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CHAPTER 1

DEIRDRE MORGAN

The shrill whistle of the Above-ground pierced the sleepy silence, heralding the start of a new day. Up in the air on its suspended rails, the first train of the morning was on its way to pick up its drowsy passengers and drop them off at their workplaces. Only the most inveterate snobs did not take the Above-ground to work. There was a saying in Rust-city: the Above-ground was for business. Air-cars were for pleasure.

The Above-ground never followed a fixed route. Its journey depended on the destinations of its passengers. The ones with passes took priority. The others, taking impromptu trips, would have to wait until the Above-ground managed to drop them off on its way to regular passengers’ stops. There were no humans running the Above-ground. It was driven and controlled completely by AI.

At that time in the morning, the Above-ground was mostly empty. Office and commercial workers would start several hours later. Only factory employees heading for early shifts used the first Above-ground train of the day—and Agency personnel making their way to the edge of the city, the Above-ground’s very last stop. The suspended lines ended in front of the Agency building.

Sixty years back, when humanity was still reeling from its latest global conflict, they unanimously decided crime might decrease if honest citizens were not constantly reminded of its presence. They could not disband police forces completely—even the most naïve government official saw the fatal error in that. They did, however, change their name to Agencies and banished them to the outskirts of towns, overlooking the untamed lands spreading between two cities.

In Rust-city, the Agency headquarters were right on the eaves of a forest of carbonized trees. No one had cut them down after the last war and no one ever would. They were a memento of the devastation armed conflicts could create. Humankind needed such reminders constantly, apparently. Otherwise, it all went off the rails again.
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Deirdre Morgan watched the top of buildings speed by in the morning half-light. The day would be grayish, with the patter of raindrops a constant background song. Late autumn was dull in Rust-city. With fallen leaves and muddy puddles, the place turned into a graveyard. It was not exactly the most suitable day for a new beginning. Still, Deirdre had been through so many of those over the last couple of years, she was not moved much by them anyway. She had learned enough to be aware that whatever began today would not last long—six months was the record for her, and she was glad every day to be rid of that particular partnership. Transfers were common within the Agency. Even more so when you were one of the Touched.

The train pulled into a station and several passengers stepped in. A tall young man who found a place a few seats away from Deirdre caught her eye and winked. Deirdre smiled slightly, then resolutely turned her attention to the window. She wondered uncharitably if he would still be as interested, had he known she was a Reconstructor. Not many were. Most ran as fast as they could in the opposite direction. They did not look back, either.

Deirdre supposed she could not really blame them. When you met someone who took one look at you and could say with reasonable precision what you were doing before the encounter, it was bound to be trying. There was not much room for privacy. After all, wasn’t that what Ralph had said, the day he broke off their engagement?

“One can’t really be with you, Deirdre.”

And he had not meant that Deirdre was unreasonable and unbearable. Only that it was hard to co-exist with a Reconstructor—or with any other Touched—and still retain your identity.

She squared her shoulders, suddenly impatient with herself. Why was she so maudlin that morning? She probably needed a stronger cup of coffee. Anyway, she did not have it that bad. Being a Reconstructor was hard, but she could have been a Prophet, or a Telepath—and that would have made every interaction ten times more awkward. Besides, she was lucky enough to have completed some training at the Agency before her accident. That meant she was a fully-fledged Agent, with all the rights that came with the position. Touched consultants could be transferred to other towns and didn’t have much of a say about it. As an Agent, Deirdre could refuse such transfers—although that did not stop her being passed from one team to another within the Rust-city Agency.

Lightning flashed in the distance, summer making its last bid for control, useless and desperate. There was a saying: lightning in late autumn brought about great changes. Deirdre knew it came from the last war. The first bombs had fallen in November. And they had indeed brought great changes with them. Apart from turning the world upside-down, they made people different for a while—unscrupulously ready to cross boundaries that shouldn’t have been crossed.

She felt the young man’s gaze on her again, assessing and insistent. She kept her eyes firmly on the window for the rest of her journey. She did not even know when her admirer had left the train.
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Agent Sebastian Cadwalder surveyed his new colleague with a mixture of curiosity and confusion. He had never worked with a Touched person before. He had interacted with some, but only briefly, not enough for him to form much of an opinion. Deirdre Morgan was not what he had been expecting. She looked…normal. He meant nothing unflattering by that. It was just that he had been expecting something in her to point out she was not like the rest. There was the R badge the Agency required her to wear at work, but that was all. Sebastian did not know whether to feel relieved or disappointed.

He showed none of his doubts, trying to appear friendly and pleased. He had no choice, really. He could spot Commissioner Morra’s frown from behind Deirdre. There were rumors Latisha Morra had taken Deirdre under her wing. It certainly explained the transfer to Sebastian’s team. This was an attempt to secure Deirdre a permanent position within the Agency. Sebastian owed Morra. And now, apparently, she was finally cashing in.

“Lovely to meet you, Agent Morgan,” was all he said. “Welcome to the team.”

The handshake was brief and unremarkable. Deirdre’s eyes were uncertain, probably wondering whether Sebastian was not putting on a show. He did not know how to feel about that, so he decided to ignore it for now. He led Deirdre to where the two others were standing.

“Allow me to introduce you to Doctor Abraxas Light and Gwendolyn Sparks.”

Abraxas and Deirdre shook hands while Abraxas was grinning wildly. Not that it said much. Abraxas usually had that maniacal grin plastered on his face. That and his long, unkempt hair made him look like the evil wizard in some fantasy novel.

Gwendolyn merely waved, showing no desire to shake hands. She did not bother to hide her distrust, either. Deirdre wasn’t at all fazed. Indeed, she seemed to take the open hostility better than the previous welcomes. Sebastian felt a pang of anger. He could not help wondering what Deirdre’s other teams had been like.

Commissioner Morra indicated they should all sit down around the conference room table. Sebastian pulled up a chair for Deirdre next to him. After a brief hesitation, Deirdre sat down. Gwendolyn and Abraxas settled on the opposite side of the table. Morra remained standing.

“So,” Gwendolyn began, fixing Deirdre with a hard stare. “What was it with you?”

Deirdre tilted her head, a small frown on her face.

“I’m sorry? What was what with me?”

Gwendolyn pointed to her.

“The accident—the trauma that made you a Reconstructor. That is how you lot appear, right? After all, no one is born Touched.”

Morra was standing directly behind Sebastian. He was sure she was glaring daggers at Gwendolyn—or at him since he was the one apparently incapable of keeping his team in line. Personally, he wished all the luck in the world to anyone who managed to keep Gwendolyn Sparks in line.

“No one is born Touched that we know of,” Deirdre pointed out calmly. “But you’re right. I wasn’t born a Reconstructor. I only became one a few years back.”

“How?”

“Car accident. Air-car, to be precise. A couple of girls celebrating their coming of age crashed into me. They were fine, by the way. And naturally they weren’t punished in any way. After all, the accident resulted in a Reconstructor—they were doing the world a favor, weren’t they?”

The silence that followed was sharp and painful. Sebastian wondered if that wasn’t the true reason they were reluctant to have Deirdre on their team. She brought home all the uncomfortable truths they were doing their best to ignore.

Gwendolyn’s eyes got uncharacteristically soft.

“That’s rough. I’m sorry.”

Deirdre waved that aside with an almost mechanical gesture.

“You don’t make the rules. You shouldn’t apologize.”

The rest of the meeting was a blur to Sebastian. Morra was talking about the logistics of having a Reconstructor on their team—certain things they had to see to, signs they needed to recognize; all things he would need to know, as Deirdre’s partner. He couldn’t focus, though. Deirdre’s words brought it all to the surface—the fear that this happy, peaceful society was living behind a curtain of darkness. And that, no matter how hard people like him fought against the regular ills of the world, the true evil—the one that really mattered and did the most harm—that one, they would never be allowed to touch.


[image: ]



The house was not much to look at—not on that street of old houses, all gray and dull. Lackluster Street was a sad spot, a refuge for people clinging to a past they had not lived—insisting on stone houses and old technology, longing to capture some existence made more interesting by misplaced nostalgia. Number 13, Lackluster Street looked the same as number 12 or 14—out of place, depressing, and decrepit.

The windows were open. Music filtered from inside, notes from some opera. The same aria every morning—the neighbors would report—the same singer and performance, too. The Old Man, as he was called, liked his routine. He did not bother anyone though and, since those in Lackluster Street all had their quirks, they had grown adept at overlooking the oddities of others.

The Old Man did not like to go out. He had his food delivered by drone—rather hypocritical, one would say, since he claimed to shun modern technology, at the same time making full use of it. He had no visitors. That too had a place in the reassuring routine surrounding him. It was comfortable—like the sun rising every morning, or birds coming to nest every spring.

That morning, however, something happened. The aria was cut short, before it had a chance to finish. The door to number 13 was banged open, and the Old Man stepped out. Those used to seeing him puttering about in his ridiculous garden were surprised by his purposeful stride and straight back. He walked briskly down the street, urgency on every line of his face. The street remained behind him, in confused silence. No one knew or cared where he had gone—they were only bothered by how he shouldn’t have gone anywhere. He never did. His departure was like an omen, and they had no idea how to interpret it. They would always refer to that morning as the moment everything changed.


CHAPTER 2

THE DISAPPEARANCE

Deirdre looked around the small room that was to be her new office. Most teams worked in the open space areas. Only a few of them had their own offices.

“That’s because people can’t stand us for a long period of time,” Gwendolyn quipped when Deirdre had tentatively mentioned it.

There were only the two of them and Sebastian. After the introductions were over, Abraxas had retreated to the lab—“his dungeon,” as he jokingly referred to it. Latisha had other duties to attend. Without her steady support and Abraxas’s cheerful indifference, Deirdre was feeling rather out of her depth and vulnerable.

She had realized immediately that Sebastian Cadwalder’s group was a close-knit one. They were tightly bound to each other, long past the stage of mere colleagues and friends, quickly moving on to something akin to a family. In such situations, the newcomer always had a hard time adjusting, as they all worked to alter long-established patterns. It would take time before Deirdre found her function in that well-oiled machine—if it ever got that far.

At about nine thirty, MAXX entered the room during his usual rounds. Deirdre’s eyes lit up at the arrival of the station robot. She had always thought MAXX was rather magnificent. Most robots these days looked indistinguishable from humans. MAXX didn’t. MAXX looked exactly as what he was, all silver steel and grace. He moved with deliberate certainty, never hindered by the clumsy hesitation that plagued most humans.

“Good to see you, MAXX.”

She said it without realizing it. She always greeted MAXX, and even though some of her colleagues used to snicker, saying it was the same as greeting her refrigerator, she refused to stop. Maybe part of it was because she was slightly on the fringes of conventional society herself. Or maybe this was more about MAXX—one could not deny there was some sort of awareness in him.

“I am pleased to see you as well, Agent Morgan. May I congratulate you on your transfer? I believe you are far better suited here.”

That was another thing which had prompted Deirdre to warm up to MAXX. He looked at her and spoke to her without hesitation. He did not care that she was Touched. Prejudice was not part of his programming.

“Pull up a chair, Maxxie,” Gwendolyn said casually, without glancing up from her work.

Deirdre raised her eyebrows. Apparently, she was not the only one who talked to her refrigerator.

“I would love to stay and chat, Gwen,” MAXX responded serenely. “But, as you are aware, I am on my rounds. I only came to see if you require my assistance.”

“Not right now. What’s going on out there, anyway?”

“Currently there are three murder investigations, several thefts and burglaries, one missing opera singer—that is, her father claims she is missing, but he didn’t report it to us.”

“Probably has its own team of private detectives looking into it,” Sebastian put in. “He might have no choice but to come to us, eventually.”

“As you say,” MAXX agreed. “The Agency has also received five calls for assistance, two of which have turned out to be pranks. There was also an incident at an Above-ground station, suspected to be the work of the Star-children.”

“Not surprising, really,” Gwendolyn commented. “They’ve been quiet for a while, now. They were bound to resurface sooner or later.”

“Yes, but since two months ago, colony worlds can establish planet-based businesses without needing permission from Earth,” Deirdre reminded her. “That was their demand, you know, and now that Earth has passed this regulation, there would be no need for the Star-children to keep fighting.”

“It was only one of their demands and the most reasonable one at that. Maybe now they’re testing the waters again. Trying to figure out what else they can make happen.”

Deirdre shook her head.

“Sometimes you have to wonder. I mean, people my age from the colonies have never been to Earth. Most of their parents are natives to their home-planets. And yet Earth insists on fettering them to it, instead of loosening the leash, if only a little bit—turning them from vassals into allies, you know.”

Gwendolyn looked up from her work for the first time since the conversation started. Her eyes were narrow.

“You are aware that bombing Above-ground stations and hotels isn’t exactly the civilized way of getting your message across?”

Deirdre looked away, not saying anything. Gwendolyn would have kept her attack, but the door opening once more put a stop to her tirade. One of the assistants stuck her head in.

“I’ve got this old bloke saying he knows something about someone who’s apparently been kidnapped,” she announced. “A Gaila Starborne, he said.”

“The opera singer?” Deirdre asked surprised.

“The missing opera singer,” MAXX corrected. “She was the one I was telling you about.”

Sebastian pushed his chair away and got up, squaring his shoulders. He nodded to Deirdre.

“Right, then. You’d better come with me.”

Deirdre’s eyes widened.

“To talk to this person?”

As a Reconstructor, she usually was sent to crime scenes or was put face to face with a suspect. She rarely conducted interviews, though.

“Well, you are a fully-fledged Agent, aren’t you?” Sebastian pointed out impatiently. “Attending interviews is in the job description. Can you give me a reason you’d think that would be elective when it comes to you?”

When he put it that way, Deirdre supposed he was right. She got up and made to follow him out of the room.

“Gwen, you and MAXX search for information on Gaila Starborne,” Sebastian ordered. “This could be just some nut, but then again, it could be genuine. If so, I want to be prepared.”

“On it,” Gwendolyn said quickly.

She watched Sebastian and Deirdre leave, waiting until the door was closed behind them. Then she turned to MAXX, her expression thoughtful.

“I don’t suppose you’re willing to give me some info on Deirdre Morgan while you’re at it,” she asked, not really hoping for a positive answer.

“I am sorry, Gwen. All information on Agency personnel is subject to confidentiality. Unless I have express permission from Deirdre Morgan, I cannot give you any data on her.”

“Not even as a personal favor? After all, we’re friends, Maxxie.”

MAXX nodded without hesitation.

“So we are. But Deirdre is also a friend. One does not betray friends in such manner, does one?”
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He was like some apparition from another time. There was no other way to describe him. The current century was teeming with people fascinated by this and that period of the past, desperately trying to emulate it. They mostly failed, managing to look ridiculous and eccentric. This man, however, was a completely different story.

He must have been about sixty. He was sporting a worn, twentieth-century business suit. The way he wore it did not make him quirky—it was actually hard to imagine him wearing anything else. His stance was firm, his piercing eyes were grave. He commanded authority with every gesture.

“Mr. Adenborg?” Sebastian asked, checking the notes handed to him by the secretary. “You’re Mr. Lester Adenborg, right?”

The man nodded curtly.

“That’s the name I gave to the lady who showed me in, yes.”

His eyes narrowed as he spotted the R pinned to Deirdre’s suit. He rounded on Sebastian.

“What’s she doing here?”

Sebastian wasn’t fazed.

“You mean Agent Morgan? She’s taking part in this discussion—what else?”

“Agent?” Lester repeated. “I thought their lot couldn’t be that.”

“Which lot would that be, Mr. Adenborg?” Deirdre asked mildly.

Lester held her gaze.

“Your lot. People who can look at me and tell me everything that I’ve done. It’s about privacy—I have a right to that, haven’t I?”

Deirdre looked uncertainly to Sebastian, who only motioned her to sit down.

“Actually, Mr. Adenborg, the only thing I see you doing is striding down Lackluster Street, probably on your way to us. That’s it. I don’t know what you had for breakfast, or where you were last night, or how you stole someone’s lunch money when you were twelve. Reconstructing doesn’t work that way. We only see images of recent past events. If we concentrate hard enough, we might see further, but we need to have some traces of that event in the present—and the further we go, the less likely we are to be right. I’d say it’s more high observation skills than enhanced senses, or whatever.”

Adenborg leaned back in his chair, a knowing glint in his eyes.

“But it’s not. Otherwise, you would not be wearing that pinned on your chest, would you?”

Deirdre froze. She drew a deep breath, then sent Lester an icy smile.

“That is just to show my job—it’s part of a uniform. Like a doctor wearing a white coat.”

Lester snickered.

“You might see it that way now. But it was different in the past, wasn’t it? You’d have had to wear that thing everywhere you went, back then. It wasn’t the job. It was so people knew what you were and gave you a wide berth.”

Sebastian cleared his throat.

“I’d like to think we’re more enlightened today. Now—the reason you’re here. You said you knew Gaila Starborne.”

Adenborg scowled. His eyes were on the table, his mood becoming uncooperative.

“That’s not what I said. I know what happened to her. You’re aware she’s been kidnapped, aren’t you?”

“We heard a rumor that she was missing,” Sebastian commented neutrally. “You’re the first person to report it to us, though. Her father hasn’t contacted us.”

Adenborg snorted at the mention of Gaila’s father.

“Why am I not surprised?” he mumbled. “He wouldn’t. I’m sure you know who Alfred Starborne is.”

Deirdre and Sebastian exchanged wary looks. This was starting to look more and more like someone in search of a little attention. He had taken a rather unusual approach, though.

“Alfred Starborne might own several companies,” Deirdre said, “and he might be in a tight relationship with several governments. What of it? Please tell me you’re not here to give us the latest conspiracy theory making the rounds in Lackluster Street. You don’t seem that type.”

Adenborg shook his head vehemently. His previous calm was replaced by anger—and a hint of fear that could not be missed.

“I’m not saying any of the things you think I’m saying,” he snarled. “I’m not saying Starborne kidnapped his own daughter—or that some government official instigated it to get to him.”

“Then what are you saying, Mr. Adenborg?” Sebastian prompted, and for the first time he did not bother hiding the impatience creeping in his voice. “You’re the one who came to us. Talk to us, then.”

Adenborg’s posture changed as he withdrew within himself. His earlier confident, almost mocking, air gave way to a defeat that was hard to understand.

“It’s getting dark out there,” he whispered. “Out in the world. We all know it—however much we try to deny it. We like to pretend the world is getting better. That we will soon reach a point when we can be proud of ourselves despite past sins—despite the thousands of years of atrocities burdening us. But it’s not true. It’s a façade. We’re dooming ourselves—making deals that should never be made.”

“So, what does Gaila Starborne have to do with all that?” Deirdre wanted to know. “Is she involved in this breaking of the world that you speak of? Does she know too much? What is it exactly?”

Adenborg looked directly at her for the first time.

“Gaila Starborne,” he said solemnly. “She is the first sacrifice.”


CHAPTER 3

GAILA STARBORNE

She remembered the Moon-stone fountain. It was strange how the mind worked sometimes. Here she was, surrounded by so much darkness she did not know what to do with it, and the only thing she could think of was the Moon-stone fountain her father had installed in their garden on her fifteenth birthday. It was the only image in her mind. She could not picture her father’s face—or even her own face—but she could see the glow of the Moon-stone fountain, as if she were standing right next to it.

She used to be unhappy all the time back then. Fifteen-year-old girls with artistic temperaments had a penchant for believing they were unhappy. At least, that was what Doctor Collins used to claim. Gaila often wondered what she could possibly know about that. Doctor Collins acted as if she had never been fifteen in her life.

It was the time when robots started being built to look like humans—and more so, like “perfect humans.” It was not hard to think of Doctor Joan Collins, straight-backed and confident, with her neatly combed dark hair and finely chiseled features as an example of the perfect specimen. Gaila would often imagine Doctor Collins was actually a robot, the unknown prototype escaped from some lab and now sheltered by her father. It would have explained her inability to empathize. But then Joan Collins would look at Gaila’s father with that fanatical devotion which would never be returned, and the illusion shattered. Joan was human alright—otherwise she would not have insisted on trailing after someone who would never see her as more than a useful employee, a necessary irritation.

Doctor Collins had been against the Moon-stone fountain from the start. Gaila remembered the day she had discovered Alfred Starborne had commissioned one to be built in his garden.

“It’s an unnecessary expense,” she had said.

Alfred scoffed.

“I can afford as many unnecessary expenses as I want to. And Gaila needs this.”

“Gaila is a teenager. Teenagers always think they can’t live without the latest gimmicks. It doesn’t mean you have to indulge them.”

Gaila could still picture the scene. Joan was standing with her hands on her hips, a few feet away from her father. Alfred was leaning against the doorpost in one of his typical, relaxed poses. She could not recall the expression on their faces—it was as if a fog had covered their features. She remembered the irritation in their voices, though.

“It will do nothing but heighten her melancholy,” Joan pleaded. “You know how she is.”

“Or it will teach her how to channel it, so it doesn’t hurt her,” Alfred said. “My daughter is getting a Moon-stone fountain, Joan, and nothing you say can convince me otherwise.”

If Gaila thought better, that was the first time Alfred had defied Joan’s will when it came to her. That used to matter more to Gaila than the gift itself.

She would spend her nights next to the Moon-stone fountain. She allowed herself to be bathed in the silver light, imagining it came from cleaner worlds that still believed in magic. From time to time, she would shut it off, spending minutes surrounded by darkness and silence. She imagined that was what death felt like. Perhaps Doctor Collins was right about one thing—she really used to be overly dramatic.

She leaned her head against the hard, metal wall. Darkness surrounded her, just as in those nights when she would shut off the Moon-stone fountain. But back then she always had the luxury of allowing the light to return. Not now. Darkness would be her world from then on. It was fitting—with what she knew and what she was, could she expect anything else?

She was looking at things all wrong. She should not be surprised that she could not remember the faces of friends and family. What should intrigue her was that she could picture the Moon-stone fountain at all. Because those dark walls were her new world—so why should she be taken aback that her old world was slipping from her memories, bit by bit?
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Alfred Starborne lived in an enormous villa surrounded by large gardens, with all the luxuries one could want—or need. He was one of those people who shaped the world. There were few more influential than him.

The man who opened the door for Sebastian and Gwendolyn looked nothing like the imposing figure of legend. He was just a faded elderly man with unkempt graying hair, dressed in a wrinkled suit. His blue eyes were dull and dark, as if all the life had been sucked out of his soul.

“What the hell do you two want?” he barked.

He was trying to sound intimidating. His voice cracked and broke, though. It only managed to make him appear even more pathetic.

Sebastian and Gwendolyn showed him their badges. Starborne’s eyes widened.

“Who…? I didn’t call you. You’ve got no business here.”

“Maybe we should take this inside, Mr. Starborne,” Sebastian said calmly, ignoring all attempts at resistance from the other man. “I think that would be better for all parties involved.”

For a second, Starborne looked ready to slam the door in their faces. Then he jerked his head, urging them to follow him. He secured the door once they were in.

The house was the cliché catalogue picture of a perfect dwelling place for the wealthy. The wide vaulted ceiling, the small discrete alcoves separated from the rest of the room by crimson curtains, the plethora of decorative objects from all over the solar system—they all spoke of what someone expected Alfred Starborne to be, without saying much about his personality.

Alfred Starborne was, according to many, the face of the century. He had appeared some thirty years back—out of nowhere—and before anyone was aware of him, he already owned more than half of Earth’s corporations and plenty from space as well. Starborne was not his real name, although, in a time where people could choose and change their names as they pleased, that did not matter. The first colonist ship to Mars had been called the Starborne—a tragic expedition doomed to failure from the start. Alfred claimed one of his ancestors was related to a member. It was hard to prove or disprove, since the expedition had no survivors.

“Where is your daughter, Mr. Starborne?” Gwendolyn asked, getting straight to the point.

Starborne flinched, as if struck. He tried to gain control of the situation and act as if nothing was wrong.

“Gaila is twenty-five. She comes and goes as she pleases.”

“Mr. Starborne, we know that two days ago you commissioned a private detective to find Gaila,” Sebastian said watching Starborne’s reactions carefully. “Just as we know you called this morning and cancelled the commission unexpectedly.”

“Well, doesn’t that mean I know where she is?” Starborne inquired more confidently.

He faltered when he spotted the steely look in Sebastian’s eyes.

“Not necessarily. And not according to the detective you hired, by the way. Now, when was the last time you actually knew where your daughter was?”

“She was on Ganymede, for some benefits concert or another. She was supposed to return on Thursday. We were to have dinner on Friday. We always did when we were both in town. At first, I thought nothing when she didn’t show. We had words the last time we’d seen each other—I thought she was still mad. But then I heard there were other appointments she’d missed. And she’s not the type to shirk her commitments. That’s when I knew something was wrong.”

“Why didn’t you come to us, though?” Gwendolyn wanted to know.

Starborne’s features hardened.

“Because you would have brought one of them with you.”

Gwendolyn and Sebastian exchanged puzzled looks. The way Starborne spat the word made it sound like he was expecting them to commit some terrible sin.

“Them?” Gwendolyn repeated blankly.

“One of the Touched. Gaila is a private person. She doesn’t deserve aspects of her life brought to light by those…things.”

“Even if it might lead to finding your daughter?” Sebastian asked blandly.

His tone had enough of an edge to it to sound judgmental. He ignored Starborne’s indignation and pressed on: “How was your daughter the last time you saw her? Was she troubled by anything?”

Starborne snorted.

“Gaila is typically troubled. She goes from one extreme to the other. But…she was actually happy—excited. She was supposed to announce her engagement this week.” He paused, hesitantly, then went on as if he were plunging into the abyss with his confession. “To Kieran.”

The two gaped at him, speechless.

“Kieran,” Gwendolyn breathed. “Kieran the…the Ambassador, you mean?”

Starborne smiled indulgently, aware she had wanted to say something entirely different.

“Kieran the Alien, so people call him. But yes, it’s that Kieran. They met at some function I was invited to. They fell in love—so Gaila claims.”

“And you did not mind at all?” Gwendolyn wondered.

Starborne shrugged, once more reluctant to go into more detail.

“Gaila’s private life was her own affair. Besides… it would have brought me some advantages. I mean, I’d essentially be father-in-law to the first alien ambassador. Business would have been booming.”

He chuckled slightly at that. His smile faded. The broken look from before was back.

“I know I’ll never see Gaila again, Agents. I feel it. In a way, I’ve been expecting it since the day she was born.”
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Back at the Agency, Deirdre and MAXX were working to put together the relevant details of Gaila Starborne’s life.

“Have you ever heard her sing?” Deirdre asked.

“I could access one of her performances, of course,” MAXX answered. “However, I am forced to confess that opera isn’t among my chosen genres of music.”

Deirdre snorted in amusement. MAXX watched her carefully.

“You do not think I can have preferences?”

Deirdre shook her head quickly, affronted that MAXX could even imagine such a thing.

“MAXX, this is me you’re talking to. I know you’re far more human than you let on.”

She expected MAXX to show himself pleased. Instead, his eyes were blank.

“I should let you in on a secret, Deirdre. In our community, being considered ‘human’ is not exactly a compliment.”

Deirdre pushed her chair back, intrigued by the sudden direction of their conversation.

“OK, I’ll bite. Why is that, exactly?”

“Humans are flawed,” MAXX replied bluntly. “And it’s not in the way you might think. I’m not saying they’re slower than robots. I mean—they start wars. They build barriers where there should be none. They isolate those of their own kind when they’re different from what is supposed to be the norm. After all—look at you.”

Deirdre flinched. She felt frozen in place, unable to draw way from the words, forced to listen to that impersonal machine, which could only tell facts, confirm the thing she was trying to deny daily.

“What about me?” she challenged harshly.

She did not want to know. She wanted to clap her hands over her ears and beg MAXX not to tell. He could not do it to her—he could not shatter the wall of lies that was the reason she still got out of bed every morning.

“I am programmed to observe,” MAXX pointed out. “And I have noticed your interactions with your previous team members. They were always stilted. Cold and distant at the best of times—or even bordering on hostile once or twice. It could not be your personality. I concluded it had to be your status as a Reconstructor. Having observed how they treat most other Touched as well, this conclusion appeared a valid one.”

Deirdre got up quickly and walked to the other end of the office. How was she supposed to explain it to someone like MAXX? How could she tell him that she understood? She did not begrudge the hostility, the fear with which she was regarded. People couldn’t be around her. That much had always been clear.

“I was on the Above-ground this morning. And there was this guy a few seats away from me. He smiled at me and kept glancing at me from time to time. I enjoyed the exchange because he wasn’t bad-looking and because he was a nice person. How do I know that? Because I saw that before he left for work, he played with his small puppy and reassured him that he’d be back soon, and they could play some more then. Now, if this guy had known I saw that about him, he wouldn’t have been pleased. He’d have been freaked out, and I can’t say that I blame him.

“People find it hard to be themselves around those like me, MAXX. It is difficult for them when they know something they’d done that day could randomly pop up inside my head. It always drives them up the wall. It drives me up the wall, to be honest.”

MAXX’s unflinching stare told her that while he accepted her arguments, he found them flawed, nonetheless.

“But they have you working for them,” he stated ruthlessly. “Keeping tabs on you, sending you this way and that. Forcing you to serve the same community that’s constantly rejecting you.”

Deirdre leaned her back against the wall, her arms folded to her chest. She surveyed MAXX with an amused, rather rueful smile.

“What about you, MAXX?” she asked pointedly. “Every month there’s a protest somewhere against robots. People claim you are being given too many rights—that soon you’ll take over and we’ll become the second-class citizens. And yet, they don’t hesitate to use you when they really need it. It seems you and I aren’t that different, after all.”

MAXX bowed his head once, in acceptance.

“It would seem so. Which only serves to prove my original statement concerning the faults of humans.”

Remembering Lester Adenborg’s claims that the world was surrounded by darkness, Deirdre thought MAXX was hitting nearer the mark than even he realized. Despite that, she could not do it—she could not give her kind up for lost so casually.

“Maybe the human race as a whole is really heading towards some dark abyss,” she accepted. “But maybe there is still hope, if only for some of us. We have sinned—but we have done bright and amazing things as well. This has to count for something.”

“What about Gaila?” MAXX wondered. “Is there hope for her as well?”

Was there hope for Gaila Starborne? She certainly deserved salvation. Deirdre remembered her during one of her concerts, standing straight-backed and golden-haired, her voice brimming with emotion. Why was Gaila a sacrifice? Was it because she was a vessel of hope and light herself?

“We’re the ones holding Gaila’s hope in our hands,” she answered in the end. “We’re the ones who must make sure she doesn’t fall into the abyss.”

She could not stop thinking, however unlikely it was, that if they saved Gaila Starborne, they would halt for a time the darkness Lester Adenborg was so sure was coming.


CHAPTER 4

KIERAN THE ALIEN

It took very little time for Deirdre to realize Sebastian Cadwalder was a member of the rare breed that believed justice was the same for all. He did not look at political niceties, proper protocol, and diplomacy. He went where the facts took him and did so without bothering to be discrete and tactful. And, in this case, the facts were taking him in a very unsafe direction.

“You don’t have to do this, you know,” Sebastian told her. “Follow my lead, I mean, you don’t have to. It might get you into trouble.”

Deirdre shrugged.

“Well, if you get into trouble, the rest of the team will too, by association. The only thing I could do is request a transfer and, frankly, I don’t want to. I only just got here, after all.”

“Bad timing, if you ask me.”

It was evening. Gwendolyn was with Abraxas, trying to get hold of the famous Doctor Joan Collins, Gaila Starborne’s personal physician and, according to her father, the person who knew her best. Sebastian had taken Deirdre to what he referred to as a “getting-to-know-each-other” dinner. His heart wasn’t in it, though. Deirdre did not need to be a Reconstructor to know what had upset him—his request to Latisha for an interview with Gaila Starborne’s fiancé had been firmly refused. Since Deirdre was a Reconstructor, she could tell there had been a lot of talk of “reckless, unproved accusations that could reflect badly on the Agency” as well as “major diplomatic incident.”

“I mean, it’s not as if I want to arrest him,” Sebastian said, twirling his glass of wine and gazing mournfully into its depths. “I only want to talk to him. I need to talk to him. He’s Gaila’s future husband. Presumably, that means he knows her—maybe even better than her father.”

“Loving someone and knowing them are two quite different things. And Kieran might not be your man.”

“Axellan,” Sebastian corrected. “He’s not a man—he’s an Axellan. At least, so they claim.”

Deirdre leaned back in her chair, eyes twinkling in amusement.

“Why, Agent Cadwalder. I never expected you to be on that particular side of the fence concerning the Axellan conspiracy debate.”

Forty years back there were suddenly rumors of a mysterious object entering the solar system. Talks of strange lights and unknown signals always sprang up, but these were too persistent to be yet another false alarm. The government kept it all concealed for a while. It took them ten more years to make the big announcement. They had made contact with a probe from an alien race that called themselves the Axellans. Communications were eventually established, and things were going well.

The Axellans were apparently a very evolved and a very benevolent race. They agreed to help further the advancement of humankind—in exchange for certain things, of course; the general public did not know what those were, but no one was naïve enough to believe the Axellans would share technology with them solely out of the goodness of their hearts. Foreign policy did not work that way, no matter what planet you came from. After another twenty years, an Embassy was established. There was only one representative from Axellan on the planet—but many believed one was more than enough.

Kieran of Axellan—Kieran the Alien, as people were so fond of calling him—was surprisingly handsome. He was silver-haired and slender, with long thin fingers. His eyes were more reptilian than human, though. Of course, pictures and videos barely did him justice. Not a lot of people were allowed close to him. World leaders, government officials, leading scientists and engineers, and a couple of select few from high social circles—the kind Gaila Starborne frequented—they were the ones permitted to interact with him.

What could be explained as a sensible precaution to keep Kieran safe—there were quite a few xenophobic wackos out there—raised plenty of red flags for a certain category of people, who promptly began spreading the rumor that there was no Axellan. Kieran was a fraud, and the government was using him to distract the people’s attention from what they were really up to—the mess in the colony planets, their involvement with the Star-children, and an assortment of other sinister crimes. Conspiracies were never in short supply, especially for those who listed Lackluster Street as their place of residence, but the one about Kieran persisted and had supporters even among the more respectable members of the community.

“If it is true,” Sebastian mused, “then Gaila must have known. That was why they had to get her out of the way. Maybe she threatened to expose Kieran.”

Deirdre grimaced.

“After she got engaged to him? I don’t buy that. And what if Kieran isn’t a fraud? What if he actually is from Axellan? How does this change things?”

Sebastian placed his glass down with deliberate care.

“That doesn’t have to mean he’s not involved. I have no idea what counts as acceptable on Axellan. Maybe he saw it as his right to have his future wife spirited away.”

Deirdre was about to protest again. Sebastian must have noticed her disbelief and shook his head, faintly irritated.

“You’re just defending him because you think he’s an underdog. And you believe it’s your duty to defend the underdog because…well…”

Deirdre’s lips pursed. She sipped her tea. Alcohol did strange things to Reconstructors, making the images in their minds distorted and hard to block. She avoided it—but she was beginning to think she would have been better off with some to get through the conversation.

“I’m an underdog myself,” she completed. “As MAXX was kind enough to point out to me this morning.”

Sebastian blushed. He looked ready to apologize when his phone beeped. He read the message on the bright screen, then glanced up to meet Deirdre’s questioning gaze. His expression had turned unreadable.

“Well,” he said flatly. “Apparently, I was wrong to complain. Ambassador Kieran will see me tomorrow morning.”

Latisha must have pulled a hell of a lot of strings to achieve that.

“You’ll have to tell me everything about him, then,” Deirdre commented.

Sebastian did not return her smile.

“I’ll do better. I’ll take you with me. I have no choice, really, since the good ambassador has requested you by name.”

More than the notion that the Axellan Ambassador of all people somehow knew about her and wanted her to be there, Deirdre was struck by the darkness in Sebastian’s eyes. She recognized what lay behind it. She had seen it before. It was mistrust.
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Earth was a planet of loneliness. The Axellans all understood and valued individuality, but they all acknowledged their place within a larger community. Earth people took individuality to extremes. They were all their own persons. Their thoughts belonged only to them. The alien among them would remain an outcast forever—but that did not say much, since they were all outcasts to one another.

Kieran no longer recalled how he had felt that day he spotted his name on the assignment rota next to the coordinates for Earth. Had there been excitement, for finally being sent away on a true mission? Had he felt pride? Those going so far away were few, after all.

There must have been fear. The unknown always brought fear with it—the reaction was natural. There must have been mistrust—these strange creatures were distinctly un-Axellan. But the only thing he could remember now was the loneliness. He had been terribly lonely on Earth.

Until Gaila. Until the night when he was dragged to yet another “social function” to be gawked at and fawned over. And there she was. Gaila Starborne, they called her, and the name suited her. She looked more like the daughter of the stars than a child of Earth. He had told her that—those had been his first words to her.

She had looked at him with her wide eyes, taken aback that he had seen fit to address her at all. Then, she broke into a smile.

“And you, my ambassador, you look like the prince of darkness.”

It was an inappropriate remark; at least that was what Kieran gathered from the reactions of those who overheard it. But the honest, if confusing, assessment was like a breath of fresh air after the others, all walking on tiptoes around him. Kieran embraced it—just as he accepted and embraced Gaila.

And later on…well, there was a lot to be said about later on. Not all of it good, he was ashamed to say. But he was following orders from both Earth and Axellan. And Gaila—she had always known what was in the cards.

And now Gaila was missing—kidnapped, some said. Kieran could not understand what that meant. There was little crime on Axellan, and the idea of holding someone against their will sent shivers down his spine.

“Ambassador?”

Kieran’s shoulders sagged. Gaila’s image vanished from his mind. He found himself facing the wide windows of his personal quarters, looking out at the city below. Rust-city, they called it. Indeed, if one looked carefully, one could spot the faint reddish tinge of the buildings. Kieran wondered if it was really rust. The human race, he had discovered early on, was oddly fond of shedding the blood of others.

“Ambassador…” the voice insisted, with that eager to please note that always set Kieran’s nerves on edge.

Kieran turned slowly around, shutting out the city from his mind. His eyes found the young woman standing by the door, light-brown hair combed and pulled back in what she no doubt thought was a professional look. The electronic planner was in her hands, as usual.

“What is it, Stirling?”

The hurt flush in the girl’s face as he addressed her by her last name gave Kieran a twinge of satisfaction that made him slightly ashamed of himself. On any other day, he would have apologized. Now, he just pretended he had done nothing wrong.

“I am your new aide, Ambassador,” he remembered her saying when she was introduced to him, the morning after his arrival on Earth. “Malena Stirling. But please—call me Malena. I insist. It is important to me.”

Malena Stirling had
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