman said.

The jons
exchanged glances.

“What about
something with a real boost?” the other said.

“There’s
Rocket, Lightning, and Trilight,” Biederman said.

The two
frowned. “Nothing hotter?”

“Anything
stronger is illegal for me to sell!”

Proclaimed a
little too emphatically? Janna mused.

Biederman
turned away and busied himself straightening a shelf.

Oh, yes. They
had a little subcounter dealing here. Unimportant right now. Pass
the word on and let Narco deal. Meanwhile: Read the body language,
boys; there’s no ticket today.

No luck.
Impervious to hints, the litewit tried again. “Our friend Halla—
”

She cut him
off. “Are you looking for something like FTL or trick?”

His eyes
lighted. “Well . . . ”

“They’re
poison,” Janna said.

The light died.
Both jons froze.

She hardened
her voice. “Sure . . . zoning with a safe dose of trick, for
instance, supposedly has you seeing sounds and smelling colors.
Almega voyage . . . mega total. But no one’s ever determined a safe
dose because it affects everyone differently. So you might go into
convulsions, or find your tick scrambled so much your lungs forget
what they’re for. You quit breathing. And. You. Die. That’s why
it’s illegal. You look over eighteen, so zeroing yourself is your
choice . . . but you can’t buy the means here.”

One forced out
a laugh. The other tried to sneer. “I don’t know where the hell you
got the idea we’d want trick.”

Yet with every
word they edged toward the door and had only time to fling one more
comment — “Fucking bitch.” — before the door slid closed.

Janna cocked a
brow at Biederman. “I wonder where they got the idea you sell
illegals.”

His back to
her, the druggist shrugged. “Kids.”

Alpha Gage
Eleven, investigate a vehicle lodged in wall of house, 1017
Randolph.

Janna read the
dispatch and imagined the driver saying, “Officer, I was just
driving along and this house jumped in front of me.”

Aloud she said,
“Last year we convicted a trick dealer of voluntary
manslaughter.”

She heard the
druggist swallow.

Another female
came in. Not one of the rippers either. Bone thin, tats on her
depilated scalp so old and crude the dye had leached into
surrounding tissue, turning the pattern into smears. An addict . .
. a long-time Ulysses on a hard odyssey. Verified by a faint garlic
odor about her, and by her arms. Not scarred with the needle tracks
she would have had in the early part of the century but vivid veins
pulsing under parchment skin like koi crowding the surface of a
pond for treats . . . hungry for the next dose delivered dermally
via the chemical carrier mixed with the user’s narcotic of
choice.

Biederman knew
her. He brought a box to the scanner even before she held out a
grubby duplicate to trade. When she passed her left wrist over the
scanner, however, he frowned. “This is your last refill. I hope you
have a clinic appointment to renew your addict status.”

“Tomorrow.”

He scanned the
new box and she left clutching her week’s ration. More poison . . .
but one which the government had decided to regulate, tax, and
profit from.

Her slate
flashed and turned on its sound. “All units, robbery in progress,
Seabrook Mall.”

Janna tore off
the smock, snatched up her slate and jacket, and ran for the door.
“It looks like you’re safe today.”

On the way out
she retrieved her visor and shoved it on while sending the slate
scrolling back into its spindle. Wim had the Konza’s fans revving
and the lights flashing in emergency mode as she dived into her
seat, tossed the jacket into the back, and stowed the spindle.

The car bucked
up onto its air cushion and shot forward . . . out of the parking
lot and west on Twenty-first, siren wailing.

“Com, give me
visual,” Janna said.

A display
appeared before her at thirty percent density to keep from blocking
her vision . . . two males running toward her, then veering away
left. A feed from the bovi of either Cardarella or Witt, the jane
team there. Jerky motion as the jane gave chase made details
difficult to see but did establish one as a muscular Afam wearing a
mop of green hair and a green unisuit with sleeves cut off and pant
legs chopped above the knees, and the other as a thin Caucasian in
a tan pioneer style shirt and pants.

“Suspects
heading . . . south on . . . Gage,” came a male voice between
breaths. Witt, then.

“Heading our
way! Kick her, Wim!”

The car lunged
ahead, fans screaming. A bus gave way before them. A runabout did
not. Wim slid sideways and around it up the sidewalk, lip curled.
“Asshole.”

Janna took
satisfaction knowing their bovies had recorded said asshole and
Traffic would be sending notice of a fine for failure to give way
to an emergency vehicle.

The siren
became a hoarse howl as they rocketed through an intersection.

On the bovi
feed, the rippers suddenly wheeled and charged out onto Gage
Boulevard.

Janna snarled.
They wanted to wrap the deeks, not scrape up road kill!

A bicycle
braked to avoid hitting the two, causing three cyclists behind to
pile into it and narrowly avoid falling into a passing bus. Beyond
the bicycle tangle, the rippers cleared the front of the bus by
inches . . . and disappeared from sight behind it. Leaving the bovi
view bobbling as Witt halted, panting and cursing, blocked from the
chase by that same bus . . . one of the long, segmented ones.

“I see them,”
called a female.

The bovi view
swung left and caught the female jane charging into the street.
Janna swore . . . then saw traffic had slowed . . . presumably
stopping for the light down at the intersection. Cardarella ran
safely between two runabouts in the outer lane.

Witt dashed
after his partner.

When the janes
made the safety of the turn lane in the center, Janna spotted their
quarry. Not road kill, but miraculously unscathed and cutting
through the parking lot across the street to flee up Twentieth.

“Suspects
heading . . . east on . . . Twentieth,” came Witt’s voice.

“Right into our
arms,” Wim said.

He wrenched the
wheel. The car turned so fast it threatened to spin into a
one-eighty or full three-sixty, but with perfect timing, Wim
reversed the wheel at a perfect ninety degrees and the car screamed
up Stone Avenue toward Twentieth. Where he slewed through another
mach-plus turn straight for the fleeing suspects. Who appeared just
half a block away, with the janes a block behind.

Janna yanked
her door backward. “Cancel bovi feed! I have eyes on suspects!”

She launched
out of the Konza and landed running even before the feed cleared.
Behind, she heard the Konza’s fans wind down, deactivating as Wim
bailed, too.

“Police! Halt!”
Janna shouted. Wim echoed her.

Like most
suspects, the pair did not obey, of course, but the shouts put Wim
and her on record, thanks to their bovies, as identifying
themselves, belying any later defense claims to the contrary.
Better yet, the pair flung up their heads and missed a step, which
put them on record as having heard. As further acknowledgment, they
promptly split up, the Caucasian sprinting south and his accomplice
heading north.

“I’ll take the
pioneer,” Wim called.

Nodding, Janna
swung after Green Hair.

The properties
in this residential area sat back to back, with no alley between
and most yards separated by fences. While built like a wrestler,
Green Hair cleared the two rails at the edge of the corner property
with the agility of a track star. Janna followed just as
easily.

Guess what,
choomba; I made both my high school and college track teams.

Give him credit
for speed, too. He made record time across the rear of this yard
and the next two, scrambling over two shoulder-high fences. She
barely gained on him. Sweat started running down her face and neck.
She shook her head to keep it out of her eyes.

Piercing
children’s screams followed the next fence he cleared. Pausing
stiff-armed on the top as she reached it, she found two small boys
in a sandbox below, one with a bloody scrape down his face and a
footprint in the sand between the pair. The suspect himself had
vanished.

Fury flared in
her . . . at him and for the injury. Swearing, she swung to land
beside the sandbox. First clear shot she had, she had a Thor with
his name on it. “Civilian injury . . . minor child!”

“Copy that.
Dispatching aid.”

A female tore
out of the house screaming accusations at her.

Janna waved at
the badge on her belt. “Police! Paramedics are on their way. I’m
pursuing the man who caused this! Did you see which way he went?
Did you?” she asked as Witt’s head appeared above the fence.

“No.”

Chopper blades
thrummed overhead. “Suspect crossing Stone, heading east.”

An image
appeared in front of Janna . . . aerial view, infrared mode,
showing a glowing form reaching the far side of Stone and dashing
under the cover of trees.

“I copy. EMTs
are coming,” she repeated to the furious mother and scrambled over
the rear fence.

Green Hair had
definitely come this way . . . his progress marked by sheets pulled
from a clothesline and the swaying swing of a play set. She ducked
the clothesline and the play set, too . . . and heard Witt swear
behind her. Hit by the swing?

Without looking
back to check on him she raced through the yard and across Stone
into the far yard. The IR image from the chopper caught her quarry
struggling sideways on the other side of the rear fence before
staggering on.

She grinned.
That just might have slowed him enough to make up for the time she
lost at the sandbox.

This fence
stood almost her height but had been constructed of horizontal
boards woven between the posts. A virtual ladder. She caught a toe
hold halfway up for a step and flung herself over.

Almost into a
vegetable garden with a tangle of tomato vines escaping their
bamboo cages. Just in time she found a toe hold on this side of the
fence, hopped sideways, and leaped clear of the garden.

“Suspect
crossing Bowman.”

She saw him,
live and in IR, and pounded after him.

He reached that
yard’s rear fence as she came through the side yard of the
property. The fence looked as high as the last one, but this one
had vertical boards. Still, Green Hair caught the top and leaped to
a straight-arm position, ready to swing his legs over.

Janna jerked
the Starke from under her arm. “Halt or I . . . hammer you!”

For a moment
she thought he might keep going, but after a pause, he dropped to
the ground, his back to her. A second later he spun around, the
shooter in his hand. His mouth twisted the clingskin mask, already
liquefying in this heat. “I’ll see your taser and raise you a
bullet, pussy. And it’s got more range than your fucking
needle.”

She had him in
needle range but could not resist replying: “Not more than a seg,
and at this distance the fragging will really spoil your day.”

He snorted.
“You can’t use deadly force. I haven’t harmed anyone.”

“No? You
injured a child back there, choomba, and now you’re threatening
Officer Witt and me with a firearm. You think we’d be burned for
ventilating this rag, Witt?” she said over her shoulder.

“Nah.”

Janna hardened
her voice. “So drop the shooter and kiss grass!”

While remaining
aware of a suspect’s hands, she always paid attention to the eyes.
Intent showed there first. Behind the eye holes of Green Hair’s
mask, his pupils dilated. She hit the ground, yelling, “Duck!” as
he pulled his trigger.

She pulled
hers, too . . . returning fire from flat on her stomach.

The Thor buried
itself in Green Hair’s chest. He dropped, screaming and jerking
wildly. The shooter went flying.

Witt dived to
recover it.

Janna jammed
the Starke back in her holster. While Witt secured Green Hair’s
weapon and pocketed its ammo, she pulled a wrap strap from a cargo
pocket and flipped Green Hair onto his face. Hauling the twitching
arms behind him, she crossed his wrists. A practiced snap encircled
them with the strap, where it adhered to itself.

Now she could
catch her breath. “One suspect . . . in custody. Request . . .
transport.”

No need to give
the location with her GPS registering for Com.

“Copy that.
Transport in route.”

Reaction to
being shot at set in. Even confidence in the protection of her body
armor — and the realization that it was indeed wicking away body
heat — could not stop that. She stood, breathing deep to fight off
shakes and let adrenaline drain.

Then Com
shrilled: “Attention units in the vicinity of Twenty-first and
Gage. Officer link lost. ID Kiest . . .”

Janna ignored
the rest and bolted for the street, new adrenaline blasting through
her. “Display location!” They still had GPS.

The dot
appeared, superimposing on the city map.

Her gut
lurched. The dot pulsed to draw attention but otherwise sat
immobile. South, mid-block on the east side of Stone. She tore down
Bowman, heart pounding. What the hell happened, Wim? Move, damn it,
move! she yelled silently at the GPS dot. Show me you’re alive!
“He’s not moving! Send—”

“Already
observed,” Com broke in. “EMTs dispatched.”

Sirens
announced watchcars also converging on Stone. Another one sailed up
the street past her into the next block. Transport for Green
Hair.

“There’s no
visual on him,” came the chopper pilot’s voice.

So he had to be
under something that obscured his heat signature. “Display
satellite view!”

The display
switched and . . . there! The GPS signal came from a structure
behind the house. A workshop maybe, with the temperature of its
roof today exceeding that of a human body.

“Scanning area
now for suspect.”

She reached the
house directly behind Wim’s location and cut through its yard. A
hedge enclosed this property rather than a fence, but forget
wasting time going around. She picked a spot off to the side of the
structure on the other side and shouldered between the bushes
making up the hedge — ignoring snags at her clothing and gouges in
her arms.

There sat the
building . . . the size of a two-car garage with high windows along
the side closest to her. Too high for seeing in.

She circled to
the front and found a double-wide door with a splintered lock.
“Arrived GPS location. Cancel display.”

Four uniformed
officers came running around the corner of the house.

One asked, “Is
he in there?”

She was
reaching for the door handle when the chopper said, “No visual on
suspect.”

She pulled back
from the door and in her peripheral vision saw the uniforms
crouching, drawing their weapons. The same idea had occurred to all
of them: the suspect could be inside, too, trying to hide until
pursuit ended.

Fear chased
through Janna. Training decreed exercising caution . . . assess the
situation inside before entering . . . but with Wim there,
certainly unconscious, she had all the assessment she needed. She
reached for the door again.

“I’m going
in.”

“But if the
suspect’s—” a uniform began.

She cut him
off. “So cover me.”

Rather than
burst in, however, as fear for Wim wanted her to do, she stood to
one side while pushing the door open, then crouched low — not
usually the position a suspect expected — and peered around the
edge.

Once glance
recorded the whole interior but centered on the middle of the
floor. Her gut knotted. Wim sprawled there with blood covering his
head and pooling under one cheek. She ran to him — past a smashed
visor and a bloodied yard-long two-by-four inside the door, past
cabinets and tool racks on one side, a long workbench on the other
under the windows — to crouch and with heart hammering, feel his
neck for a pulse.

The throb her
fingers found made her want to shout in relief. She settled for
giving a thumbs up to the uniforms. He lived. He breathed . . . a
bubbling, ragged breath through his mouth.

He also, she
noticed, had an empty holster.

She pointed to
it for the bovi’s benefit. “Suspect has Kiest’s weapon.”

And must be
hiding somewhere in here. Remaining crouched beside Wim, she
glanced around, eyeing the cabinets and checking under the
workbench. Suspects often wedged themselves into amazingly small
spaces. They also climbed, she reflected, and peered up.

Long lengths of
lumber, including more two-by-fours, had been stored by laying them
across the rafter tie beams. Creating a surface strong enough, it
appeared, to support a lean man spreading his weight by lying flat.
Something tan showed through the spaces between the two-by-fours .
. . the same color as the pioneer shirt and pants.

She swivelled
toward the door on her toes, and using her crouch to shield the
gesture, pointed up, with another finger on her lips. The deek
could wait until Wim had been seen to. “Any sign of the EMTs?”

A siren outside
announced their arrival.

Janna stood and
moved back to give the paramedics room. While they began work,
starting with securing his airway, then scanning the medical level
of his scib for any allergies or current medications, she picked up
Wim’s visor. And found her fingers digging into it as she fought to
hold in rising rage. No wonder Wim breathed through his mouth. The
initial blow from the two-by-four knocking off his visor had also
flattened Wim’s nose. Followed, from what she observed as the EMTs
moved Wim onto the stretcher, by several more blows to his head.
The visor appeared to have also been stamped on.

With Wim’s
breathing secured, head wrapped, and IV going, the EMTs started to
wheel him out.

One turned to
her. “Now let’s look at you, Detective.”

Janna scowled
at him. “Why?”

He pointed at
her arms.

Looking down
she saw red rivulets tracing from gouges in the skin. Left by the
hedge. “I’m fine. The blood’s all dried.”

“You should
still let us—”

“I said I’m
fine!” She spun away. “I’ve still got a job to do here!” A score to
settle.

The EMT eyed
her, shrugged, and followed the stretcher out.

She turned the
visor over in her hands until she heard the departing siren, and
the four uniforms slipped into the building. Nodding to them, she
raised her voice, forcing a casual tone. “Now it’s your turn,
choomba. We see you up there so you might as well come down. We’re
not letting you go anywhere.”

“I think
different.” He swung down one-handed. The other held Wim’s Starke,
aimed at Janna. “I checked this out up there and I see it has those
frag slugs. I’ve heard what they do so I’ve set to fire those. Now
hand me your gun, pussy, and then you and me are going to walk out
of here or I blow you apart.”

A female
uniform snorted. “You can’t—”

“At ease,
Officer,” Janna said. “I’ve got this.” The same biometrics that
prevented anyone else from using Wim’s visor also protected his
weapon. He called her a pussy. Then he should be prepared to be a
cat toy . . . and learn about the biometrics the hard way.

After a moment
the uniform said, “Copy.”

They holstered
their Starkes . . . poker faces hiding smirks, Janna felt sure.

The mouth of
Pioneer’s mask twisted in a sneer. “Yeah, I thought so. The lions
turn to pussies when someone has the drop on them. Hand me your
gun, bitch.” He held his hand toward Janna.

“No.” She shook
her head. “We don’t give up our weapons, especially to rags like
you.”

The sneer
turned to a snarl. “You think I don’t have the balls to kill
you!”

The Wim’s
partner part of her boiled, begging him to try. The professional
forced herself to give him an out. “Do you have the brains not to
try?”

Apparently not.
He pulled the trigger. When nothing happened he pulled the trigger
again, and again.

She jammed
Wim’s visor into a cargo pocket, baring her teeth. “My turn.” And
launched at him.

Grabbing him by
the front of his shirt, she spun, dragged him around with her, and
used all her weight and momentum to slam him backward into a tall
drawer section of the cabinets. The force drove the breath from
him. His head crashed into a drawer hard enough to buckle the
plastic. While fury in her screamed for his blood.

The uniforms
never moved, but someone murmured: “Bovi!”

Recording
everything; Com possibly transmitting the image to every officer in
the area.

Janna clamped
down on her rage and forced her fingers to release the shirt. She
wheeled away from the sagging form as Toshi and Carvera came
barreling through the door. “The fucker’s all yours.”

Toshi began, “I
need you to—”

“Later.” She
stalked past him. “I’m going to the hospital.”

Outside she
pushed by more arriving uniforms, and on reaching the street, broke
into a run . . . pushing herself as hard as she could . . . racing
her control.

Her hold lasted
long enough to reach their abandoned car, but instead of climbing
in where its interior vid could record her, she remained behind a
tree in the yard opposite. “Brill . . . going offline. And don’t
send anyone looking for me!” she added, jerking off her visor. No
one had the right to see her right now.

Spinning,
vision blurred by tears, she attacked the tree . . . not stupidly
risking her hands but kicking it . . . again and again, cursing the
ripper and Lady Luck. Why did things like this always seem to
happen to short-timers? She did not believe for a moment that Wim
had been careless. No, Bitch Luck just had to take a fucking last
shot at him before he resigned! His ship left in a month. Much as
Janna would rather have him stay, she hoped this did not keep him
from going.

After planting
one last blow with a heel, she took a deep breath, scrubbed her
eyes with the heels of her hands, and headed for the car and Rice
Memorial to face whatever the news was about Wim.


Chapter Two

 


 


Tuesday

 


From the
doorway of Jorge Hazlett’s office, Andrew Kellener said, “Did you
see the broadcast about the Invictus?”

Jorge looked up
at his partner over the computer screen in the middle of his desk.
Indeed he had seen the broadcast . . . replayed it six times, in
fact, after he had the vid screen on the wall of his kitchen
capture the item. There he had fought panic while contemplating the
threat and possible consequences to him. However, watching it again
here on his computer, where the desk’s arc embraced him, the
glowing keypad and icons in its surface reminded him of the
infinite information at his fingertips. Panic turned to
exhilaration. The same he felt facing potential traps in a chess
game. It put his brain to work examining possible defenses for
letting him escape and regain the initiative.

Clearing the
screen with a swipe, he gave Andy a grave nod. “I caught it at
home. Very sad.”

“Just sad?”
Andy came and sat down in the visitor chair across the desk. “Those
colonists were our clients. We contracted with Kyzer for that ship.
We were responsible for seeing they reached their planet safely.
What if we failed them?”

Jorge blinked
at him. “Our clients? Computer . . . do we have a Laheli Company
file?”

A spiral image
turned on the screen for a moment, and then a message appeared,
accompanied by the warm feminine voice Jorge had chosen for the
computer: Say Password.

Jorge frowned.
“What?”

Andy grimaced.
“That’s my question, since I got the same thing when I tried
accessing their file. You handled the account.”

Jorge peered
around the screen with a puzzled frown. “Me? I don’t remember them.
If so, I can’t imagine why I’d give the file a password. Voice
recognition prevents anyone but me operating the desk . . . just
like yours.”

“Then there’s a
glitch. Maybe we got hacked.” Andy’s mouth tightened. “You better
find out and get it fixed. There’ll be a government inquiry, of
course, and we’ll need our records ready for inspection.”

How much Andy
had aged, Jorge reflected. While they both tied their hair back at
the nape of their necks like most businessmen. Andy’s had gone from
the fiery red in law school to watery pink, and every year the
hairline retreated farther back across his skull. Jorge took pride
in still having a full head of hair with just a touch of salt and
pepper in it. Look at Andy’s choice of suits, too — earth-toned
paisley tunic and trousers — compared to Jorge’s more modish body
suit in dusty rose and yellow color blocks. Not only out of
fashion, but a definite indication of conservatism and loss of
boldness.

“Jorge.” Andy’s
voice sharpened. “Are you listening to me?”

Jorge focused
on him again. “Of course. Don’t worry. The records are ready for
anyone who wants to inspect them.”

Absolutely.
Andy considered the colonial outfitting a service in the
preservation of mankind, sending people to start new ecologically
healthy lives on planets with clean air and water. He let Andy talk
him into giving up their law practice because he saw the profits
outfitters reaped in Wichita, Omaha, and Kansas City. It looked
like a golden goose, especially with Andy and him not only the only
game in town, but in the entire northern half of the state.

It might have
been, too, if not for Andy’s ludicrous business plan. He insisted
they charge a miserly eight per cent fee for their services, where
other outfitters charged ten or twelve. “By making outfitting more
affordable, we encourage more groups to become colonists,” Andy had
proclaimed. Wrong. Not only had the lower fee failed to attract
more clients than other outfitters, it appeared that unlike other
urban areas, theirs lacked enough people dissatisfied enough with
their lives here to migrate elsewhere. Instead of a golden goose,
they had a lame duck.

Which forced
him to institute his own business plan in order to earn an
acceptable income. Having achieved that, Jorge refused to risk
losing it . . . whatever it took to make certain the records stood
up to inquiry.

“You know it’s
bound to end up with Kyzer at fault,” he said.

“I hope it’s
not something we failed to do. I don’t know how we could live with
ourselves if so.” Andy stood. “Clear that glitch and find the
records so we can go over them closely ourselves before the Feds
show up.”

Jorge mentally
sneered. Honest Abe Kellener.

When the office
door closed, he smiled at his desk’s one decoration — an ebony
chess trophy in the shape of a Knight, set on a base with holes for
holding pens, styluses, and slate spindles — and used the keypad in
the desktop to type: Ruy Lopez.

The name of the
chess opening cleared the screen and the Laheli account promptly
appeared. Jorge scrolled through the file with a set mouth. It had
everything, from the initial communications between the Charter
Committee and Kellener and Hazlett; the application to the Federal
Colonial Agency for an official charter; approval of the charter
and choice of destination planet; contracts to Kyzer in Wichita for
the ramjet; orders and invoices from food and equipment providers;
permits from Forbes Space Center south of Topeka and Schilling in
Salina to launch the ramjet sections for assembly in orbit off the
Glenn platform; shuttle transport of supplies and colonists to the
Glenn. All very routine.

Except for the
e-mails from Kyzer expressing doubt over the long-term performance
of the modified 800's life support systems, and his replies
assuring Kyzer the risks had been disclosed to the colonists and
accepted by them. That invited deeper investigation, which would
discover the colonists had never been warned. Another threat came
from examination of financial records. Kellener and Hazlett’s
account, of course, showed a receipt of funds that covered the
construction and outfitting of a modified Starmaster 800 and the
firm’s fee. The Laheli company’s account, though, would show they
had paid out enough for a Starmaster 1000. The ship verbally
contracted for . . . with the alteration to an 800 hidden in the
complex legal language Jorge used for the written contract.

The firm, of
course, took its fee based on the colonial package in the contract.
The modified 800 in Laheli’s case. The rest became Jorge’s . . .
acquired by having the colonists pay into an apparent K&H
account known only to Jorge. From there he, using the passcode he
set up as Andy’s, transferred on to the main account enough to
agree with the contract. The rest zig-zagged — in carefully modest
amounts — through a maze of accounts formerly belonging to men now
headed for colonial worlds.

Accounts he had
been able to take over because when the firm opened, more
individuals used card scibs than implants. Cards he surreptitiously
acquired, while making the owners believe they lost the cards . . .
at a date too close to launch to bother applying for replacements.
Because what good were they to anyone else? No benefits could be
applied for without additional ID confirmation and the bank
accounts had been emptied to finish paying for their colonial
shares, though not yet formally closed. That detail he, as their
outfitter, generously offered to handle since they already had
enough on their minds. The possibility of him keeping the accounts
open and making deposits using the scibs never occurred to
them.

He swiped the
file closed and sat studying his wall art . . . a continuation of
that hung in the reception room: pictures of ramjets and distant
worlds taken from orbit by tachyon bioprobes. Not his preference,
but there to inspire clients.

Eventually the
Digital Dollars ended up in an account Jorge maintained for
gambling winnings, and were declared the fruits of private poker
games and high stakes chess matches. He did play, and win, at poker
and chess. Just not as much as scrupulously claimed at tax
time.

He refused to
call it fraud, not when clients were gullible enough to accept his
explanation of the contracts without verifying that for themselves.
Unlike those annoying clients who read every word and wanted
explanations for anything puzzling. Forcing him to outfit them with
only a few small extra charges he managed to tack on for himself.
But . . . he recognized that government authorities were unlikely
to agree he had merely demonstrated Darwinism in action.

At which point,
some over-zealous self-righteous bastard or bitch of a prosecutor
itching to make their career would no doubt try invoking the
Tescott Act by claiming he had deliberately and callously
endangered human lives. Under which, outrageously, conviction
carried a mandatory death sentence.

In chess a
check had three possible defenses: move the King, capture the
attacking piece, or interpose another piece.

Jorge had no
intention of fleeing, or being foolish enough to act against agents
the government sent. That left him with moving Andy into the line
of attack. While he had made precautions in that direction from the
first — just in case — he remained vulnerable. Because Andy would
of course would deny what the evidence suggested. Perhaps even
manage to defend himself successfully.

If he were able
to speak.

Yet . . .
silence Andy? Kill his partner of twenty plus years? A terrible
thing to contemplate. Especially when he had no chance of getting
away with it.

Jorge rubbed
the implant site on his left wrist. For all the benefits of scibs,
anyone who watched vid programs knew the leos tracked citizens by
scib activity . . . from paying parking lot fees and plugging a car
into a recharge station to buying dinner or a drink or taking a
hotel room. And you had to use the scib. Tokens worked only for
public transport and vending machines.

He scowled at
his computer screen. If . . . removing Andy became necessary, how
could he get around the damned scib? Purchase nothing? Prolonged
inactivity invited suspicion and deeper investigation. No . . . he
needed that financial trail, but leading away from where he
actually was and what he was doing. He needed to appear to be one
place while actually somewhere else.

Impossible.

Or . . . was
it?

He rubbed the
furrow between his brows. Two places at once. A memory tickled at
him . . . someone saying just that phrase. But who said it . . .
and where?

There had been
a crowd . . . so it had to be at a party. He grimaced, straining to
think back. A party. Oh . . . yes! Colla Hayden’s May Day
mix-and-match. Now it all came back.

A jon, tall and
elegant in peacock blue that matched his eyes and streaks in his
dark brown hair. One arm wrapped around a flash redheaded fem and
the other around a nearly identical jon. Jorge had spent most of
the party moving between women — most wore nothing but body paint —
but a comment the man made to a couple of handsome hos, who also
wore only body paint, had caught his ear in passing.

“Would you
believe I’m in two places at once?” the jon said while squeezing
the shoulders of his redheaded pair.

The hos had
rolled their eyes and moved on.

Obviously toxy
from liquor or drugs, the jon grinned down at his companions. “My
very devout Biblest wife thinks I’m in Omaha at a home furnishings
show. She’s worried my assistant and I are flat dancing. She’d
never speak to me again if she knew about the real joyride.” He
twisted his head for a tongue-tangling kiss with the jon, then
leaned down to lick the girl’s breasts.

She massaged
his crotch, giggling. “We feel sorry for your poor assistant up
there all alone.”

The man had
smirked. “Not alone. I’m there. My scib says so.”

At that point
Jorge had started paying closer attention. To his disappointment,
however, the man took a tighter hold on his beautiful companions
and with the crotch of his unitard bulging, hurried the
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