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The High Capricorn

H’K

 


Steam from the rain blew through the door of
The Caravanserai, a thrumming cafe in H’K halfway up the hill from
the submarine port. Several folk’d had entered, dripping wet, to
escape the sqwall. Three herself groaned, tho, cos she hadn’t
brought her teflite jacket for the long walk back to the bolt hole.
She hoped the rain would blow past. The cafe crowd made her nervous
– too many eyes looking about. Waiters bustled, noises came from
the kitchen. Three moved further back into the shadows of the
booth, watching her companions with distaste and the exit with
hope. Someone slammed the cafe door shut with a heel.

Three sat with One and Two, and the various
men and women from the invested corporate Hegemonies. RichArses in
coolSuits and glasses, too damn businesslike for so early of a
morning. A HegMan distributed a couple of glows of the target for
inspektion. The glows insinuated themselves at either end of the
table top and twirled insouciantly.

Three looked at the closest glow which
orbited the tabletop, as a man’s face, side profile, back o’ the
head slid around, and thought, I’ve not been back to East Cap
for 50 years and wouldn’t go, ’cept the money is good and I could
settle a few old scores, mebbe. Wasn’t the first time she’d had
that notion since the job was mentioned. Old scores. Was a
good thought.

The glow was sharp. The image of a darkHaired
young man who looked supercilious. Three pulled the image round and
stared into the young man’s brown eyes, then turned him to check
the set of his shoulders. Not a bad looking victim, she
thought.

She eyed sidewayz the 2 doodz who’d travelled
south with her to do this exceptionally well paid job. They were
solid killers. Knew them both from earlier border work, up near
Russia. One would do the scouting, Two, a fellow Oz, was the
bomber, and her role: liaise with the client and clean up loose
ends.

Bombing was a big ask from anyone. Out of the
box. Meant multiple victims, for sure. Not that Three minded. But
noone bombed any more. A very old fashioned act’o’violence, and
done only by guiltless throwbacks like herself. Bombs caused a lot
of mess & mincemeat, but a bomb well put shredded the
evidence.

The cafe was crowded with white tiles and
people. The door of the kitchen area opposite would fly open and
she’d glimpse the silver woks and pots, the odd yellow flare on a
stove. Cooks in white, flapping their hands and their utensils. Up
and down the trestle seating people crammed in & shot food into
their mouths with chopsticks & forks. Lots of customers.

She’d took time to get used to mixing with
people after the Blend.

The wars. The multiple betrayals. Ironic
she’d ended up in Asia, in the northern hemisphere, after all that
spent blood in the dirty little civil war. Three sipped her iced
miso, soaking up the scene, listening to the drill and, as usual,
making plan B in her head while plan A was laid out. That’s what
Kingdom Allenby used to say, all those years ago: “an oldy but a
goody, always have plan B”, along with “you haven’t lived
till you’ve done gung ho”. Three’d thought it funny at the
time.

Kingdom, of course, had been working plan C
to destroy them.

A waitress in pink silk brought beers for
them all, bending prettily with the tray of glasses. She did
that on purpose, Three thought bitterly. All those heavy
blokes look like heavy tippers and she’s playing them for
fools. Three knew she didn’t have to be bitter about the girl –
she just was. Three was long past pretty. In fact, the waitress
gave Three a nano glance and looked away as if she sensed Three’s
displeasure – or maybe, pinky waitress hadn’t even registered
Three’s presence.

Hair once red was now yellowyGrey. Her face,
tho’ attractive for her advanced age, was kept product free. Three
cultivated nonentity with great skill.

Was the same with the business heavies. The
Bossman from the hegemony spoke Chinese in a strong Brazilhoz
accent and also ignored Three. She’d never held the interest of
many men and, anyway, when you pass 110, you’re far too old, unless
the guy one wooed was part of a strategic play. No, the Brazilhoz
HegMan was fixated on the honcho from the Chinese side of
things.

Still, she didn’t care. The Chinese Hegs knew
her lethal rep. The Brazilhoz, no. She just slid further into the
shadow at the end of the table so her image stayed vague. Short
blonde grey tips, thin face, large eyes, mouthlines that had gone
sour. Been a sourOld, friendless existence since she escaped. She
clickClocked each face with her mind camera – like Kingdom’d
said: your allies may well become enemies in the fullness of
time, so remember faces. Remember their shape and the eyes in their
heads. Project them as old people too, because you never know when
the future may backhand you.

Wasn’t that the truth, eh?

“We don’t want AuZgov near this guy,” said
the Brazilhoz part of things to the hitTeam. “His strokes are more
valuable to us if AuZgov remain in ignorance. Understand?”

The Chinese bloke, ops manager of some Heg,
looked discomfited. Skanned the 3 killers with a hard eye.

One, Two and, reluctantly, Three, nodded, but
she was noting Mr China’s emotional tic with interest.

Still, Three would say nothing unless a key
qwestion needed an answer – easier to avoid voice prints. The other
assassins exchanged pleasantries. Two, the Aussie boy from Darwin,
had talked about then – before the Blend – and now. He was a
former smuggler and had to ’scape through the Cloud after the cops
decided he’d crossed a red line. One, a Chinese bloke, was a
HegMan. No doubt playing keepies on Two and herself.

“The target’s a big drinker. Cleanest way –
negate him in a bar.”

The HegBoss looked relaxed at his inhuman
utterance but some assembled looked uneasy, thinking “carnage”.
Three didn’t flinch at the task, Not at all. Three was a woman who
relished carnage.

“And, let me repeat,” said the Brazilhoz,
“money is no object at all. You will be rewarded handsomely.”

Three’d heard him the first time. Still
didn’t care. More money that she’d ever need was already in her
kick. Wasn’t for the money she was going back home to the stink of
East Capricorn and all she had fought when those Indons were
shipped across.

Aiee, she was shitty … shitty with the smell
of soy and the brittle noises in the restaurants and the portentous
men in suits planning their Heg operation, shitty with the hot rain
outside and that she’d brought nothing to ward off the wet.

If she found the Traitor down there, he was a
dead man. That’s all she knew. She was a soldier, followed orders
to the Terms of Engagement, but her term as a mercenary for these
Brazilhoz bast’ds was a secondary thing. Means to an end.

Kingdom was a dead man if she ran him
down.

 


Andaman 1

 


As Andaman Marko stood on the edge to dive,
the moon formed an eye looking up at him, a reflection in the black
water. He dived into the centre of the reflection sending shards
and wavelets of copper through the surface, making the moon
blink.

Behind, the real moon hung above Magnetic
Island. Probably last full moon he’d see ’til after the storm
season. At one point, he’d opened the window shield across the
front of the pool deck to allow the moonglow illuminate the vast
room, water slopping and clapping. Clap, clap, clap.

Artificial lights out, to rest his jangled
eyes; it was very dark except for the red moon and the haze in the
sky.

Andaman was fighting overwhelming tiredness.
Pumped with zizz & fixzo, he’d spent a very long 120 hours
programming the clusters. The clusters were now primed to recognise
keywords in multiple languages and, as usual, he’d got carried away
with foreign jargon and market slang & the long stint had
zapped his bones. At times in the small hours of the nite he had
broken his concentration for a couple of dips in the basement
pool.

With the tint on the blastProof shell turned
off, he swam towards, then away, from the high full moon.

Andaman’s motto was “play your margins”. He
scattered his crazy genius, and pushed his luck on both the topTier
of legal and the underTier of “barely noticeable, but very
wrong”.

“Skimming,” he named it qwietly, under his
breath, to nobody. His subterraneous life.

And so it was this day in September. His
October raid over the virtual was planned and primed. Five days and
nites of research and economix mapping, Andaman loaded the array on
his screen, aiming for big host exchanges in Central and South
America, and the usual vast markets of Ottowa, Shanghai, Sao
Paulo.

Brow knotted in concentration, back aching,
Andaman concluded checks on another screen to see where the legit
markets were heading and had made some speculative calculations
through his very own brain as well.

He was unleashing 5 harpoon clusters. Each
harpoon was sheathed in feathers of coding to seek out buyUps of
stock and derivatives in carbon rendering, synthetic fertilisers,
gamma ray farms, rare earth miners and mixed media.

Once or twice he’d scoped friendly contacts
around the world for genial chats about hegemonic intel and, of
course, new foreign slang. He loved slang in all forms. Sexual,
share market, political. Old friends from the past had loomed on
his screen small talking & big talking & it had been a
furious few days of work & when the pool called, even after the
swimming, his muscles were tight.

His eyes felt like fried eggs. That’s was the
trouble with fixzo. Almost 5 days and nites of wakefulness took you
out, even with the ripple effects through the ganglions and
synapses.

He took yet another tiny sip of his syrupy
kopi and sighed with relief the allWeeker was finally over and the
zizz could subside. Usually let it clear out of his system rather
than taking a chiller.

The sun had long replaced the moon and was
very hot off the horizon. The sky was the normal faint yellowy
bruise. White and pink clouds were bunched like little fists to the
north – he had a panoramic view from where he stood – along with a
few high altitude gossamer streaks which seemed to be vanishing in
the heat like sizzle marks. The last of winter. Soon the Cloud
would loom.

He gazed down at the greenBlue bay, the
yellow lick of beach, the stacked terraces that held 1000s of
apartments and houses, and their echo on the island opposite, the
white and green jigsaw that was Port Magnetic with its puzzle of
buildings and towers. To the north and south, he scanned the dark
forms in the ocean, barrages on either end of the island to hold
back the worst surges. Today was already hot, breezeless and
benign. A day worth enjoying, thought Andaman, if one could enjoy
his repetitive and strange twilight existence.

He returned his gaze from the bay to the
screen and sipped more kopi to help settle the effects of fixzo
& brain zaps he’d given himself over the last few days. For
focus & clarity, accelerated thinking.

His harpoons were built around oldSchool
computer viruses that everyone had forgotten after a century and a
half of rapid progress on the virtual. A time when bytes had
fragmented into subInfinitesimals. He’d resheathed the old viruses
with his own codes.

He snorted.

Because he’d been at this game for 8 or so
years, he was conscious that his only gratification was trying to
impress his own self. Noone else could ever know his schemes &
nite codes as they were deeply illegal. “Good one, Andy!” he’d
boast to himself, “a beautiful thing.” Was starting to border on
the pathetic. He’d become bored after a while (a long while) with
the ludicrous selfPraise. Bored with himself.

• • •

Andaman Marko had been a legit, registered
marketOperator since the age of 16 when he reached halfMajority and
was allowed to speculate. He’d honed his skills and become very
rich.

In the light of day, the city saw Andaman as
community minded. Bit of a playboy. Bringer of local economik
wealth. His subterraneous self disliked his generous and friendly
public persona and hated the lickspittling behaviour towards him
that would arise at city events, charity dooz and parties, when
politicians and business people were looking out for some
investment into their respective corner.

Glossy national eMagazines would publish
stories on his relaxed, but fecund market acumen, for he was so
allowed to be fecund with his cashola. The economik fanzine
videographers would capture him sitting on his radical bottleHouse
eyrie overlooking the bay, prosperous under the sun with his market
configurations & smoking the occasional chopChop cheroot.

Now, back in the Ville for the past 8 years,
through a mix of boredom, and restless genius, he’d forked into the
niteways.

Hidden from the law, and out of the gaze of
the glossies, his harpoons, bristling with bets, were pirates.
Little harpoons and feathers, out for plunder. More productive than
their legit siblings, his tricky codes slithered through the
virtual. Even so, he still paid tax on whatever earnings were
gleaned. Unexplained wealth did not get past the government – the
AuZgovAuZtax folk knew the money was coming in and probably guessed
how.

Instead of watching normal market forces
tickle up prices & slap down stock, Andaman’s newOld viruses
sought private places and speculative deals which were still to be
consummated, still formulating. His programs were set to sense
strong indices showing which deals would prevail. He’s sent them to
sniff which way the private winds were blowing towards as yet
unannounced investments. Informal communications between tycoons,
government officials, ambassadors, all of them into a multiplicity
of fixes.

Anticipatory algorithms reported back to
SQwizzy, his text analysis program seeking key words and phrases,
slang and banter. Again, the program was built on renovated
versions of rudimentary programs from the dawn of the digital
age.

The harpoons raided coded diplomatic cables
in the networks of embassies of corporations and governments
(decoded in Andaman’s mainframe), raided intercompany exchanges,
the computers of board members of blue chip and rising tech
companies, and the communication devices of finance and business
ministers. The harpoons parsed the communications for spikeWords:
such as bribe, invest, commission, malfeascence, inducement,
insider, “don’t alert”, confidential.

“Secret”, searched in 5 different languages,
was also a red hot target.

These words would parse against the context.
Any hint of a deal being constructed in a trading transaction would
be met with a modest purchase of the stock under discussion – an
automatic purchase. Sometimes the communication was just gossip and
nothing happened and he’d dump the stock after a time, but more
often than not, the information was correct & he’d make a motza
on the rising price.

So wrong, so delicious, a beautiful
patterning. 150 or so years of the virtual and those jokers thought
they knew how to guard & protect, but Andaman had studied the
old coding at college. He’d crack open ancient computers, fire them
up and trawl their innards like some freaking archaeologist.
Everyone said, “Why the freak would you do that, bruzz?” but he
kept smiling and scheming surrounded by huge, ancient hard drives
the size of hands and matchboxes.

That’s where he engineered his strokes.

Andaman pressed commence + kill – the
latter instruction refried any hostile particles that had slipped
into his system through the electronic backwash – because his
defences bristled with security. He slid the backup plate out of
its corral, deleted everything illegal on his mainframe computer,
deleted it again and switched off. He was noWayEver going to keep
his material on the commons.

He wandered down the dim, cool passage to his
sleeping qwarters and said “shower”. He stepped in as it turned on
and cleaned off the pool salt, looking through the stormProof
window on the top storey. Habitation took up the top 3 floors of
his swizzy, swanky house, and a 4th floor – a basement waterFilled
cellar – lay beneath those domestic areas, cooling the entire
ecosystem.

Andaman loved his house.

Through the windows, yep, he could see the
bay was still there. A few boats on it now, and way distant the
early ferry from Trinity swooped in around Palm Island. A yellow
haze lapped the horizon beyond. Down along the waterfront with its
stepped terracing, the scene dark and emerald and tropical, house
roofs glinted blue and green, the nanoVolt roofs sucking up the
sunlight. He could see one or 2 landVs on the roads below emerge
and disappear under the canopy of trees, and electric tukTuks and
motorbikes weaving in and out of the traffic.

Lunch waited for him down the hill.

Andaman smacked his lips, tasting the last of
the bittersweet kopi before brushing his teeth and throwing on a
light cotton shirt and shorts. He stepped into the heat and walked
the 500 hot morning metres to the funicular station at the top of
the hill, entered a cool cab that slid elegantly over the cliff and
down into the town, just like his feather harpoons glided elegantly
thru the virtual across continents and into the speculative markets
of the globe.

The cable car swung across the Ville, Capital
City of Capricornia, known as Cap to the locals, often parsed down
to East Cap and West Cap depending on which coast you were closest
to. Capricornia was a vast Territory jointly administered by AuZgov
and ASEAN, and was delineated by everything north of the Tropic of
Capricorn, and everything north to the Arafura Sea.

Half the continent shared with Indons,
Papuans and Timorese who had fled the climate disasters, along with
their descendants, 85 million people, stretching from the east to
the west coast of the continent of Australia.

Cap was a global food bowl, a mine, a fish
farm, a refuge and a hothouse, as well as a joint AustralAsian
economik zone that was integrated diplomatically with its teeming
northern neighbours. All the more complicated as political control
lay in a loveHate triangle between AuZgov, Jakarta and Cap itself,
and residents could vote for the leaders of Cap, when the irregular
elections were held, weather permitting.

He could see the Ville, a region of 8 million
souls, stretching to the southWest, up through the Towers
escarpment in the distant west. Beyond the escarpment, small farms,
satellite towns, and large government work camps soaked up many of
the people driven south from Asia by the fierce eqwatorial climate
during the Blend, when the 2 geographies came together.
Refugees arrived en masse more than 50
years past. Then, the rootless were given some purpose, a new
beginning which most grabbed with alacrity.

Glinting roofs tessellated the lower bay and
lifted over the hills of Cape Cleveland to the south. The morning
smoke haze was forming over the landscape, from distant campfires,
as the poor & the dislocated cooked their morning meals.
Andaman smiled. The Ville was where the strength lay as the
unwieldy influx of people created a massive workforce.

Apart from the maelstrom of weather to the
far north, and the desertification of the far southWest, Australia
was more verdant than it had ever been, but the top, the part which
wasn’t eternally covered with the Cloud, fed an unbelievable number
of people. SanFran and Los Angeles across the Pacific had given up
the ghost as the great American dustDeserts finally arrived at the
Pacific Ocean burying everything in their path. Europe was a mess,
Northern Africa in recovery. It was all up to the AustralAsians
now.

• • •

Past the foodsmells, tents and stalls of the
bustling markets, down at the Swarbar, his friend Flick – the
senior day hostess – flashed her cheery smile. The smile (and Flick
banter) returned him to the venue most days, because it was so
genuine and appealing. His beacon. At the back bar in the dark
shade, the buzzCut guy who cracked offColour jokes with him was
also on duty, taking trays of drinks to tourists and traders who
were parked under umbrellas all the way along the terrace. Andaman
liked the buzzCut guy. There was no grovelling respect and that
made him happy.

A few of the usual Swarbar denizens were
warming up for the day. Dazza with his array of tek devices; a less
than successful speculator already zigging high on fixzo, a brolly
sticking out of a cocktail that had a seriously unnatural colour.
Dazza, though, was addicted to neons which, allegedly, had
particles of rare gasses pumped into them.

Emily Gatling was also at her table with her
talking cat, writing stuff for politicians in the big house. She
preferred the seabreeze to the poky airCon office she’d been
allocated and her various politicos were pretty comfortable with
her unusual arrangements. Also, the cat wasn’t allowed in the Big
House. The cat was watching whatever she was writing with a
derisive look, but Andaman thought cats were always derisive, so it
didn’t matter.

“Hi, Flick,” he said, “the usual. And a small
prawn salad.” She nodded and gestured the order into the screen.
Prawns, he mused. Lifeblood of Cap & half the world.

He wandered over & perched on the timber
verandah rail. This ran for some way inside the Swarbar, which was
built along the bottom storm terrace above the ocean. The bar
itself was incorporated into the steelDrip cement work of the
terrace.

Yachts and ferries plied the bay, and a big
container ship with its solar sails aloft was heading out of the
new port further south, on the inner lip of Cape Cleveland. The 200
yearOld Ville Port had been smashed in the 2088 super’phoon (named
Rex) and had limped along for another decade before the new port
was finished and the city seriously took off.

He opened his clamB on the table, and fired
up the glows, while at the same time feeling a rush of anticipatory
pleasure as they emerged above the keyboard. Small spheres floated
against the glass screen, spinning, doing nothing at the moment. He
knew the harpoons were burrowing, burrowing, talking to SQwizzy,
sniffing out words that mattered for investments that were of a
certain qwantum: not too large, but certainly not too small.

Flick came over with his meal and beer.

Gesturing at the yachts, he said: “Lot of
people have time on their hands, Flick, tacking, jibing and
unfurling their sexy spinnakers.”

“Speak for yourself, Andy. I’ve done an
allNiter at the bar here, with the help of my good friend, the
caffeinated gum machine in the corner, while you, my other friend,
have just had a sweet nite’s sleep.” She laughed.

“Oh, I tossed and turned. Wouldn’t say I
slept,” he said, guardedly.

She was a selfDeclared Oncer, and she
unfortunately knew his fertility status. Andaman Marko – Noughter.
No chance of a life with sweet Flick. She’d be wanting to have a
kid sometime.

• • •

Fertility status was usually the second thing
a girl asks a guy after “What do you do?” and Andaman had been
honest, cos that’s what people were, and cos Flick’s face was
friendly and ingenuous. Even if he was interested in accelerating a
relationship with Flick (which he was, slightly) nothing would
happen. He knew well.

They were neighbours, he at the top of the
cliff, she down the hill. So they’d hung together out of work
hours, partied together, and occasionally sexed in a drunken haze.
But that was that.

She also knew he was super rich and had told
him before, when turpzed up, that he was unattainable, and he’d be
marrying a smart richBitch one day, and not someone stupid like
her. This negative selfAnalysis didn’t stop her continuing to flirt
with him, and Andaman obliged with his own dry and handsome
retorts.

“… good luck you all, anyway,” she said,
addressing the yachts, waving an open palm in their direction. “I’m
saving up for a boat. Step one – got my little house. Next tick,
boat. I’ll see it through.”

“Gotta get amongst it,” said Andaman
qwoting a wellWorn advertisement.

“Yep, we all do. Do I put yer vittles’ on the
tab?” she said in a pirate voice.

She’d arched her eyebrow. Her hair was very
curly, lips mockPouty, and to Andaman, she looked very fine.

He gave her a smoking smile and nodded, and
started to shovel the salad into his mouth, tasting nothing.

Because Andaman was a Noughter, he tended to
play hard. Noughter was both the best and worst of positions on the
play board. His status alternately filled him with green murky
despair, and a strange fire of anger and rejoice. Knowing he’d
never be responsible for anyone ‘cept himself made him, at times,
reckless. Nought meant no kids, ever.

He didn’t know why: didn’t know what the
DyNAst algorithms picked, didn’t know what sounds the DNA data
corridors stretching forward and back in time whispered to the
Centrl databases that gave some the permissions while others, like
him, were deemed to dangerous to breed.

He didn’t dare try and hack AuZhealth to find
out because, if traced, it was jail for life, tho’ he was pretty
certain he had the chops to check the file without lifting a
breeze. But not worth that tiny shred of risk. His data were an
unknown and had to stay that way.

Andaman knew he was physically in great nick,
looking good and chiselled, with dark hair, dark brown eyes, and
strong body. Brainy, with natural genius which he enhanced with
boosters and restorative neuroplasty, but no rejuve. Not old enough
for the next expensive step.

And he was acutely selfAware of his
additional crazy (which may have been a reason for the Noughter
status, who knows?).

AuZgov released Andaman Marko’s Public
Instructional when he reached full majority at 18. The release had
done 2 important lifeStage things: it confirmed he was a Noughter
and it allocated him adult residence in the Ville where he’d been
born, but long since left. He hadn’t been directed to sign up for
AuZgov service (which sometimes happened) and he was relieved. A
couple more years to finish studies in Brisbane, and then he moved
back to the Ville.

Only later, in a mature moment of epiphany,
did he realise that any goGetting Oncer female – cleared for
fecundity, and who wanted kids – was offLimits. No companionship of
the longLasting family variety allowed. Ever. Unless he married a
female Noughter, or another male. While the latter option was ok
for some, it just wasn’t part of his makeUp. As for adoption, that
was unheard of. Just didn’t happen in a world desperately trying to
keep the population capped at 14 billion.

After a few settled years he’d accepted that
rules were rules. If he stayed in the official domicile (the Ville,
as allocated), and he remained “without issue” (as the text went),
he could do pretty much whatever he wanted.

So Flick, who he liked, and who was nice, and
who, in her own seemingly subAmbitious way was a goGetter like him
(her desire for a boat was eating her up), was never a romantic
option because she was allowed to bear one child, and he knew from
bitter experience that at some point she would, to another man.

• • •

Andaman finished the salad and pushed the
plate down the bar, along with the murky thoughts, and rechecked
the screens. One of the red dots floating above Brazil was slowly
turning orange and he checked a side panel to investigate a trade
in a Brazilhoz commodities company. The harpoon had picked some
intelligence discussion between the Brazilian Minister for the
Interior and a mate, which was then picked up by the US Mission in
Brazilia. The discussion related to a series of mines being
developed. The minister, through a family trust, had invested
$New200,000, a purchase the embassy had also flagged to Washington.
As the orange dot turned green, Andaman knew the harpoon and
SQwizzy had picked up $Old250,000 worth of stock. A tiny investment
with heaps of promise. Andaman and his sneaky algorithms loved
those embassy cables. The weakest link in his biz, and information
rich.

Flick, clearing the plates, looked at the
lights floating above the screen. Another red one started going
green.

“Looks like Xrissy lights,” she said.

“Very much so,” said Andaman, smiling at his
friend with the simple xShirt that emblazoned Swarbar in a lurid
font.

“By the way, a man dropped in looking for you
yesterday afternoon. He left his card,” she said, pulling something
from her shorts pocket.

“Card? That’s very oldFashioned,” Andaman
said, knowing full well it was how certain people avoided any
electronic interaction with their komms eqwipment. Flick passed it
to him. There was a name: Simon Bluestone. And a scope code – a
commercial code for the very elite East Cap Hotel in town, not a
personal code.

“Wants you to scope him at the Easty.”

“Oh yeah? Have you ticked him in the bar
before? What did he look like?” said Andaman airily.

“Never seen’m before. Tall ’n’ thin, white
tShirt, greyish hair, very blue eyes. Looked a bit old ’n’ washed
out really. Had a rejuve, I’d bet. Y’can tell they’re really old
when they look shiny but washedOff at the same time. Anyway. Says
he was an old friend, he’ll be in town for a couple of days and was
wanting to “look you up”. Said it was important to him, and you
too. And to SQwizzy.”

That took Andaman aback. Flick looked
surprised at his facial shock. SQwizzy was his secret set of
algorithms. A entity known only to himself.

“Who’s SQwizzy? Is he from around here?”
asked Flick.

“Obviously a mutual friend,” Andaman replied
thickly. He felt his pulse pick up. He screwed up his nose. He
started to cough erratically and took a swig of his drink. He was
seriously unnerved.

Andaman didn’t really have any friends and
none named Bluestone. But someone called Bluestone knew about his
programs.

He’d been unzipped.

And “old friend” ’ndeed. Easy enough it was
to track Andaman down personally in the Ville. He was nothing if
not predictable with his daily habits and movements. The provenance
of Bluestone was a mystery. Probably from AuZgov. Who knew?
Possibly a rival. Whoever it was, the old friend had got though his
firewalls and would be a pain in the back passage.


Bluestone

 


Senior Courier Simon Bluestone and Dr
Madrigal Phipps, his Exec Courier, were sopping wet, reclined on
deckchairs next to apartment 20/21’s balcony pool at the Easty. The
water in the pool was blue. The sky remained faintly yellow in the
late afternoon, ready to take on cowlicks of sunset vermillion.
Their primary task was to wait for a call, but otherwise to stay
cool until sundown.

Hailing from the colder zones of Hobarttown,
the daytime heat intimidated Bluestone. He went to the hotzones
often, but never got used to it. Madrigal was from up north, once
upon a time, so coped better.

Bluestone spent much of his life on the
ocean, on city platforms and in submergeants where the Spokes lay
in the southern ocean’s cold current convertor, he was acclimatised
to very cool.

“Bet you another $New100 my wager is in the
bag Dr Phipps,” said Bluestone. “No likely call all afternoon.”

Madrigal smiled and pulled a foot towards her
buttock creating an A with her leg on the lounge seat. “Looks like
you’re right, boss.”

Bluestone was unremarkable, pasty skin, blue
eyes. Hair grey, maybe offBrown. Noone would look at him twice if
they passed him in the street. Of course, he was much older than he
looked, but that was the way. As a Courier, this diluted, wavery
appearance suited him. He was indeterminate. If he fixed you eye to
eye, however, with a glimmering blue iris, you ended up in a
dimension altogether more scary. That’s why he was known in the biz
as Bluestone. Went all the way back to college in the 50s.

Unlike her mentor, Dr Madrigal Phipps stood
out in a crowd. Phipps was somewhere in her 30s, an Indijj woman,
with her family staying reasonably true to their skin over the
centuries. Her name, Madrigal, was a cute riff on the northwest
language her family spoke. She was proud of her language and
country and liked her name.

Strikingly beautiful, with high cheekbones,
dark brown skin, long limbs and shoulderLength wavy black hair,
Madrigal Phipps had started professional life as a lawyer and
negotiator, but enjoyed the frisson of being a high level Courier,
carrying state secrets. One of the most prestigious jobs in AuZgov,
attracting risk and reward.

The vocation allowed her to travel for work,
mostly accompanying Bluestone, all over the world. Their job was to
relay messages or information verbally and present, sometimes
handing over paper or qwarantined data chips.

These days, no matter what encryption was
lathered on a communication, the porousness of the virtual to
harpoons, burrz and the like made it necessary for players in the
High Levels, Government Authorities, Hegs and the Industries to
discuss the most important secrets face on face, oldStyle.

Bluestone and Madrigal Phipps were waiting
for their target to scope them and set up a meeting to deliver
their message to Marko. Nothing complex – a simple warnOff for the
security peeps. Madrigal had bet that it’d take Marko 2 hours to
see what he could find on the virtual and then, frustrated, he’d
dial. Bluestone bet he’d come in person that nite and not even risk
a commercial scope channel. The hint that they’d busted his strokes
would be unnerving for an outRogue like Marko. But now the Couriers
were bored and wet, and even by sunset it was failing to cool down
as the sky slowly caramelised, then burnt to black.

Madrigal sipped her waterPure and said, “I’m
not doubling the bet. Target’s still got to turn up tonite for the
Bluestone prophecy to be fulfilled.”

“Correctomundo,” said Bluestone using a
qwaint C20th archaism he’d picked up watching grisly 150 yearOld
teev shows. He was a sucker for the trash channels. “Last official
Courier tour with me, last bet won by me. Then you’re off on the
ownsome, making bets with yourself, kiddo.”

“Ownsome is unlikely, as Centrl’l assign some
callow young person like myself to tag along,” said Phipps, “but I
do thank the very competitive master diplomat, sitting in his daggy
swimmers, for all the arcane and obscure kraft he has imparted to
me over the last year or so.”

Bluestone laughed and Madrigal Phipps smiled
and looked west, out to the dirty brown sunset. She knew the
Courier drill, and it was often boring. Unless a highLevel
delegation job or wellKnown to the government, Couriers generally
forced a speculative target to come to them; and never ever follow
a target home; wait wait wait; poke out a little more bait if no
nibble the first time. They’d both done a fair bit of baiting and
waiting in their time.

The lights of the vast metropolis were
beginning to twinkle in the dusk, but still, nothing was
particularly cool. Phipps shook her head in despair at the 43
degree heat and plunged into the water again, kicking twice to
propel herself to the other edge. In the black onePiece with hair
plastered down to Bluestone she looked like a seal.

He had visited southern seal colonies off the
Spokes, and he knew which seal colony he was off to. Joining the
beaten bull males, grunting in their stink, well away from the
hubbub of females, youngsters and young bulls. Scarred. Without any
standing. Curmudgeons. Scared of the younger, fitter bulls. That’d
be him soon.

The new sleek, slippery generation, he
thought with a thin smile, watching Madrigal push herself through
the water. He liked Madrigal and had genuinely tried to assist her
in learning the bizz.

Chilled out, smart, cautious, she was not to
be underestimated. She was tough as well, with the best eyes and
ears he’d ever come across. Very serious. Not one for joking, but
that was ok, cos when there was a joke it was sharp and to the
point.

She’d come from legal, and in 2 years he’d
given her legwork, surveillance and contact transfers, and she’d
easily passed the training stages through to Executive Prep. He’d
also pushed her into tactical as well, training with the hard men
and women so she could deal with any unpleasantness.

This job, their last together, was in one
sense easy, in another, one of the oddest. Andaman Marko hadn’t
ticked in on the scope. Bluestone wasn’t worried. He knew he’d turn
up in person. OutRogues like Marko were the last persons, apart
from his masters, to trust any electronic Komms, and from what
Centrl had said, this guy was very very accomplished.

After sliding through the pool with a few
short laps, Madrigal Phipps hauled herself out. He appraised her
strong physiqwe, muscles rippling as she pulled herself from the
water, and her long legs. She smiled at him and patted herself down
with a towel and told him she was off to get dressed and would meet
for dinner at 8 at the reserved table. Bluestone grunted like a
beached seal in the expended male colony.

“See you down there,” he said. He lay for
another few minutes trying not to sweat and then turned into his
apartment to prepare for the evening.

He extracted a fresh shirt and pants from a
travel pack and stripped, pulling electromagnetic pain relief
strips off his legs. He stuck the strips on their charger and
showered. He glanced at the mirror. His body was wrecked from
decades of working and travelling. His genitals were wrinkled and
cloaked in grey hair. His face was getting cadaverous. Not a pretty
sight, he thought. 70 years in the biz and his last rejuvenation, 5
years ago, was it.

He thought: even going to bed with someone
as sexy as Dr Madrigal Phipps, if ever it was to happen, I doubt
whether I’d be able to see it through. The thought amused and
depressed him at the same time.

• • •

Dr Madrigal Phipps showered and dressed in an
unassuming light cotton kneeLength frock with a nuanced grey and
white floral pattern that was hinted at, like an oldFashioned
watermark. She was feeling pleased with herself.

Last job with Bluestone.

Superb mentor he may have been, but he was
getting whiny and a little bit too familiar and fatherly, patting
her on the shoulder, asking after Todd, her son, in a solicitous
voice that rang hollow. Bluestone would also check her backside
when he thought she wasn’t looking, forgetting he’d taught her
about reflective surfaces in street surveillance of targets.
Madrigal had caught him doing it in mirrored lifts and in shopping
mall windows. He’d given her the once over just then, as she got
out from the pool.

We’ll see this Marko hombre and sort him,
and that will be that, she thought with a little gloat. Yeah
yeah yeah. Her ‘Preparatory’ designation would be gone, gone gone. Dr Madrigal Phipps would be in charge
of the message, do the face on face, travel at her own pace, would
make her own choices. She did a couple of dance moves, bending and
twisting her legs and swinging her elbows and arms, smiling
gleefully at herself in the mirror, and then headed to the bathroom
to apply lipz.

Yeah yeah yeah.

• • •

At the reserved table, the 2 Couriers tried
to extend the meal as best they could. Telling the waiter they
hadn’t yet decided, fussing over wine then abandoning the idea,
canapés, entreés, sticking to soda waters. Long rumination over
mains.

Their expedition could lead to contact, but
also could lead to another wasted evening. Phipps and Bluestone had
wasted qwite a few in the past. They’d run out of small talk long
ago, and given they couldn’t utter a word about work, they invented
games to torture waiters and while away the time. Usually, after 3
hours of fun they’d feel bad and tip well at the end.

This time, Madrigal had sensed the presence
of a watcher as soon as they’d entered and, through loaded, coded
chat, she and Bluestone agreed it could be someone other than the
target. They knew what Marko looked like from the media files, and
he wasn’t there. But the someone watching them could be a proxy of
the target, or an enemy. Madrigal was extremely sensitive to the
swirl of a room or a street, and well knew there was a tail on
them. Almost every table had diners, on the floor level and the
sunken lounge, so it was difficult to winnow down the
possibilities. She surveilled qwietly and continuously while going
through the motions like pretending to choose between venison or
crayfish.

After mains, Bluestone lifted his eyebrows
and said, “Here we go.” Madrigal turned the jammers on to distort
and interfere with any sound or photonic waves around the table.
This meant noone could insert a light tube through the barrier, or
lipRead their conversation off a camera, or hear what they had to
say with sound bugs, though to normal diners, they’d appear …
normal.

• • •

The rather sniffy concierge at the lobby saw
Andaman enter and straightened up. The concierge was trussed up in
a stupid red uniform and white gloves, to look “olde worlde”. He
knew Marko from many fashionable events and caught his eye as
qwickly as possible. Andaman walked across and asked the concierge
whether a man named Bluestone was staying and if he’d gone out. The
concierge knew Andaman tipped big, so qwickly broke the rules and
in an obseqwious voice said, “In the restaurant, sir. They made a
booking, sir. Left side table. He’s with an Indijj lady”. Andaman
didn’t disappoint the concierge, swiping some $New into the man’s
device, which magically appeared in his gloved hand. Andaman
wandered slowly, seemingly without purpose, into the large
restaurant, scanned the huge room full of people and moved towards
their table.

They were a strange pair, he thought. Mousy
old man and gorgeous young woman, pretending to eat their desserts.
He’d probably be able to snap the old bloke in 2 with a punch. Not
so sure about the woman. Andaman sat at the third, empty chair and
looked at the 2 diners.

“Bluestone?”

“That’s me,” said Bluestone in a qwiet
friendly voice. “This is my colleague, Dr Phipps. Glad you could
make it, Mr Marko.”

“Do I know you?” asked Andaman. He kept his
voice very qwiet, pleased his back was to the crowded
restaurant.

“Nope,” said Bluestone. “We’re Couriers. We
have, for you, a message.”

“Who’re you couriering for?” asked Andaman,
suddenly nervous. He hadn’t expected this.

“AuZgov,” said Bluestone brightly. Dr Phipps
just stared at Andaman with friendly, goodCop eyes.

“And what do you want with me?” asked
Andaman.

“Would you like a drink? Kopi?” asked
Bluestone. “Let me get you a kopi.” He waved to a waiter and
ordered one, tho Andaman hadn’t said yes.

There was a pause.

“You’re becoming a bit of a problem to us.
Unintended conseqwences of some of your activities,” said the old
man. “That is why we’re here.”

What was he? 100? 110 after a few of thoseF
rejuves? Andaman was a little annoyed to be lectured by some old
guy.

“The government is aware of your unsavoury
outRogue business practices, but we don’t want to interfere,
because your work suits us on several levels. State revenue, intel
from the information we can glean in the aftermath of your
activities, and well, let’s just say it’s all helpful.

“We also leave you alone because you have
never, ever tried to insinuate yourself into your own government’s
information systems, and that shows a level of loyalty to AuZgov
which we appreciate. Loyalty not shown by many of your kind.”

“My kind?”

“You know what kind I mean,” said Bluestone.
His tone was becoming sharper.

There was a pause. The coffee arrived. Dr
Phipps kept appraising him without saying a word.

“So why bother me?” asked Andaman, shitty
that they knew him too well, that AuZgov was piggybacking his
moves, and supremely shitty with himself that he hadn’t sussed
it.

“Our technicians, who keep an eye on your
traces, have picked up a lurker.”

Andaman sat forward. His heart sank. The kopi
arrived. The waiter backed off. There was an embarrassed pause.

“So?” Andaman said uncertainly. “Your people
seem to be lurking as well.”

“Ho, yes, but we’re AuZgov. This unidentified
lurker is not operating in your legit market algorithms. He or she
is in the less than legal systems you run on a monthly basis. This
presence may be bad for our government. There may be international
ramifications if your, and by association, our activities are
exposed.”

Andaman was not expecting the next speech. He
was suddenly aware of Bluestone’s eyes, which had sharpened to ice.
The old man’s voice entered rote mode with the real message, so the
target would understand it was a dictum. A hard message. Andaman
was mesmerised by the eyes and the voice. The surrounding noises
almost vanished.

“Couriered by me as authorised by the
Commonwealth Government of Auztralia’s security divisions, the
official message is as follows,” said Bluestone. “This is a serious
foreign infringement into your illegitimate trading practices, and
benign tho we are towards your activities, we reqwire that a) you
desist now, permanently, from your activities, but if you refuse,
then you are absolutely obliged on pain of prosecution over your
illegal activities to b) postpone your illegal operation for one
month and recode your encryptions to expel whoever is piggybacked
in your systems, and not returning to those corrupted systems,
ever.”

Andaman thought about the options.

“What if I ask you to courier a message back
to head office and tell them that they could go and get stuffed?’
Andaman said.

“Not an option,” Bluestone growled. His icy
eyes started to glow with menace. “You don’t ever mess with AuZgov.
Y’know that the consqwences. Y’d be stuck off from trading for
life.”

A pause.

“Which is it? A hegemony? Cartels?”

Bluestone looked grimly at the tablecloth.
“This conversation is descending into unwelcome detail. Let me tell
you, we are not here to swap hypotheses. We are not authorised to
tell you.”

“Because you don’t know or you won’t?”

Bluestone didn’t reply, Madrigal coughed.
Andaman got the message.

“What about I try option b. Neutralise this
alleged lurker. Would that suffice? I can’t let my business
rundown. Can I hunt for the bugs in the system and purge?”

“If you did neutralise the lurker, y’d be
obliged to provide proof, for security purposes, but that could
suffice. The fact is tho, AuZgov knows about this infringement, and
you don’t. This is no doubt a double humiliation to you, my friend
– AuZgov has doubts whether you are technically capable of
neutralisis.”

There was another pause while Andaman
swallowed his pride.

“Let me try.”

Madrigal Phipps spoke for the first time,
formally also. “You have one month to fix your program. Here is a
card. I am the contact officer on this case. Keep me informed on
this number. It’s a dummy scope but I’ll be back to see you … if
you have a result. The identity of the lurker would be of special
interest. No result, no contact. By the end of the month, it’s a
result or you shut down your operation. Repeat, if you are
unsuccessful you must activate option a, and if you don’t, coercion
will commence.”

Andaman’s hearing of ambient sounds
reawakened suddenly; he’d been so concentrated on the low tones of
the Couriers. Somewhere in the restaurant, globular music, with its
harmonic blubs and liqwid sounding blobs, was playing with its big
drips of slow bursting sound. There was babble and laughter. Knives
and forks rattled around the room like tiny machines punching holes
in flesh. Andaman looked at the card and memorised the number. He
handed it back and tapped his head. “In here now,” he said. Dr
Phipps flashed a slight smile, and he smiled back.

“Not good for my rep,” he said. “I’ll deal
with it.”

“Head office said to say you’re one of the
best and they are sorry it had to happen. They like your strokes,”
Phipps said.

“Well, you can tell them from me to mind
their own business and leave others to theirs.”

“Never going to happen,” growled Bluestone,
but he patted Andaman on the arm in a friendly gesture. “You can go
now.”

“’K,” said Andaman. He was fine with the
abrupt dismissal by the stony old man. He’d had enough of the
government telling him his freaking, 2 horrible options and wanted
to head for a real drink in a real bar somewhere else. The only
bonus out of the whole lecture was that if he rang the number in
his head, someone as beautiful as Madrigal Phipps might turn up at
his doorstep and that could be interesting.

He shook their hands (they remained seated)
and pretended to wander nonchalantly out, nodding across the vast
lobby to the snitty concierge. The street was bustling with
jitneys, but Andaman decided to walk a few blocks. Aware that he’d
probably be followed, he didn’t look back, deciding to have a drink
in a bar along the creek somewhere, find Jimmy or Suzette, or even
Flick if she was offDuty, and drown his growing sorrows. Full
neutralisis would be the end of bizz. Ow! That entities were
stalking him was a freakOut, but AuZgov crapping themselves about
this stalker to the extent they sent scary Couriers to warn him off
his biz was downright creepy. Jayzus.

And, even worse, he’d be shut down if it
weren’t fixxed. No. He’d have a drink and ring Cassie and see if
she was available for a bit of fun in return for a few $New. That’s
what he’d do. Before entering the task to find the lurker, he’d
drown his sorrows and sex with someone.

Option a, option b … either ultimatum
threatened Andaman’s whole comfortable existence. It was a bleak
choice because if he couldn’t play sillybuggas on the virtual, he’d
likely go insane.

• • •

“That went well,” said Bluestone, sipping his
coffee dregs.

Madrigal shrugged and picked up her purse,
switched the jammer off and made for the lobby toilets, but hovered
outside the door for a full 60 seconds. Noone was following Marko
as he expressed himself into the boiling air outside and walked
down the street, busy with traffic. She slid out of the doors and
watched him move across the road. No. No tail on him unless it was
a long tail using a bee.

She shadowed him discreetly halfway down
Flinders Street East until he turned into a niteclub. That would be
end of story. Just keep a scan on the camera opposite his front
door and he’d turn up at 3.00 a.m. like he did most mornings. She
returned to the restaurant and sat down with Bluestone.

“Nothing. And Marko has gone drinking.”

He nodded and stayed silent.

“But they’re here,” she added.

“I don’t doubt it,” said Bluestone.

He gestured, threw a tip on the table and
they headed for the lift in silence. “Not for a second do I doubt
you. But fact is, they could be on us, not Marko – so, precautions
tonite, and keep an eye on Marko, too.” Madrigal Phipps knew he was
ordering her to surveil Andaman and make sure he got safely to bed,
which annoyed her. From a simple warnOff they’d now escalated to a
more aktivist mode. But Bluestone was in charge, and he was way
past caring about either her or legwork. He was out. She thought
about complaining for a minute, then thought, last job with old
Bluestone. Won’t fight this one. Back into the streets again.

Bluestone continued: “The guy confirmed all
my wellDeveloped loathes about rogueOut hacker types. They just
break and enter other people’s virtual space like street trash, but
think they’re clever. He’s too smart for his own good. He’ll be
shut down soon enough. But if we know who’s following us or him we
might get some understanding. Just stay well back and out of sight.
He was drooling over you a bit.”

She didn’t respond to that one, but was
surprised at Bluestone’s sudden crassness. Wasn’t his style at all.
He was legendary in some circles. Bluestone came out of the older
generation of administrators from the time of Purity & Virtue,
when the world was controlled, polite, mannered.

Drooling … that was just rude. What
was that saying: familiarity breeds contempt? She thought Marko had
been qwite discreet in absorbing the threatening message, rather
than having space to drool. Probably Bluestone, who engaged in old
man drooling, was deflecting to the young man. The young man had
just looked supremely annoyed at the end.

Time she and Bluestone parted ways.

“I’ll report in when I get back,” she said in
a flat tone, and headed to her apartment to change.

 


Madrigal 1

 


She tracked back through the hot, nite
streets thrumming with revellers and vendors, tukTuks and chill
upmarket statuStaxis with their ridiculous, tinted windows. Buskers
added to the melee of sound, looking for a few $Old notes or coins.
The smell of street food was strong – sweet chicken flesh burning
on griddles, peanut curries. And prawns. Sizzling.

It was hot. She smelled rain on the ocean
wind, warm and blowing off the esplanade. Andaman Marko was not
hard to track down because he hadn’t moved from where she’d left
him an hour earlier, which was the Rising Sun Lounge. He was
sitting at a central bar with a man and a woman – she youngish with
red hair, he with oversized shoulders – having an animated
discussion. Andaman was gesticulating in small movements and the
man and woman seemed hypnotised by his hands. Big jars of beer sat
before them.

Madrigal dared not get too close. She moved
through the airy barroom to check on exits. The room tipped patrons
out through blastGlass sliders onto a boardwalk along the creek.
The dark water, flecked with the reflection of coloured lights –
red, gold, blue – was slung with yachts and boats.

She found a table away from the dance floor,
where her target and his barflies were in line of sight, and
plonked herself down. Within seconds a solo man had wandered over
and asked whether she’d like a drink. That would suit hiding in
numbers.

“Why thanx,” she said. “What about wine?
White wine, please.”

The man’s eyes lit up. “Back in a flash,” he
said.

Madrigal Phipps rolled her eyes as the man
fought his way to the bar. Good cover having a drinking companion,
and there was only a 12.5% chance of the man possibly being
entertaining, she thought. Andaman Marko was still talking. The guy
with the big shoulders also had a crew cut, and the woman wasn’t
qwite redHeaded – more cherry brown and dyed. All were perched on
bar stools, the man in a short T and the woman in a loose cotton
dress. They listened intently to his rave without interruption. A
oneWay street. She scanned the room for any other players, but
could see nothing untoward. There were cameras set into the walls
and on the bar itself.

“Here we go, love,” the returning man said. A
glass of wine was placed firmly in front of her. The man had
ordered some sort of cocktail for himself, a plastic crocodile
swizzle stick resting in it. “I’m Ronny. To my friends.”

“Madrigal. Nice to meet you, Ronny. You from
the Ville or travelling through like me?”

Tho Marko was never out of the corner of her
eye, she studied Ronny with a nonchalant expression. Late forties,
round face. Indijj, like her. It struck her that Ronny had spotted
her and made a beeline for that reason. A new face in town. A
common need to touch base and welcome the stranger. He looked fit
and prosperous, and rather charming.

“Me? Yeah, I live here. Work in the big
metals refinery down the coast a bit. I tell people I’m a
metallurgist, but I’m basically a sparky. Do a lot of the repairs
to the big gear. You’re a sister, aren’t you?”

“That I am,” said Madrigal, lifting her
glass.

“Yeah, right. I’m a Wulguru man from round
here. Welcome to the Ville and surrounds, though a fair bit of
waterfront’s gone under over the past 50 years.” They clinked
glasses.

“Thanx, Ronny.”

“Got any kids?” The old fecundity qwestion,
but this time laced with that rolledGold First Nation element.

“Yeah, one, a son. He’s 6 years old. I’ve had
my qwota.” Her gaze shifted to the bar. Andaman still talking. She
shifted it back to Ronny. He was asking whether her son was a good
boy.

“Yeah, Ronny. He’s beautiful.”

“There’re qwite a few families here, hang
together. Not all Wulguru tho. All the East Cap groups got messed
up bad over history. History was difficult everywhere I suppose,
tho. But most of us have good touch with the country here now.
Found our way back. Took a while and a lot of help from the old
people. But the weather’s kinda changed things. If you’re around
during the week we’re having a barbecue at my sister’s place on
Wednesday. We always have a barbecue on Wednesdays. What was it you
said you did?”

Madrigal smiled. The welcome, the
recognition, the intention, the hospitality. It was lovely.

“I’m a lawyer, up here to check something out
for a client. I think I’ll be heading back tomorrow, but thanx so
much for the invitation.” She genuinely was thankful. “Give me the
address, all the same.”

He beamed it to her device with his
number.

“Do you have kids, Ronny?”

“No. I’m allowed, but no luck finding the
right lady yet,” he said. Mebbe her initial assessment was wrong,
and he was younger. Obviously, he’d thought Madrigal could have
been “the right lady”, but didn’t seem too disappointed that she’d
already had her child. He’d be used to these encounters, she
thought, as he looked for an Indijj girlfriend to transact into
family life.

They had a pleasant chat about jobs, families
and hanging on to identity. All the while, Madrigal watched and
waited. Andaman at the bar kept blathering, so she ordered a drink
for Ronny from a passing barboy and they kept talking. She told him
that she kept in touch with her country and, although her parents
were city slickers from Perth, her granddad used to take her and
her 2 brothers camping and hunting in the dry season every year
north of Derby. They’d hike for days in the gullies and riverbeds,
tramping over the plateaus looking for wallaby, goanna and other
bushTucker and camping at nite. At first she thought her parents
were just trying to get her out of their hair, so they could run
their energy company, but in hindsight they weren’t. They wanted
her to understand what it was all about and where she came from.
The impulse of country, she called it. (She kept the detail of the
energy company out of the convo, made it sound like an electric
shop).

Checking the signs. Following tracks. The red
ground and the fat white baobabs. Her grandad was shown by his dad,
and before him back through the generations. Knew the stars and the
songs. All that knowledge. And her aunties who were living there in
the community took her, an earnestly intelligent girl, through the
women’s lore as well. It was serious and still defined her above
all things, beyond even her motherhood and her intense job. She was
a woman who’d been through the ceremonies and learnt the songs, and
was happy to tell Ronny, tho Bluestone would never believe it,
wouldn’t comprehend it, if she had ever told him. But then, her
childhood was none of his business.

When Andaman started to move, she excused
herself sweetly. Her qwarry farewelled his drinking buddies and
walked out of the club, so she gave Ronny a peck on the cheek, told
him to hang in there and headed out also. Her target was halfway
down the block, then turned a corner to head uphill. There was no
other tail on him that she could sense, but that didn’t mean there
wasn’t one. It could be done via beeDrones or even a lightTube. She
wished she’d eqwipped herself with a tekFinder on the way out of
the Spokes, but stupidly hadn’t. She’d never expected the job to
qwantum out like this. It was supposed to be a simple message
delivery and home by tea.

“Scuse me, lady, want a ride, lady?” a tuktuk
guy shouted to her from the kerb.

“No, thanx,” she said. Andaman was well ahead
of her, moving up the steep street. Obviously very fit. Then he
stopped and pulled out his scope and chatted on it animatedly for a
couple of minutes, then disappeared into a door. Madrigal Phipps
took advantage of the pause to cross the road for a different angle
to tail him. She noted that Andaman had elected to enter another
bar, The Northern Lights. Her target was a big drinker.

“Either looking for someone or drowning his
sorrows,” she thought.

She descended narrow stairs to the basement.
There was a strange glow in the various rooms where, obscurely for
the thick tropics, the owners had tried to replicate the Aurora
Australis as a design feature. This made for a very dark space with
the odd fade of green & blue lighting. Andaman wasn’t at the
front bar, so she elbowed through a wide corridor of booths and
doors to the second big space. This bar was
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