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			INSTANTIATION ONE

			Agent Laura Patterson of the Magentan Investigation Bureau – the Tesseract, as everyone calls it these days – sits in a quiet office. She’s alone and it’s late. Everyone else has long since gone home.

			

			Summary Progress Report: Suspect: Chase Hunt

			Case notes. Nothing official. A report in progress. Unseen, Instantiation One watches her read.

			Primary suspect in the killing of Walter Becker outside Mercy hospital. Associated data theft from Mercy. Arson. Abduction, assault and imprisonment of Kamaljit Kaur. Post-mortem mutilation of Doctor Nicholas Steadman (bullet in the head several hours after death – same gun as Becker).

			

			On the desk beside her is a small, sealed evidence bag. Inside is a single hair. Attached is a DNA analysis.

			

			Evidence suggests a well-resourced and experienced professional intelligence operative with excellent fieldcraft and marksmanship. Intimate familiarity with operational practices and procedures of the Tesseract and with the Firstfall surveillance network. Clear connection to Darius Vishakh: recommend bringing this up in Vishakh’s questioning.

			Query: Becker fits for the Steadman and Kettler murders. Sadly too dead to interrogate. Did Becker do it or did Hunt set him up?

			Query: Is Chase Hunt a real person or a shell?

			

			Patterson deletes the last line and types new words in its place.

			

			Query: Chase Hunt is one of us? Or was?

			

			She pauses and thinks, looks at the evidence bag and hisses between her teeth.

			‘Alysha Rause.’ But everyone knows that Alysha Rause died six years ago.

			Agent Patterson files the report in her personal workspace where no one else will find it, pockets the evidence bag and goes home. Through the cameras in the Tesseract, through the Servant in her apartment, Instantiation One watches.

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			1

			THE GHOST

			

			There’s a woman by the door, half turned away and barely visible in the dark. Her hair is in a style I don’t recognise but I know her. I’d know her anywhere.

			‘Liss?’

			I’m dreaming. I have to be.

			She freezes. ‘Keon?’

			I know that voice but it isn’t real. It can’t be real because she’s dead; but then she turns to face me and blood roars in my head. I see her, and on her face is a look of grief and joy and love and despair and tragedy that no shell could ever feign.

			Not a shell. Real. Real and human and alive.

			‘Hey, Keys,’ she says.

			Alysha. My Alysha. Flesh and blood and back from the dead. She comes to me and I feel the touch of her fingers on my face, gentle as silk. I feel her lips brush mine as she kisses me. I smell her, a touch of Xen and seaweed laid over something far more familiar. Her smell.

			Alysha. My dead lover. The part of my soul I thought I’d lost. I inhale her scent as she leans over me, a silhouette in the darkness of my hospital room. Her hair hangs over her face like a shroud. She has it cut shorter that I remember, but I recognise her even if her features are lost in shadow. I know her smell and her touch and her voice. I know the shape of her and the way she moves. I know all of these things as surely as I know how to breathe.

			‘Alysha?’

			It’s the night after Esh’s funeral, a night for the dead to be restless. I’ve longed for this for so many years, longed for it so much that I made a shell and filled it with Alysha’s memories and her persona and called it Liss … but Liss isn’t real, isn’t right, isn’t Alysha, isn’t her.

			I must be dreaming.

			I feel tears well up. I start to rise but Alysha puts a hand on my chest and eases me back.

			‘Hush.’

			‘Why did you leave?’

			‘I’m so sorry.’

			‘Where did you go?’

			She leans into me, her face over mine. I feel a drop of something warm and wet that tastes of salt on my tongue. A tear, and again that smell of her, a hint of the sea and a whisper of Xen.

			‘I need you to do something,’ she whispers, and presses an object into my hand.

			‘Who did this to us?’ I ask.

			‘October.’

			She slips away, gone like a ghost. 

			Six years ago, Alysha sent a covert extraction team to the corporate enclave Settlement 64. She sent them to pull an Earther scientist, Anja Gersh, who was tinkering with Magenta’s unique xenoflora in the hope of curing a rare genetic disorder; but what Gersh found was something wild, something her experimental strains of Xen unlocked in her test subjects. Telekinesis. Uncontrolled, random, invariably and quickly fatal, and impossible to explain. Something Gersh’s masters were willing to kill to protect, and so they did, again and again and again until Alysha was the last, and she ran, but they got her anyway … 

			Or so I thought.

			I tell myself again that she was a dream, that it has to be, but in the morning I have two memory slivers clutched in my hand.

			I’ve never seen them before.

			No.

			It isn’t possible. I can’t let myself think she somehow survived.

			Alysha …?

			Is it possible?

			Laura tried to tell me. After Esh’s funeral. She tried to tell me what she’d found …

			No!

			The extraction team that snatched Anja Gersh got out and promptly flew straight into a Magentan storm because someone hacked their weather feeds. Everyone died. Against all reason or procedure, only Alysha knew they were even there. Two weeks later – the day before it came out – she cashed in a favour with a Fleet intelligence agent, Darius Vishakh. He gave her an exit and smuggled her onto the overnight mag-lev from Firstfall to Disappointment. He was supposed to pick her up at the other end, only Vishakh also hired a lunatic with a bomb. The train exploded at a thousand miles an hour halfway between Firstfall and Disappointment, and all they ever found of Alysha were her tags. I know this because Darius Vishakh told me while I had my fingers round his throat. He set her up to die because someone in the Tesseract wanted her gone.

			He’s in a Tesseract cell now, awaiting trial. Like everyone else, he thinks Alysha is dead.

			But I remember the words Liss wrote across my lenses as Vishakh and I struggled to kill one another. Liss, the copy of Alysha that I made, as close as can be done – every trace Alysha left behind, every word she spoke or gesture she made, everything of her ever captured or recorded, crushed into an AI core …

			Alysha isn’t dead.

			They were just words, just something she said to keep me alive after Vishakh and I were done with each other. We should both be dead but we’re not. Someone came after us. Someone came and saved me.

			They were just words.

			Weren’t they?

			I can’t bring myself to look at the slivers in my hand. There’s a roaring in my head, a pressure too much to take. She can’t be alive. Not after all this time. It can’t be real. Six years … but what then? Who was that last night? Vishakh? A last cruel trick played from inside whatever cell the Tesseract has given him … I can’t think why or how but this can’t be real. It can’t be …

			The first sliver is addressed to Doctor Elizabeth Jacksmith at the Magenta Institute. It contains a complex decryption key and nothing more. I don’t know what it means or what it’s for and I don’t know what to do with it. Give it to Jacksmith? I don’t think so.

			The second holds three short video clips. I project the first to my lenses and see …

			… Alysha looking back at me. She sits in a corner of the Magenta Institute cafeteria. A screen in the background displays the breaking news: an explosion in the mag-lev tunnel between Firstfall and Disappointment, an automated freight train annihilated in the blast, no casualties but the tunnel will be closed for at least two months. It’s the day after the bomb and the report is wrong on both counts. It took three months, not two, before the tunnel opened again, and later that same day we discovered four stowaways had been aboard, their bodies vaporised by the explosion …

			The thought catches in my throat: all they ever found were Alysha’s dog tags.

			All they ever found …

			I’m sinking. Sinking into believing that maybe, just maybe, this could be real …

			Liss?

			I reach for her, the shell, the recreation of the Alysha I loved, so nearly perfect and yet not quite.

			Liss, why did you tell me that Alysha isn’t dead?

			My knuckles are white, my fingers digging into my palm. I can’t let myself go there. I can’t let that hope come back into me, not until I know for sure. I can’t let it be possible that she’s alive only to discover I’m wrong and lose her all over again …

			The clip is short. She stares into the lens. Her face is hollow with horror, with bleak despair.

			‘I’m sorry, Keon,’ she says. ‘I don’t know what else to do. One day … I hope it won’t be for long. Weeks. A few months, maybe, but if you find this then it’s because I can’t stop them, because … because I couldn’t get back to you … The Earthers did this to us, Keon. They’re inside us, inside the bureau, inside Fleet. I … I don’t know how else to do this but it’s better that everyone thinks I’m gone. I didn’t want it to be this way. I love you.’

			She looks haunted. Desolate, a face saying goodbye to everything it knows, even to itself.

			A few months? Try six years.

			Liss?

			But Liss doesn’t answer.

			The next clip is from the morning before the bomb: a visit to an old friend, Doctor Elizabeth Jacksmith. The clip is short, a small handful of seconds: Alysha staring at a picture on the wall showing Jacksmith with the crew of the Fearless from twenty-six years ago, Darius Vishakh beside her. The start of all this.

			‘Darius Vishakh is a snake,’ says Jacksmith to Alysha.

			The last clip is more recent and again brutally short. The Alysha from my dream that wasn’t a dream.

			‘Yours forever, Keon. I’ll find you again when I can. It’ll be soon now, I promise. I can’t pretend any more. Destroy these when you’re done with them. Please.’

			Destroy them? I lock the videos into my Servant under as much encryption as I can manage and watch them again, burning them into my memory. Destroy them? I can’t.

			And again … and I hardly notice the tears, the sobs that shake me.

			And again … and why she didn’t tell anyone about Anja Gersh? Why?

			And again … and the last six years have been a lie, and I don’t know what to do but find her, but I don’t know where to even start.
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			THE DAY AFTER

			

			‘She didn’t say much,’ I say to Bix.

			He’s sitting next to me on a half-empty train to Nico. It’s odd, because usually it’s Bix who does the talking, but today he’s quiet and I’m not sure why. Maybe it’s because Nico is where most of his extended family still lives and he’s thinking about how many of them he might get to see while we’re there. Maybe he’s thinking of Esh, because it’s really not all that long since she died. Maybe he remembers that Nico is where I went with Alysha for our honeymoon, but probably not. I doubt he remembers that, but I do. I remember it perfectly. Not that we saw much of Nico itself.

			Alysha. Alive. I’m trying so hard not to believe it, but I want it. I want it so badly …

			‘Why did she do it, dude?’

			The question is like an ice pick wrapped in a satin sock. I don’t have an answer. The truth is that I don’t know. So Darius Vishakh would think she was dead? But there are so many holes in that idea that it could never fly. I’ve met Vishakh, and he wasn’t enough to make Alysha run the way she did.

			Why did she let us all think she was dead? Why did she go after Gersh without telling anyone what she was doing, not even me …? But Bix doesn’t know anything about Alysha. He means Laura, transferring out of our little team back to Internal Audit. To counter-espionage, digging for dirty agents.

			‘I don’t know,’ I say. ‘Vishakh’s mole inside the bureau, maybe.’ There might even be some truth to that, but what I really think is that she’s after Alysha.

			Shit. She can’t still be alive.

			She can’t be, not after all this time.

			And yet …

			Something made her run. Whatever it was, she didn’t say a word. That’s what eats me, why I can’t allow myself to believe this. We always talked, about everything, and yet she didn’t tell me. She didn’t even try.

			‘But, you know, it doesn’t, like—’

			‘Dug anything up on our guy, yet?’

			We’re in a vacuum-sealed tunnel some two miles under the surface of Magenta, rocketing along at close to a thousand miles an hour on the mag-lev from Firstfall to Nico. Nico is Magenta’s third city, eight thousand miles away, a poor relation to Firstfall and Disappointment but also a haven for the fringe arts. Some of Magenta’s most striking scenery is around Nico, and its most extensive known cave systems too. Alysha wanted to see them, which is why we went there for our honeymoon. Nico’s biggest claim to fame right now is that Elizabeth Jacksmith, Magenta’s most famous scientist, was born there. It’s also the place where, three days ago, Magenta’s most famous painter, Une Meelosh, slashed open his own throat. Bix and I are supposed to find out why. It’s a stupid dead-end case to keep us out of the way while the Tesseract deals with the Flying Daggers and Earth and Iosefa Lomu and all the things that challenge the future of our world, but I guess I shouldn’t complain. After what we did to bring down Darius Vishakh, we’re lucky to still be working at all.

			Alysha.

			Could the woman in the Mercy have been someone else? A shell, maybe? The video clips could be forgeries, although why anyone would bother is beyond me. But there’s more to it than that. There’s Laura’s evidence. She showed it to me after Esh’s funeral. And if that’s a plant or a forgery then there’s what happened at the very end with Vishakh and the transpolar expedition. The official story is that a weather researcher, Kamaljit Kaur, dragged me and Vishakh out from the crashed wreck of one of the expedition’s Cheetahs. Kaur was a hanger-on, piggybacking on the expedition to set up weather stations that had nothing to do with Lomu or Vishakh or anything else. No one can explain what she was doing out there, but Kaur hauled us out of the wreckage and Elizabeth Jacksmith flew us back to the dig site. The trauma unit there saved my life, and Vishakh’s too, and no one thought much about it in all the confusion until the real Kamaljit Kaur showed up in Firstfall a week later, after spending eight days locked in a room in an abandoned corner of the Squats.

			The Kamaljit Kaur who saved me wasn’t the real Kaur. Laura thinks she was Alysha but she can’t prove it. If it was Alysha then I have to figure she was after the same thing as Vishakh, but she didn’t take it, and I’m alive because she made that choice, and so is Darius Vishakh. I cling to that. Six years without a word, six years of letting me believe she was dead; but in that moment she wiped them all away.

			That’s what I tell myself.

			Damn it, I need to be in Firstfall, not Nico. I need to find her.

			Bix is looking at me. I think he’s been talking. If he has, I haven’t been listening.

			‘Boss dude?’

			‘Sorry.’

			‘So Meelosh does these gigs, right? Poetic prose and one-man drama stuff, you know?’

			I have no idea. I’m not sure I know how to even care.

			‘Right, so two nights ago he’s booked for this gig, you know, but he doesn’t show. No one gives it a thought because he’s, you know, an artist, like, all full of moods and stuff. But then the stories about the video come out.’

			‘Video?’

			‘Yeah. He made a recording.’ Bix pings me a file. ‘It’s, like, uh … Well, basically he goes on about how the Masters are coming back. Weird stuff, man, and then he ends up opening his own throat. But before … Some of it is some totally off the charts crazy shit, man!’

			I brace myself for what I’m about to see. It starts as white noise, an old analogue video tuned to a dead station with the gain turned up too high. The audio is hiss and static. Then the video noise slows right down, the blurred blobs flash on and off more slowly, and then stop flashing at all and start to move instead, random lurching shifts and jerks, still for a second and then on again. It’s like watching a swarm of insects, beetles maybe, or bees in their hive. Underneath is still a flicker of noise. It’s weird in a way that feels wrong. It’s under my skin and I want to wash it off. I want to stop watching but I can’t.

			‘Meelosh make this?’

			Bix shrugs. ‘Don’t know for sure, boss dude, but I don’t think so.’

			The blobs begin to arrange themselves. It seems haphazard but it isn’t. Words appear.

			

			It begins.

			

			The image freezes and then resets. Back to white noise but now the sounds are distorted clicks and a buzzing that slides in and out through the hiss and crackle. A feedback-ravaged wail comes and goes, edging in and out at the threshold of hearing. I don’t know why, but every hair on the back of my neck is taut with tension. I want to be sick. I want to turn it off and yet I keep watching.

			The noise under the noise arranges itself into letters again.

			

			They are here.

			

			I check the length of the clip. It runs for several more minutes.

			‘What is this?’

			The hiss and clicking continues. Sometimes I think I see other images through the noise that flickers and the noise that creeps and crawls: echoes of moving figures maybe, sometimes swaying, sometimes still, sometimes jerking back and forth in movements too quick to be natural. I feel light-headed. An empty dread oozes into me like poisoned electronic pus.

			‘What the fuck …?’

			The video plunges abruptly into a pause of silent black that feels like I’m looking into a primeval void. Then suddenly I’m seeing the gaudy set of a bad horror show, or that’s what it looks like. The walls are covered in paintings, most of which are unfinished, of distorted, mutated, mutilated people, twisted and in pain. Among them are primitive sculptures of deformed animals and shelves stacked with what look like actual books made of honest-to-god paper and ink. Une Meelosh stands in the middle of it all, long greasy black hair, naked from the waist up. The camera focuses on the knife in his hand. His eyes are glassy. Yet for all the trappings, the feelings of nausea fades. If I didn’t know what was about to happen, this part would be almost comical.

			‘They come.’

			Meelosh says the words dead flat, as empty of expression as the hum of a machine as he lifts a knife to his neck and calmly slices his own throat. Blood jets across the room. He tilts his head to open the wound further. His mouth falls slack. His eyes roll back. He sways and collapses and falls so that all I can see are his feet. They twitch once and are still.

			The video stops.

			‘I edited it down,’ says Bix. ‘The original is, like, way longer, man. It’s really … I don’t know. Disturbed, you know? Kind of gets into your head. There’s a whole load of other stuff at the start.’ He pings me the full version.

			‘Worth watching?’

			‘Dude, if you do, keep some happy pills handy, you know what I mean? I had to go out and rave for a bit after I watched it the first time. It messes with you, man. Don’t know why, don’t know how, but it does. It’s pretty twisted.’

			‘Meelosh make this? Is this supposed to be art?’

			‘Meelosh made some of it, yeah.’

			‘Does he say anything else?’

			Bix shakes his head.

			‘Any idea why he did it?’

			‘He’s not, like … the most stable, you know?’

			He pings me a picture I know I’ve seen before, of a beautiful green meadow of long grass and wild flowers, slightly alien, framed by trees. In the foreground, an arm punches up through the earth. The arm is half rotten, decayed flesh peeling from yellowing bone. The fingers form a fist clutching the severed bloody head of a rabbit. The rabbit’s eyes are open, its mouth fixed into a wild grin, its incisors sharpened into fangs. There’s a noose around its neck.

			The painting has a name: The Death of Strioth.

			‘I take it that’s Meelosh?’

			‘It’s in a gallery on Earth, man! Sold for millions! It was, like, his moment, you know? Like he was going to make it off Magenta, go on tours. Fame and fortune and stuff. But it didn’t happen.’

			‘Why not?’

			‘Dunno.’ Bix shrugs. ‘Maybe that’s why he killed himself?’

			The Nico police report states that Meelosh was dead for more than a day before anyone found him. His Servant didn’t scream a medical alert as soon as he started bleeding. Superficial diagnostics said Meelosh disabled it himself, the usual story for a suicide. No point killing yourself only to be brought back.

			‘They only knew something was wrong because someone watched the video and tried to reach him. Meelosh didn’t answer and so they called it in,’ says Bix.

			‘Someone else saw this? Who? How?’

			‘It auto-transmitted to a mailing list a few minutes after Meelosh cut his throat. A few dozen people, you know? The call to the Nico police was anonymous but I guess someone from that list, right.’

			‘So … this is all over the net?’ Shit. The last thing I need on top of a dead-end case is one with a media circus … but Bix shakes his head.

			‘That’s another weird thing, man. Not a trace. At least, not yet.’

			He pings me the forensic report from Nico hospital where Meelosh’s body is in the morgue. A superficial physical examination shows no marks suggestive of violence or restraint. The blood work shows enough Xen in his system to daze a bear, countered by enough stimulants to wake the dead. In other words, he was off his head when he killed himself. Drug-fuelled performance artist obsessed with pain, mutilation and death kills himself as his final work of art? That’s what this looks like and I’ll need a good reason to think it’s anything else. I ask to have the body transferred to Mercy in Firstfall anyway – Nico doesn’t have a specialist pathologist. If there’s anything subtly out of place then I trust Mercy’s Doctor Roge to find it.

			‘Why are we even doing this?’ I ask, but Bix knows the answer as well as I do: the bureau wants us out of the way while Magenta decides what to do about the frozen corpse we recovered from the ice: Iosefa Lomu, the man who could apparently talk to aliens. Not to mention the United Nations corvette the Flying Daggers, still in orbit around Magenta and which has already made it abundantly clear how far the Earthers will go to get hold of Lomu’s remains. I guess the last thing the bureau needs is a pair of agents with a grudge and a history of making up the rules as they go.

			‘Dude! Take what you can! After what we did to get to Vishakh, it’s like a total miracle they didn’t just shut us in a cell, man!’

			They should have sent me home. Suspension. Left me to stew. I would have been fine with that because all I want is to find Alysha and for her to tell me why she did what she did, over and over until it makes sense.

			‘I guess we, like, find out if he really did it. Did he fall or was he pushed, you know?’

			Bix doesn’t seem to mind, and for a moment I almost get angry at him because it’s less than a month since Darius Vishakh killed Esh. But Bix has family in Nico. Maybe that’s what he needs.

			‘There’s a body, right?’

			Bix nods.

			‘And it is Meelosh, right?’

			Another nod.

			‘So … this isn’t some elaborate hoax in the name of art?’

			Bix puffs out his cheeks. ‘Be kind of cool if it was. But no, totally doesn’t look that way.’

			I don’t think it would be cool, not from what I’ve seen of that video. ‘Any reason at all to think this isn’t the suicide it looks?’

			‘Not really, no.’

			Yet here we are; and since there isn’t much else to say about Meelosh, we talk about the things that matter: the Flying Daggers and Earth and Iosefa Lomu and how far the Earthers might go to get him. Bix doesn’t think they’ll come down to the surface but I’m not so sure. I spent five years on Earth not so long ago. The colonies, even the big ones, are just noise to them. If the United Nations decides to invade then probably no one on Earth will give a single shit. Half of them wouldn’t even know it had happened, and it’s not like we can do much to fight back.

			‘There was a big debate thing, you know,’ says Bix. ‘While you were in Mercy. Stuff about relaxing the Xen laws. Not for, like, export or anything, but to let the Earthers back in. All a big partnership, you know, all in it together. That sort of thing. It does kind of make some sense, you know? I mean, if Jacksmith is right, this thing – it’s way bigger than Magenta, man. It’s going to change everything, right?’

			The net is full of speculation about how unravelling Iosefa Lomu’s DNA could mean anything from a revelation in our understanding of the Masters to the discovery of a new species of humanity, a homo maximus complete with telepathy, telekinesis, tele-whatever-you-want. The general consensus is that homo maximus is bullshit, but I’m not so sure. I’ve seen what Xen tailored to a specific gene code can do. I’ve seen Anja Gersh’s telekinetics. So did Alysha.

			We’re an hour out of Firstfall by the time we run out of things to say, which means another seven before we reach Nico. Seven long hours.

			‘I’m going to watch the rest of Meelosh’s video,’ I say. Bix raises an eyebrow.

			‘Dude? The whole thing?’

			‘Someone has to.’ I’m not, not really. It’s useful cover, that’s all.

			‘Waste of time, boss dude. The first about ninety-five per cent is total shit.’

			He’s probably right, but more often than not our work comes down to meticulously checking every box, dotting and crossing every letter that needs a dot or a cross, not taking shortcuts and calling them intuition. So I will watch it all, just not right now.

			‘Dude, you remember that data we got off Steadman?’

			Doctor Nicholas Steadman, who showed up with a bullet in his head put there some hours after someone else killed him. The start of the breadcrumb trail that led me to Darius Vishakh. Yeah, I remember him. ‘The Lomu video?’

			‘No, man, the pulsar data from Earth.’

			‘What about it?’ The Lomu video was why Vishakh had him killed, not his crackpot pulsar theory.

			‘He asked Fleet for data, yeah?’

			‘He didn’t, but go on.’

			‘Yeah, well, I sort of asked for it again. You know … Well, it was, like, Jacksmith really, only she didn’t want them to know it was her … Anyway, I’m going to have a look, you know. I mean, unless you got something else for me.’

			‘Jacksmith asked you to do that?’

			‘Well … sort of, yeah … because … I mean, what if he was right? What if the Masters’ ships travel through time as well as space, you know? What if Magenta isn’t just five thousand light years from Earth but five thousand years in the past as well. I mean, think man! Wouldn’t that be, like, totally awesome!’

			Doctor Elizabeth Jacksmith, chief scientist at the Magenta Institute, head of the research programme that recovered Lomu’s body, all-round scientific genius and a woman with more secrets locked inside her head than the whole bureau put together. Yeah, I can feel her hand in this. And sure, I guess it would be quite a thing if Steadman was right, but I’ve got no space in my head for anything more right now, anything that isn’t Alysha. Like why did she give me a decryption key to hand on to Jacksmith? Why couldn’t she do it herself?

			‘You have fun with that,’ I say.

			‘Okay. Cool. Remember what I said about happy pills, right!’

			Bix and I head to our separate cabins. As soon as I’m alone, I try calling Kamaljit Kaur. I don’t get through so I leave a message telling her I want to talk. The next call is to Jacksmith because I want to know what happened after Vishakh and I as good as killed each other, and she’s as close as I’ve got to an eyewitness. Her Servant tells me she’s busy. I try to make an appointment and discover she’s busy for the next three months. I throw my Tesseract weight around but it doesn’t work. Nothing matters more than Iosefa Lomu now, nothing can get in the way of that, and Jacksmith is the lynchpin. The best I can do is leave a message and hope she calls back. I think she will because she was with us when the Flying Daggers’ missiles flew, and because Jacksmith and Alysha go way back, to before Alysha and I married.

			The next call is to Colonel Jonas Himaru, deputy head of the Magentan Space Defence Force tactical units, unless he was court-martialled while I was in Mercy, which is entirely possible given what we did. Last I saw of him was at Esh’s funeral, bleak with loss. Esh meant a lot to Himaru, maybe even more than to Bix. If there’s anyone who wants to get his hands on Darius Vishakh as much as I do, he’s the man.

			‘Rause?’ His tone is guarded and neutral. ‘How are you?’

			‘Recovering. It was good to see you at the funeral.’

			‘You too. How can I help.’

			Formal, polite and distant. This isn’t going to work, but I try anyway. ‘I want to know about Kamaljit Kaur.’

			‘Which one.’

			Shit. ‘You know which one.’

			‘Nothing I can tell you. I barely saw her before they flew us both out to Mercy.’

			‘Is she—’

			‘Talk to your own people, Rause. I know shit.’

			He cuts the call. He’s probably telling the truth. Vishakh blew him up, and from what I can gather he was in as bad a state as I was when they raced us to Mercy.

			I want to talk to Alysha. I want to be with her. I want her to pull out the rusty iron stake she drove through my heart. I don’t know if that’s possible any more but I want it enough to try almost anything.

			Anything? Really anything? Or is there some line I won’t cross for her? I don’t know, but maybe I’ve already crossed too many to stop. I ran away to let her go and found I couldn’t. I tried to bring her back, because back then, on Earth, I knew people who reckoned they could do that. They made Liss, but Liss wasn’t enough. I hunted men down for her memory but it didn’t help. I found the man who ordered her death and watched his head explode, and I missed her just as much after he was dead. I found the man who set her up, Darius Vishakh, and now he’s locked in a cell. I threw everything onto the fire for her, almost started a war because nothing mattered as much as her memory, and none of it made a damned bit of difference to how I feel …

			I should know better. I know I should know better, but I can’t stop the wild desperate hope that she is still alive.

			Alysha …

			The idea terrifies me. I don’t know why, until I realise that if she really is alive, if she really did survive that explosion and then quietly disappeared for six long years, then I can’t trust her. Deep down I feel that as a truth that I don’t think can ever heal.

			I call Liss. Liss is every trace Alysha left behind, crushed on to a pristine AI core and brought to life, an artificial intelligence built from the ground up to be the Alysha I remember, the Alysha who loved me. My Frankenstein’s monster.

			Liss?

			It’s a word sent into the ether. All I can do is put out the call and hope she answers. Last I heard from her, she wanted nothing more to do with me; she didn’t answer when I was in Mercy, either, but I know she can’t stay away for ever. She loves me because that’s the way she’s made. I’d set her free if I could, but neither of us knows how.

			Hey, Keys.

			I was dying when we last spoke. Yet here I am, not dead after all. No doubt she’s been quietly watching over me in Mercy.

			Thank you, I say. It’s no more than she deserves. She wanted me out of her life and I forced myself back in.

			For what?

			For what you did out on the ice.

			I did that for everyone you put in danger because you couldn’t leave my past alone. Not for you.

			It says something that she tries to hurt me. It hurts her too, and yet she does it anyway. That’s how much I’ve scarred her, and it’s about to get worse.

			I think Alysha’s still alive, I say.

			So do I.

			I suppose I was hoping for something else. Surprise, maybe. Feigned shock that I’ve figured it out at last? That’s what you were trying to tell me back then when I was dying on the ice. That was why I had to stay alive?

			Yes.

			How did you know?

			I know how she thinks.

			So how did she do it?

			You can work that one out for yourself.

			I know she went to see Jacksmith on the morning before she boarded that train. I know Jacksmith warned her that Vishakh was a snake.

			So what, she made a shell and let it ride the train in her place?

			Yes.

			How long have you known?

			It’s a stupid question. Any question that has no good answers is always stupid.

			Long enough.

			Was it supposed to be a kindness, not telling me?

			Yes.

			I can’t think of anything to say to that.

			How did you work it out? she asks.

			Work it out?

			She came to see me in Mercy. She gave me these.

			I show her what was on the slivers I found when I woke up the next morning, the videos of Alysha.

			I didn’t know. She doesn’t sound surprised but then she’s an AI, and so she only ever sounds exactly the way she wants. Did you tell her about me?

			I haven’t told anyone.

			Laura could work it out if she tried. She has the pieces and she came close once, but Liss is my best kept dirty secret. The thing I made that shouldn’t be.

			I thought you should know, I say. That she came to me.

			Thank you. Another pause. Did she say anything?

			When I asked her why she did it, she said she was sorry.

			She found a chance to disappear. She took it.

			It’s the only explanation I have but it feels next to worthless.

			How?

			If that’s the question you really want to ask then you already answered it yourself.

			Okay. Then why?

			I don’t know. I’m not her. But if she’d stayed, if she’d told you everything back then, about Gersh and Vishakh and Settlement 64 and Iosefa Lomu, what would you have done?

			Whatever it took. I don’t need to think to answer that.

			I think she ran away to keep you safe.

			Liss, I go after people like Darius Vishakh and Nikita Svernoi for a living. It’s what I do. It’s what Alysha did. We knew the risks.

			I think she did it to save you.

			To save me? From what? I can’t keep the fury at bay. Did I need saving? Do you know what I went through after—

			I was there. Of course I know. When Liss speaks again she uses a softer tone. She aimed to do the least harm.

			Yeah? Well, she fucking misjudged.

			We both know what I’m not saying, that she should have talked to me, that we should have worked it out together, that she had no right to make a choice like that for us both, not on her own. But if I say that to Liss then she’ll throw it right back in my face.

			She loved you.

			I can’t look at that. I can’t face it. How could she love me and do what she did? How could she leave without a single word? Maybe Liss is right, but what we once had feels beyond hope of repair. She decided alone, for both of us. She took away my choices, and how do I ever look her in the eye and trust that she’ll never do it again? I can’t.

			And yet …

			And yet out on the ice she could have taken Iosefa Lomu and disappeared. She could have left me to die and she didn’t.

			I know how it feels, Keys. More than anyone else.

			That wanton need for a cure to grief hangs between us now. Liss had no choice when I made her what she is. The Alysha I thought I knew, the Alysha who loved me, did love me once; but the difference is that she chose to, and that was what made her love the most special thing in the world. Liss loves me because she’s been coded that way. Because it’s what I’ve forced on her. I didn’t know what I was doing, didn’t understand, but now here we are, both of us trapped with no way out.

			I’m sorry, I say, although a mere sorry seems pathetic.

			I know.

			Always forgiving, always understanding because she has no choice to be otherwise. In creating her to be what she is, I took away her choices as Alysha took mine. We both know it, we both see it clearly, but none of that changes how it feels or how powerless we are to do a damned thing about it.

			Is it real? I ask. Is she really alive?

			Yes. At least, I think so. What are you going to do?

			I tell her the honest truth, which is that I don’t have the first idea.

			I need to find her, I say. Will you help me?

			Of course.

			We watch Alysha’s videos again, looking for anything out of place, anything that might hint at some hoax. We find nothing. I show her the sliver meant for Doctor Jacksmith.

			A decryption key, Liss says, as if I couldn’t see that for myself.

			For what?

			But all she knows is that the key is long enough that even an AI would take years to crack whatever it protects.

			I pull the Tesseract files on Kamaljit Kaur’s abduction. We pore over them together. Kaur’s statement is full and detailed but doesn’t amount to much: she went out in the evening for a few drinks, got talking to a stranger and then blacked out in the back of a pod on her way home. She woke in a locked room with food, water and a note in her Servant telling her that the door would open in ten days’ time. She couldn’t get out, couldn’t call for help, and so that was what happened, except it was eight days in the end, not ten. Eight days of being terrified that she was going to die in there.

			The forensic reports are dead ends too: the apartment was rented by someone who doesn’t exist. Internal and external surveillance was disabled. Forensic drones have been all over the insides but they haven’t found anything. There are statements from the Firstfall paramedics who picked up the fake Kaur at New Hope spaceport. They remember her coming off the shuttle but not much more – she didn’t need urgent medical attention and there were plenty who did. After that, she slipped away, took a pod into the undercity and the Squats, and disappeared. Four hours later, a door unlocked and the real Kaur was released two days early.

			Kaur. Alysha.

			Keys … when you get back to Firstfall, there’s something I need to show you.

			What?

			Just … call me when you’re back. It’s something you need to see for yourself. I think it might help you.

			Liss vanishes from my Servant. Halfway to Nico, the real Kaur calls back. I’m almost sure I’m wasting my time but I ask if it would be okay to meet. I tell her who I am and that I want to talk her through it all one more time when I return to Firstfall. She isn’t keen but she agrees. I don’t tell her that the person who did this to her is my dead wife.
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			NICO

			
			We’re on the news as we reach Nico. Jacksmith has publicly announced a planet-wide DNA census to find Iosefa Lomu’s descendants. Lomu stole a Masters’ ship a year after the Masters themselves had vanished, flew it to Magenta and crashed it. Why does this matter? Because in the century and a half since the Masters left, no one else has been able to make one of their ships do so much as turn on a light. The ones that hop back and forth between Earth and her colonies do so whether we want them to or not, while the rest just sit there, dormant enigmas, waiting for … And there’s the rub. Waiting for what? Yet Lomu made one fly.

			Hence the genetic census. Jacksmith thinks Lomu’s secret is something to do with his DNA and how Magenta’s Xen changed his neurochemistry, and so whatever magic he possessed, maybe he passed it on. Iosefa was part of the first wave of colonists, abducted and transported by the Masters, so Earth has as good a chance of finding a blood relative as we do. Better, maybe. Tissue samples will be shared with anyone else who wants them. It’s all going to be open access, everyone working together to one common goal.

			Yeah. Right.

			Having grabbed the entire world’s attention, Jacksmith promptly launches into a polemic against the legislation Bix mentioned after we left Firstfall. There’s a jingoistic edge to her words that rubs me the wrong way: Magenta for Magentans, that sort of thing. That said, the alternative is to let the Earther pharma-corporations back to the surface, free to do whatever Xen research they like. That rubs me the wrong way too. I’ve seen where that can go.

			There’s no mention of renegade Fleet agents or the deaths of two high-profile scientists, or of the recent attacks in Firstfall and Disappointment, and not a whisper of an Earther ship firing on a shuttle full of Magentans, but then she ends her statement by personally fucking me over.

			‘… I know it’s not usual to name names, but I feel the circumstances we find ourselves in today are exceptional. So I’d like to personally thank Agent Rause of the Magenta Investigation Bureau for services beyond the call of duty, without which this magnificent discovery might never have been made.’

			The first ping hits my Servant three seconds later. A journalist from Channel Seven. I tell my Servant to reply with the stock bureau press response: It is not the policy of the Magenta Investigation Bureau to comment publicly on ongoing investigations other than through official statements made by a designated media officer. I try to set up a filter to block anyone else with the same questions, not that that’s going to save me for long. Probably I won’t even make it to the end of the day before the inquisitors start finding their way around it.

			‘Dude! Why?’ Bix shakes his head.

			‘I don’t know.’

			I don’t know why she’d hang me up in the open like that.

			‘We don’t ever do that, man!’

			But maybe I get it. ‘Maybe it’s not my name she wants out there, it’s the truth about what really happened. She’s not going to come out and tell the world that an Earther ship tried to shoot us out of the sky but she’s more than happy to set a pack of hungry journalists on the track to finding out for themselves.’

			I might even agree with her. Just a pity she’s made me the first stop on the path.

			The mag-lev rolls into the Nico terminus. We walk out into an underground cavern plastered with screens. Half of them bombard us with vibrant silent advertising, the other half appear to have Jacksmith’s speech on permanent repeat, bewildering until I remember that Jacksmith is something of a hero in these parts.

			The Nico police greet us with amused smiles. They don’t need to be here – we can find our own way to Meelosh’s apartment – but it’s nice that they take the time.

			‘Officer Kendra and Officer Arkeva,’ says the younger of the two, a wiry Indian with darting eyes that linger on Bix.

			I have to ping their Servants to work out which one’s which. Arkeva’s first name is Rabi, which makes me think of rabbits and of Meelosh’s picture.

			‘Cool,’ says Bix. ‘Like, nice to meet you.’

			‘Agent Rause, Agent Rangesh, Firstfall bureau,’ I say, not that I need to because their Servants already know. They’ve obviously watched Jacksmith’s announcement too – I see in the way they look at me how they’re dying to ask about Iosefa. ‘You’re the ones who found Meelosh’s body?’

			Arkeva nods. Officer Kendra doesn’t meet my eye but it’s obvious she didn’t like what she saw at the scene. I’m not surprised. The video hides the worst of the aftermath but I know what a throat-cutting looks like and it’s not pretty.

			We cross the platform, fighting through crowds heading the other way, loading up the mag-lev for the dawn train to Firstfall. I get a couple of looks and stares before I remember to mute my Servant and become anonymous amid a silent fusillade of curses aimed at Elizabeth bloody Jacksmith. We push our way through the arches and the ticket scanners into the open space outside the station, a huge cathedral of a cave with a dozen tunnels in and out, blessedly almost empty except for a steady stream of pods dropping passengers for the mag-lev.

			‘He definitely did it himself?’ I ask as we cross the empty space. Videos can be doctored.

			Officer Kendra nods.

			‘The scene fits the recording,’ says Arkeva.

			‘No sign of anyone else present?’

			No.

			‘Evidence of duress?’

			‘Nothing physical. He was doped to the eyeballs on K-meth and Xen. There was enough in his system that he could have hallucinated almost anything. No evidence to suggest anyone forced it into him.’

			Being coerced into suicide by the demons of your own subconscious is hardly a case for the bureau. I’m thinking we’ll be done with this by the end of the day, that we wouldn’t even be here at all if Meelosh hadn’t been famous once, if he didn’t have a name that maybe one or two people outside Magenta might recognise and if the way he killed himself wasn’t so damned … odd. I find myself wondering what the Tesseract will find next to keep us out of the way: Search and rescue for a child’s missing pet in some remote corporate outpost, maybe? Except no one on Magenta has pets and there are no children in the corporate outposts. Magenta’s 1.4 gravities is too cruel for either.

			‘We’d better have a look.’

			Kendra and Arkeva lead us to a pod. I expect a drive to Nico’s bureau outpost where the crime scene rooms should have a recreation of Meelosh’s apartment, but instead it takes us through underground warrens bored into the Magentan crust and then up a long spiralling ramp to the surface. We burst into constellations of neon light and gaudy billboard screens blurred by a steady rain. The sun is up somewhere overhead, but down here it’s hard to tell under a mile of thunder-grey cloud. The surface streets of Nico are narrow and oppressive compared to Firstfall, the buildings taller above the surface and more vertical. They don’t have the storms here like we do, just rain. Constant, heavy rain.

			‘Where are we going?’ I ask.

			Officer Kendra pings me a map. Turns out we’re going to Meelosh’s apartment itself.

			‘Dudes! Don’t say the body’s still inside, man!’

			‘It’s at the morgue,’ says Kendra, ‘but we thought you’d like to see the real thing. There’s no one in a hurry to take possession.’

			Rain sheets off the pod’s windows. Everything outside is soft-edged shapes of dull grey, blotched with shifting brilliant lights. The pod hums along, smooth and almost silent. It’s funny, but I almost miss Firstfall’s howling wind now I’m away from it, the gusts, the unpredictable now-and-then sideways lurching of the pods there as they try to keep going in a straight line.

			‘No next of kin?’ I ask.

			‘None that we can find.’

			Which means the apartment and everything in it reverts to the government, which reminds me that I need a new place to live now that Laura’s kicked me out. I do have my own rooms, a small government lease allocated when I came back from Earth, but about the only thing inside, apart from a few clothes, is the recharge coffin for Liss’s old shell. That and walls full of memories.

			‘Any idea yet who called it in?’ It bothers me not to know. It has to be someone who saw the video, but why hide?

			‘Not yet.’

			Arkeva pings me a link to the crime scene suites in the Nico bureau office, together with a three-dimensional map of Meelosh’s room made by the forensic drones that were first on the scene. We’re still in the hallway when Bix wrinkles his nose. I can smell it too: old blood. By the time we reach the second floor it’s strong enough to make me want to retch.

			‘No one cleaned up?’ I ask.

			‘We can’t.’

			I’m about to say something about other residents when I realise there aren’t any. The block has a deserted sense, a lack of anything human. I check its Servant and see I’m right: no one else lives here. Meelosh owns the lot.

			Owned.

			Arkeva throws her police codes at the apartment door. It opens and the smell becomes a stench. I step inside. The room beyond was an apartment once, but someone knocked down the partitions to leave a large single room. There are no other doors, no windows, no other way in or out. There’s no bed, no shower unit, no kitchen facility, not even a water tap. It’s bigger than it seemed from the video but otherwise much the same, part studio, part study, all of it a bloody monument to pain and suffering. Every painting is twisted, every sculpture distorted – even the sprays of dry blood slashed across the walls seem a part of the design. I feel as though I’m standing inside a fatally broken mind.

			Officer Kendra steps in beside me.

			‘The legal owner of the property has exerted their rights to their fullest extent and has demanded we leave the property untouched,’ she says.

			‘The legal owner …?’

			She pings me Meelosh’s will. I have my Servant run through it, picking out the bits that matter from their legal jargon wrappers. Meelosh set up a trust to exploit his art after his death, the proceeds feeding back to the trust to promote itself. That part dates back years, to the time he sold The Death of Strioth, but a few days ago he changed it to include this room and its contents, everything to be left untouched, a work of art with live viewings permitted once a year on the anniversary of his death. There’s even a clause requiring his body to be plasticised and returned to its original position.

			I check the dates and times. ‘Meelosh changed his will on the day before he killed himself?’

			‘Dude!’

			‘We’re thinking the will suggests this was premeditated,’ says Kendra.

			‘Servant records?’ I ask.

			I reckon Officer Kendra has it right, and wonder what demon could have chased Meelosh to immortalise his own end like this. Which makes me think of Liss, my own walking, talking monument to the dead.

			‘He didn’t leave this room for nearly sixty hours. The only outgoing calls in that time were the one changing his will and then the one after he died that sent out the recording. He had a few incoming but he didn’t answer them. According to both the block and apartment Servants, no one came in or out. He was alone.’

			They send me the records. I bring up the crime scene overlay and put Meelosh’s corpse back in the room. There’s a wide pool of dried blood on the floor where he fell and a handful of red arcs slashed across the nearest wall, the paintings and the books.

			‘He shut himself away for two and a half days and halfway through decided he was going to kill himself and make his death into a work of art?’

			I’m trying to think of a reason not to simply turn around and go back to Firstfall, to Alysha and Laura and Liss. A part of me wants that more than anything. Another part is more than happy to vanish into something that doesn’t matter. It doesn’t make much sense on the surface, but deep down I know why: I’m scared. I’m scared to look for Alysha. I’m scared that I might find her, and of what that might mean.

			‘So, uh, who were these, like, calls from. The ones he didn’t answer?’ asks Bix

			They’re all in Meelosh’s Servant records but Officer Arkeva answers anyway. ‘Duran Krone manages the club where Meelosh was supposed to perform on the night he killed himself. Viv Vashenka is his agent. Zayab Saleesh runs an occultist society. They had a lot of contact in the last few weeks. Frank Swainsbrook is—’

			Swainsbrook. I know that name. ‘Runs some sort of cult. Out of Settlement 16?’ I tell my Servant to search up everything it can find on all four of them.

			‘Hardcore Returners,’ says Kendra. ‘Dedicated to contacting the Masters.’

			Come to Settlement 16! My Servant pulls up a publicity piece. Join the Universe’s First Psychic Communications Array! Dedicated to peaceful contact with the Masters! Our goal is simple: to usher in a new Golden Age of Enlightenment!

			I don’t bother to suppress a snort. Idiots come in all shapes and sizes, and from what I can see it’s the sort of thing that might appeal to Meelosh. It nags at me though. Meelosh’s only words before he killed himself: they come. And then the video he was watching, white noise arranging itself into the same words, and then: they are here. Who are they? The Masters?

			‘Has anyone matched the blood spatter to the video?’ I ask.

			That earns me a moment of awkward silence before Arkeva and Kendra admit that no, no one’s done that because frankly they didn’t see the need. I’m inclined to think they’re right, that this isn’t a case for the law. Meelosh killed himself because … because … because some people just don’t see the world in the same way as the rest of us. That looks the start and the end of it.

			‘What do you think, boss dude?’ asks Bix. ‘Shall we go home?’

			I close my eyes. I know better. I want to go back but I know I’m not going to let this go until I’m sure, because … because it’s so … weird, I guess.

			‘Check the blood on the walls matches the recording. I want names for everyone who received a copy.’ I take a last look around. It’s a better room to preserve for posterity than mine, that’s for sure. ‘And let’s find out who last saw him alive and the source of that video he was watching. If none of that raises any red flags then we can wrap it.’

			I thank officers Kendra and Arkeva for their help. Bix summons a pod. I check the messages on Meelosh’s Servant while we’re waiting. I figure the first person we talk to is the manager of the club where he was supposed to perform. After that, Meelosh’s agent.

			Duran Krone’s message is in text, short and to the point.

			Here’s the schedule for tomorrow. I’ll send a pod for you at six if I don’t hear otherwise.

			It comes with a brief attachment giving a time, directions, and a schedule for Meelosh’s appearance at the Forty Thieves club.

			The one from his agent is much the same. A rich and deep, accented voice.

			Une! It’s Viv again. Have you had a chance to look at the Channel Seven contract yet? They’re keen, so let me know, okay?

			The dull ticking over of day-to-day life?

			This is Zayab Saleesh from the club. Mister Meelosh, I wish to apologise for my harsh words and would very much like to continue our previous conversation. I am hoping you might consider sharing your source for the signal with the rest of us. Please forgive my scepticism. I hope you can understand how all this is … a little disturbing. I am concerned for your health, sir.

			I change my mind. ‘We’ll visit Saleesh first.’

			The pod arrives. We scurry through the gloom and the rain and climb into the back. The last message on Meelosh’s Servant is from Frank Swainsbrook:

			Sir, I can’t explain exactly because you need to experience it for yourself, but in essence you’re right. Come visit us and I’ll show you. We’d love it if you chose to join us.

			Text only, sent from Swainsbrook’s office in Settlement 16. I give Bix a look.

			‘Two each?’

			‘Dude! I’ll totally do Swainsbrook and Saleesh, man.’

			He grins as I snort: ‘You don’t get both the interesting ones.’

			‘Saleesh and the agent, then.’

			Which leaves me with Swainsbrook and Krone. I nod and tell the pod to take us to Saleesh while I send my Servant to dig up everything it can find on who she is. While it does that, I call Duran Krone. I connect almost at once and then hear Krone pause for a moment as his Servant tells him who I am. When he speaks, his voice is circumspect.

			‘What can I do for you, agent?’

			‘Une Meelosh.’

			‘I heard he killed himself.’ He sounds more irritated than upset, but the next pause is one I know well: Krone trying to work out why a bureau agent is calling him about a cut-and-shut case of suicide and realising it doesn’t add up. ‘So, uh … how can I help?’

			‘Meelosh was due to perform at your club three nights ago, yes?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Did he give any warning that he wasn’t coming?’

			‘None.’

			By now I’ve checked the records of that night. Chat room traffic mostly. Meelosh was still on the bill at the start of the evening but Krone managed to fill his slot with someone else.

			‘So … no warning at all?’ I ask, when Krone doesn’t see fit to elaborate.

			‘First I knew he wasn’t coming was when he didn’t show. Although …’ A sigh. ‘Une was hardly reliable. It wasn’t the first time. It was okay. I had someone up my sleeve.’

			‘He’d done this before?’

			‘Yes, and not just here, either. He was cheap though, and local. I’ve put him on maybe a dozen times over the years. Big name once. Never asked for much of a fee so I suppose I can’t complain. If you ask me, he did his gigs here just to have an audience.’

			I ask about his history with Meelosh but Krone claims they barely knew each other. A Servant search shows me all manner of displays, exhibitions and performances scheduled at the Forty Thieves over the years. I see Meelosh there now and then, sometimes to talk, sometimes exhibiting his work. I ask if Krone has any idea what Meelosh was working on and he tells me no. He tells me he heard about the suicide from the news, and I have no reason not to believe him. I thank him and let him go, and look at Bix.

			‘Krone looks a dead end.’

			‘Same with the agent, boss dude.’ Bix rolls his eyes. ‘Probably. I mean, she’s, like, totally only interested in preserving his apartment for posterity. Kind of weird vibe of adulation, you know? With a rotten undertow of avarice.’ He sniffs. ‘Can’t prove it, man, but I think they were probably lovers once. Long time ago.’

			An old flame, long jilted, crafting revenge? Doesn’t seem likely. Seems a lot more likely that we’re wasting our time. ‘Alibi?’

			‘No evidence of contact in the past week except what’s on his Servant, dude. Channel Seven really do want to do a documentary, though. Could have been a revival of his fortunes, you know? Back in the limelight.’

			I laugh. ‘Channel Seven? Limelight?’

			‘Better than nothing, you know? Sounds like it was decent money, too.’

			The picture I have from Krone is of a fading artist long past his prime. I figure that fits with the apartment and the drugs; and maybe that’s reason enough to kill yourself if it’s all about the art and somehow you’ve lost it, but you don’t kill yourself to escape obscurity when someone’s about to make a documentary of your life and put it where millions of people might see.

			‘She seen his last transmission?’

			‘No. Wasn’t on the list, dude.’

			The agent didn’t call it in. So who did? ‘You know anything about Swainsbrook?’

			‘Plenty. Going to take some time to condense though, you know?’

			I figure Swainsbrook can wait: another couple of minutes and we’ll be with Zayab Saleesh. What I’ve got on her isn’t much: chair of the Nico Arcane Society, whatever that is. Works as a government historian for a pittance, freelances as a tutor for kids with rich parents who think an actual human gets better results than a shell – people like Laura. Has a side-line in genealogy, tracing family trees back to the first settlers, or as close as she can get. I discover she’s written a couple of essay collections; the first review I find describes Saleesh as ‘Magenta
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