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Chapter One
So it began with a girl. That’s not gonna surprise you. You’re savvy enough to know these
stories always begin with a bird. This one, though; this one begins with two.
I was sitting in a boozer by the edge of the darsena. Don’t remember the name.
There’s a hundred joints just the same in that shabby corner of Cheapside. I say ‘sitting’.
When was the last time you saw a dolphin sit? Anatomically, it doesn’t exactly come natural.
What I’d actually done was cram my walker into the space between the table and the
piebald wipe-clean plastic of the seats. I was taking up the whole booth on my lonesome and
the barman was glaring at me like I’d just told him I’d got his daughter up the duff. He was
human, if that helps you picture the face. I don’t know if he was worried the mechs on the
walker would stain or tear the seat covers. Lor’ knows how he’d tell.
Maybe he just didn’t like dolphins.
I wasn’t gonna lose sleep over it. I angled my hat to block him from sight and peered
out the window, looking through my own reflection in the dark plastiglass to watch sooty,
hunched figures shuffling through the rain. Condensation, actually. All the vapour from the
slums and businesses of the docklands rose up into the darsena overhead and condensed in
the cold. The climate here was entirely artificial, even if not deliberate. Still, looked like rain
to me.
Some dockland neighbourhoods had been snapped up by developers these last years.
Gentrified so’s you’d hardly recognise ’em, the cobbles and the brick ground away and
overstamped with entrep reservations of shining glass and duralinium. Business hotels,
enterprise zones, retail parks. Even outside those quarters, likely as not some canny local had
scraped together enough pride and cash to hire a senscape artist to cast a rudimentary
glamour over things, shoddy upkeep and rough edges smoothed out beneath a beautician’s
trowel of software illusion.
I wasn’t in one of those neighbourhoods that night. Where I was, the Rock’s past as a
mining outpost still made itself felt. In appearance, even if the mining jobs were long gone. It
was there in every grimed, uneven brick, every rain-slick cobbled street; in the hum of cheap
air-recyclers, the steam billowing from failing generators, the tawdry neon light of oldfashioned advertising holos. Segovax’s economic miracle had passed these streets by. They
were tired, ageing and cynical. On the slow path to an uncertain future.
Yeah, I felt a certain affinity for them. How did you guess?
I came down here in the quiet times between cases. Never a clear plan in my head;
never a solid notion why. I didn’t go there with her in mind. Never mind; I always ended up
in some sticky-floored dive, watching the ships in the darsena and visiting her in my
memories. I’d picture her ship coming in, after all the years. It never had; I’d let go any serious
hope that it ever would. She was lost to me and I’d come as close as I was ever gonna to
reconciling myself to that. I came and sat anyway.

Okay. I’ll back up a bit. Not everyone was born and raised on a rock like this. Hell, I
wasn’t, though it feels sometimes like Segovax is all I’ve ever known. A darsena’s a dock, a
harbour. In an asteroid habitat like Segovax it’s the empty void at its heart, like the space in
the middle of an olive when the stone’s taken out. It’s the centre of gravity; you spin your
rock around it to give the illusion of gravity on the inside skin, but the axis remains perfectly
zero-G. An ideal anchorage for starships. The atmo’s thin and cold as soup kitchen broth up
there. A little bit of outer space shut in above our heads.
Our darsena was a big one, scraped out to fit the hulking mining leviathans that used
to trawl the Belt for its minerals. It was irregular in shape, broadly reflecting the elongated
almond-shape of the Rock itself. At its widest it was maybe two or three kilometres across. It
was connected through the rock to hard space beyond by a broad canal along the axis of
rotation.
The docklands dysoned around the hollow; a warren of warehouses, businesses and
slums sloping seamlessly up into walls and then ceiling. A colossal bulkhead separated them
off from Segovax proper. On a good day you could look up and see the lights on the terraced
levels on the antipodal side. Today wasn’t a good day. The darsena was dark, foggy and wet; a
perpetual murk casting its gloomy shadow over us all.
I stared absent-mindedly out into the darkness and picked at my jellied eels. They’d
been force-grown in tiny tanks somewhere in Cheapside, their entire accelerated lives played
out in an artificial habitat hollowed out of the centre of a few gigatonnes of rock, floating in
space in the arse-end of a backwater system. They’d never been within an AU of a natural
body of water, and they tasted like it.
About a quarter of a turn counter-spinward I could see the lights of the commercial
starport. The terminal itself was hidden by the haze but its landing lights and holos were
kept bright, to make sure we mere mortals never forgot the terminal was there. You didn’t
even need them these days. Senscape overlays could give the exact same effect, and even
those were redundant. The ships’ AIs were more than capable of guiding the vessels in by
themselves: in fact, someone told me once that the living crew were legally prohibited from
interfering. If that was true, they had my sympathies. It wouldn’t be long before someone up
in the corporocracy wondered whether it was worthwhile paying for their jobs at all.
A sleek liner had been docked at the starport since later afternoon. It had the flashy,
chrome-and-fins look that had been all the rage on Vercingetorix a decade ago. Probably
making the ferry run between the world and the Rock. They were in and out pretty sharpish,
usually. I wondered distantly what cock-up was responsible for all the hours this one had
been malingering here. If I squinted and activated a few magnification and enhancement
modules in my senscape, I could make out smaller ships fussing around it. Zooming closer, I
spied the mote-like forms of voidlarks in patched-up suits. There was something out of the
ordinary going on. I registered the thought with a sort of dim and idle incuriosity. Yeah, I
know what you’re thinking: dim and idle incuriosity – just what people look for in a private
eye. Business wasn’t great, since you ask. But I get by.
Just meant my entertainment choices tended to be shoddy boozers, pisswater beer
and the most tasteless eels this side of Queria.

I was forcing down the last of the eels and starting to think about heading home
when the commotion started in the alley out back. It’ll doubtless astonish you to hear that
fights weren’t exactly a rare occurrence round these parts. I’d seen a Kron’tep stevedore
break an Aridian’s nose in a row over a pub quiz machine only a few days earlier. Whatever
this nonsense was, I wanted no part of it. I spurred the walker into action, adjusted my
fedora and scooped a clutch of peanuts from the bowl on the bar. Got halfway to the door
before I heard a scream.
A woman’s scream, high-pitched and in pain.
What can I say? I’m a sucker for a damsel in distress. Or maybe we cetaceans just
have a penchant for trouble. I turned round and muscled through the alley door at the back
of the boozer, grabbing the Carrick and Vickers ’75 magnum from my holster with the
walker’s mechanical hand.
The alley was as dank and unappealing as you’d expect: an unloved corner of a
glorified cave, that glorification principally consisting of having developed the capacity for
rain to fall inside it. There was a stack of stinking beer casks by the door; the cobbles were
littered with the remains of broken bottles and fag-ends. A human girl in her mid-twenties
was facing off against four big geezers with faces liked punched dough. She was out of breath
and sweat-slick from running.
I should have turned round and left right then. I mean, I could see their uniforms,
clear as you like. Picked out in the neon glow from the lap-dancing club next door (We haz
Thal gurlz! Yeah, right: Ogrons in blonde wigs, more like). These guys were port security,
trained bruisers subcontracted to kick the shit out of terrorists, smugglers and arsey tourists
with a sense of entitlement. I’m no slouch in a punch-up – I have power-assisted robot fists,
for Gods’ sake – but these guys could have handed me my arse with chips, all wrapped up in
yesterday’s newspaper. ’Sides, you don’t mess with the law in my line of work. The
paperwork’s a bitch and the effect on business sucks.
So why didn’t I do the smart thing? Because I’m some sort of brave white knight
leaping to the rescue? Not likely, mate. I try, but like I say, I know my limits. It was the
realisation that that scream wasn’t the bird. It was one of the guys. She’d kneed him in the
nads so hard he’d squealed out a fine falsetto. Through half-inch body-armour, that takes
some doing. I liked the broad at once.
So I wade in and shoot one of the bruisers before he even knows I’m there. Stun
setting, obviously, but he won’t be up in a hurry. The others round on me, hauling out guns
that make mine look like a kiddie’s toy. The nearest swings a fist and bashes my own weapon
outta my hand. Christ!, I’m thinking, that makes things more lively.
A cetacean walker gives you certain advantages in a fight. As I mentioned, there’s the
robot power-fists: always a giggle. But then there’s the legs. Four of them. Hydraulic. Or
pneumatic. Something (look, don’t ask me: I’m not an engineer). Anyway, they’re made from
a titanium/duralinium composite. Fair do’s, my walker’s second- or third-hand so what with
all the repairs there’s probably at least as much plastibond and stainless steel in there as
original alloy. The point stands: they’re still stronger and faster than human base-normal and
they pack a hefty kick. Imagine getting in a fight with a robot mule and you’ve got some idea.
Then imagine that mule has a powerful tail, a craggy but handsome face and a fine line in
witty one-liners.

I recover from the initial blow and retaliate with a fine left-hook that decks the guy.
His mate opens up with his plasma pistol, blasting a succession of small mushroom-clouds
out of the brick wall behind me. Not on purpose, you understand. He missed. Because I’m
evasive like that.
The girl’s kind of surprised for a moment there. Can’t blame her, I guess – not only
has an ally come out of nowhere, but he’s drop-dead gorgeo… Yeah, I’m not fooling anyone
with this, am I? Can’t really pull it off. I was going for cocky and self-assured but charming;
I’m worried I’m just hitting self-obsessed and creepy. Sorry. I have body issues.
Anyway, she recovers from that initial surprise and starts pounding one of the guys
with a fragment of iron bar she’s yanked off the floor. I guess that’s why alleys are so
traditional when it comes to punch-ups – there’s so much crap lying around to whack people
with. She’s small, but perky and determined. No obvious training there, but pretty effective
nonetheless.
Between the two of us, we put up a fairly decent scrap. It didn’t take long for the
blokes to get pissed off. I’ve no doubt they could still have stomped us into the dirt if they’d
had half a mind to, but evidently they couldn’t be arsed. They’d been sent to grab some
pocket-sized bint and for their troubles they’d been subjected to a barrage of crotch-kicks,
iron bar pummels, robot-power-fist thumps and whacks round the chops with a fluked
dolphin tail. Guess they just weren’t being paid enough. They taunted us and shouted abuse
as they legged it, but it didn’t cover up that legging it was what they were doing.
I took the girl back inside, bought her a coffee. That was cruel. After what she’d been
though, this dive’s coffee was insult to injury. She accepted it with good grace and watched
the steam rise from the greasy mug as she got her breath back. I nursed a beer and took the
opportunity to look her over. In a concerned, observant private eye way; not a creepy
lecherous way. I don’t think she went for dolphins, anyway.
Her slight frame made her look younger than I think she actually was. She had the
unmistakeable look of the backpacker trail: dreads in her shock of dark hair, multiplypierced ears; a brightly-coloured array of festival animstamps around her wrists. She wore
faded hemp jeans and an ageing ‘Frankie says Rallax!’ T-shirt. It was enough to make me
nostalgic for my own days bumming lifts on cargo skiffs in an effort to ‘see the universe’. As it
ended up, I didn’t see much more than a succession of cargo holds and identical prefab
spaceports on a dozen newly-settled worlds. But when you’re young, you do what you can.
‘You’re new to Segovax,’ I remarked. ‘You’ll forgive me for saying, sister, but you don’t
waste any time making enemies.’
She regarded me evenly over the top of her coffee mug, weighing me up before
answering.
‘Skipped a few taxes on my tickets.’
‘It’s all the little hidden charges that sting you,’ I said sympathetically. ‘Doesn’t
normally warrant an armed security squad.’
She wrinkled her nose. ‘They’re jumpy up there. There was a big security alert just as
we were coming through immigration.’
I jerked a flipper towards the windows and the chrome-and-fins cruiser moored out
in the darsena. ‘You come in on that?’

‘The Dulcibella,’ she said. ‘Arrived from Vercingetorix this morning.’
‘And before that?’
She made a vague gesture. ‘Gidi, Melisandre, the Glitter Band. I’ve been around.’
‘You got a name?’
She thought for a moment, then thrust out a hand. ‘Coralie and Beans.’
I considered the hand. ‘You got a real name?’
‘That is my real name, mister. Jeez, they said you Segovaxis weren’t exactly the most
culturally aware…’
‘All right, all right!’ I took her hand gently in one of my mechanical hands and shook
it. ‘Coralie and Beans. Where’s that from? All Hallows?’
‘Gesima. All my family are Coralies. My older sister’s Coralie on a Bike; younger’s
Coralie and the Secret World.’
‘Riiiiight…. And your dad? Is he a Coralie too?’
‘My dad’s dead.’
That killed the conversation for a moment.
When she couldn’t bear the awkward silence any longer she leaned forward and
asked, ‘What about you? Who are you who goes beating up security guards to help girls he
doesn’t know?’
‘Who says I was trying to help you? You seemed to have it pretty under control.
Maybe I just like fights?’
She snorted and stared me down.
‘Yeah, fine. So you’ve got me all figured out. You can call me Flippers,’ I said. ‘Flippers
McKenzie. Private eye’
‘Riiiight.’ A smile twitched the corner of her mouth. ‘You got a real name?’
‘Sure. We’ll have to know each other a bit better before I tell you what it is, though.’
I took a swig from my beer. The walker misted me with brackish water.
‘Tell me about this security alert. That ship’s been there for ages. Must have missed –
what? – three departure slots? Four? That’s not about some backpacker girl who’s skipped
paying her duties.’
She shrugged. ‘Like I said, I was halfway through immigration when the alert went
off. I think something was up even before that, though. The place was lousy with security
goons. Half of them looked bought-in, from off-world. That’s why they caught me out, I
reckon. I’ve been on half a dozen worlds in the last month – none of them have looked twice
at my ticket. I figured Segovax would be just like any other backwater, but the spaceport’s…
hell, I don’t know what you’d call it. Militarised. They’re building up for something. On high
alert.’
I tried to remember if there were any big events on. Had a feeling something had been
all over the news. Shame I don’t sume the news.
Coralie continued. ‘Anyway, the alarms started going off and they penned us all into
one of the lounges while they started triple-checking everyone’s papers. They wouldn’t tell
us anything about what was going on.’
There was a slight lift to her voice, as if she was going to continue. When she didn’t, I
leant forward and prompted, ‘But?’

‘Look, I don’t know if this is anything. It’s been a long day and I’ve not slept in like
forever.’ I made a “go on” gesture. ‘Well, I could see just a bit out the terminal windows. All
those ships and spacesuit guys fussing round the outside of the ship.’
‘Inspecting it for something?’
‘Uh-huh. But then the boats came back to the terminal. Docked at a stand not far
from us. They tried to keep it all under wraps but I swear I saw them unload something out
of one of them. In a quarantine shroud. I think they pulled it out of the darsena.’
‘Sometimes small objects get caught in the warp slipstream of big ships. Space debris,
meteoroids and the like. Voidlarks fish ‘em out and flog what they can for salvage.’
‘Wasn’t a meteoroid,’ Coralie said with an emphatic shake of the head. ‘No way. I’ll
tell you what it looked like. It looked like a body.’
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You’ll have twigged by now she was the type of girl who assumes she’s tagging along
whenever there’s trouble to be made. Or at least I think that’s how she wanted people to see
her. Tell the truth, when I insisted I was going on my own, she dropped the idea without
much hoo-hah and didn’t press the point. I was relieved. I work alone; always have done
since Maisy. It’s better for everyone that way: what I do isn’t always the smart thing, you
know? I like to think it’s the right thing, but maybe that’s just the spin my brain puts on it.
Like I say, we dolphins have a bit of a predilection for aggro. It’s in our nature. But that’s my
business and I wasn’t about to let anyone else get wrapped up in what I had no doubt was
probably a damned stupid plan. Sure as hell not some wide-eyed kid from out of the world
who was already on the law’s shit-list.
I was gonna break into the spaceport restricted area and I was gonna do it alone.
Coralie listened to me say this with little sign of surprise. ‘Try not to get killed,’ she
said, and got up to leave.
I tipped my hat to her as she passed. Watched her disappear into the greasy
docklands night.
‘Be careful out there, kid,’ I murmured aloud.
I paid the tab and set off into the rain.
They’d changed the spaceport name again. Some new owner or sponsor wanting their
name plastered on every manifest, ticket and luggage chit in the system. I couldn’t even
remember what it had been called before. They changed so fast: street names, buildings, even
days of the sodding week. Too fast for anyone to notice or get used to them. Pummelled into

amnesia by a torrent of blink-and-you-miss-it corporate vainglory, we just blanked it out and
called everything by the old names. Spaceport. Darsena. Beryllium Street. Tuesday.
I inserted myself through the perimeter with embarrassing ease. Spaceports are all
the same. They worry about worldside incursions into Departures, spaceside breaches into
Arrivals. It was a mindset born of brushfire wars against small-potato terrorists and illegal
immigrants. The setup wasn’t geared towards stopping a bloke skip the fence outside
Arrivals.
I saw what Coralie meant almost immediately. It was a while since I’d been here but
the security presence had been ramped way beyond what I remembered. There were flitters
sweeping the compound with stabbing searchlights, security jarheads patrolling the tarmac
in threes and fours. Some of the uniforms were definitely offworld. Their corporate badges
were patched over with temporary Considia logos but I recognised armour from contractors
operating out of Vercingetorix, Carvilius and even Selinous. They must need a lot of
manpower if they were even freighting in resources in from out of system.
I kept to the shadows, though I knew those wouldn’t be much use if an operative
drew a bead on me with an enhancement aug. Still, I felt better painted in that inky smear. I
traversed a dot-to-dot of parking lots, outhouses and hangars, crabbing from cover to cover
till I reached the medical centre. Figured if there was a body, that’s where they’d have taken
it. Do I really have to describe the architecture? You’ve seen one spaceport, you’ve seen ‘em
all. Big glitzy terminal, all plastiglass and nullgrav struts; all the outbuildings unloved squat
concrete boxes that had barely changed at all in six hundred years.
The security got more fun to negotiate around the med-block. Not that there were
more guys, but it was a less open area. More corners people could sneak up on me from. I had
aug apps that could detect approaching heartbeats or power signatures but I was wary of
using them. Whatever I had, the guards would have better, and anything too active would
have been like firing off a signal flare. I wished my sonar worked out of water.
More pressingly there were the building’s autonomous anti-intrusion suites. They
could do just as nasty things to intruders as a living guard, and had the advantage of not
relying on the alertness and skills of a bored, testosterone-fuelled college dropout. But you
don’t get to be even a moderately successful private detective without picking up a party
trick or two. I had a few friends in the software business. Over the years they’d slipped me
the odd backdoor program or rudimentary hacksuite. Wouldn’t have got me very far in one
of the really restricted bits of the spaceport, but the medblock was mainly used for old dears
feeling a bit peaky from the gravity transition or voidlarks who got too close to the impulse
thrusters. They were enough to get me through an unattended door round the back near the
bins. I slipped a few quasi-intelligent data-oomphs into the local system and watched with
satisfaction as the cameras and mass-detectors in the vicinity started to go on the fritz. I had
maybe fifteen minutes before the anti-malware systems booted them out and reset they
system. Less if anyone with a pulse was paying attention to the automatics.
Let me just reiterate at this point that I’m a dolphin. I say this because there’s an art
to creeping when you’re ten foot long and rely on a mechanised exoskeleton to get around,
and I want you to be suitably impressed when I say that after years in the job I was about as
good as anyone. The walker clanked and whirred like scissors in a tumble-drier, especially at

slower speeds, but if anyone was close enough to hear that, they’d probably see me anyway.
The trick was just to be quick about things.
Straight in, straight out. No fuss.
My previous trips to the starport had never brought me to this neck of the woods, but
humans have a handy fetish for labelling things. It wasn’t long before signs started popping
up in my senscape pointing to the morgue. Once my aug AI twigged that’s where I was going,
it even overlaid a glittering thread on my vision for me to follow.
I scuttled through the facility, wondering what I was doing here. I’d dealt with a fair
few murders in my time – strictly small-time stuff: domestic barnies gone bad, drunken
brawls out of hand – the kind of thing the official contractors won’t touch ’cause the returns
are too low. But there was always a paycheque in it for me. I don’t generally go looking for
cases pro bono.
But I just kept thinking about Maisy. Coralie reminded me of her a little. Something
about the attitude – they looked nothing alike. But I’d already had her on my mind and the
mention of a body drifting in with a starcruiser made some sort of irrational connection in
my mind. What if it was her? It had always felt like this was how it would end, if there was
ever any closure to be had. An anonymous body in some backwater spaceport.
By the time I reached the morgue my heart was a jackhammer. I was wondering how I
would react if it really was her face there looking up at me from the slab; whether I’d be able
to pull it together enough to get out of here before the fuzz showed up.
I needn’t have worried.
There was no face there at all.
When I retracted the sterile cover the body that confronted me ended at the throat:
skin, muscle and bone bisected with a sharp, precise cut. It had been beheaded.
‘Well,’ I muttered to myself, ‘I guess that’s murder.’
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Chapter Two
The torso was a woman’s. If you pushed me to hazard her age I’d have plumped for late
thirties, mid-forties. It wasn’t a guess I’d have put hard bread on, though. I’ve seen bodies
before, even a few human, though it won’t surprise you to hear aliens outnumber human
stiffs ten to one – no-one likes bemmies these days. Human ages are difficult to read when
you can’t cue off the face. This one was harder than most. Hard vacuum had shredded away
her identity as effectively as any rat or vulture. The skin was grey, rimed from the extreme
cold of space. Burst blood vessels mottled it with splotchy purple bruises. The poor woman
couldn’t have been dead more than a few seconds when she was spaced.
It wasn’t Maisy. For that first instant, that’s all that mattered. I didn’t have the
faintest clue who this unfortunate was, but Maisy’s gentle curves were imprinted on my
memory. I explore them each night in my dreams. I’d know her anywhere, head or no.
The moment passed and the very idea that this could have been her seemed ludicrous.
I focused on this new puzzle. Maisy remained wherever she’d vanished to. But this woman
was here now, and she’d been killed. That wasn’t something I could ignore.
A pop-up in my senscape warned me that the anti-incursion wares had my dataoomphs on the run. It had taken less time than I’d expected. I had maybe five minutes to get
out of the medblock. Not enough time to do half the examination I wanted to. Not enough by
far.
I rummaged a medisampler from a sterile equipment cupboard and plunged a crude
biopsy from the body’s flank. The pathologist would notice, of course, but you have to take
the odd risk in this line of work. In my time I’ve taken some very odd risks.
I pocketed the biosample and pegged it. No problems. Made it back out through the
unattended back door twelve seconds before my aug alerted me that local security was back
online. All that remained now was to get back across the spaceport compound and out to
freedom.
Easy street.
Straight in, straight out. No fuss. How often do things actually work out that way?
Fewer than you’d think, and I guess you wouldn’t think many. This time they did. I struck
gold as I was crossing the apron. A flock of passengers from a recently-arrived cruiser had
managed to get themselves lost between their shuttle and the terminal. They were
wandering not far from the medical block and it wasn’t hard to blend in. Yeah, even for a
dolphin in a hat. Stand at the back and look inconspicuous. Works every time.
A harried spaceport official soon arrived.
‘You from Flymo to the Moon?’ he demanded. He was rewarded with a torrent of
complaints and confused questions. The passengers were travelling horticulturalists from
Gardener’s World, I gathered as we were shepherded to the terminal building. That
explained a lot. When we passed close by the exterior perimeter I ran off and vaulted the

fence while the official was distracted trying to find a toilet for a Vervoid-arranger who’d
forgotten to go before he got off the ship.
So much for yer actual breaking and entering. I was feeling pretty pleased with myself
at that point, as I sauntered nonchalantly past the flitter approach lanes. More fool me. The
complication was lurking innocuously just ahead, wandering a token strip of landscaping.
These little patches of greenery are always scattered around spaceport approaches. I can’t
judge its quality. In my ’scape the plants appeared as a simple grey placeholder icon, a
blinking message inviting me to hand over my hard-earned for an annual subscription which
would let me perceive civic beautification at company properties all over the Rock. I ignored
the paywall. No way was I gonna surrender so much as a sou for the chance to see what I
fully expected to be a scruffy patch of unappreciated and unhealthy plants. The label said
they were kormanblooms. I’m no botanist but the name conjured images of orange-petalled
gaudiness and cloying scent. The kind of flower kids plant in their back gardens.
The man wafted from flowerbed to flowerbed, lost in raptures. Like a poet strolling
through the gardens of some ancient country house.
He had that poety look about him. Hair unfashionably long, a cascade of fussy curls
that didn’t seem quite natural. His clothes were like nothing you usually saw on Segovax.
They lacked any kind of branding. Not even so much as a shimmering ad animation woven
into the fibres or a subtle logo embossed on the lapel. Of course, you saw the really poor
going round in unbranded apparel, but those garments exuded shoddiness. A single glance at
the silhouette was enough to damn them as what they were. At the other end of the scale you
got the really high-end tailored stuff: bespoke outfits that didn’t need anything so prosaic as
a brand name to announce their prestige. This guy’s get-up was neither. Easy categories and
judgements just slid off it. Expensive, cheap, fashionable… somehow the guy just seemed
outside all that. Which was odd, because by any rational criteria he ought to have looked an
absolute div. Long, dark-green frock-coat; loose, piratey shirt; an honest-to-goodness
blinking cravat looped flamboyantly at his neck and fastened with a silver pin. What did he
think he looked like?
But against all logic, it did kind of suit him. I felt a weird pang of envy.
He looked up from the kormanblooms and greeted me with a cheery ‘Hello!’
I waited for my senscape to ping his and tell me who he was.
Twenty seconds later I was still waiting. I had little option but to say something in
reply.
‘Morning,’ I replied, with a nonchalant bob of my head. This was a stupid thing to
say. Especially getting on for nine-thirty at night.
‘Good morning.’
His AI wasn’t slow, I realised. He didn’t even have one.
It took me a few moments to comprehend that. The sheer mind-boggling lunacy of
the idea that anyone could get by in the modern world without a link to the datasphere or
any of those little sensory overlays that make life slightly less of a chore.
‘What did you find?’ he asked.
‘I’m sorry?’
‘Don’t be. I won’t tell. When you broke into the medical block, what did you find?’
I tensed, resisted the urge to go for my gun.

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about, mate.’
‘Yes you do. You heard about the body they pulled out of the darsena and you were
curious. What kind of private detective would you be if you weren’t?’
‘Look, mate. I don’t know who you are or what you think you know about me, but I’d
advise you to put as much distance between me and you as you can. Don’t let the smile fool
you: that’s just the way my mouth is shaped. I’m not a fella you want to get on the wrong side
of.’
‘I have no doubt,’ he said lightly. ‘And I wouldn’t dream of it. I’m the Doctor, by the
way.’
‘Doctor. Bloody marvellous.’
‘I try to be. And you’re Flippers McKenzie. Your reputation precedes you.’
‘I have the kind of reputation you get by being on the eighteenth page in the cheap
section of the business directory. You’ve been following me.’ I rested a robotic hand on my
pistol holster. ‘How about you and me go and find somewhere quiet and talk about why?’
And after that, I added to myself, we’re gonna move on to the body. Far as I was
concerned, this clown couldn’t have made himself look more like a perp if he’d been wearing
a black mask and a jump-suit covered in arrows.
Yeah, I said we were going ‘somewhere quiet’. I could have walked into pretty much
any other boozer in the docklands and that would have been true. Instead I took him to a
joint I knew down one of the more obscure backstreets of Cheapside. The name was called
Twentieth Century Frocks and if you were gonna be euphemistic you might say it catered for
a different clientele to most of the other bars. But why be euphemistic when you can be
brutally straightforward? It was a tacky, kitsch twentieth-century theme bar which
specialised in entertaining a rowdy multispecies crowd with particularly poor, but
undeniably charming, live tribute-bands.
I kind of liked the place.
Needless to say, I wasn’t bringing him there for the jazz. There weren’t many
dolphins on the Rock. Most of those there were weren’t exactly my kind of people. Stuck-up
entreps with private pools and designer walkers. Twentieth Century Frocks was home to
pretty much the only cetacean I was still on speaking terms with. Her name was K’tkkrk and
she was another drifter, like me. The story of how she’d ended up on Segovax was as long and
absurd as my own; how it had culminated in her running a bar like this was something I’d
never quite pinned down. She was a big, boisterous girl with as many skeletons in her closet
as any of us. In her case, more than a few of those skellies related to the black-market
GeneSequing industry.
The bar was rammed. The air was stale with sweat and the tang of beer. On the
wooden stage a scruffy human guy was strumming a guitar and leading the appreciative
crowd in a sing-along. A thicket of tipsy Jocastronauts from Oedipous was monopolising the
bar, the guys hugging their wives and mothers and telling bawdy travellers’ tales in slurred
voices. I pushed my way past them and caught K’tkkrk’s eye.
‘Flippers!’ She’d tweaked her vocaliser again. Every time I came here the Mummerset
accent was broader. ‘You’ve got some nerve coming back here after what you pulled!’
‘After what I… what?’

She just laughed and waved my confusion away. ‘What you drinking, squire? Oh,
hello, Doctor, love.’
‘Huh?’ I looked between the two of them.
‘Evening, Mrs K. How’s business? Fitz hasn’t scared anyone away yet, has he?’
‘Fitzie? Naah, they’re having a right old time! He just had Leopold and Benjifunk up
there singing along to “Lucy in the Sky With Diamonds”. You don’t expect it of gents their
age.’
She waved over towards the stage with her walker hand. The straggle-haired
musician grinned and winked back.
‘Hang on. You two know each other?’
‘I should say,’ K’tkkrk replied, shoving an ale in front of me. ‘The Doctor and Fitz have
been renting two of me rooms for the last week. Fitzie’s been an absolute godsend for
business!’
‘K’tkkrk,’ I said solemnly. ‘This man is the prime suspect in a murder.’
‘Usually,’ the Doctor agreed happily. ‘I never did any of them, though.’
‘The Doctor’s a scholar and a gent,’ K’tkkrk retorted. ‘He’s been helping me decorate
the back room. If you think someone like him’s got anything to do with any murder, Flippers,
you’re a dodgier dick than I thought.’
‘He’s been following me. I found him loitering round outside the spaceport.’
‘And what were you doing there?’
‘My job.’
‘Does that make you a suspect too?’
‘Don’t be difficult, K’tkkrk.’ I fished the biosample from a compartment in my walker
and pushed it surreptitiously across the bar.
She rolled her eyes.
‘Oh, don’t give me that.’ I had my AI slip a few opeks into her account.
‘You know I don’t do this any more, Flippers.’
‘Sure. Except when someone asks real nice.’ A few opeks more. She took the sample.
‘This from the vic?’
‘Does it matter?’
‘Reckon not. It’ll take a little while. You boys had better come through.’
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Space is an expensive luxury on Segovax. Not surprising on an asteroid, you might
think, but that’s not the reason. Simple fact is, you’re taxed by square metre. Every couple of
years a couple of contractors working for the government come round your gaff and start
scanning and measuring everything. It’s fine for the entreps – their tax rates are low and their
accountants can usually make even that little go away. The rest of us… well, let’s just say
Cheapsiders had long ago proven themselves truly ingenious at wringing every little bit of
use out of the space they could afford. And what they couldn’t afford, they hid.
A fake wall panel behind an antique jukebox concealed the entrance to K’tkkrk’s
back room. The whole thing was overlaid with a senscape shroud so you couldn’t even see
the joins or the scuffs on the floorboards. ’Course, the inspectors are wise to tricks like that
and twelve shroud jobs out of a baker’s dozen wouldn’t fool ’em for a minute. Like I said,
though, K’tkkrk had a past. She knew people.
She led us down uneven steps into a room gouged from the bare stone of the Rock
itself. I’d been in here a few times. Whatever redecorating the Doctor had been doing’s lost
on me. Only difference I can see is that now there’s a whole Steptoe’s yard of twentiethcentury memorabilia stacked against the walls. I picked my way between rolled-up swastika
banners and a garish plastic statue of Richard Branson distributing pickles to the poor.
‘Didn’t this crap used to be up around the bar?’
K’tkkrk punted aside a stack of simularity discs that were piled on top of her bootleg
gene sequencer. One of the discs activated when it clattered across the floor. A solid holo of a
long-dead singer sprang into life and started boogieing away to a ditty about a yellow polkadot bikini. I still have nightmares.
‘This stuff’s antique,’ K’tkkrk said. Her real voice burst through behind the one her aug
generated, a cascade of frustrated clicks and pops like background noise on badly-preserved
vinyl. It faded away again as her tone softened. ‘It’s just not all entirely accurate. Or it’s
accurate and kinda racist. The Doctor was saying…’
‘Yeah, let’s talk about the Doctor.’
‘Do we have to? The bloke in question looked up from a toy train that had snagged his
attention. ‘I’m nobody. Not interesting at all. I’d rather talk about this murder. Why do you
care so much?’
‘Why shouldn’t I care?’
‘So you’re being paid?’ He said it mischievously, knowing the accent before my silence
gave it away.
K’tkkrk sighed through her blowhole. ‘Oh Flippers! Pro bono? Again?’
One of the other simularities seemed to take the phrase ‘pro bono’ as an instruction to
activate, and added its voice to the first’s. Gods, the Twentieth may have given us a shedload
of great cultural gifts, but music sure as buggery weren’t one of them.
I raised my voice over the noise. ‘Listen ’ere: a woman’s been murdered on my patch.
She had her bloody head whacked off. She deserves justice.’
‘Oh, I agree,’ the Doctor said. ‘But aren’t there proper authorities to deal with all that?
Police or Adjudicators or what-have-you? You don’t think they’re qualified to give it?’
‘You saw her, you wouldn’t ask that, mate. She wasn’t no entrep. Homespun clothes;
callused hands. If she had two sous to rub together I’m Barbara blinkin’ Windsor.

Authorities don’t give a monkey’s about a dead sumer from out of world. No margin in it, is
there?’
‘If that’s true, why are they keeping the Dulcibella in port so long? Why the security
build-up?’
‘Dunno. Maybe there was something else going on anyway? When I get a minute I’m
gonna hit up some of the other passengers on that boat. I ran into one earlier and it sounds
like there might have been.’
‘Was she pretty?’ asked K’tkkrk.
‘Who said it was a she?’
She hooted. ‘It was a she. S’always a she. Honestly, Flippers, my lover, you need to get
over it…’
‘Yeah, thanks for that. I’ll take that under advisement. Point is, the passengers can
wait. For now, you’re the bloke I’m interested in, Doc. You owe me some answers. You can
start by letting me in on what you were doing hanging round the spaceport. And how you
knew about me?’
The Doctor smiled and tapped his long nose, then nodded towards K’tkkrk. While
we’d been talking she’d been fussing with the biosample in her machine. She’d done this for
me a couple of times before when I was having trouble IDing people in cases. Once with a
Foamasi salesman who turned out to be a stooge in a drugs meet backed by one of the lodges;
another time I was after the name of the floozy who was warming an exec’s bed in a cheap
spaceport hotel when she’d told her wife she was offworld. The broad turned out to be
tapping her for secrets in an elaborate case of corporate espionage. Well, more banging than
tapping. Anyway. Each time K’tkrrk drew it out, making a show of what a faff it was and
how much I was putting her out, but it only took the gene sequencer a few minutes to come
up with a result. This time should have been even quicker. There was no reason to believe the
vic was anyone out of the ordinary. Sure, the beheading was a bit outside the usual run of
transport crime but she wasn’t missing her fingerprints or anything. There was no sign of
Doebot nanites unspooling her DNA post-mortem. Nobody was trying to conceal her
identity; I just hadn’t had time to do a proper check.
But K’tkkrk was having problems. She’d fed the sample through the sequencer at
least twice and was now staring at the display in bafflement. I patched my senscape into the
sequencer’s full-res readout the air above the machine came alive with messages and
information entoptics. The preponderance of the colour red wasn’t a good sign.
‘Well screw you, then!’ K’tkkrk said, and slapped the sequencer hard with her flipper.
‘I’m not liking the sound of this, K,’ I told her.
‘What have you got me mixed up in here, Flippers? I’m an honest businesswoman,
me. On my way to being an entrep! Last thing I need is your trouble.’
‘Back it up, K’tkkrk. What trouble? Far as I know, this is just some ferry passenger
drew the short straw. What’s the problem?’
‘What’s the problem?’ she asked. ‘Ain’t on the system. That’s what the problem is.
You know what it means when one’s not on the system.’
‘Imperial?’ I hadn’t even considered it till I spoke the word. We were out on the edge
here. Not the frontier itself – that had moved on in the near-century since they’d started
mining the Belt – but we were a long way from the volume Earth generally took a direct

interest in. Imperial presence on Segovax sum-totalled about a dozen Landsknechte, a small
lodge of pastured Adjudicators and their station cat. They were the legal bare minimum
garrison to make sure Earth’s claim stayed current and Considia and the other corporations
kept paying their tithes. Not a body more. Imperial agents didn’t get murdered on Segovax
because there weren’t any. The whole idea was batshit.
The Doctor tapped his lips with his fingertips.
‘I wonder…’ He gestured towards the sequencer. ‘May I?’
K’tkkrk waved a flipper.
He stepped in and began tapping away furiously at the manual controls. I’d almost
forgotten you could interact with a machine that way – it was so much more cumbersome
than just intersecting your senscape. Still, I guess he didn’t have much choice. And he
worked those manuals impressively fast. The hovering readouts began flashing through
screens and screens of data. I recognised Imperial heraldic crests at the top of many of them.
‘What are you doing?’ K’tkkrk cawed. ‘Those are Imperial records! How did you get
in there? You’ll have the Landsknechte round here in minutes if they trace the incursion!’
‘Mrs K,’ the Doctor said, breezily unconcerned, ‘you’re a lovely woman but I’m sure all
this fretting isn’t doing your colic any good. I know what I’m doing. I taught William Gibson
everything he knew. No policeman’s going to be feeling your collar today.’
When I used to work in corporate security you’d hear legends about hackers who
could breach the Imperial datanet. It took years of preparation, thousands of opeks’ worth of
specialist black-market software and a hefty wodge of luck. Even then, they generally had to
run for the Unaligned Worlds straight after if they wanted to keep their skins. The Doctor
had just casually pulled off the same feat in a basement, on a rickety old gene sequencer, on a
whim. My list of questions about him wasn’t getting any shorter.
‘Hmm,’ he said, and stopped typing.
‘Hmm what?’
‘Hmm.’ He stepped aside to let me see the screen. I ignored it and focused on the
higher-res senscape entoptics.
‘She’s not here either. You see?’
‘You just trawled the entire secure Imperial biodata repository?’
‘More or less. Plus a few subsidiary databases on dominion worlds and affiliated
federations. Her biodata’s not in any of them.’
‘That’s not possible,’ K’tkkrk said. ‘Anyone born in EarthSpace has a record. You can’t
work, you can’t go through a hospital, access the datanet, buy food, receive benefits…
Without a record you’d be shut out of every bit of society. You’d be a worse loner than
Flippers here.’
‘Maybe she wasn’t part of society?’ the Doctor suggested.
‘An Outlander?’ I’d heard the rumours, like every other naughty child. K’tkkrk shot
me a pitying look.
‘Perhaps,’ the Doctor said, in a tone that made it quite clear he didn’t think so. ‘Or
perhaps she just really wanted to get away from it all?’
‘Not possible,’ K’tkkrk said with certainty. ‘No-one can disappear that completely.’

‘No,’ he agreed. ‘Not unless they’re very clever. And had help.’ He turned to me and
grinned, clapping his hands together in delight. ‘Flippers,’ he said, ‘you’ve got a mystery on
your hands!’
His glee was kind of infectious. I stamped down hard on the rising feeling of
excitement.
‘Look, sunshine. This ain’t fun and games. A woman’s dead. And you’re the chief
suspect.’
‘What, still?’ He pulled a face. ‘But K’tkkrk vouched for me. Can’t we just skip all that
get on with things? It’s boring! Look, I think I’ve got some psychic paper in here somewhere.’
He rummaged in his frock-coat and eventually pulled out a small wallet, which he
opened and displayed to me proudly.
‘What’s the Tufty Club?’
He glanced at the membership card, scowled and shoved it back into a different
pocket.
‘Doctor, I’m a reasonable bloke. K’tkkrk says you’re OK. She can’t pick husbands but
she knows a crook when she sees one – ’
‘Cheeky sod,’ she piped up. ‘I got your number, right enough.’
‘– but if you want me to trust you, I need answers. Look at it from my perspective.
Everything about you screams “suspicious character”.’
The Doctor looked at his clothes in puzzlement.
I pressed on. ‘You’re not local. That much is obvious. So what are you doing here?
Segovax isn’t a place most people just happen to wash up in. What brings you to the Rock?’
He pursed his lips slightly. ‘A message.’
‘What kind of message?’
‘A cryptic one. Three words repeating over and over as we passed through the local
vortex.’
Gods. It can’t be.
It was five years ago and I was sitting with Maisy in Aran’s bar. A disreputable space
merchant was telling us the story of the ghost signal. Three words that led travellers to their
end. The three words that took her from me.
It was just a story. No evidence. No proof. Nothing that would ever help me work out
what happened to her.
I knew what the Doctor was going to say before he said it. And from the expression
on his face, I think he knew. He watched me carefully as he spoke, grey-blue eyes burning
into mine.
‘Anta odeli uta.’
My heart stopped.

Chapter Three
Not all of Segovax is as run-down as Cheapside. Rule of thumb, the further you travel from
the Docklands, the classier the neighbourhoods get. Assuming you like your buildings
gleaming with plastiglass, white and soulless, as an avatanchor’s smile. Within sight of the
Glassheart – that shining commercial Eden at the opposite end of the Rock to the darsena,
there’s one particular suburb. Back in the day it was an artists’ and intellectuals’ quarter,
inasmuch as there were any of those on a mining outpost like the Rock. After the coup it
became more and more gentrified. The real painters and writers and thinkers were priced out
and it became home to time-serving university staff and corporate retirees. Where once
youthful vigour and rebellious creativity had animated the streets, now they slumbered to
the sound of hired hands with lawnmowers. A plastic, picket-fenced utopia of bridge nights,
pool boys and mumbled complaints about the sad lack of commercial spirit in the feckless
youth of today.
Welcome to entrep country.
It took us a while to make the journey from K’tkkrk’s,
but to the Doctor’s credit he never once complained or asked
where we were going. He seemed to recognise the gleam of
purpose in my eyes, to be content for me tell the story at my
own pace. I began to like him a little more.
I said before that my heart stopped. You’ll forgive me a
moment of cheap schlock, I hope. If not, you might as well
stop now ’cos Jane Austen this ain’t. It’s not like it was really
cheating anyway. You’re smart enough to know I was all right.
Else I’d hardly be telling you this now. So, yeah, my heart
didn’t literally stop. But for an instant there that’s sure as
buggery what it felt like. I’d known what he was going to say,
but somehow hadn’t quite believed it. The phantom message
and the case that had surrounded it seemed like a halfremembered dream or a calves’ game. I hadn’t talked about it
since Maisy vanished. Didn’t want to, and the fact that I had
no-one to confide in made it easy. I reckon it’s a man thing, at
least up to a point. Every bloke feels like if he bottles it up and
pretends it never happened, one day he’ll wake up and the girl
he loves will be right back there with him. Didn’t work any
better for me than it did the rest.
When the Doctor spoke the words again it surged
back over me like a storm tide. The pain and the confusion and
the – yeah, I’ll admit it – anger. Why did she have to go? Why
did she make me stay behind? Some days I could hardly even

remember the sound of her voice, but in my Challenger Deeps I still felt pissed off with her.
The Doctor saw that in my face.
He didn’t ask anything. Didn’t have to. Like somehow he just knew I was ready to
talk. Before even I did, I think. We nodded goodbye to K’tkkrk and I drove him here. A
deserted street in a gated entrep community. We stood in the actinic light of a street lamp
outside a venerable manse, as broad and respectable and abandoned as an elderly vicar’s wife.
I could almost feel the neighbours’ net curtains twitching.
I’d had an AI subroutine keep half an eye on the place over the years. It scanned the
property ads and transaction records for any reference to it being sold or redeveloped.
Nothing ever showed up. Prime real estate like this rarely went empty so long, so part of me
had just assumed the AI had missed something. I’d expected to find it fixed up, refurbished
and inhabited by some dull middle-manager and his cereal-advert wife and kids.
But it was much as I’d last seen it. A shade more tumbledown; the ivy higher up the
frontage. The paint on the clapboards could do with a going over of but the grass had been
trimmed within the last few months. Someone was being paid to look after the place.
The front door was locked when I tried it.
The Doctor obliged with some sort of sonic lockpick from his jacket pocket. Handy
gizmo; can’t say I was wild about what it did to my sonar. By now I knew better than to ask
where he’d come by it. My balance still whirling a bit, we stepped inside into a scene of
dusty, old-school grandeur. An upper-middle-class kind of grandeur, but for a guy used to
one and a half rooms in a downtown tenement it was grandeur nonetheless.
I knew what I was here for, but I still wasn’t sure I wanted to share with the Doctor
after all. I lingered in the hallway, pretending to inspect the line of framed simularities along
the left wall. Ancient notables, stiff and false in their business-suits and smiles. Employees of
months long-passed. There was a layer of grime over everything. The autocleaners must have
shut down years ago.
‘He’s dead now,’ I said. ‘The bloke who had this place. Natural causes. He was old.’
The living-room was off to the right. The fella had called it the parlour or drawing
room or something pretentious like that. I can’t remember now. Living room, bedroom,
bathroom, kitchen: that’s about as technical as I run to. The Doctor made a beeline for the
bookshelves. He examined the leather spines curiously, sniffed foxed pages with the relish of
a connoisseur.
‘Real paper books,’ I pointed out, unnecessarily. ‘He always did have airs.’
‘You can tell a lot about someone from his choice of reading material,’ the Doctor said.
‘Novels, adventures, romances, histories, biographies. Look at these.’ He opened a book at
random, displaying the pages to me. They were blank.
‘Guess he didn’t do much reading. Must have bought them for display.’
‘Books as conspicuous consumption. So sad.’ He replaced the book on the shelf with a
sigh and settled in an armchair. ‘Who was he?’
Maisy had sat in that chair. I turned away, remembering. ‘Serrano. Alberto Serrano.
Professor at the university before it closed down. He was pretty high up in the faculty. Did
well out of it. Bought this place with his severance package.’
‘They shut down the university?’ the Doctor asked in a tone a child might use about
someone who kicked puppies. ‘Why?’

‘Harsh economic climate. People need to focus on skills and wealth-creation. So the
company said, anyway. They restructured it into a business school. Entreps go there now;
sumers go on vocational courses and become cleaners and plumbers and what-have-you.’
He looked disgusted.
‘Most of the academics went out-of-system. Space Cambridge, Dellah, wherever.’’
‘But not Serrano?’
I wandered over to a tantalus. Real mahogany, a thousand years old, give or take.
Serrano had told me the exact figure, but I didn’t recall now. I retain information that
matters. When it’s just entreps finding new ways to boast about their account balance it
tends to go in one ear and out the other.
I remembered this piece of furniture clear enough, though. The key was hidden under
a vase on the bookcase nearby. The flowers were dead but the key was still there. The Doctor
raised an eyebrow as I retrieved it, but said nothing.
‘Serrano was never much of an academic,’ I said, twirling the key between metal
fingers. ‘More in it for the admin side, far as I could tell. Gravy trainer. Reliable. He was pretty
involved in winding it all down. Before my time, but he seemed pretty proud of it afterwards.’
‘How did you know him?’
‘How do I know anyone who doesn’t spend half the month overdrawn? He hired us –
me. This was years after the uni shut. It wasn’t anything exciting. He was being blackmailed.
Something about his daughters. They’re entreps – rising stars in Considia. He got an
anonymous message from someone saying they had info that could end their careers. Serrano
seemed to believe him. Wanted me to track the guy down. Not for the money, he said. For
the principle.’
I wondered if he’d ever even thought about principles before that moment.
‘A former colleague with a grudge?’
‘That’s what we assumed at first. He wasn’t exactly Professor Popular, as you can
imagine. He used to get hassle for a few years after the uni closed, he said. Just small-time
stuff: the usual. Threatening senscape pop-ups, Zranti Beast dung on the doorstep, that sort
of thing. He ignored it and eventually it stopped. Then, years later, the blackmail attempt.
‘We tried to chase up people who’d been associated with the university but we didn’t
turn up anything useful. All the kosher academics had left the world, like I said. The ones
who were left had got proper jobs in the private sector or retired like him on their corporate
payout. By definition they were the ones who didn’t care too much about what had happened
to their academic careers. They all had alibis, none had motive.’
‘You didn’t give up, though.’ He smiled. ‘You’re not the type.’
I stopped twirling the key. ‘Wish I had,’ I said, and inserted it into the cabinet lock.
There was a false back to the top shelf. I slid it aside and pulled a manila document
wallet from among the papers inside. Tossed it across the room to him. I didn’t look at it
myself. I knew well enough what it contained.
Simularities. Hard-copy printouts, faded and glitching with age. They showed a
hewn-out hidden room, like K’tkkrk’s but bigger. No windows. Walls covered with pinnedup political pamphlets and posters. A fizzing socket on one wall where a console had been
hurriedly ripped out.
The Doctor glanced at the picture before moving on to the intercept records.

‘They found it when they were going through the university departments, stripping
‘em out before demolition. Whoever’d used it was long gone, and they’d taken anything
incriminating with them. They only managed to recover one thing. Something that had gone
round and round the local datascape so many times it had burned itself as a ghost into the
base code.’
‘Anta odeli uta?’
He didn’t need me to tell him the guess was right. ‘It doesn’t mean anything, does it?
We ran it through every translation AI we could find. It’s no known language and it doesn’t
seem to be a cipher either. It’s meaningless.’
He peered at the papers. ‘Very little’s meaningless, Flippers.’
‘Serrano would agree with you. He was kind of obsessed with it for years. Never did
find anything out, though. But then with the blackmail… He was sure it was connected.’
‘And was it?’
‘I don’t know. We thought he was crazy at first. Just an old codger with a nutty
hobby-horse. But none of the other leads were going anywhere and times were hard. We
needed to close out the case. So we started asking around. There’s places where you can
always find rumours for the price of a pint or two.’
‘Who did you talk to?’
‘Spacers mostly. Drunk old deckhands and swabbies loitering round the darsena. I
told you we were desperate. Asking round the docks paying opeks for sailors’ tales not worth
a sou.’
‘I was a sailor myself, for a bit.’
‘Then you know I’m right. Rumour was, this signal was ghosting round particular
corners of the datanet all over the whole system. You’d occasionally catch a fragment of it as
interference, they said. But the only place it becomes really clear is a certain volume out in
mid-system, beyond the Belt, on the cusp of the Lagrange points. One old captain was taking
his skiff out that way on a garbage run to Carvilius. It was the only clue we had. We had to
follow it.’
There was a pause. I hesitated to go on and he weighed up his next question.
Eventually he decided to risk it. He fixed me with those cool eyes of his and said gently, ‘You
keep saying we.’
So here we were.
‘Maisy,’ I said. It was the first time I’d spoken the name out loud in years. The sound
of it in my voice was odd, a little bit of that time suddenly made present again. ‘My partner.
In all senses, before you ask. I loved that girl, Doctor. Loved her like I don’t know how to say.
That evening I watched her get on that old boat with a dodgy old spacedog. Waved her out
of the darsena. She was supposed to be back within a week. I never saw her again. Three days
out of Segovax, the ship just goes off the grid. No datanet trace, no engine signature. The
investigators couldn’t even detect any wreckage. She just vanished. But we did get one thing.
A data echo. Anta odeli uta.’
‘I’m sorry.’
‘Yeah.’

Serrano’s place seemed cramped of a sudden; sweaty and close as a low-rent chippy. I
felt like a kid awoken to find he’s a kid no more. Loss and fear and release a three-backed
beast. I hadn’t meant things to go so far but once I started they’d spiralled beyond my ability
to hold back. Something about the Doctor just made me spill. I needed air like I was rising
from a ten-minute plunge to the depths. I tossed him the keys to my flitter and told him I’d
walk home.
The night was cold and crisp as the inside of a supermarket freezer. The climate
cyclers were snazzier in these entrep suburbs. You got your cooler night and warmer day,
just like you were on an actual world. I’d heard there were even long-term variations to
simulate seasons but they were too subtle for me to detect. My senses were dulled by the
stifling monotony of Cheapside. Warm and clammy the whole damn time. All the freshness
and seasonal unpredictability of a teenage boy’s bedroom. The sky here was meant to be
great, if you had the software to run it. A thousand stars a-twinkle, and a simulated
Vercingetorix shining overhead. My own sky package was generic third-party ware from a
company so small-time even I couldn’t remember their name. The colours were always garish
and unnatural – impressive when you think how many variations of ‘natural’ Earthspace has
to offer – and it had compatibility issues with my senscape. Birds flying sideways, banding
on the clouds, the odd framerate drop-out. Nothing catastrophic but enough to irritate, to
constantly remind me that the sky above me was a fraud, to make me wish I could afford a
market-leader package. Perhaps they make them that way on purpose.
I thought I saw movement across the street as I was leaving the house. A shadow
shifting in the lee of the house opposite. I layered on an enhancement aug and looked again.
Nothing there, but I knew better than to be fooled by that. I paused a moment, deciding how
to play it.
If someone was keeping an eye on me, let him. My address was on the net so he’d
learn nothing by following me home. Meanwhile I’d have plenty of chances to catch another
glimpse. I set off casually, slow enough that not even the laxest tail could fall behind.
He slipped up again on Constellation Street, about half an hour later. Crossing a
shuttered commercial arcade I glanced back and caught him in no-man’s land between a
bookie’s and a boarded-up Ogron takeaway. He disappeared immediately, turning off down a
side alley. The mistake of someone who didn’t know the area. The alley went nowhere but he
didn’t emerge. I smiled. He’d be waiting there for me to move on, trapped like a man who’s
mistaken a closet for the exit door and is too embarrassed to backtrack. I could follow him
in. He had nowhere to run.
Nah. Play it cautious. Let’s see how serious the guy is, I think to myself. ’Sides, just
’cause he didn’t know the streets as well as I did, it didn’t follow that it was a smart move to

confront the geezer head-on. Bide; think; plan. Make no move unless you’re sure of it. First
rule of the detective.
As if I’d seen nothing I adjusted my hat and I pressed on. Forty minutes to my
apartment from Constellation, the way bisected by one of the three grand bulkheads that
subdivided the asteroid’s hollow interior. Relics from the mining days when field technology
wasn’t what it is now, they’d once guarded against fire and depressurisation. Now they still
proved handy, bulwarking the districts and controlling movement between them. A
Docklands grifter needed a lot of loose change to pass the three tollgates for a trip to the
Glassheart.
By the time I reached the checkpoint the queues which formed during the day had
melted away to a kebab-shop’s worth of shuffling drunks and a couple of homeless stranded
without the opeks to get back to their shelters. I pinged one a few sous as I passed. I spied
my tail again as I did so.
Tall, burly. Long dark coat. I felt surer I’d made the right decision not following him
into that alley.
He was slower about hiding this time. Slipped belatedly into an all-night offy and
pretended to examine the liquor stand. A token gesture. He knew I’d clocked him but he
played the game anyway. A professional, then.
I completed a joyless automated transaction and passed through the checkpoint. Five
opeks poorer, I ducked into a sidestreet on the other side. A malfunctioning air cycler was
filling the air with clammy steam. I appreciated the moisture on my skin but I’d need more
than that to hide me. I activated a senscape hack I’d got a year back at a knock-down price in
exchange for cutting a ware-jock some slack in an overdue loan case. If it functioned as
advertised it ought to work in a similar way to the paywall on the kormanblooms, editing me
seamlessly out of onlookers’ perception.
The guy emerged from the tollgate a few seconds later. He moved tentatively but he
was too big to have any grace. His face was hidden beneath a wide-brimmed hat not that
different from my own. The trenchcoat had an offworld look about it, but at this time of
night most things did.
He hesitated, scouring the street ahead for a sign of me. I imagined him switching
between various optic enhancements; held my breath as I waited to see if the hackware had
worked. He stood there almost a whole minute before he eventually muttered a curse and
slunk away. I breathed out so hard my fedora did a hop above my blowhole.
Time to turn the tables.
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Should have known better than to be so smug. I barely managed to follow him three
blocks before he started to run. What had tipped him off? Were the walker’s joints
squeaking again? Could he smell the brine when it misted me? Did it matter? When your
quarry runs you’ve only got one choice. I ran after him.
He was fast. Too fast for a baseline human. Even with the walker I had a bugger of a
job keeping up; catching him was right out, ’less I got lucky. But he didn’t know the streets
and he was running towards the Canal. It had been a processing channel for ore back in the
day and had been left derelict for donkeys’ years, cultivating weeds and supermarket trolleys
till some bright spark thought of filling it with water as part of an ill-conceived effort at
‘urban regeneration’. Now it was a derelict, weed- and trolley-clogged channel filled with
stagnant water. I didn’t care: it was going to interrupt the guy’s flight.
We hurtled out of a sidestreet into what was laughingly called the Canalfront Plaza
(and like all Segovaxi place-names, that was more properly prefixed by the name of its
current corporate sponsor). He careened through a paltry collection of steel tables and chairs
some optimistic would-be entrep had arranged outside a cocktail-bar in cargo-cult mimickry
of waterfront café-culture. My guy finally noticed the Canal blocking his path.
I anticipated the hesitation, that momentary pause while he considered an alternative
route. It’d give me all the time I needed to catch him.
But he didn’t hesitate.
If anything he accelerated. His legs were pounding like pistons. Even more than mine,
and mine do actually have pistons in them.
Too late, I realised what he was going to do.
He reached the edge. Thrust down. Then he’s in the air, coat-tails billowing behind
him. I skidded to a halt and watched helplessly as he sailed across the ten metre wide Canal,
landing heavily but sure-footedly on the other side. He glanced back. Through the gloom of
the night I swear I saw a half-smile curl his lips. Then he was gone. I would never catch him
now.
I doffed my hat. Well played.
The chase had taken me to the edge of the Docklands. I’m not saying home wasn’t
walkable from there, but if you staggered drunk out of a bar there after the buses had
stopped running, you’d seriously consider kipping down there in the gutter. But I didn’t feel
like heading home anyway. I tell you, there’s nothing like a chase to get the heart beating
again. My mind was leaping around like a Raston Robot in a disco. But walk I did, playing
back my senscape recordings to pass the time. I focused in on those moments when the guy
had turned towards me. I assaulted them with every enhancement, every trick I knew,
hoping I’d be able to wring a usable ID from them. A glimpse of face, a flash of iris or
fingertip. None of it was any good. The best I could manage was a handful of blurred frames
where I could half-persuade myself I could make out something of what he was wearing
under his coat. I wasn’t sure but it looked like overalls. The grey and teal of spaceport dockcrew.
Like Segovax itself, this case all revolved around the darsena. It was way past time I
started asking some people a few pertinent questions.

I got an idea better than home. A quick datanet search later and I had an address and
a glowing senscape thread leading me to it. It wasn’t far; nearer than my apartment, anyway.
It was a better place than I was expecting. Two-star, five-storey block, its concrete
façade unadorned, unless you counted mildew and damp-stains as decor. Structurally it
looked sound enough and the lobby was clean. I’d stayed in worse holes in my own
wandering days. There was a living human girl manning the front desk, picking at cheesy
snacks from a bag. Her fingertips were stained orange. I guessed she was living, anyway. She
didn’t look up; barely even blinked as I clanked through the door. Still, a nominal step up
from an AI ’scape avatar. I stood by the desk, waited for her to say something.
When she didn’t, I cleared my throat pointedly. ‘Can I help you, sir?’ I asked.
‘Huh?’
‘Why yes, thanks for asking. The name’s McKenzie. Flippers McKenzie. Registered
independent law enforcer for the Cleruchy.’ I pinged her my ID, and a couple of images. ‘I’m
looking for this girl. She’s staying here.’
The receptionist directed me to a room on the third floor. I could hear faint music
through the door. I didn’t recognise the style, but that meant nothing. I spend even less time
on entertainment than I do on the news.
She opened it on the second knock.
‘McKenzie?’
‘And Beans?’ She looked puzzled. ‘No-one calls me McKenzie. It’s Flippers. And I’m
gonna call you Coralie.’
She nodded blearily. ‘What are you doing here? D’you know what time it is?’
She was wrapped in a dressing-gown, her eyes raw with tiredness.
‘You weren’t sleeping,’ I told her. ‘Saw the light under the door. You had music on.’
She shrugged. ‘Spacelag.’
‘Ain’t it a bitch? Coffee?’
‘What, now?’
‘You were right about the Dulcibella. There was a body. A woman was murdered.’
‘Give me five to get dressed.’
*

*

*

‘Whimsylvania.’
‘Made-up.’
Coralie shook her head and laughed.
‘Jeez,’ Fitz exclaimed. He stubbed out his cigarette and looked to me. ‘She’s having me
on, right?’
‘It’s real,’ I told him. ‘I spent a week stranded there once when I was hitching through
the Caxtarid Expanse. Ended up sharing a hostel room with a ten-inch high guardsman who
rode around on the back of a Chihuahua. It’s not the kind of thing you forget.’
Fitz shook his head in disbelief and strummed a plaintive chord on his guitar.
‘My turn again. Booboo.’

‘Booboo?’
‘Booboo.’
‘Christ…’
They were playing ‘real planet or made-up’. One of those games that always seems to
crop up when serial spaceniks are gathered in one place and have had slightly too much to
drink. Coralie had hit it off with Fitz almost as soon as we’d entered Twentieth Century
Frocks. By now the joint was near-deserted. The only customers still there were Moyston
Brown – one of the regulars who was so much a fixture I wasn’t at all sure he actually had a
home at all – and a bulbous-nosed old fella who sat in the corner and watched proceedings
sullenly while sipping from a large, stained mug of tea. Fitz had been sat on the edge of the
stage, plucking tiredly at his guitar as he waited for the Doctor to get back. If he was
disappointed his friend wasn’t with me, he soon perked up when he saw I’d brought a pretty
girl instead. He started flirting with her immediately. It wasn’t doing a world of good for my
attempts to question her.
‘I’m not gonna fall for it again,’ he drawled. His accent was strange. It had a vaguely
Blitz Spirit sound to it, but it wasn’t from anywhere on the planet I could place. ‘Booboo’s
real.’
‘You think there’s a planet called Booboo?’ asked Coralie.
‘Why not? I’m sitting with a cockney dolphin detective talking to a girl called Coralie
and Beans.’
‘Fitz, there’s no Planet Booboo.’
‘Bugger.’
She took a sip of her beer. ‘You still haven’t told me where you’re from.’
He sighed, thought about it, then shrugged. ‘The Sixties.’
‘Pull the other one! You’re nowhere near old enough.’
‘Well…’
She carried on: ‘Everyone knows the Planet Sixties was destroyed in a fabsplosion
half a century ago.’
‘It was?’
‘Are you sure you’re a space traveller?’ I asked him, getting a mite suspicious. ‘You
sure as hell don’t seem to know much.’
‘We’ve been out of this part of space for a while. But believe me, we get around.
Yquatine, Drebnar, Hoofah…’
Coralie began to giggle at this, repeating ‘Hoofah’ over and over again in various silly
voices evidently intended at first as mimicry of Fitz’s accent. Fitz joined in, and their noises
spiralled away into the increasingly bizarre and barely intelligible.
‘Look,’ I interjected. ‘I hate to be the one to break up the party but we’re supposed to
be talking about the Dulcibella.’
‘I don’t know anything about the Dulcibella. Only what I already told you.’
‘I was followed tonight. By a guy wearing spaceport ground crew overalls. You see
anyone like that acting suspiciously?’
‘Only person I saw acting suspiciously was me,’ Coralie said firmly. ‘You’ve got pretty
eyes,’ she added to Fitz.

‘And you’re pissed,’ I bit back my frustration. ‘Gordon Bennett! Spacelag and
homebrew moonshine: not a wise combination.’
I wasn’t gonna get anything from her tonight. Should have known better than to try. I
told K’tkkrk to find Coralie somewhere to crash for the night and to put it on my tab, then
slunk off out of the bar. I could still hear her and Fitz’s laughter halfway down the street.
I’d been that young once. Not so long ago, as the calendar flies. Five years ago I used
to laugh every night away over a few pints with Maisy. I used to tell her wildly-embroidered
tales from my backpacking days or my ill-fated attempt to make it as a Pearly Guard. She’d
get me laughing like a drain with stories of her time in the protest movement.
I felt like I’d aged a hundredweight since then.
I considered finding a bench somewhere, scraping the remains of kebabs and chips off
it and settling down to watch the artificial dawn. But no. I had proper investigating to do
tomorrow. I had to get some sleep.
I shuffled off spinward in the direction of home.
The rooms I rented were on the top floor of a building which had once been a district
meeting hall for the miners’ union. The old clock in the turret still worked, little mechanical
mining ships emerging from it every hour and grinding chunks of bendezium out of
holographic asteroids. These days the whole lot would be simulated, if they bothered with
such frivolities at all. The resonant bongs of the bells would be preceded by the corporate
hymn. I’d take the bells any day. After my time as a guard for Considia I’d never slept quite
the same again: always waiting for that secular muezzin and his dawn call to profit. I heard it
still, sometimes, in my dreams.
There still being no sign of the Doctor and my flitter, I got the night bus. They weren’t
designed with dolphin-walkers in mind, so I endured an uncomfortable journey rammed
between two handrails, my senscape bombarded by a looping cacophony of advertising. I
wished I could afford a package with better pop-up blockers. Maybe if I pulled in a few good
jobs… Gods knew, the ware I had at the moment was on its last legs. The only other people
on the bus were an indentured Ood with the glassy stare of someone coming off an 18-hour
shift and an old Thelthrax whose every centimetre of skin was covered in gaudy, animated
dermverts. I knew a few people who’d had one or two done for a quick opek. This woman
must have been really desperate. She glanced my way. There were ads for soft drinks in her
irises.
I got off at the next stop and walked the rest of the way.
My tail was there on my street. As I rounded the corner I saw him striding out of my
building, the long coat swishing behind him. He wasn’t even trying to conceal himself. He
nodded at me, touched the brim of his hat, then bolted. This time I was too tired to chase
him.
Krau Yssida was sweeping the landing when I emerged from the elevator. Didn’t
matter what time I got back, she was always sweeping. Gods know when the woman slept
or when the floor found opportunity to get dirty again. I’d glimpsed the inside of her flat
once. The place was a pigsty; a hoarder’s fortress.
‘You’re out late, Trau McKenzie,’ she said, the fag bobbing in her mouth as she spoke
and dropping ash on to the floor. She scowled and swept it away. ‘You been out drinking?’

She was perversely puritanical about booze. One rumour I’d heard said a husband had
left her because of an alcohol problem. If that was true I suspected her personality might
have had something to do with it.
‘Working, Krau.’
‘Ain’t that the way of it.’ She uttered the long-suffering sigh of a harassed employee.
For all I knew, she was. Maybe some corporation paid her to sweep the landing constantly.
She must do something to afford all the junk in her rooms.
‘Krau Yssida, you see a bloke just come this way?’
‘The big geezer in the coat? You just missed him. He went in your waiting room, but
he come out soon enough when he sees you weren’t in. He a client of yours? You’d have
thought he’d have messaged ahead. What’s he think he’s doing just swinging round at this
hour?’
The tone of her voice left no doubt as to her feelings about my having customers
around in the early hours of the morning, and who she held responsible. I said nothing,
tipped my hat to her, and began scanning the door for traps.
The sweep came back clean, for what that was worth. I’d already pegged the guy as a
professional and my ware wasn’t particularly high end. He could have hidden something if
he’d wanted to, no question. I took up a position beside the door and gingerly pushed it
open.
Nothing happened.
Krau Yssida shook her head and sighed.
‘‘Night, Krau,’ I said, and entered my apartments, shutting the door behind me.
I’ve got one and a half rooms. The half was a ‘waiting room’: just the entrance hall
with a plastic chair and a couple of out-of-date magazines. I called the other room my ‘office’
but it was my kitchen and bedroom and all. Rudimentary food reheater in one corner; cheap
immersion tank in the other. That was big enough to submerge in, but not to move around. I
hadn’t had a proper swim since I’d left Blitz Spirit. There were entrep cetaceans in the
Glassheart who had entire aquatic mansions, I’d heard. Even K’tkkrk had a senscape
projector laced into her tank that fooled her perceptions into thinking she was swimming
around in open water. My cashflow wasn’t enough to afford even that.
Going in I expected to find the place overturned. It wasn’t the first time someone had
broken into my rooms while I was out. Wouldn’t be the last. Usually they just rifled through
the datastore and pocketed any valuables left lying around. I’d solved that problem now:
there weren’t any valuables left. Leastways, not in financial terms. The simularity of Maisy
was still on the desk, undisturbed.
Next to it was a box.
First time anyone broke in to leave me a present.
I considered it carefully, running the same scans I’d used on the door. No explosive or
fissile material. Couldn’t rule out a jack-in-the-box. It’d be a big one, though.
Cautiously, I reached out a mechanical hand. The instant I touched it, a pop-up
bloomed in my senscape.
Dream of a free Lacaille 8760.

The message was followed by a timestamp. Late tomorrow morning. Later this
morning, I corrected. That’s all there was. No explanations, no signature, nothing. A sendertrace oomph came back empty-handed. As far as my aug AI was concerned, the message had
come out of nowhere.
Definitely a professional.
That just left the box. About fifty centimetres along each side, plain grey. Synthetic
material that could be metal, plastic or some combination of the two. There was a release
toggle near the top.
‘Well, here goes nothing,’ I muttered, and tapped it.
The box unfolded.
Inside was a head. A severed female head.

